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Kinesics or Body Language 
 

Eyes 

We know if we have eye contact with someone at an almost unbelievable distance. Far too far away to be 
able to see the detail of a person's eyes - 30-40 meters away or more sometimes - we know when there is 
eye contact. This is an absolutely awesome capability when you think about it. 

Incredibly also, we can see whether another person's eyes are focused on us or not, and we can detect 
easily the differences between a 'glazed over' blank stare, a piercing look, a moistening eye long before 
tears come, and an awkward or secret glance.  

Signal Possible  
Meaning(s) 

Detailed Explanation 

Left and right are for the person giving the signals and making the movements.      

looking right 
(generally) 

creating, fabricating, 
guessing, lying, 
storytelling 

Creating here is basically making things up and saying them. 
Depending on context this can indicate lying, but in other 
circumstances, for example, storytelling to a child, this would be 
perfectly normal.  

looking left 
(generally) 

recalling, remembering, 
retrieving 'facts'  

Recalling and then stating 'facts' from memory in appropriate 
context often equates to telling the truth. Whether the 'facts' 
(memories) are correct is another matter. Left downward looking 
indicates silent self-conversation or self-talk, typically in trying to 
arrive at a view or decision.  

looking right and 
up  

visual imagining, 
fabrication, lying 

Related to imagination and creative (right-side) parts of the brain, 
this upwards right eye-movement can be a warning sign of 
fabrication if a person is supposed to be recalling and stating facts.  

looking right 
sideways 

imagining sounds Sideways eye movements are believed to indicate imagining (right) 
or recalling (left) sounds, which can include for example a person 
imagining or fabricating what another person has said or could say. 

looking right and 
down  

accessing feelings This is a creative signal but not a fabrication - it can signal that the 
person is self-questioning their feelings about something. Context 
particularly- and other signals - are important for interpreting more 
specific meaning about this signal. 

looking left and 
up  

recalling images 
truthfulness 

Related to accessing memory in the brain, rather than creating or 
imagining. A reassuring sign if signaled when the person is recalling 
and stating facts. 

looking left 
sideways 

recalling or 
remembering sounds 

Looking sideways suggests sounds; looking left suggests recalling 
or remembering - not fabricating or imagining. This therefore could 
indicate recalling what has been said by another person. 
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Signal Possible  
Meaning(s) 

Detailed Explanation 

Left and right are for the person giving the signals and making the movements.      

looking left 
down 

self-talking, rationalizing Thinking things through by self-talk - concerning an outward view, 
rather than the inward feelings view indicated by downward right 
looking. 

direct eye 
contact (when 
speaking) 

honesty - or faked 
honesty 

Direct eye contact is generally regarded as a sign of truthfulness; 
however practiced liars know this and will fake the signal.  

direct eye 
contact (when 
listening) 

attentiveness, interest, 
attraction 

Eyes which stay focused on the speaker’s eyes tend to indicate 
focused interested attention. 

widening eyes interest, appeal, 
invitation 

Widening the eyes generally signals interest in something or 
someone, and often invites positive response. Widened eyes with 
raised eyebrows can otherwise be due to shock, but aside from this, 
widening eyes represents an opening and welcoming expression. In 
women especially widened eyes tend to increase attractiveness.  
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Head 

Signal Possible  
Meaning(s) 

Detailed Explanation 

head nodding agreement Head nodding can occur when invited for a response, or voluntarily while 
listening. Head nodding when talking face-to-face one-to-one is easy to 
see, but do you always detect tiny head nods when addressing or 
observing a group?  

slow head 
nodding 

attentive listening This can be a faked signal. As with all body language signals you must 
look for clusters of signals rather than relying on one alone. Look at the 
focus of eyes to check the validity of slow head nodding.  

fast head 
nodding 

hurry up, 
impatience 

Vigorous head nodding signifies that the listener feels the speaker has 
made their point or taken sufficient time.  

head held up neutrality, 
alertness  

High head position signifies attentive listening, usually with an open or 
undecided mind, or lack of bias.  

head tilted to 
one side 

non-threatening, 
submissive, 
thoughtfulness 

A signal of interest, and/or vulnerability, which in turn suggests a level of 
trust. Head tilting is thought by some to relate to 'sizing up' something, 
since tilting the head changes the perspective offered by the eyes, and a 
different view is seen of the other person or subject. Exposing the neck is 
also a sign of trust. 

head tilted 
downward 

criticism, 
admonishment 

Head tilted downwards towards a person is commonly a signal of 
criticism or reprimand or disapproval, usually from a position of authority.  

head shaking  disagreement Sideways shaking of the head generally indicates disagreement, but can 
also signal feelings of disbelief, frustration or exasperation. Obvious of 
course, but often ignored or missed where the movement is small, 
especially in groups seemingly reacting in silent acceptance. 

pronounced 
head shaking 

strong 
disagreement 

The strength of movement of the head usually relates to strength of 
feeling, and often to the force by which the head-shaker seeks to send 
this message to the receiver. This is an immensely powerful signal and is 
used intentionally by some people to dominate others.  

head down (in 
response to a 
speaker or 
proposition) 

negative, 
disinterested 

Head down is generally a signal of rejection (of someone's ideas etc.), 
unless the head is down for a purpose like reading supporting notes, etc. 
Head down when responding to criticism is a signal of failure, 
vulnerability (hence seeking protection), or feeling ashamed. 

chin up pride, defiance, 
confidence 

Holding the chin up naturally alters the angle of the head backwards, 
exposing the neck, which is a signal of strength, resilience, pride, 
resistance, etc. A pronounced raised chin does other interesting things to 
the body too - it tends to lift the sternum (breast-bone), which draws in 
air, puffing out the chest, and it widens the shoulders. These combined 
effects make the person stand bigger.  
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Arms 

Arms act as defensive barriers when across the body, and conversely indicate feelings of openness and 
security when in open positions, especially combined with open palms. 

Arms are quite reliable indicators of mood and feeling, especially when interpreted with other body 
language.  

This provides a good opportunity to illustrate how signals combine to enable safer analysis. 

For example: 

 crossed arms = possibly defensive  

 crossed arms + crossed legs = probably defensive  

 crossed arms + crossed legs + frowning + clenched fists = definitely defensive, and probably hostile 
too.  

Signal Possible  
Meaning(s) 

Detailed Explanation 

crossed 
arms (folded 
arms) 

defensiveness, 
reluctance 

Crossed arms represent a protective or separating barrier. This can be due to 
various causes, ranging from severe animosity or concern to mild boredom or 
being too tired to be interested and attentive. Crossed arms is a commonly 
exhibited signal by subordinates feeling threatened by bosses and figures of 
authority. People also cross arms when they are feeling cold, so be careful not to 
misread this signal.  

crossed 
arms with 
clenched 
fists 

hostile 
defensiveness 

Clenched fists reinforce stubbornness, aggression or the lack of empathy 
indicated by crossed arms.  

gripping own 
upper arms 

insecurity Gripping upper arms while folded is effectively self-hugging. Self-hugging is an 
attempt to reassure unhappy or unsafe feelings. 

one arm 
across body 
clasping 
other arm by 
side (female) 

nervousness Women use this gesture. Men tend not to. It's a 'barrier' protective signal, and 
also self-hugging. 

arms held 
behind body 
with hands 
clasped 

confidence, 
authority 

As demonstrated by armed forces officers, teachers, policemen, etc. 

holding 
papers 
across chest  

nervousness Another 'barrier' protective signal, especially when arm is across chest. 
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Signal Possible  
Meaning(s) 

Detailed Explanation 

adjusting 
cuff, 
watchstrap, 
tie, etc., 
using an arm 
across the 
body 

nervousness Another 'barrier' protective signal. 

holding a 
drink in front 
of body with 
both hands 

nervousness Another 'barrier' protective signal. 

Hands 

Hands body language is used for various purposes, notably: 

 emphasis, (pointing, jabbing, and chopping actions, etc.)  

 illustration (drawing, shaping, mimicking actions or sizing things in the air - this big/long/wide/etc., 
phoning actions, etc.)  

 specific conscious signals like the American OK, the thumbs-up, the Victory-sign, and for rude 
gestures, etc.  

 greeting people and waving goodbye (which might be included in the above category)  

 and more interestingly in unconscious 'leakage' signals including interaction with items like pens and 
cigarettes and other parts of the body, indicating feelings such as doubt, deceit, pressure, 
openness, expectation, etc.  

Body language experts generally agree that hands send more signals than any part of the body except for 
the face. Studying hand body language therefore yields a lot of information; hence the hands section below 
is large. 

There are many cultural body language differences in hand signals. The section below focuses on Western 
behavior. Much applies elsewhere, but avoid assuming that it all does. 

Signal Possible  
Meaning(s) 

Detailed Explanation 

palm(s) up 
or open 

submissive, 
truthful, honesty, 
appealing 

A common gesture with various meanings around a main theme of openness. 
Can also mean "I don't have the answer," or an appeal. In some situations this 
can indicate confidence (such as to enable openness), or trust/trustworthiness. 
An easily faked gesture to convey innocence. Outward open forearms or whole 
arms are more extreme versions of the signal. 
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Signal Possible  
Meaning(s) 

Detailed Explanation 

palm(s) up, 
fingers 
pointing up 

defensive, 
instruction to stop 

Relaxed hands are more likely to be defensive as if offered up in protection; 
rigid fingers indicates a more authoritative instruction or request to stop 
whatever behavior is promoting the reaction. 

palm(s) 
down 

authority, strength, 
dominance  

Where the lower arm moves across the body with palm down this is generally 
defiance or firm disagreement. 

clenched 
fist(s) 

resistance, 
aggression, 
determination 

One or two clenched fists can indicate different feelings - defensive, offensive, 
positive or negative, depending on context and other signals. Logically a 
clenched fist prepares the hand (and mind and body) for battle of one sort or 
another, but in isolation the signal is impossible to interpret more precisely than 
a basic feeling of resolve. 

finger tips 
and thumbs 
touching 
each other 
on opposite 
hands 
('steepling') 

thoughtfulness, 
looking for or 
explaining 
connections or 
engagement 

In this gesture only the fingertips touch - each finger with the corresponding 
digit of the other hand, pointing upwards like the rafters of a tall church roof. 
Fingers are spread and may be rigidly straight or relaxed and curved.  

steepled 
fingers 
pointing 
forward 

thoughtfulness and 
barrier 

The upwards-pointing version tends to indicate high-minded or 
connective/complex thinking, however when this hand shape is directed 
forward it also acts as a defensive or distancing barrier between the thinker 
and other(s) present. 

interwoven 
clenched 
fingers 

frustration, 
negativity, 
anxiousness 

Usually hands would be on a table or held across stomach or on lap. 

thumb(s) 
clenched 
inside fist(s) 

self-comforting, 
frustration, 
insecurity 

As with other signals involving holding or stroking a part of one's own body this 
tends to indicate self-comforting. Also thumbs are potent and flexible tools, so 
disabling them logically reduces a person's readiness for action.  

touching 
nose, while 
speaking 

lying or 
exaggeration 

This is said to hide the reddening of the nose caused by increased blood flow. 
Can also indicate mild embellishment or fabrication.  

scratching 
nose, while 
speaking 

lying or 
exaggeration 

Nose-scratching while speaking is a warning sign, unless the person genuinely 
has an itchy nose. Often exhibited when recounting an event or incident. 

pinching or 
rubbing 
nose, while 
listening 

thoughtfulness, 
suppressing 
comment 

In many cases this is an unconscious signaling of holding back or delaying a 
response or opinion.. Rather like the more obvious hand-clamp over the 
mouth, people displaying this gesture probably have something to say but are 
choosing not to say it yet. 

ear tugging indecision, self-
comforting 

People fiddle with their own bodies in various ways when seeking comfort, but 
ear-pulling or tugging given suitable supporting signs can instead indicate 
indecision and related pondering.  
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Signal Possible  
Meaning(s) 

Detailed Explanation 

hand 
supporting 
chin or side 
of face 

evaluation, 
tiredness or 
boredom 

Usually the forearm is vertical from the supporting elbow on a table. People 
who display this signal are commonly assessing or evaluating next actions, 
options, or reactions to something or someone. If the resting is heavier and 
more prolonged, and the gaze is unfocused or averted, then tiredness or 
boredom is a more likely cause. A lighter resting contact is more likely to be 
evaluation, as is lightly resting the chin on the knuckles.  

chin resting 
on thumb, 
index finger 
pointing up 
against face  

evaluation This is a more reliable signal of evaluation than the above full-hand support. 
Normally the supporting elbow will be on a table or surface. The middle finger 
commonly rests horizontally between chin and lower lip.  

neck 
scratching 

doubt, disbelief Perhaps evolved from a feeling of distrust and instinct to protect the vulnerable 
neck area. Who knows - whatever, the signal is generally due to doubting or 
distrusting what is being said. 

hand 
clasping 
wrist 

frustration Clasping a wrist, which may be behind the back or in open view, can be a 
signal of frustration, as if holding oneself back. 

running 
hands 
through hair 

flirting, or vexation, 
exasperation  

Take your pick - running hands through the hair is commonly associated with 
flirting, and sometimes it is, although given different supporting signals, running 
hands through the hair can indicate exasperation or upset. 

removing 
spectacles 

alerting wish to 
speak 

For people who wear reading-only spectacles, this is an example of an 
announcement or alerting gesture, where a person readies themselves to 
speak and attracts attention to the fact. Other alerting signals include raising 
the hand, taking a breath, moving upwards and forwards in their seat, etc. 
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Legs and Feet 

Legs and feet body language is more difficult to control consciously or fake than some body language of 
arms and hands and face. Legs and feet can therefore provide good clues to feelings and moods, if you 
know the signs. 

Keep in mind that when people sit for half-an-hour or more they tend to change their leg positions, which 
can include leg crossing purely for comfort reasons. Again allow for this when interpreting signals. 

Leg signals tend to be supported by corresponding arms signals, for example crossed arms and crossed 
legs, which aside from comfort reasons generally indicate detachment, disinterest, rejection or insecurity, 
etc. 

 

Signal Possible  
Meaning(s) 

Detailed Explanation 

leg direction, 
sitting - general 

interest, 
attentiveness 
(according to 
direction) 

Generally a seated person directs their knee or knees towards the point of 
interest. The converse is true also - legs tend to point away from something or 
someone which is uninteresting or threatening. The rule applies with crossed 
legs also, where the upper knee indicates interest or disinterest according to 
where it points. The more direct and obvious the position, the keener the 
attraction or repellent feeling. 

uncrossed 
legs, sitting - 
general 

openness In sitting positions, open uncrossed leg positions generally indicate an open 
attitude, contrasting with crossed legs, which normally indicate a closed attitude 
or a degree of caution or uncertainty. 

crossed legs, 
sitting - general 

caution, 
disinterest 

Crossed legs tend to indicate a degree of caution or disinterest, which can be 
due to various reasons, ranging from feeling threatened, to mildly insecure. 

crossing legs, 
sitting - 
specific 
change 

interest or 
disinterest in 
direction of 
upper crossed 
knee 

Generally the upper crossed leg and knee will point according to the person's 
interest. If the knee points towards a person then it signifies interest in or 
enthusiasm for that person; if it points away from a person it signifies disinterest 
in or a perceived threat from that person. Signs are more indicative when people 
first sit down and adopt initial positions in relation to others present.  

American or 
figure-4 leg 
cross 

independent, 
stubborn 

The 'American' or 'figure-4' leg cross is a far more confident posture than the 
conventional 'both knees' leg cross. It exposes the genital region, and typically 
causes the upper body to lean back. The crossed leg is nevertheless a 
protective barrier, and so this posture is regarded as more stubborn than the 
'both knees' leg cross. 

American or 
figure-4 leg 
cross with 
hand clamp 

resistant, 
stubborn 

This is a more protective and stubborn version of the plain American leg cross, 
in which (usually) the opposite hand to the crossing leg clamps and holds the 
ankle of the crossing leg, effectively producing a locked position, which reflects 
the mood of the person. 

open legs, 
sitting (mainly 
male) 

arrogance, 
combative 

This is a confident dominant posture. Regardless of gender this posture is also 
combative because it requires space and makes the person look bigger. The 
impression of confidence is increased when arms are also in a wide or open 
position. 
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Signal Possible  
Meaning(s) 

Detailed Explanation 

ankle lock, 
sitting 

defensiveness Knees may be apart (among men predominantly) or together (more natural in 
women). There is also a suggestion of suppressing negative emotion. 

splayed legs, 
standing 

aggression, 
ready for action 

Splayed, that is wide-parted legs create (usually unconsciously) a firm base from 
which to defend or attack, and also make the body look wider. Hands on hips 
support the interpretation. 

standing “at 
attention” 

respectful Standing upright, legs straight, together and parallel, body quite upright, 
shoulders back, arms by sides - this is like the military “at attention” posture and 
is often a signal of respect or subservience adopted when addressed by 
someone in authority. 

legs 
intertwined, 
sitting (female) 

insecurity  Also called 'leg twine', this is a tightly crossed leg, twined or wrapped around the 
supporting leg. Depending on the circumstances the leg twine can be a sign of 
retreat and protection. 

legs crossed, 
standing 
(scissor 
stance) 

insecurity or 
submission or 
engagement 

Typically observed in groups of standing people at parties or other gatherings, 
defensive signals such as crossed legs and arms among the less confident 
group members is often reinforced by a physical and audible lack of involvement 
and connection with more lively sections of the group. Where legs are crossed 
and arms are not, this can indicate a submissive or committed agreement to 
stand and engage, so the standing leg cross relays potentially quite different 
things. 

knee buckle, 
standing 

under pressure Obviously a pronounced knee buckle is effectively a collapse due to severe 
stress or actually carrying a heavy weight, and similarly a less obvious knee 
bend while standing can indicate the anticipation of an uncomfortable burden or 
responsibility. 

feet or foot 
direction or 
pointing 

foot direction 
indicates 
direction of 
interest 

Like knees, feet tend to point towards the focus of interest - or away from 
something or someone if it is not of interest. Foot direction or pointing in this 
context is a subtle aspect of posture - this is not using the foot to point at 
something; it is merely the direction of the feet when sitting or standing in 
relation to people close by. 

foot forward, 
standing 

directed 
towards 
dominant group 
member 

The signal is interesting among groups, when it can indicate perceptions of 
leadership or dominance, i.e., the forward foot points at the leader or strongest 
member of the group. 
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Proxemics (Personal Space) 

Proxemics - personal space - is defined as (the study of) the amount of space that people find 
comfortable between themselves and others. 

Personal space dimensions depend notably on the individual, cultural and living background, the situation, 
and relationships. The general parameters below apply to most people in Western societies. 

There are five distinct space zones, which were originally identified by Edward T. Hall, and which remain 
the basis of personal space analysis today. The first zone is sometimes shown as a single zone comprising 
two sub-zones. 

Zone Distance For Detail 

1. Close 
intimate 

0-15cm 
0-6in 

lovers, and 
physical 
touching 
relationships 

Sometimes included with the 2nd zone below, this is a markedly 
different zone in certain situations, for example face-to-face 
contact with close friends rarely encroaches within 6 inches, but 
commonly does with a lover. 

2. Intimate 15-45cm 
6-18in 

physical 
touching 
relationships 

Usually reserved for intimate relationships and close 
friendships, but also applies during consenting close 
activities such as contact sports, and crowded places such as 
parties, bars, concerts, public transport, queues and 
entertainment and sports spectating events. Non-consenting 
intrusion into this space is normally felt to be uncomfortable at 
best, or very threatening and upsetting at worst.  

3. Personal 45-
120cm 
18in-4ft 

family and 
close friends 

Touching is possible in this zone, but intimacy is off-limits. 
Hence touching other than hand-shaking is potentially 
uncomfortable. 

4. Social- 
consultative 

1.2-3.6m 
4-12ft 

non-touch 
interaction, 
social, 
business 

Significantly hand-shaking is only possible within this zone only 
if both people reach out to do it. Touching is not possible unless 
both people reach to do it. 

5. Public 3.6m+ 
12ft+ 

no interaction, 
ignoring 

People establish this zonal space when they seek to avoid 
interaction with others nearby. When this space is intruded by 
another person is creates a discomfort or an expectation of 
interaction. 

 

Mirroring 

When body language and speech characteristics are mirrored or synchronized between people this tends 
to assist the process of creating and keeping a mutual feeling of empathy, understanding, trust. 
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The term synchronized is arguably a more accurate technical term because mirroring implies visual signals 
only, when the principles of matching body language extend to audible signals also - notably speech pace, 
pitch, tone, etc. 

When two people's body language signals are different the engagement is less comfortable. Each person 
senses a conflict arising from the mismatching of signals; the mismatched signals can translate into 
unconscious feelings of discord, discomfort or even rejection.  
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