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If you’re at someone else’s party,  
ask about a person’s relationship to 
the guest of honor:
•  How do you know the Birthday Boy/Girl?
>  Now talk about your relationship with the

person, like how long you’ve known them,
and/or where you met.

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>•>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

Talking IRL > PARTIES & EVENTS > At a Birthday Party > IdeasTalking IRL > PARTIES & EVENTS > At a Birthday Party

At a Birthday Party  
(Someone Else’s or Yours)

The only thing worse than attending someone’s birthday 
party, where you’re expected to make small talk with the guest 
of honor and maybe a few other people, is attending your own 
birthday party, where you’re expected to make small talk with 
everyone.

1.
Talking IRL IDEAS

If it involves the phrase “you had to be there,” then do not 

explain private jokes you share with the Birthday Boy/Girl. The 

jokes won’t be funny to other people because they had to be there.

a Very Important Note
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Someone Else’s Birthday Party Cue #1: 
Oh look, there’s cake. 
•  What kind of cake do you like? What kind

of cake do you not like?
>  Now describe your favorite and most hated

desserts, where you get them, and if the
person has ever tasted it/been there.

>  Encourage people to try your favorite
desserts.

Someone Else’s Birthday Party Cue #2: Gifts! 
•  The Birthday Boy/Girl is so hard to buy for.

they seem to have everything. What did you
get them?

Try following up with:
>   Describe your gift, and why you

thought it was appropriate.
>   Talk about the trouble/ease you had

in wrapping it.

 more Talking IRL IDEAS

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

Do not talk about your intestinal, gut, or colon-related 

reactions to eating too much cake, dairy, or desserts.

Do not talk about how you re-gifted your present because 

you didn’t like it.

NOTE NOTE
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Someone Else’s Birthday Party Cue #3: 
Great, now there’s the singing of the  
Happy Birthday song. 
•  I usually mouth the words to this song.

How about you?

If you’re the Birthday Boy/Girl, it’s your 
responsibility to greet the attendees. 
•  Thank you so much for coming to my

birthday party!

If the person brought a gift:
•  Thank you! I will unwrap it later.
> If the person insists you open it now, do so

and thank them for their generosity.

 If the person did not bring a gift,  
explain that no gifts were necessary, 
even if you’re disappointed. 
>   Politely say you see someone else who just

arrived and you need to talk to him/her, but
you’ll be right back.

> Do not go right back if you don’t want to.

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

Do not talk about the issues regarding copyright and payment 

to the heirs of the people who wrote the song—nobody cares.

Do talk about when your family, friends, and wait staff 

embarrassed you by singing “Happy Birthday” to you in a 

restaurant.

NOTE

 more Talking IRL IDEAS
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Try Breaking an Awkward Silence With:
•  How long have you been with your

company?
>  Now describe how long you’ve been at

your company.

• Where is your company located?

Try following up with:
• Do you like the area?
• How long is your commute?
•  Do you drive or take public

transportation?
> Now describe your commute.

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>•>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>
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In a meeting with clients 
or other non-colleagues

Your colleagues are caught in traffic or waiting in line 
for their Frappuccinos, and you find yourself in a conference 
room or on a conference call making small talk with a business 
partner. You’re the face of your company (or at least the voice), 
so your job is to set a positive, productive, and enthusiastic tone 
for the meeting. 

Stick to topics that feel neither too personal nor have 
the potential to veer into negativity or complaints. Steer the 
conversation to either work-related topics or those tangentially 
related to work.

1.
Talking IRL IDEAS
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Let’s start with the most awkward place for small talk: 
The restroom. 

Unless you find yourself in the restroom with your 
supervisor who insists on discussing business, restrooms are 
not places for substantive professional conversations. Work 
issues are unwelcome anywhere within eye or earshot of a 
toilet, and should be kept to workstations or common areas. 
Similarly, though restrooms offer the illusion of privacy, they are 
not necessarily conducive for office gossip as someone you 
don’t see or hear may be listening.  

Excepting situations in which you find yourself in need of 
some sort of assistance, it’s best to keep bathroom small talk to 
a minimum. Nobody wants to chat while doing their business, 
especially with someone standing or sitting right next to them 
(whether separated by a partition or not). Keep your small talk 
to the times before and after the main purpose of your trip, such 
as when you’re entering, washing your hands, or exiting.

In the Restroom
3.

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>••>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

Talking IRL IDEAS

Any Time of Day :
•  I do/don’t like the kind of soap they have

in the dispenser.
•  This water is always too hot/cold.

 If in the morning:
• Good morning. Ready for the day?
If in the afternoon:
• Hi. How was lunch?
 If at the end of the day:
• What a day, huh? Have a good night.
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Encountering the Same 
People in the Restroom

You must wash your hands before leaving the office restroom, 

even if you don’t feel it’s necessary (it is) and if you don’t do so in the 

privacy of your own home (you should). 

Because if another person in the restroom sees you not 

washing your hands, your not washing your hands will undoubtedly 

become the topic of small talk between that person and your other 

coworkers and you’ll be known as the “person who doesn’t wash 

their hands after using the restroom.”

Two Very Important Notes

> Handwashing <

> Encountering Superiors <

If you find yourself in the restroom with your superior, say hello 

or otherwise greet him or her, but do not try to engage your superior 

in conversation, as anything more substantive might go in an even 

more awkward direction: a discussion about business matters. 

Which would make your superior feel even more awkward, which 

will be remembered when he or she conducts your annual review. 

If you find yourself on the same schedule with your superior 

you need to immediately change your schedule.

In one of the universe’s more cruel twists, you will inevitably 
find yourself encountering the same one or two people every 
time you have to use the facilities. 

Make no mistake: it’s a weird thing to experience, 
especially at first. The easiest and most obvious thing to do 
is acknowledge the ridiculousness of a shared timetable and 
say something along the lines of, “I guess we’re on the same 
schedule!” or “I see you received the same eVite/XX.” 

You’ll both (all) politely laugh at the absurdity of life and 
then retreat to your own stalls, trying to relieve yourself while 
you try to reconcile yourselves to the fact that your biological 
imperatives are somehow cosmically synchronized with 
someone who shares your email server and and 401K provider.  

Sorry, but this is your life now. 

But, after a few weeks or months, you’ll both get used to 
it and probably forgo any small talk by simply nodding at one 
another before going about your business.

Talking IRL > WORK  > In the Restroom Talking IRL > WORK  > In the Restroom

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>•>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>
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