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The only true voyage of discovery, the only fountain of Eternal Youth, would be not to visit strange lands but to possess other eyes, to behold the universe through the eyes of another, of a hundred others, to behold the hundred universes that each of them beholds, that each of them is.

—MARCEL PROUST

I know by my own experience how, from a stranger met by chance, there may come an irresistible appeal which overturns the habitual perspectives just as a gust of wind might tumble down the panels of a stage set—what had seemed near becomes infinitely remote and what had seemed distant seems to be close.

—GABRIEL MARCEL

People are strange when you’re a stranger.

—JIM MORRISON
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PROLOGUE

Strangers in a Cab

I have a story for you. It’s about a stranger.

A couple of years ago, I had the obscene good fortune to spend two weeks on the island of Nantucket as part of a screenwriters’ fellowship: three other writers and me living in a house, honing our craft, and meeting industry people, while going to parties and methodically divesting our host of liquor and food. Early one morning, after a party, the four of us are standing outside in the dark waiting for a cab. I’m telling them that while my business—print journalism—may indeed be hurtling toward oblivion, taking with it many of my prospects, hopes, dreams, etc., I wouldn’t trade the experience for anything, because it gave me a chance to make a living by talking to strangers. And when you talk to people you don’t know, I tell them, you learn that everyone has a bit of gold; everyone has at least one thing to say that will surprise you, amuse you, horrify you, edify you. They tell you things, usually with minimal prodding, and sometimes those things can deepen you, and awaken you to the richness and the grace and even the pain of the human experience. They show themselves to be freestanding worlds. When you’re allowed in, you can internalize a little piece of that person, and by doing so, you grow a little. You gain a bit of empathy, wisdom, or understanding.

The cab finally shows up. It’s driven by an older woman. We pile in, and I decide to show my friends what I was talking about. (As you’ll see, I have a real fondness for cabdrivers.) I ask her about living on Nantucket. She answers. I ask something else. She answers. She gets comfortable, and, over the course of a twenty-minute drive, she tells us her life story. She was born into money on the Upper West Side of Manhattan. When she was small, there was some kind of deranged socialite fad her parents went in for that involved binding a child’s calves. This, she explains, was meant to spare said socialites the humiliation of being seen with a child with inelegant calves.

Her parents crippled her with this treatment. She struggled to walk. What did they do when they realized what had happened? I ask her. Did they consult a surgeon, or a physical therapist? Did they try to redress the damage they had done and restore proper mobility to their daughter? Did they even apologize?

They did not, the cabdriver says.

“Then what did they do?”

“They made me take dancing lessons.”

“Oh my god,” I said. “Why did they make you take dancing lessons?”

“Because they wanted to teach me to fall down more gracefully,” she says.

Reader, I’m the grandson, son, and brother of Irish Catholic funeral directors in Boston, Massachusetts. My background has shaped my worldview, my sense of humor, my whole sensibility. So believe me when I tell you that I have never in my life heard a more perfect summation of the human condition than what I heard from that random stranger, at that late hour, on that gilded little boomerang of an island in the Atlantic.

After that interaction, I started thinking a lot about strangers. Why don’t we talk to strangers? I wondered. When will we? And what happens when we do? Because the fact was, outside of my job, I really hadn’t been talking to strangers. Not in the wild, anyway. The dueling demands of a job and an infant daughter—the so-called work-life balance that so often feels like a war of attrition—left little time to hang around places where people do talk to strangers, and little energy with which to do it. Even when I did manage to carve out half an hour to stop into a bar or café, I didn’t talk to people. When I did, it went badly. This, I expect, was because, as any parent of a very young child can attest, my brain didn’t really work anymore. I found myself withdrawing—either reading or, more shamefully, staring at my phone, numbly consuming “content” that just minutes later I would have absolutely no recollection of, but that still left me feeling vaguely unwell. In time, I stopped talking to anyone. I barely made eye contact. Even that felt like a chore.

What struck me was just how easy it was to withdraw, to absent myself from most human interaction. Throughout his career studying cities, the sociologist Richard Sennett has praised the idea of friction in life: those little inefficiencies that force you to interact with strangers—like asking a butcher for grilling tips, or asking for directions, or just ordering a pizza over the phone. With the march of technological progress, those interactions have become increasingly unnecessary. And that, I suspected, was eroding our social skills. I was evidence of this. Why did I always pick the self-checkout lane at CVS even when there was no line? Why did I get annoyed with a store clerk when he asked what my plans were for the day? Why did I stop chatting with strangers and disappear into my phone when I knew from experience that what they would tell me would usually be far more interesting than whatever toxic slurry was coursing through Twitter at that moment? I don’t know. But I did. And I did not feel great about it.

Still, though, there were times, like on Nantucket, when I did wind up talking to a stranger, and it went well, and a little world opened. I gained something: an insight, a joke, a different way of thinking about things, a good story. But more than that, I felt, as strange as it is to say, relieved. And I wanted to understand why.

Those questions crept into my day job. When I was interviewing the actor Alan Alda about his work teaching communication skills to scientists, I mentioned the curious sense of relief I feel after talking to a stranger. He lit up. “That sense of relief is such a palpable thing to me,” he said. “So much so that I wonder why relating to others isn’t self-reinforcing. Why we don’t just tend toward it naturally?”

Why don’t we?

Well, for starters, strangers have gotten a pretty bad rap. The great country singer Merle Haggard didn’t name his band the Strangers because he wanted us to believe they were good citizens. He did it because he wanted us to believe they were dangerous. The Hitchcock film Strangers on a Train wasn’t about meeting a romantic partner or client or new friend on a train, nor was it about having your mind expanded by one of those intense random conversations people can fall into while traveling. It’s about how, if you’re not careful, a charming psychopath will trap you into a murder plot concerning your wife and his father. William Golding’s Lord of the Flies wasn’t originally titled Strangers from Within because the ordeal of being marooned on an island brought out the very best in English schoolboys.

And of course, there’s the most famous stranger of all. Albert Camus’s novel The Stranger wasn’t a story about a guy from Algiers making a good life for himself in France and introducing the locals to the rich traditions of Algerian food and culture. It’s about a man who is so alienated from the world that he becomes a stranger to himself—feeling nothing when his own mother dies, killing a man, and contemplating, as he faces the gallows, that the only thing that will make him feel less alone is if there is “a large crowd of spectators the day of my execution and that they greet me with cries of hate”—in effect, making him the first internet troll.

The fear that strangers—even ones that appear friendly—are agents of chaos, treachery, and moral and even physical pollution has been with us for as long as there have been strangers. It has persisted from hunter-gatherer times, to the rise of villages, cities, and nations, to the stranger-danger hysteria of the 1980s, to Elon Musk describing the subway as “a bunch of random strangers, one of who might be a serial killer,” to the sheriff of Harris County, Georgia—an affluent area—installing a sign in 2018 reading “Welcome to Harris County, Georgia. Our citizens have concealed weapons. If you kill someone, we might kill you back. We have ONE jail and 356 cemeteries. Enjoy your stay!”

Today, our difficulties with strangers continue. The West is experiencing widespread political upheaval, caused in part by the migration of cultural strangers—people fleeing war, privation, and tyranny—seeking safety and opportunity. For many who live in the host countries, this has delivered a shock to our sense of belonging, to our sense of who we are.

These new faces have supercharged our already rather robust tendency to fear strangers, and the backlash has been ferocious—abetted, in part, by a deficit of understanding. According to several polls, Westerners display a wild overestimation of the scale of immigration and a wild underestimation of the degree to which the newcomers fit into their new countries.

At the same time, political polarization, segregation, discrimination, and inequality have conspired to turn fellow citizens into strangers. The fact is, in America anyway, we simply cannot stand the sight of one another. In 2016, Pew found that “Partisans’ views of the opposing party are now more negative than at any point in nearly a quarter of a century.” Three years later, Pew reported, “the level of division and animosity … has only deepened,” with a growing percentage of each side believing the other is more immoral, and more close-minded, than they are. Each side is at a loss to understand the other, because neither is trying. Friendships across the aisle are increasingly rare. Polarization is keeping them separate, rendering them not only unwilling to speak to one another, but unwilling to even momentarily entertain the thought that their opponent is anything more than a mindless organism devoid of will, empathy, or complex motivation; a malignant simpleton; a garbage person. If they’re a person at all.

And yet, ironically, in a political climate marked by ceaseless demands for solidarity with those on our side, we’ve also become deeply and dangerously alone. Studies have found epidemic levels of loneliness in the United States and United Kingdom—affecting everyone, but especially the young, who, in a remarkable development, report levels of loneliness that surpass even those of the elderly. And loneliness, medical researchers have found, is as bad for you as smoking, making it a bona fide public health threat.

The causes of loneliness are complex. When technology eliminates the need to talk to strangers, our social skills erode, weakening our ability to meet new people. As more and more of us move to cities, we trade familiar friends and family members for a rotating cast of strangers that can make it difficult to feel connected to our own neighborhoods. As globalization continues and millions migrate, we become as likely to talk to a stranger in India as the one who lives next door to us. This has created a phenomenon political scientist Chris Rumford called strangeness.

“Familiar places, close to us in our daily existence, may no longer feel entirely ‘ours,’” he wrote. “In our local communities and neighborhoods we get the sense that we are living side-by-side but also living apart from people who we might otherwise be tempted to believe comprise our local community …. We are no longer sure who ‘we’ are, and we find it difficult to say who belongs to ‘our’ group and who comes from outside …. Strangeness means that we must recognize that ‘we’ are probably also strangers (to somebody).”

This is not limited to cities, of course. Something similar is happening in small towns, where population shifts and social and economic forces can combine to wreak profound changes that can render even our hometowns virtually unrecognizable, so we become strangers in our own lands. And as we’ll see, when areas become more diverse, we can become anxious about the prospect of even talking to the newcomers, regardless of our political orientation. Sometimes this anxiety leads us to avoid contact not just with different people, but with our own kind as well.

As a result of all these factors, we feel rootless, disengaged from our world. “We have radically changed our environment,” wrote the late neuroscientist John Cacioppo, who spent his career studying loneliness. “As career patterns, housing patterns, mortality patterns, and social policies follow the lead of global capitalism, much of the world seems determined to adopt a lifestyle that will compound and reinforce the chronic sense of isolation that millions of individuals already feel.”

Given the sheer tonnage of bad PR strangers have gotten over the last, say, two million years, it’s a wonder anyone ever talks to them. And yet we do. And we must. Because we would be nowhere without them. My own history stands as evidence. I am no Pollyanna. I am aware of and despairing of the damage humans do to one another, and four decades into life in this world I am shocked anew by how needless and pointless and gratuitous that damage is. Homo sapiens, to me, is all too often a creature of monstrous confusion and contradiction and destruction. And yet, some of the most formative experiences of my life have come from talking to strangers.

In college, I was playing bass guitar in a music store outside of Philadelphia when a middle-aged Black man in a cowboy hat appeared, looked at me, looked at the bass, looked back at me, and drawled, “Motherfucker, you look like Conan O’Brien.” He hired me on the spot to play with a twelve-piece funk band he had formed. That led to club gigs around Philly and, later, gospel gigs in Baptist churches where I was often the lone white person. For a twenty-year-old kid from a largely white neighborhood, that experience—from the mentorship of the older musicians to the kind hospitality the churchgoers extended to this pasty heathen interloper—was absolutely formative to who I am and how I view the world.

After graduation, I found a strange flyer in the pages of a book at a bookstore seeking writers for a new publication. Something about it struck me, so I emailed the author. The publication never materialized, but he happened to be the distribution manager for a small weekly newspaper. We became friends, then roommates. He introduced me to the editor of the paper. I started writing for them, and in a few years I was running it. That was my start in journalism. Talking to strangers is good for business, good for your career. If it weren’t for that flyer, I simply would not have the life I have now.

And I’d be criminally remiss if I didn’t mention the Irish coworker who a year or so later dragged me to a party, where I met a stranger who became a friend and who happened to work with another stranger who became my wife and the mother of our four-year-old daughter—who, apropos of the topic of stranger danger, told me the other day, “Dada, some people might be afraid of you. But I’m not, because I’ve known you a long time.”

What’s more, my parents, Ed and Joan, are world champions at talking to strangers. Everywhere they go, they make friends: at home, on vacation, in restaurants, on the street. It’s a never-ending accumulation of friends and acquaintances. While many older people sit passively while their social circles contract, my parents are relentless in the acquisition of new friends. Talking to strangers for them—and for many of their friends—is simply indistinguishable from being alive.

Without question, I am who I am, and I do what I do, and I think what I think, and I live where I live, because of strangers. And yet here I am, sitting in a bar, inches from another person, head down, eyes down, and mute, my face bathed in the cold blue glow of my phone. And I don’t feel great about it.

Why don’t we talk to strangers? When will we? What happens when we do?

This book is the result of my quest to answer these questions. And what happens is this: We become better, smarter, and happier people, and strangers—and by extension, the world—become less scary to us. A raft of new research is finding that talking to strangers can help expand us personally, opening us to new opportunities, relationships, and perspectives. It can alleviate our loneliness, and enhance our sense of belonging to the places where we live, even when those places are changing. Talking to strangers, whether they be refugees or political opponents, can even reduce prejudice, cool off partisanship, and help mend fractured societies. As philosopher Kwame Anthony Appiah wrote of these exchanges, “When a stranger is no longer imaginary, but real and present, sharing a human social life, you may like or dislike him, you may agree or disagree; but if it is what you both want, you can make sense of each other in the end.”

While we travel together through these pages, we’re going to go from the small to the large. We’ll start with the new insights psychologists are discovering about what happens when we have even a passing interaction with a stranger. Then we’re going to go deeper. Why does it feel good to have a passing interaction with a stranger? We’ll look at the dawn of humanity, and our ape ancestors for the answer. We’ll see how we became what scientists call the ultra-cooperative ape, a creature that both fears and needs strangers. We’ll see how hunter-gatherers created ways to safely talk to strangers as a means of survival. We’ll look at how hospitality toward strangers became a cornerstone of civilization. We’ll see how mass religion’s true, transformative genius was in making strangers familiar without ever having to meet them. We’ll see how cities rose because people wanted to be around more strangers, not fewer. We’ll see how human civilization happened in large part because humans found a way to reconcile the fear strangers inspire with the opportunities they offer. And we’ll investigate all the factors that keep us from talking to strangers—from technology to politics to citizenship in the fine if very quiet nation of Finland.

And of course, we’ll meet a lot of strangers: people off the street, and the activists and researchers who are trying to forge a culture of talking to strangers to help address the ravages of some of our most pressing social problems. While we do, we’ll get some useful lessons on how we can go about doing it in our own lives—techniques I’ll try out myself, as I try to rebuild myself as a more social person.

In the end, by going back some two million years and ending at the present day, what I hope to do is make the case for talking to strangers. To show, contrary to the stranger-danger line we have been fed for many years by the media, politicians, schools, police, and so forth, that talking to strangers is, in fact, considerably less dangerous than not talking to them.

Talking to strangers isn’t just a way to live. It is a way to survive.
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Part I



WHAT HAPPENS WHEN WE TALK TO STRANGERS?




CHAPTER 1

Strangers in a Classroom


In which I travel all the way to London to relearn what should be a laughably rudimentary human skill, and am made to feel uncomfortable—a sign of things to come.



Our journey begins on a bright day in a small classroom at Regent’s University in London. I’m sitting on a chair, palsied with jet lag, clutching my third cup of coffee. There are four other people there, too. They appear to be functioning at a higher level than I am, thankfully. We have come here to learn how to talk to strangers. Our teacher in this endeavor is an energetic twenty-nine-year-old named Georgie Nightingall. Georgie is the founder of Trigger Conversations, a London-based “human connection organization” that hosts social events aimed at facilitating meaningful conversations among strangers. Georgie had been recommended to me by a renowned psychologist whom we will meet soon. I got in touch with her, and when she told me that she was planning an immersive three-day seminar on talking to strangers, I bought a plane ticket. Not long after, I landed in London, slept a couple of hours, and then arrived bright and early to a classroom, more coffee than man, but ready to learn.

Georgie started Trigger Conversations in 2016. Up until then, her background had been eclectic. She had graduated from college in 2014, where she was pursuing both an undergraduate degree in philosophy and a master’s in “emotions, credibility, and deception, from a psychology and linguistics angle,” as she says. That got her interested in language and conversation. After school, she tried her hand at a few different jobs. She interned at a start-up, worked a series of jobs as a project manager, and was for a time at the Francis Crick Institute, a world-renowned biomedical research facility. “That was my last real job,” Georgie says. After that she struck out on her own.

She was always a talker, though the prospect of talking to strangers made her a little hesitant, “partly because of some social anxiety about the fact that it wasn’t normal to speak to strangers,” she says. However, she had also grown bored with the conversations she was having with new people—the usual “What do you do?” and “How was your day?” interactions that never go anywhere. She wanted to help introduce people to the idea that these conversations don’t have to be dull or formulaic. They can be scintillating, informative, and exploratory. After she founded Trigger Conversations, she drafted a short manifesto along those lines: “We are adventurers in conversation,” she wrote. “We are travelers without a destination. Exploring the unknown, without expectation. Each one of us a teacher and every person an opportunity.”

Georgie, as it turns out, was exploring the unknown in particularly treacherous territory, conversation-wise. London in particular, and the United Kingdom in general, is something of a global center of a nascent talking-to-strangers movement—in large part because of a concerted national effort to combat the nation’s loneliness epidemic. A recent study by the British Red Cross found that a fifth of the British population often or always feels lonely. In 2018, the United Kingdom appointed its first “loneliness minister,” a high-ranking government official who steers policy geared toward repairing frayed social ties and reinforcing social cohesion.

In the past few years, numerous grassroots groups have cropped up to try to get Britons to talk to strangers in cafés, pubs, or on mass transit. A “Chatty Café” initiative, in which pubs and cafés set up specially marked tables where strangers can chat, has spread to more than nine hundred locations throughout the United Kingdom and beyond. In 2019, the BBC launched a series called Crossing Divides that sought to inspire people to connect over social, cultural, or ideological differences. This included a “chatty bus” day, during which riders were encouraged to talk to one another, because that “may be the only time we are exposed to others outside the cocoons of our family, friends and colleagues,” wrote Emily Kasriel, the BBC’s head of special projects.

This was, shall we say, a departure from how the English, and particularly Londoners, usually behave on mass transit.fn1 And yet, despite the egregious violation of a time-honored social norm,fn2 chatty bus day was a success. “It’s the best bus I’ve been on,” one woman told the BBC, confessing that she usually suffers from acute social anxiety. Some members of the general public have expressed skepticism, if not hostility, toward these initiatives, believing it to be at best an open question as to how compatible the Londoner temperament is with such shenanigans. When I met an English friend for a beer in London and told him I was in town to learn how to talk to strangers, he replied, “You do know that we’re like the worst in the world at it, yeah?”

Georgie was understandably nervous about her new venture early on—and not just because of the local horror at the prospect of chatting on the Tube. She worried that there wouldn’t be an audience for an organization that tries to facilitate conversations with strangers, or if there was, people may try it, but they wouldn’t like it. When she started running her first conversation events, she was forced to grapple with the norms and anxieties that kept people from talking. What would they say? Where would they start? How should they engage? There was a problem of “people not knowing how to be,” she says. “Because if you say to someone ‘Come to an event with meaningful conversations with strangers—we won’t talk about work; we won’t talk about, like, where you live,’ they’re like, ‘So what can I talk about?’ Suddenly they don’t know what’s okay and what’s not okay.”

Georgie eventually realized that the way to get past that initial awkwardness wasn’t to offer more freedom, but less. She would gather people in groups of two or three, give them cards with specific questions on them, and set a time limit. That way, all the groundwork that must be done in order to start a conversation—meeting someone, initiating a conversation, and finding something to talk about—would be taken care of. The possibility of rejection would be nil, and there’d be no fear about not knowing how to end the conversation. People could just jump right in, and then when the buzzer sounded, walk away without guilt. “That’s incredibly liberating,” she says.

Since she founded Trigger Conversations in 2016, Georgie has done more than one hundred events and many training sessions—with strangers, companies, communities, universities, and conferences, both in London and around the world. In 2020, for instance, she developed a program with the University College London to help college students get better at connecting with one another—something, as we’ll see, they struggle with. She’s seen people come away from these engagements transformed—more confident, more curious, more optimistic about the potential of incorporating these conversations into their lives more regularly. “So many people were coming to these events and being like, ‘How do I do this in real life? I want to talk to strangers, but I can’t just go up to them with a question card and say, Do you want to answer a question?’” she says.

This apparent pent-up demand gave Georgie an idea. She wanted to create a class that could teach people the skills to strike up these conversations in their everyday lives. She started attending self-development seminars and reading everything she could find that could help her understand all the moving parts that made up something as seemingly simple as a chat with a stranger. “How do you start a conversation that’s cold and make it warm very fast?” she wondered. “And how do you ask the right questions in order to establish rapport, or go deep or be creative and playful? How can you be authentic? What are the limiting beliefs you are having about yourself, or the beliefs about the other person that are affecting your ability to take risks?”

Georgie learned that for a lot of people, the hardest thing about talking to strangers is initiating the conversation: approaching someone, making them feel safe, and quickly conveying the idea that you don’t have an agenda, that you’re just being friendly or curious. She found that older people are much more likely to initiate a conversation, for instance, whereas younger people require a little more assurance. She noticed if you answered the question “How are you?” honestly, it created a little bond among strangers and cleared the way for a conversation because it showed vulnerability and curiosity, and encouraged people to respond in kind. She found that in all her attempts, the vast majority of people did in fact engage with her, most of those interactions were substantial, and many were, she says, “meaningful.”

As she went about gathering ideas and experimenting with techniques, she gained a clearer insight into the potential value of talking to strangers. Georgie recalls an attendee at one of her early events coming up to her and thanking her. “It was remarkable,” the man told her. “I never would have chosen to speak to that person. And yet when I did, I discovered that actually we had so much in common, and it was remarkable how connected I felt to someone who is completely not like me.”

Georgie says she now feels that way every day. “I find that as soon as I’m able to see how I relate to somebody, in any particular way, it means I like them more, I trust them more, and I feel like we’re actually part of a bigger world, rather than just in our own silos,” she says. “And it just makes life so much more fruitful, more fulfilling. I feel less irritated and angry because I know that everyone is just being in the world, like I am, and everyone has a backstory, like I do, and our experiences probably aren’t that different.”

She came to believe, too—and this is important—that making a practice of talking to strangers could offer more than a jolt of good feeling for an individual. There was real joy in it, profundity, real communion. If practiced widely enough, she believed it could help repair a fracturing society. “We’re not just talking about a few individualized things,” she says. “We’re talking about a systemic issue. A different way to live.”

Georgie stands before our class, bright, engaging, and articulate, and walks us through what to expect over the coming days. She wants to take us “from unconscious incompetence, to conscious incompetence, to conscious competence, to unconscious competence,” she says. In other words, we are currently bad at this and we don’t know why. We will learn what we are lacking. We will improve on it. And we will hopefully become so proficient that it will become second nature to us.

We go around the room and introduce ourselves. I say I’m here mostly because I’m writing a book, but I’m writing the book because I’ve seen what talking to strangers does for my parents, how naturally it comes to them, and I want to get better at it. Justine,fn3 who is in her early forties, says she came to London from Australia. At home, the culture encouraged talking to strangers, and she liked that. But when she got to London, anytime she’d be friendly, people would regard her warily. She’d say hello to a guy in a pub—not flirting, just friendly—and he’d immediately tell her he has a girlfriend. Those reactions eroded her confidence and caused her to withdraw. She wonders if the reason people don’t want to talk to her is “because I’m fat.” She says she notices that the seats next to her on the Tube are always the last ones filled. She works from home and thus doesn’t get much human contact. And she wants to talk to strangers, but she isn’t sure what to say.

The next student, Paula, late twenties, bright and personable, says she works a lot, and her job requires her to spend a great deal of time being efficient and polite, which might come across as a little chilly. When she does talk, “the things I’m saying aren’t meaningful, and because I’m on autopilot I’m not sharing the true me,” she says. “I think that blocks people from connecting with me.” Paula says she has old friends who told her they don’t really know who she is. “That’s really hurtful,” she says. Still, she’s afraid if she does open up, people will not be interested in what she has to say.

Another student, Nicky, twenties, diminutive and quiet, was raised on a farm and recently moved to the outskirts of London. He gets nervous in conversations, he tells us, and struggles to say what he means. He wants to be more creative, to ask better questions. Later he tells me at lunch that he wants to get better at talking to strangers “so I can be free.” He has aspirations to travel, and he believes that with improved social skills, he will be able to fit in anywhere—that learning to talk to strangers will be the key that opens the world to him. He will be a stranger nowhere in the world.

A fifth student, Margot, is the youngest. Early twenties. She tells us that she’s simply not interested in other people, but she also wants to get out of her own head. She’s suspicious, resistant, and quiet, but also absolutely without mercy or tact when it comes to speaking her mind. This, she explains, has not made things easy for her socially. When we’re asked to imagine a scenario in which we want to connect with someone, and then devise an opener, I propose “a waiter.”

“Why would you want to talk to a waiter?” she says.

I say because it always strikes me as awkward that you treat the person bringing you your food like they’re a robot. She says, “That’s because you’re an American.” Later, during a particularly intense conversational exercise in which one partner expresses personal feelings uninterrupted for several minutes, and the other tells them how they seem based on what they said, Margot tells me I seem to be very stable, but I also remind her of her father, and that’s both comforting and freaking her out. I don’t quite know how to respond to this.

That will not be the only uncomfortable moment I have in the class. In the days ahead, we will be made to have very personal conversations with one another. To stare each other in the eyes for long periods. To intensely monitor what we feel and how we think when we talk to people we don’t know. To touch each other’s arms to signal friendliness. My discomfort was not limited to the class, or the campus, or the city of London. I was in for a fair amount of it. I had set out on a mission to become good at talking to strangers, to build myself up as a much more social creature, and as it turned out, I had a lot to learn.




CHAPTER 2

A Readily Available Source of Happiness That We Almost Never Take Advantage Of


In which we learn that talking to strangers can make us happier, healthier, and less lonely—and also that we seldom do it, because we’re not completely sure that strangers are entirely human.



Now, I can’t really sell you on the value of a class on talking to strangers without first taking you for a brief tour through the growing body of recent psychology research that shows what happens when we talk to strangers. Over the past decade and a half, researchers have found that talking to strangers can make us happier, more connected to the places in which we live, mentally sharper, healthier, and more trustful and optimistic. We’re going to meet some of those researchers in this chapter, and we’re going to take a look at what they’ve learned. This is the foundation for everything you and I are going to encounter over the course of our time together. But first, I want to introduce you to someone who has lived what these scientists have found. Her name is Nic, she’s a nurse in Las Vegas, and talking to strangers has changed her life.

Nic grew up in a small beach town in Santa Cruz County, California, the child of a volatile father and a mother who had experienced a great deal of trauma and transferred much of it onto her daughter. She was raised to be a fearful child. “My primitive brain was programmed to be afraid of everybody, because everybody’s evil and they’re gonna hurt you,” Nic tells me. “I thought I was supposed to be afraid of everything.”

And she was. Nic spent most of her childhood avoiding people. “I was safe that way,” she says. “I had my billions of books. I had my dog, I had my cats and my random rodents, as pets. I didn’t really need anything else,” she says. “I had the safety of those that knew me best, which were animals, and they would never hurt me.”

Nic’s teenage years were rough. She is a mix of Egyptian Jewish and Scottish stock, and her thick hair and cystic acne made her stick out in her mostly lily-white schools. “I was harassed a lot,” she says. But there was an upside to being the outcast. Nic invariably ended up making friends with other kids who looked different or came from different backgrounds. If there was a new Black or Latina student, say, they’d naturally fall in together. “I remember meeting a girl from France who got transferred into our elementary school, and of course she and I became best friends, because I was alone and she was alone,” Nic tells me. Friendship bloomed from their mutual estrangement.

Nic had been raised to fear strangers—by her mother, of course, but also by a country in which the phrase “stranger danger” is practically tattooed onto the foreheads of children at birth. But as Nic connected with these particular strangers, she found that they weren’t dangerous or scary. They were actually a source of comfort to her, and belonging. They expanded her world. By seeking them out, her life became better. “I met a lot of incredible people that way, as a kid,” she says. “That probably started the whole thing: I’m okay with strangers, but I’m not supposed to be okay with strangers.”

That “whole thing” she’s referring to is something Nic calls Greyhound Therapy, a practice she developed as she got older that helped her manage her fear of strangers and secure for herself a place in the world.fn1 Its roots were in her childhood. Her family never traveled because they were afraid to. And as it so often happens, this immobility sparked in young Nic a burning, Springsteen-grade desire to get the hell out of town. “Something in me decided along the way that I wanted out,” she says. Her early experiences meeting new and unusual people had given her a taste for a world beyond the stultifying and paranoid confines of her childhood, and she wanted at it. God made a huge Earth with a shit-ton of people in it, she remembers thinking, and I have to meet ’em.

And so she did. At seventeen, Nic was offered a chance to travel to Europe for ten days with her high school, and what she experienced shocked her. “That’s when random people started talking to me,” she says. “In Europe, they find out you’re American—oh my goodness, I met so many great people that way.” That gave her some confidence. “If people in Europe randomly talked to me, then maybe I’m not so bad,” she figured. “Maybe I’m not gonna die if I randomly talk to them.”

At eighteen, she took her first solo road trip. She drove to Eureka, California, just because she liked the name. She stayed one night in a hotel by herself and drove home. It was a short trip, but it was another nickel in the confidence bank. She took more trips, and started talking to more people. She was anxious about these encounters, wired for fear and expecting the worst, but they always went well. “That’s when I started really trying to expand my horizons and talk to people randomly,” she says. That was the start of Greyhound Therapy. In the literal sense, it refers to talking to your seatmate on a long-haul bus. But Nic came to apply it to talking to strangers anywhere—at a restaurant, at a bus stop, in a grocery store—wherever there were strangers.

Life did not get easier, however. She graduated from nursing school at twenty-one, and a few years later fell into a serious relationship with a man. They connected over a shared love for driving and cars—which Nic got from her father, a trucker. It was the only thing she could reliably talk with her dad about. She married the man, but he ended up being volatile and abusive. They didn’t make it to their first anniversary. She wound up in the hospital with stitches and a broken tooth.

She met another man, a larger-than-life New Yorker, and moved to the city to be with him. “He was a New Yorker by birth, and he was absolutely obnoxious and the complete and total opposite of me,” she says. He was a chef at a university, which gave him plenty of time off, and he had wanderlust, too. They drove to Alaska, down to Mexico, and back to New York, talking to people the whole way. She and the man stayed together for four years, but the kitchen life takes a toll. He got into coke and started drinking heavily, and turned into a different person. Having been down this road before, she left. He eventually succumbed to his addictions, but the good influence he had on her remained.

Nic was on her own for a while after that, living in an apartment in a strange place. And she was lonely, “which is shocking because I never thought I would be lonely—as an introvert,” she says. “So, there was a whole period of time where I would seek out Greyhound Therapy. I would seek out that human interaction just to stave off the loneliness.”

“And it worked?” I ask.

“Oh god, yes,” she says. “And I would go home with some amazing stories—granted, nobody to share them with, but I still had the stories—they were mine.” It was also a way to “test my mettle, if you will,” she says. “The more I interacted with people, the more confident as an adult I became.”

It changed her life. These days, Nic is a successful nurse with an uncanny gift for connecting with her patients, happily married to a kind and sociable man, and living in Las Vegas, which, she says, “is awesome.” She travels as much as ever, and when she’s alone on the road, she still seeks out Greyhound Therapy. She’ll size up her seatmate, or someone sitting alone at a table or the bar. If they have headphones on, or they’re giving off a disinterested vibe, she’ll leave them alone. But if they seem receptive, she’ll say, “Hi, I’m Nic,” and see where it goes. She’s not reckless, or naïve. She isn’t striking up a conversation with a stranger in a dark alley in an unfamiliar town. Like many children of chaotic parents, her radar is keen; she has a gift for reading people and situations and detecting trouble. But the conversations tend to go well, and each one, in turn, “reinforces that not everybody’s going to hurt me.”

“I’ve had a few crucibles in my life,” Nic says. But those crucibles, and the strangers she turned to in order to help get through them, to reassure her that there is a goodness in the world, and the possibility of belonging, taught her something invaluable, she says: “Never underestimate the power of even the most minute positive connection.”

So—what is that power? In psychology, the sorts of exchanges Nic is talking about are known as “minimal social interactions.” And the Canadian psychologist Gillian Sandstrom had a similar epiphany about them about a decade ago. Only hers concerned a hot dog cart, and it led to a series of discoveries about talking to strangers that have established Sandstrom, now based at the University of Essex, northeast of London, as a rising academic star in the social sciences.

Sandstrom, forty-eight, was raised in Canada by extroverts, both teachers. “My father is the king of talking to strangers,” she says. “He can’t help himself, he has to talk to everyone.” Her mother talks to strangers, too, though she tends to seek out people—adults and kids—who seem alone, or left out, in an effort to include them. One day, Sandstrom, who had always considered herself an introvert, realized something. She noticed that she always looked down when she walked along the street. She would make eye contact with someone and then immediately look back down at the sidewalk.

“I thought, Well, that’s dumb,” she says. So she started looking up and holding eye contact with people. “That was my first step to talking to strangers,” she says. “I was just trying to fix this weird habit.” As she did, Sandstrom found that not only was making eye contact not weird, but it actually felt pretty good, and her fellow pedestrians didn’t seem to object to it either, even if it was unusual. She had two separate instances in which people on the subway in Toronto told her unprompted that she must not be from around here. When she asked why, they told her it was because she was actually looking at people. “I thought, Oh my gosh—how sad! I didn’t really notice that people were just looking at the ceiling or the floor, but not looking at each other,” she says.

Before long, Sandstrom wasn’t just looking at strangers, but talking to them. She was surprised at how easy it was, and how fun it was. “I thought, Oh, that’s why my dad does this!” She recalls one conversation on the subway. A woman was holding a box of elaborately decorated cupcakes, and Sandstrom asked about them. They started talking. “I don’t know how the conversation got there, but she taught me that humans can ride ostriches,” she says. That was it. “I was sold. That was just a delightful conversation. I wanted to do it again, and I started doing it more often.” With that epiphany, her future direction as a researcher started to come into view.

The next epiphany came in in 2007, when Sandstrom was studying for her master’s degree at Ryerson University in Toronto. Grad school was hard, and Sandstrom often felt like an imposter—not an uncommon affliction in grad school or, if we’re being honest here, in life—and she had plenty of time to ponder her perceived inadequacy in transit. Her lab was in one building, and her supervisor was in another, and the walk between the two was long. Every day, while making this trek, Sandstrom passed a woman selling hot dogs from a cart. One day, she smiled and waved at the woman, and the woman waved and smiled back. Sandstrom felt a little spark. After that, it became part of her routine. “Every time I passed, I looked for her, to try to make that little connection,” she says. “And I realized that when I saw her, and when she acknowledged me, it made me feel good. I felt like, Yeah, I belong here.” She laughs at the absurdity of it. “I felt like I belonged because the hot dog lady knew who I was.”

Sandstrom began looking at what was happening: why these connections felt so good. She and her PhD supervisor at the University of British Columbia, Elizabeth Dunn, a widely respected psychologist who studies happiness, conducted an experiment. They asked a group of adults to try to chat with the barista at their local Starbucks when they got their morning coffee. This is an unusual request. People—especially, but not exclusively, in cities—tend to favor efficiency in transactions like these. They rarely talk. Sometimes they don’t even make eye contact. But Sandstrom and Dunn had the idea that by not engaging with counter workers—by essentially treating them as insensate service modules and not, say, actual humans—we may be denying ourselves something that could potentially be beneficial. “Might we be missing out on a hidden source of belonging and happiness?” they wondered.

The idea was, and still is, pretty novel in the field of psychology. A hefty body of research over the years has found that the single best predictor of happiness and well-being is the quality of a person’s social relationships. People who have good relationships are healthier in mind and in body; people who don’t are more susceptible to everything from mental disorders to cardiovascular disease. Simple. But those studies generally looked at only close relationships: family, friends, coworkers. Sandstrom and Dunn wanted to see if interacting with strangers could be good for us, too: not as a replacement for close relationships, but as a complement—a way to help create a more balanced social diet, as it were.

Sandstrom and Dunn recruited sixty adults—thirty men and thirty women, across a range of ages—from in front of a Starbucks in a busy shopping district. Half of these participants were instructed to interact with their baristas—to “smile, make eye contact to establish a connection, and have a brief conversation.” The other half were told to make their transaction as efficient as possible. Both groups were asked to report back afterward. As it turns out, Sandstrom and Dunn’s hypothesis was correct. The participants who talked to their baristas reported feeling a stronger sense of belonging and an improved mood, as well as greater satisfaction with their overall experience. Thus, the authors concluded in a 2013 paper, “The next time you need a little pick-me-up, you might consider interacting with the Starbucks barista as if they were [an acquaintance] instead of a stranger, thereby mining this readily available source of happiness.”

Around the same time, Sandstrom and Dunn launched another study that spoke to why waving to the hot dog lady every day somehow made Sandstrom feel like she belonged. Researchers have long found that people are happier on days where they socialize more, but no one had studied interactions with “weak ties”—which could be passing acquaintances, or people we know by sight who aren’t necessarily friends. To see if interactions with these people could affect levels of happiness and belonging, Sandstrom and Dunn gave red and black clickers to fifty-eight students—fifteen men, forty-three women—and instructed them to click red when they encountered a “strong tie”—a friend or family member, say—and click black when they encountered a “weak tie”—like the hot dog lady. At the end of every day, they tallied the number of interactions and asked participants a series of questions about whether they felt socially connected or lonely, and whether they felt they had social support and experienced a sense of community. The researchers found that those who had more interactions with strong ties felt happiest and more connected to their communities. That wasn’t surprising. What was surprising is that people who had more interactions with weak ties—like the hot dog lady—were happier and felt a greater sense of belonging than those who had fewer. What’s more, people were happier on days they had more weak-tie interactions than days when they had fewer.

These were college students, though—which means they may not be all that representative of humanity. So Sandstrom and Dunn re-created the experiment using forty-one members of the community—thirty female, eleven male, all over twenty-five years of age—and they got the same result. Across both studies they found that interactions with weak ties were even more potent on days when the participants had fewer overall interactions—a valuable insight in an age of loneliness. Like food for the hungry, or water for the parched, an interaction with a weak tie on a solitary day felt nourishing.

Sandstrom wasn’t the only one mining this newly discovered vein. In 2013, the University of Chicago psychologist Nicholas Epley and his then-student Juliana Schroeder were wondering why an ultrasocial species like Homo sapiens is so often hesitant about talking to strangers, inspired by the silence they observed on the crowded subway at rush hour. “From trains to cabs to airplanes to waiting rooms, strangers may sit millimeters apart while completely ignoring each other, treating one another as objects rather than as sources of well-being,” they noted. “For a species that seems to benefit so much from connecting to others, why would people in close proximity so routinely seem to prefer isolation instead? Why are such highly social animals, at times, so distinctly unsocial?” Epley and Schroeder hypothesized that the reason people didn’t talk to strangers is because they think it would be less pleasant than just keeping to themselves.

They created a series of experiments in which they instructed participants to—heaven forfend—talk to strangers on mass transit, in taxis, and in waiting rooms. Their first experiment involved ninety-seven commuters with a median age of forty-nine—61 percent of them women—in suburban Illinois. The participants were divided up into three groups. One was instructed: “Please have a conversation with a new person on the train today. Try to make a connection. Find out something interesting about him or her and tell them something about you. The longer the conversation, the better.” A second group was told, “Please keep to yourself and enjoy your solitude on the train today. Take this time to sit alone with your thoughts. Your goal is to focus on yourself and the day ahead of you.” And a third group was told to commute the way they always do. Afterward, the participants were instructed to fill out a questionnaire about their personalities and their experiences during their commute.

True to the researchers’ prediction, the people who talked to strangers reported a significantly more positive, enjoyable commute than those who didn’t. Conversations lasted an average of 14.2 minutes, and the talker came away with a positive impression of the strangers they’d talked to. Not one of them reported having a negative experience. Positive effects were reported regardless of the talker’s personality type. Extroverts and introverts both had a good experience.

Now, if talking to a stranger during your commute is so pleasant, why don’t people do it? To answer that question, Epley and Schroeder recruited sixty-six commuters—66 percent of them women, with a median age of forty-four—and asked them to imagine how they would feel if they participated in the three conditions of the previous study: if they talked to a stranger, remained solitary and focused on themselves, or just did what they always did. While in the previous study, those who talked to strangers reported having a significantly more positive commute than those who did not, here, those who imagined talking to a stranger predicted their commutes would be significantly worse.

Epley and Schroeder repeated these experiments on buses in downtown Chicago with a new sample, this one with a median age of twenty-seven—49 percent of them women—and got similar results. Riders predicted they would have a negative experience talking to strangers, when in reality those who actually did ended up having an overwhelmingly positive one. Another study based in taxis got a similar result. People who talked to their drivers enjoyed their ride more, and liked the driver more, than people who did not.

They then reproduced the previous experiments, only this time they wanted to see if a fear of rejection was a major barrier to interaction. And it was.

Participants believed they were significantly more interested in talking to strangers than strangers were in talking to them. They predicted, on average, that fewer than 47 percent of the people they approached would talk to them. They expected it would be hard to start the conversation. And they were wrong. It was easier than they’d predicted. People were interested in talking to them, and not a single one was rejected. “Commuters appeared to think that talking to a stranger posed a meaningful risk of social rejection,” Epley and Schroeder wrote. “As far as we can tell, it posed no risk at all.”

By now, skeptics among us are thinking the same thing I was thinking when I first read these studies: Sure, talking to strangers might be enjoyable if you’re the one doing the talking. But what about the stranger? Are they enjoying it? After all, every one of us has at one time or another been trapped in an enclosed space by a talker who proved agonizingly impervious to social cues indicating that you’re not in the mood.

So, to test whether the enjoyment went both ways, Epley and Schroeder created yet another experiment—this time in a laboratory meant to resemble a waiting room. They assigned participants some tasks unrelated to the research at hand—to throw them off the scent of the real aims of the experiment. But between those tasks, the researchers had them take a ten-minute break in the waiting room. Some of these subjects were told to talk to the other person in the room, some were told not to talk, and some were told to do whatever they wanted. The ones who talked—both the people who started the conversation and the people they talked to—reported having a much more positive experience than those who did not. That happened regardless of whether the initiator of the conversation was told to talk or just decided to on their own, and it happened regardless of personality type.

Finally, lest anyone think that these results were skewed due to the general friendliness of Midwesterners, Epley and Schroeder re-created the experiment in London, in 2019 at the behest of the BBC. Londoners’ expectations for these interactions were even lower than their American counterparts, but Epley and Schroeder got the same results. “Our commuters estimated that only about 40% of their fellow train passengers would be willing to talk to them,” they reported. “Yet every participant in our experiment who actually tried to talk to a stranger found the person sitting next to them was happy to chat.”

Juliana Schroeder let me take a look at the survey responses she and Epley solicited from participants. “Quite a surprising outcome,” one reported. “Being a Londoner, it is not in my nature to start conversations with strangers on public transport. But a couple sat next to me when changing trains. I asked them a question about the next train, and struck up a conversation until their train came ten minutes later.” Another added, “It was nice! I enjoyed my conversation and it made me think I should talk to strangers more.”

The results of all these studies were heartening—it’s easier and more enjoyable to talk to strangers than we think—but there was also an undertone of alarm to the researchers’ conclusions. “It is possible,” they write, “even in situations where social interaction is neither required nor the norm … that engaging a stranger in conversation may actually be more pleasant than remaining isolated. This suggests a … profound misunderstanding of social interactions: Members of a highly social species may ignore other people because they expect that connecting with a stranger will be more negative than remaining isolated …. Humans may indeed be social animals but may not always be social enough for their own well-being. On an increasingly crowded planet, misunderstanding the benefits of social engagement could be increasingly problematic.”

The participants in all these studies predicted that their interactions with strangers would go badly—they would be hard, and people would reject them—and they were delighted to find that they did not. And when they did strike up these conversations, they were happier, and felt a stronger sense of belonging. So why don’t people talk to one another on the subway? Epley and Schroeder argued that it’s not that everyone really prefers silence, but that they all assume no one else wants to talk, and they believe it will go poorly if they try. This is known in the field as pluralistic ignorance. Basically, it means everyone having the wrong idea about everyone else.

But there is a deeper force at play here, too. Participants in these studies expect to be rejected, yes. But judging from their responses, they also expected little from the conversations themselves. That’s why they were so pleasantly surprised. Why? Why did it come as such a shock that a random stranger could be approachable, cordial, and interesting? Because, simply put, we don’t expect them to be fully human.

Part of the inspiration behind the subway experiments, Schroeder tells me, is the idea that “being surrounded by people and not engaging with them is fundamentally dehumanizing.” Put it this way: It’s dehumanizing to me, because I lose an opportunity to be a social being, which is my nature as a human. And it’s dehumanizing to them, because when I don’t talk to them, I never really experience more than a superficial glimpse of their full humanity. “In big cities, you get this phenomenon where you’re treating people like obstacles,” Schroeder says. And this creates a sort of loop: City dwellers think of strangers as objects, so we don’t talk to them; and because we don’t talk to them, it never fully occurs to us that they are, in fact, really people. We know intellectually that they are, of course, but we often act like we don’t.fn2

This is the lesser minds problem, so-dubbed by Epley and psychologist Adam Waytz, in 2010. This is important. Lesser minds, they explain, works like this: Because we can’t see what’s happening in other people’s heads, we have “what appears to be a universal tendency to assume that others’ minds are less sophisticated and more superficial than one’s own.” That means we chronically underestimate strangers’ intelligence, their willpower, and their ability to feel human emotions like pride, embarrassment, and shame. Perhaps this is why we expect interactions with strangers to go poorly: because we subconsciously believe they just don’t have much to offer.fn3 There is a passage about Theodore Roosevelt in historian Doris Kearns Goodwin’s Leadership: In Turbulent Times that perfectly captures this dynamic:


Week after week, Theodore visited Morton Hall, relaxing with working-class Irish and German immigrants, with butchers, carpenters, and grooms as they drank beer and smoked cigars, listening to their stories, joining them in games of cards, thoroughly enjoying the convivial, masculine atmosphere.

“I went around often enough to have the men get accustomed to me and to have me get accustomed to them,” he later said, “so that we began to speak the same language and so that each could begin to live down in the other’s mind what [nineteenth-century American author] Bret Harte has called ‘the defective quality of being a stranger.’”



The lesser minds problem turns up in everyone, but it can be especially potent if these strangers belong to different groups than we do: if they are a member of an out-group, meaning a different race, nationality, or party.fn4 Studies have found that we don’t believe out-group members think as well as we do, feel as deeply, or have the same degree of self-control. One study, conducted by Carleton University psychologist Michael Wohl, found that apologies from a fictitious group of Afghani soldiers for a friendly fire incident fell flat because the Canadian study participants didn’t quite believe the Afghanis had the capacity to feel genuine guilt.fn5 Lesser minds often manifests in subtle ways, but history furnishes us with many examples of the monstrous dimensions it can take on if provoked. (We will return to those later.)

Obviously, going through life thinking other people aren’t really human is not ideal—not if we want to make progress on the great experiment that is human civilization. So what can we do about the lesser minds problem? Schroeder explains: Since it is “a function of being stuck inside of our own perspectives all the time, the way to counteract it is to actually sit down and engage with the person in a more meaningful way—which involves language,” she says. “That’s kind of why language developed, for these social purposes of finding out what’s going on in the minds of others.”

In other words: We can address it by talking to strangers.

Okay. Now let’s return to Gillian Sandstrom. After her initial breakthroughs, which attracted international media attention, she began examining what was keeping people from taking advantage of this “readily available source of happiness.” While Epley and Schroeder believed that lesser minds and pessimism were keeping us apart, Sandstrom had a simpler explanation: She believed people just didn’t know how to do it.

This insight arose in part from a collaboration she had with a London group called Talk to Me, cofounded in 2012 by two young women named Polly Akhurst and Ann Don Bosco. The group distributed “Talk to Me” buttons to signal a willingness to talk in public, and set up “talk bars” in public spaces, pubs, and bus stops, offering people sets of questions to get the conversations started. There was predictable pushback from some Londoners aghast at the violation of this sacred social norm, but Akhurst says she saw results immediately. “Some people said that they feel differently about London,” she says, “and even feel safer living in the city after realizing who the actual strangers are.”

In 2014, as Talk to Me garnered attention in the international press, Don Bosco reached out to Sandstrom to ask if she was interested in working together. She was, and they set about thinking of what she could contribute. “Then one day I just had this revelation,” Sandstrom says. “I was playing the piano, and
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