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Context & Contents  
 

Context:  

 

I’m face blind. I have prosopagnosia. That means my brain 

can’t recognise faces. And I can’t remember faces. 

Prosopagnosia is either developmental (meaning you’re 

born with that bit of your brain not working properly), or it’s 

acquired, (perhaps through injury or illness). I’m not sure 

how I became face-blind, and I often walk right past friends 

and even close family. And I have no clue who they are.  

 

But Covid has done me a favour. It’s given me my first, 

unfair, positive advantage in working life. I can read people 

wearing masks. I don’t need to see the whole face to work 

out how people are thinking and feeling. I can 

communicate effectively with anyone, even though I won’t 

recognise them when I meet them again.  

 

And here’s the good news. This guide will give you some 

quick, easy, and immediately usable hints and tips for 

communicating and interacting effectively with anyone, 

even if they’re hiding most of their face with a face-mask.  

 

What’s not to like? 
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Contents: 

 

 

What’s the problem? 

(Pages 4 to 6) 

• Why we rely too much on seeing faces 

• The communication challenges of masks 

 

How can you communicate even with a mask?  

(Pages 7 to 9) 

• What the other person can do 

• What you can do 

 

Improving your communications generally 

(Pages 10 to 15) 

• Using your body to communicate better 

• Using your voice to communicate better 

 

 

Contact Details 

(Page 16) 

• Henry Rose Lee contact details 
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WHAT’S THE PROBLEM? Why we rely too much on 
seeing faces  

 

Being able to recognise faces is something nearly every human 

takes for granted. Face perception is one of the most important 

aspects of being able to recognise people and connect with them. 

Humans use information transmitted from the face to the brain. 

It’s what you use (completely unconsciously, without even 

thinking about it), to read people and work out what may be on 

their minds, or what they’re trying to tell you.  

 

Face recognition is a critical skill that develops early on in life. By 

the time a baby is six months old, he/she can recognise faces and 

use this recognition to work out who is a friend; someone who is 

safe – such as family members. The baby also uses that same 

brain-printing to identify strangers; people they’re sure they don’t 

know. This essential ability keeps humans safe. If you can’t tell 

who is a friend or a foe, you’re going to feel less safe and secure. 

 

In addition, when you watch people’s faces, you get important 

signals and clues about what they’re thinking and feeling and how 

they’re reacting to ongoing events. These clues can be subtle, but 

people who can perceive emotions from faces are in a privileged 

position to understand others, interpret cues, and anticipate 

actions and statements that will help all kinds of interactions and 

communications. The brain is coding the information received 

from a series or neurons that create a summary and an overall 

picture of every known, or unknown face.  

 

As a human you’re so adept at reading faces, that – if you see a 

face on a screen, and the sound is turned off - you can often work 

out what emotion the person is feeling. Research has indicated 

that many people recognise faces even if they forget other key 

details about a person - like their name or their job. So that’s why 

you spend so much time looking at someone’s whole face.   
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Modern research has indicated that human beings tend to 

process faces as a whole, rather than focusing on individual 

features. Therefore, a quick glance at someone’s face is 

delivering a whole message – the summary of everything seen in 

the eyes, nose, mouth, chin and even forehead. According to 

Rebecca Brewer from the Royal Holloway University of London, 

this is known as “holistic processing”. But when the face is 

masked, the ability to summarise is taken away.  

 

This is nothing new. Charles Darwin was writing about facial 

expressions back in the 1870s. In his book “The Expression of 

Emotions in Man and Animals” he confirmed that learning to read 

emotions from a face could help social interactions, reduce 

misunderstandings and help people to connect, engage, 

communicate and even work together better.  

 

But if we are going to be wearing masks – like some people 

already do in Asia – to avoid pollution, we’re going to have to get 

used to communicating, without being able to see all of a 

person’s face.  
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WHAT’S THE PROBLEM? The communication 
challenges of masks 
 

When someone wears a face mask, they may be showing only 

their eyes. If they’re wearing lots of eye make-up, or glasses, or 

they’re sporting a long or shaggy fringe, that may make it feel 

even more as if the usual signals you rely on for communication 

and connection are missing – or at least blurred.  

If you can’t read a face, you may still recognise who the person is 

– unless you’re like me, and you’re face blind. But you’ve still got a 

problem. The mask my literally hide what the person feels. You 

may not be sure if they’re sad, glad, mad or bad. You’ve spent so 

much time reading the whole face, with those crinkles that 

appear when someone smiles, or the way their nose twitches or 

their mouth pulls down when they’re thinking, that you may find 

it harder to read what’s really going when the mask covers up the 

signals you used to read like a book.  

Worse still, suddenly, you may realise that the person with the 

mask, who you used to connect with instantly, speaks rather 

indistinctly. Perhaps the mask is muffling their normal speech. 

Perhaps the mask is changing the way they breathe. Here’s what 

can go wrong: 

• You can’t hear what someone is saying 

• You can’t work out what they are feeling? Happy? Angry? 

Frustrated? 

• You’re too embarrassed to ask them to repeat themselves 

or to clarify their comments 

• Your early recognition system may be reduced. (In other 

words someone has to get much closer, or even speak 

before you are sure who they are!). 

Whatever is going on behind the mask can suddenly become 

more of a mystery, more of a puzzle, or more of a conundrum.   

So what can you do to overcome these challenges? Read on…. 
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HOW CAN YOU COMMUICATE EVEN WITH A MASK?  
What the other person can do 

 

Observe and read body language: When the other persons’ face 

is covered, they will still be giving you communication signals 

from their body language. If their whole body is relaxed yet 

relatively upright, they are probably relaxed, quite happy yet not 

over-tired. A slumped body could mean fatigue. A rigid body, with 

legs crossed over the body, and a closed stance usually means 

they are defensive, upset, frustrated or even angry. Watch what 

the other person is doing with their hands – since gestures are 

often useful for clarifying a message.  

 

Ask them to speak up or repeat what they’ve said: If you can’t 

hear them clearly – or they are speaking indistinctly – ask them to 

speak a little louder. You can say: “So sorry, your mask is making 

it a bit harder to hear you, could you speak up please?” OR “Could 

you just say that again please?” 

 

Ask them to turn down background noise or move away 

from it: Background noise can make conversation especially 

hard. When possible, ask the masked person if you can both 

move to a quieter spot or if they can turn down any unwanted 

sounds that might be making it harder for you to hear and 

understand them.  

 

Ask them questions to gain clarification: When someone 

speaks, you don’t have to accept what you’ve heard. If you’re not 

sure what the masked person is thinking or feeling, then ask 

them questions.  
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HOW CAN YOU COMMUICATE EVEN WITH A MASK?  
What you can do 

 

Speak clearly when it’s your turn to speak: When you’re 

wearing a mask, it’s up to you to speak clearly and loud enough 

so that you can be heard and understood. You don’t have to 

shout.  

 

Slow things down: When you speak, talk a little more slowly than 

usual. You don’t have to do that with everyone, but it might be 

more helpful for strangers who don’t know you, or your 

communication style at all. 

 

Pay attention and focus your listening: When the other person 

responds to what you have said, make sure you listen with full 

attention. Show that you aren’t just listening, you are actually 

focusing fully on what’s being said.  

 

Nod your head: Demonstrate that you are listening. Women 

have a tendency to do this more than men. Nod your head to 

show that the other person’s message is getting across. Or shake 

your head if your answer is a No. Either way, moving your head, 

helps the other person to know that you are participating in the 

conversation. If you can’t hear them clearly – or they are speaking 

indistinctly – ask them to speak a little louder. You can say: ”So 

sorry, your mask is making it a bit harder to hear you, could you 

speak up please?” OR “Could you just say that again please?” 

 

Use “Verbal Attends”: These are the noises such as “Mmm” and 

“Uh huh” and “Go on” which encourage the other person to keep 

talking. They demonstrate that you are joining in the 

conversation. 
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Ask questions to extend your understanding: If you are at all 

unsure about what the other person is thinking or feeling when 

they’re wearing a mask, then ask questions. Here are some 

examples: 

• So how do you feel about that? 

• So is everything alright now? 

• So what’s your next step? 

• Is there anything else you want to add about this? 

 

Get confirmation that your message has landed: Ask the 

masked person if what you have said has been well received and 

understood. If you don’t ask, you may not find out for sure. So it’s 

worth checking, especially if your communication is really 

important. Ask: “Does what I’ve said make sense?” OR “Is that 

clear?” 

 

Communicate another way: If you’re really struggling, then text 

each other or use your phones. Or go old school and write things 

down with paper and pen. It’s a last resort perhaps, but it works! 
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IMPROVING YOUR COMMUNICATIONS GENERALLY  

Using your body to communicate better 

 

Just for fun, here are 10 hacks for using your body to take control 

and to come across as a natural leader. These body language 

hacks make you look friendly yet confident. And who doesn’t 

want that?  

 

1: Practise Synchronicity 

There is a Neuro-Linguistic Programming tool called “Matching 

and Mirroring”. This is when you copy the body language of other 

person. You do this by matching (copy the same side as the other 

person) or by mirroring (copy the opposite side). If you want 

people to feel connected with you, then consciously copy their 

body language for the first 1 to 3 minutes of your meeting. Don’t 

slavishly copy every move. And don’t copy body language that’s 

negative or unhelpful. So if someone is pulling a bra strap or 

playing with change in a trouser pocket don’t copy that! Instead 

copy the big, obvious, body language movements, such as 

crossing/uncrossing arms or legs, or moving the body to one side, 

or putting hands on a table etc. If you do this at the start of an 

important meeting, you’ll encourage the other person to believe 

that you like them, or that you think like them. It’s a great way to 

start talking with someone who might be a stranger.  

 

2: Lean Forward 

People who like each other tend to lean towards one another. 

The more you like someone, the more your body will incline in 

their direction. Leaning forward is a technique for creating 

rapport and trust. So gently and appropriately move slightly 

forward, in the direction of the other person. You don’t have to 

touch them or get to close. But even leaning forward will make 

the other person think that you are interested in them and what 

they are thinking or feeling or saying.  
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3: Add an extra touch to your Handshake 

When meeting someone for the first time, you may choose to do 

this. (NB: Some people like this gesture and others don’t. So you 

decide). If you can shake hands as usual, then do so; but with 

your other hand, lightly touch the person on his/her hand or 

elbow as you repeat their name. The touch should be a second or 

two at the very most. This action creates a positive, memorable 

impression by making the person feel that you are really pleased 

to see them or meet them. If it’s not possible to shake hands (due 

to social distancing). Then raise your hands up in a friendly 

gesture with your hands open and palms facing the other person. 

It’s a gesture which says – I have nothing to hide and I come in 

peace! 

feel valued. 

 

4: Keep hands visible 

Establish a sense of trust and honesty by making sure that your 

hands remain visible to the other person or other people. That’s 

fine and easy if you are standing. If you are sitting, put your 

hands on the table where others can see them. It’s a gesture of 

friendship and openness.  

 

5: Nod in an encouraging manner 

A nod plays an integral part in keeping a conversation going. By 

using a measured nod, the listener indicates that they are paying 

attention and confirms that they don’t want to take over the 

other speaker’s role. The nod should be a slow, rhythmic 

nodding, which will encourage the speaker to say more and talk 

longer. By failing to nod your head while listening, the other 

person may think that the listener is not interested and is not 

paying attention. 
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6: Have an open mouth smile 

A smile is positive and influences others. Even with a mask, smile 

broadly when you do smile because it can then be seen in your 

eyes and in your laughter lines. Open your mouth when you 

smile and that makes the eyes and skin around the eyes crinkle 

more.  

7: Make eye contact 

Even if you feel uncomfortable about making eye contact, make 

the effort. You can demonstrate interest in what someone is 

doing or saying by fixing your gaze directly on the person 

speaking for slightly longer than normal – holding the gaze for a 

count of about 5 to 6 seconds. The moment you look at another 

person, you demonstrate that you’re giving that person your full 

attention. Hold that look for a longer period of time and you are 

implying that the person has. But DON’T stare! It makes the other 

person feel bad.  

 

8: Sit in a corner position at a table 

Sitting at a table with the corner of a rectangular table between 

you and the other person encourages a relaxed, friendly 

conversation. You can clearly see each other and there is open 

space and room for gesturing. This positioning denotes that both 

people are on an equal footing. 

 

9: Give equal attention to a meeting 

If you are sitting at a table with two people, do your best to 

include both in your conversation, even if you think one of the 

people is more important to you than the other. Do it by 

following these steps: 

• Start by sitting in a triangular position with you in the 

middle if possible.  

• When one person says 

• something or asks a question, look at that person first as 

you begin to respond, and then turn your gaze towards 

the other person as you continue to talk.  



 

 

Ultimate Guide to communicating well, even with a face mask Henry Rose Lee © 2020                                                  

   13

  

 

• Carry on like this, turning your head first to one person 

and then to the other as you continue talking.  

• Then, as you make your final statement, look again at the 

person who first asked the question or made the 

comment.  

This technique makes sure that both people feel important and 

connected to you. 

 

 

10: Take control of the room 

One way to demonstrate control in a conversation is to connect 

with an object in the room. For example, this could be your chair. 

Move to your chair, pull it out, arrange it (as if it’s not quite right 

as it was originally positioned), and then sit down. Take out your 

pens and 

papers and place them on the table in front of you, as if 

preparing for the discussion. These actions denote that you are 

confident, comfortable and in control. They also denote that you 

are not a threat – just sure of yourself.   
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IMPROVING YOUR COMMUNICATIONS GENERALLY  

Using your voice to communicate better  

 

And here are 5 hacks for using your voice to come across as 

friendly and confident, and a natural leader. Go play! 

 

1: Improve your listening 

The best use of your voice is to listen more! If you listen well, no 

matter how much you like or dislike your voice, you will find that 

– when you listen well – you gain clues and ideas from the client. 

This means that, when you speak. you respond to the other 

person’s most important wants and needs. Listen more and other 

people will want to talk to you, be friends with you, and do 

business with you. It’s all because listening makes people feel 

that they heard, valued and important. Research has shown that 

when an individual listens more than they speak, the person they 

are listening to, finds the listener far more likeable and 

interesting. 

 

2: Pause 

When the other person stops speaking, rather than replying at 

once, silently count slowly to three – and then reply out loud. This 

pause and brief silence not only gives the impression that you 

have paid close attention to the other person; it also makes them 

think that you have reflected on what’s been said. People like to 

think that the focus and attention is on them and this is an easy 

way to deliver that message. 

 

3. Brevity 

Have you ever sat through a dinner party where the host tells a 

story that goes on forever? Every tiny, insignificant detail is 

covered and you find that your mind is drifting off elsewhere or 

you start to look for a chance to interrupt the continuous flow of 

words. None of us likes people who talk too much. So, when you 
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talk, use short sentences and phrases and be as concise and brief 

as you possibly 

can. Say something. Then shut up, and listen to the response! 

4. Speed 

Research has shown that the most successful sales people speak 

quite quickly. In a study published in the Journal of Personal Selling 

and Sales Management, psychologists Peterson, Cannito and 

Brown analysed how rate of speech and voice characteristics 

affect selling ability. His findings showed that the faster a 

salesperson spoke (within a normal range), the more he/she sold. 

The average rate of speech is about 150 words per minute, but 

for the successful salesperson it was about 247 words per 

minute. So – even if you’re not in sales, you can speak a little fast 

then normal, if you want what you’re saying to become more 

compelling to other people. You can speak a little faster by 

contracting words and compressing the pauses between the 

words and sentences, rather than by just 

speaking more quickly. For example, instead of saying: “Do you 

have a place where we can sit down?” you could say: “Dyave a place 

where wecn siddown?” 

 

5. Energy 

If you tend to speak quite slowly, then aim to increase the energy 

in your voice. Energy is as compelling as speed. Key ways to 

increase the energy in your voice are to: 

• Sit up straight or stand up (this opens up the ribcage, 

improves the flow of air and breathing and allows the 

voice more natural energy). 

• Smile when you speak (unless you are delivering bad 

news). 

• Use hand gestures and positive body language (these also 

help the voice deliver energy).  
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CONTACT DETAILS 

For further information, or to book Henry Rose Lee for 

speaking or consulting, please note the contact details below:  

 

 

 
 

 

  
 

Henry Rose Lee – key details  

Website:  https://www.intergenerationalexpert.com/ 

LinkedIn:  https://www.linkedin.com/in/henryroselee/ 

Twitter:  @HenryRoseLee 

Email:   henry@henryroselee.com  

All copyright belongs to Henry Rose Lee and all rights are reserved 

No unauthorized copying or broadcasting permitted 
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