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“Small talk—short, superficial, or trivial communication that does not convey
information core to task completion(Malinowski, 1972/1923)—is ubiquitous in
daily organizational life. It manifests as greetings and farewells (Bullis& Bach,
1991), chitchat in common areas (Fayard & Weeks, 2007), socializing before a
meeting (Mirivel & Tracy, 2005), or a transition to serious topics of discussion
(Knutson & Ayers, 1986) such as business negotiations (Shaughnessy, Mislin, &
Hentschel, 2015) or performance evaluations (Schrader, 1969). In a recent
survey about conversations at work, 72% of employees reported discussing
weekend plans or weather, 44% discussed sports, and 36% discussed prime
time television (Vitukevich, 2016).

Thus, small talk, at its core, lacks substance. Yet, in considering daily work
experiences, small talk is a normative ritual—a scripted interaction—that
pervades the workplace. It is a means to build rapport and create a sense of
connection by acknowledging the presence of others, and acts as a social
lubricant by helping individuals transition between daily activities (Molinsky,
2013). Indeed, it is considered a breach of normative behavior to stand beside
someone at the copier without greeting them, or to dive right into a meeting
without “greasing the wheels” with small talk.
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Indeed, small talk softens controversial conversations, enhances mood, creates
positive group climates, and facilitates a sense of belonging(Bullis&
Bach,1991;Holmes,2003;Huang, Yeomans, Brooks, Minson, & Gino, 2017;
Moutoux & Porte, 1980; Sandstrom & Dunn, 2014). At the same time, however,
many people consider small talk to be pointless, draining, or distracting
(Brotheridge & Grandey, 2002; Coupland, Coupland, & Robinson, 1992),and
therefore may self-impose isolation by purposefully arriving to meetings at the
last minute to avoid chitchat about the prior night’s football game, or wear
headphones in the office to discourage pleasantries with coworkers.”






