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There is nothing small about small talk. It’s a good social skill to teach your kids 
early and one that improves with practice. Adults: you might benefit from this 
small talk tune-up.    

Start by observing people who are good at this, and see how they “small talk.”  
Watch teen and young adult sitcoms for examples. Adults can watch old Seinfeld 
or Friends episodes.  

Before attending an event, think about who will be there. Do you know everyone’s 
name? Who are the people you want to get to know better? What are their 
interests? The idea is to spark a conversation that gets them talking, and most 
everyone likes talking about themselves.   

Much of the art of small talk is first to “read the room.” What’s the tone of the 
situation? What topics make sense to bring up? What are others doing? What are 
some things you are genuinely curious about learning from others in the room?  

It may mean asking an open–ended question that’s appropriate to the situation. 
You don’t want to interrogate people with a barrage of questions, just start with a  
question that is appropriate to the situation. Open-ended questions usually result in 
one-sentence answers rather than the one word answers close-ended (yes/no 
questions) require. Open ended questions include: How did you come up with that 
idea? Congratulations your service award. How did you earn all those points?  
What did you take away from the class? If this is a gathering for a mutual friend: 
How do you know John? Or make a compliment that invites a response: What a 
beautiful room. The food is awesome.       

Improve your conversations with the following: 



Instead of How was history? Ask: What went on in History today?  You follow up 
with a comment: Mr. Gray is really a cool teacher, now if he could only teach 
math!  

Instead of: How was your weekend? ask: What did you do this weekend? 

Instead of: How was the game? or Who won? ask: How did the game go? They 
answer. Your follow up: Sorry I missed it. Instead I watched the Sox lose on 
Friday. 

Instead of: Did you like that movie? ask: What do you think about that movie? 
They answer. Your follow up: Did you see the movie Whiplash? It’s a must see.   

Aim for nice, not brilliant. People think you need to be really funny or witty; you 
just have to be nice. A good way to practice is to find someone who's alone, such 
as at a party or at school, and begin a conversation. Hi there, I think you were in 
the school play? Sorry it’s over? Or, I think you’re in my econ class, ready for the 
final? Or I just wanted to tell you I really enjoyed your presentation in English; you 
kept me awake.  

Before anything else, you need to realize that if you struggle with making small 
talk, it’s to a large extent a confidence issue. People who are confident in social 
interactions are naturally able to make small talk and connect with others. This is 
easier with people you know well and who have similar interests. Ask an open-
ended question, get their answer and create a follow up comment. A short or long 
conversation may come of this. Keep eye contact with them when they are talking 
to you. If you have a poker face or look away, they’ll think you aren’t interested.        

 

 

 


