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FOREWORD

Imet Bob Rail in Bosnia and attended a presentation he made about “body
language.” I was impressed. He cast some light on a series of problems which

had been bugging me for a while. I was in Bosnia as a political officer for the UN.
I had to deal with many difficult mediation and negotiation situations. I was an
experienced field officer who had directed the activities of others, both in and
after conflict.

What was bugging me was the “culture gap.” The most obvious manifestation
of which was the absolutely sincere dishonesty of all the parties I dealt with. None
of them were completely dishonest all the time. They all had a fairly quickly
identifiable party line of rhetoric. But consistently, they confused and tricked us.
Simply put, we didn’t understand them. We heard the words but couldn’t read the
whole message. One vital set of clues which could have helped us was “body
language” - just to sort out what the real agenda items were - just to identify the
real group leaders - just to reinforce our own message.

The more I learned about body language, the more I thought of my other
experiences in the navy. I had eight years service in submarines. Today, the most
sophisticated listening devices are used to detect and then analyze sounds in the
ocean. By a combination of previous intelligence and comparing characteristics,
the sounds of enemy submarines can be sorted out frommany other sounds in the
ocean - SOMETIMES!! One thing that any submarine hunter will tell you is “we
get a lot of false alarms.” You would be surprised at the number of sea creatures
that can make noises identical to one part of a “submarine signature”. What we
always wanted was more information from another sensor to corroborate our
acoustic data. Sometimes, if we were lucky, a patrolling aircraft using its radar
would get a brief detection on something metallic that suddenly disappeared. We
could correlate this information with our unconfirmed acoustic data and BINGO!
- a submarine which had come up to the surface for a quick look was caught! Once
we had this independent corroboration, life was so much easier.

It’s the same with body language. A difficult negotiator is a “tough nut,” which
ever culture they come from. You need to gather all the clues. You need to pin your
suspect down. Words are important, but rarely enough, even when you are oper-
ating in your own culture, let alone an alien one.

A big part of using all the signals is to adopt the attitude of what radio guys
call “a wide ban scanner.” Just relax and take in everything. Listen, Look, Sense
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PREFACE

When did the idea for this book start? I really have no idea. It seems that I
have always been a bit “verbally shy” expressing myself, and that will come

as a total shock to most of my close friends, but I have! When I was very young,
in school, I was always in the back of the room. Even to this day, as the person I
have grown to be, I am still more comfortable in the back of the room or sitting
with my back against the wall.

As a child I was always looking for that clue of how another child or adult was
going to act toward me. Without even knowing what I was doing, I was reading
their attitude toward me. By the time I reached the complexities of the fourth
grade gulag of the Chicago school system I found myself doing better than most.
Our daily internment was at the pleasure of “Mrs. Arthur” who displayed the body
gestures of a drill sergeant. My classmates and I understood her body signs quite
well. When she would pause while asking a question and look up at the ceiling,
the next person to answer the question better get it correct. When she paced
around the classroom, slapping her ruler into the palm of her hand to match the
cadence of her footsteps, it was time to bury our noses in our books. We learned
at a young age to watch out for our teacher’s changing attitude.

Reflecting back on the twenty-four years I spent as a police officer, it was in
itself, a never ending broad spectrum of body signs and behaviors that ran the
gamut from ludicrous to blatantly obvious to remarkably professional. Among the
most interesting of all of the circumstances associated with gesture displays was
that of the interpersonal relationships in the rank and file. While most functioned
with an excellent display of honor, dignity and bearing, there were those select few
who greeted the higher ranks with all the self control of a puppy kept too long
without being let out. At most of the department meetings and daily briefings I
actually felt a little embarrassed for them as I watched them unknowingly display
myriad of self disparaging gestures. They would sit as close as they could to the
person in authority, and even move their chair closer if possible. They would main-
tain a consistent, agreeing nod while the person in authority was speaking. Their
eyes would be wide open and looking at the person in authority. Their mouth
would be slightly agape. They would be leaning forward in their chairs. The
comments they would make would fall into the category of supportive grunts or a
repeated “yes.” They were totally subservient to authority. An interesting side
light – when some of these individuals were promoted in rank (unfortunately), it

and don’t be too quick to jump to conclusions. Gradually, if you stay open to all the
signals, the correct picture will present itself. You’re listening carefully to what
someone is saying; you’re noticing all their movements, big and small; you’re
controlling yourself to not give off any hostile signals. Slowly, your senses, more
than your purely rational mind, tell you, “this is a lie,” or “they don’t believe this
themselves but have to say it.” You have changed from purely receiving signals to
analyzing and being able to take action.

Body language is not a brilliant, new revelation. Naturals have been doing it
for centuries. All great communicators, both good and bad, have done it. If you look
at film sequences of the great orators of the past, they used effective body lan-
guage to control and direct their message. Using body language, both in reading
others and reinforcing your own, will not, on its own, make you a millionaire. Body
language is a super tool to use in all aspects of life to make you more effective, even
if it only produces a small improvement. In many situations, the competitive edge
will rely on this small margin. This is what fluency in body language can do for you.

If you are able to take in the common sense principles that are set out in this
book, you will become a more effective communicator. You will be able to use these
skills on both “offense” and “defense.” Your personal relationship will benefit, you
can consolidate work performance, and just feel more in control of your life.

Graham Day
Chief of Civil Affairs, United Nations, Sarajevo, Bosnia and Herzegovina
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just laugh or nod our heads in agreement about the world that surrounded us. To
this day I still find it strangely remarkable that foreign mission colleagues can
become so very close in such a short period of time. I have come to believe that
the sharing of the most severe and threatening conditions and horrible incidents
provides strength and friendship that words alone cannot describe.

After Bosnia I made what many would consider another calculated error in
sane judgment. I was asked and was honored to go off to another war zone . . .
Kosovo. I now found myself in Glogovach, Kosovo. It is located about 30 km from
the capital city of Pristina, and is a bad mix of medieval border town and an
AK-47 infested version of Tombstone, Arizona in the 1870’s. If it weren’t for the bad
food there would be no food at all. Eating out of the plastic pouches gets old very
quickly, and sharing your chow with dogs can be a problem when they become
rabid the next time you run across them. You know that the air is bad when you
brush your teeth and spit out a gritty paste and you didn’t start with any tooth
paste. The good news is that the violent situations kept our minds off of the bad
conditions we were living in.

Thankfully, I was redeployed to the Pristina International Academy with the
help of some old Bosnia buddies who needed me to teach with them, training the
incoming international police. My new position was great. I was beyond thrilled
and thankful to get out of Glogovach. My day at the academy would consist of
teaching the officers of approximately fifty-nine countries about land mines, booby
traps, use of force, and many other courses. Most of the social customs among the
officers were different, as were their religions and languages. There were even
situations where the language for the same country would have variations, and
in some cases, the officers spoke in one language and wrote in another! It was a
total mess of understanding but for me it was better than great! I could perceive
one consistent factor between all of the different countries that transcended all of
their differences. The body signs remained a constant between all the countries I
trained! It was like I was given a tremendous gift of understanding that I could
pass along.

In March of 2004, the worst thing that could happen did - the Kosovo riots! For
the first forty-four hours, buildings with people still inside them, vehicles, and
everything else that could burn was burned. For endless nights and smoke dark-
ened days, we answered one call after another, drained of all emotion and body
language. The gestures and responses slowly returned after the riots but for
weeks, our reactions were abnormally extreme. We all laughed a little too loud at

was commonly noticed that the gestures displayed in the past toward that rank
were no longer displayed to those who were now their contemporaries in status!

I don’t remember how I ended up in Bosnia. I really don’t! I vaguely remem-
ber reading something about American police being needed for teaching in war
zones overseas. There was a deluge of never-ending physical training and testing
and before I knew it I was on a plane over the ocean. As our plane was doing a
routine, rapid decent landing in Sarajevo I remember looking out the window with
my fellow American partners in this crazy quest and seeing devastation on the
ground that I could not believe exists in our world today. There was no turning
back now. I was proud to be an officer in the American contingent of the United
Nations International Police Task Force.

There were three major groups in the war zone for us (the officers of 56
different countries) to contend with. There were the Serbs, the Croats, and the
Bosnians. When they would be in a public area where they could meet, such as the
“old market” place of Sarajevo, I would just sit quietly (with my back against the
wall of course) in a little street side café and drink coffee (way too strong) and
watch the show of body signs unveil before me. When members of the same group
met, there was the usual, very close personal space between them. They would
hug each other tightly. They would exchange kisses on the cheek and remain in
physical contact throughout their brief hello. But in the Balkans, war has never
laid down its ugly head and the hatred and pain remains as strong as it has for
hundreds of years. When a person of one group meets a person of another group
it seems as though the blood leaves their face and their eyes become ice. They see
others as merely an image coming toward them. I was greeted with a small head
nod and a narrow eye gaze. That was a very consistent gesture displayed by all
three groups. Of course, the more the locals got to know me the more interactive
they became with me.

When it came to interacting withmy fellow international officers, it was a totally
different situation. That is when I learned firsthand that the majority of communi-
cation is non-verbal. We wore the uniform of our own countries and the insignia of
our task force. Whenwemet, we always found a reason to eat, drink or just sit some-
where and take comfort in the safety of being more than one person. Many times I
sat with a new friend from a country in Asia, Africa, Europe, or wherever else a
plane can fly, and had coffee and a great time, not even knowing what we were
saying to each other. Some things don’t matter. We would sit close together with
our eyes on the street and remark in our own language about what we saw - then
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our task force. Whenwemet, we always found a reason to eat, drink or just sit some-
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sat with a new friend from a country in Asia, Africa, Europe, or wherever else a
plane can fly, and had coffee and a great time, not even knowing what we were
saying to each other. Some things don’t matter. We would sit close together with
our eyes on the street and remark in our own language about what we saw - then
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When the Shorta left the training building at the end of the day they routinely
took off their identification card and hid it in their pocket to avoid being detected
as a police officer at a roadside check point so they would not be killed. When I saw
the officers in my class start removing their ID’s I knew they were eager to get
home to their families.

Where did this book come from? I guess it has always been part of my life – We
all have situational “non-verbal communication” every day. It is simply a matter
of recognizing the body signs presented to us and knowing what they mean. I have
learned a lot from the people I have met. Our verbal languages are as different as
our backgrounds but the one constant is our body language. No matter where you
come from in this world a smile is always a smile.

Robert R. Rail

jokes, even the bad ones. Tempers were quick to flare up but fortunately, just as
quick to burn out. We stayed more to ourselves than ever before. There was less
eye contact and more of just a gaze through and past others. All of the other phys-
ical gestures were more muted. Hands were raised to ask a question, but not as
high. We shook hands on meeting but would not reach out as far or squeeze as
firmly. Friends would hug each other but then step back and look down. It is said
that time heals all wounds, but the scars remain.

In Baghdad, Iraq, I had the privilege to spend over a year surrounded by an
assortment of confrontation stress conditions and all the reactions that go with
them. On some evenings, when the white hot sun went down, we would sit outside
and just talk about back home and “getting out of this place.” The stress level was
high and the most stressed out colleagues talked the loudest. At times they even
needed to be told to shut up and relax. (Under higher levels of stress people dis-
cuss very personal things in their lives that they would not normally talk about -
but what is normal about a war zone!) We would be at a meeting or the chow hall
when a rocket would fly over our heads and just sit there with a cup of coffee in
our hands, watching the new guy fall out of his chair and run through a door
whether it was open or not!

When I would be training the Shorta (Iraqi police) and a bomb blast would go
off nearby I would joke about something else to get their minds (and mine) off of
the conditions we were in. I could see the new, stress induced gestures the Shorta
would display after the blast. They would sit up more erect in their chairs. They
would fold their arms across their chest. They would pull their feet back under-
neath their chairs (Muslim etiquette frowns on crossing legs and displaying the
bottoms of your feet). Their eyes would be open very wide and they would con-
stantly look at the door of the room for a possible threat. Many of the Shorta would
start tapping their fingers on their desk or exhibit other gesture habits as a stress
outlet. When they would walk out of the training room on a break they would do
one of three things: make a cell phone call to check on the safety of their family,
light up a cigarette, or stand alone and just stare down at the ground. My condi-
tioned reaction was to check my weapon and ammo, walk over to the main office
and get a bottle of water, and then look from the classroom’s second floor railing,
over the city, to see where the smoke was coming from, to see how close the bomb
blast was. This was my routine and I did it without even thinking.
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INTRODUCTION

Regardless of where a person comes from or what verbal language they speak,
they send a very clear message to us without ever uttering a word. The

position of their body, and the placement and use of their arms, legs, head, and
eyes all give us insight into this person beyond the conversation taking place in
front of us. If we know how to interpret these messages from the body, it can greatly
affect our ability to understand much more than the message of their words.

We all use signals from people who cannot speak, such as infants or persons
who are ill or injured, and never give it a second thought. Too often, we forget
about or ignore these signals when dealing with people who can speak. To fully
understand what is taking place in front of us, we need to comprehend the total
dialogue being presented, not just the spoken word.

As with any language, body language has many “dialects.” The eyes, hands,
and legs each have their own distinct nuances that are important at helping us
understand what is being said. When you watch other people in conversation you
can tell whether or not they are comfortable with each other. You have seen their
body language and can “hear” what is not being said.

This book will help you recognize, understand, and evaluate the non-verbal
messages of others. Part One: Body Language, explains the different gestures and
mannerisms of body language. It will help you recognize the individual signs and
signals we all use when we communicate with others. Part Two: Interactive
Dialogue, helps us put together the individual concepts presented in the Part
One, and helps us deal with people once we know body language. Part Three:
Manipulating Dialogue provides us with some valuable information as to what
we can do in an interview, meeting, or negotiation to ensure our body language is
allowing us to maintain control.

Just as certain people can learn, or “pick up,” spoken languages faster than
others, the same is true for learning how to learn to read body language. Some of us
pick up on the dialect of facial expressions while others notice body positioning.
This is normal and with practice, we can all become proficient at understanding
other dialects of The Unspoken Dialogue.
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When a person is defensive, information has to be
pulled out of them. It is a verbal tug-of-war. When you
ask a question, they refuse to answer, either by lying
or not answering. They cannot allow themselves to
be vulnerable. They will not give or receive any infor-
mation. They have adopted a totally static position.

Changes from defensive to aggressive are usually
sudden. When you are dealing with a defensive per-
son you should try to de-escalate the situation so the
other person’s attitude becomes more neutral. This
will improve the circumstance for both of you.

Aggressive - This person is ready for action! You
don’t need to ask them anything. They’re going to tell
you exactly “what is what.” They are agitated and ready
for confrontation, either verbal or physical in nature.

When a person becomes aggressive they become a
one-way street. They will give you all the information
they want you to have but will not accept any infor-
mation you offer. Many times, in a group setting, they
will not even hear the other people. They will talk
over you or through you. Their mind is set to the
point of obsession.

Be careful when dealing with an aggressive per-
son. Verbal action often incites them to physical
action. The thunderstorm of words often builds into a
lightening bolt reaction. It is important to make sure
your dialogue and body language are non-aggressive.
If the individual is hostile or aggressive, continue
with comments and actions that will guide the situ-
ation in a neutral direction.

Watch carefully for any changes in a person’s
body language! These signals can be very subtle and
discrete, but extremely important. Make sure you remain calm and your body
language remains neutral. It is the only way you will truly be in control.

UNDERSTANDING BODY LANGUAGE

In any face-to-face meeting there exists an almost impenetrable wall of uncer-
tainty built on the unknown. What is in the mind of the other individual? What

will they attempt to do? Will it be all verbal or will there be physical confronta-
tion? Neither party can predict what will occur in the next few seconds.

In a momentary, sweeping glance, you must identify the key areas of the other
individual’s body: the eyes, the arms, the hands, and the feet. Their position can
reveal what you need to know so you can prepare yourself for any personal action.
Do not assume or anticipate what your opponent will do. Do not concentrate on the
ravings of the mouth. Learn to understand the more complex message the body
is telegraphing.

Definition of Terms
To place the concepts into a perspective that will be easier for us to understand,

we will break them down into three categories: neutral, defensive, and aggressive.

Neutral - The neutral person is between the
position of defensive and aggressive. They exhibit
little or no emotion. They are in an open state of
mind and almost seem “relaxed.” They do not feel
threatened and are not trying to seek an advantage.

When a person is neutral they are open to
receiving and giving information. When you ask
them a question they will answer it without hesita-
tion, and when given information they will discuss
it without emotion. When a person exhibits neutral
body language they are the most accepting of new
ideas and concepts.

Defensive - The defensive person is resistant.
It is as if every step is blocked. It could be that they
are resistant to you as an individual, what you have
said to them, or what you have asked them to do.
They could also be resistant to you simply for what you represent to them.
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When a person is avoiding eye contact with you, and is looking all over the
area around you, this could be seen as defensive body language. This person is
trying to block the pathway so you cannot receive information from them. Just
as we open our eyes to let information in, we narrow our eyes or squint to keep
information from getting out, thus hiding it from others.

WHAT THE BODY IS SAYING

The Eyes

The eyes are the pathway the mind follows. Wherever the eyes are focused, so
is the mind. When a person’s eyes are wide open and looking at you, this could

be seen as neutral body language. The path is open. This person will be receptive
to your comments and more willing to give you information. The more a person’s
eyes are open, the more accepting they are of the information being presented.
The extreme case of this is someone who is frightened. They will open their eyes
as wide as possible to try to absorb as much visual knowledge as fast as possible
to help them understand the situation.
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When someone is asked for information and their eyes look down as they answer,
it is usually a truthful answer. When looking down, we are retrieving information
frommemory. It’s as if we are reading the information off a piece of paper. This paper
is not in our hands or on the desk - it’s in our mind. Also, if someone is quoting
memorized material you may even see the head move left to right as they “read” the
information exactly how it was printed when they first learned it.

When you ask a person a question and they look up, they are usually lying.
When a person creates or makes up a story it is a natural reaction to look up and
even gaze off into the distance. Think about the last time you asked a small child
what happened to the missing cookies. As adults, we still have the same body
language as when we were children; it’s just more subtle now.

Watch for eye movement that will tip you off to “secrets.” When you ask,
“Where are the drugs,” the verbal answer may be, “I don’t know,” but as they
answer, they glance at their friend’s jacket pocket. There is a good chance they
have just given you more information than they wanted you to have. This type of
eye movement is quick and usually done unconsciously. It is not a matter of
intelligence; it is simply the subconscious mind betraying the person.

Be prepared to protect yourself from an individual who is continually glancing
at or openly staring at a specific area of your body, such as your hands or feet.
They may be formulating a plan to take physical control of the situation away
from you. Also, be prepared to act if a person is staring at a concealed area nearby
- their briefcase, desk drawer, or any other area where there might be a hidden
object that could be used against you.

When a person narrows their eyes butmaintains direct eye contact with you, this
could be seen as aggressive body language. In extreme cases, when a person is
enraged, they will totally shut their eyes. It is as if they are trying to block the flow
of any information in or out.
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The Arms
The position of an individual’s arms can forecast possible action. Arms fully

extended and hanging relaxed at a person’s side generally indicate a relaxed frame
of mind. When seated, the arms would be resting on the arms of the chair, or on
the table in front of them. These could both be seen as neutral body language.
When a person’s arms are folded across their chest, it usually denotes insecurity,
fear, or defiance. This could be seen as defensive body language. When the arms
are tense and the elbows are bent, this raises the hands above the waist. If the
person is seated, the hands will be above the table. Whether the hands are
open or clenched in a fist, their arms could be considered to be in aggressive
body language.

The Head
When a person’s head is resting evenly in balance on their neck, this could be

seen as neutral body language. When the person’s head is leaning back, trying
to create a greater distance between the two of you, this could be seen as
defensive body language. When a person’s head is leaning forward, this could be
interpreted in two ways: The individual could be seeking more information by
having closer contact with you or with what you are saying. This is an example of
non-confrontational aggression. They could also be trying to intimidate you. Both
cases are considered aggressive body language because the individual wants to
take some form of action.
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to create a greater distance between the two of you, this could be seen as
defensive body language. When a person’s head is leaning forward, this could be
interpreted in two ways: The individual could be seeking more information by
having closer contact with you or with what you are saying. This is an example of
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The Feet
Whether a person is standing or seated,

the feet can tell a lot about their attitude. If
someone is standing with their body weight
evenly distributed on both feet and neither
foot is predominately forward, this could be
seen as relaxed, neutral body language.
When a person is leaning back, and the
majority of their body weight is on their heels,
this could be defensive body language. In
order to make a quick attack, an individual
needs to redistribute body weight over the
front area or balls of his feet. This makes them
more mobile so they can run from you or lunge
forward at you. When a person is leaning
forward on the balls of their feet, this could be
seen as aggressive body language.

When a person is seated, the placement of
their feet can be just as important as when
they are standing. When the legs are posi-
tioned so the bottoms of both feet are on the
floor and the lower legs are perpendicular to
the chair, this could be neutral body language.
When a seated person positions their feet
directly between themselves and an individual
they are having a dialogue with and crosses
their legs, this could be defensive body lan-
guage. When an individual places their feet
under the chair so that their toes are making
contact with the floor, causing them to lean
forward as if they are about to stand up, this
could be seen as aggressive body language.

The Hands
Whenaperson’s hands are open and relaxed,

their arms at their sides or resting on the
table in front of them, this could be considered
neutral body language. When a person is con-
stantly moving their fingers or shifting their
hands from the table top to their lap and back
again, this could be seen as a nervous gesture
or defensive body language.

When a person’s hands are clenched into
fists or they are opening and closing their
hands repeatedly, this is usually viewed as
aggressive body language.

There are times, however, when a person
will be so overcome with emotion, they will
clench their fists. Extreme fear causes us to
tighten all muscles. If they don’t have some-
one else to grab, an individual will pull their
arms in close to their body and squeeze their
hands shut as tight as possible. Extreme joy
causes athletes around the world to thrust
their fist up in the air in a triumphant ges-
ture. Politicians will pump their fists to
emphatically drive a point home. In all cases,
the emotions are extreme and the hands are
clenched in fists.

The position of the hands can also be an
indication as to whether or not an individual
intends to take action against you. Hands on
the hips are usually defensive or defiant,
similar to arms folded across the chest. Hands behind the back can send very
mixed signals. If the person has a military background, this is a signal that they
are at ease in your presence and it would be neutral body language, however,
this could also be an individual who is trying to hide something from you. Be
very careful when you see hands behind the back. It is best to consider “the total
picture” of body signs and weigh all of them for a more accurate interpretation.
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Another piece of information that can be
determined from foot placement is whether
a person is right or left handed. Usually, a
person will put their “strong side” foot
(right foot if they are right handed - left foot
if they are left handed) further back for
more power. This is an instinctive response
so even if a person is not a “trained fighter”
they can react in this manner. When seated,
if someone becomes more aggressive in
their speech or attitude, they change their
footing, placing their strong side back, get-
ting ready for action. Be very cautious if
a person changes their foot position! This
most always signals impending action.

It is important to remember that the
most reliable and consistent method for
understanding nonverbal messages is com-
bining several body gestures. There will be times when you will see individuals
who are between the categories or are displaying mixed messages. This is quite
normal when you factor in all our individualities and cultural differences.

If, during a discussion with someone, you observe the other person suddenly
shift one of their feet back to a position under their chair, it may indicate that
their attitude about what is being discussed has changed and they have moved
to a more aggressive position. If it is a group discussion, the individual that
has been silent may be gesturing that they now want to be more active in the
dialogue. Try to remember what was said to evoke this reaction as this informa-
tion might be helpful in future discussions; it can help you manipulate not only the
conversation, but also the attitudes of the people involved.
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Example Three
Further into your interview, this individual

starts leaning forward in their seat, with their feet
under the chair and their body leaning forward.
Their hands are clenched shut and their eyes are
narrowed, looking right at you.

This person is?

Neutral

Defensive

Aggressive

Now that you are aware of the non-verbal messages others send, it is impor-
tant for you to consider the body signals you are presenting. In most situations,
you should make a constant and concerted effort to maintain neutral body lan-
guage. Your actions can de-escalate a situation and guide a potentially aggressive
scenario to a peaceful conclusion.

EXAMPLES OF BODY LANGUAGE

Example One
You are about to interview a person who is sit-

ting in a chair with their hands open and their
arms resting on the table in front of them. They are
looking right at you with their eyes wide open and
their head is balanced between their shoulders.

This person is?

Neutral

Defensive

Aggressive

Example Two
As the interview progresses, this person starts

to lean back in the chair, crosses their legs and
folds their arms across their chest. Their head
leans back and instead of looking at you as you
speak, they start looking around the room, avoiding
eye contact, even when speaking to you.

This person is?

Neutral

Defensive

Aggressive
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be at that meeting.” A statement made with direct verbal force usually includes
other body signs as well as the hand gestures. When a person points their finger,
even though most of the fingers are folded back, when this motion is being done
for emphasis or to demand action, the palm is down.

The vertical palm is the universal “stop
sign”. Whether it is an index finger on the lips
to silently ask someone to stop talking or an
arm extended with the palm displayed to tell
a motorist to stop his vehicle, the message is
clear. The individual using this gesture is in
a position to regulate the flow of the actions
or conversation taking place and something
must cease.

The vertical palm is a commonly displayed gesture in a meeting or group
situation. The person who utilizes this gesture is assuming the position of leader
and will try to maintain control of others involved. It is important to observe the
level of intensity or how emphatically this gesture is displayed. This information
can tell you the amount of authority the person has in that group. If a person
achieves control with a slight and rather relaxed gesture, this individual is one
who has command of the scene without the need to “over display.” This person is
also more apt to be quiet in their speech and in control of all around them.

If, however, the reverse is true and you are observing someone with a lower
confidence level who is trying to appear more impressive and important to those
around them, most body language, especially hand gestures, will become more
bold and flagrant. The volume level also becomes pronounced and the words them-
selves more staccato.

Raising one’s hand to ask permission to
speak is a vertical palm gesture. The person
who raises a hand wants to speak and is ask-
ing everyone else in the group to stop the dis-
cussion and listen to them. It may start with
the hand at shoulder height - a polite inter-
ruption in the conversation - but it can quickly
escalate into a waving flag at arm’s length,
overhead, “yelling” for recognition.

HAND GESTURES
What the hands are saying

Some people use their hands a great deal when they are talking, while others
are much less animated and use their hands very little. The one thing that is

consistent is that we all talk with our hands. It is one of the most constant phys-
ical displays of body language used throughout the world. People will even use
their hands while talking when there is no one else present. Have you ever caught
yourself using hand gestures while you were rehearsing a speech by yourself or
talking on the telephone? Hand gestures supplement verbal communication and
many times the person speaking does not realize these gestures are being used.
These gestures can be very informative and are often more reliable than the words
being spoken. Most hand gestures can be divided into three basic groups, dis-
played at different levels of intensity. They are palm up, palm down, and the palm
facing the person being spoken to or vertical palm.

The palm up gesture is displayed as
a supplement to verbal conversation to
emphasize the comments being presented,
such as “it was a lot of work . . .” or “Wow,
that’s bright.” The palm up is also used
when you are asking for or receiving infor-
mation. Just as you turn hand palm up to
receive an object, you turn your hand up to
take in information. Questions such as “Do

you agree?” or “Will you allow them . . .” cause us to turn our hands to a receiving
position. Normally this gesture is not used with a demand or when speaking in an
authoritative tone. When we are seeking
cooperation and requesting information the
hands are palm up.

The palm down gesture is displayed as
the reverse of the palm up gesture. It is
shown as a supplement to forceful conver-
sation or added as emphasis to an order or
command. The words that accompany this
hand signal are usually blunt and precise
such as “Get out of the office!” or “We will
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EXTREME CIRCUMSTANCES

If you are in contact with a person who has been subjected to physical or men-
tal torture you will usually perceive a drastically altered response. People who

have been beaten or severely injured can become totally drained or “bleached” of
all normal gestures, both aggressive and defensive; their body language is mute.

Movies, television, and the entertainment industry have given us a false image
of the normal response of a person who has been emotionally devastated by an
incident or event. They often display the person as being extremely “hyper,” overly
expressive, and at a high level of reactive gestures. In most cases, this will not be
true. You will notice that the response to any questioning will be extremely
diminished. They will usually display little if any emotion, even to questions that
should normally evoke an aggressive response. All accompanying hand and facial
gestures will be muted. They will appear to be exhausted and depleted of energy.
They appear to be without emotion when, in reality, they are in deep need of
professional care that should be encouraged without delay.

When a person has been a victim of an extreme circumstance, they rarely show
open hostility toward their abuser. Open displays and threats against an aggres-
sor are usually made by an interested third party, not the victim.

Any body language that does surface in a person who has been tortured or
witnessed an incident of torture first hand will normally be neutral. Any gestures
or emotions will usually be at a consistent level - no ups or downs. There will be
little change of expression or emotion throughout your entire dialogue. Most of
the information you amass will be through observation and not interaction.

When you observe a group of people from a distance and cannot hear what is
being said, body language and hand gestures can be an important means of
obtaining knowledge of the situation. Who is giving the orders? Who is asking for
direction? Is anyone in the group more agitated? If you can be more aware of what
you are about to encounter, you will have better control of the situation and lessen
the possibility of aggression against you.
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