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INTRODUCTION

Prison Captain: You gonna get used to wearing them chains after a while, Luke. Don’t you never stop listening to them clinking, ‘cause they gonna remind you what I been saying for your own good.

Luke: I wish you’d stop being so good to me, Cap’n.

Prison Captain: Don’t you ever talk that way to me. (Pause, then hitting him) Never! Never! (Luke rolls down hill: to other prisoners) What we’ve got here is… failure to communicate

Cool Hand Luke (classic 1967 movie)

Ironically, the prison captain’s famous line from the movie Cool Hand Luke is often misquoted as ‘What we have here is a failure to communicate’ rather than what is actually said: ‘What we’ve got here is [pause] failure to communicate.’

Communication is fraught with difficulties. In particular, there are serious problems when something is said and then passed on.

In this book, I have taken 40 significant examples of research into communication. After reading thousands of journal articles, research papers, book chapters and essays, I selected 40 examples of the best that science has to offer in relation to human communication. These examples each appear as a separate chapter.

Many of the myths explored in this book are due to people reading third or even tenth-hand accounts. A classic example of this is the Mehrabian Myth that body language makes up 93 per cent of all communication (… it doesn’t). This common misreporting of Albert Mehrabian’s original work is covered in the first chapter and is just one of many myths we will be resolving in this book.

There is a lot of myth and hearsay about communication as well as thousands of books, many of which disagree with each other. Communication Genius is an attempt to present a new and different approach. This book aims to cut through the noise to bring you proven research from around the world, in a clear and easy-to-understand way.

In reading the 40 chapters, you’ll get to know the scientific facts and arguments surrounding some of the most vital issues in communication. Each chapter not only describes the research but it also shows you how to make use of it in your work and life. By reading through all the chapters of this book, you will be introduced to some of the most important concepts in human communication and you will improve your own communication skills.

It is often said that authors write the books they want. This is certainly true for this book. To have access to both classic studies and the latest neurological research in one book is rare. It is even rarer to have research from diverse disciplines in one volume. In Communication Genius we explore research from social psychology, medicine, anthropology, philosophy, experimental psychology, neuroscience, psychotherapy and even software engineering.

The work discussed in the 40 chapters covers more than 60 years, with the earliest paper reviewed from 1951 and the latest from 2015. Each represents a compelling and significant contribution to the study of communication. Some are classic papers and others put forward cutting-edge neuro-scientific research.

STRUCTURE OF THE CHAPTERS

Each chapter is separate and you do not need to read them in any order. You can, of course, do this or you may like to read through the individual themes indicated below. Alternatively, just go to the index or the listing of research articles at the end of the book and jump to the area that most interests you.

Where one chapter relates to another, this is indicated at the end of each chapter. Each chapter has a brief introduction to the topic, followed by a description of the research and this is followed by discussion on how to apply this to your work and personal communication.

There are six themes that run throughout the book. These include common myths about communication, practical skills in communication, classic studies revisited, cultural research, neuro-scientific research and social media. Of course, some chapters’ crossover themes, but this classification scheme will help you navigate to the sections that most interest you.

1. Common myths about communication

The science of human communication is filled with myths. This is not surprising when you consider how complex humans are and how communication is studied across many disciplines. Further new research is often in scientific journals that are not readily available.

The myths explored involve communication issues relating to matters such as Emotional Intelligence (EI) and the efficacy of Neuro-linguistic Programming (NLP). We also look at commonly held positions on motivation, gender and brainstorming. Many of these subjects are taught by corporate trainers and/or blogged online by people who carelessly and uncritically repeat what they have read in self-help books without going to the source documents.

The following chapters explore commonly held beliefs that require rethinking:

Chapter 1: Communication is not all about body language

Chapter 2: Men and women are not from different planets

Chapter 3: Brainstorming: you may have been doing it incorrectly

Chapter 4: Does everybody lie?

Chapter 5: Can your handwriting reveal your personality?

Chapter 6: Maslow was wrong; your needs are not hierarchical

Chapter 7: The myths of emotional intelligence

Chapter 8: Subliminal communication: hidden messages

Chapter 9: Women do not talk more than men

Chapter 10: NLP and communication

Chapter 11: The placebo effect and communication

A pseudoscience is an idea or method presented as scientific when it is not; examples include astrology, clairvoyance and homoeopathy. The last chapter in this section (Chapter 11) will help explain why many myths seem believable and why many pseudosciences appear to work.

2. Practical skills in communication

It is hoped that this book will also support you in developing your communication skills. To help you achieve this goal, there are practical chapters covering areas related to skills development. Of course, the knowledge from the rest of the book will help with this, but these chapters have a particular focus on the practical development of communication skills.

The chapters with specific real-world application include:

Chapter 12: Attending skills in communication: the SOLER model

Chapter 13: Discovering active listening

Chapter 14: Restricting PowerPoint® to enhance communication

Chapter 15: Space wars: why proxemics matters

Chapter 16: Mimicry, mirroring and the chameleon effect

Chapter 17: Checking your email too often wastes time

Chapter 18: Stop judging a book by its cover

Chapter 19: Paraphrasing and listening

3. Classic studies revisited

There are many classic studies in communication and it would be impossible to cover them all in this book. However, probably the three most famous studies in psychology are included. These are the Asch experiments into conformity, the Milgram experiments into obedience and the Zimbardo prison experiments. While these are well-known studies, they are often wrongly reported. For example, Friend, Rafferty & Bramel examined how the Asch studies were reported in 99 psychology textbooks, and found that more than half the authors had distorted Asch’s findings (1990).

As with many great ideas, a lot can be lost over time when people do not look at what was originally published. In all cases, I have attempted to go to the original publications to see what was actually said. Sometimes this was difficult as many of the older publications were out of print.

For example, Zimbardo’s Stanford Prison Experiments of the 1970s was never published in a peer-reviewed journal (Haslam & Reicher, 2014). As Haslam & Reicher point out, this makes it very difficult to get a ‘definitive account’ of what actually happened (p 131). For this particular chapter, I reviewed several hundreds of pages from the Philip G. Zimbardo Papers and more than 30 published reviews of his work.

Chapter 20: We are all individuals, or are we?

Chapter 21: Obedience: the communication of compliance

Chapter 22: Communicating violence

Chapter 23: Groupthink: revisiting the theory of error

Chapter 24: The Forer Effect: gullibility in action

Chapter 25: Educational credentials and the racism of intelligence

The chapter on Irving Janis’s theory of Groupthink may be less known to many readers. But the ideas are just as important. As is the Chapter on Bertram Forer’s explanation of why people accept general ‘personality’ statements as being uniquely applicable to them.

The last chapter in this section is very different from most of the others as it is a philosophical speech. It was given by one of the greatest philosophers of the 20th century, Pierre Bourdieu. This short speech given to a UNESCO Colloquium in 1978 has changed many people’s views about issues related to power, credentials, cultural-capital and communication.

4. Cultural research

All communication is cultural. So it was essential that this book look at the issues related to national and other types of culture. There are many different types of culture. These include occupational, organizational, age and gender. However, national culture is possibly the most persuasive.

Effective cross-cultural communication demands an understanding of the complexities of culture from structural, political, social and psychological perspectives. The five chapters in this section, along with others in this book, will increase your cultural awareness in relation to cross-cultural communication. The specific chapters about cultural issues in this book are:

Chapter 26: Measuring national culture

Chapter 27: Cultural differences in communication

Chapter 28: Silence as a form of communication

Chapter 29: Communication and facial expressions

Chapter 30: The Obama Effect: reducing stereotyping

5. Neuro-scientific and brain research

There are many myths about the brain, from the classic untruth that we use only ‘10 per cent of our brains’ (we use the entire brain), through to the notion that people are either ‘right-brained’ or ‘left-brained’. Brain research is also often oversold in the media and online (often as click-bait).

The research provided in this book is all from excellent journals and writers with impeccable credentials. Chapter 32 even introduces new research that demonstrates that simply having images of brains in an article can have a persuasive influence on the public’s perception of articles (McCabe & Castel, 2008). I am proud to say, there are no such images in this book!

Chapter 31: Communication starts with the eyes

Chapter 32: Neuro-scientific communication

Chapter 33: Our brain cannot cope with too much information

Chapter 34: Reading a good book may improve your empathy

Chapter 35: Using big words doesn’t make you look smarter

6. New media

Social media has become a significant way of communicating for hundreds of millions of people. Social networking tools like Twitter, Facebook, LinkedIn and the many new sites appearing every week have enabled the exchange of ideas so quickly and extensively that for many it is difficult to keep up.

Chapter 36: Turning off your smartphone can make you work smarter

Chapter 37: Social media communication

Chapter 38: Online communication: why do people troll?

Chapter 39: Selfies: a new form of communication

Chapter 40: Swearing, cursing and communication

The last chapter about swearing and cursing could have been placed elsewhere, but I wanted it to be the final chapter of this book. It also carries a warning as some of the language in this chapter could offend some people. Though the language used does have a scientific and not salacious purpose.

COMMENT ON SCIENTIFIC RESEARCH

Scientific journals often sit behind ‘paywalls’, making it difficult and expensive for anyone other than academics and students to access them. Often, scientific papers are difficult to read and are full of material that only interests others in a very narrow arena. Many articles published in journals are written for a minuscule and specialist audience.

Scientific journals and the publication of research is also fraught with difficulties – including ‘publication bias’ where only papers with a positive or significant finding are published and this can lead to misleading biases in the literature.

There is also a problem with the ‘publish or perish’ phenomenon, where there is severe pressure on academics to publish academic work. It has been suggested that the pressure on academics to publish can discourage bold and original work (Smith, 1990). This can mean that the focus is on what will be published rather that what should be.

Judging the quality of published materials is also a minefield. In one reported case, a once-respected Canadian medical journal was sold to new owners in 2013 and according to the Ottawa Citizen, they will ‘print anything for a fee’. The Canadian newspaper decided to test the journal and sent them a made up ‘outrageously bad manuscript’ and the required CAN$1,200 fee. The article had a ridiculous title, was a plagiarized article on HIV, with the word HIV replaced with ‘cardiac’ and graph captions, but no graphs (Spears, 2014). The article was published.

All of this makes it very difficult for the non-academic reader to get a clear picture of any field just by reading research abstracts (available for free) – or to try to make sense of the often conflicting arguments in books and good online blogs. It doesn’t help that often ill-read and lazy bloggers will just cut and paste incorrect theories from one site to another.

For example, in relation to the Mehrabian Myth (Chapter 1), I found dozens of online sites and articles quoting the ‘7 per cent–38 per cent–55 per cent’ formula incorrectly. More worryingly, I found the formula in several ‘peer-reviewed’ papers, formal textbooks and even in two recently published books on communication.

A CHALLENGE TO YOU, THE READER

In this book, I have been as rigorous and cautious as I can be to check every source and reference. I have conducted extensive literature searches and sourced archival documents. I have looked at original materials, not online sources.

But no research is perfect. So in advance I apologize for any errors made and if they exist, they are all mine. If you do find any mistakes, please let me know so they can be corrected in any possible later editions.

Some of the areas I have covered in this book may also upset some people. In particular, those with a ‘fundamentalist’ approach to certain areas may not appreciate the criticisms of their ‘gurus’. Only recently, I was explaining to a young engineer on a training course in Dubai about the Maslow hierarchy-of-needs myth. The nice fellow got infuriated with me, saying I was ‘defaming one of his heroes’.

I explained to him that I thought Maslow was a great scientist who contributed much to the field of motivation and psychology, particularly with his focus on the positive in people. It was just that new research and thinking has informed the area. There is no evidence to support the contention that needs are hierarchical, as Maslow suggested. The young engineer agreed with my arguments, but he was still not happy.

I am sure that some graphologists, purveyors of subliminal tapes, those who claim to have psychic powers and even some NLP practitioners may be unhappy with some of the research provided and discussed in the next 40 chapters. That’s OK with me. My aim is to encourage discussion and critical thought.

I also challenge you, the reader of this book, to read the chapters and if there is something you don’t agree with, have a look at the original research. You can also see that I have provided you with extensive further reading references and weblinks to online material and YouTube™ videos. Please explore these and if you wish to contact me about anything in this book, please feel free to do so – either via my website, on LinkedIn® or by email.

As a closing thought, I was recently consulting with a large social media firm and was told by the young senior managers that if you want to know if you are old, take this quick test:

How do you like to communicate with friends?

By letter – you’re old

By email – you’re old

By text – you’re getting old

By Facebook – you’re middle-aged

By Twitter & BBM – you used to be young

By WhatsApp, Snapchat, Instagram, Viber – you’re young (for now)

I think they were trying to tell me something, and interestingly all I got was blank looks when I asked about faxing or telexes. I hope you enjoy the book, whatever your age.
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	COMMUNICATION IS NOT ALL ABOUT BODY LANGUAGE






The captains of England and Australia can barely exchange pleasantries these days without a body-language expert immediately declaiming on the angle of their handshakes.

Lawrence Booth, cricket writer and editor of Wisden Cricketers’ Almanack

Body language is a popular term for the process of communicating non-verbally through conscious or unconscious gestures and actions. This includes the subtle movements of the face and the body. In modern usage, it can also cover vocal tone, nuance and intonation (Morris, 1967).

It is very common to hear speakers and business trainers claim that words account for 7 per cent of the meaning of the message, tone of voice for 38 per cent, and body language 55 per cent. However, few speakers and trainers seem to have bothered to read the original research and continue to popularize the 93 per cent myth.

In 1971, Professor Albert Mehrabian, a professor of psychology at UCLA, wrote a book called Silent Messages. In this and in a book published a year later (Non-Verbal Communication, 1972), he focused on a very specific area of communication research. This was the communication of positive or negative emotions via single spoken words.

Mehrabian’s primary assumption is that only a few basic dimensions of human emotions are conveyed non-verbally. He states these are: like-dislike, status and responsiveness (1971). Mehrabian derived his ideas about the percentages of communication that are verbal or non-verbal from two studies he published in 1967.

In the first experiment (Mehrabian & Ferris, 1967), people listened to a recording of a woman saying the word ‘maybe’ in three different tones to suggest liking, neutrality and disliking. The male subjects were shown photos of women’s faces demonstrating the three emotions and were asked to guess the emotions indicated by three types of communication. That is the gestures in the photos, the voices alone, and then both together. The photos received more accurate responses by a ratio of 3:2. This suggests that when we receive conflicting messages, we tend to believe what we see.

In the second experiment (Mehrabian & Wiener, 1967), subjects listened to nine recorded words: three suggesting liking (‘honey’, ‘dear’ and ‘thanks’), three suggesting neutrality (‘maybe’, ‘really’ and ‘oh!’) and three suggesting disliking (‘don’t’, ‘brute’ and ‘terrible’). The words were spoken with different tones, and the subjects were asked to deduce the emotions contained in the words as spoken. The experiment found that the tone of voice had more influence on meaning.

Mehrabian then combined the two sets of data in his 1971 book (where most people seem to get the data from) to suggest the ratio of 7:38:55. In this book he asks the question, is there a systematic and coherent approach to resolving the general meaning or impact of an inconsistent message? (p 43). Mehrabian, based on his laboratory studies, suggests there is. He states that his experimental results show: Total Liking = 7 per cent Verbal Liking = 38 per cent Vocal Liking = 55 per cent Facial Liking (p 43).

So the impact of facial expression is stronger than just words. If the facial expression is inconsistent with the words, the degree of liking conveyed by the facial expression will dominate. Mehrabian concluded that if words and non-verbal messages are in conflict, people have confidence in the non-verbal. For example, on the telephone, if a person’s vocal tone contradicts the words spoken, then the tone is what determines the total impression.

This is interesting work, but it is also very narrow and applies only to the communication of liking and attitudes. It cannot be extrapolated to communication in general. Mehrabian himself states on his website (2015) the warning:

Please note that this and other equations regarding relative importance of verbal and non-verbal messages were derived from experiments dealing with communications of feelings and attitudes (i.e., like-dislike). Unless a communicator is talking about their feelings or attitudes, these equations are not applicable (Mehrabian, 2015).

For example, can you watch a foreign film and still understand 93 per cent of what is happening. Does a book only convey 7 per cent of its meaning from the text? Can you visit a country where you do not know the language and still understand most of what you hear? Of course not.

Mehrabian never said in any publication that 93 per cent of communication is non-verbal. In fact, speech writer Max Atkinson quotes personal communication from Mehrabian to him about the myth in his 2014 book on communication. Mehrabian says:

I am obviously uncomfortable about misquotes of my work. From the very beginning I have tried to give people the correct limitations of my findings. Unfortunately the field of self-styled ‘corporate image consultants’ or ‘leadership consultants’ has numerous practitioners with very little psychological expertise (2014: p 228).

The complexity of human communication

In New Scientist, Caroline Williams reports that Mehrabian ‘cringes every time he hears his theory applied to communication in general’ (2013). In many ways, it is more interesting that the Mehrabian Myth has continued to be so resilient. Its appeal is probably linked to the fact that it is based on ‘scientific research’ and that it has a set of statistics that are easy to teach.

So just how important is body language and why is the 7 per cent – 38 per cent – 55 per cent formula so wrong? Body language depends on the situation entirely. Words are important and so are body gestures, vocal tone and eye movement. Any formula of how much communication is non-verbal is meaningless. It will always depend on a multiplicity of factors including context, culture and the environment (Knapp & Hall, 2005; Hostetter, 2011).

Non-verbal communication is a very complex area and requires careful analysis. Make sure it is research-based and that the research has not been conducted solely in a laboratory or just with rats. The study of non-verbal behaviour, with its strong situational, cultural and environmental influences must be researched in ‘real world’ settings wherever possible (Lee et al, 1992; Knapp & Hall, 2005).

Words are only part of the message, but they are a vital part. Non-verbal communication (such as tone and body gestures) supports the words spoken by conveying the speaker’s feelings (McNeill, 1992). Words are vital in communication; just consider how hard it was to guess that movie title in the last game of ‘charades’ you played.

Non-verbal communication depends on the context. What something ‘means’ in one situation may be very different in another. For example, a raised voice in a negotiation can suggest anger or simply game-playing. Further, most children learn to read the facial expressions of their primary caregivers very early and can quickly read when a scolding is genuine or fake.

Most people seem to believe that when someone folds their arms they are defensive. However, this gesture can mean many different things in different situations. The person could be cold, confident, self-comforting or even vulnerable (Williams, 2013). Without culture, context and environment it is impossible to read this single gesture.

It is always better to look for clusters of gestures rather than trying to read a single gesture. For example, if a person scratches their face it does not mean they are lying (James, 2008). However, if they scratch their face, pause, speak in a monotone and don’t blink, then you may start to question what they are telling you. Of course, the above behaviours should be compared to a person’s baseline (normal) behaviour.

Be aware of cultural differences in non-verbal communication. Certain gestures appear to be very similar in all people, for example, smiling and fear (Ekman, Sorenson & Friesen, 1969; Ekman, 2001). However, some body language is very specific to a particular group. Awareness of how your body language differs from others is a very useful insight and the way to improve communication.

To suggest that words make up only 7 per cent of communication is incorrect. Words are incredibly powerful. Words can hurt, and they can heal. Consider for a moment the impact of the words ‘you are stupid’ on a five-year-old when spoken by a teacher or parent. Consider how important the word ‘sorry’ is when resolving conflict or healing pain.

So what are the big takeaways here?

•  Next time you hear a body-language ‘expert’ tell you that words comprise only 7 per cent of the message, be aware that they may not have read the research they are quoting.

•  The 7 per cent–38 per cent–55 per cent rule, where words make up only 7 per cent of communication, is wrong. This formula cannot be applied to communication in general.

•  Dismiss simplistic guides to complex issues like non-verbal communication. Human behaviour is very complex and one-dimensional explanations are often ill-informed.
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