Reading Body Language for Sales Professionals - by Dennis Kyle 

Body language is fascinating. People rarely recognize how much information they give off and how noticeable it is to the human eye. Even to the untrained human eye. 

I can remember coming home from school as a child after having a tough day and seeing my mother. Instantly she would look at me and ask what is a matter. I know for a fact the majority of the time, I would answer “nothing.” However, her keen exploration would soon make me realize that I had a negative attitude.

In sales, it is vitally important to read body language. There are four major areas of body language you need to observe.

1. Eye Contact and Brow Movement
2. Facial Gestures
3. Torso and Arm Behavior
4. Leg Activity

Eye Contact and Brow Movement
Let’s look at Eye Contact and Brow Movement closely. No pun intended of course. While in a seminar a few weeks ago, a participant asked me a question regarding a point I made. After I answered her, I asked the clarifying question, “Does that answer your question?” She answered me with a stuttering “Yes,” however, as she answered me her brows were scrunched together demonstrating negative energy. She also glanced away several times rapidly. By noticing her gestures it was obvious she did not understand me. 

Now let’s take a look at positive and negative indicators:

Positive Behaviors
?nbsp; Direct Eye Contact – Interested, likes you
?nbsp; Smiling Eyes – Is comfortable
?nbsp; Relaxed Brow – Again comfortable

Negative Behaviors
?nbsp; Limited or No Eye Contact – Lying, uninterested, too confined, uncomfortable, distraction 
?nbsp; Tension in Brow – Confusion, tension, fear

There may be several reasons why someone is unable to hold eye contact. Now, I’m not talking about staring at someone either. Notice when you are interested how much eye contact you give and why you look away. It can simply be that you are distracted for example a bird flies by and catches your eye. When people are not able to tell you their honest feelings they most often cannot hold eye contact. Another reason for loosing someone’s eye contact is when you step into someone’s personal space (and each of us have a different size boundary); their natural sign is to look away. Check it out for yourself. Test some people (make sure you know them fairly well, you don’t want to get bopped on the head for invading personal space): walk toward your friend and see how close you can get before their eyes dart away. Also note that the same person has different boundaries for different people, thus the tighter your friendship usually the closer you are able to get.

You have it in you to recognize these signs easily. 

Facial Gestures
Facial Gestures are the second part of body language to read. The most important part of facial gestures is the mouth. Upward turns in the corner of the mouth are often positive signs and downward turns or flat lines demonstrate negative behavior. Observe the person’s lips to see if they are pressed together or relaxed and comfortable. Do they show signs of happiness or signs of discontentment? 

The most important thing to understand about reading facial behavior is that we all have the ability. Most people however never pay close attention to human tendencies and activities. Success in sales requires you to observe human behavior.

Arm and Torso Movements
The third important factor in reading human body language is monitoring arm and torso movements. Simple rule to remember is: “Closed-off posture usually means close-minded attitude and open posture means exactly what the name eludes, open or willing attitude.” I know you are thinking, “Okay, Mr. Genius now that you have told me the obvious what does that mean?” 

Closed-Off Posture
?nbsp; Shoulders hunched forward – lacking interest or feeling inferior
?nbsp; Rigid Body Posture – anxious, uptight 
?nbsp; Crossed arms – can be just cold or protecting the body 
?nbsp; Tapping Fingers – agitated, anxious, bored
?nbsp; Fidgeting with hands or objects (i.e., pen) – bored or has something to say 

When these signs appear, don’t take judgment on yourself or them it’s simply time to take a break and see what that person is thinking. 

Open Posture
?nbsp; Leaning forward – interested 
?nbsp; Fingers Interlocked placed behind the head leaving elbows open and armpits exposed – very open to ideas, comfortable
?nbsp; Mirroring you – likes you and wants to be friendly
?nbsp; Still – more interested in what you are saying than anything



Leg Activity
The fourth factor to observe is leg activity. Again this is another area, which is relatively easy to observe once you know what to monitor. Usually negative behavior is observed through fidgety leg movements. There is no direct correlation between crossed and uncrossed legs. However, if you notice a person has their legs crossed and one of them is bouncing on the other, it probably is anxiety. 

Leg activity needs to be observed simultaneously with arm position. If you notice a person is bouncing their legs and their arms are crossed over or their torso is slumped over the buyer most likely is closed-off.

Your success depends upon how well you can modify your personal behavior to adapt to situations. And check in with them, STOP talking and ask them what they think.

If you notice a person is closed-down you need to focus on one thing. What do you need to do to increase the person’s comfort zone?

The easiest way to increase a person’s comfort when they are closed-off is to first utilize mirroring. 

Mirroring is a technique by which you observe a person’s behavior and then in a subtle way act the same way they are acting. If their arms are crossed over you should sit back relax a little, and then begin to cross your arms. 

A psychologist performed a study on mirroring. Two different teachers taught the students a process. One used mirroring the other did not. It was overwhelming that the teacher using mirroring techniques was believed to be much more successful, friendly, and appealing by the students.

So as you look to the future it is going to require that you practice, practice, practice observing people. Remember, reading body language needs to be done carefully. Unlike verbal communication, body language can be rather abstract. 

You already have the intuitive skills to learn the art of reading body language. Now you must become more conscious of the subtle signs your prospects and clients give off.

When you notice positive body language keep on track and move in the direction of closure. If negative signs are being sent to you, step back and redefine your objective internally and externally. 

To create more positive energy continually reiterate ideas and validate understanding. Review what you discussed with your prospect and validate it by asking clarifying questions. For instance:

Seller: Mrs. Jones we have discussed a variety things related to project implementation and pricing structures. We will initiate the project on Dec. 1 and it will run for 16 consecutive weeks concluding on March 31. There are 7 consultants scheduled to be on the project alternating with three people available full-time. The estimated investment is $98,235.00. Does this make sense to you?

Buyer: Yes it does! 

(Observe body language. Don’t just assume because the person said ‘yes’ it means ‘yes’. You have to watch their eye contact, facial gestures for positive signs, torso and arms to make sure they are open, and finally if they have any noticeable fidgety behaviors in their legs or feet. If you determine quickly this is a sincere yes, offer an opportunity for questions. If there is any doubt in your mind address it now before moving forward. Let’s take a look at both ideas.)

Noticeable Doubt:

Seller: Mrs. Jones I notice there may be a few things your not clear on, what issues do I need to explain further?

Believe me in most cases when you observe body language and observe it with true compassion and desire to understand, your intuition won’t serve you wrong. The client or prospect will have some issues, and they will appreciate you recognizing them. Learning how to define issues early on in a relationship forges a happy road to success. Once the person starts to open up to you with concerns resolve those concerns immediately.

Buyer: Well there is a few things regarding…

Seller: (answer all questions and clear up doubt).

Decisive Yes or After You Clear Up Doubt:

Seller: Mrs. Jones, I’d like to open this discussion-up to any questions you may have regarding the finalization of this project.

It is vitally important you pause when you open the floor up to the individual. Any more words out of your mouth will taint the discussion. The power of your questions is not only in the proper delivery of the question, but how well can you shut-up after you ask it.

Remember reading body language is a matter of paying attention. 
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Shake Hands and Know ! 

Our behaviour is a path to our inner self . How we behave in different circumstances gives indication of what we are , what we are thinking , what our normal and transient nature is . Any of our expressions can be traced to our nature and can be a rich source of information . Walking , talking , combing hair , standing , sleeping , sitting , looking and shaking hands all are such expressions . Shaking hands is an accepted ritual of greeting people . If we closely observe the process of shaking hands it can give us plethora of information . 

Let us first understand the mechanism of shaking hands . While you are shaking hands please stand steady with a distance of about half meter in between your feet , back straight and look at the newcomer in the eye in a friendly way . Try to take in the friend as a whole at a glance. Notice as many things about him as possible - like at the first level his height , body posture , girth , weight distribution , hair density , age , color , thickness of limbs , color and texture of clothes , fitting of the dress . At second level you can notice the facial expression , body condition like tautness , perspiration and smell . At the third level you may notice the expression in the eyes . 

As you offer to shake hands , do not overextend . Stand at a distance of about one meter from the other person , and extend your hand bent at elbow . Let him extend his hand rest of the way . Hold his hand in a grip that feels natural to you. 

Now we come to the awareness part . The awareness here has to be through feeling alone. Some of the points which you need to be aware of are - Is his hand so big that it covers all of your palm ? Is his hand particularly small ? Are the fingers long or short ? How is the thumb placed on the hand ? Are the fingers fleshy , devoid of flesh , knotty , just too thick , or lean ? How is the texture of the hand ? It is rough on the surface and soft below or rough throughout or soft throughout ? How is the texture of the nails ? Are the nails smooth or opening up ? Are the nails bitten roughly at the ends ? How is the hand grip ? Does he offer the base of the palm or grips your hand by his fingers alone ? Is his thumb only is doing the holding job ? Does his palm just lie in your grip , or he squeezes softly ? Is the grip loose , tight , impatient or assuring ? Is his palm sweating or cold or warm ? Can you feel his pulse ? These are some of the areas you can be aware of . 

Do not be in a hurry to let go the hand . Shake the hand up and down . Ease up and take a better grip. Then smile and let the hand go . 

I know the question at the top of your mind which you want to ask . What does it all mean ? I have observed myself , I have observed the other person at all the three levels , I stood in the position you told me to and shook hands with the person in the way you suggested . I have gathered all the data . How do I squeeze information from all the data I have gathered ? 

HERE IS THE CATCH ! 

All the data we have collected is relative and subjective data . It is relative to us and subjective to the extent our thinking and relating pattern . For example if I am very soft spoken person , I will feel everyone around talks in a loud voice . I am timid , I will feel everyone around is aggressive . And so on. Everything I perceive is relative to my frame of reference.

Thus the handshake is a multipurpose tool . We can understand the other person well when we understand ourselves better . The handshake tells you the kind of relationship you may be able to strike up with the next person . It talks about relationship and not about relative . ( Rishtedary is known , not necessarily the rishtedar . ) . It also tells you what kind of behavior will be welcome by the next person and if you are upto it . 

Make a habit of shaking hands all around with proper awareness . Shaking hands with number of people will also start putting together the pieces of the jig saw called you . This will allow you to know yourselves better , have information about others and build bridges all around .

A ready reckoner table is given below for just about whetting your appetite in the subject. The table is not absolute nor final and needs to be used with proper care and caution . 

The ready reckoner is based on extremes . This is management by exceptions . What is exceptional we are taking note of . Thus we do not have much explanation for medium grip but have one for loose grip or exceptionally strong grip . As we go along in the study of hand shaking , the extremes can be shrunk substantially and the middle area too starts making substantial contribution . 

Big hand shows an eye for details , managerial person , methodical worker . Small hand shows big plans , visionary and imaginative nature , working by leaps and bounds .

Long fingers shows that the person takes time to think things out or to take decisions . It also shows lack of action or active energy . Short fingers show short fuse , temperamental person Bulging phalanges show happy go lucky materialistic existence , possessive person .

Perspiration shows high strung nature Strong grip shows possessiveness and power Fingers only grip shows superficial relationship or doubts about relationship . 

Top Ten Tips: 

Eye contact is one of the most important aspects of dealing with others, especially people we've just met. Maintaining good eye contact shows respect and interest in what they have to say. Here in the UK we tend to keep eye contact around 60-70% of the time. (However, there are wide cultural differences, so be careful in other countries) By doing this you won't make the other people feel self conscious, like they've got a bit of vegetable stuck between their teeth or a dew drop hanging from the nose. . Instead, it will give them a feeling of comfort and genuine warmth in your company, any more eye contact than this and you can be too intense, any less and you give off a signal that you are lacking interest in them or their conversation.

Posture is the next thing to master, get your posture right and you'll automatically start feeling better, as it makes you feel good almost instantly. Next time you notice you're feeling a bit down, take a look at how your standing or sitting. Chances are you'll be slouched over with your shoulders drooping down and inward. This collapses the chest and inhibits good breathing, which in turn can help make you feel nervous or uncomfortable.

Head position is a great one to play around with, with yourself and others. When you want to feel confident and self assured keep your head level both horizontally and vertically. You can also use this straight head position when you want to be authoritative and what you're saying to be taken seriously. Conversely, when you want to be friendly and in the listening, receptive mode, tilt your head just a little to one side or other. You can shift the tilt from left to right at different points in the conversation.

Arms give away the clues as to how open and receptive we are to everyone we meet and interact with, so keep your arms out to the side of your body or behind your back. This shows you are not scared to take on whatever comes your way and you meet things "full frontal". In general terms the more outgoing you are as a person, the more you tend to use your arms with big movements. The quieter you are the less you move your arms away from your body. So, try to strike a natural balance and keep your arm movements midway. When you want to come across in the best possible light, crossing the arms is a no, no in front of others. Obviously if someone says something that gets your goat, then by all means show your disapproval by crossing them !

Legs are the furthest point away from the brain, consequently they're the hardest bits of our bodies to consciously control. They tend move around a lot more than normal when we are nervous, stressed or being deceptive. So best to keep them as still as possible in most situations, especially at interviews or work meetings. Be careful too in the way you cross your legs. Do you cross at the knees, ankles or bring your leg up to rest on the knee of the other? This is more a question of comfort than anything else. Just be aware that the last position mentioned is known as the "Figure Four" and is generally perceived as the most defensive leg cross, especially if it happens as someone tells a you something that might be of a slightly dubious nature, or moments after. (As always, look for a sequence)

Angle of the body in relation to others gives an indication of our attitudes and feelings towards them. We angle toward people we find attractive, friendly and interesting and angle ourselves away from those we don't, it's that simple! Angles includes leaning in or away from people, as we often just tilt from the pelvis and lean sideways to someone to share a bit of conversation. For example, we are not in complete control of our angle at the cinema because of the seating nor at a concert when we stand shoulder to shoulder and are packed in like sardines. In these situations we tend to lean over towards the other person.

Hand gestures are so numerous it's hard to give a brief guide but here goes. Palms slightly up and outward is seen as open and friendly. Palm down gestures are generally seen as dominant, emphasizing and possibly aggressive, especially when there is no movement or bending between the wrist and the forearm. This palm up, palm down is very important when it comes to handshaking and where appropriate we suggest you always offer a handshake upright and vertical, which should convey equality.

Distance from others is crucial if you want to give off the right signals. Stand too close and you'll be marked as "Pushy" or "In your face". Stand or sit too far away and you'll be "Keeping your distance" or "Stand offish". Neither are what we want, so observe if in a group situation how close are all the other people to each other. Also notice if you move closer to someone and they back away, you're probably just a tiny bit too much in their personal space, their comfort zone. "You've overstepped the mark" and should pull back a little.

Ears, yes your ears play a vital role in communication with others, even though general terms most people can't move them much, if at all. However, you've got two ears and only one mouth, so try to use them in that order. If you listen twice as much as you talk you come across as a good communicator who knows how to strike up a balanced a conversation without being me, me, me or the wallflower.

Mouth movements can give away all sorts of clues. We purse our lips and sometimes twist them to the side when we're thinking. Another occasion we might use this movement is to hold back an angry comment we don't wish to reveal. Nevertheless, it will probably be spotted by other people and although they may not know the comment, they will get a feeling you were not to pleased. There are also different types of smiles and each gives off a corresponding feeling to its recipient which we'll cover next time. 


We start forming impressions of people we meet from the moment we set eyes on them. A large part of the initial impression that you create comes from your body language. Your posture, facial expression, eye contact, and gestures speak louder than the words you say. We all interpret body language all the time on a subconscious level.

1. Face

The face is the most expressive part of the body. If you are feeling anxious then your facial expression may lead you to appear aloof, disapproving, or disinterested. You can break this misrepresentation by making a conscious effort to smile. Your smile is one of the strongest tools you have in meeting new people. It will help you appear warm, open, friendly, and confident.

2. Eyes

Our eyes give clues to our emotions. A direct stare implies intensity. It may also mean romantic interest, aggression, or fear. Making very little eye contact can either convey shyness or submissiveness. The middle ground of a gaze says that you are interested, secure, and at ease.

3. Hands

Your hands are also very expressive. Open gestures tend to make you appear open and honest. By pointing your finger, or moving your hands closer together, you can draw emphasis to what you are saying. Used in moderation, hand gestures can make you seem enthusiastic and committed to your topic. Making too many gestures can make you appear nervous and uncontrolled. Wringing your hands or touching your sleeves, face, etc. can make you appear tense, nervous, and sometimes dishonest.

4. Posture

The way you hold yourself, your posture, makes a big contribution to your body language and conveys your level of self-confidence. By orienting your body towards someone, you show attentiveness. By falling away from them or leaning back, you show a lack of interest and some level of reserve. When we are feeling low in confidence and want to hide away, we hunch our shoulders and keep our heads down. When we are feeling aggressive or are trying to defend our space, we puff ourselves up. A relaxed body posture will help you to appear and feel more relaxed and confident.

Your posture gives signals about your interest in something, your openness, and attentiveness. It also gives clues as to your status within a group. 

In summary, our face, eyes, hands (gestures), and posture express what is going on inside of us. They give clues to others and to us as to whether the words we say are consistent with what we are really feeling. Being aware of our body language can allow us to send a consistent message. Smiling, making eye contact, using open gestures, and using good posture can bring up our level of self confidence.
Examples Of Body Language

NONVERBAL BEHAVIOR
INTERPRETATION

Brisk, erect walk
Confidence

Standing with hands on hips
Readiness, aggression

Sitting with legs crossed, foot kicking slightly
Boredom

Sitting, legs apart
Open, relaxed

Arms crossed on chest
Defensiveness

Walking with hands in pockets, shoulders hunched
Dejection

Hand to cheek
Evaluation, thinking

Touching, slightly rubbing nose
Rejection, doubt, lying

Rubbing the eye
Doubt, disbelief

Hands clasped behind back
Anger, frustration, apprehension

Locked ankles
Apprehension

Head resting in hand, eyes downcast
Boredom

Rubbing hands
Anticipation

Sitting with hands clasped behind head, legs crossed
Confidence, superiority

Open palm
Sincerity, openness, innocence

Pinching bridge of nose, eyes closed
Negative evaluation

Tapping or drumming fingers
Impatience

Steepling fingers
Authoritative

Patting/fondling hair
Lack of self-confidence; insecurity

Tilted head
Interest

Stroking chin
Trying to make a decision

Looking down, face turned away
Disbelief

Biting nails
Insecurity, nervousness

Pulling or tugging at ear
Indecision

