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Nonverbal Communication
VALERIE MANUSOV
University of Washington, USA

Nonverbal cues used as part of communication encompass a rich tapestry of oppor-
tunities to understand and debate the scope and nature of social behavior. From our
attempts to define what it is to our entreaties about what it is not, the vast scholarship
on nonverbal communication provides ample ground for surveying meaning-making,
biological and cultural influence, neurological functioning, and much more. As such,
it often involves theorizing (i.e., general discussions concerning its nature) rather than
theories per se, although significant scholarship provides theoretical understanding for
certain topics within nonverbal communication. This entry includes discussion about
what scholars agree on and what they do not as we work to understand this complex
of communication modes, with the hope that doing so will broaden appreciation for its
importance in our social world and engender a shared understanding of its intricacy
and diversity.

What it is: Defining nonverbal communication

Ideas abound for how to best define nonverbal communication. And whereas theories
do not require definitions, their assumptions rest on an underlying view of what non-
verbal communication is. Therefore, it is important to understand some of the ways
scholars conceptualize this part of our field.

A code-based approach

For some, nonverbal communication comprises everything other than language that we
use as a means for communicating with others. This kind of definition—and scholarship
that is based on it—is sometimes known as the basis of a “code” approach to nonverbal
communication. That is, the emphasis is on identifying and understanding particular
“carriers” of meaning. These “all but words” definitions are common in textbooks that
devote one chapter or a part of a chapter to nonverbal communication and that work to
provide a basic overview of what the nonverbal system comprises. They also are the
foundation for organizing a larger discussion of nonverbal communication in some
texts fully devoted to this area. Additionally, they undergird research that centers on the
communicative potential of a single code (e.g., touch). As such, they work to delineate
the vast repertoire of cues that are part of this system.
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2 NONVERBAL COMMUN ICAT ION

No one category system is exhaustive, but common codes include kinesics (body
movements that can be communicative); proxemics (the use of personal space as com-
municative or as defining a communicative context) and territory (the employment of
space more broadly); haptics (touch as a means of communicating); facial expressions,
which can also be conceptualized as part of kinesics, as they involve movements in
the face; physical appearance, including attractiveness, physical features, clothing and
personal artifacts; gaze behavior (all of the ways the eyes can be used in interaction);
and vocalics or paralanguage (those characteristics of the voice that are not words per
se but often—though not always—accompany and give meaning to words). Categories
included less often are olfactics (the use of smell or scent as communication; objectics
(artifacts as communication); and environmental elements (e.g., room color, furniture
arrangements, materials used).

As noted, an advantage to this type of approach is that we can identify the large
range of cues that may communicate in addition to the mode of communicating,
namely language, that people identify most typically as having message value.This type
of approach also reflects the richness of nonverbal cues in another way: When scholars
study particular cues (e.g., clothing) or larger “classes” of behavior (e.g., kinesics), they
can delve into the depth of how a particular code seems to work. Levine (1997), for
instance, focuses on chromemics (time as communicative) in his book A Geography of
Time: The Temporal Misadventures of a Social Psychologist. Likewise, Jaworksi (1992)
provided a treatise on one aspect of vocalics, namely silence, in his book The Power
of Silence: Social and Pragmatic Perspectives. This kind of in-depth study allows for a
more theoretical treatment of particular cues or actions.

A code approach also allows scholars to show depth on one topic to help reveal
the range of cues within a single code. Birdwhistell (1970), for instance, offered
the term “kinesics” to reference a class of behaviors enacted by physical movement
and including gestures, body positioning, and head movements. But more than
providing a set of behaviors that could be communicated, the well-developed thesis
of his argument was grounded in the belief that “body motion is a learned form
of communication, which is patterned within a culture and which can be broken
down into an ordered system of isolable elements” (1970, p. xi). Birdwhistell thus
set up premises that encouraged research mirroring the same set of theoretical
assumptions, a set of beliefs not adhered to by all scholars who study nonverbal
communication.

An obvious disadvantage of the type of definition that rests on describing a set of cues
as its primary feature is that it artificially separates out nonverbal communication from
language. That is, nonverbal codes are, by definition, all of those other than language
that can be also communicative (this topic is discussed inmore detail later in this entry).
So, the types of eye behaviors that we may use are exposed, but how they work in actual
interaction alongside of what we say is not revealed in this way of presenting nonverbal
cues. Moreover, this definition separates the codes from one another.That is, it suggests
that the cues are used typically as message systems apart from other cues. Yet we know
that, when communicating, we may attend to our own or another’s vocal tone, posture,
and gaze patterns as we attempt to encode or decode interaction. Whereas each code is
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complex in and of itself, discussing them separately belies how they typically work for
us as we communicate.

A function-based approach

Other definitions of nonverbal communication focusmore on revealingwhat nonverbal
cues can do for us communicatively. That is, they emphasize the functions that nonver-
bal cues can serve for us. Just as with a code approach, there is variance in the list of
functions that scholars who emphasize definitions of what nonverbal cues may com-
municate for us present. But, often, lists include social influence or persuasion, relational
messages or ways to enact power and intimacy, conversation management (i.e., the ways
in which nonverbal cues allow interactions to flow), the management of identity or
self-presentation, emotional expression, deception and deception-detecting, and person
perception or impression formation. These functions are fundamental to who we are as
communicators, and they are usually part of what scholars mean when they discuss the
social meanings behaviors may enact for us.

To get to an understanding of what nonverbal cues communicate involves defining
what communicating means more generally, also a controversial exercise and not one
necessary for language, which is seen as communication inherently. Some of the theo-
rizing in this area focuses specifically on intentionality, or the degree towhich people act
with some degree of strategic awareness. For some scholars, behavior must be encoded
with communicative purpose to count as communication; others argue that it must be
decoded as intentional. Behaviors seen as neither encoded nor decoded with the intent
to communicate are said to offer information (e.g., about how someone is feeling or
about one’s attitude) but are not viewed as communication between people. For yet other
scholars, the differentiation between what counts as communication and what does not
depends on whether the behaviors affect interaction or whether most people who use
the communication system would generally agree to the cues having communicative
meaning, regardless of whether the interactants or observers “read”meaning into them.

The stickiness around the issue of defining communication before one can even
define nonverbal communication is certainly a challenge for this form of definition.
And it is perhaps one of the clearest areas where nonverbal communication scholars
disagree. Moreover, our views of what counts and what does not count as nonverbal
communication (compared to nonverbal cues more generally) lead to very different
theories about the nature and form of nonverbal communication and to highly diverse
subjects of study.

But defining nonverbal communication by what it does for us has also allowed for
a robust set of findings about the communicative potential of nonverbal behavior. As
noted,much of this is said to be “social”meaning; that is, nonverbal cues are theorized to
enact many of the primary processes necessary for human engagement, such as attrac-
tion and influence. Moreover, it offers the chance to see how consequential this social
meaning is. For instance, under work on identity management, scholars such as Goff-
man (1963) can reveal some of what occurs for people who have obvious behaviors or
appearances that are not accepted, or stigmatized, by others, and the significant impact
that can have on those to whom the stigma applies.
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A property-based approach

A somewhat different way to conceptualize nonverbal communication rests on the
argument that there is more than one means by which we process (both decode and
encode) information. That is, the cues in the range that we call “nonverbal” actually
have distinct processing and expressive properties. For example, given that we are
biological beings, our means of communicating are tied in with neurological systems
that allow us to engage interactively with others (see later section on “Biological origins
and the influence of culture”). At least three such neurologically based communication
systems have been identified, each affiliated with different physical capacities. One of
these is referred to as spontaneous communication; this is a genetically based, automatic
means of communication that we can use by virtue of our biological heritage and is
shared among all humans who have normative capacities (e.g., yawning because one is
tired). Pseudo-spontaneous communication is a more intentional system that relies on
understanding spontaneous communication but is used with purpose (e.g., yawning to
show another person that one is tired). Markedly different is symbolic communication,
which is understood only by people who share knowledge of that communication
system (e.g., a V sign indicating “peace” in the United States).

Whereas some scholars use these (or similar) delineations and note that nonverbal
communication behaviors take on diverse behavioral forms (i.e., signs, semblances or
iconic behaviors, and symbols) that arise from these different kinds of processing, oth-
ers make the case that nonverbal communication is only that which is not language,
with language in this case referring to any symbolic communication, even that which is
unspoken. Communication is nonverbal within this definition only when, for example,
it is processed in the right brain, analogic in nature, and “natural and direct.”

While it is not the intent here to determine the “best” way of discerning nonverbal
communication, as with much else that is discussed in this entry, a scholar’s decision to
choose one definition over another will work to dictate what he or she studies and what
he or she does not. It also affects the nature of the theories that he or she develops to
explain nonverbal behavior.

History of nonverbal communication scholarship

The study of and theorizing about nonverbal communication goes back to ancient
times, and the trajectory of its study has been presented in various places. Knapp
(2006), for example, traces the interest in a nonverbal communication to Confucius,
around 500 bce, with the first prescriptive theses on how to be persuasive nonverbally
arising in Greece and Sicily. In particular, Knapp notes the importance of Aristotle and
his five “canons” of speaking, with nonverbal communication playing a particularly
important role in the delivery, a role that can at times have more weight than what a
speaker says.

Because the study of nonverbal communication exists inmany fields—a true strength
of this line of work—scholars often are aware only of the trajectory of scholarship in
their own field. Manusov (2015) argues that there are actually many histories, or what
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she calls heritages, that have led to the depth—and the diversity—of the contemporary
nonverbal communication research landscape. Manusov also asserts that each of these
traditions has legacies: They have led us down particular paths with our scholarship,
and they may be the source of some of the deep disagreements in our field.

For instance, the earlyWestern (Greek and Roman) emphasis on orality, led by Plato,
Cicero, Aristotle, and others, andwhich emphasized nonverbal cues as part of the canon
of delivery, was the origin of a rhetorical heritage leading to contemporary work on non-
verbal cues as means of persuasion, and on their interplay with language. The linguistic
heritage began with Birdwhistell, Hall, and their contemporaries, and it shows up now
inwork on themeasurement of individual codes or constructs, such as the Facial Action
Coding System (Ekman & Rosenberg, 1997).The sociological heritage, brought forward
by the works of Goffman and Scheflen, is realized in current scholarship dealing with
the structure and implications of nonverbal behavior, whereas the psychological her-
itage, led by Rosenthal and others, can be seen underlying research on the cognitive
processing of nonverbal cues as well as work on individual and group differences. It
also had at its heart an attempt to understand the persuasion processes that can lead
people to do things that they would not expect that they could do, a research legacy of
20th-century wars. Finally, the cultural heritage and the ethological heritage are reflected
in scholarship that emphasizes learning, on the one hand, and biology, on the other. It is
Manusov’s (2016) contention that this large set of legacies commits our field to diversity
of perspective and breadth of discovery. Much of what is written about in the following
sections can be traced back to one or another of these traditions.

Important debates surrounding nonverbal communication

This diversity and breadth are reflected in the larger debates with which our field grap-
ples. Indeed, this is one of the reasons theory and research onnonverbal communicating
are so important. This section focuses on some of those areas of difference that reveal
opportunities for additional theoretical development.

Tie to language

Some of the field’s earliest scholarship attempted to show how nonverbal communica-
tion occurs as people talk with one another. Perhaps because communication for many
people is synonymous with language or speaking, it is unsurprising that nonverbal cues’
potential as communicationwas delineated on the basis of their connection to language.

In one of the first contemporary attempts to discuss the functions of nonverbal
communication, Ekman (1965) asserted that nonverbal cues acted in relationship to
language by providing redundancy (repeating in form what is being said), complemen-
tation (elaborating on what is said), emphasis (highlighting part or all of an utterance),
contradiction (providing a contrast to the content of speech), and substitution (working
in place of anything said). Thus, their primary role in conversation was to work as
a “support” for speech, typically adding or reinforcing message value rather than
providing meaning on their own.
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Whereas code definitions imply a separation of spoken and nonverbal communi-
cation (i.e., nonverbal communication is defined as anything but words), and Ekman
suggests a subservience of nonverbal to verbal communication, others have argued
that, in use, nonverbal and verbal means of communicating are better seen as a single
coordinated message system, variously called mixed syntax, comprehensive communi-
cation act,multichannel process, composite signal, integratedmessage, andmultimodal
communication. Other scholars refer to the whole system of interconnected cues as
“language” rather thanmake what they argue are erroneous distinctions between verbal
and nonverbal behavior.

Although there is strong agreement about the often-interconnected nature of the
nonverbal and verbal systems, whether it is better to theorize about them as separate but
related or as fully integrated remains controversial. Where scholars land on this debate
helps determine and is determined by how they engage in their scholarship.

Role of intentionality, consciousness, and control

Just as with its relationship to (or integration with) language, scholars have long worked
to discern the cognitive nature of nonverbal communication, and they differ in terms
of the degree to which they believe that we are aware of and can control our nonverbal
communication. As was seen in the discussion of definitions, for some theorists, non-
verbal behavior has to be seen (by the decoder, encoder, or larger social system) as sent
with intentionality in order to count as communication. For others, the inherent nature
of the “nonverbal communicative system” means that it is processed automatically and
with little awareness. Wherever a person lands in this debate, the scholarship on this
issue helps to reveal important aspects of how people communicate generally.

Scholars with an emphasis on the cognitive processes underlying behavior have iden-
tified what has been called a “continuum” of automaticity. Automaticity can be defined
as the degree to which behaviors are intentional, controllable, and processed with
awareness. According to Lakin (2006), automaticity can be “preconscious,” a largely
effortless way of behaving or understanding another’s behavior that occurs when we
encode or decode behavior without any awareness, control, or intent. “Goal-directed
automaticity” is that which required initially control, awareness, and intentionality but
has now become automatic. There are also “controlled” behaviors, and they are those
about which we are aware, that we do with intent, and over which we have control.

As will be seen in the next section, some scholars emphasize those cues and func-
tions that are part of the ways in which we engage and that occur without our conscious
awareness. Some impressions of others, for instance, are tied to evolutionary forces that
permit us to know when another is hostile or kind. Part of these impressions has to
do with the behaviors themselves; that is, another’s actions can be recognized without
any interpretation required. Sometimes, however, we form impressions automatically
because we are “primed” to believe another has a certain trait. Stereotypes may work
this way. Even when we do not know we have a particular view of another, our mind
has existing constructs that work automatically to shape how we respond evaluatively
and behaviorally to another. Some of these constructs may be fully hardwired (e.g.,
responses to someone physically larger than us, cues that denote gender), and others
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can be the result of learning to believe them to be true (e.g., ethnic stereotypes). But
once embedded in our consciousness, theywork on our impressionswithout awareness.

Because nonverbal cues, andwhat theymay come to represent to us, are often learned
outside of our awareness, we may believe erroneously that, for instance, we should
approach or avoid another, believe or not believe someone, or think another is simi-
lar or dissimilar to us. That is, we may come to think that all of our reactions are based
on an accurate “knowing.” And sometimes they are. But other times, people underesti-
mate the extent to which they are responding on the basis of learned beliefs rather than
of what is accurate inherently. At the same time, we may assume more intentionality
and meaning behind a behavior (our own or someone else’s) than is actually true. That
is, we may engage in nonverbal behavior, such as showing attraction to another, which
we come to think is goal-directed, for instance, but may actually be the result of fully
unconscious and automatic processes.These complexities are inherent to the nonverbal
communication system and are part of what makes it such a rich system, but they may
also result in communication errors and, at times, discrimination. Additionally, where
a scholar places his or her lens on the automaticity continuum will affect the theories
he or she builds.

Biological origins and the influence of culture

The discussion of automaticity ties the study of nonverbal communication to who we
are as biological beings. That is, we may act or process information without the need
for control or awareness at times because we, as a species, are hardwired to do so.
Some of the earliest work on nonverbal communication made explicit the link between
the displays and their biological—and in some cases evolutionary—origins. Darwin
(1872), for instance, observed that humans and other animals express many emotions
in ways that serve the survival functions of those emotions.The emotion of surprise, for
instance, helps survival by focusing attention onunexpected andpotentially threatening
situations and allows us to act to keep ourselves from harm. The “look of surprise” we
equate with this emotions serves the survival function, as wide eyes (increased visual
acuity), an open mouth (increased oxygen intake, fueling a potential response to the
threat), and hand over the mouth (protection against unwanted ingestion) all work to
support our chances of taking action.

Emotional expressions are often looked at for their universal nature and even their
cross-species similarity. A large body of data supports that humans are capable of dis-
playing and understanding a set of emotions and that these are tied to our development
(that is, we become able to encode and decode these emotions over time, and this devel-
opment occurs in predictable and universal ways).The list of these “universal” emotions
varies across researchers, but it usually includes the recognition and display of happi-
ness, anger, fear, surprise, and sadness. Studies of blind children help to document this
natural (rather than learned) process. Even though some babies cannot see and thereby
imitate others fromwatching them, they still come to display the same facial expressions
of, for instance, delight or fear. This kind of nonverbal behavior use is considered to be
a part of our “bio-evolutionary” heritage and to involve ways of acting nonverbally that
are passed on to us from our ancestors and tied in with our physical bodies, such as
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our hormonal and muscular systems. Many of our affection displays are, in some ways
surprisingly, tied to these bio-evolutionary capabilities.

In addition to being biological beings, humans are also social and cultural beings,
brought up and therefore influenced by those around them. Hymes (1967) refers to
groups of people who share the same set of social rules andmeanings as speech (or com-
munication) communities. As people grow up in a certain social community, they learn
the norms, values, beliefs, and patternedmeans of engaging of that group.These cultural
ways of being shape the ways in which people come to encode and decode the social sig-
nals, including nonverbal cues, that others send to them and those they send to others.
Moreover, social signals and the rules that govern them come to be understood within a
particular context; only those who share a particular cultural code can fully understand
them. Importantly, these socially determined behaviors also reflect and affect the values
and ideologies of those who use the codes.

Hall (1966) was one of the first to bring insights about culture to the study of non-
verbal behavior, calling it the “hidden dimension.” In his observations across various
cultures, he showed that, whereas most cultures have, for instance, a set of different dis-
tances they keep when interacting with others on the basis of their relationship to the
other, cultures vary from one another in what those distances are. Likewise, groups dif-
fer fromone another in the rules andmeanings that they have for all kinds of touch.This
notable divergence led to the labels contact and noncontact cultures, and whereas indi-
viduals and groups within any culture may not conform to the larger cultural norms,
for the most part these dictate how people act and how people who violate the cultural
norms are interpreted.

Clearly, there are both biological and cultural influences on our communication.
Which is at play or more important is an ongoing debate, and as with other debates,
theorists’ work is deeply affected by the position that they take on this central issue.
Work that emphasizes the way in which biology and culture interact to create message
value adds even more to this important area.

Theories about nonverbal communication

The study of nonverbal communication has been less theoretically driven than
some other research areas. Some work applies theories created for other domains
to a nonverbal context. For example, attribution theories, from social psychology,
explain the processes involved in how people assign attributes such as cause and
responsibility to behavior, and these theories have been used to explain and predict
the ways that people give meaning to their own and others’ nonverbal cues. Among
the findings are that couples in intimate relationships commonly make attributions
for why their partners acted as they did (i.e., used certain facial expressions or vocal
tones), with their relational satisfaction affecting how positively or negatively they
view those behaviors. Attachment theory, a developmental explanation for how secure,
avoidant, or ambivalent people tend to be with others, has also been applied to the
nonverbal context. Findings include the role of secure attachment in people’s ability to
decode vocal tone accurately. There are, however, some notable exceptions of theories
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developed specifically for the nonverbal domain, and these center on theories about
the deception process and, more deeply, the ways in which people adapt nonverbally
to one another in their interactions.

Moreover, existing large-level theories have as their basis an explanation of how
nonverbal communication works. Most notably, semiotics, or sign theory, is concerned
with the ways in which meanings for behavior are constructed or agreed to by the
people using those signs (this is a different use of the term “signs” than that used for
spontaneous forms of nonverbal communication, discussed earlier). Based originally
in literary analysis, semioticians tend to analyze the less behavioral cues that are part of
the nonverbal system, looking, for instance, at how objects and environments come to
have themeaning that they do. Semioticians’ focus is on the deepmeaning-making that
people do in their everyday lives and the signification in which we engage as we give our
lives—and the things that occur within them—meaning beyond their original purpose.

Deception

But some theories arose specifically within the study of nonverbal communication, par-
ticularly around the social functionsmentioned earlier. Perhaps because of its social and
material consequences, researchers have been nearly exhaustive in their efforts to dis-
cern whether there are reliable indicators of being deceitful (deception) and whether
people use them in their attempts at detecting others’ deception. As such, it makes
sense that theories to explain the principles underlying the deception process would
emerge. Such theorizing began with the leakage hypothesis, which stated that engag-
ing in deception produces certain internal emotional and cognitive states that are then
associated with exterior indicators.These nonverbal “indicators of deception” are, from
this theoretical stance, involuntary and uncontrollable/uncontrolled signs of internal
states. Part of the leakage hypothesis is a leakage “hierarchy”: The least controllable or
controlled channels and cues should be the best indicators of deceit. Whereas some
research supports the hypothesis—especially when one is able to record and watch
closely a person’s “microexpressions” and other movements not easily discernible in
everyday interaction—most scholarship has found reliable leakage cues to be elusive.

Since then, a four-factor theory has been advanced to better explain the different
forms of leakage that may emerge. In this theory, deceivers’ behaviors that differ
from one’s regular or “baseline” behaviors are the external expression of four internal
processes: (1) physiological arousal (some feeling of anxiety); (2) emotional reactions
(feelings associated with deception or its detection, specifically fear, guilt, and delight;
the stronger the emotions, the more likely that they will reveal the deception that
induced them); (3) cognitive load (the effort required to formulate deceptive messages);
and (4) behavioral control (efforts to act as if one is not deceptive). The higher the
stakes of the lie, this theory predicts, the higher the levels of control attempted. As with
the leakage hypothesis, some research supports this theory, although there is still great
variation in what cues reveal the underlying factors.

It is also recognized, however, that some version of all of these underlying factors
could be at play when one is being truthful but is afraid of not being seen as such. In
that way, the same behaviors could reveal high-stakes truth-telling as well as high-stakes
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lies, and this is the premise behind the self-presentational perspective. A distinguishing
factor is the importance of a liar appearing sincere in his or her attempt.This additional
demand of appearing honest may also occur for truth-tellers, but it tends to “show up”
more in the nonverbal cues of a liar working to seem genuine.

An even more developed theory is interpersonal deception theory (IDT), which uses
interpersonal communication principles to explain deception processes. It moves away
from toomuch reliance on leakage by assuming, as some interpersonal communication
scholars do, that communication is goal-directed, and that people work with some
degree of control to evade detection and promote believability. Would-be deceivers
often therefore attempt to manage their communication performance, including their
emotions and other bases of nonverbal “leaks,” when trying to deceive another. At the
same time, however, they need to attend to ongoing concerns for their relationship,
engage in normal interaction management (e.g., turn-taking, feedback to the other),
and the myriad other functions of interaction, making the process of deception
challenging.

The theory has several foundational claims. Included in this large set of claims are the
following. First, interactive deception differs fundamentally fromnoninteractive decep-
tion. That is, because of the complexity of deceiving during the course of an ongoing
interaction and relationship, more is involved than, for instance, lying while speaking
to a camera. Second, deception is manifested through a combination of strategic and
nonstrategic behaviors. IDT recognizes that, in the process of trying to present them-
selves as truthful, communicators may display nonstrategic behavior such as indicators
of arousal and nervousness, consistent with the leakage hypothesis and the four-factor
theory. Third, because it is an interactive process, those who are the recipients of
deception are also involved and their suspicion is also reflected through a combination
of strategic and nonstrategic behaviors. Fourth, the interactants’ familiarity with and
regard for one another affect their behaviors, perceptions, and interpretations. Together
with the other tenets of this theory, a more complex model of the deception processes
emerges, and more understanding of why deception is so difficult to detect reliably.

Adaptation

Just as deception theories started with a very basic premise and grew in complexity with
additional data and theorizing, another set of theories specifically created for under-
standing and predicting nonverbal cues regards the processes of adaptation, or how
one person responds behaviorally to another’s behaviors. Just as with IDT, the premise
behind these theories is that nonverbal cueswork typically during engagements between
people. Therefore, the most robust theories are those that work to model this more
complex way of thinking about nonverbal cues.

At the origin of adaptationmodels of interactional nonverbal behaviors is equilibrium
theory.This theory’s concern is the ways in which interactants work to create andmain-
tain a sense of comfort—of equilibrium—between them. The premise is that there is
typically a level of intimacy or involvement two or more interactants feel is appropriate
for their interaction. Intimacy, involvement, or immediacy (related but somewhat dif-
ferent concepts) is communicated through a small set of behaviors, including proxemics
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(distance), gaze patterns, and smiling, along with what is said (e.g., comfortable levels
of self-disclosure). Often, the equilibrium is established and accepted, but other times,
one or more of the interactants uses more or less immediacy than is optimal for the
other.This theory posits that the discomfited other will compensate or adjust his or her
behavior to restore the equilibrium he or she desires.

Other theories emerged, however, when a different pattern of adjustment or
adaptation occurred: In some cases, rather than compensate, the other individual
matched or reciprocated the unexpected behavior. These theories brought into
their models the importance of affect, or how the other felt about the behaviors
the interactant used. Arousal-labeling theory suggested that a violation of expected
behavior incurs physiological arousal in another, which then induces a labeling
process. That is, the other makes some assumptions of or attributions for what is
occurring. Depending on the interpretation made, and its accompanying affect, the
other will reciprocate (positive affect) or compensate (negative affect). Expectancy
violations theory followed the same premise but inserted the importance of the valence
(or value) given to the one enacting the behavior. In most cases, the theory asserted,
positive valence would lead to reciprocity, and negative valence would bring about
compensation.

The cognitive valence model, on the other hand, made its predictions in part on the
basis of the size of the behavioral violation. Specifically, a small divergence from what
is expected does not cause arousal or subsequent behavioral modification. Large shifts
are highly arousing and will always lead to compensation. Moderate shifts, however,
require more sense-making, and a range of personal and relational assessments is
brought to bear on how one feels and how one responds to the other’s behavior.
Discrepancy-arousal theory argued, however, that people are rarely so thoughtful in
their responses as these other theories suggest. Rather, we react more automatically
rather than think in any depth about behavioral violations. Thus, the arousal we
experience becomes a trigger for our own potential behavioral change, with low to
moderate arousal leading to reciprocity, but as moderate turns toward high arousal,
compensation is more likely to occur.

As with deception, these theories were replaced in large part by more complex mod-
els.Three of particular note are the functional model of nonverbal communication, inter-
action adaptation theory (IAT), and the parallel process model. The functional model
presents an elaborate illustration of the parts of an interaction process: determinants
(what people bring in to an exchange, such as their personality or biological predis-
positions), pre-interaction mediators (affect, expectations), and the interaction itself.
IAT focuses on three major determinants of adaptation, referred to in the theory as
required, expected, and desired behavior patterns, that together make up one’s inter-
action position (IP). Reciprocity is theorized to occur when one’s behavior is similar
to the other’s IP. As they become more dissimilar, compensation is predicted. Finally,
the parallel process model involves the determinants of the functional model but adds
elements of the social environment, cognitive-affective mediators (akin to those in the
earliest models), and much more involvement by social cognitive factors to predict the
ways in which people will respond to one another.
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Important applications and findings

The intellectual energy given to understanding both deception and interpersonal adap-
tation is warranted for many reasons, but most notably because of the consequentiality
of these processes. That is, how well we “do” things nonverbally can result in more
positive assessments of us, greater regard from others, and often more success in our
work and personal endeavors.Thus, many nonverbal scholars have emphasized the role
of “skill” in their work (see, e.g., Rosenthal, 1979). As with the use of other nonverbal
cues, our skills can be the result of biological capacities, learning, or some complex com-
bination of these capacities. But whatever their origin, research has documented some
vital outcomes of our use of nonverbal behavior.

Nonverbal skill

There are actually many “skills” involved in the encoding and decoding of nonverbal
behavior (see Riggio, 2006). Decoding skills are often referred to with the label “non-
verbal sensitivity.” Even within this category of skill, there is diversity. For instance, one
can be skilled specifically in noticing cues, interpreting themaccurately, and responding
in ways seen to be “appropriate.” People can be skilled in decoding particular nonver-
bal functions; that is, some are able to pick up on others’ emotions, deception, and/or
identity cues. Moreover, people may vary on the extent to which they can decode from
particular cues (e.g., face, vocalics) or can discern when cues are contradictory to one
another. Likewise, there are myriad abilities tied to encoding. Work has centered, for
instance, on how nonverbally expressive a person is (i.e., how well they can encode
their emotions). There is also scholarship delineating people’s ability to send sponta-
neousmessages nonverbally or howwell they can deliver symbolic andmore purposeful
messages, and people also differ on how able they are to control their own nonverbal
cues. Interestingly, in some cases one skill tends to be tied to another, but often that
is not the case. Thus, a person may decode affect or emotion well, but he or she is not
automatically good at detecting or enacting deception.

There are other “skills” that involve both encoding and decoding simultaneously.
The function of “conversational management” or regulation, for instance, is a com-
plex skill that requires two or more interactants to coordinate their behaviors with one
another’s. This skill involves being able to pick up on when another wishes to speak
(often through that person’s facial expression, vocalic inhalations, and body position),
knowing how to allow the other to do so (or not, as the speaker wishes), signal that
conversations are desired or that they should end, and the like.

Ramifications

Having the innate or learned ability to communicate nonverbally is tied tomany impor-
tant “outcomes.” Many of these are related to the communication functions that non-
verbal communication can serve. For instance, persuasion, while often thought of as
done primarily through what we say, is an ability also related fundamentally to partic-
ular nonverbal skills and abilities. Some of these are endowed; that is, we do not need
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to learn (although we can change) our attractiveness, but being attractive is related to
a greater ability to persuade others, even about one’s innocence in a courtroom (unless
jurors believe that the person was purposefully using his or her attractiveness in that
context). Rate of speech (a vocalic cue) is also related often to greater persuasiveness,
as is the appearance of sincerity (usually a product of facial and vocal cues).

People with greater nonverbal social skills (particularly encoding) are hired more
often, are in more (and more satisfying) relationships, are believed more often, and
make more money, among other outcomes. But there are some caveats. For example,
one decoding skill is referred to as “emotional contagion.” That is, some people are
particularly able to notice and empathize with others who are feeling a particular way.
This skill can be highly valued, but it may also take its toll on those with high levels of it.
If a person effectively and consistently “takes on” others’ emotions, and those emotions
are difficult (e.g., anger, grief), the decoder can easily burn out, a common occurrence
for those in helping professions and for journalists whose stories focus on trauma.

The ways we interpret others’ nonverbal cues (and how they interpret ours) also can
have significant ramifications. Research has, for example, applied attribution theories
to how people make sense of potentially ambiguous nonverbal cues. It has found that
the particular ways that couple members give meaning to their own and their partner’s
nonverbal cues is affected by and can affect the couple’s relational satisfaction.The same
set of theories has looked at how men may interpret inconsistent nonverbal and verbal
messages by women and the ways in which different patterns of attribution may be
linked to dating or domestic violence. Likewise, the work mentioned earlier centering
on courtrooms shows that another’s attribution for the intention behind attractiveness
cues can lead to greater or fewer guilty verdicts and suggested terms for an offense.
Clearly, the nonverbal cues that we use, or the way we make sense of others’ cues, can
result in significant outcomes.

Related to interpretations is the significance of stereotyping in our use of nonverbal
communication, in particular the ways in which our view of others and the groups to
which they belong influence our interpretations of and responses to others. Stereotypes
are the cognitive structures that we have for others on the basis, typically, of their group
memberships. They are beliefs we have about others because they are male or female,
are in a particular ethnic or cultural group, have some sort of ability, such as intelligence,
or trait, such as introversion, and the like. These beliefs include what we think those in
that group are like, how they will act, and what values they hold.

Importantly, nonverbal cues, particularly appearance cues, are often what lead us to
place people (usually at an unconscious level) in a group.We see facial cues, for instance,
and roughly determine someone’s age. Skin color or hair quality may trigger categoriza-
tion of another into an ethnic category. Other cues, such as how a person walks, may
suggest a disability. When they act as the basis on which we assume another’s group (or
identity)membership, nonverbal cues are serving their impression-formation function,
and ample scholarship has focused on how this process works.

Much of the time, this stereotyping or categorization process is relatively benign.
It is how our minds work to help us delineate one person from another. But because
it happens so automatically, because it relies on cues that may not always be accurate
indicators of a person’s group (or personality), because it tends to simplify the character
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of the membership in that group, and because the characteristics we give to another
group may be erroneous and/or negative, our tendency to engage in stereotyping can
also be highly problematic. Moreover, our stereotypes based on others’ nonverbal cues
may alter theways inwhichwe act toward those others nonverbally. Research has found,
for example, that we may engage with more or less immediacy with someone on the
basis of how well we think we know the characteristics of people in another cultural
group. We may also approach (move toward, look at, touch) or avoid (avert our gaze,
move away) another because of the group into which we have categorized them. And
we are often unaware of our own behavioral reaction. As such, stereotypes triggered by
and resulting in nonverbal cues have important social implications.

Applications

The consequentiality of nonverbal communicative processes is sometimes most clear
within scholarship that discerns the role the cues play within particular contexts or
applications. For example, scholars have looked at the nature and significance of non-
verbal cues in the organizational context. Some exemplary findings look at the role of
nonverbal cues in marking differences in status and power, how nonverbal cues—used
by both applicants and employers—affect job interviews, the ways in which these cues
are implicated inworkplace discrimination, and theways inwhich they affect our ability
to do our jobs, particularly with regard to persuasion and group cohesiveness.

The focus on organizations is one of the ways in which scholars have explored sex and
gender similarities and differences. Although there are many lines of work in this area,
one that is particularly germane has to do with leadership. For instance, scholars have
worked to identify the nonverbal cues likely to be tied to assessments of leadership.
Although changes occur, research has found that the nonverbal cues actually (or, in
most cases, perceived to be) used by men are more likely associated with leadership
than are those cues used by (or, again, perceived to be but not actually used by) women.
This is part of a larger body of theorizing that investigates the degree to which there are
observable nonverbal communicative differences between men and women, with the
general conclusion that there are some, but not as many as people may come to believe.

Other scholars have focused on the context of computer-mediated communication
(CMC). As with many other questions in this part of the field, some of which are
delineated in the next section, there are some misconceptions about this application.
In particular, there was a range of theories that arose as people began communicating
online that worked to explain what are often perceived to be inherent differences
between communicating online and communicating face-to-face (FtF). One of the first
was social presence theory, which states that online communication has fundamentally
less “social presence” than does FtF, as fewer nonverbal cues are available to online
communicators. The “lack” of nonverbal cues was also the basis of an hypothesis that
used the idea that nonverbal cues are necessary for establishing a social context. With
those cues missing or at a minimum, online users were predicted to encourage group
stereotypes rather than to see another as an individual, and, as such, to be more likely
to act online in aberrant ways. More recent theorizing, however, such as that involved
in the social information-processing theory, suggests that people will use verbal cues
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to make up for nonverbal cues that are not available in the CMC context—and that
there are more nonverbal cues than we sometimes realize—which together make CMC
and FtF communication more similar than they are sometimes thought to be.

Another context in which nonverbal communication has been studied—again, in
part, because of its consequentiality—is healthcare. Particular attention has been paid
to physicians’ nonverbal cues, sometimes described as their “bedside manner,” which
has been found to sometimes have a more important role in patients’ satisfaction with
their doctor than does the accuracy of their diagnoses and treatment recommenda-
tions. Nonverbal cues have been found to play a large role in assessments of a clinician’s
ability to build rapport, how dominant they are found to be, their ability to get patients
to adhere to treatment regimens, and patients’ ability to recall information from their
visits with doctors. With the more frequent use of computers in healthcare settings,
doctors’ ability to engage interpersonally with their patients has also led to additional
research on such things as gaze patterns and immediacy. Nurses also have been studied
for their role in this context. In particular, scholarship has emphasized the importance
of decoding skills for nurses and other caregivers.The ability to be sensitive to and “pick
up” on nonverbal cues in healthcare interactions plays a large role in nurses’ effective-
ness, as scholars have found that patients may be reluctant to state how they are really
feeling or what is going on for them. Good “listening” skills (defined here as attending
to nonverbal cues that can indicate something important is unspoken) have been tied
directly to the quality of care that nurses can offer.

Additionally, nonverbal cues have been studied within the educational environment.
In this context, some research has focused on the ways in which teachers may engage
more with some students than with others. This often unconscious “favoritism” can
be reflected in the teachers’ nonverbal cues (e.g., looking more toward some students,
smiling less at others); moreover, it has been found to create what has been called the
Pygmalion effect. This occurs when students who are otherwise the same are treated
differentially; over time, they come to see themselves in a way consistent with how they
are treated. This effect is part of a larger set of scholarship on nonverbal expectancies or
the ways in which we reflect in our behaviors how we think someone else will act. Such
expectancies may, though do not always, bring about the very behaviors that another
anticipates. Another large body of nonverbal communication in the educational setting
has to do with immediacy, displayed in part through nonverbal cues of engagement
and warmth. Within the US culture, at least, students tend to favor teachers who act
with immediacy, and, this behavior tends to have an effect on the students’ affect about
education (i.e., students tend to like learning more when their teachers act with greater
immediacy); some research also suggests that more immediate teachers are also likely
to bring about greater learning in their students, although not all research supports
this contention.

What it is not: Debunking some adages about nonverbal
communication

In addition to all of what is discussed here that is vital and accurate about nonverbal
communication, and the significance of nonverbal cues to our lives, it is also important
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to discuss misconceptions that many people hold about the nature of nonverbal com-
munication. With any behavior that is so fundamental to our everyday way of being,
people develop ideas about how it works. That is definitely true when trying to under-
stand nonverbal communication. Over time, cultural narratives begin to form that,
usually in a simplistic and sometimes in an erroneous way, characterize howmany peo-
ple think about that way of being. The most enduring inaccuracies are discussed here.

Body language

Perhaps more than any other belief, nonverbal cues are often equated with the term
“body language.” A strong belief persists that this phrase, made popular by a book of
the same name, is an accurate substitute for “nonverbal behavior.” It implies several
problematic assumptions, however. In addition to the conceptualization of the nonver-
bal system as only referring to physical movements of the body (i.e., kinesics and not
the myriad other codes that are part of the larger system), the larger misconception
revealed in this term is that nonverbal behavior is used to display a simple, readable, set
of messages, identifiable readily if one knows the “code.”

Whereas, as has been seen, there is a large and growing body of knowledge around
nonverbal cues that are tied to biological functioning, not all (for most scholars at least)
nonverbal cues are manifestations of this functioning. If they were, nonverbal cues
could potentially be “readable” by everyone. But as was discussed earlier, nonverbal cues
are also governed by and exist within our social world; some cues originate and take on
meaning only within the larger “communication community” in which they are used.
Moreover, most cues can take onmultiple meanings, and they often have what has been
referred to as this “polysemy.” So, for instance, a smilemaymean one is happy, annoyed,
polite, embarrassed, attracted to someone, and the like. And whereas the context often
gives us clues to which meaning is more likely—and the physical features of smiles can
vary according to what they reflect about an encoder—there is still rarely a one-to-one
correspondence between a behavior and its meaning. Thus, to see nonverbal means of
communicating to be a clear and easy-to-read system is not consistent with the often
ambiguous nature of many cues as used in our everyday lives, nor with the complex set
of processes involved in communicating nonverbally, as this entry attests.

Percentage of meaning

Also common in our parlance around nonverbal cues are beliefs that we can quantify
how much of what gets communicated is done via nonverbal means. On the basis of
some early studies, people often quote the finding that “93% of what gets communi-
cated comes via our nonverbal cues.” Others cite a slightly lower 65 percent. In both
cases, however, the claims are based on studies where the nonverbal cues (e.g., tone
of voice) had the potential to be much more informative than were the words, and the
participants were asked specifically for “social meaning” (i.e., one’s attitude, feelings,
and the like).

Whereas no nonverbal scholar doubts the importance of nonverbal cues to the com-
munication process—and in particular to their importance in social meanings and to
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the consequentiality of our behavior—trying to determine how important by virtue of
a percentage is typically misleading. Moreover, it artificially separates out meaning sys-
tems from one another when, for most interactions (and when we watch or listen to
others via media), we are attending simultaneously to multiple cues—both language
and nonverbal behaviors—at the same time. Finally, it sets up an “us–them” debate
(nonverbal cues versus language) that does not take us far in our understanding of how
communication systems work.Thus, abandoning this narrative is helpful for moving us
forward in our understanding of how cues are used in the meaning-making process.

A universal language

This belief is a little more complicated. Whereas it is readily apparent that language
is tied directly to the culture(s) in which it is learned, nonverbal cues are often seen as
separate from culture. And sometimes they are.The burgeoning scholarship on the bio-
logical foundations of certain nonverbal cues helps reveal the ways in which all people,
if not acculturated to do something else, will engage in communicative processes that
stem from their being biological creatures. This scholarship is vital to understanding
some of how and why we act as we do, but the adage that nonverbal behavior comprises
a universal language is usually based on a much less sophisticated understanding of the
nonverbal.

Often people point to the argument that emotions are expressed universally, and, as
has been seen, there is some evidence to support the cross-cultural ability to encode
and decode certain facial displays. But emotional expressions are also subject to display
rules, the prescribed ways of showing (or not showing) emotion in a particular culture.
This points to a key attribute of control; that is, people, to some degree at least, can
control what behaviors they use and how they use them. The decision (at some level
of consciousness) to control behavior can be an individual’s choice (e.g., not to show
interest in another person), and it can be the result of a cultural way of being (e.g.,
learning to sit in a way “appropriate” for women). But given how few cues are taught
overtly, people may come to believe that such ways of being are innate.This assumption
is the source of a lot of cultural misunderstanding and also reflects a small part of the
vast set of research and theorizing about the nonverbal communication system.

SEE ALSO: Communication AccommodationTheory; Expression; Face-to-Face Com-
munication; Hall, Edward T.; Interpersonal Interaction; Neuroscience; Performance;
Presence; Semiotics; Signs; Social Cognition
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