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Smile, We Can Hear You! 
Does Your Voice Charm or Alarm? 

By Poll Moussoulides 
 
 
A smile can be charming and distractingly disarming. 
What better way to put people at ease than with a 
friendly display of your pearly whites! There is truly 
nothing more mesmeric than a beautiful smile.  
 
However, with a slight change in the facial muscles, 
and a distinct change of purpose, we notice a 
grimace of pain, anger or aggression. In the animal 
kingdom when a lion, baboon or domestic dog 
‘smiles’ at you by retracting their gums and exposing 
their razor sharp teeth, the charm turns quickly to 
alarm, and we know we are in potential danger. 
 
Only humans smile to display pleasure, amusement 
and appeasement. In fact a smile in humans 
normally expresses the absence of danger; so why 
do we do it? How did it develop to separate us from 
the rest of the animal kingdom? The answer came in 
1980 with an explanation from Professor John J 
Ohala from the Department of Linguistics at the 
University of California, Berkeley. 
 
In his research paper “The Acoustic Origins of the 
Smile”, Ohala proposed that words sound better to 
humans when accompanied by a smile. By smiling, 
the cheeks are pulled back reducing the size of the 
mouth cavity and this produces higher vocal tract 
resonances. Avoiding lower pitched sounds makes us 
less threatening and more likely to positively 
connect. Think of the sounds your voice makes when 
you talk to a nervous kitten, meet a young child, or 
greet a friend you haven’t seen for years! To make 
these sounds our lips retract and the vocal 
placement goes into our cheek bones, and so the 
smile was born! 
 

(continued on next page…) 
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When I work with Sales Teams or Customer Support 
Teams who do most of their work on the telephone, we 
notice the massive improvement in Customer 
perception when the ‘voice’ of the organisation is 
smiling. They can’t see you, but they can sure hear 
your smile! And this is not some pithy tip that lives in a 
hypothetical world of extreme tree hugging positivity – 
the feedback from our customers range from ‘she 
really cared about my issue’, ‘I felt I could trust him’ to 
‘I really appreciated his patience and understanding’. 
 
Smiles are vital for better relationships – after the 
eyes, the next most looked at part of the body is our 
mouth. So whether it’s face to face or on the phone, 
Smile! You’d never know who’s listening!  
 
 
John Ohala’s original paper: 
http://linguistics.berkeley.edu/PhonLab/users/ohala/papers/smile.pdf 
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Do You Want To Use This Article In Your Newsletter Or Website? 
You can, as long as you include the entire article, the copyright, the links and the 
complete text below with it: 
 
Poll Moussoulides publishes his ‘SPEAK’ newsletter for trainers, consultants, coaches, 
teachers, corporate sales teams, small business owners ... and all people who would like 
get to results whenever they speak. The newsletter is free and contains interviews, 
articles, exclusive discounts and priority information on courses and events. To join the 
global newsletter community of thousands, or to find out more, go to 
http://www.voicecoach.ie 
 
www.voicematters.com 
www.tvpresentingireland.com 
www.irishvoiceassociation.com 


