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indebted for further solidifying our theoretical and research foundations and for taking us into
many important applications.

As new interests drew Dave and Gill to different research opportunities, it was time to
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Foundations






1 Introduction and Overview

The word not spoken touches us as music does the mind.

—William S. Cohen

Humans are social creatures. We spend most of our waking hours in contact with other
people—learning, working, playing, dating, parenting, negotiating, buying, selling, persuad-
ing, or just plain talking. We not only communicate with people face to face; we watch them
on television and videos, listen to them on talk radio, interact with them through cell phones
and chat rooms, and meet with them on Zoom. With so much of our daily lives consumed
by communication, our ability to navigate the waters of daily living—and our prospects for
happy, healthy lives—depends on the ways in which we (and others) communicate. And our
ability to communicate is enhanced when we know more about the communication process.
A major part of that process is the “unspoken dialogue”: the nonverbal aspects of communica-
tion to which former Senator Cohen’s poem alludes.

This textbook is about that unspoken dialogue: all those messages that people exchange
beyond (and alongside) the words themselves, with an emphasis on the intricacies of the
communicative forms. Be it mundane greetings at the grocery store or delicate international
negotiations, the nonverbal aspect of communication plays a crucial role in our lived experi-
ences. Human relating hinges on the ability to express ourselves nonverbally and to under-
stand the nonverbal communication of others.

Despite the awareness of the importance of communication generally, and nonverbal com-
munication specifically, some consider the study of nonverbal communication trivial or sus-
pect. This sardonic observation by Aldous Huxley (1954) reflects such a view:

[TThe subject is for academic and ecclesiastical purposes, non-existent and may be safely
ignored altogether or left, with a patronizing smile, to those whom the Pharisees of verbal
orthodoxy call cranks, quacks, charlatans and unqualified amateurs.

(pp- 76=77)

Such cynicism is belied by the publication of thousands of articles, books, documentaries,
and investigative reports on the subject, however. In contrast to Huxley’s gloomy assessment,
there is a strong body of knowledge about nonverbal communication that springs from the
academic disciplines of communication, psychology, psychiatry, sociology, geography, anthro-
pology, linguistics, semiotics, and biology, among others. This body of information is so vast
and diverse, in fact, that making sense of it is no small task, especially given that scholars
from different fields may approach nonverbal behavior with diverse perspectives, assumptions,
and methodologies. To capture this complexity as well as possible, it is important to take a
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multidisciplinary approach (that is, drawing not just from the communication discipline), and
the ideas and research that we discuss in this book do so.

In this text, we explore multiple facets of nonverbal communication, first through some
important foundations: (1) the complex nature of nonverbal communication and (2) the
various codes (systems of cues) that constitute it and then through an investigation of the
primary functions or (3) the many purposes nonverbal cues can serve. We embed it in a
larger framework about what are called cultural codes in which all of our communication
with others exists. This view helps to make sense of some of the variety in nonverbal
communicating while also accepting its biological and evolutionary foundations. It also
explains the ways in which nonverbal cues become patterned, the meanings that they are
given, the ways in which they are complicated, and how all of this changes overtime, at
least to some extent. Importantly, we ground our conclusions in the large body of multi-
disciplinary research, providing some explanation of what forms this research can take, and
we bring in real-world examples to illustrate the ideas. Our hope is that you come away
from reading it with an understanding that the unspoken dialogue matters in fundamental
ways and that having this understanding and knowledge enhances your experience with
nonverbal communication.

The Importance of Nonverbal Communication

You may have heard that 93% of all meaning is derived from nonverbal behavior. As scholars
of nonverbal communication, and as people who value its communicative importance, you
might think that statistic would be something we’d want to claim is accurate. Yet, if true, the
estimate would mean that only 7% of meaning comes from verbal content (i.e., the words
themselves), and a quick observation of communication shows that the statistic does not apply
to most of our exchanges nor to what we see and hear from TV, films, and online. More spe-
cifically, this claim was based on specific results from a few early studies by Mehrabian and his
colleagues (e.g., Mehrabian & Ferris, 1967; Mehrabian & Wiener, 1967) yet talked about as
if it applies to all communication.

To help set the record straight, we want to explain their claim a bit more. In those
studies, the researchers’ purpose was to (1) see how people determined the attitude of
the speaker or (2) assess what cues influenced the persuasiveness of a message by com-
paring what behaviors people used to make their determination (brief and/or scripted
words, vocal cues, and body cues that are tied to the social influence function, covered
in Chapter 13). The study on attitudes, for example, used only a single word alongside
changing voice and body cues to get estimates about what a speaker was feeling about a
topic. As such, the nature of the studies’ design worked to overstate the importance of
the nonverbal cues (even if their findings were accurate for the specific applications the
authors were testing), and it should not be applied outside of those studies in the broad
way that it is. So, the 93% estimate is not the way to show the importance of nonverbal
cues in an overall sense.

But there are many other ways of doing so. As we will see throughout this book, nonverbal
communication is consequential. By that we mean that nonverbal cues play a role in some of
the most glorious and most devastating aspects of our lives. They are key in bonding with
partners and with babies (positively consequential), and they play a role in bias against other
groups, abuse, and sexual harassment (negatively consequential). As such, Huxley’s (1954)
view that nonverbal cues are “fluft” is simply not accurate. Rather, the power of nonverbal
messages is indisputable. There are several possible reasons why by their very nature they are
so central to our lives.
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Photo 1.1 The omnipresence of nonverbal communication is present in interactions such as this. What
nonverbal behaviors do you see?

Nonverbal Communication Is Omnipresent

Nonverbal cues pervade virtually every communicative act. In face-to-face (FtF) interactions,
all the nonverbal forms come into play. Body, face, voice, appearance, touch, distancing, tim-
ing, and physical surroundings all have a part in creating messages, with or without anything
being said. A friend’s gestures, facial expressions, posture, and eye contact may reveal interest.
A supervisor’s vocal pitch, loudness, and tempo may signal dominance. A political candidate’s
physical attractiveness, dress, and grooming may connote credibility (or its lack). A lover’s
close proximity and touch, and the environment in which they chose to interact with you,
may establish intimacy. A group leader’s temporal behaviors, such as verbal pacing, and giving
undivided attention may create conversational coordination. A religious sanctuary’s archi-
tecture, furnishings, and artifacts may dictate what degree of decorum and formality is to be
followed and how we feel and communicate within that space.

Even in mediated communication, such as television broadcasts, online conversations, or
telephone calls, where some nonverbal features are not available, several important ones remain.
The decision to talk to someone by phone rather than in person (that is, the choice of commu-
nication modality) can, for example, itself be a nonverbal message of detachment or non-urgency,
and people have been found to make strategic modality choices based on the nature of the mes-
sage they want to send to another (Oeldorf-Hirsch & Nowak, 2018). Chronemic (temporal)
and vocalic (sound) features are also still present when we call someone on the phone.

Even text-only communication can have nonverbal elements, as emails and text chats
have features embedded in them to capture some nonverbal nuances: Use of different font
colors, punctuation, and capitalization are all instances of adding nonverbal cues back into
an otherwise verbal medium (Luangrath et al., 2017, call this textual paralanguage). In par-
ticular, researchers have found that, similar to nonverbal cues in FtF settings, emoticons have
illocutionary force (that is, they function to clarify what a person’s words mean or how they
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are meant to be taken; Dresner & Herring, 2010). Online classes and group meetings allow
people to see one another’ faces (and choice of backgrounds/environments; see Box 1.1),
such that some kinesic (body movements) and environmental cues are still present. Further,
social media provide opportunities to use photographs about what is important to us; we
also show our approval or anger about a post with nonverbal likes, hearts, and “caring” or
angry faces.

Box 1.1 Books as Backdrops

In a May 2020 New York Times article, Amanda Hess discussed the greater use of
TV broadcasts based in people’s houses. She asserted that the new norms dictated by
COVID-19 meant that people could be strategic as to what environmental cues they
used during a broadcast. In particular, Hess said that as “industry shelters in place, the
bookcase has become the background of choice for television hosts, executives, politi-
cians and anyone else keen on applying a patina of authority to their amateurish video
feeds.”

As examples, Hess noted that then-presidential candidate Joe Biden went quiet for
a while but, when he “re-emerged, it was in front of a carefully curated wall-length
bookshelf punctuated with patriotic memorabilia like a worn leather football and a
triangle-folded American flag.” Migrants’ rights activist Minnie Rahman’s background
teatured her Encyclopaedia Britannica collection, and British politician Liam Fox’s “bold
grab at credibility is somewhat undermined by the hardback copy of The Da Vinci Code”

This link between bookcases and credibility appears to be a feature of many chosen
backgrounds. There was even an anonymous Twitter account, called Bookcase Cred-
ibility, which emerged to comment on its use. Its tagline is “What you say is not as
important as the bookcase behind you.”

Whereas we might take issue with the strength of that claim, according to Hess, the
“bookcase offers both a visually pleasing surface and a gesture at intellectual depth. Of
all the quarantine judgments being offered right now;, this one feels harmless enough.
One gets the sense that for the bookcase-background type, being judged by their home
libraries is a secret dream finally realized.”

Excerpts from Amanda Hess, “The ‘Credibility Bookcase’ Is the Quarantine’s Hottest Accessory,”
May 1, 2020, New York Times.

Nonverbal Behaviors Are Multifunctional

One of the basic arguments in this text is that nonverbal communication serves important
functions for communicators. In the examples we have given already, we talked about how
we use nonverbal cues to instigate judgments or assessments of others (impression formation),
to let others know they are important to us (these are called relational messages), to reveal
aspects of ourselves (identity displays), and to persuade others about something in which we
believe (social influence). These are just some of the many communicative functions in which
nonverbal cues are central.

Functions are the purposes, motives, outcomes, or goals of communication. They are dif-
ferent than the specific meanings nonverbal cues can have. If someone you like sits close to
you, you may determine that their behavior means they like you (depending on other cues
in the setting). But the underlying function of the nonverbal cue is to (potentially) send a
relational message. Or you may want to show others that you belong to a particular political



