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FOREWORD

| See What
You’re Thinking

Marvin Karlins, Ph.D.

he man sat stoically at one end of the table, carefully crafting his
replies to the FBI agent’s inquiries. He wasn’t considered a major
suspect in the murder case. His alibi was believable and he sounded
sincere, but the agent pressed on nevertheless. With the suspect’s consent,

he was asked a series of questions about the murder weapon:

“If you had committed this crime, would you have used a gun?”
“If you had committed this crime, would you have used a knife?”
“If you had committed this crime, would you have used an ice pick?”

“If you had committed this crime, would you have used a hammer?”

One of the weapons, the ice pick, had actually been used in the
commission of the crime, but that information had been kept from the
public. Thus, only the killer would know which object was the real

murder weapon. As the FBI agent went down the list of weapons, he
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observed the suspect carefully. When the ice pick was mentioned, the
man’s eyelids came down hard and stayed down until the next weapon
was named. The agent instantly understood the significance of the
eyelid behavior he had witnessed, and from that moment forward the
“minor” suspect became the primary person of interest in the investiga-
tion. He later confessed to the crime.

Chalk one up for Joe Navarro, a remarkable human being who, in
addition to unmasking the ice-pick killer, is credited with catching scores
of criminals, including “master spies,” in a distinguished twenty-five-
year career with the FBI. How was he able to do this? If you asked him,
he quietly would say, “I owe it to being able to read people.”

Joe, it turns out, has spent his entire professional life studying, refin-
ing, and applying the science of nonverbal communications—facial ex-
pressions, gestures, physical movements (kinesics), body distance
(proxemics), touching (haptics), posture, even clothing—to decipher what
people are thinking, how they intend to act, and whether their pro-
nouncements are true or false. This is noz good news for criminals, ter-
rorists, and spies, who, under his careful scrutiny, usually give off more
than enough nonverbal body signals (“tells”) to make their thoughts and
intentions transparent and detectable.

It is, however, very good news for you, the reader, because the very
same nonverbal knowledge Joe relied on to become a master “Spycatcher,”
“human lie detector,” and instructor at the FBI is what he will be sharing
with you so you can better understand the feelings, thoughts, and inten-
tions of those around you. As a renowned author and educator, Joe will
teach you how to observe like an expert, detecting and deciphering the
nonverbal behaviors of others so you can interact with them more suc-
cessfully. For business or for pleasure, this knowledge will enrich and
magnify your life.

Much of what Joe will be sharing with you in this book was not even
recognized fifteen years ago by the scientific community. It is only
through recent advances in brain-scan technology and neural imaging
that scientists have been able to establish the validity of the behaviors Joe

will be describing. Drawing from the latest discoveries in psychology,
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neurobiology, medicine, sociology, criminology, communication studies,
and anthropology—plus his quarter century of experience using nonver-
bal behavior in his work as an FBI Special Agent—Joe is uniquely
qualified to help you succeed in your understanding of nonverbal com-
munications. His expertise is recognized and sought worldwide. Besides
being interviewed regularly on programs such as NBC’s Today Show,
CNN Headline News, Fox Cable News, and ABC’s Good Morning America,
he continues to conduct seminars on nonverbal communication for the
FBI and the CIA, as well as for other members of the intelligence com-
munity. He is a consultant to the banking and insurance industries as
well as to major law firms in the United States and abroad. Joe also
teaches at Saint Leo University and at various medical schools through-
out the United States, where his unique insights into nonverbal commu-
nication have found a receptive audience among many, including
physicians desiring to assess patients with greater speed and accuracy.
Joe’s combination of academic skills and occupational credentials—cou-
pled with his masterful analysis of nonverbal communications in real-
life, high-stakes situations—has placed him apart and in the forefront of
nonverbal expertise, as you will discover in this book.

After working with Joe, attending his seminars, and putting his ideas
to work in my own life, I firmly believe that the material in these pages
represents a major advance in our understanding of all things nonverbal.
I say this as a trained psychologist who got involved in this writing proj-
ect because I was excited by Joe’s pioneering work in harnessing the sci-
entific knowledge of nonverbal communications to achieve professional
objectives and personal success.

I was also impressed by his reasoned, careful approach to the topic.
For example, while observing nonverbals allows us to get an “accurate
read” on many kinds of behavior, Joe warns us that using body language
to detect deception is a particularly difficult and challenging task. This is
a significant insight—rarely recognized by laypeople or by the law en-
forcement community—and serves as a critical and poignant reminder
to be very careful before you declare a person to be honest or dishonest

based on his nonverbal behaviors.
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Unlike many other books on nonverbal behavior, the information
presented herein is based on scientific facts and field-tested findings
rather than on personal opinion and armchair speculations. Further, the
text highlights what other published works often ignore: the critical role
played by the limbic system of the human brain in understanding and us-
ing nonverbal cues effectively.

The silent language of the body can be yours to master. Whether you
are studying nonverbals because you want to get ahead in your job or
simply want to get along better with friends and family, this book is de-
signed for you. Gaining proficiency will require a careful examination of
the chapters that follow, plus a commitment to spend some serious time
and energy learning and applying Joe’s teachings in your daily routines.

Reading people successtully—learning, decoding, and utilizing non-
verbal behavior to predict human actions—is a task well worth your at-
tention, one that offers ample rewards for the effort expended. So plant
your feet firmly on the floor, turn to the next page, and get ready to learn
and watch for those all-important nonverbal behaviors that Joe will be
teaching you. It won’t be long before you discover, with just a glance,

what every body is saying.
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Mastering the Secrets of
Nonverbal Communication

henever I'm teaching people about “body language,” this
question is invariably asked. “Joe, what got you interested in
studying nonverbal behavior in the first place?” It wasn't
something I had planned to do, nor was it the result of some long-term
fascination with the topic. It was much more down-to-earth than that.
It was an interest born of necessity, the need to adapt successfully to a
totally new way of life. When I was eight years old, I came to America
as an exile from Cuba. We left just a few months after the Bay of Pigs
invasion, and we honestly thought we would be here only for a short
while as refugees.
Unable to speak English at first, I did what thousands of other im-
migrants coming to this country have done. I quickly learned that to fit
in with my new classmates at school, I needed to be aware of—and sen-

sitive to—the “other” language around me, the language of nonverbal
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behavior. I found that was a language I could translate and understand
immediately. In my young mind, I saw the human body as a kind of
billboard that transmitted (advertised) what a person was thinking via
gestures, facial expressions, and physical movements that I could read.
Over time, obviously, I learned English—and even lost some skill with
the Spanish language—but the nonverbals, I never forgot. I discovered
at an early age that I could always rely on nonverbal communications.

I learned to use body language to decipher what my classmates and
teachers were trying to communicate to me and how they felt about me.
One of the first things I noticed was that students or teachers who genu-
inely liked me would raise (or arch) their eyebrows when they first saw me
walk into the room. On the other hand, those individuals who weren’t too
friendly toward me would squint their eyes slightly when I appeared—a
behavior that once observed is never forgotten. I used this nonverbal infor-
mation, as so many other immigrants have, quickly to evaluate and develop
friendships, to communicate despite the obvious language barrier, to avoid
enemies, and in nurturing healthy relationships. Many years later I would
use these same nonverbal eye behaviors to solve crimes as a special agent at
the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) (see box 1).

Based on my background, education, and training, I want to teach
you to see the world as an FBI expert on nonverbal communication
views it: as a vivid, dynamic environment where every human interaction
resonates with information, and as an opportunity to use the silent lan-
guage of the body to enrich your knowledge of what people are think-
ing, feeling, and intending to do. Using this knowledge will help you
stand out among others. It will also protect you and give you previously

hidden insight into human behavior.

WHAT EXACTLY IS NONVERBAL COMMUNICATION?

Nonverbal communication, often referred to as nonverbal behavior or
body language, is a means of transmitting information—just like the

spoken word—except it is achieved through facial expressions, gestures,
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Box 1: IN THE BLINK OF AN EYE

“Eye-blocking” is a nonverbal behavior that can occur when we feel
threatened and/or don't like what we see. Squinting (as in the case with
my classmates, described above) and closing or shielding our eyes are
actions that have evolved to protect the brain from “seeing” undesirable
images and to communicate our disdain toward others.

As an investigator, | used eye-blocking behaviors to assist in the arson
investigation of a tragic hotel fire in Puerto Rico that claimed ninety-seven
lives. A security guard came under immediate suspicion because the
blaze broke out in an area where he was assigned. One of the ways we
determined he had nothing to do with starting the fire was by asking him
some very specific questions as to where he was before the fire, at the
time of the fire, and whether or not he set the fire. After each question
| observed his face for any telltale signs of eye-block behavior. His eyes
blocked only when questioned about where he was when the fire started.
QOddly, in contrast, he did not seem troubled by the question, “Did you set
the fire?” This told me the real issue was his location at the time of the
fire, not his possible involvement in setting the fire. He was questioned
further on this topic by the lead investigators and eventually admitted to
leaving his post to visit his girlfriend, who also worked at the hotel. Unfor-
tunately, while he was gone, the arsonists entered the area he should
have been guarding and started the fire.

In this case, the guard’s eye-blocking behavior gave us the insight we
needed to pursue a line of questioning that eventually broke the case
open. In the end, three arsonists responsible for the tragic blaze were ar-
rested and convicted of the crime. The security guard, while woefully
negligent and burdened with tremendous guilt, was not, however, the

culprit.

3
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touching (haptics), physical movements (kinesics), posture, body adorn-
ment (clothes, jewelry, hairstyle, tattoos, etc.), and even the tone, timbre,
and volume of an individual’s voice (rather than spoken content).
Nonverbal behaviors comprise approximately 60 to 65 percent of all
interpersonal communication and, during lovemaking, can constitute
100 percent of communication between partners (Burgoon, 1994,
229-285).

Nonverbal communication can also reveal a person’s true thoughts,
feelings, and intentions. For this reason, nonverbal behaviors are some-
times referred to as zells (they tell us about the person’s true state of
mind). Because people are not always aware they are communicating
nonverbally, body language is often more honest than an individual’s
verbal pronouncements, which are consciously crafted to accomplish the

speaker’s objectives (see box 2).

BoXx 2: ACTIONS SPEAK LOUDER THAN WORDS

A memorable example of how body language can sometimes be more
truthful than verbal language involved the rape of a young woman on the
Parker Indian Reservation in Arizona. A suspect in the case was brought
in for questioning. His words sounded convincing and his story was plau-
sible. He claimed he hadn't seen the victim and while out in a field had
gone down a row of cotton, turned left, and then walked straight to his
house. While my colleagues jotted down notes about what they were
hearing, | kept my eyes on the suspect and saw that as he told the story
about turning left and going home, his hand gestured to his right, which
was exactly the direction that led to the rape scene. If | hadn’'t been
watching him, | wouldn’t have caught the discrepancy between his verbal
(“I went left”) and nonverbal (hand gesturing to the right) behavior. But
once | saw it | suspected he was lying. | waited a while and then con-

fronted him again, and in the end he confessed to the crime.
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Whenever your observation of another person’s nonverbal behavior
helps you understand that person’s feelings, intentions, or actions—or
clarifies his or her spoken words—then you have successfully decoded

and used this silent medium.

USING NONVERBAL BEHAVIOR TO
ENHANCE YOUR LIFE

It has been well established by researchers that those who can effec-
tively read and interpret nonverbal communication, and manage how
others perceive them, will enjoy greater success in life than individuals
who lack this skill (Goleman, 1995, 13-92). It is the goal of this book
to teach you how to observe the world around you and to determine
the meaning of nonverbals in any setting. This powerful knowledge
will enhance your personal interactions and enrich your life, as it has
mine.

One of the fascinating things about an appreciation for nonverbal
behavior is its universal applicability. It works everywhere humans inter-
act. Nonverbals are ubiquitous and reliable. Once you know what a spe-
cific nonverbal behavior means, you can use that information in any
number of different circumstances and in all types of environments. In
fact, it is difficult to interact effectively without nonverbals. If you ever
wondered why people still fly to meetings in the age of computers, text
messages, e-mails, telephones, and video conferencing, it is because of the
need to express and observe nonverbal communications in person. Noth-
ing beats seeing the nonverbals up close and personal. Why? Because
nonverbals are powerful and they have meaning. Whatever you learn
from this book, you will be able to apply to any situation, in any setting.

Case in point (see box 3 on next page):



6 WHAT EVERY BODY IS SAYING

B0X 3: GIVING A DOCTOR THE UPPER HAND

Several months ago | presented a seminar to a group of poker players on
how to use nonverbal behavior to read their opponents’ hands and win
more money at the tables. Because poker is a game that emphasizes
bluffing and deception, players have a keen interest in being able to read
the tells of their opponents. For them, decoding nonverbal communica-
tions is critical to success. While many were grateful for the insights |
provided, what startled me was how many seminar participants were able
to see the value of understanding and utilizing nonverbal behavior beyond
the poker table.

Two weeks after the session ended | received an e-mail from one of
the participants, a physician from Texas. “What | find most amazing,” he
wrote me, “is that what | learned in your seminar has also helped me in my
practice. The nonverbals you taught us in order to read poker players have
helped me read my patients, too. Now | can sense when they are uncom-
fortable, confident, or not being entirely truthful.” The doctor’s note speaks

to the universality of nonverbals and their value in all facets of life.

MASTERING NONVERBAL COMMUNICATIONS
REQUIRES A PARTNERSHIP

I am convinced that any person possessing normal intelligence can learn
to use nonverbal communication to better themselves. I know this be-
cause for the past two decades I have taught thousands of people, just like
you, how to successtully decode nonverbal behavior and use that infor-
mation to enrich their lives, the lives of their loved ones, and to achieve
their personal and professional goals. Accomplishing this, however, re-
quires that you and I establish a working partnership, each contributing

something of significance to our mutual effort.
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Following the Ten Commandments for Observing
and Decoding Nonverbal Communications Successfully

Reading people successfully—collecting nonverbal intelligence to assess
their thoughts, feelings, and intentions—is a skill that requires constant
practice and proper training. To help you on the training side, I want
to provide you with some important guidelines—or commandments—to
maximize your effectiveness in reading nonverbals. As you incorporate
these commandments into your everyday life and make them part of
your routine, they soon will become second nature to you, needing lit-
tle, if any, conscious thought. It’s a lot like learning to drive. Do you
remember the first time you gave that a go? If you were like me, you
were so concerned with operating the vehicle that it was difficult to
track what you were doing inside the car and concentrate on what was
happening on the road outside at the same time. It was only when you
felt comfortable behind the wheel that you were able to expand your
focus to encompass the total driving environment. That’s the way it is
with nonverbal behavior. Once you master the mechanics of using non-
verbal communication effectively, it will become automatic and you can

focus your full attention on decoding the world around you.

Commandment 1: Be a competent observer of your environment.
This is the most basic requirement for anyone wishing to decode and use
nonverbal communications.

Imagine the foolishness of trying to listen to someone with plugs in
our ears. We couldn’t hear the message and whatever was said would
be lost on us. Thus, most intent listeners don’t go around wearing ear-
plugs! Yet, when it comes to seeing the silent language of nonverbal
behavior, many viewers might as well be wearing blindfolds, as oblivi-
ous as they are to the body signals around them. Consider this. Just as
careful /listening is critical to understanding our verbal pronounce-
ments, so careful observation is vital to comprehending our body lan-

guage. Whoa! Don’t just breeze past that sentence and continue
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reading. What it states is critical. Concerted (efforttul) observation—is
absolutely essential to reading people and detecting their nonverbal
tells successfully.

The problem is that most people spend their lives looking but not
truly seeing, or, as Sherlock Holmes, the meticulous English detective,
declared to his partner, Dr. Watson, “You see, but you do not observe.”
Sadly, the majority of individuals view their surroundings with a mini-
mal amount of observational effort. Such people are oblivious to subtle
changes in their world. They are unaware of the rich tapestry of details
that surrounds them, such as the subtle movement of a person’s hand or
foot that might betray his thoughts or intentions.

In fact, various scientific studies have demonstrated people to be
poor observers of their world. For example, when a man dressed in a
gorilla suit walked in front of a group of students while other activities
were taking place, half the students didn’t even notice the gorilla in
their midst (Simons & Chabris, 1999, 1059-1074)!

Observation-impoverished individuals lack what airline pilots refer
to as “situational awareness,” which is a sense of where one is at all
times; they don’t have a solid mental picture of exactly what is going on
around them or even in front of them. Ask them to go into a strange
room filled with people, give them a chance to look around, and then
tell them to close their eyes and report what they saw. You would be
astounded by their inability to recall even the most obvious features in
the room.

I find it disheartening how often we run into somebody or read about
someone who always seems to be blindsided by life’s events. The com-

plaints of these individuals are nearly always the same:

“My wife just filed for divorce. I never had a clue she was unhappy

with our marriage.”

“The guidance counselor tells me my son has been using cocaine

for three years. I had no idea he had a drug problem.”
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“l was arguing with this guy and out of nowhere he sucker punched

me. I never saw it coming.”

“I thought the boss was pretty happy with my job performance. 1
had no idea I was going to be fired.”

These are the kinds of statements made by men and women who have
never learned how to observe the world around them effectively. Such in-
adequacies are not surprising, really. After all, as we grow from children
to adults, we’re never instructed on how to observe the nonverbal clues of
others. There are no classes in elementary school, high school, or college
that teach people situational awareness. If you're lucky, you teach yourself
to be more observant. If you don’t, you miss out on an incredible amount
of useful information that could help you avoid problems and make your
life more fulfilling, be it when dating, at work, or with family.

Fortunately, observation is a skill that can be learned. We don’t have to
go through life being blindsided. Furthermore, because it is a skill, we can
get better at it with the right kind of training and practice. If you are ob-
servationally “challenged,” do not despair. You can overcome your weak-
ness in this area if you are willing to devote time and effort to observing
your world more conscientiously.

What you need to do is make observation—concerted observation—a
way of life. Becoming aware of the world around you is not a passive act.
It is a conscious, deliberate behavior—something that takes effort, en-
ergy, and concentration to achieve, and constant practice to maintain.
Observation is like a muscle. It grows stronger with use and atrophies
without use. Exercise your observation muscle and you will become a
more powerful decoder of the world around you.

By the way, when I speak of concerted observation, I am asking you to
utilize all your senses, not just your sense of sight. Whenever I walk into
my apartment, | take a deep breath. If things don’t smell “normal” I be-
come concerned. One time I detected the slight odor of lingering ciga-
rette smoke when I returned home from a trip. My nose alerted me to

possible danger well before my eyes could scan my apartment. It turned
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out that the apartment maintenance man had been by to fix a leaky pipe,
and the smoke on his clothes and skin were still lingering in the air sev-
eral hours later. Fortunately, he was a welcome intruder, but there could
just as easily have been a burglar lurking in the next room. The point is,
by using all my senses, I was better able to assess my environment and

contribute to my own safety and well-being.

Commandment 2: Observing in context is key to understanding
nonverbal behavior. When trying to understand nonverbal behavior in
real-life situations, the more you understand the context in which it takes
place, the better you will be at understanding what it means. For exam-
ple, after a traffic accident, I expect people to be in shock and to walk
around looking dazed. I expect their hands to shake and even for them
to make poor decisions like walking into oncoming traftic. (This is why
officers ask you to stay in your car.) Why? After an accident, people are
suffering the effects of a complete hijacking of the “thinking” brain by a
region of the brain known as the limbic system. The result of this hijack-
ing includes behaviors such as trembling, disorientation, nervousness,
and discomfort. In context, these actions are to be expected and confirm
the stress from the accident. During a job interview, I expect applicants
to be nervous initially and for that nervousness to dissipate. If it shows up
again when I ask specific questions, then I have to wonder why these

nervous behaviors have suddenly presented again.

Commandment 3: Learn to recognize and decode nonverbal be-
haviors that are universal. Some body behaviors are considered uni-
versal because they are exhibited similarly by most people. For instance,
when people press their lips together in a manner that seems to make
them disappear, it is a clear and common sign that they are troubled and
something is wrong. This nonverbal behavior, known as lip compression,
is one of the universal tells that I will be describing in the chapters to fol-
low (see box 4). The more of these universal nonverbals you can recognize
and accurately interpret, the more effective you will be in assessing the

thoughts, feelings, and intentions of those around you.
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BOX 4: A PURSING OF LIPS LEADS TO
SAVINGS ON SHIPS

Universal tells of the lips were very helpful to me during a consulting as-
signment with a British shipping company. My British client had asked
me to sit through their contract negotiations with a huge multinational
corporation that would be outfitting their vessels. | agreed and suggested
that the proposed contract be presented point by point, with agreement
being reached on each item before moving forward. That way | could
more closely watch the corporate negotiator for any nonverbals that might
reveal information helpful to my client.

“I'll pass you a note if | spot something that needs your attention,” |
told my client and then settled back to watch the parties review the con-
tract clause by clause. | didn't have long to wait before | saw an important
tell. When a clause detailing the outfitting of a specific part of the vessel
was read—a construction phase involving millions of dollars—the chief
negotiator from the multinational corporation pursed his lips, a clear indi-
cation that something in this part of the contract was not to his liking.

| passed a note to my client, warning him that this particular clause in
the contract was contentious or problematic and should be revisited and
discussed thoroughly while we were all still together.

By confronting the issue then and there—and focusing on the details
of the clause in question—the two negotiators were able to hammer out
an agreement face-to-face, which ended up saving my client 13.5 million
dollars. The negotiator’s nonverbal signal of displeasure was the key evi-
dence needed to spot a specific problem and deal with it immediately

and effectively.

11
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Commandment 4: Learn to recognize and decode idiosyncratic
nonverbal behaviors. Universal nonverbal behaviors constitute one
group of body cues: those that are relatively the same for everyone. There
is a second type of body cue called an idiosyncratic nonverbal behavior,
which is a signal that is relatively unique to a particular individual.

In attempting to identify idiosyncratic signals, you'll want to be on
the lookout for behavioral patterns in people you interact with on a regu-
lar basis (friends, family, coworkers, persons who provide goods or ser-
vices to you on a consistent basis). The better you know an individual, or
the longer you interact with him or her, the easier it will be to discover
this information because you will have a larger database upon which to
make your judgments. For example, if you note your teenager scratches
his head and bites his lip when he is about to take a test, this may be a
reliable idiosyncratic tell that speaks of his nervousness or lack of prepa-
ration. No doubt this has become part of his repertoire for dealing with
stress, and you will see it again and again because “the best predictor of

future behavior is past behavior.”

Commandment 5: When you interact with others, try to establish
their baseline behaviors. In order to get a handle on the baseline behav-
iors of the people with whom you regularly interact, you need to note how
they look normally, how they typically sit, where they place their hands,
the usual position of their feet, their posture and common facial expres-
sions, the tilt of their heads, and even where they generally place or hold
their possessions, such as a purse (see figures 1 and 2). You need to be able
to differentiate between their “normal” face and their “stressed” face.

Not getting a baseline puts you in the same position as parents who
never look down their child’s throat until the youngster gets sick. They
call the doctor and try to describe what they see inside, but they have no
means of making a comparison because they never looked at the child’s
throat when he or she was healthy. By examining what’s normal, we be-
gin to recognize and identify what’s abnormal.

Even in a single encounter with someone, you should attempt to note
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A

Note features of face when not stressed. A stressed face is tense and slightly
Eyes are relaxed and the lips should be contorted, eyebrows are knitted, and the
full. forehead is furrowed.

his or her “starting position” at the beginning of your interaction. Estab-
lishing a person’s baseline behavior is critical because it allows you to de-
termine when he or she deviates from it, which can be very important

and informative (see box 5).

Commandment 6: Always try to watch people for multiple
tells—behaviors that occur in clusters or in succession. Your ac-
curacy in reading people will be enhanced when you observe multiple
tells, or clusters of behavior body signals on which to rely. These signals
work together like the parts of a jigsaw puzzle. The more pieces of the
puzzle you possess, the better your chances of putting them all together
and seeing the picture they portray. To illustrate, if I see a business com-
petitor display a pattern of stress behaviors, followed closely by pacifying
behaviors, I can be more confident that she is bargaining from a position

of weakness.

Commandment 7: It's important to look for changes in a person’s
behavior that can signal changes in thoughts, emotions, interest,
or intent. Sudden changes in behavior can help reveal how a person is
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BOX 5: IT'S A RELATIVE MATTER

Imagine for a moment that you're the parent of an eight-year-old boy who
is waiting in line to greet relatives at a large family reunion. As this is a
yearly ritual, you have stood with your son on numerous occasions while
he waited his turn to say hello to everyone. He has never hesitated to run
up and give family members a big hug. However, on this occasion, when
it comes time to embrace his Uncle Harry, he stands stiff and frozen in
place.

“What’s the matter?” you whisper to him, pushing him toward his
waiting uncle.

Your son doesn’t say anything, but he is very reluctant to respond to
your physical signal.

What should you do? The important thing to note here is that your
son’s behavior is a deviation from his baseline behavior. In the past, he
has never hesitated to greet his uncle with a hug. Why the change in be-
havior? His “freeze” response suggests he feels threatened or something
negative. Perhaps there is no justified reason for his fear, but to the obser-
vant and sensibly cautious parent, a warning signal should go off. Your
son’s deviation from his previous behavior suggests that something nega-
tive might have occurred between him and his uncle since their last
meeting. Perhaps it was a simple disagreement, the awkwardness of
youth, or a reaction to the uncle’s preferential treatment of others. Then
again, this behavior might indicate something much more sinister. The
point is that a change in a person’s baseline behavior suggests that some-
thing might be amiss and, in this particular case, probably warrants fur-

ther attention.
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processing information or adapting to emotional events. A child who is
exhibiting giddiness and delight at the prospect of entering a theme
park will change his behavior immediately upon learning the park is
closed. Adults are no different. When we get bad news over the phone
or see something that can hurt us, our bodies reflect that change imme-
diately.

Changes in a person’s behavior can also reveal his or her interest or
intentions in certain circumstances. Careful observation of such changes
can allow you to predict things before they happen, clearly giving you an
advantage—particularly if the impending action could cause harm to

you or others (see box 6).

Commandment 8: Learning to detect false or misleading nonver-
bal signals is also critical. The ability to differentiate between authen-
tic and misleading cues takes practice and experience. It requires not only
concerted observation, but also some careful judgment. In the chapters
to come, I will teach you the subtle differences in a person’s actions that
reveal whether a behavior is honest or dishonest, increasing your
chances of getting an accurate read on the person with whom you are

dealing.

Commandment 9: Knowing how to distinguish between comfort
and discomfort will help you to focus on the most important be-
haviors for decoding nonverbal communications. Having studied
nonverbal behavior most of my adult life, I have come to realize that there
are two principal things we should look for and focus on: comfors and
discomfort. This is fundamental to how I teach nonverbal communica-
tions. Learning to read comfort and discomfort cues (behaviors) in others
accurately will help you to decipher what their bodies and minds are truly
saying. If in doubt as to what a behavior means, ask yourself if this looks
like a comfort behavior (e.g., contentment, happiness, relaxation) or if it
looks like a discomfort behavior (e.g., displeasure, unhappiness, stress,
anxiety, tension). Most of the time you will be able to place observed be-

haviors in one of these two domains (comfort vs. discomfort).
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Box 6: A NOSE FOR TROUBLE

Among the most important nonverbal clues to a person’s thoughts are
changes in body language that constitute intention cues. These are be-
haviors that reveal what a person is about to do and provide the compe-
tent observer with extra time to prepare for the anticipated action before
it takes place.

One personal example of how critical it is to watch for changes in
people’s behavior—particularly when the changes involve intention cues—
involves an attempted robbery of a store where | worked. In this particular
situation, | noticed a man standing near the cash register at the checkout
counter, a behavior that caught my attention because he seemed to have
no reason to be there; he wasn’t waiting in line and he hadn’t purchased
any items. Moreover, the entire time he stood there, his eyes were fixed
on the cash register.

If he had just remained quietly where he was, | eventually would have
lost interest in him and focused my attention elsewhere. However, while |
was still observing him, his behavior changed. Specifically, his nostrils start-
ing flaring (nasal wing dilation), which was a giveaway that he was oxygenat-
ing in advance of taking some action. | guessed what that action was going
to be about a second before it occurred. And a second was all | had to
sound a warning. | yelled to the cashier, “Watch out!” as three things hap-
pened at once: (a) the clerk finished ringing up a sale, causing the cash
drawer to open; (b) the man near the register lunged forward, plunging his
hand into the drawer to grab some cash; and (c) alerted by my shouted
warning, the cashier grabbed the man’s hand and twisted it, causing the
would-be robber to drop the money and run out of the store. Had | not spot-
ted his intention cue, | am sure the thief would have succeeded in his ef-
forts. Incidentally, the cashier was my father, who was running a small

hardware store in Miami back in 1974. | was his summer hire.
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Commandment 10: When observing others, be subtle about it.
Using nonverbal behavior requires you to observe people carefully and
decode their nonverbal behaviors accurately. However, one thing you
don’t want to do when observing others 1s to make your intentions obvi-
ous. Many individuals tend to stare at people when they first try to spot
nonverbal cues. Such intrusive observation is not advisable. Your ideal
goal is to observe others without their knowing it, in other words, unob-
trusively.

Work at perfecting your observational skills, and you will reach a
point where your efforts will be both successful and subtle. It’s all a mat-
ter of practice and persistence.

You have now been introduced to your part of our partnership, the
ten commandments you need to follow to decode nonverbal communica-
tion successfully. The question now becomes “What nonverbal behaviors
should I be looking for, and what important information do they re-

veal?” This is where I come in.

Identifying Important Nonverbal Behaviors
and Their Meanings

Consider this. The human body is capable of giving off literally thou-
sands of nonverbal “signals” or messages. Which ones are most impor-
tant and how do you decode them? The problem is that it could take a
lifetime of painstaking observation, evaluation, and validation to identify
and interpret important nonverbal communications accurately. Fortu-
nately, with the help of some very gifted researchers and my practical
experience as an FBI expert on nonverbal behavior, we can take a more
direct approach to get you on your way. I have already identified those
nonverbal behaviors that are most important, so you can put this unique
knowledge to immediate use. We have also developed a paradigm or
model that makes reading nonverbals easier. Even if you forget exactly
what a specific body signal means, you will still be able to decipher it.
As you read through these pages, you will learn certain information

about nonverbal behavior that has never been revealed in any other text
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on body language (including examples of nonverbal behavioral clues
used to solve actual FBI cases). Some of the material will surprise you.
For example, if you had to choose the most “honest” part of a person’s
body—the part that would most likely reveal an individual’s zrue feeling
or intentions—which part would you select? Take a guess. Once [ reveal
the answer, you'll know a prime place to look when attempting to decide
what a business associate, family member, date, or total stranger is think-
ing, feeling, or intending. I will also explain the physiological basis for
nonverbal behavior, the role the brain plays in nonverbal behavior. I will
also reveal the truth about detecting deception as no counterintelligence
agent has done before.

[ firmly believe that understanding the biological basis for body lan-
guage will help you appreciate how nonverbal behavior works and why
it is such a potent predictor of human thoughts, feelings, and intentions.
Therefore, I start the next chapter with a look at that magnificent organ,
the human brain, and show how it governs every facet of our body lan-
guage. Before I do so, however, I will share an observation concerning
the validity of using body language to understand and assess human be-

havior.

FOR WHOM THE TELLS TOLL

On a fateful date in 1963, in Cleveland, Ohio, thirty-nine-year veteran
Detective Martin McFadden watched two men walk back and forth in
front of a store window. They took turns peeking into the shop and then
walking away. After multiple passes, the two men huddled at the end of
the street looking over their shoulders as they spoke to a third person.
Concerned that the men were “casing” the business and intending to rob
the store, the detective moved in, patted down one of the men, and found
a concealed handgun. Detective McFadden arrested the three men, thus
thwarting a robbery and averting potential loss of life.

Officer McFadden’s detailed observations became the basis for a land-
mark U.S. Supreme Court decision (Terry v. Ohio, 1968, 392 U.S. 1)
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known to every police officer in the United States. Since 1968, this ruling
has allowed police officers to stop and frisk individuals without a war-
rant when their behaviors telegraph their intention to commit a crime.
With this decision, the Supreme Court acknowledged that nonverbal
behaviors presage criminality if those behaviors are observed and de-
coded properly. Terry v. Ohio provided a clear demonstration of the rela-
tionship between our thoughts, intentions, and nonverbal behaviors.
Most important, this decision provided legal recognition that such a rela-
tionship exists and is valid (Navarro & Schafer, 2003, 22-24).

So the next time someone says to you that nonverbal behavior does
not have meaning or is not reliable, remember this case, as it says other-

wise and has stood the test of time.






TWO

Living Our Limbic Legacy

ake a moment and bite your lip. Really, take a second and actually

do it. Now, rub your forehead. Finally, stroke the back of your

neck. These are things we do all the time. Spend some time
around other people and you’ll see them engaging in these behaviors
on a regular basis.

Do you ever wonder why they do it? Do you ever wonder why you do
it? The answer can be found hidden away in a vault—the cranial vault—
where the human brain resides. Once we learn why and how our brain
recruits our body to express its emotions nonverbally, we’ll also discover
how to interpret these behaviors. So, let’s take a closer look inside that
vault and examine the most amazing three pounds of matter found in
the human body.

Most people think of themselves as having one brain and recognize

that brain as the seat of their cognitive abilities. In reality, there are three



22 WHAT EVERY BODY IS SAYING

“brains” inside the human skull, each performing specialized functions
that work together as the “command-and-control center” that regulates
everything our body does. Back in 1952, a pioneering scientist named
Paul MacLean began to speak of the human brain as a triune brain con-

3 <«

sisting of a “reptilian (stem) brain,” “mammalian (limbic) brain,” and “hu-
man (neocortex) brain” (see diagram of the limbic brain). In this book, we
will be concentrating on the limbic system of the brain (the part MacLean
called the mammalian brain), because it plays the largest role in the ex-
pression of our nonverbal behavior. However, we will use our neocortex
(our human brain or thinking brain) to analyze critically the limbic reac-
tions of those around us in order to decode what other people are think-
ing, feeling, or intending (LeDoux, 1996, 184-189; Goleman, 1995,
10-21).

It is critical to understand that the brain controls all behaviors, whether
conscious or subconscious. This premise is the cornerstone of understand-
ing all nonverbal communications. From simply scratching your head to
composing a symphony, there is nothing you do (except for some involun-

tary muscle reflexes) that is not governed or directed by the brain. By this

Fig. 3
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Diagram of the limbic brain with major features such as the amygdala and the
hippocampus.
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logic, we can use these behaviors to interpret what the brain is choosing to

communicate externally.

THE VERY ELEGANT LIMBIC BRAIN

In our study of nonverbal communications, the limbic brain is where the
action is. Why? Because it is the part of the brain that reacts to the world
around us reflexively and instantaneously, in real time, and without
thought. For that reason, it gives off a true response to information com-
ing in from the environment (Myers, 1993, 35-39). Because it is uniquely
responsible for our survival, the limbic brain does not take breaks. It is
always “on.” The limbic brain is also our emotional center. It is from
there that signals go out to various other parts of the brain, which in turn
orchestrate our behaviors as they relate to emotions or our survival
(LeDoux, 1996, 104—137). These behaviors can be observed and decoded
as they manifest physically in our feet, torso, arms, hands, and faces.
Since these reactions occur without thought, unlike words, they are gen-
uine. Thus, the limbic brain is considered the “honest brain” when we
think of nonverbals (Goleman, 1995, 13-29).

These limbic survival responses go back not only to our own infancy,
but also to our ancestry as a human species. They are hardwired into our
nervous system, making them difficult to disguise or eliminate—Ilike
trying to suppress a startle response even when we anticipate a loud
noise. Therefore, it is axiomatic that limbic behaviors are honest and reli-
able behaviors; they are true manifestations of our thoughts, feelings, and
intentions (see box 7).

The third part of our brain is a relatively recent addition to the cra-
nial vault. Thus it is called the neocortex, meaning new brain. This part

P13

of our brain is also known as the “human,” “thinking,” or “intellectual”
brain, because it is responsible for higher-order cognition and memory.
This is the part of the brain that distinguishes us from other mammals
due to the large amount of its mass (cortex) used for thinking. This is

the brain that got us to the moon. With its ability to compute, analyze,
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Box 7: HEAD-ING OFF A BOMBER

Since the limbic part of our brain cannot be cognitively regulated, the
behaviors it generates should be given greater importance when inter-
preting nonverbal communications. You can use your thoughts to try to
disguise your true emotions all you want, but the limbic system will self-
regulate and give off clues. Observing these alarm reactions and knowing
that they are honest and significant is extremely important; it can even
save lives.

An example of this occurred in December of 1999, when an alert
U.S. customs officer thwarted a terrorist who came to be known as the
“millennial bomber.” Noting the nervousness and excessive sweating of
Ahmed Reesam as he entered the United States from Canada, Officer
Diana Dean asked him to step out of his car for further questioning. At
that point Reesam attempted to flee but was soon captured. In his car,
officers found explosives and timing devices. Reesam was eventually
convicted of plotting to bomb the Los Angeles Airport.

The nervousness and sweating that Officer Dean observed were reg-
ulated in the brain as a response to immense stress. Because these lim-
bic behaviors are genuine, Officer Dean could be confident in pursuing
Reesam, with the knowledge that her observations had detected body
language that justified further investigation. The Reesam affair illustrates
how one’s psychological state manifests nonverbally in the body. In this
case, the limbic system of a would-be bomber—who was obviously ex-
tremely frightened by the possibility of being detected—gave away his
nervousness, despite all conscious attempts he made to hide his underly-
ing emotions. We owe Officer Dean our gratitude for being an astute ob-

server of nonverbal behavior and foiling a terrorist act.
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interpret, and intuit at a level unique to the human species, it is our
critical and creative brain. It is also, however, the part of the brain that is
least honest; therefore, it is our “lying brain.” Because it is capable of
complex thought, this brain—unlike its limbic counterpart—is the least
reliable of the three major brain components. This is the brain that can
deceive, and it deceives often (Vrij, 2003, 1-17).

Returning to our earlier example, while the limbic system may compel
the millennial bomber to sweat profusely while being questioned by the
customs officer, the neocortex is quite capable of allowing him to lie about
his true sentiments. The thinking part of the brain, which is the part that
governs our speech (specifically, Broca’s area), could cause the bomber to
say, “I have no explosives in the car,” should the officer inquire as to what
1s in his automobile, even if that claim 1s an utter falsehood. The neocor-
tex can easily permit us to tell a friend that we like her new haircut when
we, in fact, do not, or it can facilitate the very convincing statement, “I did
not have sexual relations with that woman, Ms. Lewinsky.”

Because the neocortex (the thinking brain) is capable of dishonesty, it
is not a good source of reliable or accurate information (Ost, 2006, 259—
291). In summary, when it comes to revealing honest nonverbal behaviors
that help us read people, the limbic system is the holy grail of body lan-
guage. Thus, this is the area of the brain where we want to focus our at-

tention.

OUR LIMBIC RESPONSES—THE THREE F’S
OF NONVERBALS

One of the classic ways the limbic brain has assured our survival as
a species—and produced a reliable number of nonverbal tells in the pro-
cess—is by regulating our behavior when confronting danger, whether it
be a prehistoric man facing a Stone Age beast or a modern-day employee
facing a stone-hearted boss. Over the millennia, we have retained the
competent, life-saving visceral reactions of our animal heritage. In order

to ensure our survival, the brain’s very elegant response to distress or
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threats, has taken three forms: freeze, flight, and fight. Like other animal
species whose limbic brains protected them in this manner, humans pos-
sessing these limbic reactions survived to propagate because these behav-
iors were already hardwired into our nervous system.

[ am sure that many of you are familiar with the phrase “fight-or-flight
response,” which 1s common terminology used to describe the way in
which we respond to threatening or dangerous situations. Unfortunately,
this phrase 1s only two-thirds accurate and half-assed backward! In reality,
the way animals, including humans, react to danger occurs in the follow-
ing order: freeze, flight, fight. If the reaction really were fight or flight,
most of us would be bruised, battered, and exhausted much of the time.

Because we have retained and honed this exquisitely successful pro-
cess for dealing with stress and danger—and because the resulting reac-
tions generate nonverbal behaviors that help us understand a person’s
thoughts, feelings, and intentions—it is well worth our time to examine

each response in greater detail.
The Freeze Response

A million years ago, as early hominids traversed the African savanna,
they were faced with many predators that could outrun and overpower
them. For early man to succeed, the limbic brain, which had evolved
from our animal forebearers, developed strategies to compensate for the
power advantage our predators had over us. That strategy, or first de-
fense of the limbic system, was to use the freeze response in the presence
of a predator or other danger. Movement attracts attention; by immedi-
ately holding still upon sensing a threat, the limbic brain caused us to
react in the most effective manner possible to ensure our survival. Most
animals, certainly most predators, react to—and are attracted by—
movement. This ability to freeze in the face of danger makes sense.
Many carnivores go after moving targets and exercise the “chase, trip,
and bite” mechanism exhibited by large felines, the primary predators
of our ancestors.

Many animals not only freeze their motion when confronted by preda-
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tors, but some even play dead, which is the ultimate freeze reaction. This
is a strategy that opossums use, but they are not the only animals to do so.
In fact, accounts of the school shootings at Columbine and Virginia Tech
demonstrate that students used the freeze response to deal with deadly
predators. By holding still and playing dead, many students survived even
though they were only a few feet away from the killer. Instinctively, the
students adopted ancient behaviors that work very effectively. Freezing
your movement can often make you nearly invisible to others, a phenom-
enon every soldier and SWAT team operator learns.

Thus, the freeze response has been passed from primitive man to
modern man and remains with us today as our first line of defense
against a perceived threat or danger. In fact, you can still see this ancient
limbic reaction to large felines in the theaters of Las Vegas where big cats
are part of the show. As the tiger or lion walks onto the stage, you can be
sure that the people in the first row will not be making any unnecessary
arm or hand gestures. They will be frozen in their seats. These people
were not issued memos to remain still; they did so because the limbic
brain has prepared the human species to behave that way in the face of
danger for over five million years.

In our modern society, the freeze response is employed more subtly in
everyday life. You can observe it when people are caught bluffing or
stealing, or sometimes when they are lying. When people feel threatened
or exposed, they react just like our ancestors did a million years earlier;
they freeze. Not only have we, as humans, learned to freeze in the face of
observed or perceived danger, but others around us have learned to copy
our behavior and freeze their behavior also, even without seeing the
threat. This mimicry or isopraxism (same movement) evolved because it
was critical to communal survival, as well as social harmony, within the
human species (see box 8 on next page).

This freezing action is sometimes termed the “deer-in-the-headlights”
effect. When suddenly caught in a potentially dangerous circumstance,
we immediately freeze before taking action. In our day-to-day life, this
freeze response manifests innocently, such as when a person walking

down the street stops suddenly, perhaps hitting himself on the forehead
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Box 8: THE NIGHT THE HANDS STOPPED MOVING

| was at my mother’s house a few weeks ago watching television and eat-
ing ice cream with members of the family. It was late at night and some-
one rang the doorbell (something that is very unusual in her neighborhood).
Suddenly, in the midst of eating, everyone’s hands froze—adults and
children alike—as if choreographed. It was amazing to see how we all
reacted with “hands flash frozen” at precisely the same moment. It turned
out that the visitor was my sister who had forgotten her keys. But of
course we didn't know it was her ringing the bell. It was a beautiful ex-
ample of the hardwired communal response to perceived danger, and of
the first limbic reaction, which is to freeze.

Soldiers in combat react the same way. When the “point man” freezes,

everyone freezes; nothing needs to be said.

with the palm of his hand, before turning around and heading back to
his apartment to turn off the stove. That momentary stop is enough for
the brain to do some quick assessing, whether the threat comes in the
form of a predator or of a thought remembered. Either way, the psyche
must deal with a potentially dangerous situation (Navarro, 2007, 141—
163).

We not only freeze when confronted by physical and visual threats,
but as in the example of the late-night doorbell, threats from things we
hear (aural threats) can also alert the limbic system. For instance, when
being chastised, most people hold very still. The same behavior is ob-
served when an individual is being questioned about matters that he or
she perceives could get them into trouble. The person will freeze in his
chair as if in an “ejector seat” (Gregory, 1999).

A similar manifestation of the limbic freeze occurs during interviews
when people hold their breath or their breathing becomes very shallow.
Again, this is a very ancient response to a threat. It is not noticed by the

interviewee and yet it is quite observable to anyone watching for it. I have
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often had to tell an interviewee to relax and take a deep breath during
the middle of an interview or deposition, as he was unaware of just how
shallow his breathing had become.

Consistent with the need to freeze when confronted by a threat, peo-
ple being questioned about a crime will often fix their feet in a position
of security (interlocked behind the chair legs) and hold that position for
an inordinate period of time. When I see this type of behavior, it tells me
something is wrong; this is a limbic response that needs to be further
explored. The person may or may not be lying, since deceit cannot be
directly discerned. But I can be assured from their nonverbal behavior
that something is stressing them; therefore I will pursue the source of
their discomfort through my questioning or interaction.

Another way the limbic brain uses a modification of the freeze re-
sponse is to attempt to protect us by diminishing our exposure. During
surveillance of shoplifters, one of the things that stands out is how often
thieves will try to hide their physical presence by restricting their mo-
tions or hunching over as if trying to be invisible. Ironically, this makes
them stand out even further, since it is such a deviation from normal
shopping behavior. Most people walk around a store with their arms
quite active and their posture upright rather than stooped. Psychologi-
cally, the shoplifters—or, your son and daughter as they try to surrep-
titiously swipe a cookie from the pantry—are trying to master their
environment by attempting to “hide” in the open. Another way people
try to hide in the open is by limiting their head exposure. This is done by
raising the shoulders and lowering the head—the “turtle effect.” Picture
a losing football team walking off the field after the game and you get
the idea (see figure 4).

Interestingly and sadly, abused children often manifest these freezing
limbic behaviors. In the presence of an abusive parent or adult, their
arms will go dormant at their sides and they avoid eye contact as though
that helps them not to be seen. In a way, they are hiding in the open,

which is a tool of survival for these helpless kids.
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Fig. 4

The “turtle effect” (shoulders rise toward the
ears) is often seen when people are humbled
or suddenly lose confidence.

The Flight Response

One purpose of the freeze response is to avoid detection by dangerous
predators or in dangerous situations. A second purpose is to give the
threatened individual the opportunity to assess the situation and deter-
mine the best course of action to take. When the freeze response is not
adequate to eliminate the danger or is not the best course of action (e.g.,
the threat is too close), the second limbic response is to get away by use of
the flight response. Obviously, the goal of this choice is to escape the threat
or, at a minimum, to distance oneself from danger. Running, of course, is

useful when it is practical, and as a survival mechanism our brain di-
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rected our body to adopt this tactic judiciously over millennia in order to
escape from danger.

In our modern world, however, where we live in cities and not in the
wild, it 1s difficult to run from threats; therefore we have adapted the
flight response to meet our modern needs. The behaviors are not as obvi-
ous, but they serve the same purpose—to either block or distance our-
selves from the physical presence of undesirable individuals or things.

If you think back on the social interactions you've had in your life,
you’ll probably be able to recall some of the “evasive” actions you took to
distance yourself from the unwanted attention of others. Just as a child
turns away from undesirable food at the dinner table and shifts her feet
toward the exit, an individual may turn away from someone she doesn’t
like, or to avoid conversations that threaten her. Blocking behaviors may
manifest in the form of closing the eyes, rubbing the eyes, or placing the
hands in front of the face.

The person may also distance herself from someone by leaning away,
placing objects (a purse) on her lap, or turning her feet toward the near-
est exit. All of these behaviors are controlled by the limbic brain and
indicate that someone wants distance from one or more undesirable
persons or any perceived threat in the environment. Again, we under-
take these behaviors because, for millions of years, humans have with-
drawn from things we didn’t like or that could harm us. Therefore, to
this day, we expedite our exit from a deplorable party, distance ourselves
from a bad relationship, or lean away from those who are deemed unde-
sirable or even with whom we strongly disagree (see figure 5).

Just as a man may turn away from his date, an individual in negotia-
tions may shift away from his counterpart if he hears an unattractive
offer or feels threatened as bargaining continues. Blocking behaviors
may also be manifested; the businessperson may close or rub his eyes, or
place his hands in front of his face (see figure 6). He may lean away
from the table or the other person and turn his feet away as well, some-
times in the direction of the nearest exit. These are not behaviors of de-
ception, but rather actions that signal that a person feels uncomfortable.

These forms of the age-old flight response are distancing nonverbal be-



32 WHAT EVERY BODY IS SAYING

People lean away from each other subconsciously when
they disagree or feel uncomfortable around each other.

haviors that tell you the businessperson is unhappy with what is occur-

ring at the table.
The Fight Response

The fight response is the limbic brain’s final tactic for survival through
aggression. When a person confronting danger cannot avoid detection by
freezing and cannot save himself by distancing or escaping (flight), the
only alternative left is to fight. In our evolution as a species, we—along
with other mammals—developed the strategy of turning fear into rage

in order to fight off attackers (Panksepp, 1998, 208). In the modern
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Fig. 6

Eye blocking is a very powerful display of
consternation, disbelief, or disagreement.

world, however, acting on our rage may not be practical or even legal, so
the limbic brain has developed other strategies beyond the more primi-
tive physical fight response.

One form of modern aggression is an argument. Although the origi-
nal meaning of the term argument relates simply to a debate or discus-
sion, the word is increasingly used to describe a verbal altercation. An
overheated argument is essentially “fighting” by nonphysical means. The
use of insults, ad hominem phrases, counterallegations, denigration of
professional stature, goading, and sarcasm are all, in their own ways, the
modern equivalents of fighting, because they are all forms of aggression.
If you think about it, civil lawsuits can even be construed as a modern
and socially sanctioned type of fight or aggression in which litigants ag-
gressively argue two opposing viewpoints.

While humans probably engage in physical altercations far less now
than in other periods in our history, fighting is still a part of our limbic
armory. Although some people are more prone to violence than others,
our limbic response shows up in many ways other than punching, kick-
ing, and biting. You can be very aggressive without physical contact, for

example, just by using your posture, your eyes, by puffing out your chest,
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or by violating another’s personal space. Threats to our personal space
elicit a limbic response on an individual level. Interestingly, these territo-
rial violations can also create limbic responses on a collective level. When
one country intrudes into the space of another, it often results in economic
sanctions, severing of diplomatic relations, or even wars.

Obviously, it is easy to recognize when someone uses the fight re-
sponse to commit a physical assault. What I want to identify for you are
the not-so-obvious ways in which individuals exhibit some of the more
subtle behaviors associated with the fight response. Just as we have seen
modified expressions of the freeze and flight limbic reactions, modern
decorum dictates that we refrain from acting on our primitive inclina-
tions to fight when threatened.

In general, I advise people to refrain from using aggression (verbal or
physical) as a means of achieving their objectives. Just as the fight response
is the act of last resort in dealing with a threat—used only after the freeze
and flight tactics have proven unworkable—so too should you avoid it
whenever feasible. Aside from the obvious legal and physical reasons for
this recommendation, aggressive tactics can lead to emotional turmoil,
making it difficult to concentrate and think clearly about the threatening
situation at hand. When we are emotionally aroused—and a good fight
will do that—it affects our ability to think effectively. This happens be-
cause our cognitive abilities are hijacked so that the limbic brain can have
full use of all available cerebral resources (Goleman, 1995, 27, 204-207).
One of the best reasons for studying nonverbal behaviors is that they can
sometimes warn you when a person intends to harm you physically, giv-

ing you time to avoid a potential conflict.

COMFORT/DISCOMFORT AND PACIFIERS

To borrow a phrase from the old Szar Trek series, the “prime directive” of
the limbic brain is to ensure our survival as a species. It does this by being
programmed to make us secure by avoiding danger or discomfort and

seeking safety or comfort whenever possible. It also allows us to remem-
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ber experiences from our past encounters and build upon them (see box 9).
Thus far we have seen how efficiently the limbic system helps us to deal
with threats. Now let’s look at how our brain and body work together to
comfort us and give us confidence in our personal safety.

When we experience a sense of comfort (well-being), the limbic brain
“leaks” this information in the form of body language congruent with
our positive feelings. Observe someone resting in a hammock on a breezy
day. His body reflects the high comfort being experienced by his brain.
On the other hand, when we feel distressed (discomfort), the limbic brain
expresses nonverbal behavior that mirrors our negative state of being.
Just watch people at the airport when a flight is canceled or delayed.
Their bodies say it all. Therefore, we want to learn to look more closely
at the comfort and discomfort behaviors we see every day and use them
to assess for feelings, thoughts, and intentions.

In general, when the limbic brain is in a state of comfort, this mental
and physiological well-being is reflected in nonverbal displays of content-
ment and Aigh confidence. When, however, the limbic brain is experienc-
ing discomfort, the corresponding body language is characterized by
behaviors emblematic of stress or low confidence. Knowledge of these
“behavioral markers” or tells will help you determine what a person may
be thinking, or how to act or what to expect when dealing with other

people in any social or work context.
The Importance of Pacifying Behaviors

Understanding how the limbic system’s freeze, flight, and fight responses
influence nonverbal behavior is only part of the equation. As you study
nonverbal behavior, you will discover that whenever there 1s a limbic re-
sponse—especially to a negative or threatening experience—it will be
followed by what I call pacifying behaviors (Navarro, 2007, 141-163).
These actions, often referred to in the literature as adapters, serve to
calm us down after we experience something unpleasant or downright
nasty (Knapp & Hall, 2002, 41-42). In its attempt to restore itself to

“normal conditions,” the brain enlists the body to provide comforting
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B0Xx 9: A BRAIN THAT DOESN'T FORGET

The limbic brain is like a computer that receives and retains data from the
outside world. In doing so, it compiles and maintains a record of negative
events and experiences (a burned finger from a hot stove, an assault by a
human or animal predator, or even hurtful comments) as well as pleasant
encounters. Using this information, the limbic brain allows us to navigate
a dangerous and often unforgiving world (Goleman, 1995, 10-21). For
example, once the limbic system registers an animal as dangerous, that
impression becomes embedded in our emotional memory so that the
next time we see that animal, we will react instantly. Likewise, if we run
into the “class bully” twenty years later, negative feelings of long ago will
percolate to the surface once more, thanks to the limbic brain.

The reason it is often difficult to forget when someone has hurt us is
because that experience registers in the more primitive limbic system,
which is the part of the brain designed not to reason but to react (Gole-
man, 1995, 207). | recently encountered an individual with whom | was
never on the best of terms. It had been four years since | had last seen
this person, yet my visceral (limbic) reactions were just as negative as
they had been years ago. My brain was reminding me that this individual
takes advantage of others, so it was warning me to stay away. This phe-
nomenon is precisely what Gavin de Becker was talking about in his in-
sightful book, The Gift of Fear.

Conversely, the limbic system also works efficiently to register and
retain a record of positive events and experiences (e.g., satisfaction of
basic needs, praise, and enjoyable interpersonal relationships). Thus, a
friendly or familiar face will cause an immediate reaction—a sense of
pleasure and well-being. The feelings of euphoria when we see an old
friend or recognize a pleasant smell from childhood occur because those
encounters have been registered in the “comfort zone” of the memory

bank associated with our limbic system.
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(pacifying) behaviors. Since these are outward signals that can be read
in real time, we can observe and decode them immediately and
in context.

Pacifying is not unique to our species. For example, cats and dogs lick
themselves and each other to pacify. Humans engage in much more di-
verse pacification behaviors. Some are very obvious, while others are
much more subtle. Most people would readily think of a child’s thumb
sucking when asked to identify a pacifying behavior, but do not realize
that after we outgrow that comfort display, we adopt more discreet and
socially acceptable ways to satisfy the need to calm ourselves (e.g., chew-
ing gum, biting pencils). Most people don’t notice the more subtle pacity-
ing behaviors or are unaware of their significance in revealing a person’s
thoughts and feelings. That is unfortunate. To be successful at reading
nonverbal behavior, learning to recognize and decode human pacifiers
is absolutely critical. Why? Because pacifying behaviors reveal so much
about a person’s current state of mind, and they do so with uncanny ac-
curacy (see box 10).

I look for pacifying behaviors in people to tell me when they are not
at ease or when they are reacting negatively to something I have done or
said. In an interview situation, such a display might be in response to
a specific question or comment. Behaviors that signal discomfort (e.g.,
leaning away, a frown, and crossed or tense arms) are usually followed by
the brain enlisting the hands to pacify (see figure 8). I look for these be-
haviors to confirm what is going on in the mind of the person with
whom I am dealing.

As a specific example, if every time I ask a subject, “Do you know Mr.
Hillman?” he responds, “No,” but then immediately touches his neck or
mouth, I know he is pacifying to that specific question (see figure 9). I
don’t know if he is lying, because deception is notoriously difficult to de-
tect. But I do know that he is bothered by the inquiry, so much so that he
has to pacify himself after he hears it. This will prompt me to probe fur-
ther into this area of inquiry. Pacifying behaviors are important for an
investigator to note, since sometimes they help uncover a lie or hidden in-
formation. I find pacifying indicators of greater significance and reliabil-

ity than trying to establish veracity. They help to identify what specific
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BoX 10: CAPTURED IN THE NECK OF TIME

Neck touching and/or stroking is one of the most significant and frequent
pacifying behaviors we use in responding to stress. When women pacify
using the neck, they often do so by covering or touching their supraster-
nal notch with their hand (see figure 7). The suprasternal notch is the
hollow area between the Adam’s apple and the breastbone that is some-
times referred to as the neck dimple. When a woman touches this part of
her neck and/or covers it with her hand, it is typically because she feels
distressed, threatened, uncomfortable, insecure, or fearful. This is a rela-
tively significant behavioral clue that can be used to detect, among other
things, the discomfort experienced when a person is lying or concealing
important information.

| once worked on an investigation where we thought an armed and
dangerous fugitive might be hiding out at his mother's home. Another
agent and | went to the woman’s house, and when we knocked at the
door, she agreed to let us in. We showed our identification and began
asking her a series of questions. When | inquired, “Is your son in the
house?” she put her hand to her suprasternal notch and said, “No, he’s
not.” | noted her behavior, and we continued with our questioning. After a
few minutes | asked, “Is it possible that while you were at work, your son
could have sneaked into the house?” Once again, she put her hand up to
her neck dimple and replied, “No, I'd know that.” | was now confident
that her son was in the house, because the only time she moved her hand
to her neck was when | suggested that possibility. To make absolutely
sure my assumption was correct, we continued to speak with the woman
until, as we prepared to leave, | made one last inquiry. “Just so | can final-
ize my records, you're positive he's not in the house, right?” For a third
time, her hand went to her neck as she affirmed her earlier answer. | was
now certain the woman was lying. | asked for permission to search the
house and, sure enough, her son was hiding in a closet under some blan-

kets. She was lucky she was not charged with obstruction of justice. Her
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discomfort in lying to the police about her fugitive son caused her limbic
system to generate a pacifying behavior that tipped her hand and gave

her away.

subjects trouble or distress a person. Knowing these can often lead to

evincing information previously hidden that might give us new insights.
Types of Pacifying Behaviors

Pacitying behaviors take many forms. When stressed, we might soothe our
necks with a gentle massage, stroke our faces, or play with our hair. This is
done automatically. Our brains send out the message, “Please pacify me
now,” and our hands respond immediately, providing an action that will
help make us comfortable again. Sometimes we pacify by rubbing our

cheeks or our lips from the inside with our tongues, or we exhale slowly

Fig. 7

Covering of the neck dimple pacifies
insecurities, emotional discomfort, fear,
or concerns in real time. Playing with a
necklace often serves the same purpose.



Rubbing of the forehead is usually a good
indicator that a person is struggling with
something or is undergoing slight to severe
discomfort.

Neck touching takes place when there is emotional discomfort,
doubt, or insecurity.
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Fig. 10 Fig. 11

PN
Cheek or face touching is a way to Exhaling with puffed out cheeks is a
pacify when nervous, irritated, or great way to release stress and to pacify.
concerned. Notice how often people do this after a
near mishap.

with puffed cheeks to calm ourselves (see figures 10 and 11). If a stressed
person is a smoker, he or she will smoke more; if the person chews gum, he
or she will chew faster. All these pacifying behaviors satisty the same re-
quirement of the brain; that is, the brain requires the body to do something
that will stimulate nerve endings, releasing calming endorphins in the
brain, so that the brain can be soothed (Panksepp, 1998, 272).

For our purposes, any touching of the face, head, neck, shoulder, arm,
hand, or leg in response to a negative stimulus (e.g., a difficult question,
an embarrassing situation, or stress as a result of something heard, seen,
or thought) is a pacifying behavior. These stroking behaviors don’t help
us to solve problems; rather, they help us to remain calm while we do. In
other words, they soothe us. Men prefer to touch their faces. Women
prefer to touch their necks, clothing, jewelry, arms, and hair.

When it comes to pacifiers, people have personal favorites, some choose
to chew gum, smoke cigarettes, eat more food, lick their lips, rub their
chins, stroke their faces, play with objects (pens, pencils, lipstick, or
watches), pull their hair, or scratch their forearms. Sometimes pacification
is even more subtle, like a person brushing the front of his shirt or adjust-

ing his tie (see figure 12). He appears simply to be preening himself, but in
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Fig. 12

-i&
Men adjust their ties to deal with

insecurities or discomfort. It also covers
the suprasternal notch.

reality he is calming his nervousness by drawing his arm across his body
and giving his hands something to do. These, too, are pacifying behaviors
ultimately governed by the limbic system and exhibited in response to
stress.

Below are some of the most common and pronounced pacifying be-
haviors. When you see them, stop and ask yourself, “Why is this person
pacifying?” The ability to link a pacifying behavior with the specific
stressor that caused it can help you understand a person’s thoughts, feel-

ings, and intentions more accurately.
Pacifying Behaviors Involving the Neck

Neck touching and/or stroking is one of the most significant and fre-
quent pacifying behaviors we use in responding to stress. One person
may rub or massage the back of his neck with his fingers; another may
stroke the sides of his neck or just under the chin above the Adam’s apple,
tugging at the fleshy area of the neck. This area is rich with nerve end-
ings that, when stroked, reduce blood pressure, lower the heart rate, and

calm the individual down (see figures 13 and 14).
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Fig. 13

Men tend to massage or stroke their Men typically cover their necks more
necks to pacify distress. This area is rich robustly than women as a way to deal
with nerves, including the vagus nerve, with discomfort or insecurity.

which when massaged will slow down
the heart rate.

Over the decades that I have studied nonverbal behaviors, I have ob-
served that there are gender differences in the way men and women use
the neck to pacify themselves. Typically, men are more robust in their
pacifying behaviors, grasping or cupping their necks just beneath the
chin with their hands, thereby stimulating the nerves (specifically, the
vagus nerves or the carotid sinus) of the neck, which in turn slow the heart
rate down and have a calming effect. Sometimes men will stroke the
sides or the back of the neck with their fingers, or adjust their tie knot or
shirt collar (see figure 15).

Women pacify differently. For example, when women pacify using
the neck, they will sometimes touch, twist, or otherwise manipulate a
necklace, if they are wearing one (see box 11). As mentioned, the other
major way women neck pacify is by covering their suprasternal notch
with their hand. Women touch their hands to this part of their neck and/
or cover it when they feel stressed, insecure, threatened, fearful, uncom-
fortable, or anxious. Interestingly, when a woman is pregnant, I have
observed that her hand will initially move toward her neck but at the last

moment will divert to her belly, as if to cover the fetus.
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Box 11: THE PACIFYING PENDULUM

Watch a couple as they converse at a table. If the woman begins to play
with her necklace, most likely she is a little nervous. But if she transitions
her fingers to her neck dimple (suprasternal notch), chances are there is
an issue of concern to her or she feels very insecure. In most instances, if
she is using her right hand on her suprasternal notch, she will cup her
right elbow with her left hand. When the stressful situation is over or there
is an intermission in the uncomfortable part of the discussion, her right
hand will lower and relax across her folded left arm. If the situation again
becomes tense, her right hand will rise, once again, to the suprasternal
notch. From a distance, the arm movement looks like the needle on a
stress meter, moving from resting (on the arm) to the neck (upright) and

back again, according to the level of stress experienced.

Even a brief touch of the neck will serve to assuage
anxiety or discomfort. Neck touching or massaging is a
powerful and universal stress reliever and pacifier.
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Pacifying Behaviors Involving the Face

Touching or stroking the face is a frequent human pacifying response to
stress. Motions such as rubbing the forehead; touching, rubbing, or lick-
ing the lip(s); pulling or massaging the earlobe with thumb and forefin-
ger; stroking the face or beard; and playing with the hair all can serve to
pacify an individual when confronting a stressful situation. As men-
tioned before, some individuals will pacify by puffing out their cheeks
and then slowly exhaling. The plentiful supply of nerve endings in the
face make it an ideal area of the body for the limbic brain to recruit to

comfort itself.
Pacifying Behaviors Involving Sounds

Whistling can be a pacifying behavior. Some people whistle to calm
themselves when they are walking in a strange area of a city or down a
dark, deserted corridor or road. Some people even talk to themselves in
an attempt to pacify during times of stress. I have a friend (as I am sure
we all do) who can talk a mile a minute when nervous or upset. Some
behaviors combine tactile and auditory pacification, such as the tapping

of a pencil or the drumming of fingers.
Excessive Yawning

Sometimes we see individuals under stress yawning excessively.
Yawning not only is a form of “taking a deep breath,” but during
stress, as the mouth gets dry, a yawn can put pressure on the salivary
glands. The stretch of various structures in and around the mouth
causes the glands to release moisture into a dry mouth during times
of anxiety. In these cases it’s not lack of sleep, but rather stress, that

causes the yawning.
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The Leg Cleanser

Leg cleansing is one pacification behavior that often goes unnoticed be-
cause it frequently occurs under a desk or table. In this calming or pacify-
ing activity, a person places the hand (or hands) palm down on top of the
leg (or legs), and then slides them down the thighs toward the knee (see
figure 16). Some individuals will do the “leg cleanser” only once, but often
it is done repeatedly or the leg merely is massaged. It may also be done to
dry off sweaty palms associated with anxiety, but principally it is to get rid
of tension. This nonverbal behavior is worth looking for, because it is a

good indication that someone 1s under stress. One way to try and spot this

When stressed or nervous, people will “cleanse”
their palms on their laps in order to pacify
themselves. Often missed under tables, it is a
very accurate indicator of discomfort or anxiety.
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behavior is to watch people who put one or both arms under the table. If
they are doing leg cleansing, you will normally see the upper arm and
shoulder moving in conjunction with the hand as it rubs along their leg.

In my experience, I find the leg cleanser to be very significant because
it occurs so quickly in reaction to a negative event. I have observed this ac-
tion for years in cases when suspects are presented with damning evidence,
such as pictures of a crime scene with which they are already familiar
(guilty knowledge). This cdleansing/pacifying behavior accomplishes two
things at once. It dries sweaty palms and pacifies through tactile stroking.
You can also see it when a seated couple is bothered or interrupted by an
unwelcome intruder, or when someone is struggling to remember a name.

In police work, watch for the hand/leg pacifiers to appear when the
interview session starts, and then note if they progressively increase when
difficult questions arise. An increase in either the number or vigor of leg
cleansers is a very good indicator that a question has caused some sort of
discomfort for the person, either because he has guilty knowledge, is ly-
ing, or because you are getting close to something he does not want to
discuss (see box 12). The behavior might also occur because the inter-
viewee is distressed over what he is required to answer in response to our
questions. So, keep an eye on what goes on under the table by monitor-
ing the movement of the arms. You will be surprised at how much you
can glean from these behaviors.

Heed this cautionary note about leg cleansing. While it is certainly
seen in people who are being deceptive, I have also observed it in inno-
cent individuals who are merely nervous, so be careful not to jump to
any conclusions too quickly (Frank et al., 2006, 248-249). The best way
to interpret a leg cleanser is to recognize that it reflects the brain’s need
to pacify and, therefore, the reasons for the individual’s behavior should

be investigated further.
The Ventilator

This behavior involves a person (usually a male) putting his fingers be-

tween his shirt collar and neck and pulling the fabric away from his skin
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BoX 12: FROM FACEBOOK TO DISGRACEBOOK

During an interview for a job, an applicant was being questioned by his
prospective employer. Everything was going well until, toward the end of
the interview, the candidate began talking about networking and the im-
portance of the Internet. The employer complimented him on this com-
ment and made an offhand remark about how most college graduates
used the Internet to network in a destructive way, using sites like Face-
book to post messages and pictures that would prove to be an embar-
rassment later in the person’s life. At that point, the employer noticed
that the candidate did a vigorous leg cleansing with his right hand, wip-
ing it along his thigh several times. The employer said nothing at the
time, thanked the young man for the interview, and walked him out of the
office. He then returned to his computer—his suspicion aroused by the
candidate’s pacifying behavior—and checked to see if the young man’s

profile was on Facebook. Sure enough, it was. And it was not flattering!

(see figure 17). This ventilating action is often a reaction to stress and is a
good indicator that the person is unhappy with something he is think-
ing about or experiencing in his environment. A woman may perform
this nonverbal activity more subtly by merely ventilating the front of her
blouse or by tossing the back of her hair up in the air to ventilate her

neck.
The Self-Administered Body-Hug

When facing stressful circumstances, some individuals will pacity by
crossing their arms and rubbing their hands against their shoulders, as
if experiencing a chill. Watching a person employ this pacifying behav-
ior is reminiscent of the way a mother hugs a young child. It is a protec-

tive and calming action we adopt to pacify ourselves when we want to
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Fig. 17

Ventilating of the neck area relieves stress and emotional discomfort. Rodney
Dangerfield, the comedian, was famous for doing this when he wasn’t getting any
“respect.”

feel safe. However, if you see a person with his arms crossed in front,
leaning forward, and giving you a defiant look, this is noz a pacifying

behavior!

USING PACIFIERS TO READ PEOPLE
MORE EFFECTIVELY

In order to gain knowledge about a person through nonverbal pacifiers,

there are a few guidelines you need to follow:

(1) Recognize pacifying behaviors when they occur. I have provided
you with all of the major pacifiers. As you make a concerted ef-
fort to spot these body signals, they will become increasingly

easy to recognize in interactions with other people.
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(2) Establish a pacifying baseline for an individual. That way you
can note any increase and/or intensity in that person’s pacifying
behaviors and react accordingly.

(3) When you see a person make a pacifying gesture, stop and ask
yourself, “What caused him to do that?” You know the indi-
vidual feels uneasy about something. Your job, as a collector of
nonverbal intelligence, is to find out what that something is.

(4) Understand that pacifying behaviors almost always are used to
calm a person after a stressful event occurs. Thus, as a general
principle, you can assume that if an individual is engaged in
pacifying behavior, some stressful event or stimulus has pre-
ceded it and caused it to happen.

(5) The ability to link a pacifying behavior with the specific
stressor that caused it can help you better understand the per-
son with whom you are interacting.

(6) In certain circumstances you can actually say or do something to
see if it stresses an individual (as reflected in an increase in pacify-
ing behaviors) to better understand his thoughts and intentions.

(7) Note what part of the body a person pacifies. This is signifi-
cant, because the higher the stress, the greater the amount of
facial or neck stroking is involved.

(8) Remember, the greater the stress or discomfort, the greater the

likelihood of pacifying behaviors to follow.

Pacifiers are a great way to assess for comfort and discomfort. In a
sense, pacifying behaviors are “supporting players” in our limbic reac-
tions. Yet they reveal much about our emotional state and how we are

truly feeling.

A FINAL NOTE ON OUR LIMBIC LEGACY

You now are in possession of information that is unknown to most people.

You are aware that we have a very robust survival mechanism (freeze,
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flight, or tight) and possess a pacifying system to deal with stress. We are
fortunate to have these mechanisms, not only for our own survival and suc-
cess, but also to use in assessing the sentiments and thoughts of others.

In this chapter, we also learned that (with the exception of certain
reflexes) all behavior is governed by the brain. We have examined two of
the three major “brains” within our cranial vault—the thinking neocor-
tex brain and the more automatic limbic brain—and how they differ in
terms of their roles. Both brains perform important functions. However,
for our purposes, the limbic system is more important because it is the
most honest brain—responsible for producing the most significant non-
verbal signals for determining true thoughts and feelings (Ratey, 2001,
147-242).

Now that you are familiar with the basics of how the brain reacts to
the world, you might be wondering if detecting and decoding nonverbal
behaviors is all that easy to do. This is a frequently asked question. The
answer is yes and no. Once you've read this book, some nonverbal body
cues will stand out. They literally scream for attention. On the other
hand, there are many aspects of body language that are more subtle and,
therefore, more difficult to spot. We will focus on both the more obvious
and the more subtle behaviors that the limbic brain elicits from the body.
In time and with practice, decoding them will become natural, like
looking both ways before you cross a busy street. This brings us to our
legs and feet, which propel us across the intersection and provide the fo-

cal point of our attention in the next chapter.






THREE

Getting a Leg Up on
Body Language

Nonverbals of the Feet and Legs

n the first chapter, I asked you to guess which is the most honest part of

the body—the part that is most likely to reveal a person’s true inten-

tions and, thus, be a prime place to look for nonverbal signals that ac-
curately reflect what he or she is thinking. It may surprise you, but the
answer is the feet! That’s right, your feet, along with your legs, win the
honesty award hands—or should I say—feet down.

Now I will explain how to gauge the sentiments and intentions of
others by focusing on their foot and leg actions. In addition, you will
learn to look for telltale signs that help disclose what’s going on under
the table, even when you can’t directly watch the lower limbs. First,
however, I want to share with you why your feet are the most honest
part of your body, so you'll gain a better appreciation for why the feet

are such good gauges of people’s true sentiments and intentions.
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AN EVOLUTIONARY “FOOT” NOTE

For millions of years, the feet and legs have been the primary means
of locomotion for the human species. They are the principal means by
which we have maneuvered, escaped, and survived. Since the time our
ancestors began to walk upright across the grasslands of Africa, the
human foot has carried us, quite literally, around the world. Marvels
of engineering, our feet allow us to feel, walk, turn, run, swivel, bal-
ance, kick, climb, play, grasp, and even write. And while not as effi-
cient at certain tasks as our hands (we lack an opposable big toe),
nevertheless, as Leonardo da Vinci once commented, our feet and
what they can perform are a testament to exquisite engineering (Mor-
ris, 1985, 239).

The writer and zoologist Desmond Morris observed that our feet
communicate exactly what we think and feel more honestly than any
other part of our bodies (Morris, 1985, 244). Why are the feet and legs
such accurate reflectors of our sentiments? For millions of years, long
before humans spoke, our legs and feet reacted to environmental threats
(e.g., hot sand, meandering snakes, ill-tempered lions) instantaneously,
without the need for conscious thought. Our limbic brains made sure
that our feet and legs reacted as needed by either ceasing motion, run-
ning away, or kicking at a potential threat. This survival regimen, re-
tained from our ancestral heritage, has served us well and continues to
do so today. In fact, these age-old reactions are still so hardwired in us
that when we are presented with something dangerous or even dis-
agreeable, our feet and legs still react as they did in prehistoric times.
First they freeze, then they attempt to distance, and finally, if no other
alternative 1s available, they prepare to fight and kick.

This freeze, flight, or fight mechanism requires no high-order cogni-
tive processing. It is reactive. This important evolutionary development
benefited the individual as well as the group. Humans survived by see-
ing and responding to the same threat simultaneously or by reacting to
the vigilant actions of others and behaving accordingly. When the group

was threatened, whether or not they all saw the danger, they were able to
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react in synchrony by noting each other’s movements. In our contempo-
rary world, soldiers on patrol will fix their attention on the “point man.”
When he freezes, they all freeze. When he lunges for the side of the
road, they also take cover. When he charges an ambush, they react in
kind. With regard to these life-saving group behaviors, little has changed
in five million years.

This ability to communicate nonverbally has assured our survival as a
species, and even though today we often cover our legs with clothing and
our feet with shoes, our lower limbs still react—not only to threats and
stressors—but also to emotions, both negative and positive. Thus, our feet
and legs transmit information about what we are sensing, thinking, and
feeling. The dancing and jumping up and down we do today are exten-
sions of the celebratory exuberance people exhibited millions of years ago
upon the completion of a successful hunt. Be they Masai warriors jump-
ing high in place or couples dancing up a storm, throughout the world,
the feet and legs communicate happiness. We even stomp our feet in uni-
son at ball games to let our team know we are rooting for them.

Other evidence of these “foot feelings” abounds in our everyday life.
For example, watch children and their foot movements for a real educa-
tion in feet honesty. A child may be sitting down to eat, but if she wants
to go out and play, notice how her feet sway, how they stretch to reach the
floor from a high chair even when the child is not yet finished with her
meal. A parent may try to keep her in place, yet the girl’s feet will inch
away from the table. Her torso may be held by that loving parent, but the
youngster will twist and squirm her legs and feet ever so diligently in the
direction of the door—an accurate reflection of where she wants to go.
This is an intention cue. As adults, we are, of course, more restrained in

these limbic exhibitions, but just barely so.

THE MOST HONEST PART OF OUR BODY

When reading body language, most individuals start their observation at

the top of a person (the face) and work their way down, despite the fact
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that the face is the one part of the body that most often is used to bluff
and conceal true sentiments. My approach is the exact opposite. Having
conducted thousands of interviews for the FBI, I learned to concentrate
on the suspect’s feet and legs first, moving upward in my observations
until I read the face last. When it comes to honesty, truthfulness decreases
as we move from the feet to the head. Unfortunately, law enforcement
literature over the last sixty years, including some contemporary works,
has emphasized a facial focus when conducting interviews or attempting
to read people. Further complicating an honest read is the fact that most
interviewers compound the problem by allowing the interviewees to con-
ceal their feet and legs under tables and desks.

When you give it some thought, there’s good reason for the deceitful
nature of our facial expressions. We lie with our faces because that’s what
we've been taught to do since early childhood. “Don’t make that face,”
our parents growl when we honestly react to the food placed in front of
us. “At least look happy when your cousins stop by,” they instruct, and
you learn to force a smile. Our parents—and society—are, in essence,
telling us to hide, deceive, and lie with our faces for the sake of social
harmony. So it is no surprise that we tend to get pretty good at it, so
good, in fact, that when we put on a happy face at a family gathering, we
might look as if we love our in-laws when, in reality, we are fantasizing
about how to hasten their departure.

Think about it. If we couldn’t control our facial expressions, why
would the term poker face have any meaning? We know how to put on a
so-called party face, but few pay any attention to their own feet and legs,
much less to those of others. Nervousness, stress, fear, anxiety, caution,
boredom, restlessness, happiness, joy, hurt, shyness, coyness, humility,
awkwardness, confidence, subservience, depression, lethargy, playful-
ness, sensuality, and anger can all manifest through the feet and legs. A
meaningful touch of the legs between lovers, the shy feet of a young boy
meeting strangers, the stance of the angry, the nervous pacing of an ex-
pectant father—all of these signal our emotional state and can be readily
observed in real time.

If you want to decode the world around you and interpret behavior
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accurately, watch the feet and the legs; they are truly remarkable and hon-
est in the information they convey. The lower limbs must be viewed as a

significant part of the entire body when collecting nonverbal intelligence.

SIGNIFICANT NONVERBAL BEHAVIORS
INVOLVING THE FEET AND LEGS

Happy Feet

Happy feet are teet and legs that wiggle and/or bounce with joy. When
people suddenly display happy feet—particularly if this occurs right after
they have heard or seen something of significance—it’s because it has af-
fected them in a positive emotional way. Happy feet are a high-confidence
tell, a signal that a person feels he is getting what he wants or is in an
advantageous position to gain something of value from another person
or from something else in his environment (see box 13). Lovers seeing
each other after a long separation will get happy feet at their airport re-
union.

You don’t need to look under the table to see happy feet. Just look at a
person’s shirt and/or his shoulders. If his feet are wiggling or bouncing,
his shirt and shoulders will be vibrating or moving up and down. These
are not grossly exaggerated movements; in fact, they are relatively subtle.
But if you watch for them, they are discernible.

Try this little demonstration for yourself. Sit in a chair in front of a full-
length mirror and begin wiggling or bouncing your feet. As you do, you'll
start to see your shirt and/or shoulders move. While with others, if you're
not watching carefully above the table for these telltale signs of lower-limb
behaviors, you might miss them. But if youre willing to take the time and
effort to look, you'll be able to detect them. The key to using happy feet as
an effective nonverbal signal is first to note a person’s foot behavior, and then
to watch for any sudden changes that take place (see box 14 on page 59).

Allow me to express two points of caution. First, as with all non-

verbal behavior, happy feet must be taken in context to determine if
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Box 13: HAPPY FEET MEAN LIFE IS SWEET

A while back, | was watching a poker tournament on television and | saw
a guy dealt a flush (a powerful hand). Below the table, his feet were going
wild! They were wiggling and bouncing like the feet of a child who's just
learned he’s going to Disney World. The player’s face was stoic, his de-
meanor above the table was calm, but down near the floor there was a
whole lot of shakin’ goin” on! Meanwhile, | was pointing at the TV set and
urging the other players to fold their hands and get out of the game. Too
bad they couldn’t hear me, because two players called his bets and lost
their money to his unbeatable hand.

This player has learned how to put on his best poker face. Obviously,
however, he has a long way to go when it comes to putting on his best
poker feet. Fortunately for him, his opponents—Ilike most people—have
spent a lifetime ignoring three-quarters of the human body (from the
chest on down), paying no attention to the critical nonverbal tells that can
be found there.

Poker rooms aren’t the only place where you see happy feet. | have
seen them in plenty of meeting rooms and boardrooms and just about
everywhere else. While writing this chapter, | was at the airport and over-
heard a young mother sitting next to me as she was talking on her cell
phone to members of her family. At first, her feet were flat on the ground,
but when her son got on the phone, her feet began bouncing up and
down effusively. | did not need her to tell me how she felt about her child
or his priority in her life. Her feet shouted it to me.

Remember, whether you are playing cards, doing business, or simply
are engaged in a conversation with friends, happy feet are one of the most

honest ways our brains truthfully exclaim, “I am elated.”
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BOX 14: A SIGN OF THE FEET

Julie, a human resource executive for a major corporation, told me she
began noticing foot behaviors after attending one of my seminars for bank
executives. She put her new knowledge to good use just a few days after
returning to her job. “I was responsible for selecting company employees
for overseas assignments,” she explained. “When | asked one potential
candidate if she wanted to work abroad, she responded with bouncing,
happy feet and an affirmative, ‘Yes!" However, when | next mentioned that
the destination was Mumbai, India, her feet stopped moving altogether.
Noting the change in her nonverbal behavior, | asked why she didn’t want
to go there. The candidate was astounded. ‘Is it that noticeable? | didn’t
say anything. Did someone else say something to you?’ she asked in a
startled voice. | told the woman | could ‘sense’ she wasn't pleased with
the intended work location. ‘You're right,” she admitted, ‘I thought | was
being considered for Hong Kong, where | have a few friends.” It was obvi-
ous she did not want to go to India, and her feet left no doubt about her

feelings on the matter.”

they represent a true tell or just excess nervous behavior. For example,
if a person has naturally jittery legs (a kind of restless-leg syndrome),
then it might be hard to distinguish happy feet from an individual’s
normal nervous energy. If the rate or intensity of jiggling increases,
however, particularly right after a person hears or witnesses some-
thing of significance, I might view that as a potential signal that he or
she now feels more confident and satisfied with the current state of
affairs.

Second, moving feet and legs may simply signify impatience. Our feet
often jiggle or bounce when we grow impatient or feel the need to move
things along. Watch a class full of students and notice how often their
legs and feet will twitch, jiggle, move, and kick throughout the class.

This activity usually increases as the class draws to a close. More often
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than not, this is a good indicator of impatience and the need to speed
things up, 7oz a sign of happy feet. Such activity reaches a crescendo as
dismissal time approaches in my classes. Perhaps the students are trying

to tell me something.

When Feet Shift Direction, Particularly Toward or
Away from a Person or Object

We tend to turn toward things we like or are agreeable to us, and that
includes individuals with whom we are interacting. In fact, we can use
this information to determine whether others are happy to see us or
would prefer that we leave them alone. Assume you are approaching two
people engaged in a conversation. These are individuals you have met
before, and you want to join in the discussion, so you walk up to them
and say “hi.” The problem is that you're not sure if they really want your
company. Is there a way to find out? Yes. Watch their feet and torso be-
havior. If they move their feet—along with their torsos—to admit you,
then the welcome is full and genuine. However, if they don’t move their
feet to welcome you but, instead, only swivel at the hips to say hello, then
they’d rather be left alone.

We tend to turn away from things that we don’t like or that are dis-
agreeable to us. Studies of courtroom behavior reveal that when jurors
don’t like a witness, they turn their feet toward the nearest exit (Dimi-
trius & Mazzarella, 2002, 193). From the waist up, the jurors politely face
the witness who is speaking, but will turn their feet toward the natural
“escape route”—such as the door leading to the hallway or the jury
room.

What is true for jurors in a courtroom is also true for person-to-per-
son interactions in general. From the hips up, we will face the person
with whom we are talking. But if we are displeased with the conversa-
tion, our feet will shift away, toward the nearest exit. When a person
turns his feet away, it is normally a sign of disengagement, a desire to dis-
tance himself from where he is currently positioned. When you are talk-

ing with someone and you note that he gradually or suddenly shifts his
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feet away from you, this is information you need to process. Why did the
behavior take place? Sometimes it is a signal that the person is late for an
appointment and really has to go; other times it is a sign that the person
no longer wants to be around you. Perhaps you have said something of-
fensive or done something annoying. The shifting foot behavior is a sign
that the person wants to depart (see figure 18). However, now it is up to
you—based on the circumstances surrounding the behavior—to deter-

mine why the individual is anxious to go (see box 15).

BOX 15: HOW FEET WAVE GOODBYE

When two people talk to each other, they normally speak toe to toe. If,
however, one of the individuals turns his feet slightly away or repeatedly
moves one foot in an outward direction (in an L formation with one foot
toward you and one away from you), you can be assured he wants to
take leave or wishes he were somewhere else. This type of foot behavior
is another example of an intention cue (Givens, 2005, 60-61). The per-
son’s torso may remain facing you out of social diligence, but the feet
may more honestly reflect the limbic brain’s need or desire to escape
(see figure 18).

Recently | was with a client who had spent almost five hours with me.
As we were parting for the evening, we reflected on what we had covered
that day. Even though our conversation was very collegial, | noticed that
my client was holding one leg at a right angle to his body, seemingly want-
ing to take off on its own. At that point | said, “You really do have to leave
now, don't you?” “Yes,” he admitted. “l am so sorry. | didn’t want to be
rude but | have to call London and | only have five minutes!” Here was a
case where my client’s language and most of his body revealed nothing
but positive feelings. His feet, however, were the most honest communi-
cators, and they clearly told me that as much as he wanted to stay, duty

was calling.
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Fig. 18

Where one foot points and turns away during a
conversation, this is a sign the person has to leave,
precisely in that direction. This is an intention cue.

The Knee Clasp

There are other examples of intention movements of the legs that are as-
sociated with an individual who wants to leave his current location. Take
note if a person who is sitting down places both hands on his knees in a
knee clasp (see figure 19). This is a very clear sign that in his mind, he is
ready to conclude the meeting and take leave. Usually this hands-on-
knees gesture is followed by a forward lean of the torso and/or a shift of

the lower body to the edge of the chair, both intention movements. When
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Clasping of the knees and shifting of weight on the
feet is an intention cue that the person wants to
get up and leave.

you note these cues, particularly when they come from your superiors, it’s

time to end your interaction; be astute and don’t linger.
Gravity-Defying Behaviors of the Feet

When we are happy and excited, we walk as if we are floating on air. We
see this with lovers enthralled to be around each other as well as with
children who are eager to enter a theme park. Gravity seems to hold no
boundaries for those who are excited. These behaviors are quite obvious,
and yet every day, all around us, gravity-defying behaviors seemingly elude
our observation.

When we are excited about something or feel very positive about our
circumstances, we tend to defy gravity by doing such things as rocking
up and down on the balls of our feet, or walking with a bit of a bounce
in our step. This is the limbic brain, once again, manifesting itself in our
nonverbal behaviors.

Recently I was watching a stranger talk on his cell phone. As he listened,
his left foot, which had been resting flat on the ground, changed position.
The heel of the foot remained on the ground, but the rest of his shoe moved
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up, so that his toes were pointing skyward (see figure 20). To the average
person, that behavior would have gone unnoticed or been disregarded as
insignificant. But to the trained observer, that gravity-defying foot behavior
can be readily decoded to mean that the man on the phone had just heard
something positive. Sure enough, as I walked by I could hear him say,
“Really—that’s terrific!” His feet had already silently said the same thing.
Even when standing still, a person telling a story may inch up to a
taller stance, elevating himself to emphasize his points, and he may do
so repeatedly. The individual does this subconsciously; therefore these el-

evating behaviors are very honest cues, since they tend to be true expres-

When the toes point upward as in this
photograph, it usually means the person
is in a good mood or is thinking or
hearing something positive.
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sions of the emotion attached to the story. They appear in real time along
with the story line and relate his feelings along with his words. Just as we
move our feet to the beat and tempo of a song we like, so too will we move
our feet and legs in congruence with something positive we say.

Interestingly, gravity-defying behaviors of the feet and legs are rarely
seen in people suffering from clinical depression. The body reflects pre-
cisely the emotional state of the individual. So when people are excited
we tend to see many more gravity-defying behaviors.

Can gravity-defying behaviors be faked? I suppose they can be, par-
ticularly by really good actors and perennial liars, but average people
simply don’t know how to regulate their limbic behaviors. When people
try to control their limbic reactions or gravity-defying behaviors, it looks
contrived. Either they appear too passive or restrained for the situation or
not animated enough. A faked upward arm greeting just doesn’t cut it. It
looks fake because the arms are not up for very long, and usually the el-
bows are bent. The gesture has all the hallmarks of being contrived.
True gravity-defying behaviors are usually a very good barometer of a
person’s positive emotional state and they look genuine.

One type of gravity-defying behavior that can be very informative to
the astute observer is known as the starzer’s position (see figure 21). This is
an action in which a person moves his or her feet from a resting position
(flat on the ground) to a ready or “starter’s” position with heel elevated
and weight on the balls of the feet. This is an intention cue that tells us
the person is getting ready to do something physical, requiring foot move-
ment. It could mean the individual intends to engage you further, is re-
ally interested, or wants to leave. As with all nonverbal intention cues,
once you learn a person is about to do something, you need to rely on the
context and what you know about the individual to make your best as-

sessment of what that something is going to be.
Leg Splay

The most unmistakable and easily spotted foot and leg behaviors are zer-

ritorial displays. Most mammals, human or not, can become territorial
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Fig. 21

When feet shift from flat footed to the
“starter’s position,” this is an intention cue
that the person wants to go.

when they are stressed or upset, when they are being threatened, or, con-
versely, when they are threatening others. In each case, they will exhibit
behaviors indicating they are trying to reestablish control of their situa-
tion and their territory. Law enforcement and military personnel use
these behaviors because they are accustomed to being in charge. Some-
times, they will try to outdo each other, at which point it becomes farci-
cal as each person tries to splay out wider than his colleagues in a
subconscious attempt to claim more territory.

When people find themselves in confrontational situations, their feet
and legs will splay out, not only for greater balance but also to claim
greater territory. This sends out a very strong message to the careful ob-
server that at a minimum there are issues afoot or that there is potential
for real trouble. When two people face off in disagreement, you will
never see their legs crossed so that they are off balance. The limbic brain
simply will not allow this to take place.

If you observe a person’s feet going from being together to being
spread apart, you can be fairly confident that the individual is becoming
increasingly unhappy. This dominant stance communicates very clearly,

“Something is wrong and I am ready to deal with it.” Territorial leg
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splays signal the potential for tempers to flare; thus, whether you find
yourself observing or using this type of nonverbal behavior, you should
be on the alert for possible trouble.

Because people often assume a more splayed posture when an argu-
ment escalates, I tell executives as well as law enforcement officers that
one way to diffuse a confrontation is to avoid using such territorial dis-
plays. If we catch ourselves in a leg-splay posture during a heated ex-
change and immediately bring our legs together, it often lessens the
confrontation level and reduces the tension.

A few years ago, while I was conducting a seminar, a woman in the
audience spoke about how her ex-husband used to intimidate her during
an argument by standing in the doorway of their house, legs splayed,
blocking her exit. This is not a behavior to be taken lightly. It resonates
visually as well as viscerally and can be used to control, intimidate, and
threaten. In fact, predators (e.g., psychopaths, antisocials) often use this
leg-splay behavior in conjunction with eye-gaze behavior to control oth-
ers. As one prison inmate once told me, “In here, it’s all about posture,
how we stand, how we look. We can’t look weak, not for one moment.” |
suspect anywhere we might encounter predators, we should be cognizant
of our posture and stance.

There are, of course, times when a leg splay can be used to your
advantage—specifically, when you want to establish authority and
control over others for a positive reason. I have had to coach female
law enforcement officers to use the leg splay to establish a more ag-
gressive stance when responding to unruly crowds in the line of duty.
Standing with their feet together (which is perceived as submissive)
sends the wrong kind of signal to a would-be antagonist. By moving
their feet apart, the female officers can take a more dominant, “I am
in charge” stance, which will be perceived as more authoritarian and
thus help them be more effective in controlling unruly individuals.
You may want to emphasize to a teenage son how you feel about
smoking not by raising your voice, but rather by using a territorial

display.
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The Territorial Imperative

When discussing leg splay and territorial claims, we must recognize the
work of Edward Hall, who studied the use of space in humans and other
animals. By studying what he termed the territorial imperative, he was
able to document our spatial needs, which he referred to as proxemics
(Hall, 1969). Hall found that the more advantaged we are socioeconomi-
cally or hierarchically, the more territory we demand. He also found that
people who tend to take up more space (territory) through their daily ac-
tivities also tend to be more self-assured, more confident, and of course
more likely to be of higher status. This phenomenon has been demon-
strated throughout human history and in most cultures. In fact, the con-
quistadores witnessed it when they arrived in the new world. Once here,
they saw the same territorial displays in the people native to the Americas
that they had seen in Queen Isabella’s court; to wit, royalty—in any coun-
try—can command and is afforded greater space (Diaz, 1988).

While CEOs, presidents, and high-status individuals can claim greater
space, for the rest of us, it is not so easy. All of us, however, are very protec-
tive of our personal space, regardless of its size. We don’t like it when peo-
ple stand too close. In his research, Edward Hall found that each of us has
a space requirement he called proxemics, that is both personal and cultural
in origin. When people violate that space, we have powerful limbic reac-
tions indicative of stress. Violations of personal space cause us to become
hypervigilant; our pulse races and we may become flushed (Knapp & Hall,
2002, 146—147). Just think about how you feel when someone gets too
close, whether in a crowded elevator or while you're conducting a transac-
tion at an ATM machine. I mention these space issues so that the next time
someone stands too close or you violate someone’s space, you are aware of

the negative limbic arousal that will take place.
Feet/Leg Displays of High Comfort

Careful observation of the legs and feet can help you determine how

comfortable you are around somebody else and vice versa. Leg crossing is
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a particularly accurate barometer of how comfortable we feel around
another person; we don’t use it if we feel uncomfortable (see figure 22).
We also cross our legs in the presence of others when we are confident—
and confidence 1s part of comfort. Let’s examine why this is such an hon-
est and revealing lower limb behavior.

When you cross one leg in front of the other while standing, you re-
duce your balance significantly. From a safety standpoint, if there were a
real threat, you could neither freeze very easily nor run away because, in
that stance, you are basically balanced on one foot. For this reason, the
limbic brain allows us to perform this behavior only when we feel com-
fortable or confident. If a person is standing by herself in an elevator
with one leg crossed over the other, she will immediately uncross her legs
and plant both feet firmly on the floor when a stranger steps into the el-
evator. This is a sign that the limbic brain is saying, “You can’t take any
chances; you may have to deal with a potential threat or problem now, so
put both feet firmly on the ground!”

When I see two colleagues talking to each other and they both have

their legs crossed, I know they are comfortable with each other. First,

Fig. 22

We normally cross our legs when we feel
comfortable. The sudden presence of
someone we don't like will cause us to
uncross our legs.
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this shows a mirroring of behaviors between two individuals (a comfort
sign known as zsopraxism) and second, because leg crossing is a high-
comfort display (see figure 23). This leg-cross nonverbal can be used in
interpersonal relationships to let the other person know that things are
good between the two of you, so good, in fact, that you can afford to re-
lax totally (limbically) around that individual. Leg crossing, then, be-
comes a great way to communicate a positive sentiment.

Recently I attended a party in Coral Gables, Florida, where I was in-
troduced to two women, both of whom were in their early sixties. During

the introduction, one of the women suddenly crossed her legs so that she

Fig. 23

&N

When two people are talking and both have
crossed their legs, this is an indication that they
are very comfortable around each other.
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was on one foot leaning toward her friend. I commented, “You ladies
must have known each other for a long time.” Their eyes and faces lit up,
and one asked how I knew this. I said, “Even though you were meeting
me—a stranger—for the first time, one of you crossed your legs to favor
the other. That is very unusual unless you really like and trust each other.”
They both giggled and one inquired, “Can you read minds, too?” To
which I laughed and answered, “No.” After I had explained what gave
their long-term friendship away, one of the two women confirmed they
had known each other since they were in grade school in Cuba in the for-
ties. Once again, the leg cross proved to be an accurate barometer of hu-
man sentiments.

Here’s an interesting feature of leg crossing. We usually do it subcon-
sciously 1n favor of the person we like the most. In other words, we cross
our legs in such a way so that we tilt toward the person we favor. This
can provide some interesting revelations during family gatherings. In
families in which there are multiple children, it is not unusual to have a
parent reveal a preference for one child over another by crossing legs so
that they tilt toward the child they favor.

Be aware that sometimes criminals, when they are up to no good,
will lean against a wall with their legs crossed when they see police driv-
ing by, pretending to be cool. Because this behavior goes counter to the
threat the limbic brain is sensing, these criminals usually don’t hold this
behavior for very long. Experienced officers on the beat can immediately
see that these subjects are posing, not reposing, but to the unknowing,

they may look erroneously benign.
Feet/Leg Displays During Courtship

During high-comfort social interactions, our feet and legs will mirror
those of the other person we are with (isopraxis) and will remain playful.
In fact, in the extreme stages of comfort during courtship, the feet will
also engage the other person through subtle foot touches or caresses (see

box 16).

During courtship, and particularly while seated, a woman will often
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BOX 16: GETTING A TOEHOLD ON ROMANCE

I was in Los Angeles this year giving nonverbal communication training to
a client who works in the television industry. He was kind enough to take
me to dinner at a popular Mexican restaurant near his house. While there,
he wanted to continue learning about body language and pointed to a
couple seated at a nearby table. He asked, “Based on what you see, do
you think they’re getting along with each other?” As we observed the two
diners, we noted that at first they were leaning in to each other, but as the
dinner and conversation progressed, they both leaned back in their chairs
away from each other, not really saying much. My client thought things
were going sour between them. | said, “Don’t just look above the table,
look under the table as well.” This was easy to do, as there was no table
cloth or other obstacle blocking the underside of the table. “Notice how
their feet are very close to each other,” | pointed out. If they weren't get-
ting along, their feet would not be that close together. The limbic brain
simply would not allow it. Now that | had him focused on the couple’s feet,
we noticed that every once in a while their feet touched or brushed
against each other and neither person’s legs retracted. “That behavior is
important,” | noted. “It shows they still feel connected.” When the couple
got up to leave, the man put his arm around the woman’s waist and they
walked out without saying another word. The nonverbals said it all, even
though they were not in a talking mood.

If you have ever wondered why there is so much leg touching and
flirting under tables or in swimming pools, it is probably related to two
phenomena. First, when our body parts are out of sight, such as under a
table or under water (or under the covers), they seem out of mind—or at
least out of the realm of observation. We have all seen people act in a
public pool as if they were in private. Second, our feet contain a tremen-
dous number of sensory receptors, the pathways of which terminate in an
area of the brain that is close to the place in which sensations of the

genitalia are registered (Givens, 2005, 92-93). People play footsies under
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the table because it feels good and can be very sexually arousing. Con-
versely, when we don't like someone or don't feel close to them, we move
our feet away immediately if they accidentally touch beneath the table. As
a relationship wanes, a very clear sign couples often miss is that there will

be progressively less foot touching of any kind.

play with her shoes and dangle them from the tips of her toes when she
feels comfortable with her companion. This behavior will, however,
quickly cease if the woman suddenly feels uncomfortable. A potential
suitor can get a pretty good reading on how things are going based on
this “shoe-play” behavior. If, upon approaching a woman (or after talk-
ing with her for a while), her shoe play stops, she adjusts her shoe back
on her foot, and especially if she follows this by turning slightly away
from the suitor and perhaps gathering up her purse, well, in the lan-
guage of baseball, that suitor has most likely just struck out. Even when
a woman 1s not touching her suitor with her foot, this type of foot dan-
gling and shoe play is movement, and movement draws attention.
Therefore, this nonverbal behavior says, “Notice me,” which is just the
opposite of the freeze response, and is part of the orienting reflex that is
instinctive and draws us near to the things and people we like or desire
and away from those things we don’t like, don’t trust, or of which we are
not sure.

Seated leg crosses are also revealing. When people sit side by side,
the direction of their leg crosses become significant. If they are on
good terms, the top leg crossed over will point toward the other per-
son. If a person doesn’t like a topic his companion brings up, he will
switch the position of the legs so that the thigh becomes a barrier (see
figures 24 and 25). Such blocking behavior is another meaningful ex-
ample of the limbic brain protecting us. If there is congruence in the
way both parties are sitting and crossing their legs, then there is har-

mony.



In this photo the man has placed his right leg in such a way that the knee
acts as a barrier between himself and the woman.

In this photo the man has positioned his leg so that the knee is further
away, removing barriers between himself and the woman.
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Our Need for Space

Ever wonder what kind of first impression youve made on someone?
Whether they seem to like you from the outset or, rather, if there could
be difficulties brewing? One way to find out is the “shake and wait” ap-
proach. Here’s how it works.

Foot and leg behavior is especially important to observe when you
first meet people. It reveals a lot about how they feel about you. Person-
ally, when T first meet someone, I typically lean in, give the person a
hearty handshake (depending on the appropriate cultural norms in the
situation), make good eye contact, and then take a step back and see what
happens next. One of three responses is likely to take place: (a) the person
will remain in place, which lets me know he or she is comfortable at that
distance; (b) the individual will take a step back or turn slightly away,
which lets me know he or she needs more space or wants to be elsewhere;
or (¢) the person will actually take a step closer to me, which means he or
she feels comfortable and/or favorable toward me. I take no offense to
the individual’s behavior because I am simply using this opportunity to
see how he or she really feels about me.

Remember, the feet are the most honest part of the body. If a person
needs extra space, I give it. If he or she is comfortable, I don’t have to
worry about dealing with a proximity issue. If someone takes a step to-
ward me, I know they feel more comfortable near me. This is useful in-
formation in any social setting, but also remember you should set limits

as to what makes you comfortable when it comes to space.
Walking Style

When it comes to the feet and legs, I would be remiss if I didn’t mention
the nonverbal cues given off by different styles of walking. According to
Desmond Morris, scientists recognize approximately forty different styles
of walking (Morris, 1985, 229-230). If that seems like a lot, just recall
what you know about the gait of these individuals as portrayed in vari-

ous films: Charlie Chaplin, John Wayne, Mae West, or Groucho Marx.
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Each of these movie characters had a distinctive walking style, and their
personalities were revealed, in part, through their gaits. How we walk
often reflects our moods and attitudes. We can walk briskly and inten-
tionally, or slowly in a bewildered state. We can stroll, amble, saunter,
plod, waddle, limp, shuffle, prowl, bustle, march, promenade, tiptoe,
swagger, and so on, to name just a few of the recognized walking styles
(Morris, 1985, 233-235).

For observers of nonverbals, these walking styles are important be-
cause changes in the way people normally walk can reflect changes in
their thoughts and emotions. A person who is normally happy and gre-
garious might suddenly change his or her walking style when told a
loved one has been injured. Bad or tragic news may cause a person to
sprint out of a room in desperation to help out or it may cause the indi-
vidual to walk out phlegmatically as though the weight of the world is
on his or her shoulders.

Changes in walking style are important nonverbal behaviors because
they warn us that something might be amiss, that a problem might be
lurking, that circumstances might have changed—in short, that some-
thing significant might have occurred. A change tells us that we need to
assess why the person’s gait has suddenly changed, particularly since such
information can often aid us in dealing more effectively with that indi-
vidual in upcoming interactions. A person’s walk can help us detect

things he or she is unknowingly revealing (see box 17).
Cooperative vs. Noncooperative Feet

If you are dealing with a person who is socializing or cooperative with
you, his or her feet should mirror your own. If, however, someone’s feet
are pointed away from you while his body faces toward you, you should
ask yourself why. Despite the direction of the body, this is not a genuine
cooperation profile and is indicative of several things that must be ex-
plored. Such a pose reflects either the person’s need to leave or get away
soon, a disinterest in what is being discussed, an unwillingness to further

assist, or a lack of commitment to what is being said. Note that when
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BOX 17: CRIME SHOPPERS

Criminals don't always realize just how much information they give away.
When | worked in New York City, my fellow agents and | often watched
street predators as they tried to blend into the crowd. One of the ways in
which they were unsuccessful in doing so, however, was that they fre-
quently walked on the inside of the sidewalk, habitually changing their
walking speed as they aimlessly window shopped. Most people have a
place to go and a task to accomplish, so they walk with purpose. Preda-
tors (muggers, drug dealers, thieves, con men) lurk about waiting for their
next victim; therefore their postures and pace are different. There is no
purposeful direction to their travel until they are about to strike. When a
predator vectors toward you, whether a beggar or a mugger, the discom-
fort you sense is due to the calculations your limbic brain is performing to
try to prevent you from becoming the next target. So, next time you're in a
big city, keep an eye out for predators. If you see a person walking around
with no purpose who suddenly makes a beeline for you, look out! Better
yet, get out—as quickly as possible. Even if you just sense this is happen-

ing, listen to your inner voice (de Becker, 1997, 133).

someone we don’t know approaches us on the street, we usually turn our
attention to them from the hips up, but keep our feet pointed in the di-
rection of travel. The message we are sending is that socially I will be
attentive briefly; personally I am prepared to continue or flee.

Over the years, I have conducted training for customs inspectors in the
United States and abroad. I have learned an incredible amount from them,
and I hope they have picked up a few pointers from me. One thing I have
taught them is to look for passengers who point their feet toward the exit
while turning to the officer to make their customs declaration (see figure
26). While they could simply be in a hurry to catch a flight, this behavior

should make the inspector suspicious. In studies, we found that people who
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Fig. 26

When a person talks to you with feet pointed
away, it is a good indication this person wants to
be elsewhere. Watch for people who make formal
declarations in this position, as this is a form of
distancing.

make affirmative declarations such as “I have nothing to declare, officer,”
but have their feet turned away are more likely to be concealing something
they should have declared. In essence, their faces are obliging, their words

are definitive, but their feet reveal they are being less than cooperative.
Significant Change in Intensity of Foot and/or Leg Movement

Leg twitching and movement is normal; some people do it all the time, oth-

ers never. [t is not indicative of lying—as some erroneously believe—as both
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honest and dishonest people will twitch and jiggle. The key factor to con-
sider is at what point do these behaviors start or change. For instance, years
ago Barbara Walters was interviewing Academy Awards nominee Kim
Basinger prior to the awards ceremony. Throughout the interview, Ms. Bas-
inger jiggled her feet and her hands seemed to be very nervous. When Ms.
Walters began to ask Ms. Basinger about some financial difficulties and a
questionable investment she and her then husband had made, Ms. Basinger’s
foot went from jiggling to kicking. It was instantaneous and remarkable.
Again, this does not mean she was lying or even intended to lie in response
to the question, but it was clearly a visceral reaction to a negative stimulus
(the question asked) and it reflected her disdain for the inquiry.

Anytime there is a shift from foot jiggling to foot kicking in a seated
person, according to Dr. Joe Kulis, it is a very good indicator that the
person has seen or heard something negative and is not happy about it
(see figure 27). While jiggling may be a show of nervousness, kicking is
a subconscious way of combating the unpleasant. The beauty of this be-
havior is that it is automatic, and most people don’t even recognize they
are doing it. You can use this nonverbal body signal to your advantage
by creating questions that will evince the leg-kick response (or any other

dramatic change in nonverbals) to determine what specific inquiries or

/
( /,”(\

When a foot suddenly begins to kick, it is usually a good indicator of
discomfort. You see this with people being interviewed, as soon as a
question is asked they do not like.
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subjects are problematic. In this manner, even hidden facts may be elic-

ited from people, whether they answer the question or not (see box 18).

Box 18: FORGET BONNIE, FIND CLYDE

| vividly recall an interview | conducted with a woman who was thought to
be a witness to a serious crime. For hours the interview session was going
nowhere; it was frustrating and tedious. The interviewee revealed no sig-
nificant behaviors; however, | did notice she jiggled her foot all the time.
Because it was a relative constant, this behavior was of no consequence
until I asked the question, “Do you know Clyde?” Immediately upon hear-
ing that question, and even though she didn’t answer (at least not ver-
bally), the woman’s foot went from jiggling to an elevated up-and-down
kicking motion. This was a significant clue that this name had a negative
effect on her. In further questioning, she later admitted that “Clyde” had
involved her in stealing government documents from a base in Germany.
Her leg-kick reaction was a significant clue to us that there was some-
thing more to explore, and in the end her confession proved that suspi-
cion to be accurate. Ironically, that betraying behavior probably made her
want to kick herself, because it ultimately cost her twenty-five years in a

federal prison.

Foot Freeze

If a person constantly wiggles or bounces his or her feet or leg(s) and sud-
denly stops, you need to take notice. This usually signifies that the individ-
ual is experiencing stress, an emotional change, or feels threatened in some
way. Ask yourself why the person’s limbic system kicked their survival in-
stincts into the “freeze” mode. Perhaps something was said or asked that
might lead to revealing information the person doesn’t want you to know.

Possibly the individual has done something and is afraid you will find him
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out. The foot freeze is another example of a limbic-controlled response, the

tendency of an individual to stop activity when faced with danger.
The Foot Lock and Leave

When an individual suddenly turns his toes inward or interlocks his feet,
it is a sign that he is insecure, anxious, and/or feels threatened. When
interviewing suspects in crimes, I often notice that they interlock their
feet and ankles when they are under stress. A lot of people, especially
women, have been taught to sit this way, especially when wearing a skirt
(see figure 28). However, to lock the ankles in this way, especially over a
prolonged period, is unnatural and should be considered suspect, partic-

ularly when done by males.

Fig. 28

A sudden interlocking of the legs may suggest discom-
fort or insecurity. When people are comfortable, they
tend to unlock their ankles.



82 WHAT EVERY BODY IS SAYING

Interlocking ankles is again part of the limbic response to freeze in
the face of a threat. Experienced nonverbal observers have noted how
often people who are lying will not move their feet in an interview, seem-
ing frozen, or they interlock their feet in such a way as to restrict move-
ment. This is consistent with research indicating that people tend to
restrict arm and leg movements when lying (Vrij, 2003, 24-27). Having
said this, I want to caution you that lack of movement is not in itself in-
dicative of deception; it is indicative of self-restraint and caution, which
both nervous and lying individuals utilize to assuage their concerns.

Some individuals take the interlocking feet or ankles one step fur-
ther; they actually lock their feet around the legs of their chair (see figure
29). This is a restraining (freeze) behavior that tells us, once again, that

something is troubling the person (see box 19).

The sudden locking of ankles around the legs of a
chair is part of the freeze response and is indicative
of discomfort, anxiety, or concern.
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Box 19: MAKE THAT A DOUBLE FREEZE

You should always be on the lookout for multiple tells (tell clusters) that
point to the same behavioral conclusion. They strengthen the likelihood
that your conclusion is correct. In the case of the foot lock, watch for the
individual who locks his feet around his chair legs and then moves his
hand along his pants leg (as if drying his hand on his trousers). The foot
lock is a freeze response and the leg rubbing is a pacifying behavior. The
two, taken together, make it more likely that the person has been uncov-
ered; he fears something he has done will be found out and he is experi-

encing stress because of this.

Sometimes a person will signal stress by attempting to hide the feet alto-
gether. When you are speaking with someone, watch to see if that individ-
ual moves his or her feet from in front of the chair to under the chair. There
is no scientific research (yet) to document what I am about to say. However,
over the years, I have observed that when a high-stress question is asked, the
respondent will often withdraw his or her feet beneath the chair, which
could be seen as a distancing reaction and one that attempts to minimize
the exposed parts of the body. This cue can be used to evince discomfort
about particular issues and help channel the investigative inquiry. As the
observer watches, the interviewee—through his feet and legs—will tell you
those things about which he does not wish to talk. As the subject changes
and becomes less stressful, the feet will emerge again, expressing the limbic

brain’s relief that the stressful topic is no longer being discussed.

SUMMING IT UP

Because they have been so directly critical to our survival throughout hu-

man evolution, our feet and legs are the most honest parts of the body.
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Our lower limbs provide the most accurate, uncensored information to
the alert observer. Used skillfully, this information can help you get a
better read on others in all manner of settings. When you combine your
knowledge of foot and leg nonverbals with signals from other parts of
the body, you become even more capable of understanding what people
are thinking, feeling, and intending to do. Therefore, let’s turn our atten-

tion to those other parts of the body now. Next stop, the human torso.



FOUR

Torso Tips

Nonverbals of the Torso, Hips, Chest, and Shoulders

his chapter will cover the hips, abdomen, chest, and shoulders,

collectively known as the zorso, or trunk. As with the legs and

feet, many of the behaviors associated with the torso reflect
the true sentiments of the emotional (limbic) brain. Because the
torso houses many vital internal organs, such as the heart, lungs,
liver, and digestive tract, we can anticipate that the brain will seek to
diligently protect this area when threatened or challenged. During
times of danger, whether real or perceived, the brain recruits the rest
of the body to guard these crucial organs in ways that range from
the subtle to the more obvious. Let’s look at some of the more com-
mon nonverbal signals of the torso and some examples of how these
behaviors project what is going on in the brain—particularly the

limbic brain.
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SIGNIFICANT NONVERBAL BEHAVIORS INVOLVING
THE TORSO, HIPS, CHEST, AND SHOULDERS

The Torso Lean

Like much of our body, the torso will react to perceived dangers by at-
tempting to distance itself from anything stressful or unwanted. For in-
stance, when an object is thrown at us, our limbic system sends signals to
the torso to move away instantly from that threat. Typically this will hap-
pen regardless of the nature of the object; if we sense movement in our
direction, we will pull away, whether from a baseball or a moving car.

In a similar fashion, when an individual is standing next to someone
who is being obnoxious or someone he does not like, his torso will lean
away from that individual (see box 20). Because the torso carries a large
portion of our weight and transmits it to the lower limbs, any reorienta-
tion of our trunks requires energy and balance. Therefore, when one’s
torso does lean away from something, it is because the brain demands it;
so we can count on the honesty of these reactions. Extra effort and en-
ergy are required to hold these positions. Just try to maintain any off-
center position consciously, whether bowing down or leaning away, and
you will find that your body soon tires. However, when such off-balance
behavior is performed because your brain subconsciously decides it’s a
necessity, you will hardly feel it or notice it.

Not only do we lean away from people who make us uncomfortable,
we may also blade away (turn slightly) by degrees from that which does
not appeal to us or we grow to dislike. Not long after it opened, I took
my daughter to the Holocaust Museum in Washington, D.C., which is
something every visitor to D.C. should do. As we walked around the
memorable exhibits, I noticed how young and old first approached each
exhibit. Some walked right up, leaning into it while trying to absorb ev-
ery nuance. Some approached hesitantly, while others would draw near,
then begin to turn slowly and slightly away as the inhumanity of the
Nazi regime encroached on their senses. Some, stunned by the depravity

they were witnessing, turned 180 degrees and faced the other way, as
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BOX 20: WILY OR WEIRD?

Years ago | was stationed in the New York office of the FBI. During my ten-
ure there, | had numerous opportunities to ride the trains and subways in
and out of the city. It didn’t take long to recognize the many different tech-
nigues people used to claim territory while on public transport. It seemed
there was always someone who sat on the seat but whose body would sway
from side to side so as to impose on others or whose arms would flail wildly
at times while holding one of the straps. These individuals always seemed
to possess more space around them because no one wanted to get near
them. When forced to sit or stand next to these “weirdos,” people would
lean at the torso as far as possible so as not to come in contact with them.
You have to ride the subways in New York to appreciate this. | am con-
vinced that some passengers purposely acted strangely and exaggerated
their body movements to keep people at a distance, away from their torsos.
In fact, a long-time resident of New York once told me, “If you want to keep

the hordes at bay, act like you're nuts!” Perhaps he was right.

they waited for their friends to finish examining the display. Their brains
were, saying, “I can’t handle this,” and so their bodies turned away. The
human species has evolved to the point that not only physical proximity
to a person we dislike can cause us to lean away, but even images of un-
pleasant things, such as photographs, can cause a torso lean.

As a careful observer of human behavior, you need to be aware that
distancing sometimes takes place abruptly or very subtly; a mere shifting of
body angle of just a few degrees is enough to express negative sentiment.
For example, couples who are pulling apart emotionally will also begin to
pull apart physically. Their hands don’t touch as much, and their torsos
actually avoid each other. When they sit side by side, they will lean away
from each other. They create a silent space between them, and when they
are forced to sit next to each other, such as in the back of an automobile,

they will only rotate toward each other with their heads, not their bodies.
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Ventral Denial and Ventral Fronting

These torso displays that reflect the limbic brain’s need to distance and
avoid are very good indicators of true sentiments. When one person in a
relationship feels that something is wrong with the way things are going,
he or she is most likely sensing a subtle degree of physical distancing in
his or her partner. The distancing can also take the form of what I call
ventral denial. Our ventral (front) side, where our eyes, mouth, chest,
breasts, genitals, etc. are located, is very sensitive to things we like and
dislike. When things are good, we expose our ventral sides toward what
we favor, including those people who make us feel good. When things go
wrong, relationships change, or even when topics are discussed that we
disfavor, we will engage in ventral denial, by shifting or turning away.
The ventral side is the most vulnerable side of the body, so the limbic
brain has an inherent need to protect it from the things that hurt or
bother us. This is the reason, for example, we immediately and subcon-
sciously begin to turn slightly to the side when someone we dislike ap-
proaches us at a party. When it comes to courtship, an increase in ventral
denial is one of the best indicators that the relationship is in trouble.

In addition to visual input, the limbic brain can also have a reaction to
conversations we find distasteful. Watch any TV talk show with the vol-
ume off and notice how the guests will lean away from each other as
they present contrary arguments. Not long ago, I was watching the Re-
publican presidential debates and noted that even though the candidates
were spaced quite far apart, they still leaned away from each other when
issues were brought up with which they disagreed.

The opposite of ventral denial is ventral exposure or—as I like to call
it—ventral fronting. We display our ventral sides to those we favor. When
our children come running to us for a hug, we move objects, even our
arms, out of the way so that we can give them access to our ventral sides.
We ventrally front because this is where we feel the most warmth and
comfort. In fact, we use the phrase turning our back to express negativity
toward someone or something, because we offer our ventral sides to

those we care for and our backs to those we don't.
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Similarly, we demonstrate comfort by using our torsos and shoulders
to lean in the direction of that which we favor. In a classroom, it’s not
unusual to see students leaning toward a favorite teacher without realiz-
ing they are bent forward, almost out of their chairs, hanging on every
word. Remember the scene from the movie Raiders of the Lost Ark when
the students were leaning forward to hear their professor? Their nonver-
bal behavior clearly indicated they admired him.

Lovers can be seen leaning across a café table, their faces coming close
to each other to gain more intimate visual contact. They front their ven-
tral selves toward each other, exposing their most vulnerable parts. This
1s a natural, evolutionary response of the limbic brain that has social ben-
efit. By moving closer together and exposing our ventral (weakest) side
when we like someone or something, we show that we are giving our-
selves in an unrestrained manner. Reciprocating this positioning by mir-
roring, or isopraxism, demonstrates social harmony by rewarding the
intimacy and showing it is appreciated.

Nonverbal limbic behaviors of the torso, such as leaning, distancing,
and ventral exposure or denial, happen all the time in boardrooms and
other meetings. Colleagues who share a similar point of view will sit
closer together, turn more toward each other ventrally, and will lean har-
moniously nearer each other. When people disagree, they will hold their
bodies firm, avoid ventral fronting (unless challenged), and will most
likely lean away from each other (see figures 30 and 31). This behavior
subconsciously tells others, “I am not in agreement with your idea.” As
with all nonverbals, these actions need to be analyzed in context. For
example, people new to a job may seem stiff and inflexible at a meeting.
Rather than reflecting dislike or disagreement, this rigid posture and
limited arm activity may simply indicate that they are nervous in a new
environment.

Not only can we use this information to read the body language of
others, but we must also always remember that we are projecting our
own nonverbals. During conversations or meetings, as information and
opinions flow, our feelings about the news and viewpoints also will flow

and be reflected in our ever-changing nonverbal behaviors. If we hear



People lean toward each other when there is high comfort and
agreement. This mirroring or isopraxis starts when we are babies.

We lean away from things and people we don't like, even from col-
leagues when they say things with which we don’t agree.
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something distasteful one minute and something favorable the next, our
bodies will reflect this shift in our feelings.

A very powerful way to let others know that you agree with them,
or are consciously contemplating what they are saying, is to lean toward
them or to ventrally front them. This tactic is especially effective when

you are in a meeting and you don’t have the opportunity to speak up.
The Torso Shield

When it is impractical or socially unacceptable to lean away from some-
one or something we dislike, we often subconsciously use our arms

or objects to act as barriers (see figure 32). Clothing or nearby objects

Fig. 32

A sudden crossing of the arms during a
conversation could indicate discomfort.
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(see box 21) also serve the same purpose. For instance, a businessmen may
suddenly decide to button his jacket when talking to someone with whom
he is uncomfortable, only to undo the jacket as soon as the conversation is

over.

often men will button their jackets to formalize a setting or to show defer-
ence to their boss. It is 7oz the kind of total comfort we might find at, say, a
barbecue, but neither does it indicate uneasiness. Clothing and how we at-

tend to our clothes can influence perceptions and are even suggestive of how
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BOX 21: PILLOW TALK

When we see individuals suddenly protecting their torsos, we can assume
they are not comfortable and that they sense themselves to be in some
kind of threatening or dangerous situation. In 1992, while working with
the FBI, | interviewed a young man and his father in a hotel room in the
Boston area. The father had agreed, reluctantly, to bring the young man
to the interview. While sitting on the hotel couch, the young man grabbed
one of the couch pillows and held it close to his chest for most of the
three-hour interview. Despite the presence of his father, this young man
felt vulnerable and, therefore, needed to tightly clutch a “security blan-
ket.” While the barrier was only a pillow, it must have been quite effective
for this individual, because there was just no getting through to him. |
found it remarkable that when the subject was neutral, such as when we
talked about his involvement in sports, he would put the pillow aside.
However, when we spoke of his possible complicity in a major crime, he
would retrieve the pillow and press it tightly against his torso. It was clear
that the only time his limbic brain felt the need to protect his torso was
when he felt threatened. He never did reveal anything at this meeting, but
the next time he was interviewed, the comforting pillows were conspicu-

ously absent!

Buttoning a jacket, of course, is not always an indication of discomfort;

approachable or open we are to others (Knapp & Hall, 2002, 206-214).
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It has always been my impression that presidents often go to Camp
David to accomplish in polo shirts what they can’t seem to accomplish in
business suits forty miles away at the White House. By unveiling them-
selves ventrally (with the removal of coats) they are saying, “I am open to
you.” Presidential candidates send this same nonverbal message at rallies
when they get rid of their jackets (their shields, if you will) and roll up
their shirtsleeves in front of the “common folk.”

Perhaps not surprisingly, women tend to cover their torsos even more
so than men, especially when they feel insecure, nervous, or cautious. A
woman may cross her arms over her stomach, just under the breasts, in
an effort to shield her torso and comfort herself. She may cross one arm
across her front and grab the opposite arm at the elbow, forming a bar-
rier to her chest. Both behaviors subconsciously serve to protect and insu-
late, especially in social situations where there is some discomfort.

On campus, | often see women place their notebooks across their
chests as they walk into class, particularly for the first few days. As their
comfort level increases, they will shift to carrying their notebooks at
their sides. On test days, this chest-shielding behavior tends to increase,
even among male students. Women will also use backpacks, briefcases,
or purses to shield themselves, especially when sitting alone. Just as you
may pull a comforter on while watching television, putting something
across the ventral torso protects and soothes us. Objects we draw toward
us, especially ventrally, are usually placed there to provide the comfort
we need at that moment, whatever the situation. When you witness
people protecting their torsos in real time, you can use it as an accurate
indicator of discomfort on their parts. By carefully assessing the circum-
stances, the source of that discomfort may allow you to help them or at
least better understand them.

Men, for whatever the reason (perhaps to be less conspicuous), will
shield their torsos, but in more subtle ways. A male may reach across the
front of himself to play with his watch, or, as Prince Charles of England
often does when he is in public, reach over and adjust his shirtsleeve or
play with his cuff links. A man may also fix his tie knot, perhaps longer

than usual, as this allows for the arm to cover the ventral area of the chest



94 WHAT EVERY BODY IS SAYING

and neck. These are forms of shielding that transmit that the person is
slightly insecure at that moment.

I was in a supermarket checkout line waiting for the woman in front
of me to conclude her transaction. She was evidently using a debit card,
and the machine kept rejecting it. Each time she swiped the card and
entered her pin number, she would await the machine’s response with
her arms crossed across her chest, until finally she gave up and walked
away, exasperated. Each time the card was rejected, her arms and grip
got tighter, a clear sign that her annoyance and discomfort were escalat-
ing (see figures 33 and 34).

Children can be seen to cross or lock their arms across their bodies
when upset or being defiant, even at an early age. These shielding behav-
lors come in a variety of forms—from arms crisscrossed over the belly to
crossing the arms high with hands grasping opposite shoulders.

Students often ask me if it means there is something wrong with
them if they sit in class and cross their arms in front of themselves. The
question is not whether something is wrong, nor does this posture