
THE GOLDEN RULE

Too many business professionals stay too long in small talk, then jump too
fast and too hard into solving the problem. 
Small talk opens the door, but the first five minutes is what happens once you walk through it. Linger
too long in the triangle and you never arrive. Skip it entirely and you never earn the right to go deeper.

THE SMALL TALK TRIANGLE
The Trap of the Small Talk Triangle and How to Escape It

CHEAT SHEET

041

LEVEL 1 · THE TRIANGLE CORNER LEVEL 2 · THE EXIT MOVE

THE SCRIPT
Ritual questions like “how are you, good you”
that nobody answers honestly and nobody
expects them to. It delays a conversation
instead of starting one.

THE REAL QUESTION
One question actually built to get an honest
answer instead of a reflex. It replaces the
handshake with an opening.

THE SURROUNDINGS
Pointing at the weather, the traffic, the office,
anything except the person actually standing in
front of you. The safest corner, and the
emptiest.

OQ · OBSERVATIONAL INTELLIGENCE
One specific, genuine observation about the
actual person, not the room they happen to be
standing in.

THE SCORE
Trading job titles, stats, and updates until you
have collected information but built no
connection. Data without depth.

THE DOUBLE-CLICK · 2QM
Going one layer deeper on what they just said
instead of collecting a new data point. The
second question is where disclosure starts.

THE BIG IDEA
Every conversation has a Bermuda Triangle, a zone where words go in and, well, connection never comes
out. It has three corners, the script, the surroundings, and the score, and most people never leave them.
All three feel like connection while quietly guaranteeing that none happens. There is exactly one exit, and
it requires an intentional decision.

www.bryanbuckleyspeaks.com

THE FRAMEWORK

CONCEPT DEEP DIVES

01  THE REAL QUESTION KILLS THE SCRIPT
It is not “how are you, good you.” Nobody answers
that honestly and nobody expects them to. It is a
verbal reflex, a social handshake that signals you
exist without ever asking who you really are.

A real question is built to actually get an honest
answer, tied to something you noticed or already
know about them.

ELITE MOVE:
Swap the ritual opener for one specific question
tied to something you actually noticed or know
about them.

Ask it like you mean it, then stop talking and let
them actually answer.

"What's got your attention this week?"
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02  OQ SEES THE PERSON, NOT THE ROOM
It is not commenting on the weather, the traffic,
or the office. The room can't push back, so it feels
safe, but you learn nothing about the person
standing next to you in it.

OQ points at the actual human in front of you
instead of everything around them.

ELITE MOVE:
Before you speak, notice one real thing about the
person, something they said, wore, or
accomplished, and open with that instead of the
room.

Keep it specific to them. Generic praise reads as
small talk in disguise.

03  THE DOUBLE-CLICK TURNS DATA INTO
DEPTH
It is not “what are you working on, how's your
quarter.” That's the scoreboard, stats without
stories, and it turns the other person into a profile
instead of a person.

The double-click is the second question that goes
deeper on the same thread instead of moving to a
new one.

ELITE MOVE:
When someone gives you a scoreboard answer, do
not move to a new topic. Double-click on what
they just said.

Ask what surprised them, what was hard about it,
or what they'd change. That's where the real
answer lives.
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"I saw the announcement about your
promotion, congrats, that's a big deal."

"That's interesting, what part of that has
actually surprised you?"

1   Catch the Corner
In your next conversation, notice the moment you step into the script, the surroundings, or the score.
Just notice it, do not judge it.

2   Swap One Question
Replace one script or surroundings question today with a specific observation about the actual person in
front of you.

3   Practice the Double-Click
When someone gives you a surface answer, go deeper in that same thread instead of moving to a new
topic. See if they will go with you.

3 ACTION ITEMS
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CARRY FORWARD QUESTIONS
1. Am I asking a real question, or performing the script?
2. Am I collecting a data point, or building a real connection?
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BONUS DEEP DIVE  ·  WHY EVERYONE STAYS IN THE TRIANGLE
Bryan only briefly mentioned the research behind why people stay stuck in the triangle, waiting for
someone else to leave first. Here is what the peer-reviewed research actually says about the
mistaken math everyone runs before they ever open their mouth.

People underestimate how much a stranger will enjoy real conversation.  Epley and Schroeder's
commuter studies found people consistently predicted solitude would beat talking to a stranger,
then reported feeling better after the real conversation happened. The exit from the triangle feels
riskier than it is.

Deep conversation is less awkward than the triangle makes it feel.  Kardas, Kumar, and Epley
found people overestimate how awkward going deeper will feel and underestimate how much the
other person cares about their answer. That miscalibration is exactly what keeps people circling
the score and the surroundings.

You are probably liked more than you think, which is why you stay quiet.  Boothby, Cooney,
Sandstrom, and Clark's liking gap research found people systematically underestimate how much a
conversation partner enjoyed their company. That self-doubt is a quiet vote for staying in the
safest corner.

Conversations almost never end when either person actually wants them to.  Mastroianni, Gilbert,
Cooney, and Wilson found conversations rarely end when either party is ready. Everyone in the
triangle is betting nobody else wants to leave, and the data says that bet is almost always wrong.

Mistakenly Seeking Solitude
Epley, N., & Schroeder, J. (2014). Journal of Experimental Psychology: General, 143(5), 1980-1999.
View Source →

Overly Shallow? Miscalibrated Expectations Create a Barrier to Deeper Conversation
Kardas, M., Kumar, A., & Epley, N. (2022). Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 122(3), 367-
398.
View Source →

The Liking Gap in Conversations: Do People Like Us More Than We Think?
Boothby, E. J., Cooney, G., Sandstrom, G. M., & Clark, M. S. (2018). Psychological Science, 29(11),
1742-1756.
View Source →

Do Conversations End When People Want Them To?
Mastroianni, A. M., Gilbert, D. T., Cooney, G., & Wilson, T. D. (2021). Proceedings of the National
Academy of Sciences, 118(10), e2011809118.
View Source →
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BOOK A 30-MIN CALL →

Bryan Buckley is the leading authority on the 1st 5 Minutes of a business conversation — 5X
author, speaker, corporate trainer, and podcast host. He helps sales professionals and leaders

develop, deepen, and master their business communication skills so every conversation counts.

TURN YOUR 1ST 5 MINUTES INTO YOUR COMPETITIVE ADVANTAGE — LEVERAGE OR LOSE IT.

✉ Bryan@BryanBuckleySpeaks.com | 630-689-7606 

BY BRYAN BUCKLEY

THE 1ST 5 MINUTES
Knowing the triangle exists is not the same as escaping it. The 1st 5 Minutes gives you the
exact moves referenced in this episode, OQ, the real question, and the double-click, built
into a repeatable system so you are never stuck defaulting to the script, the surroundings,
or the score. It is the practical exit this episode maps, applied to every conversation you
have next.

Get the Book → bryanbuckleyspeaks.com

http://calendly.com/bryanpaulbuckley/30min
https://bryanbuckleyspeaks.com/1st-5-minutes-book/
http://www.bryanbuckleyspeaks.com/
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