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Introduction

YEARS AGO, MY THIRD CHILD—a sweet, scrappy girl who followed on the heels of two raucous older brothers—said “Love you” for the first time and smooched the tip of my nose. My heart swelled. Though I am a serious scientist who is not supposed to feel outsized human emotions, in that moment, a spring of hot, fat tears welled up at the bottoms of my eyes. After fifteen months of feeding, rocking, singing, working, smiling, crying, and (mostly) silent screaming, hearing the words love you fall out of her sweet mouth was a miracle. This was a moment for baby books, love songs, fairy tales.

It was only after I tucked Charlotte in her crib, closed the door gently, and crept almost down the hall that it hit me: My daughter had said, “Lick you.” As in “I’m going to lick you.” Then she’d licked the tip of my nose.

Blame-gaming aside (because, clearly, it was her fault), missteps like these are not unique to conversations with children who are just beginning to acquire language. Conversation is humbling for children and adults alike. We trip and stumble through moments of awkwardness, discomfort, tension, and boredom in hopes of discovering learning, joy, progress, and connection.

And not all conversational problems are simple mis-hearings. Some years before the “lick” incident, over a dinner of soup dumplings in a trendy restaurant downtown, I worked up the courage to tell my good friend that I wasn’t sure about her boyfriend. I’d been thinking about it for many months, probably over a year. He was okay, I said, but she was spectacular. I was worried about her happiness, her future. She received my feedback graciously. She didn’t seem entirely surprised, and she engaged with me about my viewpoint. When her eyes became a little misty, I switched to a different topic. I knew she’d heard me, and I didn’t want to push it.

Two days later, a text from my friend popped up on my phone. Did she want to talk more? Was she ready to open up about the struggles in their relationship or her own doubts? Nope. It was a photo of a diamond ring glinting in the sun. I recognized her hand, the same red nail polish she’d worn two nights earlier at our soup dumpling dinner. Her boyfriend had asked her to marry him, and she’d said yes.

Though I thought our conversation had gone smoothly, and I was proud that I’d worked up the courage to share my perspective, I hadn’t helped my friend. And I hadn’t just mis-heard her—I had misunderstood her. In her pensive quietude, I thought she was welcoming my views, on the verge of opening up about how she was wondering about him, too. In reality, she had already helped pick out the ring, and she didn’t know how to tell me how misguided my advice was.

In response to her photo-text, I wrote back swiftly: “Wow! He’s a genius. This ring is gorgeous, just like you. I hope you’re absolutely over the moon.” Privately, I hoped my enthusiasm would help erase the misguided feedback I’d delivered two nights earlier. I hoped she’d forget how I’d raised the wrong conversation topic, at the wrong time, and misread her cues.

• • •

In every conversation, we make thousands of fleeting micro-decisions1 about what to say, how to say it, and when. Some of the decisions go well, and others don’t. Even normal, well-intentioned, perfectly reasonable choices can create problems—from tiny fissures to aggressive ruptures—in our connection. Sometimes we can feel that something we’ve said has negatively affected a conversation or a relationship. But sometimes we don’t know that something’s gone wrong, or why. Sometimes problems pass fleetingly, no big deal. But sometimes our conversational missteps can have big consequences: from unease, confusion, and awkwardness to hostility, depression, and heartbreak.

Even though we do it all the time, conversation is surprisingly tricky and high stakes. In fact, it is one of the most complex and uncertain of all human tasks—one of our most cognitively demanding feats. There are two key reasons for this, which we’ll group broadly under the headings of “context” and “purposes.”


Context. The music video for Ariana Grande’s 2020 song “Positions” portrays the singer as the president of the United States. Everything around her keeps changing. She’s in the Oval Office on a phone call, her chief of staff whispering in her ear. She’s in a boardroom filled with world leaders energetically debating something important. She’s at the podium in the briefing room, backed by press secretaries and aides, addressing rows of eager journalists. She’s careening across a snowy front lawn, walking small dogs. The rapid set changes in her music video are a lot like the context changes in our conversational lives. Every factor of our environments—who’s there, what we’re talking about, where it’s taking place, when it’s happening, why, and how—can change in quick succession. Even small shifts—someone pulls up a chair, turns on some music, brings out a board game, dims the lights, walks outside, or simply changes the subject—are important. And each shift in conversational context asks us to adjust—to read the room and bring our best self—as we shift nimbly (and not so nimbly) from one moment to the next.

Purposes. One of the trickiest aspects of our ever-changing conversational context is that we all have different, often competing priorities. Our purposes—our reasons for engaging in any given conversation—are vastly complex and dynamic. We might want to give a friend space to cry, avoid agreeing to a low wage, learn something new, be a sounding board, understand what’s going on in someone’s mind, have fun, vent, persuade our partner to do something for us or to do something for another friend or stakeholder, and so on. Sometimes we have many conflicting goals within the same conversation, and sometimes we have goals we’re not even aware of. Imagine a conversation with a direct report about choosing artwork for the office, for example, where we think we simply want to get this task taken care of and order aesthetically pleasing art, not admitting to ourselves that our other key goals include actually sounding like we know anything about art and making sure the direct report doesn’t buy the hideous piece he likes. Yes, even in seemingly easy conversations, our partners have their own goals that we need to divine and reconcile.2



At its essence, conversation is an ongoing act of co-creation3 in pursuit of all manner of needs and desires, a stream of micro-decisions delicately coordinated between multiple human minds, as the context changes at every turn. We do it frequently, so it feels like we should be experts; in reality, we are amateur builders.

But I bring good news from the world of science! We can learn to do conversation better—we can be more astute at assessing and adapting to the context, and we can be more mindful of our purposes and how they shape what we choose to say and do. And here’s the best part: learning to converse even a little more effectively can make a big difference4—for the quality of your close personal relationships and friendships; for how you come across in your everyday interactions; for your professional success; for the impact your existence will have on the world.

Will this book teach you the secrets to splendid party repartee? The key strategies to becoming a savvy and empathetic leader? The verbal tactics to charm your date? Yes! Though perhaps not in the way you imagine. Being good at conversation requires more than using specific words or magic phrases. We all have too many far-ranging conversations to begin to imagine that we can follow the same script—plus, we can’t script how our partner will respond. Communicating more effectively doesn’t mean using all the right words all the time, or applying a finite set of communication tactics, or avoiding fissures, or pretending those fissures are not there. Conversing well means expecting problems, noticing them, and working to solve them as best we can—and, knock on wood, having some fun along the way. Only then might we coordinate our micro-decisions a little better, in a relentless pursuit to understand and delight each other—across all the contexts of our social worlds.

• • •

One of the things that holds people back from sharpening their conversational skills is a dearth of feedback.5 I once knew a guy in college who videotaped his golf swing, watched it over and over, and worked to correct his stroke based on what he saw. Like many athletes (including my high school basketball coach, who took my team to the self-proclaimed “Shot Doctor”), he swore that it helped. Alas, this is rarely an option when it comes to conversation. You usually can’t go into a conversation by asking, “Do you mind if I record this so I can learn from my screw-ups?” This is why we all transform into Narcissus during video calls,6 battling to tear our eyes away from our feedback-starved selves—and why, on the rare occasion when we watch footage of ourselves, it is equal parts mesmerizing and mortifying. Even if our chat partners held a mirror for us to study our own gestures and facial expressions midchat, our analysis wouldn’t escape our distorted self-view: most of us think our conversations are worse than they actually are,7 focusing on the wrong moves and moments to correct.

This may have been the case with my advice over soup dumplings—I may have been too hard on myself about it. The truth is that I don’t know how that conversation made my friend feel. More than ten years have passed since then, and—across interstate moves, professional triumphs and losses, pregnancies and miscarriages—we’ve never discussed the unperceptive advice I proffered that night. Maybe she cared deeply about what I said, but it wasn’t enough to change her mind about her boyfriend, and she didn’t want to make me feel worse, so she let it go. Or maybe she was so excited about the impending engagement that she was able to easily brush off her silly friend right then and there. Maybe she didn’t hear me at all, her mind wandering happily from soup dumplings to diamond rings while trendy music thumped overhead.

It’s hard to know. Very few conversation partners provide high-fidelity, real-time constructive feedback, like “You sounded really angry, and I think it made people uncomfortable” or “That abrupt topic change was hurtful” or “I don’t think you should profess your dislike for my boyfriend now because we’re getting engaged imminently.” They also rarely give positive feedback like “Wow, your lemur joke really broke the ice” or “Your smile is infectious.” And they can’t give feedback on all the many things we could have said but didn’t. It’s hard to improve at conversation when we just don’t know what we’re doing right or wrong … or when … or why.

Thankfully, and rather uniquely, for much of my life, I was lucky to have precisely this kind of feedback. One time I remember watching myself have a fireside chat with two industry experts on environmental sustainability and impact investing. I was wearing black pants and a nubby tweed jacket, curly hair swept into an updo. I sounded knowledgeable, enthusiastic, and at times, charming. I seemed slightly annoyed when the conversation was dominated by the two men, but I spoke my views assertively, undaunted by the large audience watching and listening. I admired the moments when I smiled and supported the other chatters, and I wondered what I was thinking when, at one point, I cast my eyes downward to laugh. I wasn’t sure what I was thinking because it wasn’t really me at all. It was my identical twin sister, Sarah.

From the moment I opened my newborn eyes, I watched an uncanny avatar of myself make all sorts of micro-decisions from close range. Growing up, my sister chose many of the same things I would have chosen in the same circumstances—eat the apple, not the banana; dive into advanced math, not history; wear baby oil rather than sunblock (major regret). Our decision-making was so similar that we got the same score on every single exam we ever took in high school. (I know. Creepy.) Of course, we made divergent choices too. She played the flute, and I the oboe. She wore her hair curly; I woke early to press mine straight. She liked three-pointers; I preferred midrange jump shots. Our whole childhood was a bizarre natural experiment foisted upon us by a higher power (and foisted upon our parents, too, who didn’t know they were having twins until the doctor whispered, “Oh, my God, there’s another one,” moments after I was born).

What this meant for communication was that I had not only a built-in conversation partner but also a real-life mirror. I was lavishly furnished with information as I watched an identical copy of myself navigate the social world every day, sitting at the same table in the cafeteria, sprinting and stumbling on the same soccer fields and basketball courts, raising our hands to answer the same questions in chemistry, attending all the same card games and dance parties. I cringed when Sarah made ill-timed jokes or sniped at someone in frustration. I beamed when she fielded difficult questions with blazing competence or launched the whole lunch table into a laughing fit. I tried to avoid her lapses and replicate her successes, and like many siblings (twins or otherwise), we also gave each other relentless direct feedback. (Fun, right?) Comments like “That was mean” and “Eww!” and “Don’t do that,” accompanied by approving and disapproving glances, were (and still are) commonplace—habits well worn across countless shared encounters, from putting on juggling shows for our parents and playing cards with the neighbor boys, to back-diving at lake parties and leading chants to hype up our basketball team. I was privileged to have so much conversational feedback that I often wondered how any of us manage without it.

This fascination with analyzing and improving human interaction led me first to Princeton University as an undergraduate (without my doppelgänger by my side), where I dove headlong into the science of human behavior, and then to the Wharton School at the University of Pennsylvania, where I studied how people’s feelings influence their behavior. I eventually landed as a professor at the Harvard Business School, where I was to teach a course about negotiation and, presumably, to do research on negotiation, too.

Around that time, though, I came to see that so-called “difficult conversations” like negotiations8 weren’t the only interactions tripping people up. People struggle with seemingly easy conversations, too. And seemingly easy conversations can become acutely difficult at any moment, when we stumble into unfortunate topics or poke unexpected, hurtful barbs into each other with our words. So in my research lab, where I’ve led a team of doctoral students, research associates, and other faculty colleagues, we’ve rigorously examined not just negotiations and obviously fraught conversations, but all manner of conversations, at large scale, across far-ranging contexts: speed dating,9 parole hearings,10 doctor-patient interactions, negotiations,11 sales calls,12 instant messaging, and face-to-face chinwags13 between strangers, friends, romantic partners, and family members. We’ve video- and audio-recorded people’s interactions, transcribed their words, coded their facial expressions and body language, captured their concurrent thoughts, and linked their conversational choices to concrete results. It’s a new science of conversation, and it’s everything I’d been looking for—because it’s the closest I’ve seen scientists get to capturing how people really are.

You want to understand finance? Study how couples talk about money—or how financial analysts interact with their bosses. You want to learn about law? Look at how lawyers talk to their clients and colleagues. You want a clear picture of the art world? Record art dealers talking to their clients and to artists themselves. You want to understand music? Watch bands write songs together, and listen to their chatter while they rehearse.

Teaching and studying negotiation on the one hand and experiencing thousands of conversations on the other led me to an aha! realization: While strategic and technical skills can help people get ahead in many ways, being a successful person is about relationships. And relationships are about talking. Good people, the types of leaders we are trying to train at the business school (and everywhere else), are those who understand, connect with, learn from, and inspire other people. At the same time, interpersonal skills are notoriously difficult to teach. Yes, there are classes on communication and negotiation, power and influence, but I felt that those courses were missing something. They teach about communication, but they rarely focus on actually doing it. They teach how to exchange and leverage information, but not how to exchange information while also developing sturdy, nuanced, and rewarding relationships.

So much of what we are trying to accomplish in any conversation is conditioned by the tenor and tone of the underlying relationship,14 even if it’s just being established. In practice, people are less likely to exchange accurate information and are more likely to avoid doing so when they don’t like or respect each other or don’t feel comfortable and valued. We struggle to interact at all if we’re too angry, anxious, or bored, seeking the nearest exit15 rather than engaging to inform and learn. In one study by organizational scholar Sean Martin, people who were instructed to discuss nonwork topics16 at the beginning of a work meeting were much more likely to learn useful information—about work!—at the meeting, to use supportive language, and to stay in touch with each other weeks and months later. My own research found that people were much more likely to exit negotiations17 when they were randomly made to feel anxious, and others’ research found that they were much more likely to conceal information18 when they were made to feel mad. How people talk to each other changes how they feel about each other, which changes how they talk to each other, which changes what they know, which changes how they feel about each other, which … You get the point. A never-ending loop of information exchange is embedded in the inescapable landscape of our relationships.

Luckily, I had a very sturdy relationship with my soup dumpling friend. We’d been quite close for almost ten years before meeting in that trendy restaurant downtown—ten years filled with joy and love, expressed to each other in tiny moments, one conversation at a time. Though I felt embarrassed that I’d questioned her boyfriend just days before their engagement, I suspect she took it as a signal that our relationship was safe and sturdy—she knew that I was the kind of friend who cared enough about her well-being to say anything at all. Even regrettable moments can be overlooked, repaired, or forgiven when the underlying relationship is worth it.

In 2019, I designed a new course19 to put my scientific yet relational perspective on conversation into practice. The course is called “TALK: How to Talk Gooder in Business and Life,” or just “TALK” for short. It’s based around the necessary ingredients of a good conversation to exchange information, but also to use conversation for purposes that aren’t about information exchange at all: to feel confident, to have fun, to maintain privacy, and to capture the magic of human-to-human connection. The course has been incredibly rewarding and very popular. In fact, it seems that I’ve hit a nerve. I’ve taught it to over a thousand MBA students and executives in just four years, with a wait-list I can’t accommodate. I’m now approached for advice from people in a wide array of industries—education, medicine, finance, sports—because it turns out that every organization and every industry wants to figure out how to converse better. When the Boston Celtics invited me to become a consultant for their coaching staff, I thought Really? but quickly came to see that conversation is at the core of what they do, too. Coaches, players, staff, managers, owners—all of their work hinges on how well they interact individually and as a system. Conversation is the key to the social world.

This book is a natural extension of my TALK course. It aims to help you feel more confident and competent in your conversations—to feel like you’re standing on solid ground, so you can take more chances and expand what’s possible in the conversations you have every day. Not everyone will be able to take my course, but this book is for everyone—introverts and extroverts alike, for whatever roles you play in your organizations, groups, and families. I wanted to write it because there are so many of us out in the world who are just like my students—anxious but also excited and ready to come alive through conversation. And good conversation can make us feel alive. It can stave off loneliness, one of today’s greatest threats.20 It can satisfy us in ways that few other things do. And blessedly, it’s not a limited resource. Quite the opposite. The more people who communicate well, the better off we will all be.

• • •

In this book, I will take you inside the world of conversation, just as I do with my students. We’ll start in Chapter 1 with what conversation is: a coordination game. The game is surprisingly tricky, with trapdoors and challenges hidden among a maze of decisions, but thinking about it as a game helps us see how every conversation is co-constructed by multiple players, and how conversation can be fun, too. The limits on great conversation aren’t just how we can improve, but how we can help our partners be better at the same time. It isn’t a game we win or lose—it’s a game we get to play together.

Then, taking a cue from the philosopher Paul Grice,21 whose ideas about conversation have guided thinking and scientific progress for decades, I’ll walk you through a new framework I’ve developed called “TALK.” The TALK maxims break conversation down into four crucial reminders that will guide our entire approach to make conversation more vibrant, enriching, and effective:


Topics, because great conversationalists choose good topics and make any topic better;

Asking, because asking questions helps us move between topics and dive deeper into them;

Levity, to keep our conversations from becoming stale; and

Kindness, because great talkers care for others and show it.



Topics and Asking focus on the structure of conversation and how we can make choices that actively steer us in good directions—moving toward pastures that will give us the best chance of achieving what we want to achieve. While we graze those pastures together, Levity helps us avoid boredom22 with moments of playfulness and fizz, because good conversation requires mutual attention23 and engagement. Meanwhile, Kindness explores the power of respect and good listening24 to bring out the best in each other—to make sure we not only feel heard but are heard.

It makes sense to move through the TALK maxims in this order, but in practice they are mutually reinforcing. Asking questions can help you switch topics smoothly. Staying on topic might help you ask a difficult question later that you’re dying to ask. Sparking levity can allow you to ask deeper or simply riskier questions. Choosing topics with other people’s interests and purposes in mind is an act of conversational kindness. Responsive listening with a call-back always gets a laugh.

And of course there are many challenges to all this, like the fact that conversation is a relentless and uncertain decision environment, and we have little control over how our partners play the game. And so, in the second half of the book, we’ll explore the things that test and stretch the maxims: how adding more minds creates a coordination kerfuffle; how moments of trouble can arise at any time for almost any reason; and how dealing with these threatening moments is tricky but totally manageable.

Finally, we’ll get to apologies. We’ll gaze out over the sprawling trajectories of our relationships and lives and see how saying “I’m sorry” can make the difference between harming our relationships and pulling us ever closer—so we might get to enjoy the social world together. In an environment where we’re bound to make mistakes big and small, apologies may be the most powerful25 tool we have to save relationships that deserve saving. Only through conversation can we construct and maintain a shared reality26 with others, creating a private world with each of our conversation partners—worlds that can grow sturdier, richer, and more rewarding over time, or deteriorate into dust.

• • •

A few months after my daughter, Charlotte, announced her intention to lick me, she learned to differentiate between the words lick and love. Swoon. Now, four years later, the phrase “I lick you” has become a sporadic joke between the two of us. One night, when I was putting her to bed, I told her she needed to go to sleep, and I needed to work on this book. I even let it slip that I was feeling a little stressed. She leaned in for a hug to comfort me. My heart burst as I leaned in to accept it. As I closed my eyes for a sweet embrace, she licked me squarely on the nose.




CHAPTER 1

The Coordination Game

THINK OF A CONVERSATION you had recently. What are you imagining? Domestic chitchat at home? A grid of faces on Zoom or Microsoft Teams, brainstorming? Grocery store gossip? An oozy first date? That sprawling group text chain. A catch-up with your mom. A smoke break in a greasy alley. Pillow talk. Delightfully disordered chitchat with children. A tense work meeting. Polite banter with the cashier. A sincere heart-to-heart.

All are excellent examples. These days, any back-and-forth exchange of words between two1 or more people counts as conversation. And not only in the soulless world of behavioral science, in which I work, but for most people, everywhere in the world.fn1 Merriam-Webster says conversation is “oral exchange of sentiments, observations, opinions, or ideas,” Wikipedia describes conversation as “interactive communication between two or more people,” and the Oxford English Dictionary defines it as “a talk, especially an informal one, between two or more people, in which news and ideas are exchanged.” Though our understanding of conversation today is pragmatic, the definition of conversation was not always so.

Three centuries ago, conversation meant something very different and quite specific (and none of the examples above would have qualified!). It was a high art, defined by elevated exchanges on high-minded topics: opera, poetry, politics, freedom. It took place between particular people—the most cultivated aristocrats and accomplished writers and thinkers of the day. For these luminaries, the art of conversation was itself a fascinating topic of conversation—it was the early days of talking about talking. What defined conversation? And what defined a great one, especially? Which nation practiced it best? This was the Age of Conversation,2 and almost everyone who was anyone had a view.

The philosophers and socialites who took up these questions—David Hume, Adam Smith, Jonathan Swift, Germaine de Staël, and Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, to name a few—agreed that conversation should be mutually “pleasurable” and “agreeable”3 for everyone involved, which meant it had no room for “strong opinions.” In her essay “The Spirit of Conversation” (1813), the celebrated Madame de Staël, who presided over one of Paris’s most glittering salons, compared conversation to music and wrote of the former: “It is a certain manner of acting upon one another, of giving mutual and instantaneous delight, of speaking the moment one thinks … of eliciting, at will, the electric sparks which relieve many the excess of their vivacity, and serve to awaken others out of a state of painful apathy.”4

You might be thinking, shouldn’t this emphasis on mutual pleasure go without saying? Who wants to host a gathering that only a few people will enjoy? But this seemingly obvious platitude was much less obvious back in the day. In fact, it was pointed. Conversation then meant enlightenment, sparkling and spirited intellectual exchange among people who had the quality of mind and the social graces to generate it. And, crucially, it also meant freedom from the rigid hierarchy and rituals that defined court life in an absolute monarchy. In the decades before and after the French Revolution, dissatisfaction with dynastic rule was rampant. And conversation emerged as a fresh alternative to the old world order. In the salons of Paris, where the men and women who inhabited the so-called “republic of letters”5 gathered, conversation was not performed for the pleasure of the king, according to rules he dictated. Conversation was practiced for the mutual pleasure of the enlightened, according to rules they devised for themselves. Ooh la la!

Kant’s Rules

Paris was the center of the salons, but “polite conversation” was a topic of fascination all across Europe. In Germany, the great eighteenth-century philosopher Immanuel Kant, author of the age-defining essay “What Is Enlightenment?”6 (which is still a staple of college courses around the world), was among those who opined on the benefits of polite conversation and its best practices.

For most of his long life, Kant eked out a living as a tutor, teacher, and librarian, hoping to land a full-time university post. His small income relegated him to rooming houses—which meant that, unless he was invited to dine at the homes of friends, as he often was, he had to seek dinner companions in public houses. Despite Kant’s reputation for extreme austerity and self-discipline,fn2 contemporary accounts portray him as a vivacious and charming guest, whose company was sought after by the town’s most illustrious hosts. Kant cherished these private occasions, but after years of supping mostly at local restaurants and hotels, he tired of the boisterous and banal exchanges he found at communal tables. When he finally procured an academic position and was able to buy a house of his own, not long before his sixtieth birthday, he decided to start hosting dinners himself. Finally, he could pick his guests—and his conversation. If you’re going to stay in one small, remote town your whole life, you’d better make it fabulous. And he did! Kant’s invitations were highly coveted. One excited invitee marveled at having been “asked to table by the King in Königsberg.”7

Aside from the presence of the Great Man himself, part of what made the dinners special were the rules of conversation he insisted on.8 Some of the rules were common to the women and men of letters who shaped the Age of Conversation—no interrupting, no monologuing, no talking shop. But many others were peculiar to Kant. Guests should be a mix of ages and backgrounds—professors, physicians, clergy. Never fewer than three guests, but never more than nine—usually five to eight people. After arriving promptly at one p.m., they would follow a three-course “topic menu” starting with light fare—the news of the day, weather, and gossip.

During the main meal, they would turn to serious topics like chemistry, meteorology, natural history, and above all politics (such as the evolving French Revolution, a topic that fascinated Kant)—but never politics before dinner. They would conclude the meal with “jesting,” lighthearted banter that would elicit laughter and thus, according to Kant, “help the stomach in the digestive process by moving the diaphragm and intestines.” There was to be plenty of food and wine, but no beer, no music, no games, and no lulls in conversation. And his number-one rule: no know-it-alls.fn3 9 In fact, he often dealt with disagreements (about the French Revolution or otherwise) by asking that his guests avoid the topic altogether.

In Kant’s view, his private dinner parties offered a refuge from the unruly hubbub of public eating places, a safe haven where the art of conversation could flourish. I’ll bet that for some of us, the rowdy pub conversations would have been more fascinating than Kant’s dinners, even if they were less “polite” or rarified.10 Still, while Kant carefully devised polite conversation in his home, the educated Europeans who belonged to the republic of letters were already, by that time, coming to the conclusion that the art of conversation was in decline. Dispatches from America,11 where the great social and political experiment of democracy was underway, confirmed striking lapses. The new-world elite were violating many of the rules of polite conversation that their old-world counterparts, including Kant, swore by, not least by talking about vulgar topics like money, work, and themselves.fn4

In London, too, conversation was becoming more unruly. As the city swelled with the bustle of accelerating trade, commerce, new sources of wealth, and new residents of all classes, the unpredictability of everyday social life was a source of constant commentary and speculation. Streets, markets, shops, parks, and pubs: life outside the highly curated worlds of the dinner party or private salon required chats between people who lacked the shared rules, histories, and rituals that had once ranked them and told them how to behave. Friends and strangers constantly crossed one’s path in bewildering profusion, observed the Scottish philosopher Adam Smith, and that bewilderment required “continual” observation of “the conduct of others”12 as well as constant “adjustment” and “compromise.” In “a society of strangers,” where people from all classes encountered each other more often and in more places than ever before, conversation was no longer a matter of following explicit rules. It was increasingly a matter of people figuring out the implicit rules and adjusting on the fly. How should they address one another, and what should they talk about? For how long? How much shared information could be assumed or taken for granted? How was one to distinguish a maid from her mistress if they dressed alike, as they now often did? And did it even matter? Gasp!

The Coordination Game

The style of conversation that Smith saw emerging all around him was what behavioral scientists nowadays call a coordination game:13 a situation in which multiple players make simultaneous choices—without communicating. The outcome of a coordination game depends on what everyone chooses to do, not just on one player’s choice. Some coordination games are considered noncooperative, like the well-known Prisoner’s Dilemma, where two prisoners are being questioned about a crime in separate rooms. The prisoners are collectively best off if they both stay silent. They would stay in jail, but not for very long. Their worst-case scenario is if they both snitch. In that case, they’d both be locked up behind bars for much longer. Though it seems obvious that it’s best to stay quiet, there’s a problem: they get to walk away completely scot-free if they snitch while their partner stays silent. So each prisoner is tempted to betray the other. Hence the “dilemma.”

In cooperative coordination games, both players are best off if they both choose the same option—like appearing at the same place for a date (when both daters prefer different activities), as in the “battle of the sexes” coordination game, or successfully avoiding a head-on collision, as in the game of chicken. But how can two people make the same choice without communicating? This is why coordination games are sometimes referred to as coordination puzzles or problems.

Coordination puzzles are a familiar and flummoxing feature of daily life. Imagine you’re striding headlong toward a stranger on a narrow sidewalk. You both want to give the other the right of way, but you keep veering the same direction. Or imagine your phone call just got dropped. Who will call whom back? You both want to reconnect, but you’re each ending up with the other’s voicemail. In both cases, the players make their choices independently, based on their best assumptions and guesses about what their partner will do.

And both cases raise a dizzying number of questions: Which course of action do I prefer? Which course of action do I think my partner thinks I prefer? Is she aware, motivated, and capable of anticipating my needs and accommodating them? Is she thinking about this at all? Which option do I think my partner wants to choose? Which is she most likely to choose? Should I defer to her preferences or insist on mine? Who gets to choose? The walkers and phone callers make independent choices (veer left or veer right, call back or wait for the other to call back). And the outcome of all this mutual mind-reading and guessing—pass each other smoothly or collide; leave multiple frustrated voicemails or return seamlessly to the conversation—depends on what everyone has chosen to do.

In the 1950s, the Nobel Prize–winning economist Thomas Schelling was intrigued by people’s attempts to coordinate. To his astonishment, when he asked people where they thought the best place to meet a stranger somewhere in New York City would be, without the chance to talk to each other, a shockingly high proportion of them chose to meet at the information booth in Grand Central Terminal at noon. Even without saying a word, they were able to coordinate because Grand Central Terminal is what Schelling called a “focal point,”14 a solution that people choose by default in the absence of communication because it is stands out as salient. Of course, focal points don’t always work. Other common guesses for the New York meetup included the top of the Empire State Building, the Statue of Liberty, and the heart of Times Square. Heading there meant missing all the folks heading to Grand Central Terminal (and getting lost in a mob of tourists). In a coordination game, the potentially endless degrees of guessing can create a madcap, sometimes comical, sometimes infuriating amount of uncertainty and second-guessing.

Conversation is the ultimate coordination game, though not one that Schelling or any other game theorists studied as such. As in classic coordination games, we can’t communicate about everything during our conversations. Even while we’re busy talking, conversation requires a staggering amount of mind-reading and guessing. We have to think about what other people want and guess what they will do, in an effort to see that it goes well for everyone involved.

But conversations are also quite different from the simplistic choices that game theorists have pondered and that Schelling asked of his subjects. The most notable difference is that conversation demands more, much more. More decisions. More mind-reading. It’s not just a matter of resisting the temptation to snitch one time or arriving at the same place at the same time (which is already no mean feat). Conversation requires a relentless stream of coordination decisions.15 We have to figure out if the other person wants16 to talk at all (that’s a big if). And if so, then there’s the question of what to talk about?17 When a solar eclipse is happening outside, and the city suddenly goes dark, it’s pretty safe to assume that the natural celestial event is on their mind too, and thus it’s an easy topic. But have they already talked about it with every other person today? Are they sick of it? And once you’ve briefly marveled at the eclipse, what next? Can you safely assume that the other person is following the Super Bowl—that it is on their radar, a salient focal point for them, much less that they are rooting, as you and everyone you know are rooting, for the home team? And what about the upcoming election? They must be thinking about it too, but in what way? Who might they vote for, and which issues do they care about? Should you broach these questions directly or avoid them altogether? How will these choices make them feel? What do you want out of this conversation? What do they want? Are you sure?

And then there are the conversations with people you know well—family members, besties, lovers, colleagues. Even intimate conversations require18 a surprising amount of decision-making under uncertainty. Should you ask about their ailing mother, or will that make them upset? It’s not obvious, but let’s say that you do ask. How did they react? Are they grateful, reassured, and eager to talk about her, or are they sad, bored, irritated, or angry? The answer to this series of questions will determine if you stay on that topic or switch—and in both cases, how exactly you do so. Make a joke? Apologize? Mention the fancy decor or the flat beer? How familiar or formal should you be? And depending on how things are going, when should you leave?fn5 19 For our purposes, we’ll call these seemingly tiny choices micro-decisions. They include every choice talkers make—what they say, and how they look20 and sound while they say it. Each micro-decision addresses its own coordination puzzle, with its own focal points and with varying degrees of uncertainty.

Kant had no time for conversational chaos, so he designed explicit rules to avoid it. His table-talk maxims set specific parameters—number of people, opening with the weather, politics during the main course, jokes at the end—that would increase the likelihood of coordinating and finding that mutual spark. Despite all the rules, he stopped short of scripting the conversation. Unlike chamber music—the genre popular in his day—conversation can’t be scripted. Still, once he took his seat at the table with that evening’s guests, just as a lead violinist or conductor might cue the chamber orchestra to start playing with a nod, Kant liked to unfold his napkin and announce the beginning of his conversational enterprise: “Now, then, gentlemen!”21

Today, we often find ourselves in situations that lack anything like the rules that people understood during the Age of Conversation. In our own age, the sociologist Arlie Hochschild has called conversation “the jazz of human exchange”22—a very different genre of music. Our world allows us immense freedom in how we converse and with whom—on a video call, over email, by text, and with people far and near—which only adds to our uncertainty about how to do it well. This uncertainty can be stressful: there are so many ways to get it wrong! But it also means more freedom and opportunities than Kant could have imagined to get it really right—to have fun, to be creative, to do good for each other and the world. Like jazz musicians (and jam bands and freestyle rappers and crowd-work comedians), we can learn the predictable rhythms and patterns of conversation and then improvise, together, to fill them in.

We’ll learn to approach conversation as trumpeter Wynton Marsalis approached jazz, falling in love with its messy collisions, using them as springboards to coordinate and bond: “Jazz urges you to accept the decisions of others,”23 he said. “Sometimes you lead, sometimes you follow—but you can’t give up, no matter what. It is the art of negotiating change with style. The aim of every performance is to make something out of whatever happens—to make something together and be together.”

Our Age of Conversation

In order to create good conversation together, as we move through the world today, the questions we need to navigate extend far beyond the social niceties that philosophers like Immanuel Kant and, later, etiquette experts like Emily Post24 or self-help entrepreneurs like Dale Carnegie25 once recommended for us. Our questions are about specific people in specific moments—questions about their minds. Is that polite person merely humoring us while they look over our shoulder for an exit? Or are they nodding enthusiastically and leaning in to catch our every word? Were they vague when we asked what they did for a living—or eager to share and swap notes? Was that laugh authentic, erupting from their belly, or tepidly polite? When they said “Oh, I love that,” did they really mean it?

In theory, you could just ask others to tell you what they want to talk about, or to clarify what they mean, or to describe exactly how they feel. In certain moments, it’s possible to be direct: you can say, “This is making me sad. Can we talk about something else?” or “What’s on your mind?” or “Okay, what should we cover next?” But in many other moments, as with classic coordination puzzles, direct communication is neither viable26 nor ideal. Some of the magic of conversation depends on the feeling of naturalness—the feeling that you’ve effortlessly and serendipitously alighted on one gripping topic after another, that you’ve intuitively and accurately read each other’s minds. But if you make the rules of engagement explicit, or a matter of duty, that magic disappears, and fast.

Like all coordination games in which direct communication is out of the question, conversation requires incredible feats of self-reading, mind-reading, and room-reading—the constant process of observation, adjustment, and compromise that Adam Smith observed with relish. Those feats become even more demanding when our social world expands to include people who are quite different from us—whose habits, interests, preferences, and values may be unfamiliar and uncertain—and whom we encounter in an ever-changing array of contexts: on subways, at water coolers, in waiting rooms, at birthday bashes, in places of worship, on company retreats, and yes, at dinner parties sort of like Kant’s.

Doing Things with Words

This is the modern social world to which the philosopher of language J. L. Austin turned his attention when he and his colleagues began to examine so-called “ordinary language.”27 He showed that we cannot possibly understand language if we assume that its main function is to describe the world around us. Rather, we need to understand what speakers are doing with their words: Are they requesting, inquiring, begging, issuing a promise, offering an apology, or taking any number of other actions? His point was that people are always doing things with their words.

Think again of the conversation you envisioned at the start of the chapter—the one you had recently. What were you doing with your words? What did you hope to achieve? Perhaps your answer is one thing: “I wanted to have fun,” “I’m just in the habit of responding to people,” “I needed to vent,” “I wanted to support my partner,” or “I didn’t want to be rude.” What about the other people involved? What were they doing with their words?

Some people may protest this question—they swear they didn’t have a reason for using the words they used. But we always have at least one purpose.28 We’re always doing something. Otherwise, we wouldn’t bother talking at all. Same with your talk partner—they too always have at least one thing that they care about, even if it’s to uphold the human expectation that they must respond (the fundamental instinct for conversational turn-taking). During a conversation, the purpose—what people are trying to do with their words—is the most fundamental element that we must discern through self-reading and mind-reading. While self-reading requires some awareness of what you are trying to do, mind-reading means deciphering what others are aiming to do.

The processes of self-reading and mind-reading to determine purposes are remarkably difficult, as a huge array of different purposes can come into play in conversation. Your purpose might be to catch up with an old friend about everything that’s happened since the last time you talked, make a decision, have fun, learn about their views, rant about your own, keep a secret, and so on. The potential reasons for conversational engagement are vast. I find it helps to visualize them plotted on what we’ll call the conversational compass29 (see the figure on page 13).

The conversational compass organizes what we are trying to do in all the many conversations that make up our social worlds. The relational axis runs east–west and captures the extent to which we care about serving the collective versus ourselves. High-relational purposes seek to create value for everyone in the conversation (such as when you want to make your partner laugh, help them solve a problem, or teach them something new), while low-relational purposes seek to claim value for the self (such as when you want to vent, express your own views, or exit the conversation).

[image: A matrix of the conversational compass. The different types of conversations are arranged in the matrix based on the level of informational and the level of relational.]
The conversational compass: organizing our conversational purposes

The informational axis runs north–south. It captures the extent to which we are aiming for accurate information exchange. Many people assume that information exchange is the main reason we talk to each other—sharing information is why humans learned to communicate, after all. But assuming or over-focusing on information exchange can be misguided. Think of how often you have wanted to guard information rather than share it, how often you have sought to avoid making a hard decision, or how often you have wanted a conversation to feel easy rather than informative. Those are low-informational purposes.

Each of the four quadrants of the compass contains appropriate, worthy, virtuous motives for different moments, which are reflected in the positive labels we give the quadrants: Connect, Savor, Protect, and Advance. We live—we do things with words—in all four quadrants.

[image: A matrix of the conversational compass with labelled quadrants. Connect: High informational and high relational. Advance: High informational and low relational. Protect: Low informational and low relational. Savor: Low informational and high relational.]
The universe of possible purposes is unfathomably vast, and there’s also no limit to the number of purposes per conversation. Think of a chat with a friend: you might want to convey two easy ideas and one complicated one, hear about the wedding he attended recently, convince him to babysit your kid next weekend, help him decide what to wear on his upcoming date, avoid hurting his feelings, come across as warm and competent, and laugh together as much as possible. Also, you must end the conversation for a scheduled work call in fifteen minutes. The figure on page 15 shows where I might place those motives on the compass (although ultimately, placement is up to the user).

The farther apart your motives are on your compass, the more tension you’ll feel between them: it’s hard to broach the subject of babysitting when you want to hear every last detail about the wedding; it might be hard to give valuable fashion advice without hurting your friend’s feelings; it’s hard to cover everything and laugh as much as possible in fifteen minutes; and so on. Which of these goals will you prioritize, and how?

[image: A matrix of the conversational compass with different motives placed at various positions in the quadrants of the matrix. The quadrants are labelled connect, advance, protect and savour based on the level of informational and the level of relational.]
Things become trickier still when you realize that your friend has his own conversational compass (everyone has their own!) and that some of his priorities conflict with yours.30 In Schelling’s New York City coordination game, the people involved shared a common aim—to meet up at noon. But coordination games often involve noncooperative aims, like the selfish temptation to betray your comrade in the Prisoner’s Dilemma, and this is true in conversational coordination, too. Imagine that your friend doesn’t want to babysit your kid next weekend, or to talk about the wedding (let alone laugh about it) because the groom didn’t show up. And he would love to keep you captive as his personal stylist and loving therapist for the next three hours (at least), rather than abide by your fifteen-minute deadline. Whose desires do you prioritize, and when? How much should you accommodate your friend’s needs before you get to satisfy some of your own? How can you figure out which of your purposes are compatible, and which ones aren’t?

The conversational compass can help you sort out what your and your partner’s top priorities might be before a conversation starts, and to figure out why you behaved a certain way after it ends. Spending even thirty seconds reflecting about your goals, and your partner’s goals, can help immensely. But the compass isn’t a silver bullet. Understanding everyone’s interests is only one step toward achieving them. Why? Because at every turn of every conversation, the immediate context can change, and your compass can get reset. Each new turn can slightly, or dramatically, change what you care about.

Say, for example, you’re out to dinner with a good friend, when they whisper, “I think your partner is cheating on you.” Suddenly, what was once a conversation to catch up about the weekend becomes a quest to dig up as much information as possible about your possibly cheating partner. Or imagine you’re celebrating with a colleague after a big presentation at work, when they say, “I didn’t love the last few slides in your slide deck” or “I wasn’t sure I agreed with how you answered Howard’s question.” Suddenly, a conversation to celebrate an accomplishment becomes an opportunity to seek constructive feedback and learn (or to get very annoyed at your co-worker).

We must engage not only in self-reading (understanding ourselves) and mind-reading (understanding our partner) but also in room-reading (understanding the ever-evolving context around us). The improvisational, constantly changing nature31 of conversation is what makes it both difficult and exciting. You never know exactly what will happen next—you can only use the resources at hand, what you do know, to puzzle it out.

Grice’s Conversational Maxims

How people manage to coordinate in this relentlessly evolving environment was the question taken up by J. L. Austin’s contemporary Paul Grice, one of the most influential thinkers you’ve never heard of. Grice spent decades developing his thoughts on conversation, then finally presented them at Harvard in 1967. In his lectures—which were published shortly after his death as Studies in the Way of Words—he laid out the key elements of his theory32 of conversation. The central idea was the “cooperative principle.” This was a bold new look for what he’d previously called, simply and modestly, “helpfulness.” And it has sparked endless debate ever since.

Did Grice really think that conversation was motivated by a spirit of cooperation? What about liars, negotiators, bigots, and dodgers? What about all our competing purposes and noncooperative coordination decisions? But Grice was not so naïve. He was suggesting that, at a minimum, conversation requires an element of cooperation. Even when we lie to someone, we still have to communicate with them. And to communicate, we must cooperate. Just as most of us would hold the door for the person behind us, so too do we adjust our conversational contributions to make it easy for our partners to follow them. We take turns speaking and not speaking. We accommodate each other in ways small and large to have successful conversation—even when we hold opposing positions or purposes.

Supporting this cooperative principle, Grice named the assumptions he had once casually described as “what any decent chap should do” as maxims. But unlike Kant’s rules, which were designed to regulate conversation by providing explicit guidelines, Grice’s maxims were intended to capture the implicit rules that tacitly guide people in practice. He gave each maxim an imposing name. The Maxim of Quality: be truthful. The Maxim of Quantity: be concise. The Maxim of Relation: be relevant. The Maxim of Manner: be clear. If these maxims were pursued vigorously, Grice believed, they would result in a conversation that exchanged as much information as needed and no more; that conserved everyone’s time, energy, and attention; that didn
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THREE KEY TAKEAWAYS FROM CHAPTER 1

The Coordination Game




	• The idea of conversation has evolved over time and place. Today it helps to think of conversation as a coordination game.

	• Conversational goals can be plotted on the conversational compass along two dimensions: informational and relational.

	• The TALK maxims—Topics, Asking, Levity, Kindness—are reminders to help people achieve their goals, one conversation at a time.
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