
 

Study: Small talk not as bad as previously
thought
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People who engage in more substantive conversations tend to be happier,
a new study confirms.

Researchers also found that idle small talk is not necessarily negatively
related to well-being, contrary to previous findings, said study co-author
Matthias Mehl, a professor of psychology at the University of Arizona.

The new research, published in the journal Psychological Science, revisits
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a small study of 79 college students that Mehl published in 2010, which
suggested that more meaningful conversations were linked to greater
happiness, while more small talk was linked to unhappiness.

The new study, with a larger and more diverse sample size of 486
people, confirms that quality conversations are indeed linked to greater
happiness, but found that small talk seems to have no relationship with
happiness one way or the other.

The results hold true for both introverts and extroverts, Mehl said.

"We do not think anymore that there is an inherent tension between
having small talk and having substantive conversations. Small talk didn't
positively contribute to happiness, and it didn't negatively contribute to
it," said Mehl, who carried out the work alongside lead author Anne
Milek, who was a postdoctoral researcher in Mehl's lab from 2016 to
2017.

"With this study, we wanted to find out whether it is primarily the
quantity or the quality of our social encounters that matter for one's well-
being," said Milek, who is now a senior research scientist at the
University of Zurich in Switzerland.

The researchers' findings are based on an analysis of four separate
studies, in which snippets of audio were collected from participants'
daily interactions. The study participants included college students;
breast cancer survivors and their partners; recently divorced adults; and
healthy adults participating in a meditation intervention.

Upon waking until bedtime, participants in each study wore what is
called the EAR, or Electronically Activated Recording, device, which is
set to turn on intermittently for short periods of time throughout the day
to capture candid moments of daily interactions. The EAR was
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developed by Mehl at the UA to help psychologists capture behavioral
data.

The research team coded the conversations recorded by the EAR to
determine whether they were substantive.

"We define small talk as a conversation where the two conversation
partners walk away still knowing equally as much—or little—about each
other and nothing else," Mehl said. "In substantive conversation, there is
real, meaningful information exchanged. Importantly, it could be about
any topic—politics, relationships, the weather—it just needs to be at a
more than trivial level of depth."

Study participants also completed surveys designed to measure their life
satisfaction, as well as assess their personality.

Overall, study participants who engaged in a greater number of
substantive conversations were happier, regardless of whether they had
more introverted or extroverted personalities.

"We expected that personality might make a difference, for example that
extroverts might benefit more from social interactions than introverts or
that substantive conversations might be more closely linked to well-being
for introverts than for extroverts, and were very surprised that this does
not seem to be the case," Milek said.

"Conversation quantity and quality are related to well-being," said Mehl,
whose other UA co-authors were Emily Butler, Allison Tackman,
Deanna Kaplan and David Sbarra.

"We replicated that people who spend a lot of time alone are less
satisfied with their lives and have lower well-being," Mehl said. "People
who spend more time interacting and have more meaningful, substantive
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conversations are more satisfied. The happy life is social, rather than
solitary, and meaningfully so."

Although small talk didn't have any direct link to participants' well-
being, it may still be important, in that it can help lay the groundwork for
more substantive conversations, Mehl said.

"I think of it like this: In every pill, there's an inactive ingredient, and it's
a nice metaphor, because you cannot have the pill without the inactive
ingredient," Mehl said. "We all understand that small talk is a necessary
component to our social lives. You cannot usually walk up to a stranger
and jump right into a deep, existential conversation because of social
norms."

While the study establishes a link between substantive conversations and
happiness, it's hard to say whether having more substantive conversations
actually makes people happier, or if happier people have more
substantive conversations, Mehl said. That's an area for future research.

"I would like to experimentally 'prescribe' people a few more substantive
conversations," he said, "and see whether that does something to their
happiness."

  More information: Anne Milek et al, "Eavesdropping on Happiness"
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