
1. Subdivisions of Nonverbal Communication 

Nonverbal communication is not just body language. Up to 75% of meaning is communicated 

nonverbally, that is everything that is not words. Even how we say the words we say is considered 

nonverbal communication. The subdivisions we will look at include: 

• Proxemics  

• Kinesics  

• Haptics  

• Chronemics  

• Paralanguage  

• Artifacts  

• Physical Appearance  

2. Proxemics  

When you think about proxemics, think about it in terms of proximity to others, and how that 

influences communication with them. Proxemics is divided into two areas: territory and personal 

space. Territory is divided into three more categories: 1.Home 2.Interactional 3.Public  

Humans are territorial animals. We have unspoken rules about territory, and we tend to divide 

territory into three different areas, home, interactional, and public territory.  

Home. We identify our homes with ourselves. People decorate their homes to communicate who 

they are and what they enjoy. Typically, you have very strict rules about who can come and go in 

your home. If you came home and found a strange person in your living room, who wasn't invited 

in, you would probably call the police, or leave and then call the police. That territory is for you and 

your family, and invited guests only.  

Interactional. In interactional territory, there are still unspoken rules about who can come and who 

can go, but they are much less strict than home territory. For instance, in an off-campus college 

pizza place you would expect to see undergrads. If these students saw a group of senior citizens 

walk in, they might wonder why they were there, or if they were lost. There isn't a rule that says 

they have to leave, but they would seem out of place.  

Public Territory. Public territory has the least restrictive rules of all. A good example would be a 

grocery store. They may have the rule "no shirt, no shoes, no service," but just about anyone can be 

there. You wouldn't go up to someone you didn't recognize in aisle 9 and say, "Hey, what are you 

doing here!"  

Name one example of a place that fits each of these categories, and explain why you chose that place as an example. 

Another aspect of proxemics is relational communication. Relational communication is about 

personal space, who you allow in each zone, and for what purpose each zone is set apart. In the late 

1960's, Edward Hall determined that we carry personal zones, or bubbles around us.  

1.The Intimate Zone (0 to ½ m). Because this zone is so close to our bodies, almost anything can 

happen there. So, we reserve this zone for people we are intimate with. At this range we can touch 

each other, whisper to each other, or even kill each other. You would not allow an armed enemy 

into your intimate zone if you could possibly avoid it.  

2. Personal ( ½m to 1.2m). The personal zone is less intimate, but still within arms length. This is 

reserved for family members and close personal friends.  

3.Social (1.2m to 3.6m). Americans typically conduct most social and business interaction in this 

zone. This is not true of many other cultures, who prefer to conduct social and business interaction 

at closer range. Zones are culturally defined.  



4.Public (3.6m and outward). Not much interaction occurs in this zone. At 3.6m or more, you are 

probably trying to ignore each other. For instance, in a public park, you would not go sit down a 

few feet from a stranger sitting on the grass reading. You would find your own space, because you 

are not planning to communicate with each other.  

We can't always maintain the zones we like. Context determines when it is okay for these zones to 

be diminished. For instance, if you got into a crowded elevator with a group of strangers, you 

wouldn't think anything of having someone's briefcase smacking you in the back of the knee, and 

someone else's elbow in your side. If, on the other hand, you got into an elevator with only one 

person in it, and you stood right next to them and stuck your elbow in their side, they would 

probably lunge for the emergency phone. (It is important to realize that these data are based 

Americans' preferences for personal space. Different cultures have different preferences.)  

What is another situation in which context allows for less personal space than we would usually maintain?  

3. Kinesics  

The field of non-verbal visual communication, kinesics, can be broken down into several 

components: facial expression, eye contact, gesture, and body posture. Each component performs a 

variety of functions. Movements of the face and body can give clues to a person’s personality and 

emotional state. The face, in particular, signals a wide range of emotions, such as fear, happiness, 

sadness, anger, surprise, interest, and disgust, many of the expressions varying in meaning from 

culture to culture. In addition, the face and body send signals about the way a social interaction is 

proceeding: patterns of eye contact show who is talking to whom; facial expression provides 

feedback to the speaker, expressing such meanings as puzzlement or disbelief; and body posture 

conveys a person’s attitude towards the interaction (e.g. relaxation, interest, boredom). Several 

kinds of social context are associated with specific facial or body behaviours (e.g. waving while 

taking leave). Ritual or official occasions are often primarily marked by such factors as kneeling, 

standing, bowing, or blessing. 

Visual effects interact very specifically with speech. Gestures and head movements tend to coincide 

with points of emphasis. Hand movements in particular can be used to add visual meaning to what 

has been said (‘drawing pictures in the air’). Patterns of gaze distinguish the participants in a 

conversation: a listener looks at a speaker nearly twice as often as the speaker looks at the listener. 

They also assist in marking the structure of a conversation: for example, speakers tend to look up 

towards the ends of their utterances, thus giving their listeners a cue that an opportunity to speak is 

approaching. 

Several visual effects may well be universal, but the focus of interest in recent years has been on the 

cultural differences that can be observed in face and body movements. Some societies use many 

gestures and facial expressions (e.g. Italian); others use very few (e.g. Japanese). Moreover, a visual 

effect may seem to be shared between societies, but in fact convey very different meaning. Thus, in 

France, using a finger to pull down the eyelid means that the speaker is aware of something going 

on, whereas in Italy the same gesture means that the listener must become aware. Cultural variations 

in visual effects are among the first things a foreigner notices, but it can be very difficult working 

out what they mean, and even more difficult deciding whether one is permitted to use them.  

4. Haptics  

Haptics is also called zero proxemics. Zero proxemics means no distance. Therefore, Haptics is 

about touching. Haptics communicates relationships by who you let touch you, and how. We don't 

do a lot of touching in North American culture, because it is culturally suspect. But, books about 

children encourage you to touch your child often. We never outgrow the need for touch, and the 

emotional cues it gives us. Haptics is determined by three factors:  



Level of liking and attraction. We prefer to be touched by people we like, or are attracted to. We 

avoid contact with those we are not attracted to.  

Level of familiarity. This depends on how well you know someone. Hugging, backslapping, etc., are 

examples of appropriate behavior at the friendship level. The oddity here is the handshake. You can 

know someone for years, and have only touched them once, when you shook hands upon being 

introduced.  

Power and status. Who initiates touch more often, superiors or subordinates? While superiors are 

learning to avoid touch in the workplace, they are most likely to initiate any form of touch. This 

communicates their superiority.  

The Handshake 

The handshake originated as a medieval sign. Presenting an open palm was a sign that you were not 

carrying any weapons. A handshake means something slightly different now. What do you think a 

handshake communicates? And what do you like in a handshake (i.e., firm, limp, muscle, etc.)?  

5. Chronemics  

Chronemics involves the use of time to communicate nonverbally. The message is that subordinates 

wait for superiors, and superiors don't wait for subordinates. If you have a meeting with your 

professor at 2:00p.m., and you don't show up until 2:15p.m., you'd better plan on apologizing for 

wasting the teacher's valuable time. If you showed up at 2:00p.m., and the teacher didn't show up 

until 2:15p.m., on the other hand, they would not be expected to apologize for wasting your 

valuable time. For example, Richard Nixon would often keep Congress, and Heads of State waiting 

for him, as a power show.  

Chronemics are culturally determined. In the Mexican culture, if you invite someone over for 

dinner, you don't give them a specific time to show up. The concept of time varies from one culture 

to the next. It is important in corporate communications to be appreciative of differences. American 

businessmen are notorious for expecting to get the deal done immediately. Many cultures in Europe 

and Japan, for example, expect a certain amount of time devoted to social interaction before the 

deal.  

If you receive an invitation for a college party, and it says the party starts at 7:00, what time would 

you probably show up? If you received an invitation to a wedding rehearsal dinner, and it said that 

the dinner started at 7:00, what time would you probably show up? Are the two answers different, 

the same? If different, why?  

6. Paralanguage  

Paralanguage is the way we say words (i.e., stress, pitch, volume, and rate). How words 

communicate different meanings depends on how they are said.  

7. Artifacts  

These are not archaeological artifacts, but they are things of ours that future archaeologists may 

someday dig up and study. We use artifacts, such as the environment and objects to communicate 

messages about ourselves.  Cars are artifacts, and so are the clothes we wear, the homes we live in, 

and the bumper stickers we put on our cars. If you go into a doctor's office, what you will probably 

see on the walls are diplomas and certificates. These are there to communicate to you that this 

person is of a particular status, and is qualified to do what they say they can.  

Bumper stickers are another way we communicate who we are. It's curious how many people are 

interested in sharing their political orientations on stickers they place on their cars. Also, it seems 

that there are more liberal sentiments expressed on bumper stickers than there are conservative 

opinions.  



Share a few of your favorite bumper stickers with the class, and explain what they tell you about 

their owner.  

8. Physical Appearance  

Even the way you look is part of nonverbal language. Anyone who went through Junior High 

School knows how much depends on your appearance. We judge each other on every aspect of 

appearance, from skin color to body type, and even the brand name of our clothing.  

Endomorph: Endomorphs have short and round body types. They are often judged to be slower, 

lazier, and less intelligent than the other body types. Of course, to attribute these characteristics to 

someone based on their physical build is fallacious, but people continue to do it, even 

subconsciously. 

Mesomorph: Mesomorphs have an athletic build. They are judged to be active, confident, 

successful, and intelligent. Again, all of these characteristics are based on nothing more than 

measurements.  

Ectomorph:  Ectomorphs are tall and thin. Most fashion models could be classified as ectomorphs. 

Some young women starve themselves to the point of sickness hoping to achieve this body type 

because of the glamour and praise associated with it.  

What body type are you? How do you feel people treat you differently because of your body type?  

Even genetic combinations send nonverbal messages. Just look at the attention paid to aspects of 

appearance such as skin and hair color. People assume stereotypical behavior based on color, race, 

and even disabilities.  

Hair: A lot of meaning is wrapped up in hair color, so much that many people dye their hair 

different colors hoping to be treated a certain way.  

• "Blondes have more fun" but are also assumed to be less intelligent than brunettes. 

• White hair equals wisdom, but it also sends a message of age, or weakness.  

What do you assume about the person with this hair? What message is he trying to send, if any?  

 


