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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 



It is only within the last 30 years that research- 

ers in the field of hman communication have begun to con- 

sider nonverbal conununication a viable subject for re- 

search.' Nonverbal behavior can be briefly defined as ex- 

pressive, interpretable, non-linguistic behaviors which 

are indicative of a communicator's attitude and feelings. 

Ef ron, Birdwhistell, and ~ a 1 1 ~  have approached nonverbal 

communication as a code of behaviors which play a promi- 

nent role in the communication process. This code can be 

divided into the following communication modalities: (a) 

body motion or kinesic behavior (gestures and other body 

movement including facial expression, eye movement and 

posture); (b) paralanguage (voice qualities, speech non- 

fluencies and such non-language sounds as laughing, yawnb= 

ing and grunting); (c) proxemics (use and perception of 

personal and social space); (d) olfaction, (e) skin sensi- 

tivity to touch and temperature, and (f) use of artifacts 

such as dress and cosmetics. 5 

Altilougli nonverbal communication plr~ys a vital role 

in decoding and interpreting messages, only a few basic di- 

mensions of human feelings and attitudes are communicated 

in this manrier.6 According to Albert Mehrabian, nonverbal 

behaviors influence the reception and interpretation of 

verbal messages and should be examined on the basis of 

three dimensions; 



(1) evaluation--permits us to make crucial judg- 

ments whether to approach or avoid someone or 

something. 

( 2 )  potency--power which interactants in a commu- 

nication situation may exert over each other. 

( 3 )  activity or passivity--how alive and respon- 

sive an interactant is. 7 

Like -- dislike, potency or status, and responsiveness thus 

constitute the basic dimensions communicated nonverbally. 
8 

People are drawn toward things and people they like, evalu- 

ate highly and prefer, and conversely, avoid or move away 

from people or things they dislike or evaluate negatively. 

Potency or status indicates a controlling as opposed to a 

dependent or submissive attitude; and responsiveness refers 

to the extent of awareness of and reaction to another. 9 

According to Mehrabian, nonverbal communication can 

be easily decoded in relation to these dimensions on the 

basis of the immediacy principle in which a positive atti- 

tude (positive evaluation/liking) is reflected in positive 

nonverbal behaviors (approach as opposed to avoidance). 

Conversely, a negative attitude (negative evaluation/dis- 

like) is reflected in negative nonverbal behaviors. lo EX- 

amples of positive immediacy behaviors that occur in our 

culture are: assuming a position close to someone, lean- 

ing toward him, touching, bodily turning toward another, 



and looking into his eyes. 
11 

In general immediacy can be considered a primary 

index of attitude as communicated via posture and position 

cues. l2 However, the specific cues indicative of either 

positive or negative attitude are culturally dictated and 

vary accordingly. l3 The presence of implicit cultural 

norms which regulate nonverbal behavior has been one of the 

primary foci of some communication specialists. In light 

of the available literature concerning cultural differences 

regarding behavior, it is interesting to note Mehrabian's 

contention that nonverbal communication processes possess 

a transcultural quality. He states that uConsensus among 

different nationals as to which actions reflect what kind 

of feelings is far greater than the correspondence of the 

words they use for the same feelings. 16 14 

In addition to cultural constraints, another impor- 

tant consideration in studying nonverbal behavior concerns 

the lack of conscious control exercised over it in compari- 

son to verbal behavior. Current research indicates that 

once the appropriate behavior is learned, it is maintained 

largely outside of conscious awareness. l5 When the verbal 

and nonverbal components of a message are inconsistent with 

each other, the minimal degree of conscious control exerted 

over the nonverbal. component is of particular importance in 



decoding the total message impact. 

When a message in inconsistent (e.g. when the ver- 

bal and nonverbal components contradict each other) the 

nonverbal component determines the total message impact. 
16 

For example, if the verbal componeht of a message is posi- 

tive, and the nonverbal negative, the value of the message 

is negative. In this particular instance, a comment such 

as, "I really like that. . .", accompanied by negative non- 
verbal messages is interpreted as sarcasm and the total 

message impact is negative. The process can be diagrammed 

as follows: 

+N -N N = nonverbal 
- -  - +m or - = -m v = verbal 
-v +V m = total message impact 

Assessment of attitudes as they are communicated 

nonverbally and verbally can allow measurement of the de- 

grees of inconsistency in a communicative interaction. 17 

Nonverbal cues can be used as a valuable means of determin- 

ing attitude in instances in which the communicator is un- 

willing or unable to express it overtly. It was precisely 

in instances in which overt expressions of attitude were % 

impossible that the significance of nonverbal cues was de- 

lineated. 

Mehrabian has experimentally studied situations in 

which an individual is either unwilling or unable to ex- 



press his feelings explicitly. ÿ is research in this area 

was motivated by the hypothesis that a communicator who is 

either unwilling or unable to express his feelings explic- 

itly can be expected to exhibit avoidance reactions which 

are reflected in nonverbal cues. l8 This is clearly defined 

by the immediacy principle in which nonverbal behaviors can 

be grouped into immediacy cues (touching, forward lean, eye 

contact, etc.) as correlates of positive or negative atti- 

tude or feeling. 19 

Mehrabian focused on the nonverbal betrayal of feel- 

ing in deceptive communications in one study. 20 This study 

was composed of three separate but related experiments. 

Since these three experiments provide the basis for the hy- 

pothesis of this thesis, they will be presented in some de- 

tail. 

In the first experiment, 56 subjects communicated 

both truthfully and deceitfully to different judges. Ini- 

tially, subjects wrote a paragraph explaining their posi- 

tion regarding the legalization of abortion.   his was a 
a 

heavily debated issue at the time and was selected to elic- 

it strong feelings. Those subjects who expressed extreme 

views, both for and against, were selected to continue the 

experiment. Instructions to the subjects presented the 

experiment as a challenge to their ability to always give 



the impression of truthfulness, whether actually being 

truthful or deceptive. Subjects received two lists of 

statements, one of arguments opposing abortion, and the 

other of arguments supporting it and some additional in- 

formation about John B. Watson. They had ten minutes to 

study the material after which they made three presenta- 

tions: (1) a practice communication about John B. Watson, 

( 2 )  a communication advocating abortion, and (3) a com- 

munication against abortion. Each communication was pre- 

sented to a different judge. The practice condition al- 

ways came first, followed by the other two in random or- 

Four observers watched each subject's behaviors 

der. Thus, one communication was consistent with the 

subject's belief on the issue, whereas the other was con- 

trary to his belief as expressed in the initial phase of 

the experiment. The subject was to present both communica- 

tions in a manner that would convince the judges that he 

was giving his true opinion. 

The effects of a reward/shock factor were also ex- 

plored. In the reward condition, subjects were promised 

and given a bonus pay for lying successfully (provided 

the judge was unable to detect the deceit), and in the 

shock condition they were threatened with and given a mild 

shock if the judge detected their deceit. 



8 

during the experimental conditions through a one-way mir- 

ror. Three scored various subsets of dependent measures 

together with speech, gesticulation and head nodding rates; 

the fourth alternately scored various categories for a re- 

liability check. The subject's speech error rate was 

scored later from audiorecordings. 

The results supported the hypothesis that immediacy 

would be greater during truthful than deceitful communica- 

tions, indicating that negative feelings or attitudes are 

in fact communicated nonverbally when a communicator is 

being deceitful. No significant relationships between 

postural relaxation and deceit were indicated. Deceptive 

communicators exhibited more pleasant facial expressions 

than truthful communicators, but gesticulated less fre- 

quently and exhibited fewer positive head nods. Speech 

duration was less and speech error rate was higher for de- 

ceitful communicators. With a threatening addressee (a 

judge who could shock the subject) there was a greater de- 

gree of eye contact than with a non-threatening addressee. 

Gesticulation was positively correlated with relaxation. 

Leg and foot movements, however, were more frequent when a 

communicator was truthful rather than deceitful. 

A second follow-up experiment by Mehrabian explored 

the effects of the following factors on the nonverbal be- 



havior of a subject: (a) the actual deceitful versus 

truthful quality of the verbal comunication; and (b) role 

playing of a deceitful communicator versus a truthful com- 

municator. Forty-eight subjects participated in the ex- 

periment. They first received instructions for rating 

each of 24 issues on a 7 point scale ranging from "strong- 

ly against" to "strongly in favor". 

For each subject, 12 issues were selected to which 

he had responded in an extremely favorable or unfavorable 

manner. The subjects were then instructed to present four 

types of communications: (a) telling the truth in a man- 

ner such that the listener is convinced that one is tell- 

ing the truth; (b) telling the truth in a manner such that 

the listener is convinced that one is lying; (c) lying in 

a manner such that the listener is convinced that one is 

telling the truth; and, (d) lying in a manner such that the 

listener is convinced that one is lying. The subject pre- 

sented 12 issues to one judge in a prearranged order, such 

that the subject presented three issues in each of the 

four alternative conditions. After each presentation, the 

addressee - judge recorded his opinion as to whether the 
subject was lying or telling the truth. The judge did not 

know which condition a subject was enacting at any time, 

they knew only that the subjects would be lying 50% of the 

time . 



Four observers located behind a one-way mirror in 

an adjacent room recorded the behaviors using the catego- 

ries and criteria of the earlier experiment. Speech error 

rate was not scored in this experiment but eye shift was 

scored. 

The results of this experiment supported the find- 

ings of the earlier experiment. Significant results for 

immediacy cues were consistent with the first experiment 

(immediacy being greater during truthful rather than dur- 

ing deceitful communications) and once again indicated 

that negative feeling is communicated nonverbally in de- 

ceptive communication situations. Deceitful communica- 

tors again showed more facial pleasantness but gesticulated 

and exhibited positive head nods less frequently. Speech 

duration was less and speech error rate higher for deceit- 

ful communicators. Both the effects of actual and role- 

played deceit served to decrease speech rate. Lengthier 

communications were obtained with truthful rather than de- 

ceitful communicators. 

The intent of Mehrabian's third experiment was com- 

pletely disguised from the subjects and the method was de- 

signed to maximize the subject's desire to avoid being 

caught. Forty-one subjects participated in this experi- 

ment. Each subject was taken to a room where another sub- 



ject (a confederate of the experimenter) was seated and 

seemed to be studying instructions. The subject was given 

about five minutes to read the same set of instructions 

which explained that the experiment was a st\idy of ESP and 

described the situation in which he and another subject 

(the confederate) would participate. They would sit at 

opposite ends of a partitioned table and try to communi- 

cate using ESP. Each would have a button to press, and 

a buzzer would sound only when both buttons were pressed 

simultaneously. Since they would not see each other over 

the partition, they were to use ESP to achieve the buzzes. 

The confederate subject enacted either a "cheat" 

or "no cheat" condition on the basis of a prearranged 

schedule which was unknown to both the experimenters and 

those who were recording the behaviors. In the "cheat" 

condition, after about one minute had elapsed, the con- 

federate subject got up from his chair without saying any- 

thing and signaled the subject when to press the buzzer. 

If the subject was willing to accept the signal they con- 

tinued in this way and achieved the number of buzzes re- 

quired for them to receive a cash bonus. In the "no cheat" 

condition the confederate simply held his button down al- 

most continuously during the entire experiment, so that 

again the required number of buzzing sounds was achieved. 



Thus, following both conditions, the subject reported that 

he and his partner had successfully communicated using ESP; 

following the "cheat condition, the subject knew he had 

cheated in order to get the number of buzzing sounds. 

Following the experiment, the interviewer, who had 

no knowledge of which condition had been enacted, led the 

subject to an adjacent room, seated him and asked the fol- 

lowing questions: 

(1) "Could you tell me how you went abouk trying, 

to communicate using ESP?" 

(2) "How did you feel while you were trying to 

communicate using ESP?" 

( 3 )  "Do you think the choice of a partner is 

important in this type of an experiment?" 

(4) "Did you follow the instructions I gave you?" 

At all times during these interactions the interviewer wore 

a relatively pleasant facial expression and sat leaning 

forward about ten degrees in his chair, in a moderately re- 

laxed posture, looking at the subject about 90% of the 

time. During the entire interview period, the subject's 

behavior, position and verbalizations were video-recorded 

from an adjacent room through a one-way mirror, without 

the subject's knowledge. 

The findings of the third experiment Support the 



results of the other two. Significant results for immedi- 

acy cues were consistent with the other experiments. Ges- 

ticulation and positive head nods were less frequent among 

deceptive communicators. The more pleasant facial ex- 

pressions of deceitf ul communicators in the former experi- 

ments was further refined in that introverted or high anx- 

ious communicators exhibited less facial pleasantness 

while they were being deceptive than low anxious communi- 

cators. 

This experiment elicited much stronger feelings 

from communicators than prior experiments. The less pleas- 

ant facial expressions of high anxious communicators were 

interpreted as indicating that they were experiencing too 

much distress to willfully manipulate the situation by 

smiling more often. Thus Mehrabian's interpretation of 

smiling (i.e., that it occurs more frequently in deceptive 

communications) may be applicable, barring extreme commu- 

nicator discomfort. Speech error rate was higher and 

speech duration was lower for deceitful communicators. 

Once again, lengthier communications were obtained from 

truthful rather than deceitful communicators. Finally, 

speech volume was higher for less anxious communicators 

in this experiment. The results of Mehrabian's experi- 

ments indicate that the anxiety level experienced by a de- 



ceptive communicator significantly affects the nonverbal 

behaviors he exhibits. 

In sum, Mehrabian's results denote that deceitful 

communicators nodded less, gestured less and had less £re- 

quent leg and foot movements; assumed less immediate posi- 

tions relative to their addressee, talked more slowly and 

less frequently, had more speech errors, and smiled more. 

These experiments have also provided the following 

additional information: (a) a greater degree of eye con- 

tact and less relaxation are expected in situations where 

the addressee is somewhat threatening; (b) during awkward 

interactions smiling is associated with a communicator's 

effort to relieve tension and placate his addressee; (c) 

while seated, rates of rocking, gesticulation, and leg and 

foot movement indicate a communicators comfort and relaxa- 

tion; and (d) speech volume is a correlate of a self-assured 

feeling of a communicator. 

At this point some question arises concerning the 

saliency of the cues observed by ~ehrabian as betraying 

deception. TWO particular aspects of his study are rele- 

vant. First certain inconsistencies were noted in the re- 

sults of the three studies. Contradictory observations 

were made in regard to facial expression. Deceptive sub- 

jects in the third experiment did not display the pleasant 



facial expression that occurred in both of the previous 

experiments. This may be due to effects inherent in the 

experimental design. 

Second, Mehrabian failed to report the frequency 

with which the deception was detected by addressees. Con- 

sequently, his study did not distinguish between the cues 

a deceptive communicator might exhibit and the ones that 

would actually betray the deception. It is uncertain 

whether the behaviors observed by Mehrabian would be con- 

sidered indicative of deception by addressees. Mehrabian 

assumed these two dimensions of behavior were the same 

whereas current trends in communication research would 

question that assumption. 

The basic premise of Mehrabian's study is that de- 

tecting deception occurs as a result of perceiving the 

negative nonverbal behaviors of a deceitful communicator. 

The negative value of the nonverbal component subsequently 

affects the total message impact as indicated by this for- 

mula: - -" - - -m and the deception is detected. According +v 

to the formula, one can assume that if the total message 

impact of an interaction is negative then the nonverbal 

component of that message was perceived as negative regard- 

less of the verbal content. In other words, in order for 

deception to be detected, an addressee must first perceive 



the nonverbal behaviors omitted by the deceptive communica- 

tor and recognize them as indicating a negative attitude; 

and second, he must interpret the negative attitude as 

being a result of deception on the part of the communica- 

tor and not the result of some other possible explanation. 

In light of the complexity of the decoding process, 

some questions arose concerning the behaviors cited by Meh- 

rabian as betraying deception. Certainly, the deceptive 

communicators he observed exhibited specific behaviors. 

However, it would seem important to focus not only on the 

deceiver but on the "deceived" when studying the behaviors 

that betray deception. The addressee must perceive the 

cues, recognize them as important and ultimately interpret 

them as indicative of deception for the deceit to be de- 

tected. Mehrabian assumed that all the behaviors that he 

observed were salient, recognizable indices of deception. 

While carefully measuring and discussing the frequency with 

which the behaviors occurred, Mehrabian failed to mention 

the frequency with which the deception was detected in any 

of the three experiments. In this case the saliency of the 

cues betraying deception remains uncertain. The present 

study focused primarily on the addressee and the cues that 

would be relevant to him in detecting deception in an at- 

tempt to evaluate the saliency of the cues elicited from 

deceitful communicators in Mehrabian's study. 



Another important consideration unexplored by Meh- 

rabian concerns the effect of cultural constraints on the 

interpretation of nonverbal behaviors. Mehrabian contends 

that nonverbal communications possess a transcultural qual- 

ity and fails to mention racial or,ethnic variety or the 

absence of it in his subject pool. Certainly, the research 

of intercultural communication specialists presents persua- 

sive evidence that the cultural context is of extreme im- 

portance in decoding nonverbal behaviors. This experimen- 

ter questioned the validity of Mehrabian's contention and 

hoped to explore the possibility of subcultural differences 

in the interpretation of nonverbal communications by employ- 

ing a racially mixed subject pool so that any significant 

differences between blacks and whites could be compared. 

In addition to cultural constraints, an individu- 

al's interest in and knowledge of nonverbal behavior could 

influence the manner in which nonverbal messages are inter- 

preted. While the studies done so far were primarily con- 

cerned with the effect that the absence of conscious con- 

trol has on the encoding process in nonverbal communica- 

tions, the experimenter in this case was mainly interested 

in the effect that conscious awareness, or the lack of it, 

has onthe decoding of these messages. It was hypothesized 

that addressees with a greater degree of interest in and/or 

knowledge of nonverbal behavior would be more consciously 



aware of inconsistent messages and consequently more accur- 

ate in decoding them. Self rating on a five point differ- 

ential scale from "no knowledge1' to "very knowledgeablefl' 

and the number of books read or courses taken concerning 

nonverbal behavior were employed ps a subjective measure of 

interest in and knowledge of the area. Comparisons could 

then be made between subjects according to degree of inter- 

est and/or knowledge of nonverbal communication. 

In critically examining the results of Mehrabian's 

study, the effect of the artificiality of the experimental 

design on the behavior of the deceptive communicators 

should also be considered. The simulated circumstances of 

the first two experiments served to minimize the anxiety 

experienced by subjects when being deceptive to the extent 

that these two experiments yielded somewhat different re- 

sults from those of the third experiment. In the third ex- 

periment subjects were not aware of the actual nature of 

the experiment and consequently experienced a heightened de- 

gree of anxiety when being deceptive. The increased anxiety 

experienced by these subjects appears to have affected their 

behavior so that the nonverbal cues exhibited were somewhat 

different from those of subjects in the first two experi- 

ments. For example, Mehrabian's interpretation of smiling 

(1-e., that it occurs more frequently in deceptive communi- 

cators) which was supported in the first two experiments, 



was not confirmed by the results of the third experiment 

(in which anxious communicators did not exhibit this cue). 

The experimenter maintains that the artificiality of the 

design in the first two experiments alleviated any sense of 

anxiety in deceptive communicatars by relaxing certain rele- 

vant cultural constraints which would normally regulate 

their behavior. The behaviors observed, in this case, 

would be other than the ones that would occur in less arti- 

ficial circumstances. Consequently, the saliency of the 

cues cited by Mehrabian as indices of deception remains un- 

certain. 

These concerns can be summarized in the following 

questions: 

1) Would the behaviors Mehrabian observed in decep- 

tive communicators betray deception to an ad- 

dressee? 

2) Would certain constraints affect the manner in 

which an addressee decodes nonverbal communica- 

tion? Specifically, gender, degree of interest 

in and awareness of nonverbal communication and 

cultural orientation were considered important. 

As a result of the questions mentioned above, a 

two-part study was conducted in order to test whether the 

nonverbal cues observed by Mehrabian would actually betray 



deception. In part one, specific data was requested from a 

group of subjects which it was believed might influence the 

manner in which they decoded nonverbal cues. Such charac- 

teristics as sex, degree of interest in and knowledge of 

nonverbal communication were considered relevant. These 

subjects then read an account of an interaction with cir- 

cumstances similar to those in the third of Mehrabian's 

three experiments, and selected from a list of nonverbal be- 

haviors those that they thought betrayed deception in that 

situation. Included in this list were the primary nonver- 

bal cues observed by Mehrabian. The cues selected by sub- 

jects in this study as betraying deception were then com- 

pared with those observed in deceptive communicators by 

Mehrabian. In part two, the most frequently selected be- 

haviors from part one were incorporated into a staged in- 

teraction which was videotaped. This tape was shown to 

subjects in order to substantiate whether the cues selected 

in part one, when observed in an interaction, would be in- 

terpreted as communicating a negative attitude and conse- 

quently betray the deception. 

















and were randomly chosen from a v a r i e t y  of a r t i c l e s ,  books 

and p e r i o d i c a l s  on nonverbal  communication. 

I n  o r d e r  t o  a r r ange  t h e  behaviors  on t h e  c h e c k l i s t  

each behav io ra l  cue was w r i t t e n  on a p i e c e  of paper .  Pa- 

p e r s  were s e l e c t e d  and t h e  behaviors  o rdered  on t h e  check- 

l i s t  i n  t h e  same o r d e r  i n  which they  were chosen. Behav- 

i o r s  were ordered s o  t h a t  Mehrabian's  cues  were d i s t r i b u t e d  

throughout t h e  l i s t  and c o n t r a d i c t o r y  behaviors  d i d  n o t  ap- 

pear  i n  sequence. (See Appendix B f o r  a l i s t  of t h e  nonver- 

b a l  cues  i n  o r d e r  of t h e i r  a c t u a l  c h e c k l i s t  appearance. )  

Sub jec t s  were n o t  l i m i t e d  i n  t h e  number of  cho ices  

a v a i l a b l e  t o  them and could s e l e c t  any number of cues  

which they  thought r e l e v a n t .  A f t e r  checking t h e i r  cho ices  

on t h e  l i s t ,  s u b j e c t s  were asked t o  i n d i c a t e  t h e  minimum 

number of cues  t h a t  would be necessary  i n  o r d e r  f o r  them 

t o  dec ide  t h a t  chea t ing  had occur red ,  and t o  rank o r d e r  

t h e s e  cues  from most t o  l e a s t  important .  The rank o rde r ing  

was reques ted  i n  o rde r  t o  f a c i l i t a t e  measurement of t h e  r e l -  

a t i v e  importance of each cue.  The average minimum number 

of cues  necessary  provided a g u i d e l i n e  f o r  dec id ing  how 

many cues  t o  i nc lude  i n  t h e  taped i n t e r a c t i o n .  The nonver- 

b a l  behaviors  from t h e  c h e c k l i s t  were d iv ided  i n t o  t h e  f o l -  

lowing nonverbal  dimensions: f a c i a l / h e a d ,  v o c a l ,  proximi- 

t y ,  body o r i e n t a t i o n ,  body movement. These cue groupings  


























































































































































