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SignS of Comfort SignS of DiSComfort

calmness anxiety
confidence apprehension
clear thinking clouded thinking
closeness distancing
enjoyment contrariness
fluid speech speech error
friendliness unfriendliness
happiness depression
openness occlusion
touching withdrawal
joy anger
patience  impatience
peacefulness  nervousness
calm fear
receptiveness obduracy
relaxation tension
respect indifference
security insecurity
tenderness sternness
trust doubt
truthfulness lies
warmth coldness
responsiveness hesitation
poise ranting

Although not exhaustive by any means, this selection provides 
insight into how many of our behaviors, attitudes, and emotions 
fall into these two categories.
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When it’s time to go, one foot will point away in the direction of 
travel. Look for this when conversing; it’s an accurate “I have 
to leave” intention signal.

fig. 1
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Clasping of the knees and feet in the starter’s position indicates 
that the person is ready to leave.

fig. 2
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Look for the leg crossover as a body barrier, especially immediately after 
something negative is discussed.

Shifting of the knee away to remove any barriers between two  people is a sign 
of openness and comfort.

fig. 3

fig. 4
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Leg cleansing (palms rubbing across the lap) serves to pacify 
us when we are anxious or stressed.

fig. 5
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Partial shoulder shrugs indicate lack 
of commitment or insecurities.

Full shoulder shrugs are used to 
communicate, “I don’t know.” Look for 
both shoulders to rise; when only one 
side rises, the sender of the message 
is dubious at best.

Splaying out is a territorial display that 
is acceptable in your own space, but 
not when in someone else’s territory 
(such as in the boss’s office or during 
a job interview).

Arms spread out over chairs or even 
over other  people communicates 
that you are feeling comfortable and 
confident.

fig. 6

fig. 8

fig. 7

fig. 9
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Arms akimbo is a territorial display, 
typically used to indicate there are 
issues. Note the position of the 
thumbs in this image.

By placing the thumbs forward, a less 
authoritative, more inquisitive posture 
is presented as compared to the 
previous image. This is a less officious 
posture, which can help to lessen 
tensions when dealing with others.

By placing interlaced hands behind the head, you are 
sending a powerful signal of comfort and dominance. 
This display is usually reserved, however, for the senior 
person at a meeting.

fig. 10

fig. 11

fig. 12
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The planting of fingers spread apart firmly on a surface 
is an unmistakable territorial display of confidence and 
authority.

Steepling demonstrates confidence and focus. It 
is one of the most powerful displays we can use to 
convince others of our confidence.

fig. 13

fig. 14
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Thumbs up, as with other gravity-defying 
gestures, demonstrates in real time that we 
are confident at that moment.

Avoid having thumbs in the pockets; it 
makes you look very insecure.

Seen during the ebb and flow of a 
conversation, thumbs down indicates lack 
of confidence and/or lack of emphasis.

fig. 15

fig. 16

fig. 17
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Anxiety and nervousness 
are relieved by stroking 
our fingers across the 
palm or by rubbing our 
hands together.

Hand-wringing is a universal 
sign of worry, concern, or 
anxiety. 

Rubbing extended, 
interlaced fingers denotes 
a high degree of anxiety, 
discomfort, or stress.

fig. 18 fig. 19 fig. 20

Head tilt communicates effectively, “I am listening, I am 
comfortable, I am receptive, I am friendly.” We reserve exposing 
our necks for friendly individuals and environments.

fig. 21 
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Neck touching is a good indicator 
of emotional discomfort, doubt, or 
insecurity.

Touching or covering of the neck 
dimple (suprasternal notch) 
communicates insecurity, discomfort, 
fear, or concerns in real time.

fig. 22 fig. 23
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Eye blocking instantly communicates, 
“I don’t like what I just heard, saw, or 
learned.” 

Touching of the eyes during a 
conversation may indicate a need to 
pacify negative feelings. 

fig. 24

fig. 26

fig. 25

fig. 27

When the eyelids are delayed in 
opening, it is suggestive of hiding 
negative emotions. 

Compressed eyelids are evidence of 
strong negative emotions or loss.
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Squinting along with furrowing of the forehead and facial 
contortions are indicative of distress or discomfort.

fig. 28

The arching of the eyebrows is a gravity-defying 
nonverbal, usually associated with very positive 
emotions and genuine greetings.

fig. 29
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We crinkle our noses from childhood on to indicate 
dislike or disgust. As adults we still do it, only more 
briefly.

fig. 30

We have full lips when 
feeling contented or not 
stressed.

Stress or fear causes 
the lips to tighten.

Disappearing lips are 
associated with stress 
or anxiety.

fig. 31 fig. 32 fig. 33
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Deep emotional agony will cause the lips to disappear and draw 
the corners of the mouth downward like an upside-down U, as in 
this instance when Bill Clinton reluctantly announced that his wife, 
Hillary, was ceding the U.S. presidential nomination to Barack 
Obama.

fig. 34

Disrespect, contempt, or disdain are communicated 
through sneers. A sneer says, “I don’t respect you.”

fig. 35
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Adjusting of clothing (buttons or sleeves), especially 
around the neck area (tie), indicates insecurity.

fig. 36
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A handshake is our first permissible 
touch; it should mirror the other 
person’s handshake.

Standing at an angle is more conducive 
to conversation than standing directly in 
front of another person.

fig. 37 fig. 38
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If you want to reinforce a handshake, do so by touching the upper 
arm or elbow. Don’t cover the person’s hand with yours.

fig. 39

fig. 40

The “politician’s handshake,” which 
entraps the hand, is an absolute no-no! 

Thumbs protruding from pockets is a high-status display. It can 
signify “We are not equals.”

fig. 41
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We lean away from things and  people we don’t like—even from colleagues when 
they say things with which we disagree.

A forward lean between two  people signifies comfort and synchrony. It can be 
fleeting (during the taking of photos) or it can last for hours during courtship. 

fig. 42

fig. 43
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Exhaling through puffed-out cheeks pacifies us. It’s a 
behavior often seen when we are relieved (e.g., having 
just avoided an accident or a disagreeable task).

fig. 44
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