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Introduction

It’s probably fair to say that I have a lot of titles at this point: social skills and conversation coach, social interaction specialist, international best-selling author, teacher, consul­tant, course designer, former dating coach, former corporate lawyer—the list goes on.

But in the grand scheme of things, none of those titles really matter, and they certainly aren’t what might qualify me to write this book. The only title that matters in that regard is that I was a late bloomer.

What exactly does that have to do with The Art of Captivating Conversation? I think it’s important to hear these words coming from a former self-proclaimed social recluse who used to have trouble answering the telephone, because it means that these types of dynamic skills that will get you far in life absolutely not are innate; they are learnable with some elbow grease and sweat.

When I was a young man, I was massively shy and anxious around others. I had managed to convince myself that I was in the top .01 percent of introverts, but in hindsight, it’s clear that was just an excuse for me to shrink into my shell and avoid social situations. When I would go to a restaurant, I would be sweaty when the waiter or waitress came to me to ask for my order. I would rehearse my order endlessly inside my head so I could squeeze out “A double cheeseburger and a diet coke” flawlessly.

Mail would pile up in my mailbox constantly because every time I wanted to retrieve it, either the mailman or a neighbor would be there and I didn’t want to interact with them.

Cheery cashiers at the grocery store were my nightmare, and I would always pick the line with the cashier who seemed the quietest.

God forbid I was required to attend a networking event where I was in a room full of virtual strangers. I’d rather swallow broken glass.

I didn’t realize it at the time, but I was allowing my life to be ruled by fear—fear of judgment, rejection, and failure. I looked at the people in the center of the room with a sense of envy and amazement while feeling that I just wasn’t meant for that type of social life.

I carried on like this for much of my adolescence until a pivotal moment my third year of college where I was spending something like my sixth Friday night in a row alone at home. I lived with three roommates but rarely saw them because they were always out enjoying what I thought were activities that just weren’t for people like me. I glanced through my planner, blank and devoid of social obligations. I suddenly decided to act upon it and change the type of person I was right then and there.

I had reached what I would later call my critical mass of discontent—­this sense of discontent with my social life was far stronger than any fear that was holding me back.

The following three months were marked by constant anxiety as I slowly pushed the boundaries of my comfort zone. I had to build my sense of social confidence brick by brick and constantly remind myself that I wasn’t only as confident as my most recent foray. I adopted a policy of never saying “no,” and always saying “yes.” I began to flex social muscles that had been dormant since I was a child with no concept of judgment. By the end of the school year, I was regularly spending time with my roommates who admitted that they would previously avoid me in the house if I was in common areas because I was so socially stunted.

This is the point in my life I refer to when I say that I bloomed, and that’s why my self-imposed title of late bloomer is so important.

It’s not helpful for a chronic introvert to hear advice from someone who has always been that person in the center of the room. They may be successful, but they won’t be able to deconstruct and explain their actions because it’s been so instinctual and natural to them. It’s the advice equivalent of someone who grew to be seven feet tall at age thirteen telling people that it’s simple to be a basketball player—you just need to grow taller.

While that’s true, it’s not information that people can use and incorporate into their daily lives. Useful information in the course of teaching comes from those who understand struggle and pain, and ultimately share the process used to relieve themselves of that pain. You already understand why you picked this book up. You’re reading this book for the how, and that’s what I hope to arm you with in spades. You’ve seen where I came from; obviously something worked.

How did I end up coaching and teaching social and conversation skills? That’s another story in itself.

I used to be a corporate lawyer, but it quickly became apparent that I absolutely hated every aspect of it—not uncommon by itself. I also found that it was a terrible fit for my personality. Things I had prided myself on, such as my interpersonal skills, personality, and sense of creativity, were traits that were expressly rejected by the law.

Law, in fact, is about jamming everything in your path into the strict confines dictated by thousands of cases over the years, which means that your role is essentially a high-priced hammer. That’s why lawyers are seen as risk-averse—they’re just acting within those strict confines. After I graduated and began to work full-time, I can safely say that I started to dread going into work by the third week. Like someone who had married a partner who turned out to be lying about their identity, I developed a wandering eye.

I always had a keen interest in human interaction and ­dating—­it was what I would always talk about in my free time, with friends and even strangers. I just liked hearing about these situations and dissecting them to understand the why. “Tell me about your date” and “what did he text you afterwards” were always more compelling to me than asking about someone’s work.

On a lark, I started offering to write online dating profiles for my friends so I could hear more of these stories. When you do anything that many times, you develop a systemized approach, and on another lark, I decided to publish my first book on online dating.

The book sold unexpectedly well, so I started coaching, and I also became a matchmaker, working for some of Silicon Valley’s richest for a short period of time.

What was ultimately missing, however, was that it felt like I was only teaching principles that were designed to lead to a very limited set of outcomes—getting or seducing someone. In the grand scheme of things, it started to feel insignificant, and even though a younger me would have loved that knowledge, a younger me would have been in dire need of more foundational, holistic skills.

Conversation and social skills are about as basic and foundational as you can get—they are the building blocks of all relationships, romantic or not. They are the tools we use every day without realizing it, and they are the gatekeepers we must pass through to begin a friendship.

So why not sharpen those skills to make an impact on everyone you meet, not just someone you want to charm and seduce?

Everyone has heard the maxim that it’s not what you know, but who you know that moves you forward in life. I would contend that it’s an incomplete saying. It’s not only who you know, but it’s who likes you that gets you ahead in life.

Even when I was a lawyer counting the hours until lunch, I was still able to get any job I wanted, despite my average grades, because of my interpersonal skills and ability to connect with others. In the workplace, skills can generally be learned, but “fit” and chemistry cannot. It’s the same with your friends—you don’t necessarily care about what they can do, you just care that you make each other laugh and understand one another.

These realizations led me to nickname my overall philosophy towards conversation and social skills as “the greasy crowbars” of life.

Who uses greasy crowbars? You got it: burglars and general reprobates. Despite that, it’s definitely a good thing.

Conversation and social skills are greasy crowbars because they give you access to new people and places. After all, who determines the arbitrary boundaries that objectively separate people? They give you opportunities and chances to go beyond where you otherwise would. They open doors you would never have been able to open by yourself, and once they’re open, you can prove that you are indeed worthy.

Let’s say you’re interviewing for a job that might be slightly out of reach. However, you happen to hit it off with the interviewers and they like you. To the interviewer and the company, is it more important to work with people they like who can eventually learn the skills, or someone who knows the skills but that they don’t like? It’s not even close.

The greasy crowbar philosophy sums up why conversation skills are so important. You never know when a single conversation can dramatically change your life, and if you start looking at conversation like a window ready to be pried open, then you’ll give yourself considerably more opportunities in anything you want to achieve—socially or professionally.

You can lever yourself into the position you might not be 100 percent qualified for, or as my client Michael discovered, you can use conversation as the greasy crowbar to a more unified and peaceful workplace dynamic. Or as another client, Rob, discovered, you can win over your hostile mother-­in-law who was destined to hate you because you moved her daughter to the other side of the country.

When you can start to master conversation skills, foundational towards everything you’d want in life, you can start to make the distinct shift to viewing social situations as opportunities instead of chances to bomb and feel bad about ­yourself. A room full of people is suddenly turned into a bunch of friendly faces and new friends versus people who are living to judge you and rip you apart.

With that said, The Art of Captivating Conversation has two distinct goals. First, I want to solve the problem of living life through fear and anxiety like I once did and provide the confidence and mindset to be the engaging person you’ve always been jealous of. Second, I want to give you the actual tools to charm people’s socks off and leave them chasing after you. Get to the party, and then know what to do once you’re there.

Sounds just like what the late bloomer in me could use!


Chapter 1

The Patterns We Live

When most people are hesitant about improving their con­versation or social skills, it’s because we feel like conversations are a black hole. No light gets in and no light gets out. You have no idea what’s going on inside, and if you get too close, you will get sucked in and never escape with your self-esteem intact.

Conversations seem like an unpredictable mystery.

Who knows what is going to happen? What topics will come up? How can you even prepare for something that inherently has no structure and has no defined end point? And when you get thrown into a topic or line of thought you didn’t see coming, you are destined to commit a social atrocity of such magnitude that the ensuing awkward silence will turn people off of you for the foreseeable future.

Something like that, anyway.

Point being, it’s easy to see conversation and social interaction as inherently unpredictable because they involve other human beings. We aren’t dealing with actors armed with scripts—we are dealing with people, and these people have the ability to swing into any direction you can imagine. You might innocently think you are just ­mentioning the weather or the traffic, and all of a sudden they start reminiscing about their recently deceased dog. You freeze and desperately scramble for what to do now. You weren’t prepared for this.

Now, you have to wing it and think on your feet, and this can be a particularly frightening prospect for many people. Topics of social conversations can run the gamut and when it feels so open-ended, you can’t help but visualize the worst-case scenario of saying something awkward, someone deeming you to be stupid, and then becoming a social pariah ­overnight.

However, think for a second about how you might approach a job interview. You’d still be nervous about it, but markedly less so because there is a clear purpose. You know what will come up, your main talking points, and probably what the interviewer will bring up.

This knowledge lets you know exactly what to prepare for in a very clear way, and it’s not surprising that job interviews, while nerve wracking for completely different reasons, can be less stressful than a birthday party.

Because the purpose is to investigate if you are a good fit for the job, you know the anecdotes and comments that will portray that. The main talking points will be related to the company, your qualifications and fit, how you might perform in hypothetical situations, and the interviewer will ask about stories to showcase these traits you supposedly possess.

You know there’s a certain structure and procedure your interviewer will follow. You probably even know the first five questions you will be asked, and the general range of topics you may cover. What’s more, you even know how to answer these questions and topics in a way that reflects you the best and which pushes the conversation forward.

Now, you might think that the ability to prepare for conversations and social interactions is strictly related to artificial settings, such as a job interview, where there is a clear purpose.

Here’s a proposal that will fundamentally change how you view conversation: conversations can be extremely predictable because there actually is a clear purpose to most of them, and people are looking for a very small subset of things. For this reason, they are predictable, and they can be as easy to navigate as a job interview.

Purpose and main interest → preparation → less anxiety → smooth conversation

For a job interview, you know what the deal is. So what’s the deal for social conversations? What is the purpose and main interest?

The Primary Purposes of Conversation

Though it seems like conversation comes in all shapes and forms, we actually engage in social conversation for very few reasons.

Similarly, while we might feel like we are expressing and feeling the rainbow of emotions, there are in actuality only six primary emotions: happiness, sadness, fear, anger, surprise, and disgust. A recent study even proposed that there are only four main emotions, lumping fear and surprise, and anger and disgust, together.*

If we meet an old friend and are eagerly telling them about our recent date, or recounting a story about being cut off in traffic, or asking them about their latest vacation—it may seem like there are different purposes for these stories, but they actually all come together in one—entertainment and pleasure.

For the purposes of simplicity, I like to boil conversation down to two general purposes:


	Entertainment and pleasure

	Utility



Just about every reason you have to engage with others will fall into these two categories. Just like with the rainbow of emotions you think you might be expressing, they are usually just variations of the six primary emotions. Just about every joke, story, assertion, or comment you make falls into one of these two purposes.

Entertainment and pleasure is the simple act of making yourself happier. We feel validated and connected when we are able to share our emotions with others and solicit their feedback. When we tell people about our troubles, we are seeking sympathy and solutions, and ultimately to feel better about ourselves. A positive story about climbing a mountain provides pleasure from approval, while a negative story about a car crash provides pleasure from social support.

We are driven to connect deeply with others because it gives us pleasure and keeps us preoccupied.

Seeking to crack a joke or make a funny observation about the wallpaper? You want to share your sense of amusement with others and bask in the validation their laughter gives you.

Entertainment and pleasure is the single biggest goal people are seeking when they engage with others, and sometimes we forget about this when we get caught up in small talk. Humans are innately pleasure-seeking and pain-avoiding, which is where social support comes in. Make no mistake about it—entertainment and pleasure is the biggest purpose to conversation that we constantly forget about.

People talk to others who entertain them and make them feel good. That’s really as simple as it can get, and it’s no more complex than that. If you can satisfy this purpose, people will like you, want to be friends with you, and seek out your company. Thankfully, there are actually many ways to accomplish this goal.

The second primary purpose people engage with others is to accomplish something.

We interact with others to increase our utility and usefulness. If you are asking questions about how long an interview will run, you are doing so because it will allow you to prepare better for it. If you are telling a story about your weekend, it might only be to provide context so you can help someone else plan their own weekend. It may also give us pleasure, but the overall reason is to achieve something directly or indirectly.

The purpose of interaction here is transactional; for example, speaking to a cashier while you buy your groceries, giving instructions to people, or asking for directions to the closest Starbucks. We aren’t seeking pleasure directly in these situations, though it may be attached to accomplishing something. This is probably true of the minority of social conversations, and is often combined with the first purpose of entertainment and pleasure.

Understanding the main purposes of an interaction gets us a little bit closer to that feeling of predictability we have going into a job interview. But there are additional ways we can make social conversations more predictable so we can conduct ourselves in a manner that makes them flow better and more smoothly.

Hello, Gorg

We only have to look to human nature to be able to consistently predict where an interaction will go. In fact, we can look at a primitive man called Gorg from the year 10,000 BC to see how he still colors our interactions to this day.

Gorg is selfish and self-interested. This isn’t necessarily a negative trait. It’s just that no one else cares about Gorg and his interests the way he does, so he inherently must prioritize himself above everything else. His life is spent looking out for his own survival amongst saber-toothed tigers and poisonous plants. Everyone else is busy doing the same, so it’s by necessity that he is selfish and self-­interested. He’d rather he himself eat and survive than have a friend eat and survive. That’s how it works in his world.

He spends his time thinking about his problems, his triumphs, and his well-being. In the past, he has occasionally put others before himself, but ended up having his arm nearly bitten off. It was a difficult lesson he learned. Nowadays, he concerns himself only with his cave, his food stores, and his collection of spears.

Gorg sometimes looks into a still pond and sees only himself (though he isn’t sure what he’s looking at). He spends his time alone and in isolation. He feels that there is a wealth of thoughts battling inside his head that are valuable and important, but he has no one to share them with.

When Gorg does interact with other primitive folk, he is typically working together with them to find food or shelter. What’s more, he knows he must prove himself to be valuable among the others so he can continue to be sought out and included in their survival efforts. He showcases his talents and strength while killing boar and makes sure he receives recognition and social validation from the others. One year he couldn’t hunt effectively because he was hurt, so he still found a way to support the others where he could. If he doesn’t fit in, so to speak, he may become an outcast and be left to starve during the harsher months of the year. He knows the utmost importance of not being socially rejected by the group at large.

Gorg never does more work than he needs to. He enjoys a lazy day spent painting his cave, but it’s more because he must conserve energy for the unpredictable parts of his life. He is accustomed to putting in the minimum amount of effort he needs so he can be ready for an unexpected five-mile hunt of a deer, or be able to take six hours to find enough firewood to keep warm at night. He never does anything just for the sake of doing it unless he sees a clear purpose, or a clear benefit, such as allowing himself to be lazier in the future. This sense of laziness also affects his habits in how he interacts with other people. He has become accustomed to a certain way of doing things and isn’t interested in putting in the effort to change them.
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