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INTRODUCTION


ASK PEOPLE ABOUT their most embarrassing moment and you’re likely to hear stories about how they made fools of themselves in front of people they wanted to impress! Why is that?


The truth is that when cool and sophisticated is the goal, we can often end up being comical and nerdy instead. Part of this is trying too hard and nerves getting the best of us. And being unprepared doesn’t help anyone. But the biggest reason we feel so foolish is that we take it all too seriously. There’s a tendency to overdramatize the importance of interactions in unfamiliar social and business affairs in which we feel we come up short. Mistakes feel huge! So huge that you have a hard time forgetting, even years later, that time you referred to the groom by his new wife’s ex-boyfriend’s name during your congratulatory speech, or the time you asked the adorable guy you had just met what he did for a living and when he said garbage collector you laughed and told him to stop kidding you…when he wasn’t.


In the short term, keeping perspective can help manage your frustration level and limit the duration of self-berating. In the long term, having small talk social skills in your repertoire and some mingling mojo at your disposal will give you more communication confidence. It makes all the difference in both the actual handling of any given situation and in the way you feel about yourself.


Everyone longs to be at ease, at their best, in social situations. People naturally want to be viewed as confident and astute in business encounters. Even though some people seem born socially savvy, almost everyone gets nervous from time to time about being in unfamiliar social territory and about making the “right” impression. Preparedness goes a long way to even up the playing field. So does taking the attitude that social and business encounters are opportunities, a game you can have fun with once you know the rules.


In this book we review the basics of being prepared for new encounters whether they are of a romantic, friendship, or work nature. This includes setting the tone with a helpful attitude, being aware of the body language connection, knowing how to naturally engage others with conversational prompts, and being able to politely move the mingling along. How to Make Small Talk offers tips for listening, being open and friendly, and knowing when and how much to reveal about yourself. It also explores ideal interaction at work functions and how to get the most out of business relationships. This book was created to benefit women and men of all ages, who are single or partnered, for use in both work and personal environments. Special care has been given to address issues specific to the following groups or individuals:


[image: Images] Prospective daters of any age, who are new to, awkward in, or freshly back in the dating scene


[image: Images] Naturally shy and sensitive people who have trouble feeling at ease or authentic in many social situations


[image: Images] Social interaction fumblers searching for small talk “dos” and “don’ts” tips


[image: Images] Career strivers wanting to have greater impact in the business arena


[image: Images] Tongue-tied romantics who lose their speaking facility in the vicinity of their heart’s target


[image: Images] Lackluster party mixers not getting the results they’d like from their current interactions


[image: Images] Networking novices wanting to gain tools for successfully obtaining and utilizing business contacts


[image: Images] Meek minglers ready for a more proactive participation in social encounters in order to gain greater satisfaction from social and business activities


[image: Images] Business generators honing their communication skills and wanting to expand their opportunities


[image: Images] Upper-echelon reactors who get nervous around “more important” peers or associates


[image: Images] Image-enhancement seekers interested in being more intriguing, interesting, and appealing


[image: Images] Communication enthusiasts always on the lookout for ways to improve and expand their interactions with other people


[image: Images] New arrivals (to a new town or in a new job) needing tips for creating social connections


How to Make Small Talk is designed as a valuable reference you can use as you perfect your knack for chatting people up and talking about yourself in an appealing fashion. You can master conversational skills that will both put yourself and others at ease and get you taken more seriously. Time to socialize.
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YOU CAN’T MASTER small talk if you don’t put yourself out there. It’s necessary to expose yourself to a variety of situations that call upon you to turn strangers into acquaintances, to refresh past acquaintances, and to build upon established relationships. You have to expend the necessary energy to be aware of your surroundings and the people in your personal landscape. Comfortable chitchatting and mingling come with experience and lots of practice. You should find yourself at greater social ease, and enjoying yourself more spontaneously and less self-consciously, as your small talk skills improve and positive experiences accrue.


Successful endeavors are usually the result of a learning process. If you aren’t consciously learning, you’re probably repeating mistakes. Let’s start small.


Small Talk Is Bigger Than You Think


Small talk has often been trivialized and downplayed as surface-speak, a time waster—usually by people who aren’t any good at it.


Forget any rocky experiences up until this moment; throw out those bitter labels you’ve attached to your troubled tongue. Small talk confidence is not as far out of your reach as you might think. You just need to adjust your attitude about how to approach small talk. Small is the operative word here. Little words strung together to open up communication lines between humans. Really, it’s no big deal. With a little finesse, small talk can be the tool that expands your circle of friends, increases the satisfaction you feel about your social life, and puts you at ease in various business situations. It can even lead to big deals—such as marriage and new clients.


In our rush from one activity to another, we have only a few minutes to catch up, connect with another person, and relay information.


[image: Images] If small talk is done poorly, we could end up feeling alienated from our peers, friends, neighbors, acquaintances, and coworkers. There’s no emotional spark or confidence in the interaction (if done in a real rush, there will be barely a memory of the interaction), and no real meeting of minds.


[image: Images] If small talk is done well, with enthusiasm and true interest, these brief encounters can be the foundation for positive, helpful, and lasting relationships.


Daily modern life does, and can still further, benefit from small talk that creates a helpful network of connections. For instance, we tell friends that we long for a date and they try to set us up on blind dates, drag us off to bars and clubs, or recommend Internet sites for personals and dating. Relay your latest work project topic/crisis and friends or associates listen with interest and provide suggestions that they think may be helpful. They may offer stories about what they’ve done in similar situations. Or a mother mentions to her child’s teacher that her reliable babysitter has moved away and the teacher recommends a neighbor’s daughter. We’re new in town and we ask a neighbor to recommend a good restaurant, a good dry cleaner, and so on.




SMALL TALK EXERCISE


DEVELOP YOUR SMALL TALK MUSCLES


The more often you work your small talk muscles, the more responsive they become.


[image: Images] Practice on the butcher, the baker, and the candlestick maker. Start by asking advice on their area of expertise. (More about neighborly exchanges in Chapter 5.)


[image: Images] Try the topics game. Jot down topics of interest to you and try introducing them into conversation. Start with a “did you know” question or begin by saying “I ran across an article that said… What do you think about that?”


[image: Images] Choose a get-to-know target. If you know of someone you find intriguing or that you think would be nice to know better, make an intention to actually do it.


[image: Images] Don’t hide behind being busy. If you find yourself more connected to electronics than humans, set a monthly goal for social activities.


What do these encounters have in common? The successful ones start with a pleasant “hello” and a smile and very little pressure to perform. Seems simple enough, so why is it that when it matters most, at a swanky party or an important networking event, we clam up or lose our mental capacity for free-flowing thought? Because in the face of the unfamiliar we become nervous. This causes self-protective behavior that closes us down rather than opens us up. We silently put up walls that limit our availability, even when we think we want to do just the opposite. Tension is not an energy that’s inviting to other people. There are some simple rules for engagement that can be your best friends in any social situation.






Your Small Talk Survival Accessories


First, start by acknowledging that in any interaction there are factors that you cannot control:


[image: Images] Another person’s personality


[image: Images] What he has on his mind (or hidden agendas)


[image: Images] His schedule


[image: Images] The number of people in the room competing for his attention


[image: Images] The presence of polite and not-so-friendly cliques


There are probably other factors too, but these are some of the most common. The key is to take a few SOS accessories along when you set out to make social and business connections. In this case, SOS stands for:


Self-confidence


Observation prowess


Sense of play


The potential for unplanned consequences is greatly reduced if you know that there is someone caring and loving supporting all your efforts—YOU!



Sense of Self-Confidence


It goes against all our basic instincts to be only minimally prepared when we enter situations in which we don’t know the terrain. And yet, it’s impossible to avoid being in social and business events in which we don’t know many (or any) people and have minimal information about who is hosting the event, how people might know each other, how we might best fit in, etc. The positive way to look at such an unknowable situation is as an adventure. Rather than being intimidated by such circumstances, try seeing the unlimited possibilities in such undefined circumstances.




THINK POSITIVE!


A positive attitude goes a long way. Taking the attitude that each step is helpful, no matter what the individual outcome of any date, party, or work event, should enable you to relax a bit in normally stress-inducing circumstances.





The first rule of self-confidence is to be yourself, your real self. If you don’t, it’s like arriving only half dressed—frightening indeed. Just as you should pay careful attention to your attire for a date or big social event, you should prep your psyche to match your outfit. Self-confidence is your most effective accessory by far. Yes—interesting jewelry or a great tie may help (more on that later), but it’s nothing compared to the aura of a confident or grounded person.


Take stock of your strengths—what you bring to the party, so to speak. People who are unduly uncomfortable in new situations may focus too heavily on their perceived faults. Try this technique: interview yourself first before you get out and have strangers ask you questions. You may want to actually write out your responses to firmly plant in your mind all the things that you have going for you.


1. What are you good at? Assess your personality traits, natural talents, and learned skills. This may include particular subjects you’ve mastered (such as a foreign language), or a personal quality (such as being a good friend), or a talent (such as playing the guitar).


2. What are you passionate about? Consider things that you have a current passion for as well as things you’d like to try in the future. Rock climbing or belly dancing, self-improvement or environmental cleanup, Web design or interior design… Take stock and review why they are important to you and what they add to your life.


3. What are your top two priorities at this moment? Be honest. This will help you shine in situations that support your priorities. For example, if you answer that building a positive reputation at work is your top priority, then understand that your actions will inevitably support that clear intention. Be confident of this rather than imagining that there are all kinds of pitfalls out there awaiting you.


4. What do you like to do for fun? It’s a question that will come up, especially in social situations, so know what puts the joie de vivre in your life. Perhaps you go to car races or like to play tennis. You may go to museums or hunt for collectibles on eBay. Any hobbies? (I know a guy who builds robots, and another who writes and records his own songs.) If you don’t have a lot of fun to report, then realize this is an area in your life that needs immediate attention. You could respond: “Going to parties and meeting interesting people” while you work on getting a real, well-rounded life.


5. What are your favorite things? Think of categories such as music/musicians, movies/actors, television programs, sports, types of environments (the beach versus the mountains), places to travel, colors, plants/flowers, kinds of foods, architecture styles, to name a few—anything that positively impacts your existence. Just thinking about all the things that you admire and love should put you in a happy frame of mind for a social or business event.


6. What is the one thing you’d like to change? This could be a physical aspect such as your height or limberness. You may want to change an exterior feature of your life, such as what you do for a living or where you live. Know what’s stopping you from making such a change.


Once you finish your self-review, keep these personal aspects and responses in mind. This exercise should reinforce your confidence level by bringing to light your many positive qualities as well as provide plenty of fascinating fodder for conversation. It may also pinpoint personal areas that you can work on improving for even more self-confidence.



Seeing the Positive in Your Least Favorite Traits


To better accept all your qualities, practice seeing the more positive points of any given quality—which may be valuable assets to skillful interactions. You’re more likely to live the beneficial aspects if you make a point of identifying what those are and considering how you might embrace those aspects more fully. Personality traits are not static. You can gently alter how they are expressed. Change is your assurance of this. Here are a few traits that people may feel hold them back socially, and examples of the various potential manifestations of that trait, ranging from negative to positive.






	SHYNESS







	NEGATIVE


	POSITIVE







	Tongue-tied


	Blusher


	Sensitive


	Highly observant


	Good listener







	APPEARANCE







	NEGATIVE


	POSITIVE







	Feel invisible


	Fidgety


	Approachable


	Balanced


	Control impressions







	TRY TOO HARD
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