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You're probably not as good at starting conversations as you think you are.

And if, after reading that statement, you're thinking Nuh-uh! | rock at starting

conversations! there’s an even better chance you need the advice in this article.

Last night, | went to a blues concert with my friend. After the concert, we bumped into
two of his acquaintances. The first, Mindy, approached us and said hello, but then stood
there passively waiting for someone else to say something. The second, Lisa, fluttered
in like leaves in a windstorm and babbled incessantly about herself for twenty minutes

until we made an excuse to leave.

Here’s a tip: Want to make sure your writing always looks great? Grammarly can save
you from misspellings, grammatical and punctuation mistakes, and other writing issues on

all your favorite websites.

E Your writing, at its best

GET GRAMMARLY
Be the best writer in the office.

Neither person in that scenario was good at starting, much less maintaining, an
interesting conversation. I'll bet you've had similar experiences, ranging from the person
who stands there waiting for you to take the lead to the one who starts talking and won't

shut up.

The trick to engaging in an interesting conversation is simple—stop trying to be
interesting. Instead, be interested in the other person. Here are seven ways to start a
conversation that won't leave the other party burdened with having to take the lead or

struggling to find a way to extricate themselves.

i Note that you’re “in this together.”
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When circumstances aren’t ideal, acknowledging a shared experience can soften the
edge and get a conversation going. It's likely you use this approach all the time without
realizing it. At the grocery store, you comment to the person in front of you that the lines
always seem to be longest when you’re on your lunch break. From there, a brief

conversation flows naturally.

The same technique works when the stakes are higher, too—networking at a party, for

instance, where everybody’s a little anxious about making a good impression.

“These parties are always so awkward, aren't they? Everybody’s supposed to
hetwork—no pressure!”

Be careful using this technique. Do your best to remain neutral. A comment like “These
networking events are such a bore!” could end up working against you if it turns out the

person you're talking to planned the event or is friends with the person who did.

2 Notice something nice.

The opposite of the “we’re in this together” conversation starter is noticing something
pleasant. A positive approach can get a conversation off to the right start. We tend to

like upbeat people who draw our attention to good things.

“That was a productive meeting! | feel like we generated some solid ideas.”

“Did you go to the social media workshop? It was great!”

3 Pay a compliment.

This technique can be a great ice-breaker. Who doesn't like hearing a sincere
compliment? You don’t have to fawn over the other party to make an impact, either—

succeeding is as simple as noticing something you like and mentioning it.

“That’s a nice shirt. The color looks good on you!”
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“You did an awesome job with the presentation. | like how you laid everything out
so it was easy to understand.”
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One caveat—with the possible exception of hairstyles, don’t comment on physical
things. Complimenting a new haircut is one thing, but saying “You have such clear skin”

is taking a hard detour into creepy territory.

4 Ask an opinion.

We all want to feel like our opinions matter. Asking for someone’s opinion shows that

you're interested in them and their thoughts.

“‘What did you think of the keynote presentation?”

“I was thinking of going to the next session of this workshop. Would you
recommend it?”

Stick to topics that are immediately relevant. It's a little weird to walk up to someone and
ask, “So, what do you think of the current U.S. political climate?” Not to mention the fact

that you may not want to go down that particular rabbit hole with a stranger.

5 Offer help.

There’s no better way to show that you're a nice, approachable person than to be

helpful. If you find yourself in a situation where you can lend a hand, go ahead and do it.

“You seem a little lost. Can | help you find something?”

“Looks like you have a lot to carry. Do you need a hand?”

6 Look for common ground.

This one’s easiest if you know you're at a function where everyone's likely to have a

similar background. When you bring up what you have in common, you make an instant
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connection that will lead to more things to talk about.

‘When did you attend school here?”

‘How long have you been in the marketing business?

7 Ask for help or information.

Much like asking an opinion, asking for a little help or guidance can be a great way to
make someone feel useful. Just make sure whatever you're asking for is something the

other party will be able to offer without putting themselves out.

“Do you know where | could pick up a workshop schedule?”

“Do you know if this hotel has an airport shuttle?”

Excellent! Now that you've got the conversation started, follow the rules of small talk
101 to keep it flowing for a while. Just remember to be interested in the other person,

find common ground, and ask follow-up questions.

But please don't do what chatty Lisa did and make assumptions. Last night, when my
friend managed to get a word in edgewise, he mentioned that he knew Mindy through
the psychology program at a local university. The one follow-up question Lisa chose to

ask was, “Oh, so was your rehab successful?”

He'd done his internship there.
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bump into, incessantly, the trick to, ideal, awkward, technique,
upbeat, work for/against you, break the ice, relevant, lend a hand,
assumption

Who is more irritating: the person who talks too little or the one
who talks too much?

Do you find it awkward to start a conversation with a stranger?
How do you usually break the ice with someone new?

Do you mind strangers starting a conversation with you?

How do you extricate yourself from an unpleasant or awkward

encounter?

What are neutral topics to talk about?

What good thing has drawn your attention recently?
When have you recently lent a hand?

When has one of your assumptions been wrong?





