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The old industry adage might

be spot on: most interpreters are

fairly extroverted, while most trans-

lators tend to be introverts. That’s an

oversimplification and I know that

there are always many exceptions,

but during my years in the industry,

I’ve noticed that translators struggle

more with one important thing than

interpreters do: small talk.

Do you hate small talk? If yes,

read on. I know small talk can be

painful, but you can make it easier

on yourself by keeping a few things

in mind.

1. Keep it short. At networking

events, no one wants to hear long,

complicated stories. Be succinct and

interesting, but resist the urge to tell

your life story.

2. Work on your conversation

starters. The easiest way is to intro-

duce yourself and say something

simple along the lines of “I’m new to

this event” or something similar.

Experienced networkers will get the

hint and will introduce you to others.

Another good way to start a conver-

sation is to ask questions: about the

organization, about that particular

event, and about the person to whom

you’re speaking. 

3. Learn to listen. The best relation-

ship builders are people who truly

listen and who are not obsessing over

what they can sell, but rather how

they can help the other person. It’s a

powerful thing to think long-term and

big picture rather than short-term and

project-based.

4. Don’t monopolize people. Once

you get comfortable talking to one

person and your nerves settle down a

bit, you might want to hang on to that

person for dear life because it’s scary

to start over with another person.

However, remember that everyone is

there to mix and mingle and that you

are not the only person to whom they

want to speak.

5. Brush up on current events

(including sports). Even if you don’t

like baseball, you’d better have some-

thing to say if you’re at an event

during the World Series. And while

local politics might not be all that

interesting (mostly), it would still be

good to know that a big new com-

pany is investing $100 million in

your state. You don’t have to know

everything, but the bottom line is to

be informed so you can participate in

conversations. 

6. Avoid certain topics. It’s usually

best to steer clear of politics, religion,

and highly personal matters. Sure,

there’s always an election around the

corner, and it’s perfectly fine to have

an opinion, but I prefer to talk about

more neutral matters with people I

don’t know or barely know.

7. Get the introductions out of the

way. It can be awkward when another

person walks up when you’re already

engaged in conversation and you

don’t know the names of either the

first or the second person. In my

experience, it’s usually best to be

honest and say “I’m sorry, we just

met, would you mind telling me your

name again so I can introduce you to

....” It’s horrifying to stand next to

people all evening without knowing

their names, so it’s good to get the

introductions out of the way early.

And it’s fine to admit you don’t

remember the person’s name. Just ask

again. Get a business card and try to

remember one particular thing about

the person to help you remember

(e.g., her purse, his shirt, her cute ear-

rings, his Boston accent).

Small talk is similar to translation

in one way: it’s art, not science. And

just like translation, it usually gets

easier the more you do it. Happy

small talking! n
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