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CHAPTER 4

THE S-C-A-N SYSTEM FOR  
INTERPRETING AUDIENCES’ 

NON-VERBAL CUES IN  
HIGH-STAKES CONTEXTS

I
t would be nice, incredibly useful, and pro�table for you if you possessed a 
superpower that enabled you to read minds (to gauge intent) or successfully 

interpret body language behaviours. People spend their whole lives studying 
human behaviours to lend their expertise to detecting deception or predicting 
outcomes based on non-verbal cues displayed. Law enforcement agencies use 
interrogation techniques and polygraphs to get a sense of whether deception is 
present so they know where to prioritise their investigations. (I’m an avid fan 
of detective programmes. I’m o�en intrigued by how cases are solved using 
technology, good old police work, and the knowledge of human behaviour.)

Nevertheless, despite advances in technology and improved knowledge of 
human behaviours, experts in deception detection will tell you that it’s almost 
impossible to conclude with 100% accuracy that someone is lying.

And in the business context, it’s di�cult to ascertain what some body 
language behaviours mean, especially in contexts where stakes are high – think 
of congressional hearings, media brie�ngs following scandals, or interviews 
with political leaders.

�at’s why Mark Bowden’s S-C-A-N formula is useful. It provides a step-
by-step guide to help you navigate the complexities of non-verbal behaviours.
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The S-C-A-N system

In his session on �e Business Leadership Podcast for Business Leaders1, Mark 
Bowden recommends that we use the S-C-A-N system to interpret an audience’s 
non-verbal cues so that we make more accurate plans to get desired results.

S – Suspend judgement

C – Consider context

A – Ask speci�c questions

N – Note new judgement

To illustrate how to use this system, imagine yourself the lead character in the 
scenario below, which, although �ctitious, is a practical scenario you could be 
faced with.

Relatable Account

You’re a business leader of the most valuable Fortune 500 company 
for the year. You’re fairly new on the job, with an uneventful six-
month tenure to your credit. Yet, due to a sudden stock market 
crash, which occurred recently, you’re required to articulate a 
decision that will result in a job loss of 40%, a loss of millions of 
dollars in revenue, and reduced dividends for shareholders. To save 
the company from looming bankruptcy, you must communicate 
your decision, as well as recommend drastic actions that must be 
speedily implemented.

You’re scheduled to deliver your speech at a press conference. 
Due to the elite status of your company, your press conference will 
be aired by local, national, and international media. You know 
the stakes couldn’t be higher, so you’ve prepared and rehearsed 
your delivery for weeks. You’re familiar with your �nancials and 
have carefully outlined a route which – if you receive the desired 
support from the public, regulatory authorities and the Board – will 
ultimately save the company from a likely demise.
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However, Bowden’s S-C-A-N formula would help you navigate the confusing 
signals you’re receiving and bring you closer to the truth.

How to use the S-C-A-N system

First, suspend judgement. Do some critical thinking about the situation before 
you arrive at any conclusions. Instead of assuming you’re hated and are only the 
bearer of bad news, realise that the audience doesn’t have enough data about 
you to make a judgement about your character. It might be that a few, in the 
absence of more information, will resort to negatives (as human beings tend 
to do, a habit that’s traced back to an evolutionary need to protect oneself from 
the unknown – hence the �ght-or-�ight response). However, it’s possible that 
other people displaying defensive or aggressive non-verbal cues (frowning, 
folding arms over chests, glaring, etc.) might be simply concerned about the 
situation. �ey might even be worried about issues that are unrelated to you. 
In other words, don’t be presumptuous.

Next, consider the context. �e press conference is critical to educating 
the public about the corporate crisis and providing a solution to salvage your 
company. �e event is thus a tense scenario, which cannot be treated with 

You mount the podium, and lights �ash as the media frenzy begins 
with pictures being taken and multiple voices spewing out questions. 
Your company’s press executive intervenes by stepping forward; she 
quietens the irate crowd and pleads for them to refrain from asking 
questions until your 20-minute address is delivered. �e din is �nally 
reduced to a hush. With trembling hands, you open the bottle of water, 
thoughtfully provided, and pour some of the lukewarm contents 
into a glass. You take a few gulps, clear your suddenly parched throat 
and look at the audience. A sea of 50 unsmiling faces glares at you, 
frowns clearly etched on some, while many have folded arms across 
chests. Others appear indi�erent to you, almost as though nothing 
you could say could persuade them that you have a solution to the 
worst crisis corporateville has experienced in the year.

Before you open your mouth, you sense that you’re already 
considered the villain.
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levity. �e non-verbal cues displayed understandably match the seriousness of 
the issue. Again, angry non-verbal signals may or may not be directed at you.

�ird, ask speci�c questions. Or in the scenario described, reframe questions 
you receive so you can answer them clearly. Don’t hide behind jargon or 
‘empty’ statements that don’t o�er credible or empathetic feelings. So say, “We 
are sorry”, instead of, “We apologise”, and do your best to be transparent.

When asking questions in other situations, aim to unravel what certain 
non-verbal cues might be. For example, if you make a point and notice 
someone scowl, you could ask the subject speci�cally: “I noticed that you 
looked concerned about the X point I made. Do you think it’s useful in that 
context, or is there anything you’d like clari�cation on?” Use questions to �nd 
out whether the ‘subject’ (your audience) agrees with your line of reasoning. 
Asking targeted questions will save you the grief from wrongly allocating 
resources to a particular project when those involved don’t support your 
decision, or pursuing an initiative that people believe is doomed to fail. Again, 
don’t assume you know best what people are thinking and what they’re feeling, 
without asking them open-ended questions. A caveat – be prepared to receive 
honest feedback, which might challenge your plans and compel you to change 
your line of action.

Finally, note the new judgement. With new insights received from the �rst 
three tests, you can formulate a new judgement.

As Bowden explains, your new judgement might be similar to your initial 
judgement, such as the audience disliking you and what you stand for in 
the �ctitious scenario described previously. If that’s the case, as the business 
leader, you’ll need to address the situation.

For example, a�er the Q&A, you could state:

Relatable Account (continued from page 55)

�ank you for your questions. I’ve sought to answer them as clearly 
as possible. For more clari�cation, please refer to the updated 
media page on our website.

Now, I realise that my decision will be considered harsh and 
insensitive in the short-term. �e distress of losing your jobs 
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Alternatively, concerning the �ctitious scenario and what your audience was 
thinking, the new judgement you form with the S-C-A-N system might be an 
awareness of what the non-verbal cues you saw signi�ed – concern and not 
disgust. �is realisation might require you to take a di�erent course of action 
to get the desired results.

Use the S-C-A-N system any time you need to give speeches and addresses 
in public, and especially when speaking at special events where there’s likely 
to be opposition to your views or actions. Since it’s humanly impossible to 
be 100% accurate about what people are thinking and feeling, arm yourself 
with as much data as possible to make it easier to determine what your 
audience is likely to be thinking. In this way, you’ll be able to tailor your other 

and consequently being unable to provide for your families or 
dependants in this uncertain economy is a legitimate worry. And I’m 
sorry for causing you such concern. Regretfully, we cannot prevent 
the widespread job losses that will be e�ected across our regions, 
and not only in this country. Nevertheless, we’ll ensure that all your 
allowances and entitlements are paid within two days of your o�cial 
noti�cations. I’ve directed our global human resources director to 
communicate the details of our generous severance packages this 
week.

In the long run, our decision to streamline our operations and 
focus on our strength – manufacturing – will ensure that this 
company, a global icon, will not only stay a�oat but will thrive. We 
plan to excel by boosting our engineering prowess using our patented 
technological tools, and bene�tting from our technical sta� – the 
best engineering, robotics, and AI brains on the planet. We’ll work to 
ensure that a�er the critical period of adjustment, about 24 months, 
we’ll emerge more robust.

We’re committed to restoring your faith in us, and we aim to 
become that national pride that would employ your children, your 
children’s children and subsequent generations for years to come.

�ank you for your time.
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communication actions – public speaking and business writing – to suit the 
needs of the audience.

It’s only then that you’ll become an e�ective communicator.

In the next chapter, I explore non-verbal behaviours further and list other 
steps you can take to improve your non-verbal communication.

Key takeaways

1. Deciphering with 100% accuracy what the body language of 
others means is virtually impossible, so be realistic in your 
expectations.

2. Getting closer to unravelling what your audience is thinking 
when they display non-verbal cues in high-stakes situations is 
possible. With Bowden’s S-C-A-N system, you’re more likely to 
interpret body language behaviours. Armed with the insights you 
glean, you can tailor your communications to coax the desired 
actions from your audience.



Effective communication will never go out of style. 
It will outlive the critics, survive shifting trends, 

and thrive in this tech age.

As a professional, entrepreneur, or business leader, you must amplify your 
communication skills to accelerate your career, grow your business, or sharpen 
your credibility.

As a corporation, you must use purposeful communication to nurture trust, coax 
employee engagement, boost your reputation, and steer actions to pro�tability.

But how can you get the results you deserve with e�ective communication and 
position yourself for long-term success?

In this book, you’ll �nd the latest insights on non-verbal communication, 
public speaking, and business writing to build your knowledge of best practices. 
�en you’ll learn practical techniques for honing these communication skills 
to in�uence people and thrive in your arena.

Lucille Ossai draws upon recommendations from thought leaders and 
practitioners in the �eld: from researchers and authors to communication 
experts. Written in the author’s signature simple, yet authoritative style, the 
book is enhanced by her experience as a communications trainer, advisor, 
and blogger. From her anecdotes and interviews with successful professionals, 
entrepreneurs, and business leaders, you’ll discover what to do, what you must 
avoid in your communication – and how to proceed.

�is evergreen resource will become your invaluable companion as you strive 

for excellence in your industry.

WWW.COMPASS-PUBLISHING.COM

UK £25.95

EU €27.95

USD $34.95

NON FICTION/

BUSINESS

ISBN 978-1-912009-31-2

Lucille Ossai is a communications trainer, advisor, speaker, 

and multi-award-winning blogger. She’s also the founder 

of Rethinking Business Communications Limited, a 

communication outfit that delivers training and advisory 

services in non-verbal communication, public speaking, 

and business writing. Lucille lives in Lagos, Nigeria with 

her husband, Val, and three children: Jason, Zara, and Leon.


