Communication skills

We are now going to discuss communication skills, which fall into four main areas. First what we say; second, how we say it; third, our body language and the customer’s body language; and, fourth how to read the customers by watching their eyes.

As always we’ll start with our usual test or quiz to focus our minds. Experts say that our three main areas of communication — namely, what, how and body language - each have a different percentage of importance. What do you think those percentages are?

What we say

How we say it


Body language



= 100 per cent

According to the information from the experts, and I must admit when I first heard these percentages I doubted the figures, what we say is 7 per cent important; how we say it 38 per cent; and body language is 55 per cent important in communication.

Body language

Below you will find different pictures and an explanation of what is actually happening in each. As usual I want to start with a test and I would like you to write down in the space provided your thoughts regarding the meaning of those body language signals.

What we must always be particularly careful about in body language is that the various signals and gestures can have a variety of meanings. We must never take a signal out of context.

Body language quiz
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1. Fast hand rub

Now it could be that my hands are cold and I’m rubbing them together to get them warm; but it could also mean that what I am saying is good for you.

2. Slow hand rub

It could be that I have just washed my hands and found there was no towel and I am rubbing my hands together to dry them; but it could also mean that what I am saying is good for me. If I am doing this ‘slow hand rub’ does my verbal language reflect that it’s good for me or am I trying to deceive you by saying things that sound good for you, while my unspoken truth, my body language, is giving me away?

3. Ear, eye and collar tugging

These signals, along with putting my hand across my mouth, probably mean I am lying. Of course, my collar might be too tight, my ear might be itching, my eye might be itching, but very often this will give away someone who is lying.

In old films this was used as a standard gesture to show that the crook was lying - he would pull his right eye with his finger as he was speaking. This was a classic body-language signal we all picked up unconsciously.

On this point of covering your mouth, you can spot, when you’re talking to people, if they disagree with what you are saying because they will often cover their mouths while you’re speaking. I know that seems strange but it is true. My thought is this: they are saying that, if they were saying it, they wouldn’t like it — they would be lying. So they cover their mouths as though they were saying it. Watch for this when you are telling people things, because it is a classic signal that will show you they are disagreeing with what you say.

4. Open hands

This is easy - I am being honest. Of course, I may be putting my hands out to see if it’s raining, but that’s unlikely in most situations: I am being honest. Or perhaps I’m being falsely honest. You need to be careful with body language and take a number of gestures together, not just one in isolation.

5. Steepled hands

The steepled-hands position usually means I am feeling superior. Watch for this and tailor your conversation accordingly.

6. Hands behind head

This is definitely an ‘I know it all’ situation. I am saying to you, ‘Yes, I know all about this, you can’t tell me anything about it, I know it all.’ Be careful you don’t use it.

7. Crossed legs

This can often mean I am being negative, but not necessarily so. I might be comfortable with crossed legs.

8. Crossed arms

Again, this is a negative signal although, of course, it might be a cold day.

9. Leg clamp

This usually means I am being stubborn and I am argumentative about what you are saying. Watch out for it.

10. Imaginary bit-picker

This usually means I disagree with what’s being said. Of course, it may mean I have just walked through a dust storm and am picking bits off my suit. Who knows why I am doing it?

11. Chin stroke

This is simple, easy to spot and most useful to us in a sales situation. It means I am evaluating what’s being said.

12. Hands on knees, heels flat

This usually means I have come to a decision and that decision is ‘yes’. Remember, though, a number of things must come into play here: it could be my eyes are open, I may be smiling, and looking excited about what has been said.

13. Hands on knees, heels raised

That’s fairly obvious. I want to leave, I’m uncomfortable in the situation and fed up with what’s being said.

14. Finger point

Again, this is an evaluation signal.

15. Chin support

This signal is even clearer when a closed fist supports the chin; I am saying I’m bored.
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I am standing up and rubbing my hands together very quickly.





I am standing, but I am rubbing my hands together, slowly, in a ‘washing my hands’ motion.




















I am pulling at my right ear. I have moved my finger and put it inside my collar. I am pulling my eye with my finger.




















I am speaking to you, my hands are palm upwards.




















I am sitting at my desk. I have my elbows on the desk, my hands are in a ‘steepled’ position, looking rather like a church, with finger-tips together.




















Again I am seated at my desk and I am leaning back, with my hands clasped together at the back of my head, rocking slowly on my chair.

















I am seated, looking slightly down, and my legs are crossed.
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I am seated, looking at you. I am listening to you and my arms are crossed.























I am sitting down, listening to you, and I have my legs crossed, but this time my right ankle is on top of my left knee, rather like the shape of a figure 4. That’s called the ‘leg clamp’. My hand is holding the front of my right ankle.

















I am looking down as you are talking to me, picking imaginary bits off my suit.

















I am sitting, you may be talking or not, and I am stroking my chin with my first two fingers and my thumb.














I am sitting with my hands on my knees, leaning slightly forward. My feet are flat on the ground.
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I have put my hands on my knees again, but this time I’m leaning much further forward. My heels are off the ground. I look as though I’m about to stand up.














I have my hand on my face, but one finger is along the right-hand side of my face, with the finger pointing towards the ceiling.

















I have my hand supporting my chin and my shoulders have started to droop.
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