
Research On Nonverbal Communication Indicates That 1

Research On Nonverbal
Communication Indicates That

Research On Nonverbal
Communication
Indicates That

Downloaded from
template-dev.mobaptist.org

by Riddle & Reynolds

THE SILENT LANGUAGE: WHAT
RESEARCH ON NONVERBAL
COMMUNICATION INDICATES
THAT YOU MAY NOT KNOW

Every day, you engage in conversations
without uttering a single word. A raised
eyebrow, a crossed arm, or a brief smile
often says more than a carefully crafted
sentence.  For  decades,  psychologists,
anthropologists,  and  business  leaders
have probed this silent realm, seeking to
understand  what  dr ives  human
connection beyond the spoken word. The
body  of  research  on  nonverbal
communication  indicates  that  this
s i lent  language  is  not  merely  a
supplement  to  speech;  it  is  often  the
primary  channel  through  which  we
convey  emotion,  establish  power,  and
build trust. In fact, understanding these
cues can transform the way you interact
with  colleagues,  friends,  and strangers
alike.  This  article  unpacks  the  most
salient findings from the field, offering a
data-backed  look  at  why  your  body
language, tone of voice, and even your
proximity  to  another  person  speak
volumes.

The 7-38-55

Rule: Debunking
the Myth and
Understanding
the Nuance
One  of  the  most  frequently  cited
statistics  in  this  domain  comes  from
psychologist  Albert  Mehrabian.  His
r e s e a r c h  o n  n o n v e r b a l
communication indicates that words
account  for  only  7  percent  of  the
message, while tone of voice carries 38
percent, and body language accounts for
a staggering 55 percent. However, it is
critical  to  understand  the  context.
Mehrabian's  studies  focused  specifically
on  the  communication  of  feelings  and
attitudes, not on all forms of discourse.
When you are discussing factual  data,
the words themselves obviously matter a
great deal. But when you are trying to
discern  whether  a  person  is  happy,
angry,  or  uncertain,  the  nonverbal
signals  dominate.  This  nuance  is  vital
b e c a u s e  i t  p r e v e n t s  t h e
misinterpretation  of  the  rule  as  a
universal  law.  In  a  job  interview,  for
example,  your  polished  resume  words
may  be  perfectly  crafted,  but  if  your
voice wavers and your posture shrinks,
the  interviewer  will  likely  trust  the
nonverbal channel over the verbal one.
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Facial
Expressions: The
Universal
Alphabet of
Emotion
Perhaps the most compelling research
on  nonverbal  communication
indicates  that  ce r ta in  fac ia l
expressions are universal across human
cultures. Paul Ekman's landmark studies
in  the  1960s  and  1970s  took  him  to
remote  tribes  in  Papua  New  Guinea,
where  he  found  that  people  could
reliably  identify  happiness,  sadness,
anger,  fear,  surprise,  and disgust from
photographs of Western faces, and vice
versa.  This  finding  suggests  that  these
basic  emotions  are  hardwired into  our
biology  rather  than  learned  social
constructs.  The  implications  are
profound. Whether you are negotiating a
contract  in  Tokyo,  teaching  a  class  in
São  Paulo,  or  navigating  a  family
gathering in rural  Ireland,  your face is
broadcasting your internal state. Micro-
expressions—fleekingly  brief  facial
movements that last only a fraction of a
second—can leak genuine emotion even
when a person attempts to conceal  it.
These fleeting signals are often what lie
detection experts train to observe, and
they underscore that while you can learn
to control  your words, your face is far
harder to discipline.

Posture and
Body
Orientation: The
Stance of Power
and Submission
How you hold your body is  not  just  a
reflection  of  your  mood;  it  can  actually
shape  your  psychology.  The  research
on  nonverbal  communication
indicates  that  expansive,  open
postures (often called power poses) can
increase feelings of confidence and even
alter  hormone  levels.  Whi le  the
replication of Amy Cuddy's initial power-
posing studies has yielded mixed results,
the  core  premise  remains  widely
accepted  in  the  broader  literature:
posture  communicates  status.  Upright,
symmetrical  postures  typically  signal
confidence,  authority,  and  openness.
Conversely, slumping, guarding the torso
with crossed arms, or turning your body
away  f rom  a  speaker  suggests
defensiveness, low status, or disinterest.
In a leadership context, a manager who
leans back with arms behind the head
may  be  perceived  as  dominant,  while
one  who  leans  forward  with  an  open
c h e s t  a p p e a r s  e n g a g e d  a n d
approachable. The key takeaway is that
your  body  orientation  tells  others
whether you are ready to listen, ready to
fight, or ready to flee.

Eye Contact: The
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Window to
Engagement and

Dominance
Few nonverbal cues are as powerful as
the  human  gaze .  Research  on
nonverbal  communication indicates
that  eye  contact  serves  multiple
functions  simultaneously:  it  signals
interest,  regulates  turn-taking  in
conversation,  and  can  establish  social
dominance.  In  Western  cultures,
maintaining direct eye contact for about
60 to 70 percent of the conversation is
typically  perceived  as  honest  and
confident.  Falling  below  that  threshold
may  be  interpreted  as  shyness,
deception,  or  disinterest.  Exceeding  it,
however,  can  feel  confrontational  or
creepy. The nuance extends to cultural
variation—in some East  Asian cultures,
prolonged direct eye contact, especially
wi th  a  super ior ,  can  be  seen  as
disrespectful.  Yet  the  underlying
principle holds true across contexts: the
eyes are a primary tool for connection.
When  you  avert  your  gaze  whi le
receiving  bad  news,  you  may  be
attempting  to  regulate  your  own
emotional  arousal.  When  you  hold
someone's gaze while making a request,
you  are  leveraging  a  primal  signal  of
sincerity. Understanding these dynamics
allows you to calibrate your gaze to the
situation rather than relying on a one-
size-fits-all approach.

Gestures: The

Illustrators and
Emblems That
Accompany
Speech
Hand  movements  are  not  random
flailing;  they  are  deeply  integrated  with
cognitive  processes.  The  research on
nonverbal  communication indicates
that  gestures  can be categorized into
several  types,  each  serving  a  distinct
purpose.  Emblems  are  culture-specific
gestures with a direct verbal translation,
such as the thumbs-up sign or the peace
sign. These are widely understood within
a cultural group but can cause confusion
or  offense  across  cultures.  Illustrators,
on  the  other  hand,  are  gestures  that
accompany speech to visualize what is
being said—like drawing a shape in the
air  while  describing  a  spiral  staircase.
Interestingly, people who gesture more
while speaking tend to be perceived as
more  fluent,  charismatic,  and
trustworthy.  Gesturing  also  aids  the
speaker's  own  cognitive  load;  it  helps
you  retrieve  words  and  organize  your
thoughts.  For the listener,  these visual
cues  provide  a  redundant  stream  of
information  that  reinforces  the  verbal
message.  When  hand  movements  are
restricted—such  as  when  a  presenter
hides their hands in their pockets—the
audience often feels less engaged and
less confident in the speaker's message.

Proxemics: The
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Invisible Bubble
of Personal

Space
Edward  T .  Ha l l  co ined  the  term
proxemics to describe how people use
space in communication. His research
on  nonverbal  communication
indicates that  there  are  four  distinct
d i s t a n c e  z o n e s  t h a t  h u m a n s
unconsciously  maintain:  intimate  (0  to
18  inches),  personal  (18  inches  to  4
feet), social (4 to 12 feet), and public (12
feet and beyond). The violation of these
zones can trigger discomfort, anxiety, or
even aggression. In a crowded elevator,
you instinctively avoid eye contact and
hold  your  body  rigidly  to  minimize
intrusion.  In  a  romantic  setting,  you
willingly allow another person into your
intimate zone. The distance you choose
signals the nature of the relationship. In
the workplace, understanding proxemics
is  essential  for  effective  collaboration.  A
manager  who  regularly  invades  an
employee's personal space while giving
feedback  may  be  perce ived  as
overbearing.  Conversely,  standing  too
fa r  away  du r i ng  a  one -on -one
conversat ion  can  seem  co ld  or
dismissive.  Cultural  variations  are
significant  here  as  well:  people  from
Latin  American  or  Middle  Eastern
cultures  often  prefer  closer  distances
than  those  from  North  America  or
Northern  Europe.  Effective
communicators  learn  to  read  these
invisible  bubbles  and  adjust  their
position  accordingly.

Paralanguage:
How You Say It
Matters More
Than What You
Say
Paralanguage  refers  to  the  vocal
elements that accompany speech—tone,
pitch, volume, tempo, and rhythm. The
r e s e a r c h  o n  n o n v e r b a l
communication indicates that  these
vocal cues can completely override the
literal meaning of your words. Consider
the  simple  sentence,  "I'm  fine."
Depending on the tone, it can mean "I
am genuinely fine," "I am not fine at all,
and  please  ask  me  why,"  or  "I  am
furious, but I am not going to tell you."
Pitch  variation  is  particularly  telling:  a
monotone  delivery  is  often  associated
with  boredom  or  depression,  while  a
varied,  melodic  pitch  is  l inked  to
enthusiasm and warmth. Faster speech
rates  can  s igna l  exc i tement  or
nervousness,  while  slower  rates  can
convey thoughtfulness or  hesitation.  In
telephone  conversations,  where  visual
cues are absent, paralanguage becomes
the  dominant  channel  of  emotional
communication.  Call  center  agents  are
trained to modulate their tone to project
empathy, even when the content of the
conversation is routine. The takeaway is
simple: if you want to be persuasive, you
must manage not just your vocabulary
but your vocal melody.
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Touch and
Haptics: The
Most Intimate
Nonverbal

Channel
Touch  is  the  most  primal  form  of
communicat ion .  Research  on
nonverbal  communication indicates
that even a brief, appropriate touch can
increase  feelings  of  connection,  trust,
and  compliance.  Studies  in  restaurant
settings have shown that a waiter who
lightly touches a customer's hand while
returning  change  receives  significantly
higher  tips.  In  medical  contexts,  a
physician's gentle touch on the arm can
reduce  patient  anxiety  and  improve
satisfaction with care. However, touch is
also the most culturally and relationally
regulated  channel.  What  is  acceptable
be tween  c lose  f r i ends  may  be
inappropriate  between  colleagues  or
strangers. In many professional settings,
touch is limited to a handshake—a ritual
that  itself  communicates  a  wealth  of
information  about  confidence,  warmth,
and  social  intention.  The  duration,
firmness, and dryness of a handshake all
carry meaning. A limp handshake may
be  interpreted  as  weakness,  while  a
bone-c rush ing  gr ip  can  s igna l
aggression. The key is congruence: the
touch must match the relationship and
the  context.  When  used  judiciously,
touch can be a powerful tool for building
rapport, but when misapplied, it can be a
source  of  discomfort  or  even  legal
liability.

Chronemics: The
Message of Time
How you  handle  time  is  a  subtle  but
potent  nonverbal  signal.  Research on
nonverbal  communication indicates
that time speaks volumes about status,
respect,  and priority.  In  most  business
settings, arriving late to a meeting sends
a  clear  message:  either  you  lack
discipline,  or  you believe  your  time is
more valuable than others'. Conversely,
arriving too early can signal eagerness
or  anxiety.  Different  cultures  treat  time
differently—monochronic  cultures  (like
Germany  and  the  United  States)  view
time  as  linear  and  value  punctuality,
while polychronic cultures (like many in
Latin America and the Middle East) view
time  as  more  fluid  and  prioritize
relationships  over  schedules.  The
amount of time you spend with someone
also communicates  importance.  A  CEO
who allocates thirty minutes for a junior
employee  is  sending  a  message  of
interest and respect. A romantic partner
who  consistently  cancels  plans  is
signaling  a  lack  of  priority.  By  paying
attention  to  chronemic  cues,  you  can
a l i g n  y o u r  b e h a v i o r  w i t h  t h e
expectations of your audience and avoid
sending  unintended  messages  of
disrespect  or  indifference.

Integrating
Nonverbal
Intelligence into



6

6 Research On Nonverbal Communication Indicates That 2025-02-27

Daily Life
Understanding the wealth of  research
on  nonverbal  communication
indicates that  there is  no single cue
that  tells  the  whole  story.  Rather,
communication  is  a  symphony  of
signals—facial  expressions,  posture,
gestures,  tone,  space,  touch,  and
time—that  must  be  read  together.  A
single  crossed  arm  may  indicate
defensiveness, or it might simply mean
the person is cold. A lack of eye contact
could signal deception, or it could be a
sign of cultural respect or social anxiety.
The most accurate interpretation comes
from looking for clusters of behavior and
considering  the  context.  For  the
professional,  developing  nonverbal
intelligence is a competitive advantage.
Leaders who master this silent language
inspire  greater  trust.  Negotiators  who
read  the  room  find  better  deals.
Therapists  who attend to  the  body as
well  as  the  words  facilitate  deeper
healing.  For  the  individual,  it  offers  a
path  to  more  authentic  and  effective
relationships.  The  journey  begins  with
observation:  watch  how  people  move,
listen to how they sound, and notice how

you feel in their presence. What you will
discover  is  that  the  most  important
conversations  are  often  the  ones  that
never use words at all.

Conclusion
T h e  research  on  nonverba l
communication  indicates  that  our
bodies are constantly broadcasting data
that  our  conscious  minds  may  not  be
fully aware of. From the universal facial
expressions that link all humanity to the
cultural variations in personal space and
time,  the  silent  channel  shapes  every
interaction. Far from being a secondary
system, nonverbal cues often carry the
emotional  and relational  weight  of  the
conversation.  By  cultivating  awareness
of these signals in yourself and others,
you  can  become  a  more  perceptive,
p e r s u a s i v e ,  a n d  e m p a t h e t i c
communicator. The next time you step
into a meeting, a negotiation, or even a
casual chat, remember that your words
are merely the tip of the iceberg. The
real conversation is happening below the
surface, and it speaks in a language that
everyone  understands,  even  if  few
consciously  study  it.


