
Cultural Awareness
In social settings, it is quite 

common for people to have polite 
conversations about unimportant or 
uncontroversial matters. It is called 

small talk.
There are a few different reasons 

why people use small talk. It is a way 
to break an uncomfortable silence, 
for one. Another reason, however, 
is simply to fill time. That is why it is 
so common to make small talk when 
you are waiting for something. Some 
people make small talk in order 
to be polite.

In Canada it is also common to 
make small talk also in transactional 
interactions, such as at the cashier 
of a shop or while ordering food, 
for example.

When to make small talk

The most common time for small 
talk to occur is the first time you 
see or meet someone on a given 
day. For example, if you see a co-
worker in the lounge you might 
say hello and discuss the sports or 
weather. However, the next time 
you see each other you might just 
smile and say nothing. 

Another good time to make small 
talk is during a break in a meeting or 
presentation when there is nothing 
important going on. Finally, it is 
important to recognize the cue 
when the other person wants the 
conversation to stop.

What to talk about

The weather - although it may 
seem a bit boring, it is a good 
neutral topic that everyone can 
discuss, especially if you are in a 
place where the weather has great 
impact on people’s lives.

Good conversation starters are, 
“lovey day, don’t you think?”; “it 
looks like it is going to rain”; “I can’t 
believe it is snowing again!”.

Art and entertainment - some 
good conversation starters include 
movies and television shows; 
popular restaurants; popular music; 
books: “have you seen any good 
movies lately?”; “did you watch the 
Oscars?”.

Sports - topics that you can 
discuss with others include 
favorite teams; sporting events; 
tournaments. Use questions as 
“did you see the game scores last 
night?”; “do you think *athlete 
name* has any chance to make it to 
the Olympics?”.

Travel - people like to talk 
about vacations. Ask them about 
their favourite travel spots they’d 
recommend. “What is the best time 
of year to visit *place*?”, “What else 
would you recommend?”

The news - being aware of what 
is going on in your country or city is 
a great conversation opener: “did 
you know the city will open a new 
park for the kids?”; “apparently the 
transit fares will go up again”.

Greet people 
appropriately

Should you kiss or 
not kiss? Instead, 
a good handshake 
is universal and, in 
general, goes beyond 
cultural borders.

Remember names
It might seem 

obvious but recalling 
people’s names is 
always positive. Try 
to repeat people’s 
names as soon as 
you are introduced to 
them.

Be a great listener
People love to talk 

about themselves, so 
being a good listener 
will take you a long way.

Make a clean exit
If the conversation 

has come to an end - 
to you, at least - you 
can finish it by saying 
that you ‘need’ to pick 
up some food, to say 
hello to an old friend, 
to freshen up, etc. It 
is also a good idea to 
mention something 
from the conversation 
so it doesn’t seem you 
are leaving because 
it was boring. For 
example, you can say 
something like,  “It 
is great to hear you 
have been involved in  
volunteering”.
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Synonyms
backchat; chat; chatter; chitchat
Topics to avoid
Religion; politics; sex; death; personal gossip; age or appearance


