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Non-verbal Communication:  
Intro to 8 Types of Social Cues 
Learn to recognize non-verbal signals around the world 

Don’t touch! Don’t stare! Don’t stand so close! 

Non-verbal communication is as important as the words you use. Every 
globally-minded young person should know the key elements of non-verbal 
communication in order to appropriately self-assess, observe and adapt to 
cross-cultural environments at home and abroad. So, dive into the 
interesting world of non-verbal signals!  

 
 

Gestures 
How your hand & body 
movements express information 

Eye Contact 
How & how long you hold 
someone’s gaze 

Physical Distance 
How much space you  
give to others 

 

Facial Expressions  
How you use your face to 
communicate 

Touch  
How you use or avoid 
physical touch 

Paralanguage 
How your non-speech 
sounds make meaning 

Appearance  
How your fashion, style & 
hygiene communicate 

Posture 
How you sit, 
stand & move 

Non-verbal communication is a language worth learning! 

The 8 Components 
of Non-verbal 

Communication 
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Why Is Non-verbal 
Communication Important?  
Subtle signals can indicate status, 
power, subtext and emotion. Let’s 
explore the eight key components: 

 

 

Gestures: How your hand & body movements  
express information 

 

Gestures have rich and varied meanings around the world. Casual or 
unconscious movements can have unintended or even offensive interpretations. 
For this reason, many travers try to limit their gestures while abroad.  

The same meaning may require different gestures: For instance, the 
handshake is a traditional greeting in the West, but other regions use a cheek 
kiss, a bow, a hand on the heart or even touching noses for the same purpose. 

The same gesture can have different meanings: A gesture as simple as the 
“thumbs up” can have many meanings. While it has a generally positive 
connotation in North America, Brazil, Egypt and China, it’s a lewd gesture in 
Greece, Russia, Sardinia and West Africa. 

Assess your own most-used gestures before traveling and recognize that other 
cultures have varying levels of tolerance for “hand talking” and expressiveness. 

 

  

Eye Contact: How & how long you hold 
someone’s gaze  

 

In North America, strong eye contact often indicates confidence and an investment in 
the conversation. However, as with all non-verbal signals, this isn’t universally true. 
In many African and Asian nations, unbroken eye contact can be considered 
confrontational. In such cultures, avoiding eye contact isn’t seen as being rude but 
instead deferential and respectful.  

In other cultures, eye contact may be expected, but with certain restrictions. Strong 
eye contact between the genders, for instance, might be considered inappropriate. 
Research your destination before making assumptions. 
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Physical Distance: How much space  
you give to others  

 

Personal space is an important boundary. Intruding on someone else’s can 
lead to discomfort and awkwardness, so it’s important to stay aware of the 
rules around physical distance in your host country, which vary widely. In North 
America and Europe, between one and two meters (three to six feet) is 
considered an appropriate distance between colleagues. In general, warmer 
and more densely populated countries tend to be more open to close physical 
distance. And the world over, women tend to prefer more distance from 
strangers and new acquaintances.  

 

 
 

Facial Expressions: How you use your face  
to communicate  

 

Facial expressions are the most universal of all non-verbal communication 
signals. In the 1960s, researchers determined seven universal facial 
expressions: happiness, surprise, contempt, sadness, fear, disgust and anger. 
As research continues, even more commonalities are being discovered, but 
there are still some differences, and the context always impacts the meaning of 
any facial expression:  

• Expressiveness: Although emotions are universal, the level of 
tolerance for emotional display — and the intensity of expression — 
varies greatly. For instance, Latin American, Latin European and North 
American people tend to be more comfortable with strong expressions, 
in comparison with the less expressive Asian and Northern European 
populations.  

 

 

 
 

Posture: How you sit, stand and move   

Your posture while sitting, standing and walking provides non-verbal cues to 
your status and professionalism. In many cases, it’s simple to read. A tall 
stance with proud shoulders often indicates power and confidence, while 
slouching indicates low status or disengagement. Certain posture signals can 
be misinterpreted abroad. In general, it’s a good idea to avoid crossing your 
arms or legs in a work environment (this can indicate defensiveness) and avoid 
pointing your feet towards a colleague or superior (sometimes considered 
offensive). When in doubt, mirror your colleagues and follow their lead. There 
will often be varying rules depending on gender, status and age.  
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Appearance: How your fashion, style  
and hygiene communicate  

 

How you dress has cultural significance! Attire reflects the general attitudes of 
society as a whole and is deeply entwined with culture and notions of propriety 
and even religion. Depending on where you are your hair, makeup, jewelry and 
clothing can convey status, background, age, level of professionalism, 
personality and more. In short: Clothing is a language!  

Note that North America has one of the most casual approaches to workplace 
and daily attire, and we’re particularly comfortable with revealing clothing. This 
isn’t a global standard, so prepare to step up your modesty and 
professionalism when you head abroad. Keep in mind that the use of color, 
makeup, jewelry and accessories also varies between cultures. In some, it’s a 
welcome personal expression, while in others it may be considered 
inappropriate. 

 

 
 

Touch: How physical touch is used or avoided  

Personal space is crucial for maintaining a feeling of safety. Crossing it, even 
unintentionally, can make your hosts feel uncomfortable. Some cultures are 
“high-contact”, meaning they are comfortable with touch, even in the workplace. 
Others are “low-contact”, meaning physical contact is rare or avoided totally. 
Assess which type of country you’re in before using or interpreting touch.  

Both high- and low-contact cultures have rules and restrictions governing 
what is appropriate. For instance, in no culture is it acceptable to touch a 
stranger, to use touch as an instrument of power or to invade personal 
space. If you’re sensitive about personal space and traveling to a high-
contact country, prepare to stay open-minded. But it’s also okay to politely 
ask for space if you’re uncomfortable. 

 

 
 

Paralanguage: How non-speech sounds  
make meaning  

 

We use our voices for so much more than simple speech! Paralanguage 
incorporates everything vocal that isn’t language: tone, pitch, volume, silence 
and all non-verbal sounds you make to express yourself. This element is said to 
account for about 70% of face-to-face communication, and there are a lot of fun 
unique examples from around the world. Consider the English-speaker’s vocal 
placeholders “uh” and “um”. Did you know these aren’t universal? Russians use 
the word “vot” and Arabic speakers use “yahni”.  

For North Americans abroad, volume is particularly important to pay 
attention to since we have a reputation for speaking louder than necessary! 
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Mastering Non-verbal Communication  
is Tough but Rewarding   
Staying flexible with your non-verbal communication takes concentration. Your 
cultural patterns of non-verbal communication are so ingrained, that you might make 
a gesture or facial expression without even noticing. This can make managing your 
non-verbal communication tough — all the more reason to start self-assessing as 
soon as possible. 

Top 3 Takeaways About Non-verbal Communication  
1) Do your research! Always research non-verbal communication in your 

destination country before traveling. Check out any specific guidance regarding 
gestures, eye contact, proximity, attire and more.  

2) Stay neutral. Manage your non-verbal cues until you’ve spent at least a week or 
two immersed in your host culture. Don’t make bold gestures, speak loudly, stand 
too close or wear anything bold or revealing. 

3) Your goal? Be flexible! Start by recognizing and checking your own (sometimes 
unconscious) non-verbal communication. Then aim to adapt abroad.   

 
 

Top Research Questions for Non-verbal Communication  
Before traveling abroad, research! 

Before traveling, research non-verbal communication trends and tendencies. By 
doing this, you’ll prevent unnecessary cultural missteps and be ready to adapt more 
smoothly. The following questions can give you a solid foundation: 

1. Gestures: What gestures are used for everyday greetings? 
2. Eye Contact: Is eye contact essential or restricted in the workplace? 
3. Physical Distance: What is the acceptable physical distance between acquaintances and colleagues? 
4. Facial Expressions: Is this culture more or less expressive than your own? 
5. Posture: Are there any taboos about how you hold yourself, sit or move? 
6. Appearance: What is considered appropriate dress for the workplace and public? 
7. Touch: Is this a high-contact or low-contact culture?  
8. Paralanguage: Are there any notable non-speech sounds that are commonly used? 
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Top Videos to Inspire You 
Got a minute to get inspired? 

Sometimes the easiest way to understand is to see! We’ve chosen a small selection 
of the many thousands of videos available online to give you a glimpse into the rich 
world of non-verbal communication. These are some of our favorite quick looks at the 
quirks and complexities of non-verbal communication. Enjoy and use them as a 
jumping off point to start further exploration: 

How to Count on Your Fingers: US vs. Germany (2 min)  
How can counting be different from country to country?   

When & How to Bow in Korea (3 min)  
A simple, yet fun journey through the many forms of Korean bow. 

Are Indians Aware of the Indian Head Bobble? (10 min)  
A delightful look at the complexities of this unique gesture used  
by over a billion people in South Asia.  

Italian Gestures (5 min)  
Latin cultures are some of the most expressive! 

The Culture of Respect in Japan (6 min)  
An expertly crafted look at Japanese culture and its systems of  
deference, respect and hierarchy.  

10 Interesting Ghanaian Hand Gestures (14 min)  
Want to explore how one vibrant culture uses hand gestures?  
Discover Ghana! 

TED TALK: Your body language may shape who you are (21 min)  
Social psychologist Amy Cuddy discusses the value of “power posing”. 

 
 
 

Want to discover more about the Non-verbal Communication? 
 
Read this companion Quick Guide  
which provides greater detail on each of  
the eight non-verbal components:  

• Non-verbal Communication in Action: 
Examining 8 Types of Social Cues (23 
pgs) 

 

 

 

  

https://youtu.be/Jfmzm_qKzd0
https://youtu.be/jJLrEzpzpYA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iEZ-Ltyf7UU
https://youtu.be/Xd3OK5X5GpQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=z3W7waKeMk0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Zo-ch9x5ros
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Zo-ch9x5ros
https://www.ted.com/talks/amy_cuddy_your_body_language_may_shape_who_you_are
https://s3.amazonaws.com/file.myworldabroad.com/QuickGuides/Non-Verbal-Communication-in-Action.pdf
https://s3.amazonaws.com/file.myworldabroad.com/QuickGuides/Culture-Tree-in-Action.pdf
https://s3.amazonaws.com/file.myworldabroad.com/QuickGuides/Culture-Tree-in-Action.pdf
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A Last Word 
We hope this article has made you 
recognize of the power of non-verbal 
communication.  
Simply being aware of the eight components will make you a better cross-
cultural observer, increase self-awareness and improve your chances of 
success abroad. Plus, you will derive great pleasure form being attuned to 
the delights and rich subtleties of cultures from around the globe. 

Good luck and enjoy your travels!  
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