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  INTRODUCTION

  Welcome to Conversation Starters, a book for creative people who would like to have conversations ranging from the traditional, the interesting and the unique, through to the quirky.

  Why a conversation starters book that includes quirky questions for creative people?

  Conversation has many aspects and is often made up of layers, a bit like an onion. On the face of it, it may appear that we are having a simple conversation, but peel away a layer or two and you may find other issues beneath the surface.

  For example, in the previous conversation starters book, Woman to Woman, the underlying purpose of the conversation starters is twofold: to help people work on developing their conversation skills and to help with building relationships through conversation.

  The underlying aims of this book are to provide the opportunity for you to:

  •   Develop your thinking skills: stimulate your brain and keep your mind sharp and flexible; try new or different ways of thinking; mentally grapple with new concepts; learn from others.

  •   Develop creativity: take your brain to a space where the creative juices can flow.

  •   Enhance problem-solving skills: develop new and unusual ways of looking at issues; try out different strategies; gain a new angle on logic and reasoning.

  •   Develop conversation skills: work on your speaking skills and techniques.

  •   Have fun!

  A very easy book to dip into, Conversation Starters is suitable for people of all ages and contains conversation-starter topics that are thought-provoking, intellectual, thorny, unusual, lighthearted, and amusing.

  Being creative allows you to produce new ideas and new thoughts. The conversation starters provide the opportunity for new ways of looking at issues; a chance to be listened to; a chance to work out what your thoughts are on a topic; an opportunity to discuss serious issues; a way to connect with others; an avenue to learn new things; a way to find out more about other people; as well as a chance for fun and laughter. They may allow you to open up new areas of discussion, perhaps discuss a subject you haven’t talked—or even thought—about before.

  Even if you wouldn’t describe yourself as creative, using the book will give you the chance to think in creative ways.

  The topics offer a great way to be able to move away from traditional conversation themes, along with the opportunity to develop your speaking and communication skills.


  USING THE BOOK

  One of the benefits of this book is that you can use it for as long or short a period as you like, either in one-on-one situations or in a group. You can simply dip into it when you are with others and would like to have a quick conversation; you can use it for more in-depth conversations; you can use it for icebreakers; and you can create the right environment and use it as a way to build deeper connections or mentally tackle an issue with other people. You can even use the starters on your own to learn how to formulate responses, develop your creative-thinking and problem-solving skills, and work on your conversation skills.

  In addition to the 1,000 conversation starters, the book includes tips, techniques, and quotes relating to four aspects of quirky conversation starters: Creativity, Conversation, Thinking in New and Different Ways, and Problem Solving.

  1. How the book is organized

  Developing conversation skills

  This section contains a simple overview as to what conversation is about, the fundamental principles of conversing with others, and several aspects you can work on to develop your speaking skills. It is complemented by the quotes about conversation included throughout the book.

  Developing creative thinking and problem-solving skills

  This section provides you with suggestions you can use when working through the book, or to use in general life. It includes a range of techniques and strategies to develop your creative thinking and problem-solving skills.

  Conversation starters

  The starters are grouped into one hundred different topic sections, each containing ten questions or starters. The topic sections are in alphabetical order starting with Adverts, wending their way through many and wide-ranging topics, and ending with Your Call!

  The starters fall into many different types of categories, including ones that pose hypothetical questions (“If you had to classify all the books in a library into just three main categories, what categories would you choose?”); ones that put forward new concepts and ask for your views on them (“What could be the benefits of combining a dog grooming parlor and a vegetarian café?”); different ways of using traditional items (“What else could you use underpants for?”); topics that you wouldn’t generally address in regular conversation (“What would you ask Billy the Kid if you were to interview him?”); plus an opportunity to be an advice columnist who gives quirky but useful advice.

  At the end of the book there is space for you to make a note of any of your favorite starters or to compile some of your own.

  Quotes

  Quotes can provide interesting insights into topics, and different angles to view issues from. They can help develop your thinking about an issue and perhaps give you an outlook you hadn’t considered before.

  There are dozens of quotes on different topics by a wide variety of people included among the conversation starters. They fall into four categories:

  •   Those relating to conversation skills (CO)

  •   Those relating to creativity (CR)

  •   Those relating to thinking differently (TD)

  •   Those relating to problem solving (PS)

  The letters (CO), (CR), (TD), or (PS) will be found in front of each quote.

  2. How to deal with quirky questions and conversation starters

  Create a safe environment

  Make it safe

  If people are going to move away from conventional ways of looking at things, and talk about and share fresh and different ways of thinking and problem solving, it’s important to create a safe environment they can do this in. It is not uncommon for people to have experienced some form of ridicule or punishment in the past if they have made a mistake or done something unconventional, so people will be reticent to open up if they fear their views will not be appreciated.

  Establish a framework of mutual trust so that people can:

  •   Say exactly what they want to say without fear of derision or judgment, especially if you’re in a group that includes someone with a dominant personality.

  •   Take risks.

  •   Explore new ideas and ways of thinking.

  •   Bring out all of their creative aspects.

  •   Try out and develop their ability for creative thinking.

  Show respect

  Being respectful of other people and their contributions, especially when you may not understand or agree with what they say, is vitally important to get the best out of them and the conversation—and the best out of this book.

  Choose the tone

  Are your conversations going to be simply for fun? Are they going to be used to tackle current issues you are dealing with? Is it a situation where people can step outside of their comfort zone and try adopting a different way of thinking from what they normally do?

  As long as all people are on the same page when it comes to the tone of the conversations, you should be OK.

  Understand and be understood

  Depending on how people approach the questions and conversation starters, there may be some interesting responses. Here are a few thoughts to consider:

  •   Creative thinking may not be the norm for some people. They may feel uncomfortable and want to stick to more traditional ways of thinking.

  •   Some people may surprise themselves and come up with thoughts they had no idea they had.

  •   Issues in life are often like beach balls—several people may look at the same thing yet see something different. One person may see blue and white stripes, another may see red and green stripes, and another may see yellow and orange stripes, even though they are all looking at the same beach ball. Another person’s view may not be the way you see the situation, and you may not understand their view, but it may be equally as valid as your own.

  •   Some people really enjoy off-the-wall thinking and will encourage it. However, other people don’t enjoy off-the-wall thinking and won’t encourage it.

  •   Some people will totally relate to another’s off-the-wall thinking.

  •   Try being completely honest when it’s your turn, without a care as to what people think, while still speaking with respect.

  •   Really listen. Sometimes you will pick up a feeling from the other person that a lot more could come out if encouraged.

  •   Help others reach their most creative level; help them to bring out what doesn’t normally come out by encouraging them to follow new lines of creative thought.

  •   Consider this concept: “My knowledge and life experiences have led me to think the complete opposite view, but I’m interested in learning the reasoning behind what you think.”

  •   Creative people often don’t think—or speak—in a straight line. The conversation may go off on many tangents.

  •   Creative people can become very attached to their ideas and may be offended if others don’t see the benefits.

  •   Creative people may focus on a way to deal with the issue without consideration to the feasibility or workability of their idea, so they may not produce a workable solution or ideas that make sense when put together.

  •   Creative people may come up with a solution that isn’t easy to integrate into “the system.”

  •   Creative people may produce some inventive solutions that bring more benefits than could have been imagined.

  Gain the benefits

  Starters allowing for creative thinking bring many benefits. For example, you can:

  •   Use more of your brain. Most of the time in conventional settings we don’t use our brain to its full capacity because society’s norms have already made most decisions for us. Here, however, with the right environment, you have the chance to stretch your brain beyond those boundaries and use it to its full extent. Don’t waste this opportunity!

  •   Allow for risk-taking but keep it focused when, for example, wanting to reach a conclusion.

  •   Have the chance to paint a more fleshed-out picture of yourself. Let people see your creativity, interesting thought processes, and sense of humor.


  DEVELOPING CONVERSATION SKILLS

  What’s conversation all about?

  Think of a time when you have had a truly fulfilling conversation, and the range of emotions and perhaps inspiration with which it left you, and you will be able to appreciate how conversations can add a powerful richness to our lives.

  It’s useful, therefore, to be aware of some of the factors that can enhance or diminish a conversation and some of the ways we can work on fine-tuning our conversation skills.

  Conversation, as with most aspects of life, is multifaceted. Many factors are at play, similar to the working components of a car engine, so many things need to be working in harmony for the conversation to be “right.” For example:

  •   Do we know how to ask good questions?

  •   Are we staying on topic or are we rambling off on tangents?

  •   Do we know the point we are trying to make?

  •   Do we get to the point?

  •   Are we judgmental?

  •   Do we use an appropriate level of language for the people we are talking to?

  •   Do we speak with confidence?

  •   Do we mumble?

  •   Do we ask too many questions or not enough questions?

  •   Do we speak with respect?

  •   Do we talk too loudly, too much, or not enough?

  •   Do we make eye contact?

  •   Do we smile?

  •   Do we swear too much?

  •   Do we interrupt?

  •   Do we constantly disagree?

  •   Do we let others take turns?

  In this book we will take a summarized look at conversation—a brief overview of what conversation is and the skills that effective communicators have learned—resting assured that we can still have some great conversations even if we don’t get all the component parts “right.”

  1. Fundamental principles

  Conversation is essentially comprised of two main aspects:

  •   Giving information

  •   Building interpersonal relationships

  Some conversations may be focused on the information-giving aspect; some may be focused on the relationship-building aspect; while a large proportion of conversations have an element of both in them.

  Skilled communicators understand that forming a connection and engaging with others is especially important, and that effective communication is often not just the giving of information but an exchange—a dialogue, not co-existing monologues—where all parties are included, involved, and energized by the connection.

  Great communicators have acquired a range of fundamental skills that result in effective conversation:

  a) Connection

  Forming a connection is at the heart of a great conversation. In general, it can make the giving of information easier, more enjoyable, and more effective if you can form a level of rapport with the other person. This is especially true for people whose personality style is heavily weighted toward the need to feel connected to others.

  When it comes to the building of relationships, if we were to place people on a continuum, with effective communicators at one end and less effective communicators at the other, one aspect we would notice is that those at the effective end tend to focus on other people and meeting their communication needs. Those at the “less effective” end, on the other hand, tend to focus on themselves and on meeting only their own needs. Effective communicators generally focus on the “you” and “we” aspects of interaction, while the less effective communicators focus on the “I” and “me” aspects.

  b) Respect

  Great communicators show respect for others’ needs. They know how to draw people into the conversation and make them feel valued. They recognize that people do not like to be ignored, excluded, or have their viewpoints disregarded. They enhance and build on what others say, not overturn it. They create rapport by showing respect for another person’s views, whether they agree with them or not.

  Great communicators don’t have an issue with whether or not to express disagreement; they understand that it isn’t necessary to give the impression of agreeing if you don’t, as long as you treat the person and their viewpoint with respect. Disagreement doesn’t have to lead to ill feelings; having a difference of opinion that is dealt with in a considerate manner can lead to an openness of thinking and can spice up the conversation.

  In situations where there are differing viewpoints, a useful approach is to start off by highlighting the areas you agree on. This will make the other person less defensive and will make your points seem more in keeping with their way of thinking. You then have a greater chance of both of your viewpoints being considered.

  If there are situations where you find giving a respectful response difficult, one strategy is to use the technique of “acting as if.” Think of a person who will typically give a respectful reply, and act as if you were them. This is an easy way to “borrow” a skill you have yet to acquire. Another strategy is to take the advice of Judith Martin, an etiquette expert who says “If you can’t be kind, at least be vague.”

  Respectful communicators aim to be polite, aim to avoid taking too much of the speaking time, and aim to be genuinely interested in others. In general, reasonable people will reciprocate and will also treat the other person with respect.

  c) Turn-taking

  Writer Jarod Kintz said, “We talked for four hours. Well, I talked for four, and she listened for two.”

  Another way to show respect for others is to show consideration for the concept of turn-taking. Great conversationalists understand that people don’t have to speak for equal amounts of time, but that all people need the chance and space in the conversation to contribute should they wish. They also understand that if there are people who take over a conversation, it will reduce the feelings of connectedness and inclusion and will result in less effective conversation.

  d) The flow of conversation

  Underpinning the issue of turn-taking is an understanding of the way that successful conversation flows.

  Having a conversation is a bit like playing tennis. If one person serves all the balls and the other returns none, it’s not a satisfactory exercise and probably wouldn’t be classed as a game of tennis. Similarly, if players hit balls that are short of the mark, it’s hard for the other person to return them and so the game becomes very stilted.

  And so it is with conversation. If one person does all the talking and the other does all the listening, it would be classed more as a monologue than a dialogue. Similarly, if people are unsure of the kinds of techniques to use to keep an interaction flowing, the conversation becomes very stilted.

  There are two main ways you can, metaphorically speaking, hit the tennis ball so that the other person can return it and keep the game flowing.

  Let’s look at this from a conversation point of view: The first way is to ask open questions or say something that lets the other person know it’s their turn to speak and that you are interested in what they are going to say. Asking a closed question such as, “Did you enjoy the party?” is more likely to elicit a “yes” or “no” response and is akin to hitting the tennis ball into the net, whereas asking an open question such as, “So what happened at the party?” will usually produce a longer response. This, in effect, is hitting the tennis ball to a position where the other person can easily return it.

  The second way is to contribute something to the conversation that encourages the other person to also contribute, without being specifically asked a question. For example, you might share a story or anecdote, leaving the way for the other person to also share an anecdote. If you know they are interested in conservation, you might talk about how you helped out at a community conservation over the past weekend. Or you might talk about something you know they have an interest in, giving them the opportunity to ask questions. If you know they like a particular author, you may say “Someone bought me the latest novel by Joe Bloggs.” Or—when you know them well enough—you might share something personal with them, knowing that they can talk it through with you or share something personal from their own life. For example, you could share the concerns you have about your child who is worried about starting a new school.

  If you keep in mind that the overall aim is to enable the flow of conversation, you will begin to use and master these two techniques.

  e) Listening

  Skilled communicators have invested time honing their listening skills, understanding that it pays many dividends as they go through life.

  They know that being listened to is a universal desire and have acquired the skill of being able to listen—really listen—to another person. They understand that listening occurs not just with the ears but also with body language, eyes, thoughts, and heart.

  They know that to be a great listener, it’s important to:

  •   Listen more than you speak. In the words of Epictetus, Greek sage and Stoic philosopher, “We have two ears and one mouth so that we can listen twice as much as we speak.”

  Although we are taught to read, write, and speak, we are rarely taught to listen, and as a consequence we have less chance to hone our skills and may develop ineffective listening skills over the years. We may therefore think that the aim of listening is to be able to speak and put our point of view across, when in fact the aim of listening is to be able to learn, understand, and then contribute effectively.

  People crave being understood. They also crave being listened to. There is a huge need to bond, and conversation fulfills a fundamental human need to connect. Unfortunately, as a result of social media, digital communication, and the more insular lifestyle of today, people now have less face-to-face communication.

  In addition, while people may have regular conversations, they may not always have the opportunity to speak with people who share the same interests. My brother, at age eight, started following a football team that wasn’t based near his hometown. Over the years, he didn’t mix with anyone who supported the same team, nor was the Internet available then to connect with others online. At the age of thirty-six he came across someone standing next to him in a bar who also supported the same team. In his words, “Twenty-eight years of football came tumbling out and the poor guy had to listen to me for hours.” Fortunately the man was a good listener!

  Sometimes the need to be listened to is so great that people regard conversation as a competition to see who can get the most air time. However, the most effective communication happens when we work together and adopt an attitude of give and take. This will involve some sacrificing of attention on ourselves for the greater good of all.
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