
MODULE ONE  
3-Dimensional Communication 

 
 
Let’s start right at the beginning and before we get into all the exciting TV Presenting, YouTube 
Vlogging and celebrity interviewing let’s look at what makes some people easy and interesting to 
listen to and other people not. 
  
At the risk of being corrected on the detail I’m going to mention a study done in 1967 by Professor of 
Psychology Albert Mehrabian. I say at risk because this model has been mis quoted, adapted and 
argued about over the years, it’s an incredibly complex study (in fact Mehrabian did a number of 
studies on the subject with other Psychologies Wiener and Ferris) that looked at the emotional 
content of communication between people. A basic understanding of this model is useful for us 
because it highlights the importance of engaging all aspects of communication to make it easy for our 
audience to understand our message. 
 
Albert’s study, in layman’s terms, states that when communicating the underlying meaning of a 
message or how you feel about what you’re saying:  7% of that feeling is carried by the words, 38% 
by your tonality and 55% is visual, body language and facial expressions. It’s important for us to 
understand that the way you say something can totally change the meaning of a sentence. 
 
Imagine a very simple phrase like ‘It’s great to be here’ initially you might think that there isn’t much 
room for confusion and if it’s said with warmth, enthusiasm, open body language and a smile then 
there isn’t, the sentiment is quite clear but now imagine that phrase being said with a frown, closed 
body language and a sarcastic tone, the underlying meaning of those words change dramatically. 
Therefore, the meaning or feel of the phrase is carried by the tonality and visual signals coming from 
the person who is speaking. 
 
Don’t underestimate the importance of Albert Mehrabian’s research, studies have shown that 
someone listening to you speak is more likely to believe the biggest percentage. So, you could be 
getting the words out perfectly (7%) and have the correct tonality (38%) but if you’re sending a 
conflicting visual signal (55%) your message may either not be clear or misinterpreted completely by 
the listener. 
 
Have you ever sent an email or a text message that has been taken in totally the wrong way? As 
we’ve already discussed words alone can easily be mis interpreted because there’s no tonal or visual 
signals to clarify the meaning, texting has become easier now with the use of emojis because this is a 
visual representation of an emotion, it indicates the feel of the message and helps clarify the meaning. 
Often a new on-screen presenter is like a text message with no emojis, they’ll put all their focus and 
concentration on the script thinking that if they just get the words out in the right order that’s enough, 
as we’ve discovered the words alone are not enough. 
 
At this point I should clarify that I’m not suggesting that what you say isn’t important, the words you 
use, and the structure of your scripts carry the information and are essential, we’ll cover this in great 
detail in later chapters but at this stage let’s look more closely at the three areas covered in Albert 
Mehrabian ‘s studies. 
 
 
Visual signals (55%) 
 
We’ve been looking at human faces and expressions from the day we were born, and I can’t 
remember a day passing without seeing another human face so it’s hardly surprising that we’re all 
pretty good at reading facial expressions and body language, we can often see if someone is about to 
laugh or cry before they do and we recognise an expression of surprise, disgust and many others very 
easily.  
 
An interesting study of facial expressions was conducted by Professor Paul Ekman in 1969. Ekman 
travelled the world studying the connection between facial expressions and emotions, he focused on 
five different cultures from Chile, Argentina, Brazil, Japan and the United States and he discovered 
that a number of facial expressions are universally recognisable. 



 
Ekman was however uncertain if these expressions were learnt or inherent, he was aware that all the 
participants had access to Television and magazines which could indicate that they were simply 
recognised through constant exposure.  In order to eliminate this possibility, he travelled to a remote 
part of Papa New Guinea to work with an isolated tribe called the ‘Fore’, a group of people who had 
never been exposed to western civilization. He found that the same expressions were recognisable by 
the Fore as were by their western counterparts, the studies were then repeated with test subject who 
had been blind from birth and again, the same results were recorded. 
 
It’s now widely supported that there are six basic emotions that when genuinely expressed use the 
same set of facial muscles by every single person on Earth, Anger, Disgust, Fear, Happiness, 
Sadness and Surprise, hardly surprising then that we can generally recognise them with no effort at 
all but more importantly for a performer we can also recognise when they are forced or fake. 
 
If a Presenter, or any kind of performer for that matter, tries to show a feeling or expression by 
manipulating the muscles in their face they will simply look insincere and hollow because they are. 
This is what we mean when we refer to a Presenter as ‘Cheesy’ they try to consciously control the 
muscles in their face to express an emotion but it’s not just facial expressions it’s our entire body that 
communicates a feeling. 
 
How many times have you thought to yourself ‘I don’t believe a word that man says’ you may not have 
noticed anything consciously but on a subconscious level you may have ‘picked up’ on a bouncy 
knee, hands fiddling or a repetitive shift of weight from one leg to the other and you just get a feeling 
or a ‘vibe’ that something isn’t quite right. 
 
We’ll come back to this point later when we investigate presenting techniques but for the moment let’s 
just bear in mind that if we start any presenting with a smile that we don’t genuinely mean then our 
audience will recognise it as fake, it’s the first indication that we are not to be trusted because we’re 
basically lying about the way we feel. 
 
Tonality (38%) 
 
The second most significant part when carrying the meaning of a message is the way we say it or the 
tonality, this includes volume, pitch, pace and rhythm and can completely change the meaning of the 
words we use. 
 
Let’s use the sentence “It’s really great to be here” again, firstly imagine someone saying the phrase 
with an upbeat pace, mid to high tone and a good variety of pitch and then secondly, the same phrase 
with a low pitch, monotone and slow. The first example is more likely to ‘sound’ like it was genuinely 
meant and that it was actually nice to be there but the second may well be interpreted as sarcastic or 
cynical and the meaning would be that they would rather be somewhere else, exactly the same words 
but two totally different meaning. 
 
The tonality in which we deliver our words cannot only change the meaning of those words, but they 
are also an indication of our sentiment, attitude and opinion.  
 
 
Words (7%) 
 
As mentioned, the words we use are vital for any communicator, they carry the information and facts 
but when spoken without good visual expressions and tonality they lack meaning, and you may as 
well just give your audience the script to read for themselves.  
 
One of the many challenges for a Presenter is to keep an audience engaged and your audience is 
easily distracted in this day and age we are generally spoilt for choice when it comes to where and 
when we can get our news and entertainment. Netflix, YouTube and Social media are all now 
competing for our attention and the days of people just watching Television have gone. Even when 
they are watching TV most people have a smartphone nearby which is a constant temptation and 
distraction so if an audience has to work too hard to figure out what the person on TV is talking about 
the chances are, they simply won’t. 



 
So, it’s important to make it as easy as possible for our audience to understand the message while at 
the same time delivering that message in an interesting, engaging or entertaining way. 
 
Therefore, a good presenter is a three-dimensional communicator, the words, body language and 
tonality are all sending signals, they’re aligned and it’s easy for the audience to understand the 
message and the meaning. 
 
Ironic then that as a new presenter, whether on camera or to a live audience we very often focus on 
and give all our attention to the smallest part of communication, the words. 
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