
Inkblot • Vol. 4 • September 2015 | 7

Research suggests that there are specific nonverbal behaviours, which could be perceived as vulnerable, that make 
the individual more susceptible to physical or sexual attack. In particular, gait, body language, and facial expres-
sions are major components in the perception of an individual’s vulnerability to victimization. Findings pertaining 
to gait indicate that individuals who walk with shorter strides, lateral weight shifts, constrained arm swings, and 
walk at a slower pace are perceived as more vulnerable to attack by potential perpetrators. The literature on body 
language has identified individuals who use more hand and foot gestures, rather than arm and leg movements 
while conversing as more susceptible to an assault. Research on facial expressions has found that individuals 
with neutral, sad, fearful or shameful facial emotions are perceived as more vulnerable and weak. Furthermore, 
social predators are more inclined to use specific behavioural criteria when selecting potential victims. Individu-
als scoring high on the Self-Report Psychopathy Scale: Version III and the Psychopathy Checklist-Revised have 
increased accuracy at identifying potentially vulnerable victims based on the victim’s appearance and behaviour. 
This review highlights the relationship between non-verbal behaviours and the perception of vulnerability, impli-
cating the role of awareness as a preventative measure against victimization.

Abstract

Behavioural Cues for the Perception of Victim Vulnerability

Nonverbal behaviours heavily influence an individu-
al’s perception of others. Nonverbal cues such as hand 
gestures and facial expressions provide social perceiv-
ers with information regarding demeanour and future 
intentions (Book, Costello, & Camilleri, 2013). For 
example, quivering hands may sudiffereggest that an 
individual is feeling nervous or fearful. These percep-
tions can subsequently influence a social perceiver’s 
actions. Examples of possible responses to this behav-
iour include attempting to calm the individual or sim-
ply ignoring the behaviour. However, to a social preda-
tor, this sign of fear can be viewed as an opportunity 
of which they can take advantage. While individuals 
may be unaware of their small movements, in the social 
world, nonverbal interaction gives a wealth of informa-
tion and cues that people respond to unconsciously or 
consciously. Observers may interpret them as a display 
of the individual’s vulnerability to victimization.

Extensive research has been conducted to investigate 
the underlying mechanisms and techniques associated 
with victim selection (Book, Costello, & Camilleri, 
2013; Gunns, Johnston, & Hudson, 2002; Sakaguchi & 

Hasegawa, 2006). Some individuals may be fortunate 
enough to never experience assault, whereas others may 
fall victim to it on numerous occasions. Interestingly, 
there is a small proportion of the population that is re-
peatedly victimized by various perpetrators (Farrell, 
Phillips, & Pease, 1995), suggesting that these victims 
may have unique characteristics. Research has shown 
that vulnerability to victimization is strongly correlated 
with the expression of certain nonverbal cues (Book, 
Quinsey, & Langford, 2007; Grayson & Stein, 1981; 
Wheeler, Book, & Costello, 2009). Furthermore, cer-
tain individuals, including physical attack offenders, in-
mates, and psychopaths, are more inclined to perceive 
these cues accurately (Book et al., 2013). Individuals 
who score higher on measures of psychopathic traits, 
as assessed by the Self-Report Psychopathy Scale: Ver-
sion III (SRP-III; Paulhus, Heumann, & Hare, in press), 
exhibit higher accuracy in detecting vulnerability to 
victimization in individuals based on nonverbal behav-
iour (Wheeler et al., 2009). This finding suggests that 
automatic behaviours, such as walking style, may serve 
as a waving red flag to these individuals. Potential vic-
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but were not limited to, the person’s fitness, body type, 
body posture, gait, and age. The inmates who scored 
higher on measures of psychopathic traits primarily 
used gait to make their assumptions. This research sug-
gests that the inmates attributed particular aspects of 
nonverbal behaviour, such as gait and body posture, 
to the individual’s internal traits. Specifically, the re-
searchers suggested that the inmates were associating 
these aspects with a vulnerable and weak personality. 
Social predators rely on these revealing nonverbal cues 
when selecting their prey (Wheeler et al., 2009). The 
findings also suggest that the cunning traits of a psy-
chopath make them more attuned to handpicking easy-
to-attack victims. Their lack of empathy and remorse 
(Hare, 1993) allows them to focus their attention on 
nonverbal cues, such as gait, to facilitate deception and 
exploitation of others.

On the other hand, research investigating the kine-
matics of gait suggests that the vulnerable gait of a 
victim can be summed up into a simple algorithm of 
its various aspects (Gunns et al., 2002; Johnston, Hud-
son, Richardson, Gunns, & Garner, 2004; Sakaguchi 
& Hasegawa, 2006). This implies that anyone, not just 
psychopaths, can select easy-to-attack victims by sim-
ply observing a potential victim’s gait and applying the 
algorithm. To determine what the algorithm encom-
passes, a study was conducted to examine the specific 
characteristics of gait, which result in the perception of 
vulnerability (Gunns et al., 2002). Thirty non-criminal 
men and thirty non-criminal women were asked to pro-
vide ease-of-attack ratings of people walking. The re-
sults demonstrated that females were considered easier 
to rob or rape if their gait was characterized by shift-
ing their weight laterally or forward and back, lifting 
their feet, displaying limited arm swing, having low en-
ergy and high constraint, a slow pace, and short strides. 
Men were considered easier to physically attack when 
they walked with shorter strides, decreased energy, 
increased constraint, and if they had lower weight. In 
general, individuals do not pay attention to the length of 
their strides or the speed at which they walk. However, 
these aspects are easily observable to anyone seeking 
out a potential victim. Self-awareness of these nonver-
bal cues could save an individual from physical attack. 
Altering aspects of walking style can decrease ease-of-

tims could be exhibiting vulnerability by the length of 
their strides or the gestures they use while conversing 
with others.

This paper will examine the literature to determine 
which nonverbal behaviours expressed by potential 
victims make them distinct and susceptible to assault. 
Specifically, the present paper will focus on how non-
verbal behaviours such as, gait, body language, and fa-
cial expressions, serve as cues towards the perception 
of victim vulnerability.

Gait
Gait, a person’s manner of walking, can be character-
ized by speed, hip sway, stride length, arm swing, knee 
bend, and bounce (Gunns et al., 2002). Variations of 
these aspects can give a social perceiver a plethora of 
information regarding the individual’s personality, age, 
energy, and vulnerability to victimization (Book et al., 
2013). Rapists and murderers, such as Ted Bundy, rely 
on this information when selecting potential victims. 
Ted Bundy was one of the most notorious serial killers 
in American history. Although he confessed to commit-
ting thirty homicides within the span of four years, his 
former attorney later claimed that Bundy had confided 
in him that his total list of victims exceeded one hun-
dred (Epstein, 2012). Bundy was known for his charm-
ing personality, paucity of remorse, and most impor-
tantly, his unsettling and upfront appetite for murder. 
During an interview, he claimed, he could “tell a victim 
by the way she walked down the street, the tilt of her 
head, [and] the manner in which she carried herself” 
(Holmes & Holmes, pp. 221). This idea that Ted Bundy 
was able to determine a woman’s vulnerability by ob-
serving nonverbal behaviours such as gait is compel-
ling, and could quite possibly have been his greatest 
asset when selecting potential victims.

To test whether there was any truth to Bundy’s claim, 
a study on a sample of inmates in a maximum-security 
prison in Ontario attempted to decode the behaviours 
that identified individuals as potential victims (Book 
et al. 2013). The inmates in the study were asked to 
provide a rating of vulnerability after having watched a 
video clip of an individual walking. In addition to this, 
the inmates were asked to indicate the specific criteria 
used to make their evaluations. These criteria included, 
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help to pinpoint possible victims.
The dominance or submissiveness exuded by a 

woman in a social situation plays an integral role in 
the perception of her vulnerability (Hareli, Shomrat, & 
Hess, 2009; Richards, Rollerson, & Phillips, 1991). In 
particular, research has found that submissive women 
are more likely to be sexually attacked in comparison to 
dominant women (Richards et al., 1991). While social-
ly dominant women often implicitly project assertive-
ness and powerfulness through nonverbal behaviours 
(Murzynski & Degelman, 1996), socially submissive 
women tend to project passivity and other implicit be-
haviours that express conformity to authority (Hareli 
et al., 2009). Perpetrators can visually distinguish be-
tween dominant and submissive women based on these 
nonverbal behaviours, including the body language 
they express. Research has shown that dominant wom-
en tend to use larger limb movements and shift their 
weight more often while standing, whereas submissive 
women use smaller hand movements, foot movements, 
and hold postures for longer periods of time (Richards 
et al., 1991). These results suggest that social perceivers 
easily interpret nonverbal cues and associate aspects of 
behaviour to the subject’s personality and vulnerability.

Facial Expression
Facial expressions are external displays of what people 
are feeling internally; they serve as an excellent tool 
for social perceivers to decipher an individual’s emo-
tions. In many cases, perpetrators select their victims 
by first examining their potential victim’s facial ex-
pression. For example, physical attackers tend to avoid 
people with an assertive expression because it indicates 
a possible threat of danger. Individuals identified with 
increased psychopathic tendencies have been found to 
be effective at judging the assertiveness of others by 
their facial expression (Book et al., 2007). Assertive 
individuals are perceived to be more likely to retaliate 
during a physical attack, which would not make them 
an easy victim. However, individuals with a sad or dis-
tracted expression may be perceived as having their de-
fenses lowered, making them easier targets for physi-
cal assault (Wheeler et al., 2009). Consistent with the 
evidence presented on gait and body language, certain 
facial expressions can also suggest an individual’s vul-

attack ratings, and subsequently reduce the possibility 
of physical attacks (Johnston et al., 2004). Gait, charac-
terized by a full range of arm swings, high energy, low 
constraint, and a faster speed, is perceived as a mani-
festation of powerfulness (Gunns et al., 2002, Grayson 
& Stein, 1981), and should be brought into practice to 
avoid potential victimization.

Body Language
Body language encompasses the fluidity of limb move-
ments, the degree to which arm and hand gestures are 
used, leg movements, and shifts in weight. Variations in 
body language can convey different meanings and in-
ternal traits to social perceivers. In a study investigating 
the aspects of body language, which elicit vulnerabil-
ity to victimization, researchers asked 53 inmates in a 
minimum-security prison to view videotapes of people 
walking on the sidewalk (Grayson & Stein, 1981). The 
inmates were instructed to evaluate the person’s body 
language, and provide a rating of their vulnerability 
to assault. The findings indicated that there are three 
specific components of body language that suggest the 
potential victim’s vulnerability, which include body 
weight shifts, type of walk, and specific body-limb 
movements. In terms of body weight shifts, an individ-
ual was more likely to be perceived as a victim if they 
shifted their body in a lateral, diagonal, or up and down 
direction, rather than forward and back. Also, a per-
ceived victim is more likely to walk gesturally (activate 
the entire body) rather than posturally (activate only 
part of the body). In regards to body-limb movements, 
unilateral movements rather than contralateral move-
ments are indicative of being perceived as a victim. Uni-
lateral body-limb movements are classified as moving 
one side of the body, whereas contralateral movements 
are classified as moving both sides of the body (right 
arm and left leg, or left arm and right leg). Furthermore, 
non-victims’ movements were characterized as smooth 
and organized, whereas the body language expressed 
by victims was described as awkward and disjointed. 
Body language characterized by reduced synchroniza-
tion and fluidity in a person’s movements often lead to 
the perception that the individual is more vulnerable to 
victimization (Murzynski & Degelman, 1996). There-
fore, in accordance with gait, body language can also 
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vidual’s vulnerability to victimization.

Concluding Remarks
Victim selection is considered to be an astute and pre-
cise process. It requires potential perpetrators to care-
fully observe their desired victim’s nonverbal behav-
iours such as gait, body language and facial expressions. 
These nonverbal behaviours help physical attackers 
assess whether the individual is vulnerable to victim-
ization. Selecting easy-to-attack individuals makes the 
victim selection process more cost efficient. For exam-
ple, it would not be in the best interest of a perpetrator 
to select a victim who has an increased likelihood to re-
taliate. It is important for perpetrators to make accurate 
internal attributions based on the victim’s non-verbal 
behavioural cues. It may be assumed that only ruthless 
and intelligent social predators, such as Ted Bundy, 
are capable of deciphering our every move, however, 
this may not be true. Specific components of walking 
style, body language, and facial expressions are easily 
distinguishable by any individual assessing the target’s 
behaviour. 

Implications of these findings suggest that individu-
als should increase self-awareness of their nonverbal 
behaviour and its association with perceived vulnerabil-
ity. In addition to increasing self-awareness, alterations 
to personal walking style should be implemented to 
reduce ease-of-attack ratings, especially in vulnerable 
individuals. Relevant alterations can be taught through 
training sessions consisting of how to change specific, 
individualized characteristics of nonverbal behaviour, 
which are indicative of victim vulnerability (Johnston 
et al., 2004). General fluidity and synchronization of 
body movements should also be taught and practiced to 
avoid potential victimization. Current research has fo-
cused on understanding the underlying mechanisms to 
victim selection, but the next step should center on the 
applicability of the knowledge collected. Victim selec-
tion research should also examine how to bring aware-
ness to and train the general public to exude dominant 
and assertive nonverbal behaviour. Furthermore, stud-
ies should be conducted to examine whether adopting 
dominant nonverbal cues through training sessions is 
feasible, and whether they will remain persistent. By 
changing one’s body language or facial expression to 

nerability to victimization. 
As previously discussed, psychopaths have the abil-

ity to observe and evaluate gait and body language, 
which may signify an individual’s vulnerability. Re-
search suggests that psychopaths are also accurate at 
pinpointing potential victims based on their facial ex-
pressions (Book et al., 2007). It is puzzling that psy-
chopaths can be accurate at detecting facial expressions 
and emotions due to their own inability, or decreased 
tendency, to feel emotions such as empathy, remorse, 
and fear (Hare, 1993). Researchers have conducted 
studies to provide an explanation for this emotional 
paradox (Book et al., 2007; Lorenz & Newman, 2002). 
On the Psychopathy Checklist-Revised (PCL-R; Hare 
1991), Factor 1 makes up the interpersonal and affec-
tive component, including symptoms of reduced affect, 
and lack of empathy and remorse.  Individuals scoring 
high for Factor 1 are characterized by manipulation 
and superficial charm (Hare, 1993). To compensate for 
the reduced affect experienced by psychopaths, social 
cues, such as facial expressions, are used to make sense 
of and manipulate social situations. This is supported 
by research suggesting that psychopaths are highly ac-
curate at identifying emotions (Wheeler et al., 2009) 
and rating the intensity of emotions (Book et al., 2007). 

In addition to perceiving assertiveness through facial 
expressions, social dominance and submissiveness can 
also be expressed through facial expressions. As pre-
viously mentioned, submissive women are more likely 
to be judged as vulnerable victims of sexual assault 
(Richards et al., 1991). In a study investigating which 
facial expressions indicate social dominance and sub-
missiveness, men and women were perceived to be so-
cially dominant or submissive based on different facial 
expressions (Hareli et al. 2009). Women with happy or 
angry facial expressions, and men with neutral facial 
expressions were perceived as more socially dominant. 
On the other hand, neutral or fearful facial expressions 
in women were perceived as more socially submissive.  
In men, sad, fearful or shameful facial expressions were 
indicative of social submission. These findings suggest 
that simply expressing a facial expression associated 
with dominance can steer physical attackers away from 
the individual. Facial expressions are another nonver-
bal cue used to perceive and take advantage of an indi-
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sponse modulation and emotion processing in low-
anxious Caucasian psychopathic offenders: results 
from a lexical decision task. Emotion, 2, 91–104.
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ceptions of submissiveness: Implications for victim-
ization. The Journal of Psychology, 125, 407–411.
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periments and real life. Journal of Nonverbal Behav-
iour, 30, 63–85. 
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appear more dominant, the individual can decrease the 
likelihood of portraying the role of a victim, and sub-
sequently prevent potential physical assault. Therefore, 
keeping all of these nonverbal cues in mind can poten-
tially save an individual from harm, or even save their 
life.
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