
 

Nonverbal Communication 
 

Have you ever heard anyone say, "His actions spoke so loudly I couldn't hear what he said?" 
Have you ever wondered whether anyone has said that about you? What we do is a means of 
communication, subject to interpretation by others. Did you ever stop to think that even failure 
to act is a way of communicating? 

Today, many researchers are concerned with the information sent by communication that is 
independent of and different from verbal information; namely, the nonverbal 
communication. Verbal communication is organized by language; nonverbal 
communication is not. 

Communication is the transfer of information from one person to another. Most of us spend 
about 75 percent of our waking hours communicating our knowledge, thoughts and ideas to 
others. However, most of us fail to realize that a great deal of our communication is of a 
nonverbal form as opposed to the oral and written forms. Nonverbal communication 
includes facial expressions, eye contact, tone of voice, body posture and motions, and 
positioning within groups. It may also include the way we wear our clothes or the silence we 
keep. 

In person-to-person communications our messages are sent on two levels simultaneously. If the 
nonverbal cues and the spoken message are incongruous, the flow of communication is 
hindered. Right or wrong, the receiver of the communication tends to base the intentions of the 
sender on the nonverbal cues he receives. 

Categories of Nonverbal Communication 

 Physical. This is the personal type of communication. It includes facial expressions, tone 
of voice, sense of touch, sense of smell and body motions. 

 Aesthetic. This is the type of communication that takes place through creative 
expressions: playing instrumental music, dancing, painting and sculpturing. 

 Signs. This is the mechanical type of communication, which includes the use of signal 
flags, the 21-gun salute, horns and sirens. 

 Symbolic. This is the type of communication that makes use of religious, status or ego-
building symbols. 
 

Static Features 

Distance. The distance one stands from another frequently conveys a nonverbal message. In 
some cultures it is a sign of attraction, while in others it may reflect status or the intensity of the 
exchange. 

Orientation. People may present themselves in various ways: face-to-face, side-to-side or even 
back-to-back. For example, cooperating people are likely to sit side-by-side while competitors 
frequently face one another. 

Posture. Obviously, one can be lying down, seated or standing. These are not the elements of 
posture that convey messages. Are we slouched or erect? Are our legs crossed or our arms 



 

folded? Such postures convey a degree of formality and the degree of relaxation in the 
communication exchange. 

Physical Contact. Shaking hands, touching, holding, embracing, pushing or patting on the 
back all convey messages. They reflect an element of intimacy or a feeling of (or lack of) 
attraction. 

 

Dynamic Features 

Facial Expressions. A smile, frown, raised eyebrow, yawn and sneer all convey information. 
Facial expressions continually change during interaction and are monitored constantly by the 
recipient. There is evidence that the meaning of these expressions may be similar across 
cultures. 

Gestures. One of the most frequently observed, but least understood, cues is a hand 
movement. Most people use hand movements regularly when talking. While some gestures (e.g. 
a clenched fist) have universal meanings, most of the others are individually learned and 
idiosyncratic. 

Looking. A major feature of social communication is eye contact. It can convey emotion, signal 
when to talk or finish, or convey aversion. The frequency of contact may suggest interest or 
boredom. 

 

Kinesics 

Forward and Backward Movements. If you extend a hand straight forward during an 
interview or tend to lean forward, Lamb considers you to be an "operator”; good for an 
organization requiring an infusion of energy or dramatic change of course. 

Vertical Movements. If you tend to draw yourself up to your tallest during the handshake, 
Lamb considers you to be a "presenter." You are a master at selling yourself or the organization 
in which you are employed. 

Side-to-Side Movements. If you take a lot of space while talking by moving your arms about, 
you are a good informer and good listener. You are best suited for an organization seeking a 
better sense of direction. Lamb believes there is a relationship between positioning of the body, 
movements of the limbs and facial expressions. He has observed harmony between the two. On 
the other hand, if certain gestures are rehearsed, such as those made to impress others, there is 
a tendency to separate the posture and the movements. The harmony disappears. 

Facial Expressions. The expressions tell the attitudes of the communicator. Researchers have 
discovered that certain facial areas reveal our emotional state better than others. For example, 
the eyes tend to reveal happiness or sadness, and even surprise. The lower face also can reveal 
happiness or surprise; the smile, for example, can communicate friendliness and cooperation. 
The lower face, brows and forehead can also reveal anger. Mehrabian believes verbal cues 
provide 7 percent of the meaning of the message; vocal cues, 38 percent; and facial expressions, 



 

55 percent. This means that, as the receiver of a message, you can rely heavily on the facial 
expressions of the sender because his expressions are a better indicator of the meaning behind 
the message than his words. 

Eye Contact. A direct and powerful form of non-verbal communication. The superior in the 
organization generally maintains eye contact longer than the subordinate. The direct stare of the 
sender of the message conveys candor and openness. It elicits a feeling of trust. Downward 
glances are generally associated with modesty. Eyes rolled upward are associated with fatigue. 

Tactile Communication. Communication through touch is obviously nonverbal. Used 
properly, it can create a more direct message than dozens of words; used improperly, it can 
build barriers and cause mistrust. You can easily invade someone's space through this type of 
communication. If it is used reciprocally, it indicates solidarity; if not used reciprocally, it tends 
to indicate differences in status. Touch not only facilitates the sending of the message, but the 
emotional impact of the message, as well. 

 


