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For my parents


And for all the hot dog ladies (literal and otherwise)










Introduction


When I was a kid, I thought my dad was embarrassing—not because he told groan-inducing jokes or teased me about boys (though he did those things too) but because he was constantly talking to strangers. It was almost like he was compelled to do it, couldn’t help himself. I’d blush with embarrassment as he told the checkout clerk at the supermarket about which university I was heading off to in the fall (“Dad—she doesn’t care!”). I grew up in a small city in Canada, close to the American border, and we did lots of day trips and camping holidays in the US. I’d quiver with impatience when, instead of simply answering the border crossing agent’s standard questions, Dad would sincerely ask the agent how they were doing and strike up a friendly conversation (“Dad—we’re holding up the line—there are dozens of cars waiting!”).


I could always see it coming. My dad is extremely observant—he always spots the deer on the edge of a field at twilight—and I’d catch him eyeing his next target. He would spot someone wearing a T-shirt from a triathlon they had participated in or a hat from somewhere they had visited. He would casually sidle up to them with his slightly bowlegged saunter and ask them about the triathlon or the place on the hat or whatever other detail he glommed onto as a spark for conversation. Over the years, he has developed endless ways to turn an observation or an overheard snippet of dialogue into a conversation starter.


Dad especially loves talking to kids. He still laughs about a conversation he had at a grocery store one December about a decade ago, when he asked a young boy whether he had been well-behaved all year and was expecting a visit from Santa. The boy thought for a few seconds, presumably considering a few of his transgressions, before cannily responding that he’d been pretty good that year. Dad has a few finely honed openers that all involve saying something so outlandish that kids feel compelled to respond, to tell him how silly he is. He’ll ask a kid whether they have a pet crocodile. (“Noooo!” they say with a giggle.) He’ll ask a kid with an ice cream cone if they need any help finishing it. (Still no takers on that “kind” offer.)


As I got older, the way I thought about my dad’s unusual habit shifted. I’d been worried that he was bothering people, that people wouldn’t want to talk to him, but I eventually realized that he (almost) never gets rejected. Instead, somehow he (almost) always gets people laughing, usually through self-deprecating humor. (I’ve heard him tell approximately fifty-seven different people about how he’s on a waiting list for a brain transplant.)


I also eventually realized that Dad’s willingness to talk to strangers is often useful. Whenever we needed information or directions, we’d just send Dad over to ask someone for help. Whenever we needed an extra chair at a restaurant, we’d send Dad over to ask someone for a spare. Of course, it would take ages for him to return because he’d start chatting. . . . He’d always come back with a story as well as the chair.


I grew to admire my dad’s lack of inhibition and the ease with which he could connect with strangers and make people feel comfortable. I thought he had a rare skill—one that seemed completely unattainable to me because I was nothing like him. I was shy.


In my mid-twenties, I was flying on my own for work for the first time. I had just boarded and settled in my seat when I heard an announcement: “Will passenger Sandstrom please identify themselves to a member of the flight crew?” My heart started racing. I wondered what was wrong and why they wanted to talk to me. Then I grasped at the world’s tiniest straw: They couldn’t possibly be looking for me because I was traveling under my married name, not Sandstrom (my maiden name). Although I desperately wanted to believe that they weren’t looking for me, in my heart I knew they were. It would have taken so little effort to find out.


All I had to do was reach up and press the flight attendant call button. But I really, really didn’t want to. Pressing the call button would mean drawing attention to myself. It would mean talking to a flight attendant. Although the now-Gillian writing this book recognizes that flight attendants are mere humans, past-Gillian saw them as worldly and glamorous, intimidating. Past-Gillian wouldn’t dare ask a flight attendant for a bottle of water, extra pretzels, or even help. In fact, she couldn’t conceive of a single reason that would compel her to push that button—even when she was being asked to do exactly that over a public announcement system. So she/I didn’t.


When I arrived at my destination, I waited patiently as the baggage carousel grew emptier and emptier and finally stopped moving. Even before it stopped, I knew what my shyness had cost me. When I arrived at the convention center for my work event the next morning, it was in a souvenir T-shirt that I’d bought at the airport gift shop.


Fast-forward twenty-five years, and it’s obvious that I’m my father’s daughter because I’m now in the habit of talking to strangers. (An artsy acquaintance once referred to it as a “practice” that I have developed, which I find to be a pleasing description.) The first conversation I remember deliberately starting was on the subway in Toronto, and that stranger taught me that people can ride ostriches (see chapter 3). I was hooked. That conversation made me want to have others. To help me remember these small moments of connection—and hopefully inspire others to reach out too—I started sharing my #Talking2Strangers stories on social media. I’ve now shared hundreds of them—and those are just the tip of the iceberg.


One conversation that I had while working as a computer programmer put me on the path to a new career. Now, not only do I regularly talk to strangers, I also study talking to strangers for a living, as a professor of psychology. (I’m a researcher, not a therapist or clinical psychologist—no couches in sight.) I’ve made it my scientific mission to understand the reasons that we feel anxious about talking to strangers and all the ways that we benefit if we’re able to push past our fears. In this book, I’ll share what I (and other researchers) have learned.


Through trial and error and lots of practice (not to mention watching my dad), I’ve learned how to confidently approach someone I don’t know, have a brief chat, and then walk away, never to see them again. (It’s a bit different when you might see the person again and potentially develop a relationship with them—for example, with a neighbor or colleague; the focus of this book is mostly on one-off interactions.) I’ve learned that my dad’s skills are not unattainable but rather skills that we can all develop. Being a confident stranger-talker doesn’t mean that I never get rejected (though it’s extremely rare—see chapter 1), but I’ve learned not to take rejection personally. Being a confident stranger-talker doesn’t mean that I’m now a paragon of social skill, perfectly at ease in any social situation. But talking to strangers has helped me develop a range of skills that have been valuable in ways that I wouldn’t have expected (see chapter 6). Being a confident stranger-talker doesn’t mean that I’ve banished all my fears, but I’ve learned that I can reach out and connect with my fellow humans in spite of my fears—and that it’s worth doing.


What about stranger danger?


It’s hard to shake the idea of “stranger danger,” which many of us were taught as children, but the vast majority of strangers aren’t dangerous.1 You’re a stranger to most people, and you’re not dangerous, right? A more nuanced message is being taught to children these days, recognizing that, yes, a vanishingly small number of strangers are dangerous, but if you’re ever in danger, there are also kind strangers that you can turn to for help. I’m not suggesting that you strike up a conversation the next time you’re walking down a proverbial dark alley. Choose a situation that feels safe, such as a public place in broad daylight with plenty of people around. (And, it goes without saying, but I’ll say it anyway: Please don’t be a dangerous stranger to others. When you talk to a stranger, be mindful of their feelings and reaction—you wouldn’t want anyone to feel that you’re harassing them or being creepy.)


In my life, instead of being a danger, strangers have been game changers. I’ll tell you stories of conversations with strangers that literally changed my life. By having lots of conversations with strangers, you increase the odds of having one of these exceptional interactions. But mostly, my stories are about everyday moments. For me, talking to strangers has been transformative not just because of a few standout conversations, but also—and, I believe, especially—because of the accumulation of small, ordinary moments, which add up to me seeing the world differently: with a pervasive sense of trust, safety, and connection.


What you will (and won’t) find in this book


Over the course of this book, I’ll share my personal journey with you. You’ll hear the unlikely story of how a young woman who had her suitcase removed from a plane because she was too shy to press the flight attendant call button turned into a habitual, confident stranger-talker. Talking to strangers didn’t come naturally to me. I could never have imagined that one day I’d find so much joy and meaning in it. If I’ve been able to confront my fears and learn how to talk to strangers, you can too. As the proverb goes: Wise men learn from others’ mistakes, fools from their own. I’ve played the fool, and I wrote this book so that you can benefit from what I’ve learned.


But this book isn’t just about stories, because I’m also a scientist who has studied thousands of conversations between strangers. I’ll share the latest research about talking to strangers, conducted by me and my colleagues, to help you understand the psychological barriers that make it so hard to reach out (so that you can learn to overcome them) and the benefits of talking to strangers (so that you know why it’s worthwhile). You’ll feel reassured to know that you’re not alone in feeling nervous about talking to strangers—most people have doubts about their social skills. You’re probably already more competent than you think. And be prepared to get sick of me telling you: You worry far too much. My research studies consistently find that conversations with strangers go better than you expect, and people like you more than you think.


This is not a book about how to make friends, how to find love, or how to network your way to success. However, to do any of these things, you’ll need to talk to strangers. It’s not unreasonable, therefore, to expect that feeling more comfortable talking to strangers will make it a little easier to achieve these goals (see chapter 6). But I hope that you’ll talk to strangers for no particular reason and with no expectations, just for the joy and humanity of it.


  If there’s a foolproof formula that we can follow to guarantee that a conversation will be successful, I haven’t found it yet. However, there are tips and tricks that can help, and you’ll be able to glean some ideas from the stories that I’ll share about my conversations with strangers. I’ve also compiled a how-to appendix (here) with some ideas for you to try. (I even asked my dad for his best advice because to me he’ll always be the expert.) My goal is to give you enough ideas to start experimenting, so you can find out what works for you. After all, each of us is a scientist, experimenting with our own life.


Is this book for you?


Over the next seven chapters, by sharing my personal stories and the latest scientific research, I’ll highlight some of the many benefits of talking to strangers, some of which you might not have considered. You’ll learn how strangers sometimes carry the pieces to your life’s puzzle, how talking to strangers adds spontaneity and novelty to your everyday, and how this makes you more creative (see chapter 3). You’ll learn just how important it is to see and be seen by others, and how we see the world differently when we see it together—even with someone we don’t know (see chapter 5). You’ll even learn how talking to strangers will enable you to tap into your inherent kindness and make the world a little better (see chapter 7).


Wherever you’re currently at, in terms of talking to strangers, this book has something for you. If you want to talk to strangers but something has been holding you back, this book will help you find the confidence that you need—and give you the permission that you might not even know you’ve been seeking. If you’re already a regular stranger-talker, this book will help you reflect on and celebrate the many benefits of talking to strangers—especially if you have people in your life who don’t understand it. (I wish past-Gillian could have read this book to better understand her irrepressible stranger-talker dad.) And if you hadn’t really thought about talking to strangers before now, this book will inspire you to give it a try.


Every day, we have opportunities to create moments of connection with our fellow humans. Often we don’t even notice them, and when we do, we fail to appreciate just how powerful and meaningful these moments can be. After reading this book, when you walk into a shop, wait in a line, or sit next to someone you don’t know, you’ll understand that it is an opportunity for a laugh, for learning, for connection. I believe our world would be better if more people talked to strangers. We can all make a difference by confronting our fears and reaching out. I hope you’ll join me—and my dad. To get started, all you have to do is say, “Hello.”










1


Why Talking to Strangers Is Hard


My friend and frequent research collaborator Erica Boothby sat at a table in her neighborhood café, drinking an iced latte and carefully rereading her notes for the third time. She was meeting a potential new collaborator (let’s call her KristynaFN1), someone whose work Erica admired, and she wanted to make a good impression. Kristyna arrived, and after some small talk, the two got down to business, throwing research ideas back and forth to see if they could identify a project to work on together.


After the meeting, Erica collected her things and joined her husband, Gus Cooney, who had been sitting at a nearby table, working away on his laptop during her meeting. When Gus asked Erica how the meeting had gone, she told him that she had enjoyed the conversation but doubted that Kristyna would want to collaborate with her. The conversation had gone in a different direction than she had expected, and she had felt less prepared than she would have liked.


“I think I kind of blew it,” she said.


“Are you serious?” Gus asked.


Gus had a completely different take on things. Sitting within earshot, he had overheard some of Erica’s meeting. From his perspective, the two had hit it off, and Erica’s thoughtfulness and competence had shone through in her insightful comments.


After discussing their contrasting perceptions, Erica and Gus wondered: Who was better able to judge what Kristyna had really felt? Was it Erica, who had the firsthand experience of the conversation? Or was it Gus, who had the objectivity that comes from being an observer? (Objective about the conversation, that is—less objective about Erica’s positive qualities and ability to make a good impression.) Gus is also a psychology researcher, so instead of simply engaging in idle speculation, he and Erica decided to run some studies to find out. If Gus was right, people might be worrying too much about their social skills and missing out on a chance to laugh, learn, and connect.


I didn’t know yet that Erica and Gus were asking this question in their research, but I already had some data that hinted at the answer. In 2015, I’d developed a How to Talk to Strangers workshop, to help people think about why they were reluctant to start a friendly conversation with a stranger and help them cultivate the skills they needed to do so. I ran the workshop one Saturday afternoon in a bright, open space, upstairs at a London pub. People arrived, usually one at a time, often with a glass of liquid courage—we were at a pub, after all—and looked around the room nervously before taking a seat and invariably pulling out their phones. The room was quiet, and the tension was palpable. After introducing myself and describing the plan for the workshop, I threw people straight into the deep end, asking them to talk to a stranger at their table.


I’ve run this workshop many times now, so I’m no longer surprised by the immediate change that happens in the room every time: the beautiful buzz of people talking to each other. It’s thrilling. Without fail, once people start talking, it’s getting them to stop that’s the challenge.


Partly to help workshop attendees reflect on their experience but mostly to collect research data, I asked workshop attendees some questions immediately following their first conversation. All but one of ninety-one attendees (drawn from multiple workshops) thought that they found their conversation partner more interesting than their partner found them to be.1 In other words, all but one felt like Erica had with Kristyna. But they were wrong. I know this because their partner had also answered my questions, meaning that I knew what their partner said about them. The data was undeniable: Their conversation partners liked them more than they realized.


By good fortune, I found out that Erica and Gus were doing this research (with Margaret Clark), sparked by their debate about what Kristyna had thought about Erica. I’d never met Erica, but I reached out to her, and we arranged a meeting. She and Gus were much further ahead on this work than I was, but they generously offered to collaborate, and we pooled our results. My How to Talk to Strangers workshops provided one source of data that revealed what we named the “liking gap”: a measurable asymmetry between (1) how positively people had judged their conversation partner and (2) how positively they thought their partner had judged them. Erica and Gus had run multiple studies and found the same social asymmetry in every one.


What causes the liking gap? Erica and Gus had that covered. After pairs of strangers had conversations in the lab, they were asked to list the moments in the conversation that had most influenced the impression they had formed of their conversation partner. They also listed the moments that had most influenced the impression their partner had formed of them. Then, they rated the positivity/negativity of each of these pivotal moments. People thought that their partner’s impression of them was influenced by more negative moments, whereas their own impression of their partner was influenced by more positive moments. When they thought the moments that formed their partner’s impression of them were more negative, they reported a larger liking gap. We seem to be our own worst critic: We see the best in our partner but the worst in ourselves.


The liking gap is all in our heads. Erica and Gus recorded pairs of strangers, like Zamena and Silje, having conversations. Observers watched the video, focusing on Zamena and estimating how much Zamena had liked Silje. They watched the same video a second time, focusing on Silje and estimating how much Silje had liked Zamena. Meanwhile, Zamena and Silje each reported how much they liked their partner and how much they thought their partner had liked them. The observers couldn’t see how much Zamena thought Silje liked her (and vice versa), but they could see how much Zamena actually liked Silje (and vice versa). In other words, the cause of the liking gap is not that we can’t tell what our conversation partner thinks of us. Our partners are sending signs, through eye contact and smiles and tone of voice that the objective observers were able to pick up on. However, when we’re the one having the conversation, we don’t notice these signs because we’re distracted by the negative voice in our head that is telling us that we’re failing as a conversation partner.


This negative voice is, unfortunately, a main character in our lives and in this book, so I think it needs a name. Given its insidious nature, I’m going to call this devious character Sid. I’m hoping that, by giving this voice a name, we’ll be able to think about it in a more objective way and learn to question and challenge it. (I encourage you to give yours a silly name too.)


How strong is the negative voice in our head? Surely Sid pipes down after people get to know each other, and then the liking gap disappears? The size of the gap does shrink over time but more slowly than you’d expect. In another study, Erica and Gus found that even after college students shared a suite for five months, they still thought their roommate didn’t like them as much as they liked their roommate. It took six months of living together, day in and day out, before the gap finally disappeared. But there’s nothing magical about six months, and the liking gap can last even longer. In a workplace study that Erica and Gus carried out with Adam Mastroianni and Andrew Reece, the gap was intact even after colleagues had worked together for more than six months.2 The sweet spot, where our insecurities diminish and our perceptions start to align with reality, probably relates more to our feelings of closeness than to any particular amount of time.


People are surprised to learn about the liking gap, and I think that’s because it’s hard to learn about it firsthand. One kid might ask another “Do you want to be friends?” or be told by another “You’re weird.” Adults, however, don’t solicit or receive social feedback in the same way that children do. It would be inconceivable for Erica to have asked Kristyna after their meeting: “Did you like me?” Instead, we try to read our conversation partner’s body language and nonverbal behavior, and we listen to Sid, the unforgiving critic who’s constantly putting us down. (Kids exhibit the liking gap too, but only when they start to think about the impression they make on others, which happens around their fifth birthday.)3 My research with Erica and Gus sneakily sidestepped the taboo about asking for social feedback, and people have been surprised to learn what their conversation partners really think of them.


You might be thinking But people really don’t like me—I’m an exception. For this to be true, there would need to be something unusual about the hundreds and hundreds of people who have now participated in various studies that find evidence of the liking gap, including young children, university students, and adults; people in the US and in the UK; people having conversations in a research lab, at work with their colleagues, or at a workshop held at a pub. It’s possible that you’re an exception, but it’s far more likely that other people like you—yes, even you!—more than you think.


On Today in 2018, Sheinelle Jones told viewers about our research on the liking gap.4 The idea of not knowing how much someone really likes you hit home with cohost Dylan Dreyer, who commented: “I’m always saying: Does Al (Roker) really like me? I’m not sure. . . .”


News anchor Craig Melvin agreed: “Funny you should say that because I wonder the same thing.”


Al Roker appeared dumbfounded. “Are you serious?”


And so, a news report about the liking gap resulted in a perfect example of the liking gap in action, even between colleagues who have worked together for years.


It’s natural to worry about talking to strangers


There are people who absolutely love talking to strangers and seem devoid of fear. My dad is one of these people. You might be another one. Chances are, though, that you’re a bit (or a lot) apprehensive about talking to strangers, and that’s the reason that you bought this book. (Thanks, by the way!) I want you to know that it’s completely normal to be nervous about talking to strangers.


Imagine that you’re in the waiting room at the doctor’s office, and you notice a friendly-looking stranger who’s knitting what appears to be a purple octopus. Obviously, you might want to know: What’s up with the purple octopus? There’s only one way to find out. . . . How will this stranger react if you decide to strike up a conversation? Will they be happy to chat or annoyed that you interrupted their knitting? If you end up getting into a conversation, how will they act and what will they say? Will you have anything in common (besides your shared octophilia), or will their beliefs and values be fundamentally different from yours? What if they’re a member of some weird octopus cult and they try to indoctrinate you? There’s no way to know in advance. We humans generally like to feel that we have some control over what happens to us. When we talk to a stranger, it can feel like we’re giving up that control. No wonder it makes us nervous.


Adding to our trepidation is the fact that the stakes feel high. Researchers in psychology have long believed that social connection is critically important for our well-being. In 1943, Abraham Maslow proposed, in his now-famous pyramid of needs, that once we have food, shelter, and financial security, our strongest need is to find acceptance, belonging, and love.5 Half a century later, researchers scoured the academic literature and concluded that the empirical evidence collected through hundreds of research studies supported Maslow’s theory: Belonging is a need (not just a desire), and humans are motivated to fill that need because we can only thrive when it is filled.6


We can’t help but care deeply about what people think about us. We care precisely because it’s fundamentally important for us to feel that we are included and valued by others. We may not want to care what others think, but we can’t dismiss our need to belong any more than we can dismiss our need for food and shelter. It makes sense that we care what a new colleague thinks of us, when we’ll be working with them for years. It makes sense that we care that a potential romantic partner thinks we’re funny and charming. It makes no sense at all, however, that we care what a complete stranger, who we’ll never see again, thinks when we ask them about their purple octopus. But we humans are sense-makers and pattern-detectors, and sometimes this leads us to overgeneralize.


The unpredictability of talking to strangers means that it’s natural to worry. But what, exactly, do people worry about? When I started running How to Talk to Strangers workshops, I asked attendees to tell me about their biggest concerns. I’ll admit, I thought I’d be able to identify a handful of fears that were common to most people, figure out a way to assuage these concerns, and voilà: I’d be able to help people feel more comfortable talking to strangers. I was wrong on several counts.


For one thing, there doesn’t seem to be a small number of especially potent fears that are shared by most people. Instead, over the years, people have shared with me a seemingly endless list of concerns (see the following list for some examples). Different people are worried about different, sometimes conflicting, things. More introverted people, like me, might worry about talking too little; when I get nervous, my mind goes blank, and I can’t figure out anything at all to say. In contrast, more extroverted people, like my friend Mayce, might worry about talking too much; when Mayce gets nervous, she feels compelled to fill the empty space with words, and afterward, she often regrets oversharing.


A nonexhaustive list of things that people worry about:


 







	
I might talk too much.




	
They might talk too much.









	
I might talk too little.




	
They might talk too little.









	
I might overshare/disclose too much.




	
They might overshare/disclose too much.









	
I might not enjoy the conversation.




	
They might not enjoy the conversation.









	
I might feel uncomfortable.




	
They might feel uncomfortable.









	
I might not like them.




	
They might not like me.









	
I might not understand them.




	
They might not understand me.









	
I might say something insensitive or offend them.




	
They might take what I say the wrong way or be offended.









	
I might not trust them.




	
They might not trust me.









	
I might not have anything in common with them.




	
They might not want to talk to me.









	
I might feel that I can’t speak openly or honestly.




	
I might not know how to start the conversation.









	
I might feel awkward.




	
I might not know how to keep the conversation going.









	
I might say the wrong thing.




	
I might not know how to end the conversation.









	
I might ask too many questions.




	
   













 


On a positive note, although people confess a wide variety of fears, most of us are moderately, rather than extremely, worried. And even people who worry more than average about others’ evaluations (i.e., people who are shy) tend to enjoy talking to strangers, when they do it.7 It’s easy to think that you’re more worried than other people are, but it’s important to remember that none of us are mind readers. Even people who seem as if they wouldn’t be worried about talking to strangers might actually be just as worried as the rest of us. I was walking with my friend Lena, who’s super talkative, who relishes social gatherings, and who I think of as extremely confident. Midway through our walk, we stopped at a pub for a drink. (Pub walks are one of my favorite things about living in the UK.) It was a warm, blue-sky day, so it was no surprise that all the picnic tables in the pub garden were occupied.


“I guess we should just find a seat inside,” Lena sighed.


But who wants to sit inside on a beautiful summer day? Instead, I turned to a couple, who were sitting at a huge table with lots of space: “There are no tables free. Would you mind if we shared yours?”


The couple politely invited us to take a seat.


Maybe it didn’t occur to Lena to ask, but I suspect that she just wouldn’t have felt comfortable doing so. I think the realization that there are Lenas hiding in plain sight is one of the most impactful things people learn in my workshop. You’re not alone. Others share your worries, even though it’s sometimes hard to tell.


Of course, some people do worry more than others and in a problematic way. According to the National Institute of Mental Health in the US, approximately 12 percent of people experience social anxiety disorder (SAD) at some point during their life.8 How can you tell whether you experience a “normal” amount of worry about talking to strangers or whether you might have SAD? I’m not a clinician, but what I do know from trusted resources is that if your fear of rejection is one of your biggest fears, if it has troubled you for at least six months, and if it prevents you from doing things that you’d like to do (e.g., you’d like to go to the cinema, but you don’t because you’re anxious about sitting next to a stranger in the theater), then you might have SAD. It’s very treatable with professional help, and, with sustained effort, you may even be able to work through it yourself. I’ve included some resources in the endnotes,9 and much of the advice in this book draws on the same principles that these resources describe (e.g., suggesting that you look at your thoughts more objectively and learn to challenge them, and desensitize yourself by gradually building up to a feared activity).


Let’s take a closer look at some of the things that you might be worried about:


•Talking to strangers will be boring.

•You won’t know what to say . . .

•. . . because you’re an introvert, and introverts can’t talk to strangers.

•People won’t want to talk to you.

•People will misinterpret your intentions.

•You’ll be judged for breaking “the rules” of social interaction.

These are all completely understandable worries. I’ve felt every single one of them. But are these fears rational? How likely is it that these fears will come true? And if they did, how bad would it be? Is there anything you can do to mitigate the fallout?


What if it’s boring?


According to Wikipedia, small talk is “polite and standard conversation about unimportant things.” It is, almost by definition, boring. Communications researcher Jeffrey Hall at the University of Kansas has found that the more time we spend in small talk with people we know—discussing current events or generic topics like pets, sports, and entertainment—the less close we feel to them.10 That resonates with me—I crave deeper conversations with my friends and family, and I feel frustrated when I get stuck in small talk with them.


I don’t expect a deep conversation with a stranger, so I don’t feel the same frustration about engaging in small talk. Instead, I can enjoy a conversation with a stranger even when it’s a bit shallow. A quick exchange to marvel at the sunshine and mild temperature on a January day may not be a riveting conversation, but it still provides a moment of human connection and might even help me savor the lovely weather a bit more. Hall’s definition of small talk includes talking about pets, but I love hearing stories about strangers’ pets. One late afternoon while walking in the park, I met a dog named Koko, who was waiting attentively for his human “sister” after school. I offered this good boy a treat but was told that he’s not food oriented. Unless that food is cheese. He can hear a package of cheese being opened from across the house. Small talk, maybe, but it made me laugh.


Conversations with strangers are often short—maybe too short to be boring. I know I’d get bored talking about the January warm spell for too long, and after a while even funny stories about Koko would lose their charm. Sometimes small talk stays small, but ideally it’s just a starting point that builds a bridge to more meaningful and interesting conversations. Longer conversations with strangers needn’t be boring if we can figure out a way to cross that bridge.


I asked people who attended my workshops to think about what good might come from talking to a stranger. They came up with a long list of possible benefits (many of which we’ll consider throughout this book) that includes:


•exchanging ideas,

•learning something new,

•gaining a new perspective,

•making a new friend or business contact, and

•having fun.

A conversation involving any of these outcomes sounds far from boring to me. And if that’s not enough, throughout this book I’ll be sharing stories of conversations that I’ve had with strangers that have literally changed my life. It doesn’t get more (personally) meaningful than that.


Earlier I mentioned research by Jeffrey Hall, who found that the more time we spend in small talk with someone we know, the less close we feel to that person. Hall has spent time thinking about what it takes to move a conversation beyond small talk. He proposes things like catching up with someone (e.g., recapping the day), joking around, and showing care. When Hall and his colleagues instructed people to engage in these behaviors, they reported greater well-being afterward (e.g., more connection and less stress, anxiety, and loneliness).11 There’s no reason that you can’t do these things in a conversation with a stranger:


•Catch up: I’ve asked many people about what they are currently doing, plan to do, or have done that day. One of my favorite and most effective conversation starters is “Whatcha doin’?” One time, I asked this question of a group of university students who were fiddling with a strange piece of equipment in a public park. Their answer: Measuring gravity. Actually, tiny variations in gravity, in the hopes of being able to predict seismic activity.

•Joke around: I asked two Freemasons (who, incidentally, have the best job titles: One was a Right Illustrious Intendant-General, and the other was a Most Worthy Grand Master) who were in matching formal wear—striped trousers and a black tuxedo jacket with tails—whether they had called each other in the morning to decide what to wear to the annual gathering.

•Show care: I’ve asked plenty of people who looked lost or upset whether they were OK.

Strangers are surprisingly good to talk to when we’re struggling. At first glance, this seems counterintuitive. After all, we expose our vulnerability when we disclose our personal challenges, so it makes sense that we would only trust our close others to see our soft, inner self. However, in practice, when we’re looking for advice or support, we often turn to whoever’s available in the moment.12 And there are even some advantages to drawing on strangers, rather than close others, for support (see chapter 2).


Clearly it’s possible to have a deep, nonboring conversation with a stranger. Maybe we just don’t think we should—maybe we don’t think our conversation partner would be receptive to it. Luckily, researchers have studied this very question. They find that when we meet someone new, most of us (presumably including the strangers that we initiate conversations with) prefer to have meaningful interactions over superficial chatter, and we feel happier and more connected when we have a deeper conversation.13 That suggests to me that it’s Sid’s negative voice in our heads, more than anything else, that’s holding us back. You can go deeper than you think, if you can find a way to be brave and give it a try (and a way to quiet or ignore Sid).


What if you strike up a conversation with a stranger (and I hope you do!) and you get stuck in small talk? Yep—that’s going to happen sometimes. I’ve had hundreds of conversations with strangers. Sometimes, they’re literally life-changing. Those conversations are rare. Mostly my conversations with strangers are interesting or informative or fun, in an everyday sort of way, especially since I’ve gotten better, with practice, at crossing the bridge from small talk to more meaningful conversations. But sometimes my conversations with strangers are forgettable, lackluster, or boring.


First, it’s important to know that getting stuck in a boring conversation probably happens less frequently than you think. Often, we start conversations with strangers in circumstances that allow us to just walk away—circumstances where the conversation is unlikely to drag on long enough to be boring.


Second, it might be worth asking: Why would we expect every conversation to be scintillating? We don’t give a 5-star rating to every movie that we watch. When we watch an average movie, we don’t think: Well, that wasn’t life-changing. I guess there’s no point in watching another movie ever again. We keep watching, knowing that there will be more good movies in the future, new favorites waiting to be discovered. Similarly, there’s no need to be disheartened by average or even boring conversations with strangers. There will be more enjoyable conversations in your future.


Finally, I’d like to think that even boring conversations have value. On the train home after a night out, I started a conversation with a man sitting opposite me. He started complaining about his job and his boss, droning on and on—ugh. I won’t lie: This conversation (if you can even call it that, when he did all the talking and I did all the listening) was boring. But it was also a good reminder that I should be careful about complaining too much. Confucius said something along the lines of:


“If I am walking with two other men, each of them will serve as my teacher. I will pick out the good points of the one and imitate them, and the bad points of the other and correct them in myself.”


Also, I’d like to think that I did this disgruntled worker a favor by giving him a chance to vent his frustration. I made him feel seen and heard, and we all need that. I think of boredom as the occasional price that I have to pay in order to have so many enjoyable conversations.


What if I can’t figure out what to say?


We’ve all been there. One minute the conversation’s flowing smoothly, and then, suddenly: silence. We stare awkwardly at each other. Each second that ticks past feels like a minute. If you’re like me, you panic, and your thoughts get stuck in a loop: What do I say? What do I say? What do I say?


Emma Templeton, a psychologist at Dartmouth College, and her colleagues have been studying awkward silences. They look at how much time there is between one person finishing what they’re saying and the other person responding. On average, these gaps are tiny: only about a quarter of a second. When people are really interested in a conversation and are paying attention to each other, the gaps tend to be shorter. That explains why, when the gaps are shorter, people tend to enjoy their conversations more and feel more connected to their conversation partner.14 These gaps are noticeable to outside observers too. When people watch videos of conversations where the length of the gaps has been edited, they think that the conversation partners enjoyed the conversation more and felt more connected because the gaps are shorter.


Our fear of awkward silences might make us read too much into these gaps. There’s nothing intrinsically good or bad about the length of these gaps. For one thing, a study of ten languages from around the world found that the average size of the gaps depends on the language: Japanese had the smallest gaps, and Danish had the largest.15 Surely this doesn’t mean that Japanese speakers have more enjoyable conversations than Danish speakers. For another thing, people interpret gaps differently depending on context. Templeton and her colleagues found that our interpretation depends on who we’re talking to.16, 17 When we’re talking to a stranger, a longer gap can feel awkward and uncomfortable because we interpret it to mean that our conversation partner is bored, confused, or not paying attention. It is a harbinger of a dreaded awkward silence, when neither of us knows what to say next. When we’re talking to a friend, however, a longer gap might show us that they’re really listening and reflecting on what we’ve said, or simply signal that they’re enjoying companionable time with us.


Besides, awkward silences probably happen less often than we fear. Psychologists Michael Kardas, Juliana Schroeder, and Ed O’Brien have studied whether strangers run out of things to say by pairing up people to have a chat over Zoom.18 After talking for five minutes, both people reported how much they had enjoyed the conversation so far and how much they’d had to talk about. Then they learned that they would be talking for twenty more minutes. They were asked to predict how much they would be enjoying the conversation after ten minutes, fifteen minutes, twenty minutes, and twenty-five minutes. They were also asked to predict how much they would have to talk about at each of these time points. After making all their predictions, the strangers picked up the conversation where they had left off and talked for twenty more minutes, stopping every five minutes to report on how things were going.


People thought they would enjoy the conversation less and less and would have fewer and fewer things to say to each other. (There’s Sid, making another appearance, illogically telling you that despite all the successful conversations you’ve had in your lifetime, this time you won’t find anything to say.) In reality, people continued to enjoy the conversation and continued to find new things to talk about for the entire time. Some of the gaps between their conversation turns were surely longer than others, and there may have been some moments that felt a bit awkward, but think about what the results of this study mean: Complete strangers talked for twenty-five minutes without running out of things to say. I’m not surprised by this because I’ve found similar results. In a study I ran with Erica and Gus during the early days of Covid, we matched up pairs of strangers to meet online.19 On average, they expected to talk for fourteen minutes, but they ended up talking for forty minutes!


Of course, not everyone in these studies had long, flowing conversations. Inevitably, some conversations are going to be more awkward than others. You might be convinced that your conversations are going to be the ones that suffer this fate, but you’re not alone in believing this. A recent study by Erica and her colleagues found that people think they’re worse than average at having a casual conversation “at a cocktail party, dinner party, or similar social event.”20 In fact, it was one of only two activities, out of almost fifty different ones, where people rated themselves as worse than average (the other exception was playing a new sport).


The fact that people are so pessimistic about their social skills is puzzling to psychologists because people tend to think they’re better than average in pretty much every way, even when they have no grounds for it.21 We think we’re better than average in terms of abilities (e.g., driving skill, leadership), attributes (physical attractiveness), and traits (intelligence, honesty). A recent market research poll even found that 20 percent of women and 46 percent of men felt somewhat or very confident that they could land a plane if the pilot was incapacitated22—a feat that, according to experts, would be nearly impossible for someone with no experience.23 In other words, many of us think we’d have almost as good a chance of landing a plane as we do of successfully navigating a conversation with a stranger at a party. This is not only ridiculous but untrue.


But I’m an introvert, and introverts can’t talk to strangers


Statistically speaking, the majority of people are at least average conversationalists, but there are, of course, a minority who are worse than average. You might feel like you’re more likely to fall into this minority because you’re an introvert. You’d be mistaken. It’s not simply a matter of introverts being worse than average and extroverts being better than average.FN2 It is true that introverts are more worried before talking to a stranger, according to the data from 750 of my research participants.24 However, there’s little evidence to suggest that introverts have worse social skills than extroverts.25 Introverts are less motivated to socialize, and they prefer to socialize in different ways. (I’d much rather have a one-on-one chat in my living room than hang out with a group of people in a noisy pub.) However, when they do socialize, introverts tend to enjoy it just as much as extroverts. In many ways, introverts and extroverts are more alike than you might expect.


For a long time, I thought that I could spot an introvert a mile away. Then I met Harvard psychology professor Brian Little. His energy, warmth, and humor are surely part of the reason that he’s so beloved by his students and has received numerous teaching awards. The first time I met him, he bounded across the room, telling me in a booming voice how much he’d been looking forward to meeting a fellow Canadian. (It was very kind of him, since I was a junior researcher at the time, and he had little reason to know who I was.) If you had asked me, I would have been 100 percent sure that this force of nature was an extrovert. I would have been wrong. If you watch his wonderful TED talk, you’ll hear him admit that he’s so introverted that, after giving a talk or teaching one of his award-winning classes, he will retreat to a bathroom stall to recover from the overstimulation.26
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