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"If you don't fundamentally care about the person you are speaking with, that will show, and that may be the
primary reason why you are running out of things to discuss," writes Kai Peter Chang.

That also means letting your conversation partner share information about himself or herself.

"Let the other person speak more," writes Anam Gulraiz. "People LOVE talking about themselves."

2. Ask open-ended questions

Instead of asking yes/no questions that lead to dead ends, encourage your conversation partner to share some
more detail about his or her life.

"In general, open-ended questions lead to more conversational paths,"” says Craig Welland.

For example, instead of asking a fellow party guest, "Are you here with your family?" you might ask, "How did
you meet the host?"

3. Allow your conversation partner to teach you

"If there's a subject you're not familiar with, just be honest with that person and nine out of ten times they'll teach
you about it," writes Michael Wong.

It goes back to that central idea of letting other people do most of the talking. Asking the other person to explain
what they mean means they'll be talking for at least another few minutes.
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That way, if a conversation should come to an abrupt halt, you can fill the silence with, "Hey, did you hear about
..." or "Man, how about that ... ?"

5. Share anecdotes

Don't hesitate to let your conversation partner know that you can relate to what he or she is telling you, says Ellen
Vrana.

"This forms a bond," she adds.

For example, if your partner says he or she spent time living in another country and you did as well, share a story
or two about your years abroad. You'll likely prompt the other person to tell you about some similar memories.

6. Practice the FORM technique

Robert Adams uses a special mnemonic to keep conversations flowing easily:

e F-amily: Do you have kids? Where is your family from? How long have you lived around here?
s O-ccupation: What do you do for a living? What is that like? Have you always been a circus acrobat?
» R-ecreation: What do you guys do for fun? How long have you been involved in SCA? Where do you buy

chain-mail, or did you make it yourself?
¢ M-oney: What happened with the price of gas? Did you see that last school-bond issue? How do you think

the new liquor-store laws will shake out? Anybody you know lose their job lately?

~7. Be honest

"There's nothing wrong with just saying, 'You know, I hate small talk, so how about we talk about something
big?" writes Derek Scruggs.

Chances are, your conversation partner will feel somewhat relieved.

Scruggs recommends having on hand a few "big" questions that promote intimacy, including, "What's something
that scared you today?" and "Are you happy with your current lifestyle?"
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9. Boost your conversation partner's self-esteem

Flatter people in order to capture and hold their interest, suggests Joe Goebel.

"Try to make everyone you talk with feel a little better about themselves after having met and talked to you," he
writes.

10. Practice with everyone you meet

Whether it's the doorman at work or a fellow passenger on the train, try your hand at small talk with everyone,
says Rohan Sinha.

Eventually, you'll start feeling more comfortable striking up and maintaining interesting conversations.
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1. Do a Little Homework

If your conversational skills are more reminiscent of Oscar the Grouch than Oscar Wilde, a bit of
preparation is in order. “As I drive to a party, I try to come up with two or three things to talk about in
case the conversation runs dry,” says Debra Fine, lecturer and author of The Fine Art of Small Talk
($17, amazon.com). “If I've met the host before, I try to remember things about her, like her passion for
skiing or a charity we're both involved in.” Anne-Marie Fowler, a San Francisco investment adviser and
president of the fund-raising group San Francisco Ballet Encore!, attends business and social functions
as often as seven nights a week. She says, “I think about the key guests and what I can say to bring
them into their element.” For instance, when Fowler attended the party of a recently retired CFO, she
remembered that he loves modern art and asked him about his collection. To keep your conversation
timely and lively, Carducci suggests scanning newspaper headlines and movie and book reviews. “And I

listen to a lot of NPR,” he says.

2. Greet People Appropriately

To kiss or not to kiss? The question is so universal (and, for some, vexing) that Hamlet might have
asked it. Generally, a firm handshake is a safe, neutral bet. In social situations where faces are more
familiar, the rules soften. “If someone’s a good friend, I kiss, and if someone makes that overture to me,
I'll respond accordingly,” says Barbara Roberts, a board member of the Saint Louis Art Museum who
chaired a recent fund-raising gala. Cindy Cawley, an active fund-raiser and volunteer in Omaha,
Nebraska, adds, “If you've kissed someone before, remember to do it again, or they may feel shunned.

And if you're greeting a husband and wife, peck both, or it will look like you're picking a favorite.”

3. Remember Names
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professionally and what they enjoy recreationally.” Filippini says, “I'll ask if they’ve seen a particular
exhibit or play.” The questions don’t have to be that specific, adds Fine: “You can simply say, ‘Bring me

2%

up to date.’” ” Questions can also be utterly superficial —to begin with. “I always ask about someone’s
shoes or jewelry,” says Fowler. “Both make statements about a person. I often ask what meaning a

piece of jewelry has to its wearer, and that opens up a lot of other topics.”

6. When in Doubt, Discuss the Setting

It sounds like a cop-out, but it works. “It’s something you share,” says Carducci. “If you comment on
the good music or the interesting floral arrangements or how long a line for food is, and the other
person agrees, that means they’re willing to talk to you.” Another fail-safe, setting-specific question is

“How do you know the host?”

7. Revive a Dying Conversation,

Don’t panic when there’s a lull in the conversation. “Silences aren’t as long as you think they are,” says
Carducci. “Remember that if you say something, the other person may need to process it. Think of
silence as a transition.” Roberts adds, “Sometimes silence is appropriate. You don’t want to seem like a
babbling idiot.” If you sense that the other person is dying to get away, give him the opportunity to do
so. Otherwise, take the conversation in a new direction using one of the above tactics. “Throw

something out there,” says Carducci, “and don’t worry about making the transition smooth.”
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Type 3 won't stop talking about himself and hasn’t asked you a single question. “If someone is that self-

centered, exit the conversation gracefully,” says Carducci. Which leads us to:

10. Make a Clean Getaway

“Use the phrase ‘I need,” advises Fine. “I need to get some food; I haven’t eaten all day. I need to talk
to a client over there. I need to meet the speaker.” Freshening your drink, using the restroom, chatting

with a friend who has just arrived, and checking in with your spouse are also valid needs.

“If you can mention something from the conversation that meant something to you,” says Roberts, “it
shows that you’re not running off because you're bored. I say, ‘T've enjoyed talking to you about your

volunteer work, and I hope to talk to you again.””

For extreme situations, Fowler recommends establishing “rescue me” signals with a partner or a friend
to let her know when you need help bailing out of a conversation. Cawley has paged herself to escape a
dull party. “My favorite is to ask someone else nearby—a spouse or a good friend—to dance,” says

Fowler, provided there’s music and others are dancing, of course.



