
Types of Nonverbal Communication

109

with direct eye contact is appropriate. In France, where the traditional U.S. handshake is considered 
too rough and rude, a quick handshake with only slight pressure is preferred. In Southern Europe and 
Latin America, a hearty embrace is common among women and men alike, and men may follow it 
with a friendly slap on the back. In Ecuador, to greet a person without a handshake is a sign of special 
respect. In India, the handshake may be used by Westernized citizens, but the preferred greeting is the 
namaste—placing the palms together and bowing slightly. In Japan, the traditional form of greeting is 
a bow, with the depth and length conveying meanings of status. In Tibet, people sometimes stick their 
tongues out to greet one another.

Likewise, waving good-bye and beckoning vary among cultures. In Italy, Colombia, and China, 
people may wave good-bye by moving the palm and fingers back and forth with the palm face up, a 
gesture that more likely means “come here” in the United States. But in Malaysia, beckoning some-
one by moving the forefingers back and forth would be taken as an insult. In other regions of the 
world, the same gesture with the palm down can mean “come here” while in others “get out!” Even 
seemingly obvious gestures can be misunderstood. Using fingers to indicate numbers can vary. In the 
United States, most people would indicate “1” by holding up the forefinger. In parts of Europe, “1” is 
indicated by using the thumb and “2” by the thumb and forefinger.

And the list continues: Some Japanese point a forefinger to the face to indicate referring to self, 
whereas in the United States, people are more likely to point to the chest. In Brazil, people may add 
emphasis to statements by snapping the fingers with a whiplike motion of the hands. Scraping the 
sides of the chin with the thumb and forefinger as if stroking a beard is a sign of respect in Saudi 
Arabia (Armstrong & Wagner, 2003). Indians in Delhi may use hands to grasp the ears as a ges-
ture meaning repentance or sincerity. Fijians may fold the arms as a sign of respect when talking to 
another person.

Figure 4.1  Palm-Out V Gesture

The “V for victory” sign made popular during World War II by 
Winston Churchill is appropriately made by showing the palm. In 
the United States in the late 1960s, the same gesture became 
a symbol for peace (Dresser, 1996). When former British Prime 
Minister Margaret Thatcher made a “V for victory” sign during 
an election campaign, she showed the back of her hand. That 
gesture signifies at least nine different obscenities!

U.S. soldiers were warned against using the “V for victory” or 
peace sign in Bosnia and Herzegovina. The V sign was widely 
used by the Bosnians and Croatians as a victory/defiance sign. 
For Croatians it represents bravery and hope. Serbs used the 
three-finger salute, which was originally associated with the 
Christian Trinity of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Serb 
forces often used it after military operations as a nationalist 
provocation. Serbian athletes also displayed the gesture as a 
sign of pride.


