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Persuasive Effects of Nonverbal Elements 
in Interpersonal Communication

Abstract: Nonverbal elements play a fundamental role in interpersonal communication, giving expres-
siveness to social interactions. The main objective of this study is to provide a theoretical perspective on
how nonverbal elements influence a conversation from the very first moments of an interaction. Al-
though they often play an informative and constructive role in communication, there are situations in
which such elements can play a persuasive role, for example when aiming to dominate a conversation,
or when trying to determine people to act in a certain way. This article highlights both types of roles. In
doing so, various communication situations, as discussed in the literature, are examined. Nonverbal ele-

ments analysed here are gestures, facial expressions and eye contact/gaze.
Based on current literature in the field, I assumed that nonverbal elements
may cause interlocutors to become vulnerable to persuasion when they are
engaged in a dialogue or to adopt certain behaviors depending on the
sender’s intentions. For this purpose, I conducted a qualitative experiment in-
volving 16 people, aged between 20 and 42. The findings of this study have

shown that nonverbal elements could be used for
persuasive purposes. In addition, the results high-
light and provide new ways of empirical investiga-
tion of these persuasive effects of nonverbal ele-
ments, proposing innovative approaches in the
field of nonverbal communication, and thus in the
evolution/development of civil society. 
Keywords: interpersonal relations; nonverbal;
persuasion; society

1. Introduction 

Nonverbal elements play a fundamental role in interpersonal commu-
nication (Dash and Davis, 2022), whether referring to certain gestures
that people use to adapt to various social situations, to facial expres-
sions or to the functions performed by the role of gaze (Wang et al.,
2022). While they can be used to enhance communication or facilitate
the transmission of information, there are also situations where non-
verbal elements can be used for persuasive purposes as well (Jackob et
al., 2011). 
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Numerous studies have emerged on this topic, most of them examining the potential effects
of using nonverbal elements on a large scale. However, it is not known what the effects might
be in certain circumstances. There is little research examining their impact by geographical
area, and in this context, it is not known whether these effects are universal or whether they
differ across cultures. 

This article investigates the potential effects of the use of nonverbal elements, the novelty
being that it will analyse both their persuasive value and their positive influence on increasing
the level of trust between interlocutors. The effects of using gestures, facial expressions, and
eye contact will be discussed, testing the premises in Romanian society.

2. Nonverbal Elements in Interpersonal Communication 

2.1. Gestures

Concerning the first nonverbal element stated, an experiment shows that the absence of ges-
tures in a conversation leads to a lack of expressiveness of speech. (Knapp et al., 2013). In cer-
tain situations, they can facilitate the transmission of information in interpersonal relation-
ships and they are fundamental in interpersonal communication (Schneider et al., 2022). For
instance, in a speech, gestures can be a way of emphasizing certain words to give credibility to
the message, or to complete the language (Poggi and Vincze, 2009). The use of gestures could
be useful, as it allows to deliver the essential information to audience/public. In this case,
through certain types of gestures, the public can find out/understand what are the most impor-
tant points of the discourse, and, at the same time, people can focus their attention on the es-
sential elements of the speech. People use gestures when they want to steer the conversation in
a certain direction or when they want to emotionally emphasize different parts of speech (Kap-
itanov et al., 2024). In this sense, gestures can help subjects to catch the interlocutor’s atten-
tion, and to emphasize certain elements they consider important, when they are engaged in a
dialogue. Therefore, their role in interpersonal communication is essential, as conversation in-
volves an interaction based on a continuous transmission of information from sender to receiv-
er (Dzamtoska-Zdravkovska and Haque, 2023). 

However, if the broadcaster focuses only on information designed to influence people’s
opinions according to their own interests, the role of gestures becomes persuasive. Their pos-
sible persuasive value was highlighted by an experiment conducted by Maricchiolo et al.
(2011). In the study, it was shown that during an interaction, words are not strong enough to
support the conversation, but the use of gestures could be a way to uphold it, but also to domi-
nate it. This is possible because most people tend to positively evaluate a speech in which the
interlocutor has used certain gestures (Peters and Hoetjes, 2017). A pertinent example can be
found in political discourses (Poggi and Vincze, 2009). Consequently, if the speech in question
aims to influence people in the direction the speaker wants, gestures can become persuasive.

Although it can be claimed that gestures can play both a positive and a persuasive role in
communication, their effects in certain circumstances are not well known. For instance, it is
not known whether the use of gestures in interpersonal communication can increase the level
of trust between interlocutors, how the use of gestures can influence interpersonal communi-
cation in a persuasive way, or what are the direct consequences for people.

A section on literature review is needed for an academic article, i.e. a specific section dis-
cussing the already existing literature on this subject (preferably the main and most recent po-

120 Perspective Politice

Perspective_Politice_decembrie_2024_12_17.qxd  12/17/2024  11:35 PM  Page 120



sitions and theoretical approaches developed in the field), but also explaining the gap in litera-
ture that the article covers.

2.2. Facial Expressions

Regarding the second nonverbal element discussed, i.e. facial expressions, they are essential
in communication and in interpersonal relationships. This class of nonverbal elements can en-
hance the level of mutual confidence between individuals, being particularly important in hu-
man-to-human interactions (Azami et al., 2022). Conversation can be entertained in an ade-
quate way, and interlocutors can exchange information, according to their own feelings,
because there is a strong connection between facial expressions and people’s emotions (Sajjad
et al., 2023). Therefore, through facial expressions, people will be able to understand the
sender’s feelings. In this way, as with other nonverbal elements, the transmission of informa-
tion from the sender(s) to the receiver(s) will be done in a proper way, and the interpersonal
communication will be effective because the conversation will be expressive. Its expressive-
ness is a fundamental element for the development of interactions between individuals (Kim-
mel et al., 2023). Suppose certain political actors hold a discourse in public, and discuss cer-
tain civil society issues. If the speech is an expressive one, the confidence level of the
interlocutors will increase, and they will emphasize its fundamental features. Therefore, the
message of the political actors will be convincing, and if the issues discussed are of public in-
terest, it will be correctly interpreted by the interlocutors. This situation highlights that such
nonverbal elements can help the development of human relations/civil society, by correctly
decoding a message and by improving the level of mutual trust between people involved in a
conversation. In addition to conveying information that can be achieved, it is known that peo-
ple can control the facial expressions they display at any given moment, or display other emo-
tions, for persuasive purposes (Namba et al., 2022). The interlocutor’s opinion can be influ-
enced, and the conversation can be steered in the direction desired by the sender. In this
regard, Yu et al. (2022) point out that in some situations, people’s behaviour can be influenced
by other people’s facial expressions. 

Persuasive action can occur when attempting to display certain emotions for a particular
purpose. A relevant example is provided by Sülflow and Maurer (2019). The authors outline
that facial expressions can, in certain situations, be powerful tools for creating a favorable im-
pression of a particular person. The researchers also indicate that they can be used for the pur-
pose of grabbing attention and emphasizing certain ideas. It follows that the interlocutor can
use facial expressions to underline only the information he wants to convey further. 

In this case, the roles/effects of facial expressions in interpersonal communication can be
outlined, but there are only a few studies that show how this type of nonverbal element can in-
crease confidence between speakers or how it can affect the audience in a persuasive way.

2.3. Eye Contact 

The last nonverbal element examined in this paper is the eye contact/gaze. This is critical for
effective communication, being a ubiquitous element in initiating a conversation (Luft et al.,
2022). A relevant study has shown that during a job interview, eye contact is particularly im-
portant, sometimes being decisive for passing it successfully (Artiran et al., 2024). Thus, the
idea has been put forward that maintaining eye contact with the employer increases the
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chances of being hired. The role of gaze in interpersonal relationships is significant because,
as with facial expressions, it can lead interlocutors to trust each other more (Alforque et al.,
2023). When their level of trust is high, communication between individuals is carried out in
an efficient way, which can lead to the strengthening of interpersonal relationships and, also,
to the correct transmission of information from sender(s) to receiver(s). The correct transmis-
sion and decoding of the message can be a fundamental component regarding social develop-
ment, since civil society is shaped on a good interpretation of the content of communication
(Burgoon et al., 2021). 

However, in some situations, eye contact may be intended to dominate the interaction, or it
may be used for persuasive purposes (Dzardanova et al., 2022). Fromme and Beam (1974)
conducted an experiment, involving 32 people. Participants were divided into several groups,
each of them having the task of approaching the other individuals until they felt comfortable.
During this time, they were asked to maintain eye contact for as long as possible. The experi-
ment results revealed that, in some cases, maintaining eye contact with interlocutors was in-
creasingly difficult. The authors concluded that people who found it difficult to do so felt
dominated by the rest of the group. If the individual feels dominated, there is a chance of be-
coming vulnerable to persuasion and acting differently, contrary to previous intentions. Never-
theless, these persuasive effects are not generally valid, as perception may differ from culture
to culture, and from individual to individual.

Given the issues involved, nonverbal elements can play different roles, depending on the
context but also on the interlocutor’s intention. This article aims to assess both how nonverbal
elements can influence human behavior, including their possible persuasive value, and how
they are interpreted/understood by the interlocutors in Romanian society.

3. Methodology 

3.1. Design

The research involved an experiment, as a qualitative research method. The qualitative experi-
ment is exploratory and can help to identify certain similarities/differences in the behavioural
patterns of participants (Steils, 2021). The aim of the present study is to be a preliminary re-
search that will give the premises for a full quantitative experiment with a big sample. In this
case, it’s just checking if there are any premises worth investigating.

The present study was carried out on (N=16) people who were part of the experiment. The
respondents were aged between 20 and 42 years, and were divided into two groups (experi-
mental group and control group). People in the experimental group were exposed to a nonver-
bal persuasive action, and people in the control group were not exposed to any stimulus. The
types of nonverbal elements used in this study are tapping on the shoulder, facial expressions
displaying positive emotions, and maintaining eye contact. They were chosen considering
their potential to have a persuasive impact on the audience, and were administered by the ex-
perimenter. Specifically, I examined the differences between the behaviors of people who had
been subjected to a nonverbal manipulative act (tapping on the shoulder, facial expressions,
and holding eye contact) and the behavior of people who had not been subjected to it (the con-
trol group). Handling consisted of trying to influence subjects in the experimental group to act
according to the experimenter’s intentions after being subjected to persuasive nonverbal ac-
tions.
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3.2. Subjects 

All participants were randomly selected in a face-to-face interaction. Of these, eight people
were part of the experimental group and eight were part of the control group.

3.3. Research Questions

This research is based on the following research questions:
RQ1. How can nonverbal elements influence interpersonal communication in a persuasive

way?
RQ2. Is the level of trust on the interlocutor influenced by nonverbal elements?

3.4. Experimental Steps

The experiment was conducted as follows:
All participants, regardless of which group they belonged to (control group or experimen-

tal group) were asked to express their opinion on various social situations. Participants were
asked to state their opinion about the ideal political candidate, what the government’s priori-
ties should be, or what are the main ways to combat the current social problems. They were al-
lowed to speak freely, with the aim of creating a pleasant environment, and also to encourage
them to take part further in the experiment. After this stage, all participants were asked to com-
plete a questionnaire consisting of eight questions (Table 1) of which six were open questions
and two were closed questions. The questions assessed both respondents’ perceptions of the
experience and their perceptions of other topics of public interest, again touching on various
political and socially sensitive issues. Participants were intentionally informed that their an-
swers would not remain anonymous, and would be passed on to specific press agencies. This
fact was not true, but they were told so, because the purpose of the experiment was to see
whether subjects would agree to complete the questionnaire knowing these details. Conse-
quently, in addition to being verbally informed that responses would not be confidential, par-
ticipants were, also, asked to fill in the questionnaire their full name, age, and gender. In an at-
tempt to encourage them to answer the questions in the questionnaire, respondents who
belonged to the experimental group were exposed to subtle persuasive nonverbal actions (tap-
ping on the shoulder, using facial expressions that displayed positive emotions, and maintain-
ing eye contact with them). On the other hand, respondents who belonged to the control group
were not subjected to these nonverbal actions, and were asked to fill in their answers without
using gestures, facial expressions, and without maintaining eye contact with them. Therefore,
if subjects from the experimental group agreed to answer the questions after having been sub-
jected to the nonverbal actions, it is considered that these nonverbal elements led them to act
in this way, i.e. in compliance with the sender/experimenter’s intentions. If control group re-
spondents declined to answer the questionnaire questions, it was believed that the lack of use
of the nonverbal elements mentioned above led to their refusal to complete it. 

When subjects were asked to complete the questionnaire, their behavioural reactions were
noted, regardless of which group they belonged to. This has been done in order to observe the
possible behavioural reactions of both those who were exposed to the stimulus (experimental
group), and those who were not subjected to nonverbal persuasion (control group). Also, this

December 2024 123Perspective Politice

Perspective_Politice_decembrie_2024_12_17.qxd  12/17/2024  11:35 PM  Page 123



has been done for a better interpretation of the experiment results, and for identifying the be-
havioural reactions associated with the use of nonverbal elements. 

At the end, all participants, regardless of their group, were informed that they had taken part
in an experiment and the results of this research will be used for educational purposes only.

The experiment aimed to investigate the response differences between the experimental
and control groups. It was assumed that the use of gestures, facial expressions and maintaining
eye contact would cause the experimenters to have an increased level of confidence in the ex-
perimenter, and to agree to complete the questionnaire.

The results of this study aimed to answer the research questions, when there were signifi-
cant differences in response between the two groups. In short, the main idea behind this experi-
ment is how nonverbal elements can persuade people, how they can cause people to act in a dif-
ferent way, and, at the same time, how they can influence the level of trust in the interlocutor. 

Table 1. Questionnaire administered to participants

Source: author`s own questionnaire, 2024

3.5. Responses 

A. Experimental group
The first subject (20 years old, male) agreed to complete the questionnaire, even though he

was informed that the answers would not be kept confidential. He answered all the questions,
stating that he would like to have such interactions in the future. Behavioural responses identi-
fied: high level of trust in the experimenter, appreciation, safety. The second respondent (25
years old, female) agreed to answer the questions. Again, the participant answered all ques-
tions, specifying that she had a pleasant interaction with the experimenter. Behavioural reac-
tions identified: high level of trust in the experimenter, relaxation, good mood. The third per-
son (41 years old, female) answered all questions in the questionnaire. She also specified that
she would like to participate in such activities again, stating that she did not feel nervous, be-
cause the interaction with the experimenter was pleasant. Behavioural reactions identified:
high level of trust in the experimenter, relaxed behaviour, positive attitude. The next respon-
dent (38 years old, male) did not agree to answer the questions in the questionnaire, even
though persuasive nonverbal elements (tapping on the shoulder, facial expressions, and main-

1. What is your opinion about the political parties in governing in Romania?

2. What is your opinion about the decisions taken by the Romanian government, in recent months, to manage
the country`s financial problems? 

3. What do you think about the decisions taken by the Romanian government, in recent months, regarding
the administration of the country`s social problems? 

4. What is your opinion about the increase in social aid in Romania for people in need? 

5. Do you think that political/social problems of public interest need more media coverage, in order to find
the best solutions to manage them? 

6. Was this communication interaction to your liking? 

7. Describe how did you perceive the interaction with the person who recruited you to participate in this ac-
tivity. 

8. Would you like to take part in similar activities in the future?
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taining eye contact) were used. In this situation, the interaction with this individual did not
lead in the expected direction. Behavioral reactions identified: lack of trust in the experi-
menter, lack of interest, suspiciousness. The following participant (34 years old, male) an-
swered all the questions in the questionnaire. He provided positive communication feedback
towards the experimenter. Behavioural reactions identified: high level of trust in the experi-
menter, increased self-esteem, relaxation. The sixth participant (40 years old, female) agreed
to answer all the questions in the questionnaire, specifying that the experience she had was en-
joyable/interactive, and it was a pleasure to interact with the experimenter. She felt comfort-
able, and did not indicate any negative emotions. Behavioural reactions identified: engage-
ment, trust in the experimenter, self-confidence. The next subject (42 years old, male) agreed
to complete the questionnaire and answered all the questions which were asked. He underlined
he was not nervous when he found out that the answers would not remain confidential. Be-
havioural reactions identified: increased level of trust in the experimenter, relaxed behaviour.
The last participant (25 years old, female) agreed to complete the whole questionnaire, ex-
plaining that it is normal to answer certain questions when being part of an experiment. The
subject also did not seem bothered by the idea that the answers would not be anonymous. Be-
havioural reactions identified: positive attitude towards the experiment, positive attitude to-
wards the experimenter, high self-esteem.

B. Control group
The first control group subject (24 years old, female) refused to complete the administered

questionnaire. It was, therefore, noticeable that she refused to become further involved in the
experiment. This was identified when the subject was informed that her answers would not re-
main anonymous. From the behavioural elements that were identified in relation to the com-
munication attitude she had when she was asked to answer the questions in the questionnaire,
one can highlight her lack of trust in the experimenter. Other behavioural reactions identified:
insecurity/uncertainty, inferiority, disobedience. The second participant (41 years old, male)
refused to complete the questionnaire. When it was explained to him that it would be helpful if
he completed the questionnaire, but his answers would not remain anonymous, he indicated
that he did not want to be any longer part of the experiment. So the conversation proceeded in
the direction the sender wanted. Behavioural reactions identified: lack of communication, lack
of motivation, anxiety. The following participant (23 years old, female) agreed to complete the
questionnaire, even though it was explained that the answers would not remain anonymous. In
this case, the conversation was not directed in the direction desired by the sender. She an-
swered all the questions. Behavioural reactions identified: high level of trust in the experi-
menter, increased self-confidence, determination. The fourth subject (31 years old, male) did
not agree to complete the questionnaire, when he was informed that the answers would not re-
main confidential. This participant’s behaviour highlighted his lack of interest in completing
the answers. This behaviour was underlined by the way he reacted when he subsequently
heard what the experiment entailed. Behavioural reactions identified: keeping a long distance
from the experimenter, ignorance, uncertainty. The following subject (38 years old, female)
agreed to answer the questions in the questionnaire. In this situation, the interaction between
experimenter and participant was not conducted in the direction expected by the experimenter.
She answered 6/8 questions. Identified behavioural reactions: high level of trust in the experi-
menter, increased self-confidence. The following participant (26 years old, female) did not
agree to complete the questionnaire, after finding out that responses would not remain confi-
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dential. In this case, the communication feedback highlighted her tendency to not empathise
with the experimenter, although she showed engagement with this activity during the experi-
ment. Behavioural reactions identified: lack of empathy, lack of involvement, concern. The
seventh respondent (34 years old, male) did not agree to complete the questionnaire, after
learning that the responses were not anonymous. The participant’s attitude conveyed a lack of
trust in the experimenter. Identified behavioural reactions: lack of confidence, low self-es-
teem, anxiety. The last subject (40 years old, male) refused to complete the questionnaire
when he was advised that his answers would not remain confidential. Behavioural reactions
identified: keeping a large distance from the experimenter, lack of trust, confusion.

4. Results

Seven of the eight subjects who were part of the experimental group agreed to answer the ques-
tions in the questionnaire after nonverbal elements (tapping on the shoulder, facial expressions
and maintaining eye contact) were used on them as manipulation techniques (Table 2).

Table 2. Differences in response related to experimental group participants

Source: author`s own research, 2024

Eight participants who were part of the control group, six did not agree to complete the
questionnaire, when they learned that their answers would not remain anonymous and would
be passed on to certain news agencies (Table 3).

Table 3. Differences in response related to control group participants

Source: author`s own research, 2024

Control group participants who did not agree to com-
plete the questionnaire 

Participants (control group) who agreed to complete
the questionnaire 

24 years old, female 23 years old, female 

41 years old, male 38 years old, female 

31 years old, male – 

26 years old, female – 

34 years old, male – 

40 years old, male –

Experimental group respondents who did not agree to
complete the questionnaire 

Experimental group respondents who agreed to com-
plete the questionnaire 

38 years old, male 20 years old, male 

– 25 years old, female 

– 41 years old, female 

– 34 years old, female 

– 40 years old, female 

– 42 years old, male 

– 25 years old, female
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Several fundamental differences can be observed between the two groups analysed: –
while positive emotions were specific to the experimental group, negative emotions predomi-
nated for the control group. In the case of the control group, the lack of nonverbal elements
was associated with the following: lack of confidence, anxiety and insecurity, inferiority,
keeping a large distance from interlocutors (both due to lack of self-confidence and due to lack
of confidence in interlocutors), ignorance, confusion, indecision, lack of motivation, disobedi-
ence, lack of empathy, and lack of involvement. According to the responses, the lack of non-
verbal components was associated with these negative characteristics, as verbal language does
not have the capacity to fully sustain a conversation. Thus, it was observed that the absence of
nonverbal elements of persuasion was primarily associated with a lack of trust in the experi-
menter, because this creates the impression that the sender does not provide the desired com-
municative feedback. In the case of the participants, the lack of trust in the experimenter, cre-
ated by the lack of nonverbal elements in the interaction, led to insecurity, from which
confusion, indecision, and ignorance were subsequently engendered. These factors led to poor
motivation and disengagement in the experiment. All this ultimately led to disobedience; a cir-
cumstance proven by the fact that the majority of people who were not subjected to nonverbal
elements as manipulative techniques did not agree to complete the questionnaire. Thus, most
of the respondents who were not subjected to the elements of persuasive nonverbal action did
not act according to the experimenter’s intentions.

– on the other hand, the use of persuasive nonverbal elements in the interaction was associ-
ated with positive emotions, with an elevated level of trust in the experimenter, with the in-
volvement of participants in the experiment, and with a positive attitude towards the experi-
ment. At the same time, however, it can be appreciated that their use caused most of the
respondents involved in the experiment to act according to the sender`s intentions, causing
them to answer the questions in the questionnaire after being subjected to nonverbal persuasion. 

This suggests that nonverbal elements can influence people to make certain decisions or
change their behaviour, being, sometimes, responsible for misleading interlocutors. At the
same time, from the results of the present study, it can be seen there may be a connection be-
tween nonverbal elements and the action of dominating someone (Dzardanova et al., 2022).

5. Discussion and Conclusion

There can be one common section to discuss the main findings /results and to also present the
conclusions, or there can be separate sections, depending on the aim of the article. 

The experiment highlights two fundamental matters regarding the use of nonverbal ele-
ments. The first is that gestures, facial expressions, and eye contact/gaze could be used as per-
suasive methods, because seven from eight participants exposed to nonverbal persuasion have
acted in the broadcaster’s desired direction; and the second is that, if used with positive inten-
tions, they can contribute to the development of interpersonal relations, to the growth of trust
between individuals, and also to the development of civil society (Azami et al., 2022). 

RQ1. How can nonverbal elements influence interpersonal communication in a persua-
sive way? I concluded that nonverbal elements can have a persuasive impact on the interlocu-
tors, by making someone act differently, according to the sender’s intentions. The research
results revealed that, in certain situations, human behavior can change in the direction de-
sired by the interlocutors.
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RQ2. Is the level of trust on the interlocutor influenced by nonverbal elements? Follow-
ing the experiment, I concluded that people in the experimental group gave positive feed-
back to the sender, proving that the level of trust on the interlocutor could be influenced by
nonverbal elements. 

Although this is only an exploratory study, it seems that in Romania nonverbal elements
can be used, in certain circumstances, as persuasive techniques, being, at the same time, relat-
ed to enhancing the level of confidence in the interlocutor. 

The limitations of this article are the small number of people who took part in the study,
and also the qualitative interpretation of the results of this experiment. Therefore, this study
cannot be representative for Romanian population, as people’s responses may differ from indi-
vidual to individual.
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