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READING THE UNSPOKEN: 
A GUIDE TO NON-VERBAL COMMUNICATION
Introduction: The Silent Language of the Interview
In an interview, what is not said can often be just as important as what is said. Non-verbal
communication—a candidate’s body language, facial expressions, and tone of voice—can
provide a wealth of information about their confidence, their engagement, and their emotional
state. 

However, interpreting these non-verbal cues is a delicate art. It is a minefield of potential
misinterpretation and bias. This lesson will teach you how to read non-verbal communication
effectively while avoiding common traps and maintaining a fair and objective evaluation.

While you should never make a hiring decision based on body language alone, certain cues can
provide valuable insights.

Reading a Candidate’s Body Language: What to Look For (and What to Ignore)
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Avoiding Eye Contact: This can sometimes indicate a lack of confidence or dishonesty, but
it can also be a sign of shyness, anxiety, or a cultural difference.

Fidgeting: Fidgeting with a pen, tapping their foot, or other nervous habits are often just
signs of interview anxiety and should not be over-interpreted.

Crossed Arms: While this can sometimes be a sign of defensiveness, it can also simply
mean that the person is cold or that it is a comfortable way for them to sit.

Concerning Signs (Potential Indicators of Nervousness or Discomfort):

The Golden Rule of Body Language: Observe, don’t judge. Use non-verbal cues as a signal to
dig deeper, not as a definitive judgment. If you notice a concerning sign, ask a probing question to
get more information.

Non-verbal cues can vary dramatically across cultures. What is considered a sign of respect in
one culture may be seen as a sign of disrespect in another.

Eye Contact: In some Asian and Middle Eastern cultures, prolonged direct eye contact can
be considered aggressive or disrespectful, especially with someone in a position of authority.

Gestures: The meaning of hand gestures can also vary widely. A simple “thumbs up” is a
positive gesture in the United States but is considered offensive in some other countries.

Personal Space: The comfortable distance between two people in a conversation can also
vary by culture.

The Critical Importance of Cultural Awareness

The 2025 Solution: Educate yourself on cultural differences in communication and be mindful of
your own cultural biases. When in doubt, always give the candidate the benefit of the doubt and
focus on the substance of their answers, not on their body language.
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Good Eye Contact: In most Western cultures, direct eye contact is a sign of confidence and
honesty.

Open Posture: An open and relaxed posture (e.g., uncrossed arms, leaning forward slightly)
can indicate that the candidate is comfortable and engaged.

Active Listening Cues: Nodding, smiling, and other non-verbal cues can show that the
candidate is actively listening and engaged in the conversation.

Positive Signs (Potential Indicators of Confidence and Engagement):
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Activity: Body Language Charades
In a group setting (either in person or in a virtual breakout room), play a game of “body language
charades.” One person acts out a specific emotion or feeling (e.g., confidence, nervousness,
defensiveness, engagement) using only body language, and the others have to guess what it is.
This fun and interactive exercise can help you become more attuned to the subtle nuances of
non-verbal communication.
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As an interviewer, your own body language plays a crucial role in creating a comfortable and
welcoming environment. Your goal is to put the candidate at ease so they can perform at their best.

Professional Warmth: Greet the candidate with a genuine smile, a firm handshake (if
culturally appropriate), and an open and welcoming posture.

Active Listening: Show the candidate that you are engaged and listening by nodding,
maintaining eye contact, and leaning forward slightly.

Avoiding Intimidation: Be mindful of your own facial expressions, especially when you hear
a concerning answer. Maintain a neutral and encouraging demeanor to reduce the
candidate’s anxiety.

Your Own Non-Verbal Impact: Creating a Welcoming Environment


