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Percentage Of Communication That
Is Nonverbal

Introduction: The Silent
Power of Unspoken
Words

Have you ever walked away from a
conversation feeling that something was
off, even though the words spoken were
perfectly polite? Or perhaps you have
sensed excitement in a colleague's voice
before they even shared their good news.
These everyday experiences point to a
profound truth about human interaction:
words are only part of the story. For
decades, researchers and communication
experts have explored the question of
what truly drives understanding between
people, leading to a widely cited statistic
about the percentage of communication
that is nonverbal. While the most famous
figure—that 93 percent of communication
is nonverbal—has become something of a
cultural shorthand, the reality is both
more nuanced and more fascinating.
Understanding the genuine role of
nonverbal cues can transform how you
connect with others, interpret intentions,
and express yourself in every area of life.

The Origins of the
7-38-55 Rule

The most frequently quoted statistic
regarding the percentage of
communication that is nonverbal
originates from the work of psychologist
Albert Mehrabian in the 1960s. Through

feelings and attitudes, Mehrabian
proposed that when people express likes,
dislikes, and emotions, only 7 percent of
the message is conveyed through the
literal words used. Thirty-eight percent
comes from the tone of voice—the pitch,
pace, and inflection—while the remaining
55 percent is communicated through
facial expressions and body language.
This became known as the 7-38-55 rule,
and it is the foundation for the widespread
belief that the overwhelming majority of
communication is nonverbal.

However, it is crucial to understand the
context of Mehrabian's research. His
studies were specifically focused on
situations where the verbal and nonverbal
messages were incongruent—when
someone says one thing but their face or
tone suggests another. In those scenarios,
listeners tend to trust the nonverbal
signals over the words. This does not
mean that words are insignificant in every
conversation. Rather, it highlights the
powerful role that nonverbal elements
play, especially in emotional and
relational exchanges.

Misconceptions and Common
Interpretations

Over time, Mehrabian's findings have
been oversimplified and misapplied. Many
people now repeat the idea that 93
percent of all communication is nonverbal,
ignoring the specific conditions under
which the original research was
conducted. This misconception can lead to
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in clear, factual, or technical
communication. For instance, a financial
report or a medical diagnosis relies
heavily on precise wording, and no
amount of positive body language can
change the meaning of a critical data
point. Nevertheless, the underlying insight
remains valuable: the percentage of
communication that is nonverbal is
substantial in contexts involving emotion,
trust, and relationship building.

Beyond the Numbers: A
Broader View of
Nonverbal
Communication

To fully appreciate the percentage of
communication that is nonverbal, it is
helpful to expand the definition beyond
Mehrabian's three components. Nonverbal
communication encompasses a wide array
of channels, each contributing to the
overall message in subtle but significant
ways. These include body language,
gestures, posture, eye contact, facial
expressions, vocal tone, personal space,
touch, and even the use of time and
silence. When you consider all these
elements working together, it becomes
clear that much of what we communicate
happens without a single word being
spoken.

Body Language and Posture

The way you hold your body sends
immediate signals to those around you.
An open posture—arms uncrossed,
shoulders relaxed, leaning slightly
forward—conveys approachability and
engagement. Conversely, crossed arms
and turned-away shoulders can signal
defensiveness, discomfort, or disinterest.
These cues are often interpreted
subconsciously, yet they heavily influence

the tone of any interaction. In professional
settings, understanding the percentage of
communication that is nonverbal through
posture alone can help you project
confidence during presentations, build
rapport in meetings, and read the room
more effectively.

Facial Expressions and Eye
Contact

The human face is remarkably expressive,
capable of producing thousands of distinct
expressions. Research suggests that the
face is the primary channel for conveying
emotions such as happiness, sadness,
anger, surprise, fear, and disgust. Eye
contact, specifically, carries immense
communicative weight. Steady,
appropriate eye contact signals honesty,
interest, and confidence, while avoiding
eye contact can be misinterpreted as
dishonesty, shyness, or disinterest.
However, cultural norms around eye
contact vary widely, which complicates
any universal claim about the exact
percentage of communication that is
nonverbal. In some cultures, direct eye
contact is a sign of respect; in others, it
can be seen as confrontational.

Vocalics and Paralanguage

Beyond the words themselves, the voice
carries a wealth of information. Pitch,
volume, rate of speech, pauses, and vocal
quality all contribute to the message. A
soft, slow voice might convey sadness or
thoughtfulness, while a fast, high-pitched
tone can indicate excitement or anxiety.
Sarcasm, for example, relies almost
entirely on vocal tone to reverse the literal
meaning of words. This dimension of
communication is a key component of the
percentage of communication that is
nonverbal, as it dramatically alters how
spoken language is interpreted.
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Cultural Variations in
Nonverbal
Communication

One of the most important factors to
consider when discussing the percentage
of communication that is nonverbal is
cultural context. Nonverbal norms are not
universal. Gestures that are friendly in
one culture may be offensive in another.
For example, the thumbs-up gesture is
positive in many Western cultures but
considered rude in parts of the Middle
East and West Africa. Personal space
preferences also differ: people from Latin
American or Middle Eastern cultures often
stand closer during conversation than
those from Northern European or East
Asian cultures. These differences mean
that the same nonverbal behavior can
carry  entirely  different  meanings
depending on the cultural background of
the communicators. Therefore, any
attempt to assign a single percentage to
nonverbal communication must
acknowledge that it is not a fixed number,
but rather a range influenced by context,
relationship, and culture.

The Role of Nonverbal
Communication in
Professional
Environments

In the workplace, understanding the
percentage of communication that is
nonverbal can be a game changer for
leadership, teamwork, and client relations.
Executives who master nonverbal
presence often command more respect
and inspire greater trust. During job
interviews, candidates are evaluated not
only on what they say but on how they
say it—firm handshake, steady eye
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who are attuned to the nonverbal cues of
their team members can detect early
signs of burnout, disagreement, or
confusion before these issues escalate
into bigger problems. Remote work has
added a new layer of complexity, as video
calls limit the range of nonverbal signals
available. Even so, attentive observation
of facial expressions, tone of voice, and
posture on screen remains invaluable.

Building Trust Through
Nonverbal Consistency

Trust is built when verbal and nonverbal
messages align. When someone says they
are happy to help but their tone is flat and
their face is tense, the mixed signals
create doubt. Conversely, congruent
communication—where words, tone, and
body language all point in the same
direction—enhances credibility and
rapport. This alignment is a practical
demonstration of why the percentage of
communication that is nonverbal matters
so deeply in relationships, both personal
and professional.

Improving Your
Nonverbal
Communication Skills

Becoming more aware of your own
nonverbal signals is a powerful step
toward clearer and more effective
communication. Start by observing
yourself in conversations. Are your arms
crossed? Are you maintaining eye
contact? Is your tone of voice matching
the emotion you want to express?
Recording yourself during practice
presentations or asking trusted colleagues
for feedback can reveal habits you may
not notice otherwise. Additionally,
learning to read the nonverbal cues of
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patience and practice. Pay attention to
clusters of behavior—a single gesture can
be misleading, but a pattern of signs often
reveals genuine feelings.

Active listening is deeply connected to
nonverbal awareness. When you listen
fully, your body naturally responds with
nodding, appropriate facial expressions,
and open posture, which encourages the
speaker to share more openly. This
creates a positive feedback loop that
strengthens communication on both sides.

Conclusion: The
Enduring Importance of
the Unspoken

The question of the percentage of
communication that is nonverbal does not

have a single, simple answer. While the
7-38-55 rule provides a memorable
framework, the true influence of
nonverbal cues depends on context,
culture, relationship, and the type of
message being conveyed. What is beyond
dispute is that nonverbal communication
plays an essential role in how we
understand and are understood by others.
From the subtle lift of an eyebrow to the
warmth in a voice, these unspoken signals
carry meaning that words alone cannot
fully capture. By becoming more mindful
of these silent dimensions of interaction,
you can enhance your emotional
intelligence, build stronger connections,
and become a more effective
communicator in every area of life. The
numbers may vary, but the message is
clear: what we do not say often speaks
the loudest.



