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and depression—and lead to a 

deeper sense of purpose. That’s be-

cause connections of any kind,  

even minor ones, give people’s lives 

meaning, researchers say, and help 

them look beyond their own needs. 

As an introvert living far from 

family and old friends, I wondered 

if I, chronic avoider of small talk, 

could reap those benefits too. So I 

began an experiment: For a month, 

I’d talk to the strangers and ac-

quaintances I encountered to see 

what would happen. Let’s just say…

it wasn’t boring.

I started my trial the day before 

my first Olympic triathlon, when I 

was a nervous wreck. As I surveyed 

the beach where I’d soon swim my 

first ocean mile, I spotted a young 

Maybe it’s because I live in New York City—a 

metropolis of strangers and solicitation—but 

ask nearly anyone anywhere their feelings 

about small talk and you’ll get this response: 

“The worst.” But despite how cringeworthy striking up 

a conversation with an unfamiliar face might seem, 

more frequent casual chatting actually leads to greater 

happiness and emotional well-being and a stronger 

sense of belonging, studies show. Intriguing, right? 

 All those warm-and-fuzzy feels are nice not only in 

the moments after a convo ends. If you experience 

them regularly, they could help ease anxiety, loneliness, 

M

The Power of Hello
A surefire way to turn a “meh” day into a good one? Chitchat. 
Yep, it’s true. Despite its bad rap, small talk is your brain’s BFF. 

By Kristin Canning
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couple putting on their wet suits  

to test the water. I forced myself  

to walk up and say hello. “Have you 

gone swimming here before?” 

“No!” the woman said. “I’m a little 

scared.” I was instantly relieved 

that I wasn’t the only one with jit-

ters, and I found myself wanting  

to reassure her (us). “I’m right there 

with you,” I laughed. “At least we 

have good weather!” I followed 

them into the water and swam a few 

feet behind. I thought, If she can do 

this, so can I. I had no connection  

to these people until that moment, 

but they made me feel safe. 

That’s one reason small talk is so 

good for our emotional health, says 

Oscar Ybarra, PhD, a professor of 

psychology at the University of 

Michigan: “When you discover that 

people are willing to connect with 

you, listen, and provide support, it 

adds a little bit of trust and security 

to your world view.” Humans need 

relationships to feel fulfilled, and 

mini encounters can help fill the so-

cial gaps that happen when we don’t 

live near people we’re close to. 

It made me wonder: Why, then, 

do we shy away from small talk? 

“Studies show that people believe 

keeping to themselves will be  

more enjoyable than talking to 

someone they don’t know,” says Ju-

liana Schroeder, PhD, a psychology 

professor at the University of Cali-

fornia at Berkeley. “But we know 

that after they have a conversation, 

they’re actually happier than when 

they sit in solitude.” We make this 

mistake time and again because  

of what experts call “pluralistic ig-

norance”—when we see people  

not talking to each other, we as-

sume that means no one wants to 

talk. And if we do put ourselves out 

there, we think the person we’re 

talking to isn’t into it. Again, not 

true, says Gillian Sandstrom, PhD, 

a senior lecturer in psychology at 

the University of Essex in England. 

She hypothesizes that we do this, 

creating a phenomenon dubbed the 

“liking gap,” because we focus more 

on ourselves and the moments we 

think didn’t go well [*raises hand*]. 

Despite those instances of 

weirdness—like misreading the 

right time to jump into a circle of 

chatting colleagues (oy)—I found 

myself feeling energized and up-

beat after convos, and the whole 

process felt easier. In a way, I was 

giving my brain exercise, says 

Ybarra, and it was getting stronger. 

One of his studies found that 

speaking with someone new im-

proved subjects’ tests on executive 

function, which is our brain’s abili-

ty to organize, plan, focus, and pri-

oritize. “People tend to think social 

skills are soft and easy, but they re-

quire as much mental engagement 

as analytical stuff, if not more,” he 

says. “It’s cognitive gymnastics.” 

Practicing these flips and turns 

made me sharper in meetings and 

more confident with friends. I 

stopped shutting strangers down, 

which led to an airport security 

agent telling me about his nomadic 

hippie days—and that lightness re-

placed my nerves as I boarded the 

plane. There were still awkward mo-

ments, but I was less afraid of them.

Toward the end of my experi-

ment, when I was feeling the most 

skilled, I think I may have (dare I 

say?) made some friends! I was vis-

iting my local bike shop for a post-

race repair, and at first, the mechan-

ics said they couldn’t help me. I felt 

disappointed, but instead of label-

ing the trip a complete waste of 

time, I drummed up a conversation. 

“Do you get a lot of triathlon cus-

tomers?” I asked. We started talking 

about my tri, and pretty soon I  

was behind the counter helping 

them look up events they could sign 

up for. One of the guys found a way 

to rejigger some of my bike parts and 

fixed my bike—which wouldn’t have 

happened if I hadn’t stuck around 

and been friendly. I felt as if I’d built 

a mini community that I could reach 

out to for help. I knew enough about 

them—and they, me—to be able to 

chat again the next time I visited. 

I left the shop feeling a little better 

about being far from home, know-

ing I had an untapped support sys-

tem of 8.6 million people waiting for 

me to introduce myself. There are 

still days when I just don’t feel like 

small talk, or anxiety steers me 

away from it, but now I believe in  

the benefits. Forcing myself to talk 

to strangers was a lot like signing  

up for a triathlon, and small talk is  

a lot like exercise: It’s hard to get  

going, but you always feel better  

after you do it.

Embrace the Awk 
When you hit up strangers, 
they might give you a funny 
look or assume you want 
something—and that’s okay. 
If you can get past the initial 
discomfort, they’ll figure out 
you’re just being friendly, 
and it’ll be enjoyable for all. 

Plan Ahead
People do better when they 
have their intro in mind 
(compliments are always a 
win!) and know how they will 
wrap up the chat, which can 
be as simple as, “It’s been 
great talking, but I have to 
get back to something.” 

Ease In
Small talk feels scarier if 
you’re unsure your target 
will respond and there’s no 
clear ending point (like on a 
long flight). Start by talking 
to your cashier or barista—
they definitely won’t ignore 
you, and there’s an easy exit.  

YES,  
YOU CAN 
TALK TO 
ANYONE

The amount 
your bad mood 
would decrease 
if you tried small 
talk 10 more 
times a day, per 
a study from the 
University of 
British Columbia 
in Canada

9%


