Conversational Styles

Dear mrs. President, fellow Toastmasters and guests.

“Man is by nature a social animal; and an unsocial person who is unsocial naturally and not accidentally is either unsatisfactory or superhuman...” this was a quote from Aristotle. Now, I suppose we don't have superhuman persons with us today. And for us, regular social creatures, interaction, conversations are rather important. That's what I want to tell you about today. A conversation. To be more specific I want to tell you about conversational styles and the three components of them I find the most interesting:

1) pauses between phrases

2) directness of speech and behavior

3) Power and Closeness perspectives on different situations


I was surprised and interested to learn that each of us has his or her own comfortable pauses between phrases. The duration of these pauses that is. While each of us is unique in that respect, there's a pattern that southern nations such as Italians, Spaniards or people from Caucus are comfortable with rather short pauses. While they talking they can easily interrupt and overlap each other and consider it perfectly normal. And northern nations such as Scandinavian people for example, have relatively prolonged pauses. Unlike southern people they tend to wait quite a while for a conversation partner to finish before they share their thoughts. 

I had a personal experience I want to share with you to illustrate the idea. 

My mother is originally from Azerbaijan, so when I was young I used to spend a part of my summer time there. Once my grandmother sent me to a local shop to buy some bread. I went to the shop and waited in the line. The problem was that when I came to the counter the counter operator started talking to a friend of hers. So they talked and I stood and waited when they'd finish. And they still talked and I still waited... And on, on and on. It all ended up with me being closed inside the shop with the women still talking. My grandmother came in a while to collect me from the shop:). 

I was told after that, that I shouldn't wait for people to stop talking and interrupt them when I need or I risk being ignored.

The story is about pauses between phrases, but I wanted to touch the question of directness of one's speech and behavior as well.

Some people like telling it “like it is”. Say, when I finish, a fellow toastmaster can come out and tell me that my speech was good for nothing and the only good thing about it is that it's finally ended. And he or she won't even feel being rude! 

Another person would probably find a kind word or two for me before telling me very carefully, that it would be nice if I,say, structured my speech a bit better next time.


Some people are offended by the first straight-to-the point style, some – irritated by the second indirect one. The point is, it's not just how people talk to you. It's about how you perceive them as well, right? One of possible ways to perceive a conversation is from the position of Power or the position of Closeness.  


Imagine a little boy coming to you and telling: “Denis, let's go play a ball”. If you're at Power position you could think something like: “Who does the boy think he is? I'm not a little friend of his to call me by name. I am mr. Denis to him!”. And when you're at Closeness position, you'd probably be glad that the boy is not intimidated by the age difference and approached you as his friend.   

Another example of Closeness-Power perspectives is probably your willingness to receive help or to be cared for. From Power perspective getting help or being cared for may feel
 like a sign of weakness and, probably, a bit disrespectful towards you.

While from Closeness perspective being cared for and getting help is great and very pleasant.

One of the reasons men and women have problems at times is above mentioned difference in perspectives.

To summarize what I've told: people have unique conversational styles with the three components I find most interesting;

1) pauses between phrases, that are comfortable to maintain

2) directness of speech and behavior

3) tendency to prefer Closeness or Power perspective to evaluate situations

When I learned about conversational styles, I started seeing situations in different light. For example if someone interrupts me while I'm speaking I won't be too fast to label him or her “rude” or having “bad manners”. Or when I feel like I have to do all the talking it's not necessarily that the other person isn't interested, it could be just that I should give the person more time between phrases, so he or she is comfortable about speaking...

Knowing about conversational styles helps to understand people better. And understanding helps to repair damaged relationships, strengthen existing ones and build healthy new ones. The information got my attention and helped me to reassess some situations in the past, it can probably do the same for you.

