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Those Americans sure do talk a lot, don't they?

It may be called small talk, but it fills a huge space. Some internationals, or foreign professionals working in the USA, want to know
how to be part of the casual and friendly conversation at work, the small talk. Not being part of the small talk might leave some
people feeling, well, a bit small, which is to say left out of the conversation, and that's not good. So what is there to do about it?

Now and then people ask me how they can become part of the conversation at work. A typical question could be something like "How
can I be part of the conversation?" Or someone might ask, "What should I say?"

Internationals may observe that Americans seem to talk a lot, more than people talk, that is, where they come from. This sort of
communication behavior, sometimes called small talk, is part of American culture. Talking a lot, and sometimes talking a lot about
nothing that seems to be very significant or important, is something that some internationals working in the US may find odd or
strange. Nonetheless, people, that is to say internationals who are my clients in the Boston area, sometimes ask me how they can
become part of the conversation.

Becoming part of the conversation means talking to colleagues while waiting for a meeting to start in a conference room. Becoming
part of the conversation means talking during lunch and not just listening. But listening is the key. If you're already listening and
paying attention, you're on the right track. Here are a few tips and suggestions for becoming part of the conversation at work.

1. Listen for something in the other person’s conversation or story that you can, also, relate to in some way. What comes to mind
when you hear someone say "this"? Comment on whatever "this" is.

2. Listen for anything that you could have in common with someone. If you find that you share a common interest, talk about it.
Don't ask what the point is in doing this. There doesn't have to be a reason for it. If you want to be part of the conversation at
work, the small talk, this is one way to do it. It could be pointless to talk about certain things to you, but to Americans it's
perfectly normal, and it's their way of being social, being friendly, establishing rapport, and, in a way, cultivating good
relationships.

3. Listen for information gaps in what someone says. In other words, whatever anyone is talking about, take an interest in it and
become curious. Ask a question or two. Ask for more information. Taking an interest in what your colleagues talk about and are
interested in helps build good relationships at work, and it makes you part of the conversation.

4. If someone is telling a story, listen for how you might be able to relate to it some way. Someone could be talking about
something that they did, something that happened to them, something that someone else did, or something that happened to
someone they know. If someone's story reminds of something that has to do with you, or someone's story calls to mind something
you remember, then, maybe, you should talk about it. The key is that it has to be relevant enough in some way to what the other
person is talking about. Become part of the conversation by letting your colleagues know, somehow, that you can relate to what
they say.

5. If someone talks about something that happened to them, then talk about how you can relate to it because something similar
happened to you. Ask yourself this question: Does this person's story remind me of anything in life that I can talk about? If the
answer is yes, then listen for the "right time" to jump in and become part of the conversation. Be attentive to what's going on in
the conversation. Listen for pauses and breaks. These are cues to help you know when you can say something and be part of the
conversation.

Here are a few more tips for becoming part of the conversation or getting into the small talk.

A. Ask yourself what you can infer, or interpret, from what someone says. This might cause you to start sentences that begin
something like this: 1) That must have been ___ 2) You must have been ___ 3) I'll bet that ___ 4) I can imagine how that ___ 5) I
can't imagine how that ___ 6) I'm sure that ___. This tip might not be easy to understand at first. It requires some thought.
Consider this an introduction to the idea.

B. Listen for opportunities to express agreement. If someone says something you agree with, speak up and express your agreement.
Talk about why you agree. Ask questions.

C. And here's one more tip for small talk. While complaining does not promote positive thinking or optimism, you will hear some
people complain from time to time. It could be about the weather, the trains not being on time, their cell phone company, or
anything. Listen to what people complain about. If you think or feel the same way about something, let them know. Even if you
don't think or feel the same way about something, then you can, at least, let people know you're listening by saying something as
simple as "Yes, I know what you mean". Or you could say, "Tell me about it." Of course, this is not a request for someone to
continue talking about what they're complaining about. Saying "tell me about it' just means that you understand what someone
means and, maybe, you sympathize or empathize with what they're saying, meaning you can relate to it in some way.

It takes practice and a little time, but if you listen and pay attention, you can become part of the conversation at work. And, by the
way, if you’re American and you work with internationals, or foreign professionals, notice when people are quiet, or notice when
they’re too quiet. It could be that they want to be part of the conversation but just don't know how to start. Say something. Take it
upon yourself to invite someone into the conversation. It's not a lot of work, it doesn't cost anything, and you'll be helping someone.
If you don’t do that already, do you think you can start?


