
The non-verbal ways 
of expressing emotions

There are two basic ways of communicating with others - verbal and non-verbal. 

Verbal communication does not necessarily implies the use of the voice: 

it can be written or spoken, and even signed. Verbal communication resorts 

to words, which we combine together into sentences, and those sentences into 

whole statements. Non-verbal communication, on the contrary, doesn’t resort 

to words, but uses gestures, facial expressions, posture and body movements, 

voice with its intonation, colour and accentuation. Some researchers add to 

this list the non-verbal cues we use during conversation, such as the physical 

distance between interlocutors , their physical appearance, and the organisation 

of the space in which the conversation takes place.

Verbal vs. non-verbal contact

When we combine these two types of 

communication together, we can confidently say that 

the latter contact takes place at the subconscious 

level, both: as a message sent and received. 

It often says more about the emotions, intentions, 

expectations of our interlocutor than a verbal 

statement. And so, for example, when someone says 

the sentence “I’m fine,” but at the same time has a sad 

expression on their face, the corners of their mouth 

downward, a crouched figure, we guess that the truth 

is quite different - this person seems to struggle with 

some problem. In this case, body language does not 

go hand in hand with words.

From an expert’s opinion

Body language is more reliable than words. 

More than 50% of the meaning of a message is 

contained in body movements. Albert Mehrabian, 

psychologist expert in communication, proposed 

the following formula regarding communication: 

overall feeling = 7% feelings expressed in words 

+ 38% feelings expressed in voice + 55% feelings 

expressed in facial expressions.
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What do nonverbal messages 

mean and how to recognise 

and interpret them?

Theoretically, the matter is not so complicated 

because it rely on the fact that we remember the 

different cultural codes. However, one gesture can 

mean something completely different depending on 

the culture which leads to funny, but also conflicting 

situations. Here we will try to compile a list of 

the most common nonverbal messages and their 

meanings, which can come in handy when dealing 

with young people. 

 

•	 Signals of affection - approaching,  

limiting physical distance, smiling, touching,  

gestures of openness and friendship.

•	 Signals of trust - exposed body position, 

broad gestures, hugging, showing open hands.

•	 Signals of dominance and power -  

invasion of the interlocutor’s intimate space,  

taking a better seat at the table,  

a firm and commanding tone of voice,  

stern and domineering facial expressions.

•	 Signals of readiness to fight - aggression, 

attack, combative body posture, shouting,  

threatening facial expression.

•	 Signals of shock - immobility, screaming, 

rapid body movements, dilated pupils.

•	 Signals of readiness to fight - aggression, 

attack, combative body posture, shouting,  

threatening facial expression.

Non-verbal signals - 

a young person in crisis

A young person who is struggling often does not use 

words. We can recognise their difficulties through 

the non-verbal messages mentioned here. The list of 

body language examples marked above can tell us 

a lot about their crises, but also about their need 

for help. 

If, in addition, we see, for example, that they are 

biting their nails, combing their hair with a nervous 

movement, biting their lips, looking away, delinquent 

from foot to foot, prolonging syllables we can be 

almost 100 percent sure that we should not leave 

such a young person, but go out to meet and try 

to help, because they show us the whole range of 

difficult emotions and experiences.

Don’t forget

By developing the ability to interpret nonverbal 

signals, we can better navigate interpersonal 

relationships, becoming a source of help for 

people in emotional crisis. In an era of globalisation 

and multiculturalism, non-verbal communication 

competence becomes even more important, enabling 

more complete contact based on respect and 

understanding.
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