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Preface

Goals

Who doesn’t want to be able to read people better in order to understand 
their motivations and intentions, gain insight about an individual’s personal-
ity or credibility, or get a glimpse at their mental and emotional states? 
Understanding nonverbal communication well can be one of the keys to 
gaining this edge. This is why scientists, practitioners, and laypersons have 
been interested in nonverbal communication for centuries. Recent years have 
especially witnessed a flurry of interest in the topic. Practitioners in fields as 
wide and varied as business, health care, the legal system, law enforcement, 
and intelligence and national security are interested in leveraging scientific 
knowledge about human behavior generated over the past several decades 
and transforming that knowledge into practical and concrete skills that can 
improve proficiency and performance in the office, clinic, interview room, or 
field. Recognizing the importance of nonverbal communication and being 
able to decipher nonverbal behaviors quickly, accurately, and reliably can make 
the difference in any interview, negotiation, interrogation, or surveillance—in 
short, any situation involving people.

Because of the great interest in this topic, over the years a number of 
books about nonverbal behaviors and communication have emerged. They 
have tended to fall into one of two categories. One consists of books written 
or edited by scientists for scientists. These tend to be scholarly précis of the 
field, written in academic jargon, and based heavily on scientific research. 
The other includes those written by practitioners—former law enforcement 
officers, businesspersons, or just interested individuals—who used nonverbal 
communication heavily in their professional careers. These “body language 
experts” provide readers with valuable tips on how to read people learned 
through their experience.
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We saw that there was a gap between these two types of books. On the 
one hand, books based in science were excellent for their reviews of the 
scientific literature in summarizing research and for providing an agenda for 
future research. After all, much of the knowledge driving increased aware-
ness of the importance of nonverbal communication comes from scientific 
research on nonverbal behavior during human interactions. Indeed, there is 
great value in providing the science to those in the applied world whose 
goals include accurate appraisals of other people’s behavior. Books exclu-
sively presenting science, however, were not good at answering the “so 
what?” question so often asked of basic research, and scientific findings 
were often left on the shelves of libraries in publications that did not often 
reach practitioner audiences who could actually use the information in their 
professional lives. Moreover, these scientific books usually consisted of 
reporting the results of research studies derived from controlled laboratory 
settings that were often too artificial to be considered relevant or useful to 
many practitioners.

On the other hand, books by practitioners were great because they were 
based in actual experience, so readers got a sense of what actually worked 
“out there in the real world.” But these books were not very good at bring-
ing the vast research literature on nonverbal communication to bear on their 
experiences. Although they all wave their hands to the science, none of the 
books do justice to nor are they based in the considerable amount of scien-
tific knowledge generated by empirical research over the past half century. 
Some outright misrepresent the science. Thus many in the academic com-
munity have been concerned that so-called knowledge of nonverbal 
communication has been applied too simplistically, erroneously, or even 
irresponsibly, and readers could never be sure of the degree to which the 
knowledge presented in these books was generalizable beyond the case 
examples presented.

This book’s goal is to set the record straight by informing readers what is 
known and unknown so that practice can be appropriately evidence-based. 
The book cautions readers about glib overreading of nonverbal cues, thereby 
establishing the limits of what is currently known and can be applied with 
confidence. The book makes it clear that nonverbal cues mostly do not come 
with a dictionary and that context is extremely important in knowing what 
cues mean. Although academics are often, but not always, aware of these 
issues, the lay community and professional practitioners may not be, and 
clarifying this is one goal of the book.

This book bridges the gap between science and application by presenting 
chapters relevant to both and is the first of its kind in the literature. In Part I 
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we provide five state-of-the-art reviews of the scientific knowledge in the 
literature concerning facial expressions, voice, body and gesture, cultural 
influences on nonverbal behavior, and deception. These reviews summarize 
years of research in these areas and bring to bear the most relevant informa-
tion from these areas. Because the three of us are scientists actively engaged 
in scholarly research on these topics, the reviews are current and scientifi-
cally accurate. In Part II practitioners from a variety of fields—law enforce-
ment, business, the courts and legal system, and health care professionals—
describe how they have used nonverbal communication in their lines of 
work in order to improve their accuracy and proficiency. They describe not 
only how the knowledge has been used in practical, concrete terms; they also 
discuss the advantages and disadvantages of the approach. Some of them 
offer suggestions or describe how they came around to understanding the 
power of nonverbal communication. Many describe specific case studies in 
which their knowledge, or lack of knowledge, of nonverbal communication 
helped or hindered their professional work. Additionally, most of the 
authors of the chapters in Part II were trained by us or our colleagues in 
learning to read nonverbal behavior in programs based on scientific research 
findings; thus they are particularly well positioned to speak about the utility 
of nonverbal communication science to applied settings.

This book is relevant to both scientists and practitioners. Scientists will 
resonate with the chapters in Part I and in Part II will be able to see how 
knowledge generated from scientific research is put into practice by people 
in widely divergent fields, answering the “so what?” question so often asked 
of academic researchers. Practitioners should enjoy seeing how knowledge 
of nonverbal behaviors is applied in so many areas in Part II, including case 
studies, but should also appreciate the summaries of the scientific literature 
presented in Part I so that they know which knowledge about nonverbal 
behaviors has been vetted scientifically. Both scientists and practitioners will 
enjoy seeing how the knowledge from scientific laboratory research has been 
vetted by real-world observations, particularly made by the sorts of experi-
enced professionals who wrote chapters for Part II. This is directly consistent 
with our own personal scientific philosophy: we strongly believe that any 
research results observed in the controlled setting of a laboratory are not 
“real” insights into human beings unless we can see them in the uncon-
trolled, wild and wooly world outside the laboratory. Thus, this book 
is truly unique in bridging the gap between science and application, and it is 
the first to truly highlight the strength of evidence-based training—training 
that is based in cutting-edge behavioral science research but also vetted 
in the field.
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Markets

Given the goals of the book just described, there are two primary markets 
for the book. One is for scientists—beginning and experienced—and stu-
dents interested in the areas of nonverbal communication. They will learn 
state-of-the-art research relevant to the most important aspects of nonverbal 
communication and behavior in Part I and see how the knowledge is put to 
work by the practitioners in Part II. For students, the ability to see how 
academic research can have an impact in everyday life is an especially impor-
tant message that is missing in much of contemporary academic curricula. 
The book is especially relevant for courses on nonverbal communication 
that exist in many universities today. Moreover, many of the situations or 
case studies in Part II can serve as an impetus to conduct research studies, to 
trigger new ideas, or to test or elaborate on the observations made by these 
experienced professionals.

The second market is for practitioners who want to leverage evidence-
based information about nonverbal behaviors based on scientific research. 
These are individuals from any and all walks of life for whom observation 
of human behavior and face-to-face interactions is an important part of 
their professional activities. This could include physicians; therapists; coun-
selors and others in the health care profession; law enforcement officers; 
individuals involved in intelligence or national security; lawyers, judges, 
and negotiators; and businesspersons. We hope they find the issues, case 
studies, and applications informative and useful, either through helping 
“speed up” their acquisition of knowledge, to suggest new approaches to 
old or new problems faced on the job, or also to know the limits of what 
this advanced knowledge of nonverbal communication can do. Moreover, 
it may also provide them with the foundation upon which to critically 
evaluate any new “secret” technology or approach based on nonverbal 
communication, to more quickly know if they are dealing with a legitimate 
scientist or a huckster.

We sincerely hope that by bridging the gap between science and applica-
tion this book provides the platform by which scientists and practitioners 
have greater dialogues that can inform each other symbiotically. This will 
lead to better science concerning topics with real-world relevance and better 
practice that is informed by the available science. 
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