Making Small Talk Work
The On-Ramp to Real Conversation — Participant Handout
Small talk isn't the opposite of meaningful connection — it's the on-ramp to it. People only share meaningful things once they feel safe, and small talk is what builds that safety. Skipping straight to depth usually backfires; warming up first works better.
The Statement-Plus-Question Technique
Instead of just asking a question, share something small about yourself first, then ask. Sharing something personal creates gentle social pressure for the other person to share something back — and your statement shows them how much detail feels appropriate here.
🌱  "I'm a graphic designer, and I love the creative-problem-solving side of it. What drew you to your work?"
🌱  "I'm hunting for the perfect farmers market tomato this weekend. Any plans of your own?"
FORD: Go-To Topics When You're Stuck
Four universal, low-risk categories. Pick one that feels natural and explore it — don't cycle through all four like a checklist.
F  Family
"Are you from around here?" "Family nearby?"
O  Occupation
"What's your work like?" "How'd you get into that?"
R  Recreation
"What do you do for fun?" "Any weekend plans?"
D  Dreams
"Anything you're looking forward to?" "Any goals on your mind lately?"

The Ladder of Depth
Conversations move through rungs. Small talk usually lives on the first two or three — deepening a friendship means climbing toward the fourth and fifth, a little at a time.
1  Facts & preferences: "I work in marketing."
2  Experiences & stories: "I started in marketing after my internship."
3  Feelings & reactions: "I love the creative challenge of it."
4  Values & beliefs: "I think marketing should genuinely help people."
5  Dreams & fears: "Sometimes I worry I'm not making enough impact."
Reading Readiness
Signs someone is open to going deeper: they ask you questions back, share opinions or personal details unprompted, and seem relaxed and unhurried. If they pull back or give shorter answers after you try, that's your cue to return to lighter ground — not push further.
How to Actually Make the Shift
•  Don't change the subject — go deeper into the same one. Ask about the why behind something they already mentioned.
•  Share your own related experience once they've opened a door, rather than immediately redirecting to yourself.
•  Ask for their opinion on something that already matters to them, not a new unrelated topic.
  Small talk isn't shallow — it's the soil the deeper conversation grows out of.  
One small-talk opener I'll try this week, and with whom:
 
