Psychological Inquiry

1990, Vol. 1, No. 4, 285-293

Copyright 1990 by

Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, Inc.

TARGET ARTICLE

The Nature of Rapport and Its Nonverbal Correlates

Linda Tickle-Degnen

Boston University

Robert Rosenthal

Harvard University

The purpose of this article is to offer a conceptualization of rapport that has utility for identifying
the nonverbal correlates associated with rapport. We describe the nature of rapport in terms of a
dynamic structure of three interrelating components: mutual attentiveness, positivity, and coor-
dination. We propose that the relative weighting of these components in the experience of rapport
changes over the course of a developing relationship between individuals. In early interactions,
positivity and attentiveness are more heavily weighted than coordination, whereas in later
interactions, coordination and attentiveness are the more heavily weighted components. Because
of the gestalt nature of the experience of rapport, it is not easy to identify nonverbal behavioral
correlates of the components. We discuss two approaches to nonverbal measurement, molecular
and molar, along with recommendations for their appropriate application in the study of rapport
at different stages of an interpersonal relationship. We present a meta-analytic study that demon-
strates the effect of nonverbal behavior, measured at the molecular level, on the positivity
component of rapport, and we conclude with an outline of hypotheses relevant to the investigation

of the nonverbal correlates of rapport.

What a wonderful concept, rapport!
Emblazoned in clinical lore.

But it dwells in defiance

Of the methods of science

Until we examine its core.

Clinicians try to develop it with patients, sales personnel
try to use it to make a deal, and new acquaintances try to
predict from it the future of a relationship with one another.
The concept of rapport is so familiar to psychologists, psy-
chiatrists, counselors, social workers, ministers, managers,
and the general public that almost everyone has a rough-and-
ready working definition of it. These working definitions,
usually descriptive of a generally positive interaction, are
perfectly adequate for workaday applications. They are also
adequate for research when the investigator is interested in an
intuitively appealing and clinically appropriate summarizing
label for positive interactional attributes. However, such
working definitions neglect the richness of the implications
of the term rapport. In recognition of this richness, a major
purpose of this article is to describe the nature of rapport in
terms of a dynamic structure of interrelating components that
have affective and behavioral implications. The structure, we
suggest, changes over the course of the development of a
relationship between individuals.

From early in this century, the presence of a high degree of
rapport between individuals has been thought to create pow-
erful interpersonal influence and responsiveness. For exam-
ple, rapport has been described as that relationship quality
that occurs prior to or during the emergence of (a) a collective

mind in a crowd (Park & Burgess, 1924), (b) subject sug-
gestibility to hypnosis, (c) transference in psychoanalytic
treatment (Freud, 1914/1924), and, more recently, (d) pa-
tient compliance to medical regimens (DiMatteo & Di-
Nicola, 1982). Because of the gestalt nature of the experience
of rapport, it is not easy to identify behavioral correlates of
rapport. But, to better understand what rapport is and how it
is developed, such an undertaking is required. Therefore,
based on our conceptualization of the nature of rapport, we
consider implications for research into the behavioral corre-
lates of rapport. We delimit our three-part discussion specifi-
cally to the nonverbal correlates. First, we argue that there
are measurement methods that can be used to reveal rela-
tively consistent nonverbal indicators of the components of
rapport across a variety of contexts. Second, in support of
this contention and as an example of research within this
area, we describe a meta-analytic study that examined some
nonverbal correlates of a component of rapport. Third, we
conclude with an outline of hypotheses relevant to the inves-
tigation of the nonverbal correlates of rapport.

The Nature of Rapport

Our conceptualization of the nature of rapport is derived
from an examination of the experience of rapport and the
language of everyday conversation used to describe that ex-
perience (Tickle-Degnen & Rosenthal, 1987). Furthermore,
our conceptualization is guided by our goal of uncovering the
behavioral correlates of the experience of rapport. We seek to
describe a simple model that reflects not only the affective
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nature of rapport—that is, how it feels—but also reflects the
behavioral expression of rapport.

Our description of the nature of rapport begins with the
recognition that rapport exists only in interaction between
individuals. It is not a personality trait although an individual
may be particularly adept at developing rapport in certain
situations. Individuals experience rapport as the result of a
combination of qualities that emerge from each individual
during interaction. This experience is expressed clearly when
people say they “clicked” with each other, or felt the good
interaction to be due to “chemistry.” The interaction itself
during the experience of rapport becomes an entity not easily
divisible into characteristics that each party brings to the
interaction.

Three Essential Components

During the experience of a high degree of rapport, partici-
pants in the interaction form a cohesiveness, become unified,
through the expression of mutual attention to and involve-
ment with one another. Their focus is directed toward the
other, is other-involved. They experience the feeling as one
of intense mutual interest in what the other is saying or doing.
This mutual attentiveness, which creates the focused and
cohesive interaction, is the first of three essential compo-
nents that, we propose, form the structure of rapport.

The second essential component is the positivity present in
the interaction. Interactants feeling in rapport with one an-
other feel mutual friendliness and caring. Although posi-
tivity is closely related to the degree of involvement and
attentiveness, a high level of one component does not neces-
sarily imply a high level of the other component. Mutual
attentiveness may be negative, as when teenage boys con-
front one another in verbal combat, or positive, as when boys
engage in friendly banter. Feelings of rapport emerge more
readily when both a high degree of mutual attention and
positivity are present, although, as we see later, the relative
importance of these components in the feeling and ex-
pression of rapport changes over the development of a rela-
tionship between individuals.

The third, and final, essential component of rapport is co-
ordination between the participants. The terms balance, har-
mony, and “in sync” come to mind when thinking of the
experience of rapport, and even though these terms have
positive connotations, there is something more to them than
just positive valence. In an interpersonal context they convey
an image of equilibrium, of regularity and predictability, of
coordination between the interactants. This high degree of
behavioral coordination in informal social interaction has
been described using analogies such as the smooth actions of
a well-functioning athletic team (Altman & Taylor, 1973) or
the rthythm and synchronization of the members of an orches-
tra (Scheflen, 1963). Park and Burgess (1924) aptly de-
scribed the affective aspect of this coordination component
of rapport: “Rapport implies the existence of a mutual re-
sponsiveness, such that every member of the group reacts
immediately, spontaneously, and sympathetically to the sen-
timents and attitudes of every other member” (p. 893).

Although the positivity. and coordination components of
rapport are closely linked, they are not equivalent. There
may be a high degree of positivity and a low degree of
coordination in an interaction, in which individuals, with
unrestrained eagerness, vie with one another to tell a funny

story to a newcomer to the group. Alternatively, an interac-
tion may display low positivity and high coordination, for
example, as expressed when old friends are engaged in a
heated argument. The attentional component of rapport,
likewise, is associated with coordination, but not equivalent
to it. Individuals coordinating their movements in a busy
crosswalk do not usually pay much attention to one another,
or feel interest in the others.

In our discussion thus far, we have moved freely between
describing the components of rapport as representing both
the feelings of the participants during the experience of rap-
port and behaviors related to those feelings. The components
have been identified and defined in such a way as to enable us
to use them in describing the experiential quality of rapport
as well as its behavioral correlates. As we elaborate in a later
section, the feeling of mutual interest and focus during in-
teraction is related to mutual attention behavior, the feeling
of friendliness and warmth is related to positive behavior,
and the feeling of balance and harmony is related to coordi-
nated interaction. For ease and consistency, we refer to the
three components as being the attention, positivity, and coor-
dination components.

Development and Maintenance of Rapport

We would expect that the frequency with which the word
rapport would co-occur in everyday speech with the words
build and develop would be very high. To examine the con-
struct of rapport without taking into consideration this dy-
namic, temporal aspect, would do injustice to the very nature
of rapport. What follows is a discussion of the expectations
and behaviors that seem to occur in interactions earlier and
later in a relationship between individuals. This discussion
suggests that the structure of rapport consists of the same
components over time, but that the relative importance of
these components within the structure changes.

What is typical of an initial interaction between indi-
viduals? Upon interacting with a new acquaintance, the talk
is circumspect, the behavior polite. We have a repertoire of
socially appropriate behaviors that we engage when coming
into contact with a heretofore stranger, though the range of
behaviors may be slightly different depending on the context
of the meeting. For example, an informal conversation with
another patient in a physician’s waiting room would not call
forth the exact range of behaviors that would be summoned
by a discussion with a new physician about a physical ail-
ment. Nonetheless, the behavior in both cases would be
molded by norms of social propriety. Because the other indi-
vidual would be unfamiliar, the interaction might feel a bit
awkward or constrained. This unfamiliar other would not be
as predictable as a known other, nor would he or she neces-
sarily fulfill basic norms of social propricty in the manner to
which we are accustomed. Basically, however, we would
probably try to be attentive and pleasant toward the other,
and present ourselves in a favorable light, unless our motives
were to terminate ‘the interaction, or the social propriety
aspects of the situation were not salient (as in an initial en-
counter with a physician to whom we had turned for emer-
gency care).

Should interactions extend with a particular person beyond
a single encounter, we might see a change in the behavioral
repertoire used between the interactants. Although the be-
haviors might continue to be socially delimited to a degree,
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we would expect to feel more at ease with the other, es-
pecially if the relationship were proceeding happily. The
other’s communication style would become more predict-
able, and we would learn how to accommodate ourselves to
it, as would the other to ours. Over time, we would likely feel
less constrained to present ourselves continuously in a favor-
able or pleasant light. With a sense of stability gained from
the knowledge and experience of the other, would come
variability in our behavior toward the other. We might feel at
ease in expressing dissent one minute and assent the next.

These scenarios of initial and later interactions are con-
sistent with the work of theorists in the field of interpersonal
relationship development (Altman & Taylor, 1973; Duck,
1977; Hinde, 1979). They have proposed that initial encoun-
ters are rigidly circumscribed by culturally acceptable and
stereotypical behavior. Because of the participants’ lack of
experience with one another, there tends to be some awk-
wardness and misunderstanding in communication. In addi-
tion, the participants arc intently engaged in evaluating
(positively or negatively) one another, but they usually do
not reveal their evaluation to the other. Duck (1977) charac-
terized the participants of initial interactions as being focused
on the external attributes of each other, with partners acting
as stimulus objects to which the other responds. This charac-
terization is consistent with Altman and Taylor’s (1973)
thoughts about the early stages of the social penetration pro-
cess in which the participants communicate information
about themselves that is superficial and nonintimate.

Later, with increased familiarity between participants, in-
teractions tend to be more loosely structured. The theorists
agree that participants, rather than following more culturally
defined .communication conventions, would develop their
own conventions and show more diversity in the ways they
communicate thoughts to one another. There should be an
increase in communication efficiency and coordination and
fewer misunderstandings of communication meaning. Par-
ticipants would then cease to function as separate stimulus
objects for one another and operate more as a unified, dy-
namic system in which stimulus and response functions
could not be easily distinguished (Duck, 1977). Although
evaluation forces would not be as salient as in early interac-
tion, the participants would exchange praise and criticism
more freely (Altman & Taylor, 1973).

The proposed developmental trajectories of interpersonal
relationships can be applied to understanding the structural
properties of rapport during earlier and later interactions.
Regardless of the time at which we assess rapport, the three
components would still make up the structure. Therefore,
feelings and behaviors reflecting mutual attention, positivity,
and coordination should still be present, at some level, in
initial as well as later encounters reflecting a high degree
of rapport. On the other hand, the relative importance or
weighting of these components in the overall experience
of rapport would be different at different times. The basis of
these weightings would be the participants’ expectations for
what a good initial interaction should be and, likewise, what
a good later interaction should be. The expectations about
relationship development would conform to the trajectory
already discussed.

Relationship development theory has more implications
for the components of positivity and coordination than for
mutual attention. Because evaluative forces are so strong in
initial encounters, it is reasonable for participants to expect

that developing rapport in initial encounters be indicated
strongly by the presence of positivity, or warmth and friend-
liness. Participants in later interactions, however, would
judge the level of rapport more from the degree of coordina-
tion they felt. They would expect the interaction to feel less
awkward—more smoothly run—and to involve fewer com-
munication misjudgments. Early on, smooth coordination
would be not expected as much, because the participants
would recognize that their lack of experience with one an-
other would preclude this quality to some degree. However,
warmth and friendliness from the other participant would not
require previous experience with one another and would be
expected to be present early on in the fulfillment of social
norms. In later interactions (when participants are less con-
strained by impression management concerns, when they
have developed stable perceptions of the other, and when
they have felt relatively consistent rapport with one another),
they would expect more interactional coordination relative to
positivity.

It is harder to determine to what degree mutual attention
would be weighted in early and later interactions. Theorists
have not addressed this component as clearly in their ideas
about relationship development. It seems reasonable to ar-
gue, however, that participants would expect a high level of
mutual attention both during interaction early on, when rap-
port is developing, and later on, when it is being maintained.
The initial attentiveness may signal interest, a precondition
to a positive forecast for the continuation of the relationship,
whereas the later attentiveness would signal the unity of the
dyad members, both in terms of the unity of their experience
and the mutuality of their relationship goals. Therefore, the
weighting of mutual attention would not change but the expe-
riential quality of this component would. Figure 1 demon-
strates the relative importance given to each of the three
components from early to late interactions.

................... Attention
O—0 Positivity
o———@ Coordination

importance for Rapport

| |
Early Late

Time of Interaction

Figurel. Relative importance of the three components of rap-
port from early to late interactions.
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Nonverbal Correlates of Rapport

Nonverbal behavior, as a particularly powerful medium of
affective communication, would be a key element in the
mediation and emergence of feelings of rapport between
participants. In their first interactions with one another, as we
have described, participants would have a keen awareness of
the evaluative climate surrounding the interaction. Each indi-
vidual would be watching the other for cues that signaled
whether or not approach and continued interaction were de-
sired and, simultaneously, would be deciding whether or not
approach and continued interaction were desirable. Posi-
tivity and attentiveness cues would be exchanged if the indi-
viduals felt warmth toward and interest in one another. An
individual would not feel rapport if he or she had positive and
attentive feelings toward the other, but these feelings were
not reciprocated, at least pattially, in the form of nonverbal
cues. Of course, it is possible that participants could exhibit
attentiveness and positivity cues when they did not feel in-
terest or warmth but wanted the other to believe that they had
these feelings. This condition of deception, or, at least, lack
of genuineness, could lead to a feeling of rapport in the other
participant.

It follows from our discussion in the previous section, that,
in these early interactions, the feeling of rapport would be
less dependent on cues related to coordination than on those
related to positivity and attentiveness. Although the rudi-
ments of relational harmony may be present in the form of
shared nonverbal styles and skilled enactment of social con-
ventions, behavioral coordination would not be maximized.
Problems of coordination would be due to the participants’
lack of experience with one another, or to the overapplication
of social conventions (such as undue politeness). Some de-
gree of awkwardness, then, would be discounted at this stage
of the relationship. Later on, participants should know each
other well enough and should be able to adopt the other’s
perspective readily enough to achieve smooth and efficient
interactional coordination. An inability to adopt each other’s
perspective may reveal itself simply in the mistiming of the
exchange of speaker and listener roles, or in awkward
pauses. Indications that they are not, at this stage, a relational
unit with a shared behavioral style that facilitates commu-
nication would result in feelings associated with a lack of
rapport. Coordination cues are complex and less available to
conscious control than are positivity and attentiveness cues.
As a result, one participant could not exhibit coordination
with another easily if the basis for coordination (i.e., the
ability to adopt the other’s perspective) were not present.

Variability and Consistency of Nonverbal
Behavior Across Contexts

Although it is relatively straightforward to discuss how
nonverbal behavior is related to rapport, it is another matter
to try to determine the specific nonverbal correlates of rap-
port. When individuals are experiencing rapport with one
another, do they display consistent nonverbal behavior that
signals this rapport? Until now, we have spoken as if such
were the case. However, this question is open to empirical
testing. In this section, we discuss the following issues sur-
rounding the identification and measurement of nonverbal
behavior as related to rapport:

1. The variability and context dependency of the social
meaning of particular nonverbal behaviors.

2. The differential use of molecular and molar methods
for the measurement of the nonverbal correlates of rapport
depending on (2) which of the three components of rapport is
being assessed and (b) whether the interaction is an earlier or
later one in the relationship between two individuals.

3. Factors contributing to the finding of consistent rela-
tionships between nonverbal behavior and the components of
rapport.

Assessing the nonverbal correlates of rapport is not easy.
Nonverbal behavior is a continuous stream of action with
movements and expressions occurring simultaneousty and in
fluid temporal succession to one another. In it, there is an
interplay of movement among the limbs of the body, shifts in
posture, fluctuations in facial expressions, and so on. Out of
this continuous stream of action, the human observer per-
ceives socially meaningful discrete events, as revealed by
words used to describe these events, for example, “she
smiled,” or “he nodded.”

Although there is little argument that these behavioral
events can be perceptually extracted from the flow of behav-
ior, it could be argued that no particular class of behavioral
events, such as smiling, is associated with an invariant so-
cial meaning (Scherer & Ekman, 1982). For example, the
relationship between nonverbal behavior and positivity in
an interaction is complex. The same types of nonverbal be-
havior may occur in negative or positive interactions, and
their interpretation depends on the roles that participants are
playing in an interaction, the history of the relationship of
the individuals, and the perceived function of the interaction
for the participants (Ekman, 1965; Patterson, 1983). Most
research on the context-dependent meaning of nonverbal
behavior has employed eye contact (Kleinke, 1986). Under
conditions of cooperative tasks among peers, for example,
eye contact is indicative of positive feelings, yet under
conditions in which the interactants feel personal threat or
competitiveness toward one another, it may indicate aggres-
siveness. Likewise, smiling may be a positive expression of
warmth or a negative expression of anxiety (Ekman, Frie-
sen, & Ancoli, 1980) such as in situations of anticipated
unpleasant interactions (Ickes, Patterson, Rajecki, & Tan-
ford, 1982). The use of specific nonverbal acts in research
must be viewed as context dependent, and generalization
from a particular context to another is justifiable to the de-
gree that the new context can be shown to be structurally
similar to the previously investigated one. However, given
that it is understood that the context of an interaction is one
in which the individuals have basically friendly, cooperative
goals, we can determine what types of nonverbal behavior
appear to be correlates of rapport.

Our discussion so far assumes that nonverbal behavior be
defined at a molecular level of measurement. Molecular
measures of nonverbal behavior consist of counts or dura-
tions of specific behaviors such as head nodding or eye con-
tact (e.g., see Harrigan & Rosenthal, 1986). This molecular
level of specification of nonverbal behavior may not be the
most appropriate level for investigating all three components
of rapport. The discrete nonverbal acts in a molecular analy-
sis arc typically measured for each participant separately,
neglecting the interactional nature of rapport. Variables that
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combine the discrete acts of both participants may be more
appropriate for relating nonverbal behavior to rapport. Mutu-
al gaze (e.g., Ickes, Robertson, Tooke, & Teng, 1986) and
postural mirroring (Charny, 1966; Kendon, 1970; LaFrance,
1979, 1985; Scheflen, 1964) are examples of this type of
nonverbal variable. Another variable might employ a se-
quence of discrete acts that occur in interaction, such as the
turn-taking cues involved in the coordination of speaking and
listening roles (Duncan & Fiske, 1977). At a slightly higher
level of integration are the nonverbal variables such as in-
teractional synchrony (Condon & Ogston, 1967; Kendon,
1970), where the discrete acts themselves are not as impor-
tant as the cotemporal variations in the movement of the
individuals. Finally, at an even higher level of integration—
the molar level of measurement—nonverbal variables can be
defined in terms of the psychological impression (Rosenthal,
1982, 1987), gestalt image (Bales & Cohen, 1979), or per-
ceived function (Patterson, 1983) they create. Using a meth-
od similar to that devised for assessing sensitivity to nonver-
bal communication (Rosenthal, Hall, DiMatteo, Rogers, &
Archer, 1979), Babad, Bernieri, and Rosenthal (1987, 1989)
operationalized nonverbal behavior at the molar level to
study teacher behavior. Teachers were videotaped while
teaching in their classrooms. From each videotape segment,
10-sec clips were created for each of nine channels of com-
munication: face only (no audio); body only (no audio); face
and body (no audio); audio only; face and audio; body and
audio; face, body, and audio; transcript of speech; and me-
chanically content-filtered speech. Fifteen judges were
asked to rate each clip on various qualities, for example,
warmth and dominance. In such a manner, the researchers
obtained reliable measures of judge-perceived teacher facial
warmth, judge-perceived teacher bodily warmth, and so on
for each quality within each channel. The use of 10-sec clips
gives judges little contextual information, but nonverbal be-
havior operationalized in this manner provides more con-
textual information than nonverbal behavior operationalized
at the molecular level. The judges make ratings that are
derived from a gestalt impression of movement and ex-
pression. The impression of facial warmth, for example, is
based on the movements of the mouth, the eyes, the brow,
and the head in concert with one another. In the molecular
approach, discrete behaviors are counted or timed. Each be-
havior, then, is decontextualized from the overall expression.

The nonverbal correlates of rapport may be measured at
both the molecular and molar levels of measurement for all
three components. However, whereas the molecular level
would be appropriate for the attention and positivity compo-
nents (especially in early interactions), the molar level would
be more appropriate for the coordination component (es-
pecially in later interactions). Attention and positivity can be
conceptualized easily as appearing in what Mehrabian
(1971) called “abbreviated forms” of approach or imme-
diacy, such as the direction of gaze, trunk lean, and orienta-
tion of the body toward another. Especially in early interac-
tions,. these behaviors may be assessed because of the
predominance of basic approach-and-avoidance forces and
the evaluative demands of the situation. The stereotypicality
and rigidity of expression in the early interactions would
result in relatively static approach-and-avoidance cues that
could be measured easily at the molecular level. With the
development of rapport across time, stereotyped, static cues

would be replaced with idiosyncratic, dynamic cues (Duck,
1977; Hinde, 1979), making measurement of attentiveness
and positivity atamolar level more appropriate. Judges would
rate the degree of attentiveness and positivity perceived in
clips from nonverbal channels of videotaped behavior.

Regardless of the point in the development of rapport, it
would be most practical to measure coordination at the molar
rather than molecular level. Coordination behavior is made
up of an almost infinite set of ‘discrete behaviors, and the
definition and transcription of these behaviors becomes a
tremendously difficult project (see Cappella, 1981, 1984).
Communication style meshing (Cappella, 1984), behavioral
meshing (Hinde, 1979), and interactional synchrony (Ber-
nieri, 1988; Bernieri, Resnick, & Rosenthal, 1988) are con-
structs that describe the dynamic, coordinative aspect of in-
teraction. Bernieri (1988) argued that judges are able to
perceive directly, in a gestaltlike manner, the behavioral co-
ordination during interaction. Bernieri et al. (1988) devel-
oped a method for defining interactional synchrony that does
not rely on the analysis of specific, discrete movement
changes in interactants. They studied whether judges would
make differential judgments about the synchrony present in
three forms of split-screen interactions recorded on vid-
eotape: (a) interaction between a mother and her own child,
(b) interaction between a mother and an unfamiliar child, and
(c) an artificial interaction créated by the experimenter splic-
ing together mothers and children who were not actually
interacting with each other at the time. In this way, the re-
searchers were able to determine a baseline level of syn-
chrony from the perceived degree of synchrony in “interac-
tions” that never took place. Against this baseline, they could
examine the levels of synchrony perceived in real interac-
tions. The results of the study, as well as a replication with
true interactions and pseudointeractions between high-
school students (Bernieri, 1988), demonstrated that the judg-
es perfceived synchrony above baseline in true interactions,
thus, supporting the validity of using gestalt judgments as a
basis for determining synchrony.

In summary, then, we propose that depending on some
basic qualifications, nonverbal behavior can be measured in
such a way as to demonstrate consistent relationships with
participants’ experienced rapport. These qualifications are
that consistency will be found more readily (a) across in-
teractions that are similar in context (defined in terms of
participant roles), (b) for early interactions measured at a
molecular or molar level (especially for attention and posi-
tivity correlates), and (c) for later interactions measured at
the molar level (especially for coordination correlates). Table
1 describes the levels of nonverbal measurement ideally used

Tablel. Levels of Nonverbal Measurement Recommended
Jor Assessing the Three Rapport Components
During Early and Late Interactions

Time of Interaction

Rapport Component Early ’ Late

Attention More molecular More molar
Positivity - More molecular More molar
Coordination More molar Most molar
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when assessing the three components at different times in a
relationship.

In the next section, we provide an example of how re-
search was conducted to assess correlates of the positivity
component of rapport. In this particular example, behavioral
correlates were assessed at the molecular level and primarily
for first encounters between individuals.

Nonverbal Correlates of a Rapport
Component: A Meta-Analytic Example

Elsewhere (Tickle-Degnen & Rosenthal, 1987), we de-
scribed in detail some nonverbal correlates of the compo-
nents of rapport. In that work, we discussed how the
attentiveness correlates of rapport would be the spatial con-
figurations and bodily postures of the participants that pro-
vide and signal communication accessibility. The positivity
correlates of rapport would be behaviors, such as smiling and
head nodding, that indicate participant liking and approval of
one another. The coordination correlates, on the other hand,
would be those behaviors that signal that the participants are
“with” one another, functioning as a coordinated unit, such
as postural mirroring and interactional synchrony. Our con-
clusions regarding these correlates were based primarily on a
qualitative review of the published literature, but also, for the
positivity correlates, on the preliminary results of a quan-
titative review of the literature.

Since that work, a completed quantitative, or meta-analyt-
ic, review has demonstrated that we may validly conclude
that there are nonverbal correlates associated with the
positivity component of rapport (Tickle-Degnen, Rosenthal,
& Harrigan, 1989). The primary purpose of the review was to
determine the magnitude of the average effect of eight classes
of nonverbal behavior (smiling, directed gazing, head nod-
ding, forward trunk lean, direct body orientation, posture
mirroring, uncrossed arms, and uncrossed legs) on the
favorability of evaluators’ impressions. Although the meta-
analytic review examined the favorability of participants’
impressions of a partner or partners as well as the favorability
of outside observers’ impressions of individuals who were
interacting, for the purposes of this article, we are concerned
with the participants’ impressions, or experienced rapport,
only. Therefore, the effect being discussed here is the degree
to which a partner’s nonverbal behavior was related to a
participant’s favorable impression, or feeling of positivity.
Favorable impression was broadly defined to encompass the
evaluative or positivity dimension of an impression (Os-
good, Suci, & Tannenbaum, 1957). This dimension was
rated primarily through the use of scales that measured the
participant’s feelings concerning the partner’s warmth, em-
pathy, understanding, genuineness, friendliness, or liking of
the participant. But because of the tremendous variability in
the operationalization of this dimension among researchers,
scales assessing participant’s feelings related to the partner’s
attentiveness toward and coordination with the participant
were often also assessed. In fact, several studies used rela-
tionship inventories or composite scores on a variety of
scales that reflected all the components of rapport. There-
fore, the correlates described here, though primarily related
to the positivity component of rapport, are related somewhat
to the more general rapport construct.

Because of the importance of context effects on the mean-
ing of nonverbal behavior, we examined the magnitudes of

the nonverbal effect on participant impressions separately for
situations in which the participant was interacting with a
physician, nurse, counselor, psychotherapist, or peer coun-
selor—in other words, formal helping contexts—and for
situations in which the participant was interacting with an
interviewer, interviewee, new acquaintance, instructor, or
other individuals in nonhelping contexts. There were too few
studies to make finer distinctions than this global one.

Table 2 presents the results of the meta-analytic review
separately for each nonverbal behavior and each context.
According to Cohen’s (1977) guidelines for interpretation of
the effect size (r), a large effect is represented by an r of at
least .50, a moderate effect by .30, and a small effect by .10.
An examination of the table reveals different effect sizes for
the nonhelping and helping contexts. During nonhelping in-
teractions, the findings suggest that moderate-to-large
positive relationships exist between participants’ evaluative
impressions and their partners’ forward trunk lean, smiling,
nodding, direct body orientation, and uncrossed arms. Di-
rected gaze and posture mirroring also appear to be moder-
ately positively related to participants’ evaluative impres-
sions. During helping interactions, on the other hand, all
relationships appear to be rather small, except for posture
mirroring.

Because nonhelping and helping context effects were as-
sessed using different studies (i.e., no study was found that
compared these particular context effects within the same
study), a possible explanation for the differences in the find-
ings may be a methodological one. To determine whether
differences in methods used in the two types of studies were
related to effect size, studies were categorized as either dem-
onstrating high or low internal validity and high or low eco-
logical validity. Studies were coded as demonstrating higher
internal validity if they had experimentally manipulated the
partner’s nonverbal behavior (as opposed to having measured
naturally occurring behavior) and had exercised control over
the verbal behavior of the partner. On the other hand, studies

Table 2. Average Effect Size for the Relationship Between
Classes of Nonverbal Behavior and Participant
Impression for Two Types of Context

Type of Context

Helping Nonhelping

Behavior Mean r2 kP/N¢ Mean r2 kb/Ne
Directed Gaze .14 8/472 24 18/1,589
Smiling .16 3/141 45 6/354
Head Nodding 10 3/111 40 5/264
Forward Lean .15 8/302 .47 6/321
Direct Body

Orientation .13 6/196 .45 2/137
Posture

Mirroring .40 1/80 .28 5/187
Uncrossed Arms — 0/0 .38 1/41
Uncrossed Legs .07 3/114 — 0/0

aA positive effect size (r) indicates that the more the amount/degree/
duration of the class of the partner’s nonverbal behavior, the more positive
the impression formed by the participant. )
bThe number of studies that contributed to the average effect size.

cThe total number of subjects across studies that contributed to the average
effect size.
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were coded as demonstrating lower internal validity if either
of these conditions had not been met. Studies were coded as
having higher ecological validity if the interaction between
the participant and partner was a somewhat natural, real
interaction (as opposed to a simulated or role-played interac-
tion) and the participant was involved in a live interaction,
without the use of audiovisual media to display the partner. A
coding of lower ecological validity was given if either of
these conditions had not been met.

Table 3 shows the effects for helping and nonhelping con-
texts separately for the internal and ecological validity condi-
tions. To have enough data to enable this breakdown, the
effect sizes were collapsed across the eight classes of nonver-
bal behavior. No studies demonstrated both lower ecological
and lower internal validity. It appears that if studies used a
design that demonstrated either lower ecological or lower
internal validity, the effects for both contexts were on the
smaller side. If, on the other hand, the studies had designs
that had both higher internal and higher ecological validity,
the effects for both contexts were moderate. More helping
studies (83%) than nonhelping studies (50%) had either low
internal or low ecological validity, a situation that may ac-
count for the smaller effects in the helping context.

Besides this methodological explanation for discrepant
findings across contexts, other factors may be operating as
well. There may be substantive differences between the two
contexts that moderate the relationship between nonverbal
behavior and positivity impressions of participants. For ex-
ample, when a participant is being helped professionally for
a personal problem, the type of behavior expected of the
helper may be different from that in other types of interac-
tion. It is possible that clients or patients feel rapport not only
because of the socioemotional behavior of their professional
helpers, but also because of the technical expertise behavior
of their helpers (see Hall, Roter, & Katz, 1988). Another
explanation is that the participants in helping contexts have
more anxiety than participants in nonhelping contexts and,
therefore, are less observant of nonverbal cues. It has been
shown that patients tend to forget the verbal information that
they ‘are given by health practitioners (see DiMatteo & Di-
Nicola, 1982, for a review). Perhaps the same factors that
interfere with transfer of verbal information in helping in-

Table 3. Average Effect Sizes (Mean r) Across All Classes
of Nonverbal Behavior for Level of Ecological
Validity by Level of Internal Validity by Context

Type
Internal Ecological Validity
Validity Context Higher Lower
Higher Helping .29 .18
@ 3
Nonhelping .33 .16
a2 &)
Lower Helping 15 —
] ©
Nonhelping .18 —

)] ©

Notes: Number of studies given in parentheses. Because of missing infor-
mation concerning internal and ecological validity, not all studies involved
in the meta-analyses appear here.

teractions (e.g., confusion, anxiety, personal agendas, and
values that conflict with those of the practitioners) also inter-
fere with the transfer of nonverbal information.

In summary, the meta-analytic findings suggest that, in
nonhelping contexts, a partner’s smiling, head nodding, for-
ward lean, and direct body orientation aid in creating a
positive interaction. A partner’s posture mirroring and di-
rected gaze are slightly less associated with positivity. There
are too few studies of uncrossed arms and legs in nonhelping
contexts to draw conclusions. For helping contexts, the ex-
amined nonverbal behaviors had either a low effect on
positive impressions or had a larger effect that was not found
because of methodological qualities of the studies. Almost
all the research gathered for the meta-analytic study exam-
ined initial encounters between new acquaintances. Unfortu-
nately, the studies (LaFrance, 1979; Lochman & Allen,
1981) that were found in which later interactions had been
examined were so few that it is difficult to draw any sum-
marizing conclusions concerning the nonverbal positivity
correlates of rapport, at least those measured at the molecular
level of analysis, for later interactions.

Variables Moderating the Relationship
Between Nonverbal Behavior and Rapport

The meta-analytic study is an example of an attempt to
better understand some nonverbal correlates of one of our
proposed components of rapport. We could follow this re-
search strategy separately for each of the other components
of rapport as well. Another direction for research is to exam-
ine rapport and its nonverbal correlates in terms of its struc-
ture of interrelating components. Specifically, we could ask
in our research, how the different categories of behavior—
that is, attention, positivity, and coordination behaviors—
are related to the participants’ overall experience of rapport.
Based on our earlier discussion of the nature of rapport, we
suggest that the three categories of behavior would be
weighted differently in their relationship with experienced
rapport under different conditions. The following factors are
hypothesized to moderate this relationship: (a) the types of
roles of the participants and their goals for the interaction, (b)
whether rapport development was in an early stage versus a
later stage, and (c) whether experienced rapport was being
assessed by the participants themselves or by observers not
involved in the interaction.

First, to examine the weighting of the nonverbal correlates
in the overall structure of rapport, it is important to define the
context of the interaction in terms of the roles of the partici-
pants and their goals for the interaction. For example, mutual
attention might be the most highly weighted category of
behavior in a situation in which a physician is conducting a
medical history with a patient. Attention would be critical for
the fulfillment of the obligations of the physician and patient,
and for achieving the goal of the interaction—the clear and
in-depth exchange of information necessary for diagnosis
and treatment. On the other hand, a person meeting a new
acquaintance at a party might weight more heavily (in his or
her experience of rapport) positivity behavior, the context of
the party setting up expectations for friendliness and fun. In a
team management meeting, when efficient and effective de-
cision-making is of prime importance, behavioral coordina-
tion may be the most heavily weighted component of experi-
enced rapport. It should be emphasized that in these three



292 TICKLE-DEGNEN & ROSENTHAL

contexts, attentiveness, positivity, and coordination all must
be present to some degree: It is the weighting of the impor-
tance of these behavioral categories in the experience of
rapport that would differ.

A second factor moderating the correlations and relative
weightings between nonverbal behavior and experienced
rapport would be the stage of rapport development. It is
expected that the weighting in earlier interactions would be
in favor of positivity behavior whereas in later interactions it
would be in favor of coordination behavior. To summarize
from our discussion earlier, the reasons for this change in
weighting would be due, on the one hand, to a decrease over
time of evaluative forces and cultural requirements support-
ing positive behavior and, on the other hand, to an increase in
idiosyncratic and efficient communication conventions be-
tween participants, and expectations for ease of commu-
nication.

A third factor not yet addressed but potentially important
for understanding the relationship between nonverbal behav-
ior and experienced rapport is the manner in which the par-
ticipants’ experienced rapport is assessed. Most studies of
nonverbal behavior and impression formation have been con-
ducted using outside observers’ impressions (Tickle-Degnen
et al., 1989). Under this paradigm, observers are asked to
observe one or both participants during an interaction and
judge the rapport-building qualities of a participant or the
degree of rapport present in an interaction. Researchers then
assess the correlation between particular classes of nonverbal
behavior and these judgments. We would expect that in judg-
ing rapport observers would be especially influenced by cul-
turally defined parameters of the “good interaction” and
would tend to ignore contextual factors in their weighting of
rapport components, unless those contextual factors were
readily apparent and salient. Participants, with their acute
knowledge of the context, would show more variation in
their weighting of the components across contexts. This ar-
gument is similar to the one held by attribution theorists (see
Jones & Nisbett, 1971) in their discussion of differences
between actor and observer explanations of causality during
interaction. Because of their knowledge of the relationship
history, participants in later interactions with high degrees of
rapport would be less likely to expect consistent positive
behavior from one another, because they would have had a
history of positive behavior in earlier interactions. Outside
observers, normally would not be privy to this relationship
history and, therefore, would more likely give the same
weight to positivity behavior in their judgment of rapport as
they would in early interactions.

The implications of these different factors that moderate
the relationship between nonverbal behavior and rapport can
be summarized in a set of testable hypotheses:

1. The weighting of the three behavioral components of
rapport will be different for interactions with different goals.
More specifically, interactions in which a higher priority is
placed on attention in the fulfillment of goals will show
stronger relationships between attentional nonverbal behav-
iors and participants’ experienced rapport. Likewise, those
interactions in which a higher priority is placed on positivity
or coordination in the fulfillment of goals will show stronger
relationships between positivity or coordination nonverbal
behaviors and rapport.

2. The weighting of the three behavioral components of

rapport will be different for interactions at different stages of
rapport development. More specifically, positivity behaviors
will receive more weighting than coordination in early in-
teractions, whereas coordination behaviors will receive more
weighting in later interactions as correlates of experienced
rapport.

3. The weighting of the three behavioral components of
rapport will differ according to whether experienced rapport
is assessed through participants’ reports of rapport or outside
observers’ judgments of participants’ rapport. Specifically,
the weighting across different contexts and stages of rela-
tionship will vary more for participants’ than for observers’
perceptions of rapport. This difference will decrease as con-
textual factors become more accessible to observers.

It is clear that before these hypotheses can be tested, the
nonverbal correlates of the three components of rapport must
be clearly delineated. Whether this delineation proceeds
from a molecular or molar measurement of nonverbal behav-
ior must be determined in future research. The molecular
approach to measurement seems appropriate for early in-
teractions, but may not be useful for later interactions when
static and culturally defined cues have given way to more
dynamic and idiosyncratic cues. In addition, compared to the
molar approach, the molecular approach, with its identifica-
tion of specific behaviors, may be less appropriate for finding
nonverbal correlates across a variety of contexts.

This article has presented a model of rapport that has
enabled an examination of a commonplace construct in a
form that recognizes the richness and complexity of that
construct. The model was developed to facilitate the deter-
mination of behavioral correlates—in particular, nonverbal
correlates—of experienced rapport. By providing a model,
an example of a meta-analytic study relevant to uncovering
behavioral correlates, and an outline of testable hypotheses
related to conditions that moderate the relationships of non-
verbal behavior to rapport, we hope to contribute to bringing
rapport from the realm of everyday use into the realm of
scientific scrutiny. Our purpose is to develop our knowledge
about human interaction in one of its most pleasant and influ-
ential forms. By understanding the nature of rapport in terms
of behavioral correlates, we may not only be able to deter-
mine when an interaction demonstrates a high degree of
rapport, but also how an interaction can be nudged toward
the production of this quality.

Notes

Linda Tickle-Degnen, Department of Occupational Ther-
apy, Sargent College of Allied Health Professions, Boston
University, Boston, MA 02215.

Robert Rosenthal, Department of Psychology, William
James Hall, Harvard University, Cambridge, MA 02138.
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