
2 0 2 6  E D I T I O N  ·  C O N V E R S AT I O N  G U I D E LARG E PRI NT

Small Talk,
Real Talk
How to talk to anyone: start easy conversations,
keep them going and turn them into real
connection.

16
short, practical
chapters

120
printable
conversation cards

300+
ready-to-use lines

21
day Hello Challenge

SkillNugget



S K IL L NU GGE T C O NV E R S ATIO N GU IDE

Small Talk, Real Talk
How to talk to anyone: start easy conversations, keep them going
and turn them into real connection.

2026 edition · Large print · Printable

SkillNugget

© 2026 SkillNugget · skillnugget.com. All rights reserved. This book is for your personal use. Print as many
copies of the pages as you need for yourself and your household. Please don't share or resell the file.

This is a practical communication guide. It is not therapy or medical advice. If anxiety about social situations
is seriously affecting your life, a doctor or licensed therapist can help. Research findings are summarized in
plain English; the full references are on the Sources page. Example conversations were written for this book.



3

This sample includes the Welcome, Chapter 2 (the Conversation
Ladder) and Chapter 4 (never run out of things to say). The full
book has 16 chapters, 300+ ready-to-use lines, rescue lines for
awkward moments, the 21-Day Hello Challenge and a printable
toolkit with 120 conversation cards and a little surprise.

G E T  T H E  FU L L  B O O K

skillnugget.com/course/small-talk-real-talk

F R E E  S A M P L E

Inside this free sample
Three chapters from Small Talk, Real Talk.
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Somewhere right now, two people are standing three feet apart at a
party, each holding a drink, each thinking: "I'd say something, but
they probably don't want to talk to me."

Both are wrong. And this book is about what happens when one of them goes
first.

You don't need to become a different person to be good at conversation. You
don't need to be loud, funny or the life of the party. The people we enjoy talking
to most are rarely the performers. They're the ones who make us feel
interesting. That is a skill, not a personality, and like any skill it can be learned
in small, comfortable steps.

What you'll be able to do
Start a conversation with almost anyone, in almost any setting, without a
script in your head going "say something, say something."

Keep it going without running out of things to say, using one simple habit:
pulling threads.

Turn small talk into real talk when you want to, so that a chat at a bus stop
or a wedding can become a genuine connection.

Rescue awkward moments: the silence, the forgotten name, the person
who won't stop talking, the question you don't want to answer.

End gracefully and leave people glad they met you.

W E L C O M E

How to talk to anyone
Read this first. It takes five minutes.
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How this book is built
Part 1, The mindset, takes about 20 minutes and changes how the whole thing
feels. It shows you the research on why conversations go better than we
expect, and introduces the one model you'll use everywhere: the Conversation
Ladder.

Part 2, The six skills, is the heart of the book: opening, keeping it going,
listening, sharing, going deeper and ending well. Each chapter ends with
something to try.

Part 3, Real places, real people, applies the skills to the situations people ask
about most: parties and weddings, work, neighbors and strangers, family
gatherings, and calls and messages.

Part 4, Awkward moments and practice, has the rescue lines, a chapter for
shy people and introverts, and the 21-Day Hello Challenge that turns all of this
into habit.

T H E  O N LY R U L E

Read a chapter, then try one thing from it within 24 hours. One
conversation. Small is fine. Skills are built by doing, and the first try is
always the hardest one.

A  SM A L L  SU R PR ISE

There's a little something in your toolkit that we haven't seen in any other
conversation book. Please don't open the file called The Conversation
Cube until you reach Chapter 7. It will make more sense, and it's more
fun, that way.

About the scripts

You'll find hundreds of example lines in boxes like this:
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They are starting points, not lines to memorize. Change the words until they
sound like you. The best conversation sounds like a person, not a book.

S AY  IT

So how do you know the bride and groom?
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Every good conversation moves. It starts somewhere safe and
shared, and if both people are enjoying it, it climbs. Here is the map
of that climb. You'll use it for the rest of the book.

The four rungs

4
Purpose
What matters to them: values, hopes, lessons, big decisions. "What would you
do if you knew you couldn't fail?"

3
Passions
What they love, enjoy and care about: hobbies, opinions, favorites. "What
got you into climbing?"

2
Plans
What's happening in their life: recent and upcoming. "Anything fun
planned for the weekend?"

1
Place
What you're sharing right now: the setting, the event, the
weather, the food. "Have you tried the little tarts? They're
dangerous."

Place is where almost every conversation with a stranger begins, because it's
the one thing you definitely have in common. Plans is the first step into their
life. Passions is where people light up. Purpose is where friendships and real
connection are made.

C H A P T E R  2

The Conversation Ladder
Four rungs from small talk to real talk, and how to climb them.
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Three rules of the ladder

The same conversation, four rungs up
Here's how a chat in the line for coffee at a conference can climb in under three
minutes:

Climb one rung at a time. Jumping from "Lovely weather" to "What's
your biggest regret?" feels like an ambush. From the weather to weekend
plans, to why they love hiking, to what being outdoors means to them,
feels natural.

1

Follow their energy. When their answers get longer, their voice gets
faster or they smile, they're enjoying the rung. Stay, or climb. When
answers shrink, step down a rung, or close kindly.

2

You can always step down. Real talk doesn't have to stay deep.
"Anyway, that got deep! Are you staying for the dessert?" is a perfectly
graceful move back to Place.

3
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PLACE This line is either a sign the coffee is great or that they have one
machine.

THEM Ha, I think it's one machine. I've been here twelve minutes.

PLANS Worth it if it gets you through the afternoon. Which sessions are you
going to?

THEM The one on community gardens. My town's trying to start one.

PASSIONS Oh, nice. Are you a gardener yourself?

THEM I've become obsessed. I started with tomatoes during lockdown and
now I have twenty-three varieties.

PASSIONS Twenty-three! What's the best one?

THEM Honestly, a yellow one my grandmother used to grow. I found the
seeds in her old tin.

PURPOSE That's lovely. So it's kind of a way of keeping her around?

THEM ...Yeah. It really is. I hadn't thought of it like that.

Notice what happened. Nobody "performed." One person noticed something,
asked, and then followed what the other person cared about. The
grandmother's seeds were never on a list of conversation topics. They came
out because someone kept climbing, gently.

How to know which rung you're on

RUNG TYPICAL QUESTIONS GOOD SIGNS TO CLIMB

Place "Is this your first time here?" "How
do you know the host?"

They add a detail you didn't ask
for

Plans "What's keeping you busy these
days?" "Any trips coming up?"

They mention something they're
excited or worried about

Passions "What got you into that?" "What's
the best part?"

Longer answers, faster speech, a
smile
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Purpose "What made you decide to...?" "What
has it taught you?"

A pause before answering, a
softer voice

T H E  80 / 2 0  O F T H E  L A D D E R

Most good everyday conversations live on rungs 2 and 3, Plans and
Passions. You don't need to reach Purpose every time. A great chat about
someone's ridiculous dog is a perfectly successful conversation.

Where people get stuck
Stuck on rung 1. You've talked about the weather, the traffic and the venue,
and now you're both staring at the snacks. Fix: ask one Plans question. "So
what's keeping you busy these days, apart from standing in lines?"

Interview mode. Question, answer, question, answer, like a job interview. Fix:
share something of your own after their answer (Chapter 6), and pull a thread
from what they said instead of moving to a new topic (Chapter 4).

Jumping too high, too fast. Some questions feel intrusive with someone you
just met, whatever the rung: money, health, relationships, politics, religion,
children (or the lack of them). Let them bring these up. If they do, follow gently.

PR A C T IC E

Pick one conversation today and silently notice which rung you're on.
That's all. Once you can see the ladder, climbing it becomes natural.
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The fear behind most conversation anxiety is simple: "What if I run
out of things to say?" Here's the secret. You never have to think of
something new. The next question is always hiding inside the last
answer.

Every answer has three threads
When someone answers a question, they almost always give you three threads
you can pull:

Fact
What they said
happened.

"Ask more about it."

Feeling
How they feel about it,
spoken or not.

"Ask how it was for them."

Footnote
The little side detail they
mentioned in passing.

"Ask about the detail."

Here's an ordinary answer:

Count the threads. Facts: visiting her sister, Denver. Feelings: "quite a trip"
(fun? exhausting?). Footnotes: the wild kids, the lost phone. That one sentence
gives you at least five questions:

"How often do you get to see her?" (fact)

"Was it a relaxing trip or a survival trip?" (feeling)

C H A P T E R  4

Never run out of things to say
Every answer has three threads. Pull one.

S AY  IT

"Oh, I just got back from visiting my sister in Denver. Her kids are wild, and I
managed to lose my phone at the airport, so it was quite a trip."
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"How wild are we talking? Like, glitter-on-the-ceiling wild?" (footnote)

"Wait, did you get your phone back?" (footnote)

"What's Denver like this time of year?" (fact)

The footnote is usually the best thread. It's the thing they
almost didn't say, which means it's the thing they actually
want to talk about.

Follow-up questions are a superpower
In 2017, researchers at Harvard (Karen Huang, Alison Wood Brooks and
colleagues) studied real conversations between people getting to know each
other, in online chats and at speed-dating events. People who asked more
questions were liked more, and follow-up questions (questions that build on
what the other person just said) had the strongest effect. In speed dating,
people who asked more follow-up questions were more likely to get a second
date.

Why? A follow-up question proves you were listening. It says I heard you, and I
want more. A brand-new question, however clever, can say I was waiting for
my turn.

Five follow-ups that work on anything
"What was that like?" (turns a fact into a feeling)1

"How did that happen?" (invites a story)2

"What's the best part?" (moves up to Passions)3

"And then what?" (keeps the story going)4

"Wait, tell me more about [the footnote]." (the magic one)5
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Make some of them statements
A string of questions can feel like an interrogation. Mix in statements that invite
more, said with interest:

Then wait. Most people will fill a friendly pause with more of the story, and it
feels like a conversation, not a quiz.

The "same, but different" bridge
When you share something in common, don't stop at "Me too!" Add a twist that
gives them something to respond to:

INSTEAD OF TRY

✕ "Oh, I love Italy too." ✓ "I love Italy too, but I've only been to Rome.
Is Florence worth it?"

✕ "Yeah, my kids are like that." ✓ "Mine are like that too, but with Lego.
Every step is a booby trap."

When they give you nothing
Some people give one-word answers. Before you decide they don't want to
talk, try two things:

S AY  IT

Twenty-three varieties of tomatoes. That's dedication.

S AY  IT

I've always wondered what that job is actually like day to day.

S AY  IT

Lost your phone at the airport. That's my nightmare.
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If you still get very little after a few tries, it's not your fault. Close kindly
(Chapter 8) and move on.

T H R E A D  PR A C T IC E

Here's an answer. Write three follow-up questions, one for each thread.

Fact question:

Feeling question:

Footnote question:

Some ideas: "Where's the new office?" · "Is crazy good-crazy or bad-crazy?" · "A rooftop!
What's the plan for it? Please say barbecues."

Ask an easier question. Open questions can feel like homework. "What
do you do for fun?" is hard. "Are you more of a beach person or a
mountains person?" is easy, and fun to answer.

1

Offer something first. "I'll go first: my weekend highlight was finally fixing
a squeaky door. Living the dream. How about you?"

2

S AY  IT

"Work's been crazy, we're moving offices next month. At least the new
one has a rooftop."
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