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if it works for you, it will become part of your normal gestures 

and will feel more natural. If it doesn’t work, you will simply 

stop using it. 

The key is being willing to take a risk and feel awkward while 

trying something new. Social psychologist Amy Cuddy sums it up 

nicely in her TED Talk Your Body Language May Shape Who 

You Are: “Don’t fake it ’til you make it. Fake it ’til you become it.”4

Body Talk
By Mitchell Stephenson

In the 1960s, Dr. Albert Mehrabian released two studies on 
communication.1,2 He found that there are three important 
elements of communication: (1) body language, (2) tone of 

voice, and (3) spoken words. When all three are consistent, peo-
ple listen to the words. When they are not consistent, people 
place far more attention—55 percent—on body language than 
they do on spoken words—only 7 percent.

Making sure that your body language sends the message that 
you want takes work. This article offers some tips to maximize 
the impact of your body language.

BE AWARE OF YOUR BODY LANGUAGE
Hall of fame basketball coach Pat Summitt said, “We communi-
cate all the time, even when we don’t realize it. Be aware of body 
language.”3 It’s important to always remember this. 

For example, to give your audience confidence that you are 
open-minded and receptive, stand with your feet shoulder-width 
apart, shoulders back, and head up, and make eye contact when 
someone is speaking with you. This will encourage your audi-
ence to be more honest and forthcoming.

Doing the converse—crossing your arms and tilting your head 
sideways when someone is speaking with you—will likely give 
the impression that you are close-minded and not receptive, 
whether you intend it or not. Simply being aware of your body 
language will help you to adjust and correct it, to have the de-
sired effect on the interaction.

LEARN FROM OTHERS
If you see someone exhibiting body language that you want to 
emulate, copy it. You may feel like an imposter for a while, but 
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PRACTICE MAKES PERFECT
It is important to practice a process in which you seek to replace 
negative body language with positive. For example, having an 
open, upright posture in a meeting will signal attentiveness and 
alertness. If you naturally slouch, it will take time to change your 
habit. In a 2009 University College London study,5 researchers 
found that forming a new habit can take anywhere from 18 to 
254 days. Whether on the short or long end of the time spec-
trum, it simply takes practice and perseverance to make a change 
in your body language permanent.

If you remember to focus on, seek to improve and change your 
body language so that it sends the signals you intend, it can have 
a profound impact on your interactions with others. This is true 
for your interactions in both a professional and a personal set-
ting. No matter how carefully you choose what you say, give just 
as much consideration to how you communicate it. Heed the 
words of comedian Ricky Gervais, who said, “Body language is 
more powerful than words.”6 n
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