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Non-verbal communication inside world of business 

 

Non-verbal communication is an important factor in the world of business. It is 

al l  about how one appears, behaves and body language. In fact, “non-verbal 

communicat ion is every possible external message source, other than words, to 

which people respond” (Kreps 42). 

 

Non-verbal communication actual ly means communicating without the 

involvement of words. It is the transmission and reception of visible signs. 

Visible symbols are, according to Thonssen and Gi lkinson, “[extending] our 

observations to include di f ferent si tuations and types of speaking, we f ind a 

variety of visible actions which can be placed in certain categories or classes” 

(63).  These classes are arti fact ics, kinesics, occulesics, paral inguistics, tacti l ics, 

proxemics, and chronemics. In order to understand these classes we need to 

annotate them careful ly.  

 

The Artifactics is ones physical and personal  appearance; with kinesics we 

mean the movements and the way people posit ion themselves. The occulesics 

are our facial or emotional expressions; these include the way our eyes behave. 

Facial  expressions are complex and occupy as a mirror of our mind. The 

expression provided by our eyes is complex; i t  funct ions as a visual  connection 

system. Para-linguistics can be def ined, according to Kreps, as “the vocal cues 

accompanying speech, as wel l  as environmental sounds. These include the 

volume, pitch, tone and expression in a voice and the rate of speech.” (44) The 

tactil ics are al l  our touching behaviours; these include, touching oneself,  

touching others and touching objects. Touch is probably the most intimate 

channel of communicat ion between humans. “Research has indicated that human 

touch fulf i l ls physiological and sociological needs” (Montagu, 1971). Proxemic is 
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the distance between people and objects. The proxemic system of non-verbal 

messages is thus of great importance in organizational l i fe.  Every person 

maintains an expandable self-surrounding spatial  bubble as an interpersonal  

buffer against others. This is referred to as personal space, and f inal ly 

chronemics:  the aspect of t ime. Chronemics refers to the duration of 

communicat ion. The way we plan is respect ively seen as an aspect of chronemics 

(Kreps 42 - 48). 

 

Al l  this is fantastic but, what can we do with al l  this information? Nothing, at 

least not before we understand how non-verbal  communication actual ly works and 

what i ts basis is. We communicate, oversimpl i f ied, by sending a message to a 

certain receiver. In order to understand this we need to explain the complete 

system of communicat ion. We can do this according to the model of Shannon 

Weaver; I have changed this model a bit.  F irst we start with the source who is 

the sender of the data. The data needs to be encoded into a message and after 

that is done, the message needs to be transmitted via a certain channel. Next 

comes the decoding process. These three processes can cause a certain noise 

which affects the correctness of the message. Final ly, the message reaches i ts 

receiver. The message can be changed from its original  meaning in numerous 

ways this creates the possibi l i ty that the receiver receives the information 

incorrectly. The same appl ied to non-verbal communication. Imagine the 

fol lowing si tuation: you run a sportswear company and you decided to replace the 

boring suits of your salesmen into a sporty outf i t  that represents the company’s 

aim. The salesmen wi l l ,  from now on, appear in sports clothes. One week later 

the new outf i ts are avai lable. Now we can go to sel l ing the sportswear to other 

companies. We are received in the off ice of the director. The director comes in. 

His f irst thought wi l l  raise the question: Excuse me mister but, may I ask you 

what you are doing here? Analysing this occasion, the rules of the dress code 

were broken and the original  posit ive meaning is changed into a negative one. On 

top of al l ; the occasion becomes a disaster. This demands a broader explanation. 

What do I mean by; ‘rules were broken’, ‘dress code’, and ‘meaning’?  
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The possibi l i ty of being able to break rules means that non-verbal communication 

is a system based on rules, in other words, non-verbal communications is based 

on syntax, or better said, grammar based. The code of dressing refers to the fact 

that non-verbal  communication works through the use of codes. Codes are a set 

of signs with a meaning and a set of agreed rules or, grammar. Meaning is not 

that simple. Meaning is, when compared to colours, grey. Grey is not as easy a 

colour as black or white. The fact that meaning is actual ly given by the receiver 

and not by the signs makes i t complex. However, this impl ies that meaning is 

based on our own experiences including al l  that we learned by society. We could 

say that meaning is something l ike the truth and cannot be real.  There is not 

such thing as truth; there are only versions of i t .  Real is al l  that what is not an 

idea.  

 

I  highly recommend studying the use of grammar in non-verbal communication. I 

wi l l  give an example: I have an important business meeting and I cannot appear 

on that meeting in my underwear. Actual ly this is an incorrect statement, i t  is 

possible. However, I break the rules. The consequence of doing so wi l l  be that I 

probably wi l l  be seen as someone insane. Besides grammar, non-verbal  

communications do also involve a vocabulary, or lexis.  Lexis could be def ined as 

a system of signs carrying a meaning. I must note that language should be 

considered as a sign system, meaning that words are signs. However, in non-

verbal communication the lexis could be def ined as the system of all visible 

signs. For a better understanding we need to divide lexis into two divisions. In 

the f i rst division we have a set of agreed signs and in the second division we 

have a set of signs without agreement. The f irst divis ion; for example is when 

someone gives you a thumb up to show you that you did a good job; another 

example is nodding your head for a ‘yes’ or ‘no’.  Decoding the set of agreed signs 

is not as simple as it  seems; interpretation mistakes do often happen. For 

instance, once upon a t ime there was a man wi l l ing to buy a bookshelf,  there 

were two other persons who wanted buy the same bookshelf  as wel l .  He was 

asked i f  he was wi l l ing to pay more than was asked for this bookshelf  in f irst 

case, and he repl ied be nodding his head ‘no’.  However, he actual ly meant ‘yes’. 
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Why did he behave l ike this? Why did he not provide them with a verbal answer? 

We might never f ind out, but, what we do know is that he did not get what he 

wanted simply because, as he later argued, he was thinking about something 

other than replying to the quest ion.  

 

Earl ier I mentioned that non-verbal  signs are provided by the way we think; they 

represent our thoughts and function as mirror of our mind. There are no 

exceptions to this rule. However, misunderstanding these 

signs or incorrectly decoding is def ini tely possible. The 

woman pictured on the left is active in the information 

technology. This picture represents, as it  seems, a happy 

woman, having a fantastic phone cal l .  However, she is having 

a very dif f icult t ime and is deal ing with a very dif f icult  

customer. Besides doing so, she seems to be good at 

mult i tasking; she is watching a comedy on television. This comedy is the real 

reason for her smile. It is simple to misunderstand non-

verbal signs; decoding the message correct ly requires more 

than only non-verbal signs.  

 

The woman pictured on the right seems to be thinking about 

something. Or wait,  she might be l istening intensively, or 

she brings the pen up to point at someone. As you can see there are many 

possibi l i t ies based on decoding non-verbal signs dif ferently with as result that we 

create di fferent meanings.  

 

The picture on the left represents the off ice of a 

web developing company. There are two women 

and one man present as you can see. The man is 

working on a paper and does not seem to need his 

laptop at the moment. The women are discussing 

something whi le enjoying a cup of coffee or tea. We can suppose that they drink 

coffee because they look f i t.  That refers to the fact that is i t not yet afternoon, 
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and thus morning. The man has a coffee cup on his desk as wel l .  This entire 

‘coffee thing’ represents a relaxed sphere, and both genders are working in the 

same off ice but not together. This can be a set up or maybe they shape a great 

team. Of course i t also might be possible that the picture has been taken at the 

wrong moment. Further more we can see that the lady on the left does hold a pen 

in her hand, which might means that she takes notes. This discussion, in fact, 

could be as wel l  an interview or maybe is the other lady a cl ient. Maybe she came 

to order a product and is now questioned to explain her ideas and demands. 

Unl imited possibi l i t ies appear whi le reading and decoding the non-verbal s igns 

provided.  

 

The point is,  we cannot conclude what is going on at the moment the picture was 

taken. We also cannot understand i t because of the l i tt le information avai lable. 

We cannot consider non-verbal communicat ion as an independent system of 

communicat ion. And besides that, we cannot decode messages correctly without 

the accessibi l i ty of verbal  signs.  

 

We should remember that i t is impossible to determine what the signs of a code 

are; that the signs are specif ic to a cultural context and that signs are arbitrary. 

Furthermore, we should understand that noise in the system of communication 

should be considered as a dangerous factor of inf luence on understanding a 

message’s meaning correctly. Error already can be caused by the process of 

encoding the date into a message. I showed the problems of decoding non-verbal  

s igns, explained non-verbal communication in general,  and showed the 

connection between the receiver, sender, and its message.  

 

Today, in the world of business, we are supposed to master the rules of non-

verbal communication ful ly. We are supposed to apply our knowledge correctly. 

We are taught how to smile, to look, and to sound correctly. We are taught to 

hide al l  emotional  expressions; however, they always seem to be visible, no 

matter how hard we try hiding them. We are taught to read and decode the signs 
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provided by people we face; by understanding these signs we can mirror 

ourselves, and with help of that, we might be wi l l ing to adjust our behaviour. 

 

I  considered the way we act in business and I must say that i t  is simply absurd; 

we wear suits, we pretend that we are a professionals and that we know al l  about 

everything. But in fact, we are nothing more or less than any other human being 

on this planet. I have been act ive in this ‘absurd’ world of business for a couple 

of years. I found that i t does not matter how you dress or what you say, but that 

i t is the way you combine your non-verbal and verbal communication that makes 

the dif ference. I always visited my cl ients in person, because face-to-face 

communicat ion is an important aspect for both parties. Face-to-face 

communicat ion helps to combat the misunderstanding because the strength 

combining verbal and non-verbal communication together. 

 

What might the future of non-verbal  communication hold? The web cam has, in 

my opinion, a great future because it  enables us to communicate verbal ly and 

non-verbal ly by internet. More of such inventions wi l l  fol low, because the 

business world depends not only on verbal and non-verbal  communication but 

also on speed. Consider meetings whi le sitt ing in front of the computer. The 

software for this is already in development. Imagine a world where wait ing in 

queues of cars is history and where you simply can cook dinner whi le meeting 

with your col leges to consult ideas for the project you are working on. Formal 

ways of dressing wi l l  become less important or maybe even disappear. More 

freedom wil l  be created and people wi l l  be more who they real ly are, themselves. 

Intel l igent programs able to decode the non-verbal  signs more eff ic iently than 

humans wi l l  become avai lable. We wi l l  lack the non-verbal  signs more and more, 

without being aware of i t .   

 

To close, we are born with the gift  to decode non-verbal  signs, but we wi l l  

disable this amazing gift  slowly; we are vict ims of our need to explore, a need 

caused by our need to survive. Because of this need we are curious and because 

of our curiosi ty we ask ourselves questions, questions that are seen as 
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chal lenges. We, thus, create chal lenges, and then we use these chal lenges and 

beat these chal lenges, a process we do constantly. This means that we learn 

constantly and thus grow constantly, satisfying our need to survive; the moment 

we fai l  to create new chal lenges, we die. This is the reason why we l ive and why 

we die. 

 

One of the most complex and enveloping social  processes on earth is human 

communicat ion, because communication is indispensable to human beings; 

everything one does is a form of communication. Non-verbal communication is a 

valuable supplement to the intended communication expressed in words. Non-

verbal communication frequently expresses the emotional side of a 

communicat ion; however, one should always decode non-verbal communication in 

relation to the words accompanying i t.  Non-verbal  communication provides 

valuable feedback for both the encoder and decoder. The meaning we create 

contains valuable information that helps us to understand, interpret, and predict 

phenomena. Personal communication shows our respect for the person and tends 

to be a humanizing form of interaction. Non-verbal  communication is,  thus, 

indispensable in order to communicate. 
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