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ARTICLE

Why do people avoid talking to strangers? A mini 
meta-analysis of predicted fears and actual experiences 
talking to a stranger
Gillian M. Sandstrom a and Erica J. Boothby b

aDepartment of Psychology, University of Essex, Colchester, UK; bThe Wharton School, University of 
Pennsylvania, Philadelphia, PA, USA

ABSTRACT
People are often reluctant to talk to strangers, despite the fact that 
they are happier when they do so. We investigate this apparent 
paradox, meta-analyzing pre-conversation predictions and post- 
conversation experiences across seven studies (N = 2304). We 
examine: fears of not enjoying the conversation, not liking one’s 
partner, and lacking conversational skills; fears of the partner not 
enjoying the conversation, not liking oneself, and lacking conversa
tional skills. We examine the relative strength of these fears, and 
show that the fears are related to talking behavior. We report 
evidence that people’s fears are overblown. Finally, we report two 
interventions designed to reduce fears: conversation tips, and the 
experience of a pleasant conversation. Ultimately, this research 
shows that conversations go better than expected.
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When Jonathan Dunne got tired of sitting in silence during his commute in London, he 
figured others must feel the same way. He started a movement to get people chatting, 
handing out free “Tube chat?” badges. The response was not what he expected. Media 
coverage in The Guardian said: “‘Tube chat’ campaign provokes horror among London 
commuters” (Grierson, 2016). Hundreds of people took to Twitter to protest the campaign 
(e.g., “What is this monstrosity?! This is too much. Make it stop. Say no to #tube_chat” and 
“Some irresponsible fool trying to undermine the fabric of society by encouraging talking 
on the London Underground”), and people created their own badges in response (e.g., 
“Don’t even think about talking to me” and “Wake me up if a dog gets on”).

Research in the field of positive psychology makes a strong case that social relation
ships are the single most important predictor of people’s well-being, going so far as to 
argue that people, with their powerful need to belong to social groups (Aronson, 2012; 
Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Dunbar & Shultz, 2007), cannot maximize their well-being 
without having meaningful social relationships (Diener & Seligman, 2002; Lyubomirsky 
et al., 2005). Happier people spend more time talking to others (Mehl et al., 2010; Milek 
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et al., 2018), and when people have more conversations with others, they report being 
happier (Sandstrom & Dunn, 2014b; Sun et al., 2019; Watson et al., 1992).

“Strong tie” relationships with close friends and family play the biggest part in 
a person’s well-being, but even social interactions with strangers have value. Chances 
are that if people actually did talk to someone on the Tube, they would enjoy it more than 
they expected (as one of the authors will attest). Indeed, Epley and Schroeder (2014) 
found that commuters on the train and bus in Chicago enjoyed talking to fellow passen
gers more than they expected, and – despite their concerns – they were almost never 
rejected. Although Brits might try to tell you that these studies would not have worked in 
London, in fact Epley and Schroeder recently replicated their study with London commu
ters (Epley & Schroeder, 2019).

Of course, talking to strangers is not limited to commuting. Every friend starts as 
a stranger, and when one moves to a new neighborhood, or starts a new job, it is talking 
to strangers that helps build the social connections that make people feel at home. And 
yet, people seem reluctant to talk to strangers, passing up a readily available source of 
well-being. Why?

One possibility is that, despite the fact that it is generally enjoyable, people believe 
talking to strangers will be stilted, awkward, and unpleasant. Indeed, people are skeptical 
of the value of moments of connection with new people, and yet research shows that 
people benefit from talking to strangers, often more than they expect (Epley & Schroeder, 
2014; Gunaydin, Oztekin et al., 2020; Sandstrom & Dunn, 2014a). In short, research 
suggests that while people actually do enjoy conversations with strangers, and benefit 
from the moments of social connection they provide, people nevertheless fear that they 
and their conversation partner will not enjoy the conversation. We call this people’s fear 
about conversation enjoyment.

Another reason people may avoid talking to strangers is because they worry that 
others will not like them or be interested in talking to them (Epley & Schroeder, 2014). 
That is, when thinking about talking to strangers, people fear others will be disinterested 
in them or even that they will be flat out rejected, making people hesitant to attempt to 
strike up conversations with new people. Research shows that after a conversation, 
people believe that they like their conversation partner more than their conversation 
partner likes them (Boothby et al., 2018). However, people may also fear they won’t be 
liked before the conversation even begins. And moreover, they may fear they will not like 
their partner. In short, research suggests that people may be overly pessimistic about how 
much they and their conversation partner will like one another when considering talking 
to new people. We call this people’s fear about interpersonal liking.

A third possibility is that people feel incapable of talking to a stranger; they don’t know 
how they would start a conversation, keep it going without awkward silences, and end it 
when necessary or desired (Boothby, Walker et al., under review; Mastroianni et al., 
forthcoming). People exhibit a range of incompetencies in conversation. For example, 
people tell the wrong kinds of stories in conversation: they talk about extraordinary 
experiences instead of ordinary experiences, and they tell stories that contain too much 
novel information to be fully understood by conversation partners (Cooney et al., 2014, 
2017). And they are afraid of demonstrating incompetence, because people have 
a pronounced and overblown fear that they will be judged quite harshly for any flaws 
or faux pas – more harshly than they in fact are (Savitsky et al., 2001). Moreover, people 
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tend to compare themselves to more extraverted others when reflecting on their con
versational abilities, leading them to believe they are less capable conversationalists than 
other people are, further compounding their fears about their own ability to talk to 
strangers (Davidai et al., 2020; Deri et al., 2017). In short, because people are often hyper- 
aware of their lack of skill in conversing with strangers, such fears about their own 
conversational ability may contribute to their hesitance in talking to new people.

Indeed, all three of these fears could be simultaneously at play, conspiring to limit 
friendly conversation among strangers. In sum, we sought to examine the relative 
strength of three fundamental categories of fears about talking to strangers – conversa
tion enjoyment, interpersonal liking, and conversational ability. Moreover, we investigate 
each of these three categories of fears both in terms of oneself (e.g., own predicted 
enjoyment), and in terms of one’s conversation partner (e.g., prediction about the extent 
to which their partner will like them).

The present research

In this paper, we meta-analyze data from seven studies to address several questions. First, 
we examine the fears that people report when they consider talking to a stranger, and 
compare their relative strength. Second, we look at how these fears are related to actual 
talking behavior. Next, we examine the accuracy of these fears, by comparing people’s 
predictions before talking to a stranger to the experiences they report after having 
actually talked to a stranger. Finally, we test two interventions to reduce people’s fears. 
First, we test whether providing people with tips on how to talk to strangers reduces 
people’s fears and/or improves their experiences. Second, we test whether the experience 
of having a pleasant conversation with a stranger improves people’s predictions about 
future conversations.

Methods

Participants

A total of 2304 people participated across seven studies. Some studies recruited via 
university subject pools, but others recruited members of the general public. See Table 
1 for the size of each sample, and its demographic characteristics (gender and age). Ethical 
approval for each study was obtained by the Ethics Committee of the Department of 
Psychology at the University of Essex (see Table S2). All participants provided informed 
written consent.

Procedure

We report the results of seven studies: online-vignette, lab-confederate, lab-intervention, 
field-1, field-2, field-tips, and workshop (see Table 1 for a list of studies, and a description 
of each study’s methods). Participants made predictions about talking to a stranger, and 
then in all studies (except online-vignette) participants actually talked to a stranger (or at 
least had the opportunity to do so). In some studies, participants were provided with 
a confederate to talk to in the lab, whereas in other studies participants chose their 
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conversation partner “in the wild.” One of the datasets was collected at a series of How to 
Talk to Strangers workshops that were run by the first author for members of the general 
public.

Measures

Although different measures were used in each study, there was substantial overlap. We 
originally generated our primary dependent measures – a list of fears about having 
conversations with strangers – by asking participants in the first two How to Talk to 
Strangers workshops to respond to open-ended prompts, reporting their hopes and fears 
about an upcoming conversation with a stranger; subsets of these fears were included in 
each of the present studies. For the purposes of this paper, we grouped the fear items into 
six composite variables: own conversation enjoyment, own liking of the partner, own 
conversational ability, partner’s conversation enjoyment, partner’s liking of oneself, part
ner’s conversational ability. To maximize our ability to compare across studies, we 
included only items that were in at least five of the seven studies (see Table S1 in the 
Supplementary Materials for details about the items included each study, and Table S2 for 
links to complete materials for each study on OSF; one exception noted below).

When items were measured on different scales in different studies, responses were 
converted to a common scale based on the smallest range. For example, if items were 
measured on a 1–5 scale in one study and a 1–4 scale in another study, the responses in 
the first study would be multiplied by 4/5 to convert them to a 1–4 scale.1

Conversation enjoyment
The four items for own conversation enjoyment assessed: enjoyment2; feeling awkward; and 
evaluating the conversation as awkward or meaningless. Enjoyment was the sole item for 
partner’s conversation enjoyment. As with all of the composites, all items were measured on 
(or converted to) a 5-point scale, and higher scores indicate greater apprehension about the 
upcoming conversation with a stranger. See Table 2 for reliability estimates and descriptives.

Interpersonal liking
There were no items relevant to this composite that were included in at least five studies, 
so we used a single item for own liking of partner that was included in four studies, that 
assessed unpleasantness of the partner. The three items for partner’s liking of oneself 
assessed: partner not liking them, finding them boring, or rejecting them.

Conversational ability
The four items for own conversational ability assessed not knowing how to start or 
maintain the conversation, and talking too little or too much. The single item for partner’s 
conversational ability assessed the partner talking too little.

Talking to strangers behavior
In four studies, we asked people: “How normal is it for you to talk to strangers?”, on 
a 4-point scale  
(Mlab-confederate = 2.28, SD = 0.84;  
Mlab-intervention = 2.47, SD = 0.85; Mfield-1 = 2.62, SD = 0.86; Mworkshop = 2.49, SD = 0.83).
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In two studies we asked people how many strangers they had spoken to in the 
previous week. In the workshop study, this question was assessed on a 4-point categorical 
scale, with 0 = no conversations, 1 = 1 or 2 conversations, 2 = 3 to 5 conversations, 
3 = more than 5 conversations, so we converted the responses in the field-1 study to the 
same scale (Mfield-1 = 1.87, SD = 0.92; Mworkshop = 1.44, SD = 1.15).

The field-1 study included both of these measures, and they were moderately corre
lated, r(194) = .41, p < .001, d = 0.90.3

In one study we gave people the opportunity to talk to a stranger, and assessed the 
proportion of people who chose to talk.

Individual differences
We included four measures of individual differences in attitudes toward, and perceived 
ability to talk to strangers: interaction anxiety (4-point scale; measured in 5 studies; 
Leary, 1983), social self-esteem (5-point scale; measured in 4 studies; Heatherton & 
Polivy, 1991), shyness (5-point scale; measured in 2 studies; McCroskey & Richmond, 
1982), and social curiosity (4-point scale; measured in 5 studies; Renner, 2006). We also 
included a measure of well-being: happiness was assessed using all four items of the 
Subjective Happiness Scale (7-point scale; measured in 2 studies; Lyubomirsky & Lepper, 
1999). Finally, we measured the Big Five personality dimensions using all ten items of 
the Ten Item Personality Inventory (7-point scale; measured in 3 studies; Gosling et al., 
2003). These individual difference variables were sometimes assessed before talking to 
a stranger, sometimes assessed after talking, and sometimes assessed both before and 
after talking, in which case we a priori decided to use the measurements before talking. 
See Table S3 for the list of items that are included in each study, and Table S4 for reliability 
alphas and descriptives.

Data analytic strategy

Analyses used one of three subsets of the data: full, control-all, control-talkers (see Table 1 
for N’s for each dataset). These datasets only differed from each other in the studies that 
involved interventions. The tips intervention analyses use the full dataset, comparing 
people who received tips to people who did not. All remaining analyses include only 
participants in control conditions (control-all or control-talkers); given that interventions 
could potentially affect people’s expectations for their upcoming conversation, we 
excluded from these analyses all participants who were exposed to an intervention (i.e., 
participants in the experimental conditions in the lab-intervention and field-tips studies). 
Analyses that compare expectations to experiences include only control participants who 
had a conversation with a stranger, and therefore had experiences to report (control- 
talkers; i.e., all control participants in the lab-confederate, field-1, field-tips and workshop 
studies; participants who took advantage of the opportunity to talk in the lab-intervention 
study; and participants who reported after talking to a stranger in the field-2 studies). The 
results section indicates which dataset was used for each analysis.

In order to estimate the size of the key effects, we conducted internal meta- 
analyses across all studies that had data for each analysis. For t-tests (paired, 
independent-samples), we meta-analyzed effect size d’s (Borenstein et al., 2009). 
For the paired t-tests comparing predictions to experiences, d’s were computed 
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using the average of the before and after standard deviations, as suggested by 
Cumming (2013, p. 291). We conducted the meta-analyses using a random-effects 
model in Cumming’s meta-analysis module in the Exploratory Software for 
Confidence Intervals. For correlations, we meta-analyzed Fisher-transformed correla
tions, and converted them back to Pearson correlations for presentation (Goh et al., 
2016). We use a fixed-effects model, since the sample size was substantially larger in 
one study (field-2) than the others. We report significance based on Stouffer’s Z test.

The data file (with data from all seven studies), analysis script (in R), and calculations for 
the meta-analyses (in Excel) can be found on OSF: https://osf.io/75z24/.

Results

What fears do people have? How do they compare in relative strength?

Means and standard deviations for each measure for each study are reported in Table 2. 
Paired t-tests comparing the fear composites to each other reveal that people are more 
worried about their own conversation enjoyment than they are about their own con
versational ability, and are more worried about their own conversational ability than they 
are about not liking their partner (see Table 3; control-all dataset). Similarly, they are more 
worried about their partner not enjoying the conversation than they are about their 
partner’s lack of conversational ability. There is no difference between worries about the 
partner’s lack of conversational ability and worries about the partner not liking oneself.

We also compared people’s worries about/for themselves to their worries about 
their partner.4 People are more worried about their partner not enjoying the con
versation than they are about not enjoying the conversation themselves, and are 
more worried about their partner not liking them than they are about not liking their 
partner (see Table 4; control-all dataset). There is no difference between worries 
about their partner’s conversational ability and worries about their own conversa
tional ability.

All of the fear composites are significantly inter-correlated (see Table 5; control-all 
dataset).5 The correlations fall between .15 and .72, suggesting that the composites 
tap into different types of worries. The two largest correlations suggest that people 
who predict having more conversational ability also predict enjoying the conversa
tion more, and expect their partners to like them more.

Do people’s personality traits affect their fears about engaging in conversa
tions with strangers? The data reveals that people who have fewer worries 
before talking to a stranger are generally those who are lower in interaction 
anxiety and shyness, and higher in social self-esteem and social curiosity (see 
Table S5). They are also happier, and tend to be higher in openness, conscien
tiousness, and extraversion, and lower in neuroticism; the correlation with 
agreeableness is not significant. There are no gender differences in any of the 
fear composites in any of the studies (with the single exception of partner’s 
conversational ability in the field-tips study).

SELF AND IDENTITY 9
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How do these fears relate to talking behavior?

In some studies, we had measures of people’s actual talking behavior. People who 
reported that it was more normal for them to talk to strangers reported fewer worries 
on all the fear composites, with the exception of fears about the partner’s conversational 
ability (see Table 6; control-all dataset).

With respect to the number of conversations that people had with strangers in the 
previous week, it is important to be cautious when drawing conclusions since only 16 
people completed this question in the workshop study, which was one of only two studies 
that included this measure. Further, the measure was assessed categorically (with only 
four categories), rather than continuously, making Pearson correlation a statistically 
questionable choice of analysis. Nevertheless, people who reported having had more 
conversations with strangers in the past week reported lower worries on all the compo
sites that we were able to analyze (own conversation enjoyment, own conversational 
ability, partner’s liking of oneself), with the exception of fears about the partner’s con
versational ability (i.e., the same as with the previous behavioral measure).

In one study, we provided participants with an opportunity to talk to a stranger (see 
“Can we reduce people’s fears?” section for more details). Compared to people who chose 
not to talk, people who chose to talk expected to like their partner more, t(54) = −2.37, 
p = .02, CI95 = [−1.52, −0.13], d = .65, expected their partner to have greater conversational 
ability, t(54) = −2.41, p = .02, CI95 = [−1.62, −0.15], d = .66, and expected their partner to like 
them more, t(54) = −1.91, p = .06, CI95 = [−1.23, 0.03], d = .53 (control-all dataset). There 
were no differences between groups in predictions of their own or their partner’s con
versation enjoyment, or their own conversational ability, t’s < 1.04, p’s > .30, d’s < .29.

Table 3. Paired t-tests comparing fear composites within study, within targets (control-all dataset).

Study
Own convo enj vs.  

Own convo ability
Own convo ability vs.  

Liking of partner
Partner’s convo enj vs. 
Partner’s convo ability

Partner’s convo ability vs. 
Partner’s liking of oneself

Online- 
vignette

t(149) = 1.84, 
mean diff = 0.10, 

CI95 = [−0.01, 0.21]

t(149) = 4.84***, 
mean diff = 0.41, 
CI95 = [0.24, 0.58]

t(149) = 3.76***, 
mean diff = 0.31, 
CI95 = [0.15, 0.47]

t(149) = −3.25**, 
mean diff = −0.30, 

CI95 = [−0.48, −0.12]
Lab- 

confederate
t(77) = 3.29**, 

mean diff = 0.26, 
CI95 = [0.10, 0.42]

t(77) = 3.30**, 
mean diff = 0.44, 
CI95 = [0.17, 0.70]

n/a t(77) = 3.10**, 
mean diff = 0.41, 
CI95 = [0.15, 0.67]

Lab- 
intervention

t(55) = 1.74, 
mean diff = 0.17, 

CI95 = [−0.03, 0.36]

t(55) = 4.74***, 
mean diff = 0.91, 
CI95 = [0.52, 1.29]

t(55) = −0.06, 
mean diff = −0.01, 
CI95 = [−0.44, 0.41]

t(55) = 2.91**, 
mean diff = 0.55, 
CI95 = [0.17, 0.93]

Field-1 t(194) = 8.54***, 
mean diff = 0.36, 
CI95 = [0.27, 0.44]

n/a t(194) = 1.09, 
mean diff = 0.11, 

CI95 = [−0.09, 0.30]

t(194) = 2.92**, 
mean diff = 0.25, 
CI95 = [0.08, 0.41]

Field-2 t(1454) = 17.76***, 
mean diff = 0.32, 

CI95 = [0.29, 0.36]

n/a t(1442) = 9.08***, 
mean diff = 0.32, 
CI95 = [0.25, 0.39]

t(1451) = −5.94***, 
mean diff = −0.19, 

CI95 = [−0.25, −0.13]
Field-tips t(68) = 6.25***, 

mean diff = 0.44, 
CI95 = [0.30, 0.58]

n/a t(68) = −0.48, 
mean diff = −0.08, 
CI95 = [−0.39, 0.24]

t(68) = 2.47*, 
mean diff = 0.42, 
CI95 = [0.08, 0.76]

Workshop t(33) = 0.53, 
mean diff = 0.06, 

CI95 = [−0.17, 0.29]

t(33) = 2.84**, 
mean diff = 0.63, 
CI95 = [0.18, 1.07]

n/a t(33) = 0.77, 
mean diff = 0.21, 

CI95 = [−0.34, 0.76]
Meta-analysis d= 0.28, 

CI95 = [0.18, 0.38]
d= 0.52, 

CI95 = [0.35, 0.69]
d= 0.14, 

CI95 = [0.001, 0.29]
d = 0.15, 

CI95 = [−0.07, 0.37]

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001. Significant meta-analyses are marked in bold.
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Considered together, there is evidence that scores on the fear composites predict 
actual talking behavior.

Are these fears accurate?

In all of our studies, participants reported their predictions, actually had a conversation 
with a stranger (or at least the opportunity to have a conversation; except in the online- 
vignette study), and then reported their experiences. Meta-analyses show that, across all 
six composite variables, people are significantly more worried than is warranted (meta- 
analytic d’s range from .79 to 1.57, which are all large effects; see Table 2; control-talkers 
dataset).

Conversations with strangers not only go better than expected, but generally go quite 
well. One-sample t-tests comparing each composite variable to the scale midpoint reveal 
that after their conversations, people score lower than the midpoint (i.e., have lower fears) 
for every composite in every study (with the exception of partner’s conversation enjoy
ment in the field-tips study, which is marginally significant). Indeed, the composite scores 
are at or below the midpoint for the vast majority of conversations: 76% of own con
versation enjoyment scores; 100% of interpersonal liking scores; 89% of own conversa
tional ability scores; 84% of partner’s conversation enjoyment scores; 98% of partner’s 
liking scores; 87% of partner’s conversational ability scores.

Table 4. Paired t-tests comparing fear composites within study, between targets (control-all dataset).

Study
Own convo enjoyment vs.  

Partner’s convo enjoyment
Liking of partner vs.  

Partner’s liking of oneself Own convo ability vs. Partner’s convo ability

Online- 
vignette

t(149) = 1.53, 
mean diff = 0.16, 

CI95 = [−0.05, 0.36]

t(149) = 3.52***, 
mean diff = 0.41, 
CI95 = [0.18, 0.65]

t(149) = −1.97, 
mean diff = −0.24, 

CI95 = [−0.48, 0.001]
Lab- 

confederate
n/a t(77) = 1.63, 

mean diff = 0.24, 
CI95 = [−0.05, 0.53]

t(77) = 0.40, 
mean diff = 0.06, 

CI95 = [−0.26, 0.39]
Lab- 

intervention
t(55) = 4.28***, 

mean diff = 0.50, 
CI95 = [0.27, 0.73]

t(55) = 2.20*, 
mean diff = 0.45, 
CI95 = [0.04, 0.85]

t(54) = −0.74, 
mean diff = −0.17, 
CI95 = [−0.62, 0.29]

Field-1 t(194) = 2.47*, 
mean diff = 0.10, 
CI95 = [0.02, 0.17]

n/a t(194) = 0.67, 
mean diff = 0.07, 

CI95 = [−0.14, 0.29]
Field-2 t(1486) = 11.97***, 

mean diff = 0.23, 
CI95 = [0.20, 0.27]

n/a t(1448) = −6.49***, 
mean diff = −0.26, 

CI95 = [−0.34, −0.18]
Field-tips t(68) = 0.91, 

mean diff = 0.09, 
CI95 = [−0.11, 0.30]

n/a t(68) = 3.70***, 
mean diff = 0.67, 
CI95 = [0.31, 1.04]

Workshop n/a t(33) = 2.60*, 
mean diff = 0.59, 
CI95 = [0.13, 1.05]

t(33) = −0.75, 
mean diff = −0.21, 
CI95 = [−0.77, 0.35]

Meta-analysis d= 0.22, 
CI95 = [0.08, 0.36]

d= 0.32, 
CI95 = [0.20, 0.43]

d = −0.01, 
CI95 = [−0.18, 0.16]

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001. Significant meta-analyses are marked in bold.
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Can we reduce people’s fears? If so, does this affect how the conversation goes?

We tested two interventions that targeted people’s expectations about talking to stran
gers. First, we targeted feelings of conversational ability, by providing people with tips on 
how to start a conversation with a stranger; when the authors are asked about their 
research on talking to strangers, people often ask for tips on how to carry out conversa
tions with strangers. In two studies, participants either received tips or not,6 and then 
reported their expectations for an upcoming conversation with a stranger.7 People who 
received tips predicted that they and their partner would enjoy the conversation more 
(meta-analytic down enj = 0.16, CI95 [0.01, 0.31]; dpartner’s enj = 0.20, CI95 [0.08, 0.33]), but the 
tips did not affect any other fear composites before the conversation (see Table 7; full 
dataset). There were no differences between the experiences of people who did and did 
not receive tips.

Second, we tested an intervention that simultaneously targeted conversation enjoy
ment, interpersonal liking and conversational ability, by asking people to have one 
conversation with a stranger, and then make predictions about a future conversation 
with another stranger. Assuming that people have a pleasant conversation with the first 
person, which our data suggest is likely to be the case, it seems plausible that people 
would expect to enjoy future conversations more, expect to like their partners more, and 

Table 6. Correlations between fear composites and measures of talking behavior (control-all dataset).
Fear composite Study Normal for you # of conversations in past week

Own conversation enjoyment Meta: 
lab-confederate: 
lab-intervention: 
field-1: 
workshop:

r= −.38*** 
r(76) = −0.42*** 

r(54) = −0.24 
r(193) = −0.47*** 

r(43) = −0.003

r= −.19* 
r(191) = −0.19** 

r(14) = −0.12

Liking of partner Meta: 
lab-confederate: 
lab-intervention: 
field-1: 
workshop:

r= −.19* 
r(76) = −0.29** 

r(54) = −0.04 
n/a 
n/a

n/a 
n/a 

r(13) = −0.27

Own conversational ability Meta: 
lab-confederate: 
lab-intervention: 
field-1: 
workshop:

r= −.38*** 
r(76) = −0.39*** 

r(54) = −0.20 
r(193) = −0.42*** 

n/a

r= −.23** 
r(191) = −0.23** 

r(13) = −0.15

Partner’s conversation 
enjoyment

Meta: 
lab-confederate: 
lab-intervention: 
field-1: 
workshop:

r= −.43*** 
n/a 

r(54) = −0.44*** 
r(193) = −0.43*** 

n/a

n/a 
r(191) = −0.28*** 

n/a

Partner’s liking of oneself Meta: 
lab-confederate: 
lab-intervention: 
field-1: 
workshop:

r= −.28*** 
r(76) = −0.24* 
r(54) = −0.24 

r(193) = −0.30*** 
n/a

r= −.16* 
r(191) = −0.14 
r(13) = −0.42

Partner’s conversational ability Meta: 
lab-confederate: 
lab-intervention: 
field-s1: 
workshop:

r = −.11 
r(76) = −0.20 
r(54) = −0.03 

r(193) = −0.09 
n/a

r = −0.05 
r(191) = 0.05 
r(13) = −0.02

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001. Significant meta-analyses are marked in bold.
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feel greater ability to talk to strangers. In four studies, after having a conversation with 
a stranger (or multiple conversations with strangers in field-1), participants reported their 
expectations for another conversation with a stranger: a hypothetical conversation in the 
lab-confederate, field-1, and field-2 studies, and an ostensibly real conversation in the lab- 

Table 7. Results of tips intervention (full dataset).

Fear composite
Lab-intervention 
n = 60; n = 51

Field-tips 
n = 69; n = 76 Meta-analysis

Own conversation enjoyment Before: no tips; tips 3.26 (0.73); 3.04 
(1.02)

3.09 (1.02); 3.01 
(0.88)

After: no tips; tips 2.99 (0.84); 2.78 
(1.13)

2.21 (1.00); 2.17 
(0.88)

Tips vs. no tips, 
before

t(104) = 1.25 t(143) = 0.52 d= 0.16, 
CI95 = [0.01, 0.31] 

Tips vs. no tips, 
after

t(70) = 1.34 t(142) = 0.23 d = 0.16,  
CI95 = [−0.11, 0.43]

Liking of partner Before: no tips; tips 2.18 (1.31); 2.20 
(1.33)

After: no tips; tips
Tips vs. no tips, 

before
t(104) = −0.07

Tips vs. no tips, 
after

Own conversational ability Before: no tips; tips 3.09 (0.92); 2.90 
(1.11)

2.65 (1.06); 2.68 
(0.94)

After: no tips; tips 2.80 (1.00); 2.72 
(1.21)

1.55 (0.75); 1.76 
(0.75)

Tips vs. no tips, 
before

t(104) = 0.98 t(142) = −0.14 d = 0.08,  
CI95 = [−0.13, 0.29]

Tips vs. no tips, 
after

t(70) = 0.70 t(142) = −1.65 d = −0.06,  
CI95 = [−0.49, 0.37]

Partner’s conversation 
enjoyment

Before: no tips; tips 3.13 (0.79); 3.02 
(0.82)

3.20 (0.83); 2.97 
(0.91)

After: no tips; tips 2.97 (0.86); 2.90 
(0.86)

2.72 (1.17); 1.66 
(0.86)

Tips vs. no tips, 
before

t(104) = 0.67 t(143) = 1.58 d= 0.20, 
CI95 = [0.08, 0.33]

Tips vs. no tips, 
after

t(70) = 0.63 t(142) = 0.61 d = 0.12,  
CI95 = [−0.02, 0.25]

Partner’s liking of oneself Before: no tips; tips 2.59 (1.16); 2.76 
(1.32)

2.85 (1.25); 2.71 
(1.15)

After: no tips; tips 2.57 (1.28); 2.84 
(1.48)

1.49 (0.82); 2.22 
(0.80)

Tips vs. no tips, 
before

t(104) = −0.71 t(142) = 0.71 d = 0.01,  
CI95 = [−0.26, 0.25]

Tips vs. no tips, 
after

t(70) = 0.20 t(142) = −1.24 d = −0.09,  
CI95 = [−0.34, 0.15]

Partner’s conversational 
ability

Before: no tips; tips 3.14 (1.39); 3.11 
(1.41)

3.27 (1.14); 3.16 
(1.11)

After: no tips; tips 2.90 (1.31); 2.90 
(1.21)

1.70 (1.36); 1.81 
(1.27)

Tips vs. no tips, 
before

t(104) = 0.09 t(142) = 0.58 d = 0.06,  
CI95 = [−0.06, 0.19]

Tips vs. no tips, 
after

t(70) = 0.30 t(141) = −0.49 d = −0.03,  
CI95 = [−0.17, 0.12]

For each composite variable for each study, we report: the mean and standard deviation for the tips and no tips 
conditions; a t-test comparing the predictions for each condition (i.e., before the conversation; none were statistically 
significant); a t-test comparing the experiences for each condition (i.e., after the conversation; none were statistically 
significant). In the lab-intervention study, there were no experiences reported, so the “after” t-test looks instead at 
predictions made about a future conversation, which were made after the conversation. Significant meta-analyses are 
marked in bold.
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intervention study. For the lab-intervention study, we only examined people who had not 
been exposed to the tips intervention (i.e., control-talkers dataset), so we could isolate the 
impact of the pleasant conversation.

First, we established that participants did, in fact, have a pleasant conversation, by 
examining the percentage of post-conversation reports that were at or below the scale 
midpoint. In the lab-confederate study, this constituted 83% of reports of fears about 
one’s own conversation enjoyment, 100% of fears about liking the partner, 92% of fears 
about one’s own conversational ability, 98% of fears about the partner liking them, and 
100% of fears about the partner’s conversational ability. In the field-1 and field-2 studies, 
which involved approaching a stranger “in the wild,” this constituted 63% of fears about 
one’s own conversation enjoyment, 85% of fears about one’s own conversational ability, 
90% of fears about the partner’s conversation enjoyment, 98% of fears about the partner 
liking them, and 82% of fears about the partner’s conversational ability. Thus, although 
most people had a pleasant conversation, a few did not, which should limit the effective
ness of the intervention.

After having a pleasant conversation, when participants reported their worries about 
a future conversation, their worries were significantly lower than they had been before the 
conversation, on all the composite variables (see Table 8; control-talkers dataset). At first 
glance, people’s worries about a future conversation appear to be well-calibrated with their 
recent experiences (see the after vs. after predict t-tests in Table 8; the meta-analyzed d’s are 
generally not significant). However, it is important to note that the field-1 study involved 
multiple conversations with strangers, whereas the other studies (i.e., lab-confederate and 
field-2) only involved a single conversation. Mini meta-analyses of the single-conversation 
studies reveal that people’s fears about a future conversation are higher than is warranted by 
their recent experiences (meta-analytic down enj = −0.64, CI95 [−1.40, 0.11]; down ability = −0.72, 
CI95 [−1.45, 0.001]; dpartner’s liking = −1.45, CI95 [−2.84, −0.06]; dpartner’s ability = −1.29, CI95 [−1.68, 
−0.89]). In contrast, in the field-1 study, which involved having multiple conversations with 
strangers, people’s fears about a future conversation are lower than their recent experiences 
would suggest (with the exception of fears about the partner’s liking (Table 8)).

Unsurprisingly, predictions about future conversations were generally correlated 
with post-conversation experiences for the lab-confederate and field-1 studies (see 
Table 9). The pattern of correlations was similar, but not significant for the field-2 
study because of the small subset of participants who completed these predictions. 
We also examined the extent to which people’s predictions about future conversations 
were related to the gap between their pre-conversation predictions and post- 
conversation experiences. These results were more complicated to interpret, as the 
relationship varied across studies, possibly due in part to the fact that people spoke to 
a single stranger in the lab-confederate and field-2 studies, but had multiple conversa
tions in the field-1 study.8

Finally, one study allowed us to examine a behavioral outcome. In the lab-intervention 
study, participants were told that they would be talking to a person who was sitting in the 
next room, received a manipulation (or not), and reported predictions about how that 
conversation would go. The manipulation targeted partner’s conversation enjoyment (the 
experimenter said that other participant had been waiting a while and would be happy to 
have someone to talk to), partner’s liking (the experimenter said that the other person was 
similar to them: a fellow student), and own conversational ability (the experimenter 
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provided tips on how to start the conversation). The experimenter started to escort the 
participant to the stranger’s room, but then feigned having forgotten some papers in 
another room, and asked the participant to sit in a corridor while they retrieved the 
papers. A confederate entered, thus providing the participant with an opportunity to talk. 
Participants who received the manipulation were somewhat more likely (71%) than 
participants who did not receive the manipulation (62%) to start a conversation with 
the confederate, t(109) = −0.98, p = .33, d = .19 (full dataset). In a previous study using 
a similar design, only 20% of people took the opportunity to talk. In the debriefing for that 
study, several participants said they had not talked because they had not been sure if they 
were allowed to talk. As a result, in this study the experimenter explicitly gave the 
participant permission to talk to the confederate, which appears to have had the opposite 
outcome: the majority of participants in both conditions talked.

Discussion

We meta-analyzed seven studies to examine the fears that people have about talking to 
strangers. People’s worries about not enjoying the conversation, not liking their partner, 
and not being able to carry out the conversation, as well as their worries about their 
partner not enjoying the conversation, not liking them, and not being able to carry out 
the conversation were all inter-correlated, and related to actual talking behavior. 
A comparison of pre-conversation predictions to post-conversation experiences revealed 
that all of people’s fears were vastly overblown. An attempt to decrease fears by providing 
people with conversation tips was not very successful, but people made rosier predictions 
about future conversations immediately after having experienced a pleasant 
conversation.

The fears that we identified appear to have predictive validity: we found that they 
were correlated with participants’ reports about how normal it is for them to talk to 
strangers, with reports of the number of strangers they had talked to in the past 
week, and with taking advantage of an opportunity to talk during a lab study. These 
relationships provide hope that interventions that reduce fears could make people 
more likely to talk to strangers, but there is not yet experimental evidence of this. 
Also, there are surely factors other than internal worries that play a role in whether 
or not people talk to strangers. For example, one’s daily habits can present external 
barriers; if a person works from home, or drives to work alone and sits in meetings 
all day, there may be limited opportunities to talk to strangers. Even if a person 
commutes using public transport, and thus is exposed to opportunities to talk to 
strangers, social norms pose a barrier to talking; everyone in London knows that the 
rules are that one does not talk on the Tube. The built environment can also present 
barriers to talking; urban designers are being challenged to design neighborhoods 
for more social interaction, to reduce the societal costs of the so-called “loneliness 
epidemic” (Williams, 2005). One way to prompt more spontaneous conversations is 
to increase the proximity between people, but this can feel invasive. Semi-private 
spaces and buffer zones (e.g., gardens and verandas) can help, as can shared path
ways to parking, and local facilities.

When comparing people’s predictions before talking to a stranger to people’s experi
ences reported after talking to a stranger, we found strong evidence that people’s fears 
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are overblown. These results are consistent with past research, which has found that 
people underestimate how much they will enjoy talking to a stranger, how interested 
a stranger will be in talking to them, and how much a stranger will like them (Boothby, 
Cooney et al., 2018; Epley & Schroeder, 2014). The current research extends these findings 
by examining a broader set of fears. We examined not only people’s fear that they will not 
enjoy the conversation, but also their fear that their partner will not enjoy the conversa
tion, and not only people’s fear that their partner will not like them, but also their fear that 
they might not like their partner. Notably, we also included worries about competence: 
one’s own ability, and one’s partner’s ability to carry out a conversation. People’s predic
tions are inaccurate on all six of the fear composites that we examined. The current results 
also make a convincing case that, despite the fact that people’s predictions are massively 
inaccurate, when they do talk to strangers, their conversations generally go well; this is 
consistent with a growing body of research (Epley & Schroeder, 2014; Sandstrom et al., 
under review; Sandstrom & Dunn, 2014a; but see Quoidbach et al., 2019).

Understanding people’s fears about conversations with strangers

The fact that the current study finds generally consistent results across six fear 
composites could suggest that people simply hold a general fear, rather than 
worrying about specific aspects of their own attitudes and behavior, their partner’s 
attitudes and behavior, and the conversation. Indeed, the fear composites were all 
inter-related, suggesting a system in which changes in one type of fear are likely to 
ripple out to affect others. On the other hand, the fact that the correlations differed 
substantially in size is one piece of evidence that people do hold more nuanced 
worries. Further, people distinguished between different fears, worrying more about 
their own conversation enjoyment than their conversational ability, and worrying 
more about their partner liking them, than them liking their partner. The difference 
between predictions and experiences (i.e., the effect size) was twice as large for some 
fears as compared to others, and the relationship between fears and talking behavior 
was four times as large for some fears as compared to others. Taken together, the 
current results argue for the utility of examining a broad range of more specific fears, 
rather than fear in general.

One open question is the extent to which the fears that people hold differ depending 
on who the stranger is. In the current studies, the partner was either similar, in terms of 
being a fellow student (lab-confederate, lab-intervention); explicitly similar in age, ethni
city, and gender (online-vignette); or chosen by the participant (field-1, field-2, field-tips, 
workshop), in which case they could choose someone they were comfortable talking to. 
A person with strong political or religious views might predict that a conversation with 
someone with opposing views will be less enjoyable than a conversation with someone 
more similar. An able-bodied person might worry more about their ability to talk to 
someone in a wheelchair as compared to their ability to talk to another able-bodied 
person; they might worry that they will say the wrong thing, or offend the other person. 
Further, there may be a set of fears that apply to “talking to strangers” in general, but 
additional fears that arise when talking to particular kinds of strangers (e.g., worrying 
about offending someone who is a different ethnicity, or worrying about upsetting 
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someone who has a mental illness). There is clearly more work to be done to understand 
between-person and within-person variability in conversational fears.

Reducing people’s fears about talking to strangers

We tested whether giving people tips on how to start a conversation would result in them 
being less worried before talking to a stranger, or in them having a better conversational 
experience. Interestingly, although this manipulation was intended to target conversa
tional ability, it did not affect either predictions of conversational ability before the 
conversation, or experiences of conversational ability as reported after the conversation. 
Perhaps instead of making people feel more capable, the intervention inadvertently 
primed people to think of their perceived inability. Although in many domains people 
think they are better than average, people think they are less social than, and have less 
enriching social lives than others (Deri et al., 2017; Whillans et al., 2017). The liking gap – 
the tendency to underestimate how much a conversation partner likes you – is mediated 
by the negativity of one’s thoughts about their own conversation performance (Boothby 
et al., 2018); perhaps our intervention inadvertently drew people’s attention to this 
negative internal voice, thus preventing people from simply reacting naturally to the 
unfolding conversation.

The second intervention we tested was more successful at lowering people’s fears 
before a conversation with a stranger: after people had a pleasant conversation with 
one stranger, they made more positive predictions about a subsequent conversation. 
Perhaps this intervention was more effective because, instead of giving people tools 
to try, we helped people see for themselves that they already had enough conversa
tional ability to carry out an enjoyable conversation. In thre studies that involved 
participants having a single conversation, people’s predictions about a subsequent 
conversation were more positive than they had been before the initial conversation, 
but they were still more negative than warranted by the recent conversational 
experience. However, in a third study, which involved multiple conversations with 
strangers over the course of a week, people’s predictions about a subsequent con
versation were better calibrated with their experiences (see Sandstrom et al., under 
review, for daily changes in predictions). This is consistent with past research, which 
found that people who often talk to their taxi driver (vs. people who seldom talk) 
more accurately predict how much they will enjoy a future conversation with a taxi 
driver (Epley & Schroeder, 2014). Taken together, these results suggest that perhaps 
practice does make perfect, and simply having a conversation with a stranger, or 
ideally multiple conversations with strangers, is capable of shifting a person’s fears. 
This, of course, assumes that the conversations are pleasant, which the current 
results and past research suggest is usually the case. If someone were to have 
a single negative conversation with a stranger, it would likely exert an oversize 
influence on subsequent predictions (Baumeister et al., 2001). Further research is 
needed to determine the features that lead people to believe a conversation went 
poorly, and to determine the degree of negativity people must experience in 
a conversation in order to worsen their fears.

Our results suggest other interventions that could be tested. People worry more that their 
partner will not enjoy the conversation than they worry that they will not enjoy the 
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conversation themselves. Additionally, we found that people’s worries that their partner 
would not enjoy the conversation were strongly correlated with past talking behavior. 
Together, these findings suggest that effective interventions might focus on beliefs about 
their partner rather than themselves. For example, people could be reminded that talking to 
a stranger is a prosocial act, because the person that they talk to will benefit from a mood 
boost and feelings of social connection. The prosocial impact might be even greater if they 
choose to talk to someone who is likely to be suffering from lack of connection (e.g., someone 
who looks lonely, someone who is from a group that is traditionally excluded). As with any 
intervention, this one is likely to shift more than just one type of fear (i.e., more than one of 
our fear composites); people feel good when they act prosocially (Aknin, Broesch et al., 2015; 
Aknin, Barrington-Leigh et al., 2013; Aknin, Hamlin et al., 2012), and are generally aware of this 
(though they often underestimate just how rewarding it will be; Andreoni, 1990; Cialdini et al., 
1973), so this intervention may also shift not only fears about the partner’s conversation 
enjoyment, but also a person’s own expected conversation enjoyment.

Strengths and limitations

The current research presents results from a mini meta-analysis of seven studies. The 
study designs ranged from an online vignette study with an imagined conversation, to 
controlled lab experiments involving a conversation with a confederate, to field experi
ments involving participants choosing someone to approach. We generally found 
similar results across this diverse set of studies, though there were some differences. 
In two studies, when people made predictions about an upcoming conversation with 
a stranger, that conversation (and conversation partner) was still hypothetical: the 
online-vignette study, which did not involve an actual conversation, but also the field- 
2 study, which involved an actual conversation at an indeterminate time in the future, 
with a yet-to-be selected partner. In these two studies, people were more worried about 
their partner liking them than they were about their partner’s conversational ability, 
whereas the opposite was true in the other studies, which all involved an imminent 
conversation. These results emphasize the importance of studying actual rather than 
hypothetical conversations, and suggest that different fears may take precedence 
depending on the degree of concreteness with which people are considering talking 
to strangers.

One strength of the current work is the consideration of several kinds of fears that 
people might have about talking to strangers. Some of these fears have been examined in 
past research, but others have been examined here for the first time. By including all of 
the fear composites in the same study, we have been able to compare them to examine 
their relative importance as barriers to communication. This is particularly useful when 
considering which fears pose the biggest barriers to talking to strangers, and thus are 
most critical to target in interventions.

One limitation of the current project is that it was patently exploratory; we did not pre- 
register any hypotheses. Instead, we took advantage of a set of studies that included 
similar measures, and used meta-analysis to look at patterns that emerged across studies. 
We do not have every fear composite in every study, and we do not have identical items in 
those composites in each study, but meta-analysis allows us to examine patterns in spite 
of these inconsistencies.
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Another limitation of the current research is that the studies included in the meta- 
analysis contain only self-report measures. We were able to address questions about 
which fears are the strongest barriers to communication, to provide evidence that 
people’s fears are overblown, and to test interventions to change people’s predictions 
and experiences of talking to a stranger. But there is a huge difference between placing 
people in a situation that involves talking to a stranger and improving the predictions 
they make before that conversation, and changing people’s behavior so that they choose 
to talk to more strangers, more often. It is helpful to know more about the barriers that 
restrict people from reaching out, and learning how to lower these barriers will certainly 
not hurt, but further research is needed to test whether doing so will actually change 
behavior.

Conclusion

As American-in-London Jonathan Dunne discovered, when he tried to encourage people 
to chat on the Tube, people are often reluctant to talk to strangers. The current mini meta- 
analysis helps to explain the range and strength of the fears underlying people’s reluc
tance to engage in conversations with strangers, and finds that people are more worried 
than their experiences warrant.

Notes

1. An alternative would be to z-score each item, but we believe that judging the size of mean 
differences is more intuitive in original vs. standard deviation units.

2. For the field-1 study, this item (and the corresponding item for partner’s conversation 
enjoyment) was worded with respect to conversations on the first day of the study only, 
not the set of conversations that participants would have throughout the week-long 
study.

3. In the workshop study, although both measures were included, they were reported by 
different subsets of participants, so we cannot report a correlation.

4. These analyses use only “match” items that were included in both the own and partner fear 
composites. For example, we asked “I will enjoy talking to my conversation partner” and “My 
conversation partner will enjoy talking to me”, so that is a match item. In contrast, we asked “I 
worry that the conversation will be awkward”, but we didn’t ask a corresponding question 
about the partner, so that is not a match item. Match items are indicated in Table S1.

5. The significant meta-analytic correlation between the partner’s conversation enjoyment and 
the partner’s conversational ability is driven by one large correlation in an online study that 
involves an imagined conversation; this particular meta-analytic correlation should be inter
preted cautiously.

6. In the lab-intervention study, the intervention involved more than just tips; see paragraph 
later in this section.

7. There were also tips and no tips conditions in the field-1 study. However, the tips were 
provided after the main body of fears questions were answered, so we could not assess any 
impact of the tips on fears. In a separate project, we tested whether there were any 
differences between groups who received tips or no tips on predicted number of rejections, 
and predicted difficulty in starting and maintaining a conversation after the first conversation 
of this multi-day study. There were no differences, so we collapse across condition in the 
current study, and do not include this study with the other tips interventions.

8. A cautious interpretation of the results suggests that in the field-2 study, when the gap 
between pre-conversation and post-conversation reports was larger, the predicted fears were 
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often lower. In contrast, for the lab-confederate and field-2 studies, when the gap between pre- 
conversation and post-conversation reports was larger, the predicted fears were often higher.
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