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Small Talk in a US Context

Engaging in small talk enables others to remember you and it encourages them 

to engage with you in small talk on other occasions. In her book on the value of 

small talk, Dr. Justine Coupland, an expert in the field of sociolinguistics, writes 

that "Small talk cannot be dismissed as peripheral, marginal or minor discourse. 

Small talk is a means by which we negotiate interpersonal relationships. This is a 

crucial function with significant implications for ongoing and future interactions“ 

(Living, 2016).
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Agenda

Image source: https://www.teeturtle.com/products/how-to-small-talk?variant=19577791474483

• The ARC of Small Talk

• Anchoring the conversation

• Revealing information to build trust

• Closing smoothly

• The 3 Tiers of Small Talk Topics

• Turn-taking & Other Cultural Considerations

• Time for Q & A
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The ARC of small talk

Reveal

Find what

you have in 

common

Reveal information to 

build trust/connection

Exit 

smoothly 

& politely
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The Anchor
Finding what you have in common
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Source image: https://www.istockphoto.com/vector/ancor-icon-isolated-on-white-background-

vector-illustration-gm1004206496-271247593

General commonalities

(universal shared experiences)

Context-specific commonalities

(immediate shared experiences)

• Nice time of year, isn’t it? (weather)

• Did you hear about the big storm up 

in New York? (current events)

• I noticed your Atlanta Hawks t-shirt. 

Have you been to a game? (sporting 

events)

• Got anything fun planned for the 

weekend? (leisure activities)

• How’s the semester going? 
(university)

• Have you done any ELSP 

workshops yet? (current location)

• I feel like I’ve seen you on this 

shuttle before. Are you also at 

Emory? (current location)

• How’s your experiment going? (lab)

Let’s try it! (Handout #1)
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The 3 tiers of small talk topics

Tier 3 – 

intimate topics/ 

best avoided

   age, personal details (marital status,

 kids?), finances/salaries, political views,  

personal appearance (like weight) 

Tier 2 – 
potentially sensitive/controversial

religion, politics, health

Tier 1 – safe territory

sports, the weather, pop culture/celebrities, food, leisure 
activities/hobbies, arts & entertainment (shows/movies/plays), 

and any immediate shared experience
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“Some people love to talk 

about their health and their 

kids, but don’t ask a probing 

question until the door has 

been opened,” said Daniel 

Post Senning, etiquette 

expert & the great-great-

grandson of Emily Post.
(Herrara, 2018)

Adapted from Herrara, 2018; Lockwood, 2019; Matthews, 2004)



How are these conversations?

Safe territory

Potentially sensitive

Best to be avoided
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Instructions: You will hear a few dialogs. Hold up a green card in the beginning of each dialog. If 
the dialog moves into another tier, hold up yellow or red. For each dialog, we will discuss briefly 
what the issue might be.



Dialogue 1
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Conversations 1 & 2 from Speaking Solutions, p. 37 

Context: 2 classmates chatting before class 

Speaker 1: Hey, have you tried that new Italian restaurant 
downtown? I heard their pasta is amazing.

Speaker 2: Not yet, but I’ve been wanting to check it out. I’ve 
heard great things about their lasagna too.

Speaker 1: Definitely worth a visit! They also have a fantastic 
dessert menu. I tried their tiramisu last week, and it was to die 
for.1                                                 1 = “it was to die for” means excellent

Speaker 2: Sounds delicious! Maybe we should go together 
sometime.

Safe topic - food



Dialogue 2 
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Conversations 1 & 2 from Speaking Solutions, p. 37 

Context: 2 people in the same department running into each other in the hallway

Speaker 1: Hi! How are you? You look great! Have you lost weight? 

Speaker 2: Hi Sam! Thank you. Well, I’ve been trying to get healthier 

recently. I started a new workout routine and changed my diet. Maybe it 

already shows… 

Speaker 1: It does show! That’s great! I’ve been thinking about doing the 

same, but it’s hard to stay motivated. Do you have any tips?

Speaker 2: Sure, setting small, achievable goals really helped me. And 

finding a workout buddy makes a big difference. 

To be avoided  - body weight



Dialogue 2 (revised)
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Conversations 1 & 2 from Speaking Solutions, p. 37 

Context: 2 people in the same dept. running into each other in the hallway

Speaker 1: Hi! How’s it going1?
                                                                                                      1 = How are you? What’s new with you?

Speaker 2: Hi Sam! Great to see you. Well, I’ve been trying to get healthier 

recently. I started a new workout routine and changed my diet. Maybe it 

already shows… 

Speaker 1: It does show! That’s great! I’ve been thinking about doing the 

same, but it’s hard to stay motivated. Do you have any tips?

Speaker 2: Yeah. Sure! Setting small, achievable goals really helped me. 

And finding a workout buddy makes a big difference.

Although health and diet are potentially sensitive,

Speaker 2 has opened the door, so Speaker 1 can 

continue, if comfortable with the topic.



Dialogue 3
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Conversations 1 & 2 from Speaking Solutions, p. 37 

Context: 2 colleagues talking in the office

Co-worker 1: Did you see the president’s speech at the UN General 

Assembly?

Co-worker 2: Yes, I did. It was an interesting speech.

Co-worker 1: Yeah, I wondered why the audience didn’t boo him. 

Co-worker 2: (?!?!?)

Best to be avoided  - political views



Dialogue 3 (revised)
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Conversations 1 & 2 from Speaking Solutions, p. 37 

Context: 2 colleagues talking in the office

Co-worker 1: Did you see the president’s speech at the UN 

General Assembly?

Co-worker 2: Yes, I did. It was an interesting speech.

Co-worker 1: Yeah. I heard he spoke longer than his allotted 

time.

Co-worker 2: (?!?!?)

Potentially neutral / Potentially sensitive  - politics



Dialogue 4
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Conversations 1 & 2 from Speaking Solutions, p. 37 

Context: Two ex-classmates bumped into each other at a farmer’s market 

Speaker 1: Hi! How are you? I heard you got a new job recently. How’s it 

going?

Speaker 2: Oh hi! It’s going well, thanks! It’s been a big adjustment, but I’m 

getting used to it.

Speaker 1: That’s great to hear! I guess you got a significant pay increase 

compared to your last job?

Speaker 2: Well, I’d rather not go into details about that. But I’m definitely 

happy with the change.

Best to be avoided  - finances

"I guess you got a significant pay increase..."



The ARC of small talk

Communication expert Fleming 
says that when we open up a bit 
and reveal information about 
ourselves “we extend to the 
other person a few more threads 
of connection and trust, while at 
the same time providing them 
material to which to respond.” 
(McKay, 2021)

Example: 

You (throwing out an anchor): I’m so tired of this rain, and you? 

Person X: Yup.

You (throwing out an anchor): Got anything fun planned this weekend? 

Person X: Not really.

You (revealing). Oh. Well, I’m going to go to Stone Mountain to kayak. 

The lake there is lovely and there’s tons of wildlife. 
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Reveal

Reveal personal 

information to build 

trust



Conversational turn-taking
• Many small talk topics are sufficient for at least a few relatively short turns of 

back-and-forth ( a few sentences each). You don’t want to barely participate or 
dominate a conversation. You also don’t want to  make the other person do all the 
work. 
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What else might go wrong in terms of turn taking? Volunteer #2.

Conversations 1 & 2 from Speaking Solutions, p. 37 

2 volunteers to be A & B.



The ARC of small talk

Reveal

Exit 

smoothly & 

politely

So you've sparked up some small 
talk and maintained it through 
asking questions and active 
listening, but now you need to 
go. What can you do to close the 
conversation?

Step 1- 

Break eye 
contact, use 
a filler word

Step 2 – 

Say something 
positive that signals 

the close

Step 3 - 

Indicate 
reason for the 

close

Well/OK.        This was a great conversation.         If you’ll excuse me,     
                                                                                        I’ve got to get to class.

Let’s practice! (handout 2)
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Intercultural Aspects of Small Talk 
Consider this conversation between two colleagues, one American and 

another one Ukrainian. They meet by the coffee-machine in their office on 

Monday morning: 

Cindy: How was your weekend?

Natasha: It was okay, spent time with the family. But to be honest, I've been 

feeling not so great lately.

Cindy: What happened?

Natasha: Everything is just terrible... Problems at home, stress at work. I can’t 

sleep well at night. I’m always tired. It’s all pretty overwhelming. 

Cindy: I understand… 
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Awkward pause… 

Cindy (in her mind): I’d better avoid talking to her. She is too negative. 

Explanation: In Ukraine, small talk often gets into complaining about life. 
That’s a way people can relate to each other and connect. In the US, 
however, bringing up problems you experience may come off as too 
negative.



Intercultural Aspects of Small Talk 

Consider this conversation between two 

businesspeople at a dinner

• N. American speaker: It was great spending the evening with you. 
I hope you enjoyed the restaurant. 

• German speaker: The salmon was way too salty. I should have 
ordered the salad. 

• N. American: Oh, I’m so sorry to hear that. 

--The German is likely thinking: Why is he sorry? He didn’t cook the food!
--The Southerner is likely thinking: Well, how rude. I chose the restaurant. 

• Explanation: Directness continuum….Germany vs. Southern US  we may be 
more indirect and polite compared to cultures like Germany as well as other 
regions (like New York), particularly when it comes to sensitive topics like 
criticism. This style often emphasizes maintaining harmony.
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Nonverbal Considerations

19

Your nonverbal signals can say a lot. 

Sources: Virtual Speech, The Teaching Professor, and https://medium.com/curious/how-to-master-your-

body-language-and-boost-your-social-skills-e7678839829f; 

https://medium.com/curious/how-to-master-your-body-language-and-boost-your-social-skills-e7678839829f
https://medium.com/curious/how-to-master-your-body-language-and-boost-your-social-skills-e7678839829f


Nonverbal Considerations
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Your nonverbal signals can say a lot. 

Sources: Virtual Speech, The Teaching Professor, and https://medium.com/curious/how-to-master-your-

body-language-and-boost-your-social-skills-e7678839829f; 

https://medium.com/curious/how-to-master-your-body-language-and-boost-your-social-skills-e7678839829f
https://medium.com/curious/how-to-master-your-body-language-and-boost-your-social-skills-e7678839829f


Agenda

Image source: https://www.teeturtle.com/products/how-to-small-talk?variant=19577791474483

• The ARC of Small Talk

• Anchoring the conversation

• Revealing information

• Closing smoothly

• Time for Q & A
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Please complete evaluation:

• A .pdf of today’s slides will 

be emailed to you. 

• Seek out opportunities to 

practice small talk!

“The more frequently you do it, the more comfortable you’ll become. 
You’ll also learn which topics generate the best conversations, how to 
gauge a person’s mood by their body language and tone of voice, and the 
signs a conversation has wrapped up. You can also “train” by talking to 
strangers when you’re out and about”. (Frost, 2022)



Additional useful phrases
Frost (2022) notes that you can “train” yourself to get more comfortable with small 

talk by engaging with others throughout your daily routine.

General ‘small talk’ starters:
• Nice to see you again. Anything new with 

you?

• Hi. How’s your day been?

• Good morning [person’s name] how are 

things with you today?

• It’s been a while. What have you been up 

to lately?

• Hi again. How’s your week been going so 

far?

Deflecting a topic:
• I’d rather not go into details, if that’s okay.

• I’m not so comfortable discussing that. 

• That’s a bit personal-  I’d rather not discuss 

that. 

• That’s a little personal, I’d prefer to keep that 

private.

University ‘small talk’ starters:
• Good morning [person’s name]. Working on 

anything new/interesting lately?

• Nice to see you. How are your classes 

going?

• It’s been a while. How’s your research project 

coming along?

• Did you happen to go to the [some campus 

event] last week?

• I’m enjoying the food trucks outside Cox Hall. 

What about you?

Leisure ‘small talk’ starters:
• Happy Monday! How was your weekend?

• It’s almost the weekend. Got any big 

plans?

• It’s been a while. I remember you like 

movies. See any good ones lately?

• Nice to see you again. Have you had a 

chance to explore Atlanta yet?
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