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Abstract 

Effective leadership in higher education extends beyond administrative 

competence and verbal communication. The present study examines the pragmatic 

functions of nonverbal friendliness displayed by department heads and its 

influence on staff effectiveness, motivation, and workplace atmosphere. Drawing 

on theories of pragmatics, organizational communication, nonverbal 

communication, and organizational justice, the study investigates how nonverbal 

cues such as smiling, eye contact, open body posture, attentive listening, and 

supportive facial expressions contribute to positive staff perceptions and improved 

performance. Data were collected through a questionnaire administered to 23 

university teachers. The findings indicate that participants highly value fairness, 

equal task distribution, respectful treatment, and supportive leadership behaviors. 

Most respondents reported that friendly and approachable department heads 

create a more cooperative and productive working environment. The study argues 

that nonverbal friendliness serves as a pragmatic resource for communicating 

respect, solidarity, empathy, and trust without relying solely on words. The 

findings have implications for academic leadership and workplace communication 

in higher education institutions. 
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Introduction 

Seldom are sentences spoken in a behavioural vacuum. We use a range of 

organic vocal, facial, and physical gestures to colour and flavour our speech. These 

gestures reveal our internal state by expressing attitudes toward the ideas we make 

or details about our moods or emotions. Even though we may be mindful of them, 

these acts are frequently uncontrollable since they are spontaneous or automatic.  

However, understanding an utterance almost always depends to some extent on 
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how it is interpreted. They frequently reveal more about a person's emotional and 

physical condition than the words they go with; occasionally, they take the place of 

words instead of just supporting them. (Wharton, 2009). I should say that the 

interpretation of an utterance, therefore, depends not only on the linguistic content 

but also on the accompanying nonverbal signals. In many situations, nonverbal 

behaviours communicate more effectively than words themselves, revealing 

feelings of empathy, support, approval, respect, or disapproval. 

Leadership communication plays a crucial role in shaping employee attitudes, 

motivation, and organizational effectiveness. In university departments, 

department heads are responsible not only for administrative management but also 

for maintaining positive interpersonal relationships among academic staff. While 

numerous studies have examined verbal communication in leadership, nonverbal 

communication remains comparatively understudied despite its significant 

influence on workplace interactions (Greenberg, 1987). 

Nonverbal communication includes facial expressions, gestures, eye contact, 

posture, physical distance, and other behavioral signals that accompany or replace 

spoken language. In professional settings, these cues often communicate attitudes, 

emotions, and interpersonal intentions more effectively than words. A department 

head who greets staff members with a smile, maintains appropriate eye contact, 

listens attentively, and demonstrates openness through body language 

communicates friendliness and respect even without explicit verbal praise. 

From a pragmatic perspective, nonverbal behaviors perform important 

interpersonal functions. They help establish solidarity, reduce social distance, 

communicate empathy, and foster trust. Consequently, nonverbal friendliness may 

significantly influence staff motivation, job satisfaction, and work effectiveness. 

This study investigates how university teachers perceive the role of nonverbal 

friendliness in departmental leadership and how such behaviors contribute to a 

productive academic environment. 

Literature Review 

Pragmatics examines how meaning is constructed and interpreted within 

specific social contexts. Communication involves not only what is said but also how 

it is expressed. Nonverbal signals frequently complement verbal messages and 

influence interpersonal interpretation. 

Research demonstrates that supervisors' nonverbal immediacy behaviors 

significantly affect employees' emotional experiences and perceptions of support in 

the workplace (Jia, Cheng, & Hale, 2017). Supervisors who display warmth through 

facial expressions, gestures, and attentive behaviors encourage stronger relational 

connections with employees. 
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Similarly, nonverbal communication is a fundamental component of 

organizational interactions because it influences perceptions of leadership 

effectiveness, trustworthiness, and interpersonal relationships. Nonverbal 

behaviors often shape employees’ interpretations of managerial intentions even 

when verbal messages remain unchanged (Bonaccio et al., 2016). 

Trust represents another critical factor in organizational effectiveness. Trust in 

leadership is positively associated with job satisfaction, organizational 

commitment, and employee performance (Dirks & Ferrin, 2000). Friendly 

leadership behaviors can therefore contribute to improved outcomes by 

strengthening trust between leaders and staff (Graham et al., 1991). 

The concept of organizational justice is also relevant. Organizational justice 

refers to employees' perceptions of fairness regarding decision-making, treatment, 

and task distribution. Employees who perceive fair treatment are generally more 

committed, satisfied, and productive. Fairness and respectful interpersonal 

treatment contribute significantly to positive workplace attitudes and behaviors. 

In academic environments, where collaboration and intellectual exchange are 

essential, leadership behaviors that communicate support and fairness may be 

particularly important. A department head's nonverbal friendliness can signal 

recognition, respect, and inclusion, thereby encouraging staff engagement and 

cooperation. 

Methodology 

The study involved 23 university teachers employed at a higher education 

institution. The participants represented a range of academic positions, including 

lecturers, senior lecturers, and professors, and varied in their years of teaching and 

professional experience. This diversity allowed the study to capture perspectives 

from individuals with different levels of responsibility, expertise, and engagement 

in academic life. 

To collect data, a structured questionnaire was designed to examine teachers’ 

perceptions of leadership communication practices, nonverbal expressions of 

friendliness, fairness in workplace interactions, and their influence on overall 

workplace effectiveness. The questionnaire consisted of both closed-ended and 

open-ended items. The closed-ended questions enabled the collection of 

measurable data regarding participants’ attitudes and experiences, while the open-

ended questions provided respondents with an opportunity to elaborate on their 

views, share personal observations, and offer examples from their professional 

environments. 

All participants completed the questionnaire anonymously to ensure 

confidentiality and encourage honest and unbiased responses. Participation in the 
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study was voluntary, and respondents were informed about the purpose of the 

research before completing the survey. 

The collected data were analyzed using both qualitative and quantitative 

approaches. Quantitative analysis was employed to identify general trends, 

patterns, and frequencies within the responses, whereas qualitative analysis 

focused on examining participants’ written comments and identifying recurring 

themes and insights. Through this combined analytical approach, the study 

explored how leadership communication behaviors, particularly nonverbal 

friendliness and perceptions of fairness, contribute to staff effectiveness and the 

overall working environment in higher education settings. 

Results 

The questionnaire findings revealed a strong preference for friendly and fair 

leadership practices. Most respondents indicated that they preferred department 

heads who treat all staff members equally, distribute workloads fairly, 

communicate respectfully, listen attentively to staff concerns, and demonstrate 

supportive attitudes through both verbal and nonverbal behaviors. 

Many participants emphasized that unequal treatment and favoritism 

negatively affect motivation and workplace morale. Conversely, fair and 

approachable leadership encourages greater commitment and cooperation. 

Several respondents reported that simple nonverbal behaviors such as smiling, 

greeting colleagues warmly, maintaining eye contact during conversations, and 

showing attentive listening contribute significantly to a positive departmental 

atmosphere. 

One participant noted that when a department head welcomes staff with a 

friendly facial expression and genuine attention, employees feel respected and 

valued. Another respondent stated that supportive body language creates a sense 

of psychological comfort that encourages teachers to participate actively in 

departmental activities. 

The findings suggest that nonverbal friendliness functions as a powerful 

interpersonal signal that strengthens professional relationships and promotes 

organizational effectiveness. 

Discussion 

The results support previous research highlighting the importance of 

nonverbal communication in workplace settings. Nonverbal friendliness appears to 

operate as a pragmatic mechanism through which leaders communicate positive 

interpersonal meanings (Kudesia & Elfenbein, 2013). For example, a department 

head who smiles when meeting a teacher in the corridor implicitly communicates 

goodwill and openness. Similarly, maintaining eye contact during discussions 
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signals attention and respect. Nodding while listening indicates engagement and 

understanding. These behaviors function as nonverbal speech acts that 

communicate friendliness without requiring explicit verbal statements. 

From a pragmatic perspective, such behaviors reduce social distance between 

leaders and employees. They create an environment characterized by trust, mutual 

respect, and cooperation. When staff members perceive their leader as 

approachable and supportive, they are more likely to share ideas, seek assistance 

when needed, and engage actively in departmental initiatives. We can give several 

situations as an example, and they are as follows: Example 1: Smile as a Pragmatic 

Marker of Solidarity-A department head sees a lecturer in the corridor and smiles 

warmly.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                              

Although no words are spoken, the smile communicates friendliness, recognition, 

and solidarity. It functions as a nonverbal positive politeness strategy. Example 2: 

Nodding as Encouragement-During a meeting, a young teacher presents a new 

teaching proposal. The department head maintains eye contact and nods 

repeatedly. The nodding serves as a nonverbal supportive response, encouraging 

the speaker to continue and signaling that their contribution is valued. Example 3: 

Open Posture During Consultation-A teacher visits the department head to discuss 

workload concerns. The head sits facing the teacher with relaxed shoulders and 

uncrossed arms. The open posture pragmatically communicates availability, 

receptiveness, and willingness to listen. Example 4: Attentive Listening-A 

department head remains silent, maintains eye contact, and occasionally nods 

while a staff member explains a problem. These nonverbal signals perform the 

pragmatic function of empathy and active listening, helping the employee feel 

understood and respected. Example 5: Friendly Facial Expression During 

Feedback-The head provides constructive criticism while maintaining a calm facial 

expression and a slight smile. The nonverbal friendliness mitigates the potential 

face-threatening effect of criticism and preserves positive interpersonal relations. 

The findings also emphasize the significance of organizational justice. 

Participants consistently highlighted fairness as one of the most important 

characteristics of effective leadership. Equal task distribution and impartial 

treatment communicate respect for all staff members. When fairness is combined 

with friendly nonverbal communication, leaders create an atmosphere that 

promotes both psychological well-being and professional productivity (Karam et 

al., 2019). Consider the following example: a department head who greets every 

teacher equally and respectfully demonstrates interpersonal fairness. Again, a 

leader who listens attentively to staff concerns without interrupting communicates 

respect and empathy. Next, maintaining an open posture during meetings signals 
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receptiveness to different opinions. And finally, smiling while providing 

constructive feedback reduces anxiety and encourages professional growth. 

These behaviors may seem minor individually; however, their cumulative 

effect contributes substantially to workplace climate and staff effectiveness. 

Conclusion 

This study demonstrates that nonverbal friendliness constitutes an important 

pragmatic resource in academic leadership. The questionnaire findings indicate 

that university teachers value fairness, equality, respect, and supportive 

communication from department heads. Nonverbal behaviors such as smiling, eye 

contact, attentive listening, and open body posture communicate friendliness, 

strengthen trust, and foster a positive workplace atmosphere. 

The results suggest that effective departmental leadership is not determined 

solely by administrative competence or verbal communication skills. Rather, 

leaders who consistently display friendly and fair nonverbal behaviors are more 

likely to cultivate motivated, cooperative, and productive staff members. 

Consequently, leadership training programs in higher education should emphasize 

the role of nonverbal communication and interpersonal fairness in promoting 

organizational effectiveness. 
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