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SOC 2 

Conversations with Strangers 

         My norm breaking project focused on talking to strangers. Usually during day-to-day 

processes people tend to focus on themselves. Normally, it is out of the ordinary to start 

conversations with people you don’t know. When we are young are parents or guardians tell us 

not to talk to strangers for fear of the unknown. In order to successfully complete this project, I 

broke this norm. I am usually a shy person and was raised as an only child. As a result, I grew up 

as an introvert with anti-social tendencies. My locations included Storer lecture hall, Tecero 

dining commons, Tecero Lounge, and the bus station on Alhambra (Sacramento). This norm 

breaking research was conducted to see the types of outcomes that occur when you strike up 

conversations with strangers. 

         While during the field research I met interesting people. Most of my encounters with 

people occurred in Davis. Only one of my conversations occurred in Sacramento when I went 

home for the weekend. At first, I felt scared and nervous because I don’t like to be the first 

person to strike up a conversation. Even so, I went forward with the project because I still 

thought it would be an interesting project. I observed a conversation with people for up to five 

minutes a piece. In the process of my research, I overserved four different locations and 

encountered five people with very different locations. Some conversations went longer, however 

the longer the conversations became the more awkward I felt. I felt myself wanting to hurry to 

end the conversation. Also, after a while I couldn’t hold eye contact, because it felt weird when 



we would talk and keep eye contact. I felt like they were burning a whole into me or wondering 

why some strange girl was trying to talk to them. Sometimes, it was if though they were 

interrogating me when they asked me questions about myself. Even so, I was able to make some 

great observations and gain insight of how talking to strangers can broaden my worldly 

perspective. 

         During my field research I had conversations with four different people. During these 

conversations each person was forthcoming. While evaluating my field notes, it is observed all 

my conversations conducted were with females except for one. Most conversations were with 

college students on the Davis campus. Only one took place off campus with a resident of 

Sacramento. This project forced me to break out of my comfort zone and talk to people. I was 

scared that people would think I was trying too hard to force a conversation. When I think of 

talking to strangers, I think of the worst case scenarios such as rude, confrontational encounters, 

kidnapping, or assault. Overall, most of my conservations ended in a friendly manner with my 

counterparts wanting to start a friendship or some type of relationship. 

My first encounter happened in our class lecture hall. She was one of my classmates whom I had 

section with. I decided conducting research on my encounter with her would be easier than 

finding somebody else in the class or outside of class. We bonded over both being behind in 

class. I figured people usually are most likely to open to you if you bond over something. Most 

importantly two first year college students who are trying to find their place and excel in their 

college courses. My second encounter took place in the lecture hall. My emotion going in was 

very raw, because when a white student bumped into me, I was instantly upset. I chalked his 

actions as fearing my blackness. The incident could be pure speculation, but by the way he raised 

his hands as if in fear of a confrontation made me feel otherwise. Anyway, this second encounter 



occurred in the hamburger line. Usually it is very busy, as people make a line due to the fries 

needing to be cooked and placed into separate bowls while the burgers are usually done in record 

time. Even so, I had calmed down a bit since I was going to get my tater tots. There was a girl in 

front of me who was typing a way on her phone. I thought about cutting her since she wasn’t 

paying attention, but I thought against it. This decision began to spark up a conversation as we 

both waited in line for our food. She was very friendly and welcomed conversation, even putting 

her phone away. Amid our conversation a friend of hers interrupted. This conversation ended 

with me sitting next to them as I ate and us “making friends.” My third encounter was at a bus 

stop in Sacramento with a male bus-goer. I was conflicted because he just interrupted our 

conversation. The way he interrupted our conversation was if he was asserting his dominance 

over me and my friend Keke. He seemed to have mistaken us as not being knowledgeable or 

credible of our conversation topic on failed relationships and men because of how old we looked. 

This was the most uncomfortable conversation for me, because he was a stranger and I had 

foreshadowed something strange would happen at the bus stop. I felt this way, because more 

often where I’m from in Sacramento the bus stops in the area always have some interesting 

people or events that happen. Even so, I continued to engage with caution and include it as part 

of my research. In conducting my research in this situation, I learned more about interacting with 

people, while treading cautiously. After our conversation he tried to get some line of 

conversation after insulting us. This exchange however was thwarted by leaving the area. My last 

encounter was in the lounge of my dorm building. This time I felt more comfortable and 

prepared because I lived here. Also, I felt more at ease because I lived on the floor with people 

who appeared to be the same race I was. In addition, I had seen most of these people come in and 

out of the building frequently. While conducting my research I ran into a familiar girl who lived 



on the opposite end. She was working on something, so I decided to strike up a conversation 

with her and get to know her. This was one of my easiest and least alarming conversations. We 

talked about our first brief encounter, hometowns, and majors. Overall, this was my favorite 

conversation and simplest. While conducting these conversations the theories I mainly 

encountered were attribution theory, labeling theory, and self-awareness theory. Some 

overlapping themes that complemented these theories were stereotype, social norms, frustration-

aggression, attitude, non-verbal cues, and prejudice. 

One of the theories that came up in my research was attribution theory. Attribution theory is 

when you equate your behavior or someone else’s with their actions to dictate who they are 

(Aronson et al 2015). When talking to the people, I assumed by how they acted whether they 

were on the phone or sitting to themselves at lecture hall, they would be stuck up. I felt they 

would be dismissive people. I had already written them off and judged them without realizing it. 

They could just be people whose intentions are working hard, or they could just be shy people. 

This does not mean they are unapproachable. Another issue, I encountered with the attribution 

theory was putting my bad attitude on the fact of potential bike accidents before going into my 

second observation in the Tecero dining hall. However, the true reason is that I have a short 

patience in dealing with issues and choose to react instead of think, although I have been having 

trouble maneuvering with the bike accidents around campus. The Tecero Dining Hall has an 

upstairs and downstairs sitting area. I always sit upstairs and get fries with my meal. I chose to 

do my observation then despite the busy, crowded, and loud environment. At the time, I thought 

this would be a great advantage to try and talk to a stranger.   For instance, during the 

conversation I had with the girl in Storer Lecture Hall, it was her tone of voice that made it easy 

to continue a conversation. Her tone was friendly and inviting when we spoke about being 



behind in class. She didn’t say anything that struck me as rude or to dissolve our conversation. In 

another conversation, at the bus stop with the black male I had written him off by what he was 

wearing. He was wearing all black and his appearance was not in the best condition, I attributed 

this to him of not being credible. I had clearly stereotyped him when he walked up. Stereotyping 

is when you use certain characteristics to identify a group or individual (Kiburi 2018a). As an 

African American female, it is very contradictory and difficult to make judgement against people 

of your own race. I looked at his clothes that sagged and hung off his body, consciously knowing 

he was Black and seemed suspicious. My judgement is as alarming as if a person of another 

person held the same thoughts. Even though, this is research, it is alarming of how we instantly 

create images in our mind and attribute it to bad character. I didn’t know his background, but his 

actions and the way he looked made me feel uncomfortable, because he was also a stranger. The 

many conflicts of interests of my analysis were my judgement of who he was. My analysis of his 

character was inclusive, due to me not having a more extensive conversation with him. 

Stereotyping is not only harmful to those who are being stereotyped, but also harmful to the 

people who practice it. Past experiences and the utilizations of schema which is responsible for 

our framework of preconceived notions (Aronson et al 2015). These notions were then attributed 

to the situation at hand and led to me feeling as though he wasn’t worthy to conversate with me 

and my friend. If I had taken the time to ask him about his career, school, age, and other pieces 

of his background it would’ve helped me make accurate portal of his true character. 

A second theory at work in my research was the labeling theory. Labeling theory is when you 

allow yourself to determine the behavior of a person (Kiburi 2018). My friend Kierra during our 

conversation labeled her ex-boyfriend a “Fuck Boy” based on his actions towards her. Although 

the term is not politically correct and demeaning, its definition is more so a boy who is not yet a 



man due to his tendencies to mistreat women by lying, cheating, and being immature. Calling 

him a “Fuck Boy” is a simplistic way of voicing her frustration aggression towards him. This 

frustration aggression meaning to block his efforts to treat her any type of way (Aronson et. Al). 

Keke feels as though that she loves it does not mean she has to bind to his control. Also making 

it easier for her to explain their problems in our generation of young adult relationships. In our 

generation, the social norms between gender are backwards for dating and standards. Guys who 

mistreat women may be lifted by their friends as being “pimps” or “players” as a positive thing. 

While girls may tend to see her as dealing with a “Fuck Boy” or stupid for putting up with his 

antics. As the male who we both engaged conversation with saw it as we were not credible 

because we looked young. I presumed this as possibly being in our early to late teens based on 

stature and appearance. He defended her ex-boyfriend without having known him because us as 

“young” conflicted with our opinion. I rolled my eyes at his mistaking us for being young. This 

was a nonverbal cue, that I did not have to convey with words to Keke that I was indeed annoyed 

by how he assessed the situation (Kiburi 2018b). I was instantly annoyed because of his 

misconceptions of Black women and dating perspective. He labeled Black girls as “loud and 

ghetto” as his reasons for not having dated them or seen them as attractive. His perspective is not 

one of rarity as many Black men I have encountered or see credit this as a valid reason for not 

dating within their own community. His comments were offensive, seeing as he felt comfortable 

out loud to two black girls at the bus stop. Clearly his attitude on the stereotypical Black Women 

did not suit us. The attitude of someone is their approach to a situation or experience (Aronson 

et. Al 2015). We were two African American college freshmen, whom may have come from 

neighborhood’s that weren’t affluent, but made it to college based on our academic prowess. The 

African American communities has issues just like other minority groups, these labels just 



happen to be more prevalent in mainstream media and society. His opinions and his interjection 

into a conversation where he possessed his dominance as an older male, posed an authority that 

was not welcomed. Every time he said something, I couldn’t stop myself from rolling my eyes or 

just giving Keke eye contact, because I did not respect his blatant disrespect to Black girls and 

associating them as less than. He was underhandedly saying other girls whether ethnic or racial 

makeup were superior to Black girls. This was my most difficult encounter when dealing with a 

true stranger and someone of my own race of the male perspective. 

The last theory that was most prevalent in my research was self-awareness theory. The self-

awareness theory is how we pay attention to ourselves and use it to judge ourselves by our 

beliefs (Aronson et. Al). I judged myself talking to strangers because I am growing up I had 

always been critical of my surroundings and strangers. My parents had always taught me to not 

trust anybody just because they are nice in the first meeting. They had instilled in me before 

college to be weary and overall growing up I was sheltered. I experienced being scared and 

frightened that something would happen to me if I spoke to strangers. I wasn’t allowed out by 

myself unless I was with my cousin until the age of sixteen. My parents often had me watch the 

news or criminal news (Forensic Files, Cops, Americas Most Wanted) to show me what kind of 

things happened. Basically, instilling in me the idea of a just world, where good things happen to 

good people and the opposite happened to bad people (Aronson et. Al 2015). As an only child 

they place their fears on to me. As a result, I feared dying and how I was going to die. I don’t 

think this situation was unique to just my parents over protectiveness, but also the neighborhood 

we lived in that was infested with crime, prostitution, and gang culture. My role in my family 

was limited as well as my voice as being the only child subject to my parent’s authority. This 

conversation although highly uncomfortable, was a very informative analysis about myself and 



the environment I place myself in and the conversations I engage with people I do not know. 

These situations in my nineteen years of life have shaped by self-awareness to be attentive in 

making sure I’m not placing myself in harm’s way or others. Essentially talking to strangers can 

be quite informative and through research it has helped me self-evaluate. 

Lastly, talking to strangers can yield results that help shape perspectives that counter the 

opinions society or others have imprinted upon you. My research although not perfect, allowed 

me to get to know people and get outside my comfort zone. The research also shows us how 

humans aren’t perfect. As people we develop judgements against people on their character on 

simple characteristics and face values before they even get a word out. However, when you get 

to know them these judgements are in some way added to or countered by the information you 

observe and receive. 
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