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How emotions and stress affect body language

Image 1. When Eleven in "Stranger Things" gets upset, she often shows it through her body language. Photo from Netflix via Washington
Post

Nonverbal communication, also known as body language, is the process of communicating

through unconscious or conscious body gestures. For example, when infants are upset, they show

their emotions by crying. Parents easily read these signals long before their children are able to

speak. 

As we grow older, our body language becomes a complex mix of postures, gestures and tone of

voice. Facial expressions are usually the most important messengers of emotion, and experts have

identified seven that are recognized across all cultures and races: fear, anger, joy or happiness,

sadness, disgust, surprise and contempt. 

Does My Stress Show In My Body Language?

Many people face stress every day from the demands of work, money and family. Our bodies react

to stress with chemicals known as stress hormones, causing what is known as the flight-or-fight

response. When this happens, your heart rate and breathing increase and your blood pressure

rises, making you more alert. Sugar floods into your blood, giving you more energy. These changes
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prepare you to quickly avoid danger by jumping out of

the way of a car, for example. When an immediate

threat is over, the stress hormones fade away.

This same response can happen from everyday stress

such as conflicts with friends, or problems at school.

Long-term stress can eventually cause health

problems. Many stress symptoms are easily visible —

some people may see you sweat as you nervously

deliver a speech. The excess energy generated by the

fight-or-flight response can also lead you to bounce

your foot or talk too fast. 

Nonverbal Communication In The Digital Age

So much

of our

communication now happens over text, emails, instant messages or video games. Researcher

Yalda Uhis at the University of California Los Angeles recommends practicing face-to-face

communication to avoid "losing important social skills." It is important to spend some time away

from whatever electronic device screen you use most. Rather than sending a text to a friend at

school or work, walk down the hall to him or her to speak to them. If you can't meet face-to-face

with someone far away, try video chat.

Can Nonverbal Communication Give Away Emotions?

There are many situations in which people choose to conceal emotions, but it can be difficult to do

so. For one thing, people will believe what they see over what you say. Someone who sees you

limp, for example, will likely not believe you when you say your leg feels fine. Also, it is hard to

control all aspects of your body language at the same time. You may be able to smile and sit up

straight during an interview, but if you bounce your foot or fidget with your hands, you will appear

nervous.

People are also good at recognizing insincere smiles, which do not include the small muscles

around the eyes. Fleeting facial expressions, called micro-expressions, last a fraction of a second,



This article is available at 5 reading levels at https://newsela.com.

but they can show your true emotion. When your body

language gives away the emotions you want to hide, it

is known as leakage.

Can People Misinterpret Emotional Body Language?

While leakage can give away your true emotions, it

can also lead to confusion. Someone with tightly

folded arms might seem hostile, but perhaps they are

simply trying to stay warm. 

Cultural differences can also cause people to misunderstand emotional body language. Hand

gestures are common in all cultures but can mean different things, and even nodding your head,

which means yes in most societies, means no in parts of Bulgaria and Greece.

Nonverbal signals can sometimes also be hard to read. For example, the facial expressions for

excitement and pain might seem similar unless they are accompanied by other clues. 

Using Emotional Body Language To The Best Advantage

People who must communicate well in their jobs, such as politicians, sometimes videotape

themselves to analyze their body language. Even without a video, you can watch yourself for

emotional leakage and learn to use positive body language. Negative gestures are hunched

shoulders, poor eye contact and feet and body pointed away from a person to whom you are

talking. You can replace those with a relaxed posture, appropriate smiles, a steady voice and a firm

handshake, which show you are calm and interested in what the person is saying. 

You can also try mirroring, or adopting a similar body

position, tone of voice, gestures and facial expressions

as the person to whom you are speaking. People who

are emotionally close often do this without thinking,

but you can also do it on purpose to show a

connection. Mirroring facial expressions during a

conversation makes you seem caring and even

attractive. Just don't overdo it or it will look like you

are mocking the person. 

The other side of emotional body language is reading

other people's signals. You might be able to pick up clues that a person may not truly mean what

they are saying. Watch for inconsistencies between words and body language, such as "I'd be

happy to" from someone who frowns and looks away. Body language can also contradict itself. For

example, when someone scratches their head or bites their lip, this can indicate confusion even if

the person says, "I understand."

Ways To Keep Stress Out Of Nonverbal Communications

Too much stress can hurt focus and lead to bad decisions. People who are stressed might damage

relationships by showing frustrated, angry body language. There are ways you can change leakages

of emotions due to stress in your body language. But the best method may be to reduce your stress

in the first place. Getting exercise, sleeping regularly and relaxing can help, along with carefully
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selecting your activities and letting some go if necessary. People with a great deal of stress might

also benefit from seeing a counselor.
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Quiz

1 Read the selections from the article.

Rather than sending a text to a friend at school or work, walk down the hall to him or her to speak
to them. If you can't meet face-to-face with someone far away, try video chat.

You can replace those with a relaxed posture, appropriate smiles, a steady voice and a firm
handshake, which show you are calm and interested in what the person is saying.

Mirroring facial expressions during a conversation makes you seem caring and even attractive.

What is the relationship between these selections?

(A) They support the idea that changing your body language can be difficult for most people.

(B) They support the idea that some people are able to hide their emotions with body language.

(C) They develop the idea that you can improve your social interactions through body language.

(D) They develop the idea that many people show stress through their body language.

2 Which statement would be MOST important to include in an objective summary of the article?

(A) Body language can communicate the stress or emotions a person is feeling even when they would
rather hide them.

(B) Body language is a fascinating and essential way of communicating with each other that humans have
developed.

(C) Learning to understand body language is a fun way for people to catch others who might be lying to
them.

(D) Learning to understand body language will no longer be important if everyone keeps using only phones
to communicate.

3 Read the selection from the section "Can Nonverbal Communication Give Away Emotions?"

People are also good at recognizing insincere smiles, which do not include the small muscles
around the eyes. Fleeting facial expressions, called micro-expressions, last a fraction of a
second, but they can show your true emotion.

Which two words could BEST replace "insincere" and "fleeting" in the selection above?

(A) sly; escaping

(B) conceited; fading

(C) nasty; sudden

(D) fake; momentary
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4 Read the sentence from the section "Using Emotional Body Language To The Best Advantage."

You can also try mirroring, or adopting a similar body position, tone of voice, gestures and facial
expressions as the person to whom you are speaking.

Fill in the blank. The author uses the word "adopting" to mean ____.

(A) loudly approving

(B) purposely utilizing

(C) obviously mocking

(D) gently supporting


