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Welcome to UP Skills for Work!
UP Skills for Work helps you build skills for learning, work, and life.  

This workbook is written for people with diverse abilities.

What’s in this workbook? 
Communication is sharing information, ideas, and feelings. It’s 

also about getting information from other people. One way to get 

information is to understand social cues.

In this workbook, you’ll learn about: 

•	 what social cues are

•	 why social cues are important

•	 how to understand social cues 
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What are social cues? 
Imagine you tell a joke to your friend. Your friend smiles and laughs. 

Your friend is communicating how they feel about your joke. They’re 

using social cues.

Social cues are signals people use to communicate without words. 
To see social cues, you can look at a person’s:

•	 face

•	 arms and hands

•	 legs and feet

You can also listen to their voice.

Social cue What it might mean

Smiling I feel happy

Crossing your arms I feel upset 
I feel uncomfortable 
I feel angry

Playing with your phone I feel bored 
I’m not interested 
I feel nervous

Here are some examples of social cues and what they might mean.
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How well do you understand social cues? X

I understand what social cues mean.

I sometimes understand what social cues mean.

I need to learn more about social cues.

Self-check 
How well do you think you understand social cues? Write an “x” beside 

the box that feels like you.
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Meet Nouf and Marco
Nouf is eating lunch with her friend Marco. Marco is telling Nouf about 

his weekend. Nouf makes eye contact with Marco. She asks questions 

to make sure she understands.

Tip

You can give social cues without using eye contact. 
You can use your voice and your body to show that 
you’re paying attention. 

•	 What did Nouf do to show Marco she was paying attention?



5

Communication: Understanding social cues 

upskillsforwork.ca

Meet Hana 
Hana just started a new job at a library. Her boss is telling her how to 

put books away. Hana keeps looking at the clock. Sometimes Hana taps 

her toe on the floor. Then she interrupts her boss to say she already 

understands.

•	 �What social cues did Hana give her boss? What do you think her 
boss might understand from the social cues?
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Why are social cues important?   
Almost everybody uses social cues. You probably use them without 

even realizing it! 

Some social cues are very common. Many people use the same social 

cues to communicate. For example, many people will frown or use a 

harsh tone of voice when they’re angry.

Different people might use different kinds of social cues. That’s why it’s 

important to pay attention. Paying attention to social cues helps you 

understand what someone is trying to communicate. 

When you don’t pay attention, you might be confused or not 

understand what they’re trying to communicate.

Practice trying to understand social cues and you’ll get better at 

understanding them. 

What are different types of social cues?  
You can practice looking for different types of social cues. Here are four 

types of social cues to look for: 

•	 Facial expression

•	 Body language

•	 Voice

•	 Space
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Facial expression 

A facial expression is the way you show how you’re feeling with 

your face. Smiling is a facial expression. Frowning is another facial 

expression.

Body language 

The way somebody stands, sits, or holds their body can help show you 

how they’re feeling. For example, if somebody is sitting slumped down 

in their chair, they might be tired or not feeling well. 
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Voice 

Changes in your voice can change the meaning of what you’re saying. 

Think about what it sounds like to yell something. Now think about 

what it sounds like to whisper the same thing. 

Space 

If somebody stands or sits too close to you, it can make you feel 

uncomfortable. If somebody stands or sits too far away, it might mean 

they feel uncomfortable. It’s important to pay attention to the personal 

space of people around you. 
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Think about it   
You can use different parts of your body to communicate how you’re 

feeling. For example, if you’re feeling angry, you might:

•	 use your face to frown

•	 use an angry tone of voice

•	 wave your arms and hands

•	 walk back and forth

Think about how you could use different parts of your body to show 

that you’re feeling excited. You can write your ideas in the boxes below. 

Face:

Voice:

Arms and hands:

Legs and feet:
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Congratulations!  
You’ve learned about communication and understanding social cues.  

Practice your skills
Here are some ways you can practice what you learned:

•	 �Look for social cues from other people

•	 Talk about social cues with a friend or family member 

•	 Try using social cues when you communicate with other people

Take action
Communication is a skill. You need to take action to get better at a skill. 

Write a pledge to act.

I pledge to practice how to understand and use social cues. 

I will

A pledge is a serious promise to yourself and others.   


