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I dedicate this book to my parents, Trude and Fred, and my sister, Ellen.

Thank you for giving me the confidence and encouragement to talk to anyone, anyplace, about anything.

I also dedicate this book to my wife and the love of my life, Eileen.



A Note from the Author

How to Start a Conversation and Make Friends was first published in 1983 and revised in 2001. Since then, I have written several books and presented many workshops on conversation skills to people all over the country. Still, even after all my years of teaching, writing, and talking about this subject, I realize there is always something to learn about the art of conversation.

The revisions in this book are based on feedback and questions from hundreds of readers and students, plus additional research and personal experience. I have reorganized the book into four parts: “Starting Your Conversations with Confidence”; “Continuing and Ending Your Conversations with Charm, Confidence, and Tact”; “Navigating Online Networks to Expand Your Business, Social, and Personal Relationships”; and “Boosting Your Conversations to the Next Level.”

Included in these sections are new and revised chapters on body language; knowing what to say after you say hello; telling others about yourself; remembering names; dealing with awkward conversations; exploring social networks; making contacts and friends online; networking; starting and rekindling friendships; dating; conversation styles; talking to people from other countries; plus a final list of 60 ways to improve your conversations and build lasting friendships. There are also many frequently asked questions (FAQs) throughout the text.

Most people want and need human contact, and that connection often takes the form of a simple conversation. The secret to starting conversations and making friends rests on four key principles: (1) taking the initiative to reach out to others; (2) showing genuine interest in people; (3) treating others with respect and kindness; and (4) valuing others and yourself as unique individuals who have much to share and offer one another. When you apply these ideas and the many other skills and tips in this book, you can become a great conversationalist. I hope that this newly revised edition will help you achieve this goal.



Introduction: Meeting New People and Making New Friends—It’s What Today’s Success Is All About!

Good conversation is what makes us interesting. After all, we spend a great deal of our time talking and a great deal of our time listening. Why be bored, why be boring—when you don’t have to be either?

—Edwin Newman (1919–2010), news commentator

The next time you walk into a room full of people, just listen to them talking! They’re all communicating through conversation. Conversation is our main way of expressing our ideas, opinions, goals, and feelings to those we come into contact with. It is also the primary means of beginning and establishing friendships and relationships.

Open Your Conversation Channel in Person and Online via Social Networks

Whether we meet people at parties, at work, or on social networking sites like Facebook or LinkedIn, we can connect and communicate with those people when the “channel of conversation” is open. If the channel is closed, then starting and sustaining a conversation and creating a relationship of any kind is next to impossible.

This book is based on my more than thirty years teaching and writing about how to start a conversation and make friends. It will show you how to open your conversational channel and tune in to the people you meet in your daily activities and online through social networks. The conversational techniques in this book have been successfully tested in my workshops and proven as methods of starting and sustaining conversations in nearly every situation—including social and business settings.

The techniques are presented in an easy-to-master format so you can start improving your communication skills and self-confidence quickly. Hundreds of examples demonstrate what you can say in real-life situations so you can practice and adapt them within the context of your own lifestyle and at your own pace.

This book can be helpful to anyone who wants to communicate better at home, at work, online, or anywhere in between, including:

• Business executives, managers, and new hires

• Members of Facebook, LinkedIn, and other social networks

• Consultants and sales representatives

• Singles and couples

• Computer programmers and other technical professionals

• Entrepreneurs and freelancers

• English language learners

• Career counselors and life coaches

• Psychologists, therapists, and clients

• Students and teachers

• Parents and teenagers

If you want more rewarding conversations in professional, social, or personal situations, then this book is for you.

How This Book Can Help You

Many people who attend my workshops, read my books, and listen to my audio programs are making career changes, and they want to learn how to move easily into new social and work environments. Singles want to get to know people first online before they meet in person for a date. Salespeople want to know how to converse and build rapport with clients in an informal manner. Executives and managers want to increase their staffs’ productivity and loyalty. Entrepreneurs and freelancers want to make their networking pay off. New residents of the United States want to learn conversational English. Couples want to communicate better with each other and their families. You can achieve all of these communication goals and more by improving your conversation skills.

Even good conversationalists sometimes find themselves in awkward situations where the conversation is just not going the way they want it to. This book provides techniques and the exact words you can use to help you better direct and control the conversation at such times.

Learn to Enjoy Parties while Winning New Friends

Perhaps the most common situation that causes problems for many is meeting new people and socializing at parties and social events. Surveys show that many people feel uncomfortable in a room full of strangers and are anxious about approaching others. This book presents practical skills for meeting new people, making new friends, and developing lasting and meaningful relationships.

Most people want to share their experiences with others. We are constantly searching for others we can relate to on an intellectual, physical, and emotional level. This search can be frustrating and unfulfilling if you aren’t able to reach out and connect. Once you master the basic fundamentals of good conversation and are willing to reach out, you’ll be open and available for new friendships and relationships.

You Can Learn to Communicate and Use New Skills

The ability to communicate in an informal and friendly manner is essential for every aspect of a person’s business, social, and personal life. Most people can converse with others when they feel confident and comfortable. The problem arises when comfort and confidence are replaced by anxiety and fear. This book will help you identify which communication skills have worked for you and in which situations you feel confident.

Once you understand the skills that promote natural conversations, then begin using them in situations where you feel comfortable and confident. You will be able to see how effective you are while simultaneously integrating these new techniques into your lifestyle.

As you become more confident with your conversational skills in “safe” situations, take some extra risks and begin to use your new communication skills in situations where you were previously uncomfortable and anxious. You’ll be pleasantly surprised to find that your skills will transfer from one situation to another far more easily than you ever imagined. As your control increases, so will your confidence. Your ability to maintain casual and sustained conversations will become part of your personality. Don’t think about the skills and techniques too much; just let them become a natural basis for communicating.

Connect with People in Traditional and Modern Ways

The goal of this conversation book is to help you meet people in traditional ways where you work, live, worship, and play. It will also help you connect in what has become a modern and popular way to socialize: online through social networks, blogs, and dating websites. Whether face-to-face or online, we have much to gain by communicating in an open and mutual manner. By sharing our experiences, we can grow in new ways. Our horizons and opportunities can expand, while our relationships may deepen and become more meaningful. Friendships and a sense of personal fulfillment can develop.


Getting Started: Pick Any Chapter to Begin


You don’t have to read the entire book from cover to cover to get started. Take a look at the table of contents, see what topics appeal to you the most, and turn to those chapters. By putting conversation tips, skills, and techniques into practice right away, you’ll see how quickly you can integrate them into your daily activities and improve your ability to communicate and connect with those around you.

Make it your goal to reach out to others and create new relationships by using the ideas presented in this book. See how the tips, techniques, skills, and examples work for you. Then tweak and adapt them to get even better results. When you take this approach, I promise that you will find that breaking the ice, meeting people, and making new friends is easier and more fun than you thought! So, let’s begin and … start a conversation!



Part I
Starting Your Conversations with Confidence
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Closed body language sends out the message “Stay away! I’d rather be left alone!”
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First Contact: Body Language

“It’s a luxury to be understood.”

—Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803–1882), American poet and essayist

One of our most important conversational skills doesn’t come from our tongue, but from our body. Research has shown that over half of face-to-face conversation is nonverbal. “Body language,” as it is called, often communicates our feelings and attitudes before we speak, and it projects our level of receptivity to others.

Most poor conversationalists don’t realize that their nonreceptive body language (crossed arms, little eye contact, and no smiling) is often the cause of short and unsustained conversations. We are judged quickly by the first signals we give off, and if the first impressions are not open and friendly, it’s going to be difficult to maintain a good conversation.

The following “softening” techniques can make your first impressions work for you, not against you.

S-O-F-T-E-N

In his excellent book on shyness, Making Contact, Arthur C. Wassmer coined the term SOFTEN as a way to remember six body language “softeners.” A softener is a nonverbal gesture that will make people more responsive and receptive to you. Since your body language speaks before you do, it is important to project a receptive image. When you use open body language, you are already sending the signal: “I’m friendly and willing to communicate, if you are.” Each letter in S-O-F-T-E-N represents a specific nonverbal technique for encouraging others to talk with you.

“S-O-F-T-E-N” Your Body Language

[image: images]

Use your body language to break down the natural barriers that separate strangers.

S = Smile

A pleasant smile is a strong indication of a friendly and open attitude and a willingness to communicate. It is a receptive, nonverbal signal sent with the hope that the other person will smile back. When you smile, you demonstrate that you have noticed the person in a positive manner. The other person considers it a compliment and will usually feel good. The result? The other person will usually smile back.

Smiling does not mean that you have to put on a phony face or pretend that you are happy all of the time. But when you see someone you know or would like to make contact with, do smile. By smiling, you are demonstrating an open attitude to conversation.

[image: images] [image: images]

A smile shows you are friendly and open to communication. When you frown or wrinkle your brow, you give off signals of skepticism and nonreceptivity.

The human face sends out an enormous number of verbal and nonverbal signals. If you send out friendly messages, you’re going to get friendly messages back. When you couple a warm smile with a friendly hello, you’ll be pleasantly surprised by similar responses. It’s the easiest and best way to show someone that you’ve noticed him. A smile indicates general approval toward the other person, and this will usually make the other person feel more open to talk to you.


O = Open Arms


The letter O in S-O-F-T-E-N stands for open arms. You’ve probably been welcomed “with open arms,” which, of course, means that a person was glad to see you. At a party or in another social or business situation, open arms suggest that you are friendly and available for contact. During a conversation, open arms make others feel that you are receptive and listening.
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Crossed arms say: “I’m thinking and don’t want to be disturbed. Stay away!”
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Open arms say: “I’m receptive and available for contact.”

On the other hand, standing or sitting with your arms crossed makes you appear closed to contact, defensive, and closed-minded. Add a hand covering your mouth (and your smile) or your chin and you are practically in the classic “thinking” pose. Now, just ask yourself this question: Are you going to interrupt someone who appears to be deep in thought? Probably not. In addition, crossing your arms tends to make you appear nervous, judgmental, or skeptical—all of which discourage people from approaching you or feeling comfortable while talking to you.

Some people argue that just because they have their arms crossed, it doesn’t mean that they are closed to conversation. They say, “I cross my arms because I’m comfortable that way.” The arm crossers may be comfortable, but the problem is that while no one can read minds, most people can read body language. Crossed arms say: “Stay away” and “My mind is made up.” Open arms say: “I’m available for contact and willing to listen. Come on over and talk to me.”

F = Forward Lean

The letter F in S-O-F-T-E-N means forward lean. Leaning forward slightly while a person is talking to you indicates interest on your part and shows you are listening to what the person is saying. This is usually taken as a compliment by the other person, and will encourage him to continue talking.
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Leaning back gives off signals of disinterest and even boredom.
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Leaning forward says: “I’m interested in what you’re saying.”

Often people will lean back with their hands over their mouths or chins, or behind their heads in the “relaxing” pose. Unfortunately, this posture gives off signals that the listener is judging you, skeptical, or bored. Since most people do not feel comfortable when they think they are being judged, this leaning-back posture tends to inhibit the speaker from continuing.

When you are in a conversation, it’s far better to lean forward slightly in a casual and natural way. By doing this, you are saying: “I hear what you’re saying, and I’m interested: Keep talking!” This usually helps the other person feel confident and encourages him to continue speaking.


Defining Personal Space

Personal space, or standing distance, is an important part of body language. However, what’s comfortable varies widely depending on a person’s culture, social situation, gender, and preference. Tuning in to, understanding, and respecting the personal space of others help eliminate discomfort that people may feel when they stand too close or too far away from each other as they speak. Personal space boundaries for many North Americans depend on the type of conversation.

• Intimate distance: 0 to 18 inches (0 to 0.4 meter) for conversations between spouses, family, and people who are embracing, touching, or whispering.

• Personal distance: 18 to 36 inches (0.4 to 0.9 meter) for conversations between good friends, family, or informal acquaintances—people who want to get to know one another better and in a more personal way.

• Social distance: 3 to 5 feet (0.9 to 1.5 meters) for more formal conversations between business or formal social acquaintances.

For more specific standing distances in different cultures, see “How Savvy Are You about the Customs of Other Cultures?” in chapter 18.




T = Touch


The letter T in S-O-F-T-E-N stands for touch. In Western culture, the most acceptable form of first contact between two people who are just meeting is a warm handshake. This is usually true when meeting members of the same or opposite sex in business and in social situations too. In nearly every situation, a warm and firm handshake is a safe way of showing an open and friendly attitude toward the people you meet.

Be the first to extend your hand in greeting. Couple this handshake with a friendly “Hi!” and a nice smile and your name, and you have made the first step to open the channels of communication between you and the other person.

Some men don’t feel right in offering their hand to a woman first. They say they would feel stupid if the woman didn’t shake their hand. Emily Post states in the revised edition of her book of etiquette that it is perfectly acceptable for a man to offer a handshake to a woman and that, in most cases, it would be rude for either man or woman to ignore or refuse this friendly gesture.

However, because of cultural and age differences, some women might feel that they are being too forward if they offer a handshake to a man. They think the man might “get the wrong idea” if they extend their hand first in greeting. The problem then is that there are two people who are afraid to shake hands. Although there are some exceptions because of religious customs, most of the people I’ve polled on the subject agree: no matter who makes the first move, nearly everyone likes this form of physical contact. A handshake is safe and nonthreatening for both parties. This keeps personal defenses down and creates an atmosphere of equality and receptivity between the people. More personal forms of touch should be exercised with a sensitivity to the other person’s culture and in a warm, nonaggressive manner.

It is also important to end your conversations with a warm and friendly handshake in business and social situations. Combine it with a bright smile and a friendly statement like “I’ve really enjoyed talking with you!” or “Let’s get together again soon.” This is an excellent way to end a conversation and leaves you and the other person both feeling good about the exchange.
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A friendly handshake with a smile and a warm “Hello… . Nice to meet you!” is an easy, acceptable form of touch when meeting someone for the first time.

E = Eye Contact

The letter E in S-O-F-T-E-N represents eye contact. Perhaps the strongest nonverbal gestures are made with the eyes. Direct eye contact indicates that you are listening to the other person and that you want to know more about him or her. With eye contact and a friendly smile, you’ll send this unmistakable message: “I’d like to talk to you and maybe get to know you better.”

Eye contact should be natural and not forced or overdone. It is perfectly okay to have brief periods of eye contact while you observe other parts of the person’s face, particularly the mouth. When the person smiles, be sure to smile back. But always make an effort to return your gaze to the person’s eyes as she speaks. It is common to look up, down, and all around when speaking to others, and it’s acceptable not to have eye contact every second.

Too much eye contact can be counterproductive. If you stare at a person, she may feel uncomfortable and even suspicious about your intentions. A fixed stare can be interpreted as aggressive behavior if it takes the form of a challenge as to who will look away first. It is not wise to employ eye contact as a “power struggle,” because it will usually result in a negative, defensive response from the other person.

Also, be aware that eye contact varies widely from culture to culture. For example, North Americans and Europeans typically have medium to strong eye contact. However, in Mexico, you will be viewed with suspicion if you have eye contact for too long. In many Asian cultures, averting the eyes is a mark of respect. Some Middle Eastern and Asian cultures and religions have strict rules against women making any direct eye contact with men. (For more about the cultural differences regarding eye contact, see “How Savvy Are You About the Customs of Other Cultures?” in chapter 18.)

FAQ

I feel uncomfortable making direct eye contact. What can I do?

If you have a problem maintaining comfortable eye contact, try these suggestions. Start with short periods of eye contact—maybe only a few seconds. Look into the pupils of the other person’s eyes, and smile. Then let your gaze travel over the features of his face, hair, nose, lips, and even earlobes! There is a three-inch radius around the eyes that can provide a visual pathway. After a few moments, go back to looking the person directly in the eyes. As the conversation continues, you can look back and forth between both eyes while increasing the amount of time that you make direct eye contact.

Avoiding eye contact can make both parties feel anxious and uncomfortable and can give the impression that you are uninterested, dishonest, or bored with the conversation and the company. The result will usually be a short and unfulfilling conversation. So be sure to look into the eyes of the people you talk with and send this message: “I’m paying attention and want to hear more.”
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Eye contact shows that you are listening and taking an interest in what is being said. It sends the signal “I’m listening—keep talking.”


N = Nod


The letter N in S-O-F-T-E-N stands for nod. A nod of the head indicates that you are listening and that you understand what is being said. It usually signals approval and encourages the other person to continue talking. A nod of the head, along with a smile and a friendly hello, is an excellent way of greeting people on the street or anywhere else. Like all the other softening gestures, it sends the same message: “I’m friendly and willing to communicate.”
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A nod of the head shows you are listening and understand what is being said. A blank stare suggests your thoughts are elsewhere.

However, in a conversation, a nod does not necessarily mean agreement. If you want to be sure someone agrees with what you’re saying, ask, “Do you agree?”


Body Language and Mirroring


Most people don’t realize it, but they frequently mirror or subtly mimic body movements and expressions of the people they talk to. Many studies have shown that mirroring increases rapport and facilitates conversation. For example, when someone with whom you are chatting smiles at you, you smile back. If she leans forward slightly in her chair to show interest, you do the same. In most cases, mirroring positive body language makes both speakers more open and talkative. However, mirroring negative or closed body language—folded arms, little eye contact, or not shaking hands—tends to decrease levels of comfort, rapport, and trust.

FAQ

What do mixed body language signals mean?

It’s common in a conversation for people to send a mixture of receptive and nonreceptive body language messages. For example, sometimes in a conversation they smile but at the same time cross their arms or have little eye contact. The smile says, “I’m interested,” but the folded arms and poor eye contact suggest skepticism or a lack of interest. Therefore, instead of assuming you understand the other person’s perspective when he or she sends you mixed or negative body language signals, ask a few clarification questions. This will give the other person an opportunity to clarify or elaborate on his or her views or feelings. For example, you can say, “Tell me a little more about … ?” or “What do you mean when you say …?”

Total Communication
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Your body language speaks before you do. Research has shown that over two-thirds of face-to-face conversation is based on body language. Along with the tone of your voice and the words you use, they add up to “total communication.”

Body Language + Tone of Voice + Words = Total Communication

Keep in mind that effective communication is a combination of body language, tone of voice, and words. When you look for and use a combination of these softening gestures together with a friendly tone of voice and inviting words, you will create an impression of openness and availability for contact and conversation. Remember that these nonverbal softening gestures alone do not replace verbal communication. Moreover, if you only see an isolated gesture, rather than clusters of gestures, your perception of the other person’s receptivity may be incorrect. However, when you look for and use clusters of these softening gestures together with a friendly tone of voice and inviting words, you will create an impression of openness and availability for contact and conversation.

With practice and a greater awareness of body language, you will be able to send and receive receptive signals and encourage others to approach you and feel comfortable. Begin to notice other people’s body language as well as your own. This will help you to identify softening techniques and recognize levels of receptivity in others, thus minimizing the chance of being rejected. Look for people who display receptive body language, and project receptive body language by using softening techniques. They really work!



2
Four Natural Ways to Break the Ice

Ideal conversation must be an exchange of thought, and not, as many of those who worry most about their shortcomings believe, an eloquent exhibition of wit or oratory.

—Emily Post (1872–1960), writer and authority on etiquette

Take a Risk and Be the First to Say Hello

It takes a certain amount of risk to begin a conversation with a stranger. Many people don’t start conversations because they fear being rejected. Of course, this prevents them from reaching out to others. Remember that risk taking and rejection are part of life, and being overly sensitive about how others react to you is counterproductive. Anyway, what’s so bad about being rejected by someone you don’t even know?

Take an Active Role

Most shy people take the passive role when it comes to starting conversations. They wait and wait and wait, hoping someone will come along and start a conversation with them. If there are two shy people together, they’re both waiting, both taking the passive role. If someone else by chance does start talking, the shy person is often so surprised, he or she doesn’t know what to say.

To get out of this catch-22, consciously change from the passive to the active role. Be the first to say hello and take the initiative by beginning the conversation. Introduce yourself to people regularly and begin to share your ideas, feelings, opinions, and experiences. Look for familiar faces and, after saying hello, seek out other people’s thoughts, views, and interests. By initiating conversations, you’ll get more positive responses and your fear of rejection will lessen. In this way your risk taking can pay off in making new contacts and having more meaningful conversations.

Another advantage of being the first to say hello is that it gives you the opportunity to guide the direction of the conversation, and gives the other person the impression that you are confident, friendly, and open. You are also complimenting the other person by showing a desire to start a conversation with him or her.

Four Ways to Start Conversations
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Changing topics is easy if you say, “I heard you mention earlier …” or “Speaking of...,” then ask a question or share information about a general or specific topic related to key words you hear.


If You See Something, Say Something


Icebreaker #1: Ask Closed- and Open-ended Ritual Questions

The easiest way to start a conversation with a stranger is to ask an easy-to-answer “ritual” question. Ritual questions are commonly asked short-answer questions about where a person works and lives. Ritual questions often refer to a person’s occupation, background, education, family, and upbringing; for example: “What kind of work do you do?” “Where do you live?” “What did you study in school?” “Where did you grow up?”

Most people are open to answering ritual questions as long as you do not ask too many in a row and that the questions are not overly personal. Because ritual questions are familiar requests for background information, they require little time and thought to answer. These kinds of questions are good for breaking the ice and starting a conversation. By looking for what people are involved in, you can easily focus on a topic of interest to the other person. Remember, in addition to finding out about the other person, you are sending this signal: “You seem interesting to me, and I’d like to talk to you.”

Closed-ended Ritual Questions Require Only a Short Answer

Closed-ended ritual questions usually call for only a yes or a no, or just a one- or two-word answer. They are “fishing” questions because you’re looking for a “bite” on a particular topic. If you get a positive response, you can usually follow up with another question or a comment that will open up the conversation. Closed-ended questions often begin with: “Are … ?” “Do … ?” “Who … ?” “Where … ?” “When … ?” “What … ?” “How … ?” or “Which …?”

Here are some common examples of closed-ended ritual questions you can ask where you live, work, and play:

Do you live around here?
What’s your favorite team?
What’s your (dog’s) name?
Where are you from?
Who else was at the party?
Are you enjoying your stay?
Which do you recommend?
Is this your first visit here?
Which do you prefer?
Who do you know at … that I might know?
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