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What Does Your Body Say About You?
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Our body conveys a thousand hidden meanings. Sometimes we feel that
the person in front of us says something but means something else. Hence,
everyone must know what others actually mean when they say something
and what their body silently conveys to other people at different times.
This paper sheds light on the various components of body language as
well as interpretation of gestures that we make unknowingly. These small
tips and tricks can help one play the instrument of one’s body language
in such a manner that everyone is enchanted by its music and gains a
lot of insights into others and understand people’s real emotions, feelings
and meanings. Also, this paper leaves subtle tips for crucial situations.

* Proprietor, Shakun Enterprises, New Delhi, India. E-mail: chayan.jain@gmail.com

Marketers believe that a book’s cover speaks volumes about it and contributes
to more than half of its sales; similarly a person’s body language speaks
volumes about him/her resulting in his/her social image. Though some say

never judge a book by its cover, or a man by his gestures, this is what practically takes
place in the real world. If one notices a person’s gestures, general actions, smile or
laughter, and overall personality, one can make out the most about him/her.

Most salesmen guess the result of their pitch in the first few minutes of their meeting
through the prospect’s behavior, actions and gestures. This is because verbal
communication does not take place in the absence of body movements. A person’s body
language is actually an implicated blend of his/her mental health, physical state, thoughts
and emotions on his/her entire body in the form of postures, actions and expressions.
Body language conveys major clues such as one’s confidence, flexibility, assertiveness,
interest, openness, intelligence and empathy. When someone speaks, his listeners judge
him and this judgment can be turned positive if the person understands how to use
one’s body as an effective non-verbal instrument of speech.

However, it is highly advisable to read the gestures and movements of a person in
clusters and not individually. If one remembers the movie Chak De’s climax, during
the penalty shoot-out, coach Kabir Khan carefully reads the striking player’s leg and
hockey position to determine the direction of her shot towards goal post and warns
his team’s goal-keeper to save the goal. However, one must remember that while one
reads another person’s body language, one should not be judgmental or willing to jump
to conclusions. Remember, not to over generalize the body language elements and always
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try to know, comprehend and interpret the circumstances and situation of the person
being read. Body language can be broken up into the following areas of notice:

• Facial expressions

• Leg movement and position

• Hand movement and position

• Other gestures

Firstly, one can notice a person’s facial expressions which are composed of the
eyebrows, eyes, nose and their smile. Wide open eyes mean extreme astonishment, skin’s
pinkish tone expresses shyness or even blushing; avoiding eye contact is ignoring others
or trying to escape, while a raised eyebrow is envy or disbelief. When someone closes
their eyes tightly, it means they are unwilling to witness or imagine something. When
someone pulls the nose, i.e., raises it towards the forehead, it means irritation and
somewhat anger, whereas outstretching or inflating the nostrils means suppressing
anger.

As far as smiles are concerned, teeth-hiding smile is self-assuring smile, where one
keeps to himself; a smile that exposes the upper teeth is for greeting others and expresses
openness to socialize, whereas a genuine broad smile that exposes both upper and lower
teeth conveys absolute amusement. An oblong smile or a smile that stretches from ear
to ear is fake, artificial and lacks depth. Raised eyebrows are enough to suggest arrogance
and making others feel unimportant or low. Avoiding eye contact can also mean shyness
which can be overcome with time because a person may lack complete trust.

A person covering one’s mouth while speaking is indicative of trying to catch one’s
own words that one is unwilling to speak. Yawning whether loudly or silently, watering
eyes while in a meeting or lecture or rubbing one’s eyes is purely a proof of extreme
boredom. Chewing pen, pencil or sucking one’s thumb is seeking reassurance, i.e.,
whether one is doing the right thing or the wrong thing. Touching the nose before
speaking is being insincere and furnishing a false opinion, whereas a nose rub is a
straight rejection. Scratching the face is expressing unawareness, while rubbing the eye
with a finger is willingness to show unclear vision or understanding.

Secondly, leg positions and the style of standing and manner of walking also convey
something about people. A slow paced walk with leaning shoulders and hanging head
expresses dejection and tension, while rapid walking with swinging arms is an evidence
of goal-focused personality. People who turn their heads around back while walking
are not confident and feel incomplete inside; while people who walk with their hands
tied at the back are dealing with a problem. An extra swing in the hands and stiff legs
while walking means an attempt to impress, whereas skipping on the ground instead
of walking is excitement, attention-seeking and joyous. Also, while sitting or standing
when one’s foot is distanced from the other at equal or easy distance and hands on
the arm of the chair or on the lap means openness.

adelleli
Highlight

adelleli
Highlight

adelleli
Highlight

adelleli
Highlight



The IUP Journal of Soft Skills, Vol. X, No. 1, 201638

A leg on the arm of the chair is being casual and indifferent, whereas sitting with
the chest towards the back of a chair is bossy, judgmental at the same time protective.
A crossed leg with one ankle locked at the opposite knee is powerful and acceptable
in neutral setting, but in formal arrangements it is considered dominating, whereas a
cross with one knee going over the other is feminism and protective. Swaying the legs
is boredom and impatience, i.e., waiting for another to finish.

When someone kicks the ground or hits an imaginary object it reveals one’s anger,
irritation and even frustration at people, things or situations. People who put their feet
on the table mark not just ownership but also dominance. Locked ankles and clenched
hands on a chair also imply self-control.

Thirdly, hand positions express a plethora of things. A hand on the cheek with
finger on the temple is thinking with deep effort; sliding the face on the ‘l’ formed by
the thumb and index finger is hyper judgment and critical thinking; palm on the chin
means taking time to think, whereas a hand on the forehead is being irritated, bored
or extremely tensed. Pinching the bridge of the nose is extremely deep thought in
presence of self-conflict. Rapid movement of the hands while speaking is impatience
and pointing fingers or pen at others while speaking is disrespect.

Placing one’s hands in the pockets of the coat or pants is being secretive and
conservative. Hands on the waist is waiting for the other person to reply; hanging hands
between the knees while sitting is readiness to act. When a person’s palms are open
with elbows by his side, he is willing to accept. If someone spreads their palm on a
podium or table with a bend of their back looking at others, it means they are looking
for attention severely.

Coming to the arms, crossed arms at the chest can have several meanings. Crosses
that hide the palms are meant to hide confidential information; crosses with palms
converted into fists indicate holding on to real feelings or anger; crosses with palms
and fingers on the arms indicate holding or gripping oneself to avoid losing information
as well as self-control, and crosses with one palm exposed while other hidden are mere
protective. Holding one’s hand either open or fist by the other in front or at the back
is self-control.

Rubbing one’s hands against each other is both restlessness, anxiety for results or
even extreme nervousness with a willingness to end the situation right then. Banging
the palm on the table is sometimes in alignment with clapping while banging the fist
is drawing attention to oneself by expressing anger. Clenched hands mean tensed
individuals, whereas putting a palm on the back of the neck while someone is speaking
is non-verbally indicating that the speaker is irritating and taking a toll on the listener
who is making special efforts to listen.

When people join all finger tips with the other hand’s fingertips and speak, they
try to convey confidence. When this goes excessive or when the tips seem to be in
pressure, the gesture indicates smugness, egoistic or proud nature. When a person’s
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chin faces upward and hands are locked at the back, one conveys authority and
confidence.

Due to nervousness and restlessness people bite their nails; extremely small nails
indicate long standing frustration and uneven nail ends explain insecurity. Crossing
fingers or having itching palms means expecting something.

Shifting to the handshake, the politician’s handshake, i.e., a normal handshake along
with the left hand covering the hands is insincerity or fake humility and can be used
informally. A perspiring, wet hand conveys nervousness while a forceful and powerful
hand shake is a display of power and superiority with a willingness to dominate others.
Flaccid handshakes are feminine and express lack of interest.

Lastly, there are some other gestures that need to be understood along with others.
A coat when unbuttoned is an invitation to interact, whereas a buttoned coat is a
blockage. Pinching one’s flesh is coming to the present or believing what is happening
is real. Some gestures that indicate frustration are scratching one’s scalp while waiting;
taking short breaths while making noise; clenching one’s hands and resting the chin
on it. Turning up one’s nose is expressing dislike or even rejection. When someone
spreads objects on a particular location, it is their non-verbal clue to temporary or
permanent ownership. When a person stands near someone’s head, it not only makes
that someone feel small and overpowered but also a burden on their head. When
someone sits with the back leaning and hands supporting their head from the back,
they convey their superiority.

Shrinking in one’s seat, sitting far from others, sitting in dark corners are indicative
of low confidence, whereas sitting or standing in the center of a room or group conveys
high confidence levels. Clearing one’s throat before speaking is letting go one’s anxiety
and gaining other’s attention. Whistling is indicative of being frightened, whereas ‘whew’
sound indicates good riddance of a situation. Smoking or lighting up a cigarette which
is not being smoked is being extremely nervous and tensed. A person who fidgets in
his/her chair is bored, tired or preoccupied in another thought. Playing with coins in
one’s pockets is indicative of being bothered by lack of money or spending it. Excessive
clapping, drumming the table, clicking one’s ballpoint pen, holding one’s head in the
palm, drooping eyes or looking somewhere else is indicative of boredom.

Doodling such as writing formulas, drawing flowers, etc., is extreme lack of interest
and getting bored. Biting or licking one’s lips, stammering, frowning or adjusting one’s
hair or clothes is a sign of nervousness. Touching people is reassuring oneself or others
while it can also mean a need for social approval if it is in absence of a smile. When
someone moves closer to another person it indicates common interest, while two people
talk extremely closely, it means their conversation is private. If a man adjusts his
cufflinks, straightens the knot of the tie, buttons and straightens his coat, pulls up his
socks, checks nails or mobile phone, cursively self-inspects, it means there is a need
for displaying himself or drawing attention to himself. When someone leans forward
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or moves to the tip of the chair to bend in front, it means he/she is interested in the
topic or wants to act immediately.

Looking at the watch or door while talking with someone or in the meeting means
expecting someone or something else and indicates disrespect to the person in front.
Looking at the watch again and again is also restlessness or impatience. If you make
calls or indulge in your smartphone while sitting with someone, you clearly belittle
them and show that you have no time for them at that moment.

While on a call, if one is preening, it means they are talking to their beloved or
someone crucially important; rocking on the chair means being self-satisfied; placing
feet on a desk or high stool means being dominant or self-confident; standing up means
giving attention or even respect; opening and closing drawer means unclear mind and
inspecting a drawer means finding a solution.

Having discussed a lot of gestures and actions that form a part of our body language,
let us now move towards making the body language effective by concentrating on four
aspects, namely:

1. Gestures

2. Body movement and position

3. Facial expression

4. Eye contact

The gestures should be mastered by the following five mantras:

1. Excluding disturbing elements: Your actions should be in alignment with your
presence and words you speak. Every gesture should be meaningful and must
have a purpose. Use strong emphatic gestures for young audience while avoid
them with elder audience.

2. Genuine and impromptu actions: You must try to be natural; do not mug up
expressions; do not imitate others. Make them lively and distinct as per
situations.

3. Let the body speak for itself: You must believe in what you say, no need to
memorize gestures or imitate someone else’s gestures.

4. Self-confidence enhancement: Practice till you are comfortable with yourself.

5. Learning from mistakes: You must accept and learn from failures. As far as
your hands are concerned, please do not overexpress with them such that
it appears like dancing; do not tuck them in your pockets; avoid forming fists;
avoid scratching your nose or face or playing with your hair; avoid pointing
fingers or pen pointing. To count points, use your fingers. Do not ever bite
your nails or skin! While speaking, one must remember that the voice must
not be too animated like cartoons or too dull to make listeners irritated.
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All gestures should be in support or as a result of some stimulus, but gestures should
not be used to initiate a result or thought.

Talking about one’s body movement and position, the position of your body reflects
your attitude and hence the first advice is to breathe properly and make your voice
effective.

• While standing, never be rigid.

• Place your feet at least six inches away from each other.

• Do not dance through hands.

• Chin should be in balance neither drooping nor too high.

• Balance your weight on both feet maintaining straight knees.

• Relax the shoulders; ensure that the stomach is in with the chest out.

• Use hands above shoulder level to denote inspiration, motivation, tallness,
height, but use the level lower than shoulders to denote rejection or negative
emotions.

• An outward palm will express your openness, willingness to give and receive,
whereas a fist should be used for revolt.

• Be present mentally in the moment when you are in public gatherings and
not in thoughts.

• Changing one’s body position can be a drastic asset or tremendous liability.

• Whenever you step forward, it should be with a proper and important reason
and stepping back is an opportunity for others and you to relax.

Three benefits of using body movement well are:

1. Grounds and emphasizes your content.

2. Gains the audience’s attention.

3. Fast body movement reduces tension and nervousness.

To convert these benefits the most from your body movement, the main mantras are
purposefulness, moderation, randomness.

Coming to the facial expressions, never change your natural personality to suit
situations because it will appear artificial. Your face is the barometer of your attitudes,
feelings, emotions, etc. Hence, try to remove unconscious or unwanted emotions.

• In case you have puffy eyes due to crying or oversleeping, use ice to neutralize.

• Have politeness on your face along with a friendly smile.

• Avoid licking your lips or biting them, apply a lip balm in advance that does
not smell.
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• Do not tighten your jaw, instead chew a chewing gum in private until relaxed.

• Have water if you are too nervous or sweating.

• Wipe sweat in advance.

• Remove all emotions and remain peaceful with deep breathing in private.

As far as the eye contact is concerned, it not just invites attention, initiates
communication, erases ignorance, establishes a personal connect but also promotes
bonding. It is indicative of sincerity, confidence and conveys honesty, truthfulness and
friendliness. It also helps you to overcome nervousness and tension as it makes you
focus and take active interest in what others want to convey.

The ideals of eye contact are:

• Know when to make eye contact as you speak or deliver your content.

• Make a bond as you communicate.

• Give a 5 to 10-second contact to each person if you are in a group.

• Receive audience feedback through their eye contact.

• Make adjustments as per others’ feedback.

• Do not oscillate your head along with your eyes.

• Avoid blind gazing or staring.

To summarize, we must learn from others: notice how people carry themselves and
express themselves in public places. Watch television for chat shows, rendezvous and
news for their communication styles and body language. Never ever go unprepared,
and express the best to attract the world. Play the instrument of your body language
in the manner that everyone is enchanted by its music and willing to dance.

Reference # 50J-2016-03-04-01



Copyright of IUP Journal of Soft Skills is the property of IUP Publications and its content
may not be copied or emailed to multiple sites or posted to a listserv without the copyright
holder's express written permission. However, users may print, download, or email articles for
individual use.




