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  INTRODUCTION

  Why a conversation starters book specifically for women?

  Within a short space of time women’s conversation can cover many and varied topics and may include much laughter, intelligent observations on life, and a sharing of innermost thoughts.

  While conversation in mixed company isn’t always different, there are certainly times when the conversation’s tone, the topics covered, and the depth of sharing is different in all-female company. Some topics are those that women would feel comfortable only discussing with other women in an empathetic, supportive, and non-threatening environment.

  Although many conversation starters in the book can be used with both males and females, there are also many that are intended specifically for women, such as talking about your body, puberty, pregnancy, women and work, beauty, and other women.

  This book is aimed primarily at situations where women are together having a conversation with other women, and builds on this situation by providing a wide range of questions and conversation starters that offer a great way to stimulate many types of discussion. Some topics may be ones that you regularly talk about, some may offer a new slant on a familiar topic, some may be ones you have wanted to talk about but have been uncomfortable about broaching, and others may be ones you hadn’t thought about. All will most likely lead you into other conversation topics.

  The book also touches on situations where you would use general conversation starters when you are out meeting people, say at a party or network event. A number of conversation starters, tips and techniques cover these issues.

  A very easy book to dip into, Woman to Woman is suitable for adults and contains conversation starter topics that are thought-provoking, entertaining, controversial, factual, amusing, ridiculous, risqué, intellectual, and intimate. They provide the opportunity for fun, laughter, a way to learn new things, new ways of looking at issues, a chance to be listened to, a chance to work out what your thoughts are on a topic, a way to air issues you’d like to talk about, and an opportunity to discuss serious topics. They may allow you to open up new areas of discussion; perhaps discuss a subject you haven’t been able to talk about before. You may be able to talk about issues you can’t talk about with your partner or members of the opposite sex, along with the opportunity to develop your communication and thinking skills, and especially the chance to build a deeper level of connection and intimacy with others.

  Speaking skills

  Along with the hundreds of conversation starters, this book also offers insights into speaking skills, along with many tips and techniques incorporated throughout.

  One of the ways to increase your speaking skills is first to become aware of speaking techniques. You may not, for example, have given any thought to issues concerning supportive feedback, interrupting, swearing, paraphrasing, how to avoid rambling, or different types of listening. Once you become aware of them and the factors involved, you then have a choice as to if and how you would like to develop your skills. The techniques will give you suggestions for ways to work on these skills.


  USING THE BOOK

  A benefit 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 other females and want a bit of light-hearted 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 with other women. You can even use the starters on your own to learn how to formulate responses, get to know your own thinking style, and work on your conversation skills.


  1. How the book is organized

  Speaking skills

  The beginning of the book contains awareness-raising information on a range of speaking skills. This can help provide an understanding of some of the issues that are present in speaking and conversation. It also contains suggestions for developing skills in these areas.

  Conversation starters

  The starters are grouped into one hundred different topic sections, each containing ten questions and conversation starters.

  The first topic section covers Easy Conversation Starters, simple starters that can be used in general situations. The others are in alphabetical order starting with “About You,” weaving their way through many and wide-ranging topics, and ­ending with “Your Call!”

  The starters fall into different types of categories, including ones that ask about you, “What was your favorite book as a child?”; ones that ask about your views or thoughts on issues, “Is social media helping or hindering real communication?”; ones that ask you to use your imagination, “In my wildest dreams this is what I would look like . . .”; and ones where people have to make guesses about you, “What types of pictures or posters did I have on my bedroom wall I was a teenager?”

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

  Conversation tips and techniques

  These are practical techniques you can use that will help improve conversation skills. They are included amongst the conversation starters.

  There are three types of tips and techniques: Suggestions for asking good questions (Q); suggestions for answering questions (A); and general tips and techniques for conversation skills (G). They will have the letter (Q), (A) or (G) in front of each technique. Some give specific examples related to a particular conversation starter, though the techniques can be used in many circumstances.


  2. A note on choosing conversation starters

  Please note that some of the starters are not suited to beginning a “cold” conversation. Some starters cover, for example, personal matters, sensitive, controversial, or in-depth issues and are more suited to beginning a new topic during a conversation once things have warmed up, or with people you know well. Choosing these too early in a conversation may make others feel ill at ease, and may work against relationship-building. Choose starters that suit the people, the circumstances, and the flow of the conversation.

  As a generalization, the type of starters that are more suited to opening a conversation, especially with someone you don’t know, are ones of a general nature that don’t delve too deeply into personal matters. This is explained later in “Understanding conversation levels,” page 6.

  In addition, be aware that some of the topics can produce an emotional response so you may need to check if others are happy to talk about them.


  3. Suggestions for using the conversation starters

  There are many ways to use the starters. Here are a few suggestions:

  
    	You could have a themed conversation based on a topic area, for example “Beliefs,” and work through all ten starters.

    	You could have each person choose a different topic area and then choose a conversation starter from this area.

    	You can use conversation starters more than once, for example with different people, or by asking another member of the group to start the conversation; this will probably make it go in a different direction.

    	You could expand your way of communicating by speaking in the style of a different person, such as a person who has the opposite personality style to you (for example, someone who speaks fast, or uses a lot of pauses, or includes humorous anecdotes, or speaks succinctly); someone from a different culture; someone from a different generation. This way you may find other ways of speaking that suit you, as well as gaining an understanding of how other people think and why they speak as they do.

    	You might like to practice improving your skills by using role play where one person plays devil’s advocate or an angry person or an unwilling conversationalist, for example, to help you practice the skill of dealing with challenging conversations.

    	You could specifically choose topics you are keen to discuss and make time to have a conversation with your daughter, sister, mother, grandmother, colleague, or close friend, for example.

    	You could arrange to have a conversation with people from other backgrounds so that you can have a different conversation from your usual ones, or in order to learn about the world they grew up (or are growing up) in, and how their society and life experiences have helped shaped their views and behavior. You could choose people of different ages or from different cultures or different social settings.

    	On a practical level, you could keep the book in your bag or purse, in the glove compartment of your vehicle or in your desk at work. Or you could keep a note of a number of topics, for example, by writing a few of them out or by taking a photo of them with your phone, and keeping them with you to use when you are with other women.

  

  And so, here we go. Ready to get talking?

  Happy conversations!


  SPEAKING SKILLS

  Many years ago I found myself in the office lunchroom with Todd, a man who worked in one of our other branches. Although I recognized him, I hadn’t actually spoken to him before. He was the only person in the lunchroom, and as I sat down he looked up at me and uttered—in all seriousness—a conversation starter I will never forget: “So, what do you think of the debacle over the Icelandic fishing limit then?”

  Some people are great conversationalists who make starting a conversation easy and effortless, and it’s a pleasure talking to them. Others, like Todd, may like to learn a few simple ways to make starting a conversation easier for the other person.

  Are great conversationalists born with an innate skill? Probably some people are more disposed to be good conversationalists than others, while there are also many people who have worked at polishing their skills. Don’t worry if you think your skills aren’t as good they could be; it’s always possible to improve.

  One of the main ways to improve is to practice—but make sure you are practicing the right things! Practicing the wrong thing will simply make you very skilled at whatever is not right.

  Listed below, and included in the Conversation Starters, is a wide range of tips and techniques to help you work on your conversation skills.


  1. Understanding conversation levels

  Conversation generally operates on an agreed and unspoken set of rules. Often we don’t realize that there are rules until we come across someone who operates outside of the accepted norm. One such person was Harry.

  A former colleague of mine, Lucy, aged about 20, was a very chatty person who could talk about anything and everything. She was friends with Julie, also aged about 20, who was extremely quiet.

  One day Lucy and Julie went for a drink, and as usual Lucy was happy to do the talking while Julie listened. After a while one of Lucy’s friends, a young man named Harry, came and joined them. Harry hadn’t met Julie before, and was also extremely quiet. Everything was going well, with Lucy chatting, and the other two listening, until Lucy decided to go to the bathroom. Realizing she was leaving her friends in a potentially uncomfortable situation, she leaned over to Harry and whispered “Don’t sit there in silence, make some small talk,” and off she went.

  At this point Harry turned to Julie and asked, seriously, “So, are you a virgin then?”

  Julie was appalled!

  We know that what Harry did wouldn’t be classed as “small talk.” We also know from Julie’s reaction that she deemed it “wrong.” But why is it wrong? It’s because Harry started off at the inappropriate level of conversation for the situation he was in.

  The accepted norm is that conversation falls roughly into four levels, where people start off at Level One on meeting someone new and over a period of time—the length of which varies greatly from person to person—work through the levels. Harry, unfortunately, didn’t start at Level One.

  Level One: Small Talk

  There are two main functions of small talk. Firstly, it’s used as a “finding out” phase when we meet someone new. In small talk we chat about general issues, ones that anyone could easily talk about, such as the weather, in order to check out the other person. We use a somewhat bland conversation topic as a tool to see if there is any synergy with them, and then decide if we want to make a deeper connection.

  When someone says “Isn’t the weather great today?” or some such phrase, they are not asking about the weather, they are attempting to get a conversation under way and are using the ensuing exchange as a way to make a first impression of you. This impression is based on issues such as your general appearance, and how confident, trustworthy, friendly, reliable and intelligent you appear. The topic area “Easy Conversation Starters” in the Questions and Conversation Starters section on page 25 gives suggestions for small talk topics.

  Secondly, it’s a way to show acknowledgement of a friend or acquaintance without getting into deeper levels of conversation. For example, saying to a colleague on Monday morning as you are walking through the office “Hi, good weekend?” to which you expect a reply along the lines of “Yes, great, thanks,” is using small talk as a politeness tool, a way to make a connection at a fairly surface level without the need for a longer conversation at that particular time.

  People have different abilities when it comes to conversation skills, and different needs when it comes to conversing with others. This means that some people may stay at small talk level with others for a long time, possibly forever, while others may skip through the levels quite quickly.

  Level Two: Factual Information

  If we feel happy to progress further than small talk, the next level of conversation is where we share non-emotional factual information about ourselves. These are facts that will not cause either the speaker or the listener to feel uncomfortable. For example, we may talk about the work we do or the town where we live.

  An example of a conversation at this level could be “I see you’re new here.” “Yes, we moved from New Orleans last month. My husband was transferred here with his job.” Here, the second speaker has given away several pieces of non-­emotional factual information regarding where she used to live, that she is married, and that her husband has been relocated with his work.

  In addition, be aware that some of the topics can produce an emotional response so you may need to check if others are happy to talk about them.

  Level Three: Views and Opinions

  At this level we start to open up, and may potentially go into “emotional” territory. Some people need to feel fairly comfortable with another person to converse at this level. They feel that if they share their views and opinions on an issue and the other person doesn’t agree then there may be some ­element of rejection.

  There are, of course, some people who don’t care what others think of their views and opinions and will share them openly, regardless!

  An example of Level Three could be a conversation regarding your thoughts about another person or a situation, your views on an item of news, or a sharing of your political or religious views.

  Level Four: Personal Feelings

  At this level we share our feelings; we share more of ourselves, and of who we really are. We may talk about our thoughts, dreams, fears, shortcomings. It’s where we show a level of vulnerability, but it is where the deepest level of connection occurs.

  An example could be a conversation between parents of school-age children: “I’m very worried about my son; he seems to be falling behind in his studies,” or one between friends “I had some upsetting news from the doctor yesterday.” If the other person is happy to converse at this level, they will not only talk through the stated concerns, but may also share some of their own issues.

  People work their way through the levels at different rates, and sometimes in a different order. This may depend on a number of factors such as personality type, level of friendship, level of confidence, culture, or the circumstances they are in. Some people may like to stay at Small Talk level for the entire duration of their involvement with someone else, while others may be happy to get to Level Four within a couple of sentences. There is no right or wrong way, per se.

  Poor Harry’s problem was that he started a conversation in the depths of Level Four with someone he didn’t know, who was extremely quiet and who was likely to take some time to open up to someone else. If Harry had been a confident, cheeky, fun-loving person and Julie had been similar, then she might have found his opening comment highly amusing and they might have launched into a great conversation. The issue was that Harry started off at the inappropriate level of conversation for the situation he was in.

  The aim isn’t to get to Level Four as soon as possible, nor is the aim to get to Level Four with everyone. The aim is to get to the level that both or all parties feel comfortable with at the time. Depending on the people and the circumstances, this may happen quickly, it may take some time, or it may not happen at all. A skilled conversationalist will aim to have a rewarding conversation at the level where all parties feel at ease.

  The conversation starters in this book offer the opportunity to talk at any or all the four levels of conversation, so that you can move to whichever level(s) people feel comfortable with.

  In addition, be aware that some of the topics can produce an emotional response so you may need to check if others are happy to talk about them.


  2. Communication behaviors

  There are four main ways we communicate with others. These are sometimes called Communication Behaviors and include aggressive, passive, assertive, and indirect or passive aggressive.

  Let’s use an analogy and imagine how four people, each displaying a different type of communication behavior, would enter someone else’s house. The aggressive person would kick down the door and barge in, whether they were invited or not. The passive person would stay outside hiding behind the nearest bush, hoping someone would notice them and invite them in. The assertive person would simply go up to the front door, knock and wait to be invited in, while the indirect person would go round the back and climb in through the window.

  How might this play out in a communication situation? Imagine that you have a manager at work who announces an open door policy. You go into the manager’s office to have a word, but the manager doesn’t look up. An aggressive person may respond by saying angrily, “You said you had an open door policy but you can’t even be bothered to look up when people come in!” A passive person would wait, and wait, and wait. An indirect person would say nothing to the manager, but go back to their office and complain to others about the rudeness the manager had displayed, while an assertive person may say to the manager, “I see you’re busy, when is a better time to have a talk with you?”

  Taken to the extreme, these are ways that the four behavior types may operate:

  Aggressive communicators express their needs and desires in a way that doesn’t take into account the needs, desires or well-being of other people. They usually railroad others, talk over them, refuse to let them finish, criticize, and pay little attention to what they are saying.

  Passive communicators are generally afraid of confrontation and don’t feel they have the right to express their own views. They give in to other people’s wishes and opinions even though they may not agree. They may also avoid saying what they want for fear of offending.

  Indirect or passive aggressive communicators have difficulty expressing annoyance or disagreement in a healthy manner. They may appear kind and considerate on the surface but may harbor hurtful thoughts. They may make excuses, tell white lies, find underhanded means to get their own way, or agree with someone to their face and then be derisive or aggressive about them to others.

  Assertive communicators express their thoughts, feelings, needs, and desires in an open and up-front way. They have the confidence to say what they want or mean, while considering and respecting the needs and desires of others.

  Behaving assertively is generally the best way to communicate with others. When people adopt the other forms of communication behavior, it is usually due to a lack of self-esteem or because it’s a learned behavior. The good news is that assertiveness is a learned skill. This means it’s a behavior you can acquire, and can choose to use. When you choose assertive communication it will help you get to the point, communicate clearly as an equal, and express your views and feelings in a direct and appropriate way. Being assertive means you won’t offend others and will have a healthy and respectful sense of control over situations.

  One of the ways to develop assertive behavior is to “Act as if.” Think of someone you know and respect who tends to communicate assertively. When you are in a situation where your natural inclination is to adopt one of the other three communication behaviors, ask yourself, “How would X behave in this situation?” Work out what he or she would do and “act as if” you were them. A benefit of doing this is that it may give you the sense that you are not tackling the situation on your own, but that X is there with you.

  It will take some time “acting as if” until it becomes an ingrained behavior, however it is a very effective way to develop the skills. It’s a case of fake it till you make it!


  3. It’s not just what you say; it’s how you

  say it

  Conversation comprises two aspects, verbal communication and non-verbal communication.

  The verbal aspect encompasses the words that are said while the non-verbal aspect covers the way people look, what people see them do (visual), along with how they sound (vocal), when they speak. Overall this means there are many factors going on that have the potential to lead to misunderstandings in conversation.

  Recently my husband and I went to a café. On the counter was a sign saying FLAPJACKS with a plate of flapjacks next to it. There was also a sign saying BLUEBERRY MUFFINS, but with no muffins next to it.

  “Do you have any blueberry muffins?” he asked.

  “No, we haven’t baked any yet,” replied the woman.

  “Then I think you might want this,” he said, instantly picking up the BLUEBERRY MUFFINS sign and handing it to her.

  After we sat down, I said that what he’d done had come across as a bit rude. My assumption was that he was feeling a bit irritated that there was a sign advertising something that wasn’t available. He was surprised I saw it that way, as his intention was to save the woman the hassle of having other people ask the same question before the muffins were ready.

  So often it’s easy to make assumptions that aren’t correct and not realize that we have misunderstood.

  Meaning is contextual; we get the meaning from the context. Often, the context is wider than just the words that are said. It may be the physical or environmental context, or a context that is “invisible” such as someone’s culture, experiences they have had in the past, or their thought processes. Unfortunately not everyone’s context is the same. My context and my husband’s were different in this instance. It wasn’t significant this time, but in other situations it could be. You may be trying to be polite, and be seen as rude or aloof; you may be trying to be friendly and supportive, and be seen as interfering; you may be trying to give someone space, and be seen as uncaring. So many ways to be misunderstood!

  While it’s common for us to think about the words we say, and to sometimes choose them very carefully, it’s less common to focus on our speaking style. Speaking style includes many visual and vocal issues such as eye contact, facial expressions, body language, intonation, use of pauses, how loud we speak, how much we speak, how fast we speak, how long we take to answer a question, whether we use social niceties, and subconscious use of regular phrases, for example apologetic or deferential expressions, along with interjections such as “um” and “er.”

  What can we do if we don’t understand?

  Being aware that there are many factors involved in communication and that we may have misunderstood will go a long way towards having good conversations and building strong connections with people. It’s not uncommon, for example, for people to communicate in a roundabout way or not quite tell the truth because their main aim is to avoid upsetting the other person or causing damage to the relationship.

  If something doesn’t sound “right,” bear in mind that the average person isn’t aiming to offend and that our understanding of what they said, did, or how they looked, may not be what they meant.

  A good place to start in these situations is to give people the benefit of the doubt. If it’s not too serious we can let it go, making the assumption that they didn’t mean any harm. Alternatively we could gently probe into what they meant. Ask questions for clarification, remembering to place the responsibility for understanding on yourself. This means saying something along the lines of “I’m not sure I understood; did you mean . . . ?” and not something like “You didn’t express that very well.”

  What can we do if we aren’t understood?

  It usually seems obvious to us what we mean, and we may be confused as to why others don’t see things as we do. A factor to bear in mind is that it may not have been the verbal or non-verbal factors that caused the misunderstanding, it may simply have been that the person wasn’t listening properly and only heard part of what was said. However, if you find you are generally being misunderstood, one of the ways to deal with this is to reflect on the verbal and non-verbal aspects you use that could cause confusion, and then work out how to make amendments. For example, are you being too vague or too abrupt? Are you using so many pronouns (“he,” “she,” “him,” “her,” “they”) without references to specific people that it’s difficult to know who you’re talking about? Perhaps you are speaking too rapidly or too softly, or you apologize too often. You may point at people too, rather than referring to them by name.
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