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to North America to feel that people are “cold” or “unfriendly” because we tend to 
stand at a distance.

On a sparsely occupied train in North America, a passenger tends to put several 
rows between themselves and others. In contrast, a North American who boards 
a train in India or Japan at rush hour may find themselves standing up against a 
group of strangers. This can cause awkwardness for a person out of their spatial 
comfort zone.

Movements
Another aspect of non-verbal communication is kinesics, or cultural use of body 
movements. In Mexico, touching one’s elbow is a way to call someone “stingy,” since 
the word for “elbow” (codo) and “stingy” (codo) are the same. In Puerto Rico, people 
in conversation will crinkle their nose at one another. This gesture is shorthand for 
“What do you mean?”

Although the meanings of some gestures—such as a smile—are nearly univer-
sal, people of different cultures use different gestures to signify different things. 
Gestures like the “thumbs up” or “OK” sign, which are positive affirmations to North 
Americans, are severe insults in other regions of the world. In North America, we 
may extend our hand when we greet someone formally; however, placing the palms 
together at the chest is the appropriate formal greeting in Nepal. Like all non-verbal 
communication, the meaning of gestures is not always the same cross-culturally.

TABLE 4.2

Five Categories of Touch

Category Description

Functional/professional Touching another in the course of one’s work, such as 
that of a doctor or manicurist.

Social/polite Touch that is part of a greeting or hospitality, such as 
shaking hands.

Friendship/warmth Touch between friends to express mutual appreciation 
or support.

Love/intimacy Touching another to express non-sexual love and 
affection.

Sexual/arousal Touching in an intimate context.

Source: Heslin 1974
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