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INTRODUCTION: WHY
UNDERSTANDING NONVERBAL
CUES MATTERS

Every  conversation  we  have,  every
interaction we share, and every moment
we spend in the presence of others is
accompanied by a silent language that
never  stops  speaking.  This  language
does not rely on words.  It  flows through
gestures,  postures,  facial  expressions,
and movements that often go unnoticed
by  the  conscious  mind.  For  decades,
experts  have  studied  this  unspoken
communication,  and  perhaps  no  work
has  brought  it  to  the  public  more
effectively  than  the  book  What  Every
Body  Is  Saying  by  fo rmer  FB I
counterintelligence  agent  Joe  Navarro.
This  influential  guide  to  nonverbal
behavior  has transformed how millions
of people read the people around them,
from colleagues and friends to strangers
and adversaries.
Understanding  body  language  is  not
about gaining some magical superpower
or  learning  to  read minds.  It  is  about
becoming  more  aware  of  the  subtle
signals  that  humans  have  used  for
thousands of years to express comfort,
d i scomfor t ,  in teres t ,  anx ie ty ,
truthfulness,  and  deception.  In  this
article, we will explore the core concepts
of  nonverbal  communication,  examine
the most revealing parts of the human
body,  and  discuss  how you can  apply
this  knowledge  in  your  everyday  life.

Whether you are a professional looking
to  improve  your  negotiation  skills,  a
parent hoping to better understand your
children,  or  simply  someone  curious
about human behavior, the insights from
What  Every  Body  Is  Saying  offer  a
practical  and  fascinating  lens  through
which to view the world.

THE SCIENCE BEHIND
NONVERBAL COMMUNICATION

Before  diving  into  specific  signals,  it  is
essential  to  understand  the  biological
and  neurological  foundations  of
nonverbal  behavior.  Humans are social
animals,  and  our  brains  have  evolved
sophisticated systems for reading others
without  conscious  effort.  This  ability  is
primarily driven by the limbic system,
the  part  of  the  brain  responsible  for
processing  emotions,  memories,  and
survival instincts. Unlike the neocortex,
which  handles  rational  thought  and
language,  the  limbic  system  operates
automatically and honestly. It reacts to
stimuli in real time, often before we have
a chance to  think  about  what  we are
revealing.
This  is  why body language is  so difficult
to fake. When a person feels threatened,
anxious,  or  uncomfortable,  the  limbic
system  triggers  specific  responses:  the
body may freeze, the hands may touch
the neck, or the feet may point toward
an exit.  These reactions are hardwired
and  universal  across  cultures.  Navarro
emphasizes  in  What  Every  Body  Is
Saying  that  the  key  to  accurate
observation  lies  in  identifying  these
limbic responses, because they are the
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most  reliable  indicators  of  a  person's
true emotional state.

The Three Fs:
Freeze, Flight,
and Fight
The limbic system governs three primary
survival  responses:  freeze,  flight,  and
fight.  In  modern  social  settings,  these
responses  manifest  in  subtle  ways.
Freezing  might  appear  as  a  sudden
stillness in the body, a held breath, or a
rigid  posture  when  a  person  hears
unexpected news. Flight behavior can be
seen when someone angles their torso
away from you, places an object like a
purse or coffee cup between themselves
and you, or points their  feet toward a
door.  Fight  responses,  though  less
common  in  polite  conversation,  might
include  clenched  fists,  tightened  jaw
muscles, or a forward lean that signals
aggression.  Recognizing these patterns
is  a  core  skill  taught  in  What  Every
Body Is Saying.

THE MOST HONEST PART OF THE
BODY: THE FEET AND LEGS

One of the most surprising revelations in
What Every Body Is Saying is that the
feet and legs are the most honest parts
of the body. Most people focus on facial
expressions  when  trying  to  read
someone,  but  the  face  is  the  most
practiced  and  control led  area  of
nonverbal  communication.  We  learn
from a young age to smile, maintain eye
contact,  and hide  disappointment.  The
feet and legs, however, receive far less
conscious  attention.  They  often  reveal
what a person truly feels.

When  a  person  is  comfortable  and
engaged, their feet tend to be relaxed
and pointed toward the person they are
talking to. If they become uncomfortable
or  want  to  leave,  their  feet  may  turn
toward  an  exit,  shuffle  restlessly,  or
begin  kicking  gently.  In  What  Every
Body Is Saying, Navarro explains that
observing the feet during an interaction
can  give  you  a  distinct  advantage.  If
your  conversation  partner's  feet  are
pointed away from you, they are likely
disengaged,  even  if  their  face  shows
polite interest. Similarly, leg movements
such as bouncing or shaking can indicate
anxiety  or  impatience.  Recognizing
these signals allows you to adjust your
approach,  ask  a  different  question,  or
end  the  conversation  gracefully.

THE TORSO: REVEALING TRUE
COMFORT AND DISCOMFORT

Moving up the body, the torso provides
another rich source of information. The
torso houses the vital  organs,  and the
limbic  system  works  hard  to  protect
them. When a person feels threatened,
upset, or defensive, they may lean away
from the perceived source of discomfort.
They may also cross their arms tightly
across  the  chest,  which  is  often
m i s i n t e r p r e t e d  a s  a  s i g n  o f
stubbornness.  In  reality,  arm  crossing
can indicate anxiety, cold, or a need for
self-comfort.  The  key  is  to  look  for
clusters of behaviors. If crossed arms are
accompanied by a slight backward lean,
foot pointing toward an exit, and a tight
mouth,  the  person  is  signaling  clear
discomfort.
Conversely, when a person leans forward
toward  you,  exposes  their  chest,  and
keeps their arms open, they are showing
comfort, trust, and engagement. This is
sometimes called "venting" or "exposing
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the  ventral  side,"  which  is  a  sign  of
openness.  In  What  Every  Body  Is
Saying, ventral exposure is described as
one  of  the  most  reliable  indicators  of
comfort  and  acceptance.  You  can  use
t h i s  k n o w l e d g e  t o  g a u g e  t h e
temperature of your interactions in real
time.

THE HANDS AND ARMS:
EMOTIONAL WINDOWS

Human hands are incredibly expressive.
We use  them to  emphasize  points,  to
illustrate concepts, and to self-soothe. In
the  context  of  What  Every  Body  Is
Saying,  hand  and  arm  behaviors  fall
into three main categories:  illustrators,
manipulators, and pacifiers.
I l lustrators  are  gestures  that
accompany  speech,  such  as  pointing,
drawing shapes in  the air,  or  showing
numbers  with  fingers.  When  a  person
stops using illustrators suddenly, it can
indicate that they are carefully weighing
their words or feeling uncertain. This is
sometimes seen in deceptive individuals
who are controlling their output.
Manipulators are behaviors where one
part of the body touches another, such
as rubbing the hands together, twisting
hair, or picking at cuticles. Manipulators
often increase during stress or boredom.
However,  they  can  also  be  a  sign  of
thoughtful  concentration,  so  context  is
everything.
Pacifiers  are  self-soothing  behaviors
designed to  calm the nervous system.
Common  pacifiers  include  touching  the
neck, rubbing the forehead, stroking the
chin,  or  playing with jewelry.  In  What
Every  Body  Is  Saying ,  Navarro
highlights  that  pacifiers  are  among  the
most telling signs of stress or anxiety. If
you notice a person repeatedly touching
their  neck  or  temple,  they  may  be

experiencing emotional discomfort. This
is  not  necessarily  a  sign of  deception,
but it indicates that the topic at hand is
causing some kind of internal tension.

THE FACE: MANAGING THE MASK

The face is the most expressive and also
the most controlled part of the body. We
learn to put on a pleasant face for social
occasions,  to  hide  frustration  during
meetings,  and to smile even when we
are  disappointed.  This  makes  reading
facial  expressions  a  complex  skill.
However, What Every Body Is Saying
offers several insights for seeing through
the mask.

Microexpressions
and Emotional
Leakage
Microexpressions  are  extremely  brief
facial movements that reveal a person's
true  emotion.  They  may  last  only  a
fraction  of  a  second,  but  they  can
communicate happiness, surprise, anger,
fear,  sadness,  disgust,  or  contempt.
While  mastering  microexpressions
requires  practice,  you  can  start  by
paying  attention  to  the  eyes.  Genuine
happiness creates crow's feet around the
eyes, while fake smiles involve only the
mouth.  Raised  eyebrows  can  indicate
surprise, interest, or fear, depending on
the  context.  Pursed  lips  often  signal
disagreement  or  displeasure.  In  What
Every Body Is Saying, Navarro advises
observers  to  look  for  discrepancies
between the  face  and the  rest  of  the
body. If  a person says they are happy
but  their  l ips  are  t ight  and  their
shoulders are raised, the body is telling
the truth.
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Eye Contact and
Gaze
Eye  contact  is  another  area  rich  with
meaning.  In  many cultures,  direct  eye
contact signals confidence, interest, and
honesty. However, too much eye contact
can feel aggressive or intimidating, while
too  l i t t le  can  be  interpreted  as
dishonesty or disinterest. In What Every
Body Is Saying, a key point is that the
quality of eye contact matters more than
the quantity. A person who looks away
briefly to think is different from someone
who avoids eye contact while answering
a sensitive question. Also, pupil dilation
can  indicate  interest  or  excitement,
though  this  is  difficult  to  observe  in
casual  conversation.

COMMON MISCONCEPTIONS
ABOUT BODY LANGUAGE

Despite the popularity of body language
as a topic, several myths persist. One of
the most common is that crossing the
arms  always  means  defensiveness.  In
reality, people cross their arms for many
reasons, including physical comfort, cold
temperature,  or  simply habit.  In What
Every  Body  Is  Saying ,  Navarro
cautions against interpreting any single
gesture  in  isolation.  Context,  baseline
behavior,  and  clusters  of  signals  are
essential for accurate reading.
Another misconception is that avoiding
eye contact always indicates lying. Many
honest  people  are  naturally  shy  or
culturally conditioned to avoid prolonged
gaze.  Conversely,  practiced  liars  often
maintain  deliberate  eye  contact  to
appear  credible.  The  most  reliable
indicators  of  deception are changes in
baseline  behavior,  such  as  a  normally

talkative  person  becoming  silent  or  a
calm person suddenly showing pacifying
behaviors. What Every Body Is Saying
emphasizes that body language is best
used  to  read  emotional  states,  not  to
determine  truth  or  falsehood  with
certainty.

APPLYING BODY LANGUAGE
KNOWLEDGE IN EVERYDAY LIFE

Understanding nonverbal communication
is not just for FBI interrogations or high-
stakes  negotiations.  It  has  practical
applications in your daily interactions. In
the workplace, you can observe whether
a  colleague  is  truly  engaged  in  a
meeting  by  noting  their  foot  direction
and torso orientation. In social settings,
y o u  c a n  g a u g e  w h e t h e r  a  n e w
acquaintance is comfortable by looking
for  pacifying  behaviors  or  ventral
exposure. In family life, noticing when a
child's hands are fidgeting or their  arms
are  crossed  can  give  you  insight  into
their emotional state before they even
speak.
One of the most powerful applications is
in improving your own communication.
When you become aware of the signals
you  are  sending,  you  can  adjust  your
posture,  gestures,  and  eye  contact  to
convey  confidence  and  openness.  In
What Every Body Is Saying, Navarro
shares  that  by  simply  exposing  your
palms,  standing with an open posture,
and  keeping  your  feet  pointed  toward
your conversation partner, you can build
trust  and  rapport  more  quickly.  These
small  adjustments  can  transform  how
others perceive you.

HOW TO DEVELOP YOUR
OBSERVATION SKILLS

Becoming  skilled  at  reading  body
language requires practice and patience.
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Here  are  several  actionable  strategies
based on the principles in What Every
Body Is Saying:

Establish a baseline: Before
trying to interpret signals, spend
time observing a person in a
comfortable, neutral setting.
Notice how they sit, where they
place their hands, and how they
move when they are relaxed. Any
significant deviation from this
baseline can indicate a change in
emotional state.
Look for clusters: Never rely on
a single gesture. Three or four
congruent signals, such as crossed
arms, backward lean, foot pointing
away, and tight lips, provide a
much more reliable reading than
any one behavior alone.
Observe the whole body: Do

not focus only on the face. Let
your eyes scan from the feet
upward, and pay special attention
to the hands and torso. The most
honest signals often come from
the lower body.
Practice in low-stakes settings:
Watch people at a coffee shop, in
a park, or on public transit. Try to
guess their emotional state based
on their posture and movements.
Over time, your accuracy will
improve.
Be aware of context: Consider
the environment, the relationship
between the people involved, and
the topic of conversation. A person
rubbing their neck may be
stressed, but they might also
simply have a stiff muscle. Context
helps you


