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			INTRODUCTION

			Have you ever felt anxious or uncertain at a social or business event filled with fifty (or one hundred or two hundred) chattering people? Have you dreaded attending a dinner party or a wedding where you knew few guests (or none at all)? Yes, there are some people who dive into such situations with supreme confidence and may even look forward to them. Rather than feel intimidated, they seem to thrive on meeting new people. They know just what to say and when to say it, whether at a cocktail party, a conference, or a Fourth of July barbecue. There are others, however, who have to work hard to acquire conversation skills and self-confidence. I am one of them.

			Like many people, I did not emerge from the womb with a sparkling personality. I grew up shy and unsure of myself, a borderline introvert who clung to the corners. In college I sat in the last row of every class, hiding and hoping I’d never be called upon. Entering the student lounge alone amounted to an act of courage. My stomach knotted; my palms perspired. What if nobody talked to me? I’d look as if I had no friends in a room where everyone else seemed to belong. These fears led to a conscious effort to learn how to smoke at that time. A cigarette dangling from my fingers made me look like a sophisticate, I thought, and gave me something to do with my hands.

			Later on, after I landed my first job, I decided to try another approach. I happened to read a newspaper article on the art of conversation, and thought, “I can do that.” I tried the suggestions one by one, and very gradually began to sharpen my skills. People started to mention how easy it was to talk to me, fueling my confidence. My social and professional relationships slowly multiplied and flourished.

			During this process, I learned that with determination and practice, it is possible to talk with people on any occasion and in any setting, even if it doesn’t come naturally at first. It is also possible to develop charm and poise you never knew you possessed. I know this is true because I’ve done it myself.

			With motivation and the right tools, you can grow more self-assured and learn to establish meaningful connections with people you may or may not know. You can have more fun and become someone others enjoy being around and therefore seek out.

			If that goal seems impossible at this moment, try to suspend your doubts for just a while. In the course of writing this book, I have interviewed many people, including psychotherapists, business and personal coaches, individuals who must socialize as part of their job, and ordinary people who are simply good at meeting and talking to others. During our conversations, many have confessed, “I’m basically shy,” or “I’m a learned extrovert. I just force myself to do these things.” They were able to push against an innate personality trait and stretch themselves.

			Chances are that with the right mind-set you can stretch, too. If you’re like most people, you can enhance your conversation skills and grow more at ease with others. Ironically, one of the most important skills involves not talking at all, but knowing how and when to keep quiet and listen. Some very smart, talented people fall short in this area, to the detriment of career advancement and/or social acceptance.

			You can learn how to circulate on any occasion, drawing on any number of appropriate conversation topics, and how to keep conversation moving comfortably in one-on-one situations. “For me, the worst is meeting and talking to a new client for the first time—and figuring out what to say after the introductions,” an advertising account executive told me. It becomes easier to make such transitions when you start thinking in new ways.

			An architect needed help talking to people he’s just met for another reason. “I go to a party, say things I shouldn’t, and wind up in arguments about politics,” he lamented. There are ways to handle hot-button issues without getting into trouble and to turn them into meaningful interchanges.

			It’s never been more important to develop your conversation skills than it is right now in the age of quick, constant communication—and also shallow, sometimes mindless chatter. Technology has revolutionized how, when, and how fast we contact one another. Yet cell phones and computers do not suffice to build relationships, and they have eroded social skills. Years ago, people didn’t check e-mail during restaurant dinners.

			The core of communication is face-to-face. You don’t build trust or convey important ideas in a text message. You don’t seal a deal, make an indelible impression, or charm someone electronically. Ultimately you meet with people in person to interview for a job or to date. Cell phones may have become fixtures in our lives, but they won’t help you have a good time at someone’s engagement party, meet people at a chamber of commerce event, schmooze with a client, or hang out with a potential friend. It should come as no surprise that recruiters at graduate business schools rate communication and interpersonal skills at the top of their list of important qualities. These same skills help you advance further and earn more.

			At the same time, networking has skyrocketed in importance as people change jobs more often and as more of us become independent contractors and own small businesses. There’s also a need for purely social networks to bring support and meaning to our lives. It takes know-how to reach out to others in order to initiate and deepen personal bonds.

			You already have resources at your disposal to help you improve your conversation skills. The task is to become aware and use them. Everyone has insecurities. One thing is certain: you aren’t going to meet or connect with people unless you’re willing to take a chance and move beyond your comfort zone—starting now.

			Perhaps the well-known story of the late famed psycho therapist Albert Ellis will inspire you. Painfully shy at age nineteen, Ellis became determined to change. His solution was to sit on a park bench day after day and talk to any woman who sat down. By the end of the month, he had engaged in conversations with almost 130 females. A determined person can overcome almost anything.

			HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

			Some people love to socialize, and one man attributes his social comfort and confidence to his parents. “They chatted up a storm. I remember sitting in the car as a kid, impatiently waiting for them to finish their conversation,” he told me. He also grew up with six siblings who got along with one another. However, if you do not share his background, or even if you do, this book can help.

			In order to make this book as useful as possible, I’ve organized it by type of occasion. Each offers unique opportunities for conversation that you may not have considered before. Before you attend a social or business function, large or small, you can turn to the relevant chapter for issues to consider, effective conversation openers, and other tips on what to say and how to behave. Even if you receive a last-minute invitation, you’ll find instant advice that can make the experience more productive and enjoyable.

			To get the most out of this book:

			
					
					Learn the conversation strategies that apply across the board, regardless of the occasion, in Chapters 1 and 2. Fill out the quiz in Chapter 1 to assess your own strengths and challenges. See Chapter 2 for the basic rules of conversation, including all-purpose topics that fit any person or situation.

					

					
					Check Chapter 3 for conversation openers and other tips at social events, including cocktail parties, charity benefits, and house/apartment parties. Chapter 4 covers date-related conversation strategies at bars, parties, and at initial face-to-face meetings with someone you’ve met online. See Chapter 5 for conversation ideas when hosting a dinner party or when attending one as a guest.

					

					
					Read Chapter 6 for conversation tips to make holidays and other family get-togethers more enjoyable, meaningful, and relaxed. Included is advice on how to talk to kids in the family and get more than one-word answers. Because vacations are more fun when you talk to people, see Chapter 7 for conversation starters when traveling abroad, on cruises, at resorts, and more. Don’t go to a wedding without reading Chapter 8, whether you’re a guest or the bride or groom.

					

					
					Realize that the conversational issues are different on business and professional occasions. Check Chapter 9 for conversation strategies at conventions, conferences, trade shows, and meetings. When you want to take a brief professional encounter to the next level and get to know someone better, read Chapter 10. There you’ll learn how to build a bond with a prospective client or a new customer or contact— whether you’re in the person’s office, dining in a restaurant, or out on the golf course. Chapter 11 gives you an edge at job interviews. It covers all you need to know about answering questions, connecting with the interviewer, and standing out from other candidates.

					

					
					Approach other situations with special sensitivity. Chapter 12 tells you just what to say at difficult times such as funerals, health crises, or when someone has been laid off or is going through a divorce. You can teach your children conversation skills to navigate relationships—and life—by using the tips in Chapter 13. Chapter 14 leads you to resources for when you need extra help to strengthen etiquette or other skills.

					

			

			The information ahead has already helped me to boost my own conversation skills and confidence. My goal now is to help you improve yours.
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CONVERSATION:
YOUR ENTRÉE ANYWHERE

			Imagine you’re seated next to Bill Gates at a dinner. What do you say? How do you strike up a conversation with someone at the pool on vacation? What do you say when you want to approach a contact at a convention or a trade show? You probably have a great deal to say and several ways to open a conversation in any of these scenarios. Yet you may not recognize the options due to common roadblocks that set you up to feel inadequate. To move past these obstacles, you have to be willing to change the way you think about people (and yourself)— and ask some important questions.

			THE ANXIETY FACTOR

			Anxiety tends to be the biggest block to comfortable conversation because it undermines confidence and makes it impossible to relax. It was anxiety that drained my own sense of self—and if you have trouble interacting on social and business occasions, you probably know anxiety well. One or more of the following scripts may run through your mind:

			
					
					[image: ] I have nothing to talk about.

					

					
					[image: ] No one is interested in talking to me.

						

					
					[image: ] They all know one another.

						

					
					[image: ] I don’t know how to start a conversation.

						

					
					[image: ] I’ll be rejected.

						

					
					[image: ] I’ll run out of things to say.

						

					
					[image: ] I’ll say something dumb and look foolish.

						

			

			Does at least part of this list sound familiar? You may even convince yourself that “I don’t want to talk to them anyway. I’d rather go home and walk the dog.” Few people totally escape such negative self-talk at times, which feeds insecurity and awkwardness. The scripts can stop you from meeting people, and affect your ability to listen to them when you do. If you’re focused on your deficits, it’s hard to hear what someone else is saying to you. Maybe the anxiety started when other kids made fun of you at school or a critical parent or teacher embarrassed you. Or perhaps you grew up in a home where there wasn’t much relaxed conversation. But you’re now an adult and the past is behind you. There is always something to say to people when you start thinking in new directions.

			Refocus Your Anxiety

			The first step you can take to feel more comfortable is to move the spotlight off yourself and what people think of you, and switch it onto a simple question: “Who can I meet here and what can I learn?” Now you’ve reframed your fear of rejection or awkwardness into something positive. Instead of panicking when introduced to Bill Gates, you might say something like, “How are you? I’ve heard so much about your foundation. What are your latest projects?” You’ve refocused the entire experience and launched a promising interchange. Conversation openers like that, tailored to the individual, begin to flow naturally when you start to think differently and use certain tools.

			Maybe you hesitate to initiate conversation at a cocktail reception. What if someone you approach gives you the cold shoulder? Many people build invisible barriers around themselves as a defense against rejection. A reality check can help give you perspective. Rejection happens far less often than you might expect. Chances are the other person feels just as vulnerable as you do when meeting new people and will welcome your approach. If that doesn’t happen, you can learn to be less sensitive and simply move on. Not everyone is going to respond to you. So what?

			Possibilities for rejection arise in many situations. The issue really is how are you going to handle them? For example, I received an invitation to a communications symposium a while ago. I vacillated about attending because I wasn’t sure the program would be relevant enough to my interests. Ultimately, I decided to take a risk and go. When I arrived, I looked around the room and deliberately headed toward a table with just two empty seats. I decided that a crowded table offered more chances to meet interesting people and hear useful information.

			I walked over to a chair and asked the person to the left, “May I join you? Is this seat available?” The answer was “No, it isn’t.” I immediately moved to the other empty chair and repeated the same question to someone else. This time, I got the seat. Years earlier, the same scene would have played out very differently. I’d slink away after the first “no,” feeling humiliated. Yet I wasn’t being rejected. The “no” had nothing at all to do with me. It was about an occupied chair.

			To avoid the possibility of rejection, some people always choose near-empty tables. It has to do with fear of asking for anything. There’s always the chance the seat is taken or your neighbor won’t want to lend you the lawn mower or the girl already has a date. But if you don’t ask, you definitely won’t get what you want.

			Identifying Your Objective

			Another way to refocus your anxiety is to ask yourself, “Why am I here and what do I want from this event or encounter?” The answer helps you decide who you want to talk to and what you want to talk about. The goal at a friend’s party may be to meet nice people and have a good time. At a conference, you may want to learn industry news and talk to the keynote speaker. Or you may want to connect with prospective customers. If you’re there to network, you may want to meet as many people as you can—or target two or three specifically. When you’re hosting a dinner party, your usual goal is to orchestrate an enjoyable evening for guests.

			Each occasion offers its own unique possibilities for conversation. At the symposium I attended, everyone discussed business-related topics, of course. But people also chatted about the location (an extraordinary new building) as well as the philanthropist who financed it and the dinner in a historic mansion that would conclude the event that evening.

			At other times, you may want to deepen a relationship with an acquaintance. Certain techniques and strategies can help you build a personal connection. There are many paths to conversation when you become alert to them.

			As you change your perspective and keep your eye on your goal, you will begin to experience people differently. Instead of viewing them as obstacles or threats, you will see them as opportunities, possibilities, and resources.

			PREPARATION AND PLANNING

			You will also navigate a social or business function more comfortably and effectively if you do a little homework in advance. For example, perhaps a client has invited you to his daughter’s wedding. You can find out who else is going to be there. The more you know about the occasion and the guest list, the more confident and relaxed you’re going to feel. You may discover that an acquaintance or two will attend, and you won’t be as alone as you thought—or that someone you’ve always wanted to meet will be there. At your leisure you can figure out what you might talk about with the person. You have a plan.

			Appropriate preparation varies, depending on the situation. To give yourself something to talk about with other attendees at an upcoming charity benefit, you can research online the organization’s mission and activities. Planning ahead helps you make the most of your time at professional events and feel better at a singles party. Maybe you’d feel more comfortable at the party if you asked a friend to go with you. You don’t want to glue yourselves together, which discourages others from approaching you, but a familiar presence can help you feel more secure.

			ARMING YOURSELF WITH OPENERS

			If your heart starts pounding and your palms perspire at the thought of making the first move, try to view your approach as a series of small steps. First, all you have to do is extend your hand. Introduce yourself with, “Hello, I’m John [or Joyce] Smith. And you are?” Pause for a response. Then ask an open-ended question. This type of question encourages conversation to continue and heads off dead-end “yes” or “no” answers that leave you groping for what to say next. The icebreakers below are polite and work well in most situations:

			
					
					[image: ] “What brings you here?”

					

					
					[image: ] “What do you think about … [the new school principal, the pending legislation]?”

						

					
					[image: ] “What’s your opinion of … [the morning speaker, the new car models]?”

						

					
					[image: ] “Can you recommend … [an internist, a deer repellent]?”

						

			

			Certain targeted statements can also stimulate further interchange, such as:

			
					
					[image: ] “Tell me about … [your company, new job, your house or baby].”

						

					
					[image: ] “I want to hear all about … [your trip to Bora Bora or the trade deal with XYZ].”

						

					
					[image: ] “Educate me about … [windsurfing or your organization].”

						

			

			Commit these all-purpose conversation openers to memory, ready for use as needed. Eventually, you’re likely to come up with others on your own that you can adapt to the person and situation. After listening

			
			TAKE IT SLOW

			
			
			[image: ] WHAT ARE YOUR STRENGTHS AND CHALLENGES?
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