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EVERYDAY MANNERS 

 

Etiquette and Behavior  

Introductions. If you meet someone you know on the street while you are with someone 

else they do not know, it is polite (and customary) to introduce the people to each other. 

 

Foreign Languages. If you are with a group of mainly English-speaking people and the 

conversation is going on in English, it is not polite to speak in your own or another foreign 

language for more than a few sentences. 

 

Taboo Topics. The use of swear words, obscenities, or ethnic vulgarisms is best avoided in 

conversation, even if you hear someone else using this kind of language. Also, avoid telling 

off-color or sexually explicit stories or jokes. This kind of language may be effective with 

some Americans, but can be deeply offensive and off-putting to others. The habitual use of 

obscenities, in or out of context, is never a good idea. You may indeed hear it, but do not 

repeat it. 

 

If you are in a movie theater or at a concert or play, it is never polite to talk during the 

performance, even in a whisper. You will hear others doing it, of course.  

 

Being on Time 

Americans place a high value on punctuality. If you make plans with someone, you 

should be there when you say you will. Three to five minutes early is even better, because it 

shows that you are really looking forward to spending time with the other person. Most 

people will allow five or maybe ten minutes late, but more than that is considered bad form. 

Not showing up at all--called "standing someone up"--is considered very rude and, unless you 

have a very good reason, the other person may never want to make plans with you again. 

In American culture, the commitment to spend time with someone is more important 

than anything else that might happen. Americans go to great lengths to keep their 

commitments. Even if their mother called them on the phone, they would say, "Oh, Mom, I 

can only talk a few minutes, because I'm meeting a friend for lunch. Can I call you back when 

I get home?" Their mother would not take offense at this, because their pre-existing plans 

take precedence over all others. 

Valid excuses for being late generally involve transportation problems, such as: being 

stuck in traffic, your car breaking down, unavoidably missing your bus or train, or not being 

able to get a cab. Being late because you didn't want to miss the end of a TV show or 

because another friend called you on the phone is not acceptable. If you realize you are 
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going to be late, you should call the other person immediately, explain the situation, 

apologize, and ask if they would like to meet later or do something else another time. 

Not showing up for a date is considered the height of rudeness, so you better have a 

good reason for it. Valid reasons include: death or serious illness of a close family member, 

being in a car accident, being sick, or not having child care due to a situation you could not 

have foreseen (for example, the babysitter didn't show up). If you must miss a date, call the 

other person immediately, explain what happened, and apologize repeatedly (about five times 

should do). "I'm so sorry, I feel just awful about it, I hope you can forgive me, but here is 

what happened..." Is a good way to start this conversation. 

Understand that if you are continually late or do not show up for dates, you will get a 

reputation as someone who does not keep your word. People will consider you a liar and 

someone not to be trusted, and will not want to be your friend or may not want to do 

business with you. Being late or not showing up is interpreted as meaning that you never 

wanted to go out with the person in the first place, ` and will cause hard feelings. 

The rule to remember is: show up a few minutes early or on time. If you must be late, 

phone the other person at once and explain why. Do not be late repeatedly, and never stand 

someone up unless you absolutely cannot avoid it.  

 

Formal and Informal Events  

Social events and parties can pose bewildering problems for Americans and foreigners 

alike. You'll have to determine how formal the party or event is, what kind of food or drink 

will be served (if any), whether or not a gift is expected, and, if so, what type of gift is 

appropriate. 

 

Formal and Informal.  

For some people and in some regions, “informal” means blue jeans and T-shirts. For 

some others, it can mean sports jackets and ties. It pays to ask specific questions about how 

you should dress when someone invites you (“Do I need to wear a dress? jacket and tie? Is 

everyone wearing shorts? Are jeans all right?”). Even if informal clothing is in order, keep 

your clothes clean. Neatness counts when making first impressions on Americans. If in doubt, 

let others dress down, and maintain your own appearance at a higher level. On invitations to 

events like weddings and receptions, the phrase “formal” (also referred to as “Black Tie”) 

means tuxedos for men and evening dresses for women.  

 

Bringing Gifts  

Rules for gift giving are never hard and fast. They depend on the occasion. For 

birthdays or weddings, gifts of some kind are usually expected. If you do not have a great 
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deal of money, a small gift will suffice. If you do not know what kind of gift the recipient 

would like, a gift card is usually appropriate; the selection is vast. Keep in mind that 

Americans may be embarrassed if you give them extremely expensive gifts. “It's the thought 

that counts.” 

At a very formal dinner event given by strangers, a gift is rarely expected. For an 

informal dinner party, lunch or barbecue, it is thoughtful to bring a small gift such as a box of 

fancy candies or a bottle of wine, with no need to ask in advance. Avoid flowers or any gift 

that will require your busy host to stop what they are doing and deal with the gift. You may 

include a card or short note, but overdoing the wrapping may indeed embarrass the host, or 

other guests who have not been as elaborate. 

For food events, unless it is clear that the party is on a “pot luck” basis for which 

guests each bring their own food items, do not bring food meant to be consumed then or 

there. Gifts should be easy on the hosts, simple, and appropriate. Once again, remember that 

in America, “It's the thought that counts.” 

If children are involved, it is wise to inform the parents that you intend to bring “a little 

something,” and get some feedback from them as to the kinds of playthings they consider 

appropriate. As an example, some parents prefer “educational” toys for their children. 

Bringing a toy truck for a boy and a doll for a girl may be perfectly appropriate in some 

families, considered “sexist” in others. The parents will let you know if you get them talking.  

 

Bringing Refreshments and Food  

Some parties are “pot luck” or “covered dish” affairs. The idea is that everybody brings 

something for the entire group to enjoy. Sometimes the person giving the party will assign 

various types of food (breads, beverages, pasta, or dessert) to different people to assure a 

variety. In some cases, the hosts will prepare the major dishes, such as meats or fish, and 

expect guests to bring side dishes, like salads and potatoes. If in doubt, ask. You cannot 

please everyone, but it never hurts to ask the hosts whether they have any food allergies or 

preferred foods, and choose your own contribution accordingly. Even if the hosts will vacuum 

up anything put in their path, they will appreciate the thoughtfulness of your considering their 

needs. 

When bringing food, the thoughtful guest purchases a dish of some quality, the even 

more thoughtful guest goes to the trouble of preparing a dish, provided he or she has the 

skill. If you are particularly adept at preparing the cuisine of your own country, this might just 

be the time to introduce it to others. If your cuisine is pungent or spicy, however, you might 

decide to modify the strong flavors a little so the dish will better appeal to a broad variety of 

American tastes. Bear in mind that, in any case, Americans usually shy away from organ 

meats and slimy vegetables. 
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In some “pot luck” events, just a few friends bring the food, often in large amounts. If 

you find yourself at such an event without being warned in advance, just dig in and enjoy the 

food. You weren't expected to contribute. Common sense does indicate that it is a good idea 

to compliment the dishes prepared by the other people, of course. 

If a party is given on a B.Y.O.B. basis (it means, “Bring Your Own Bottle”) you'll be 

expected to bring a beverage, often alcoholic. If you do not consume alcoholic beverages, it 

is perfectly acceptable to bring a soft drink, mineral water for example. As a general rule, 

bring about twice as much as you would ordinarily drink, whatever the beverage. 

If your religion mandates that you avoid certain foods, it is best to simply say, “No, 

thank you” when they are offered to you rather than going into detail on the topic. You do 

not want to make others feel uncomfortable about consuming these foods in front of you.  

 

Card and Game Parties  

Americans enjoy card and game parties as highly social activities, usually with snacks 

and drinks. Bridge and poker are the two most popular card games, usually played for 

money, though often for very small amounts. Men's poker nights and women's bridge nights 

on a regular or weekly basis are common (though mixed groups also play these games). If 

invited to play either of these card games, it is important to understand the level of money, if 

any, involved, and to learn as much as possible about the games so as not to slow them 

down. Most Americans are happy to explain the rules of their games to newcomers. 

Americans may also invite you to a get-together to play “parlor games” such as 

charades, or commercial boxed games such as perennial favorite Monopoly, a “board game” 

in which players are expected to make aggressive real estate deals. Here, once again, no one 

expects you to arrive in the country with a full knowledge of the rules. Monopoly, in fact, is 

an American cultural icon. Reference to ownership of various properties, such as the valuable 

combination of “Boardwalk and Park Place,” may signify making a success in the world. A 

spate of bad luck may be metaphorically likened to going “to Jail” without “passing Go.” You 

will understand these uniquely American references once you become familiar with the game 

(provided you use the standard version). You can easily learn as you go, since only play 

“Monopoly Money” is involved. Another extremely popular board game in the United States is 

Clue, a murder mystery game that has its origins in England.  

 

Entertaining Outside  

Americans enjoy entertaining guests outdoors, most commonly in the backyards of 

their homes, weather permitting of course. If the event occurs during the daytime, especially 

in summer, most people will be wearing decidedly casual clothing, especially if swimming is 

involved. An evening event may be less casual. Even if the event is casual, it is always wise 
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as an outsider to wear neat, clean summer clothes, and avoid ultra-casual clothing like tank 

tops and sweat pants. 

As with any other invitation where food is involved, you may ask if you can bring 

something and bring a small gift like wine even if the hosts say “no.” 

Be prepared at an outdoor summer party to participate in some outdoor games and 

light sports. Choose a suitable pair of shoes. Participants (and these may be children) may 

begin throwing a Frisbee around, kicking a soccer ball, or organizing a game like volleyball or 

badminton. No one expects you to know all the rules, or have any particular skill at the game, 

in order to “join in.” 

At outdoor events in which it is obvious that the party is going on behind the house, it 

is not impolite to join the party directly through a side yard door rather than ringing the front 

door of the house.  

 

Celebrations  

As in any other country, Americans like to celebrate special events like birthdays, 

retirements, confirmations, or graduations. Celebrations take place at people's homes, in 

restaurants, and sometimes in substantial catering halls that specialize in such events. 

In some situations, gifts are expected. In other cases, particularly if you do not know 

the person well, an appropriate greeting card will be sufficient. Throughout the United States, 

“card and gift stores” sell cards for all occasions. These stores also sell small, inexpensive 

gifts that may well be appropriate, just to be on the safe side, if a large gift isn't expected. 

If you know the person honored, a celebration may be the ideal occasion in which so 

say a few words, formally, or propose a toast. If you are not a native English speaker, keep 

the speech short. You can be sure that even if you make errors in the language, everyone 

attending will appreciate your thoughtfulness.  

 

Showers and Weddings  

If you are invited to a “bridal shower” or a “baby shower,” you will be expected to 

bring a substantial gift. The “showers” are gift-giving events. In many cases (if not most), the 

couple to be married (or the expectant mother) will choose the gifts they want from the “gift 

registry” of any of a number of stores, now, more often than not, completely on the Internet. 

Traditional gifts for weddings used to be largely china, cutlery, and kitchen appliances, but 

today the happy couple may well register at a home improvement store. Baby showers, of 

course, involve baby clothes and related infant items. 

Today, these registries make gift giving simple. Log on, choose the gift you can 

afford, pay for the gift, and the registry takes care of the rest, including gift wrapping, 

shipping, and providing a gift card from you showing your chosen message. You can always 
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arrange to have the wrapped gift sent to you if you wish to give it in person. At a retail store, 

you can, of course, shop in person, commonly accessing the registry at an in-store kiosk. If 

you cannot decide on the gift or if all the gifts in your price range have been taken already, 

you have the option of purchasing a gift card. 

While the groom at a wedding or father in the case of an expected birth has at least a 

theoretical say in the choice of gifts at a registry, American shower participants, honorees, 

and guests are always female.  

 

Being a Good Guest  

In the United States, if you are invited to someone's home in advance for a dinner or 

meal, make an effort to be extra courteous by accepting or declining the invitation with 

plenty of time to spare. Arrange to arrive on time, neither early nor late. If, when you arrive, 

the hosts are still setting up the table, offer to help, and offer to help clear the table later on. 

Make a real effort to engage in conversation with the other guests, avoiding controversial 

conversational topics of course. If in doubt as to when to leave, wait for the first signs that 

the party is breaking up. 

If you are invited to stay in someone's home overnight or for a few days, make sure 

you understand in advance how long you will be staying. Be on time. Take your hosts out to 

a restaurant for dinner at least once, or offer to contribute when food shopping. Keep the 

area you are staying in neat and orderly. Make sure you are available for meals when your 

hosts are; adapt to their schedule for most major activities, including bed and waking times. 

Offer to help with a few household or outdoor chores. If possible, leave the house 

occasionally to entertain yourself and to give your hosts time away from you, if only for a 

walk. Bring a small gift when you arrive, and send a thank you note after your stay. 

Do not overstay your welcome. It is best to arrange a short stay in the first place, no 

more than a few days. If the length of your stay is open-ended, leave earlier rather than 

later.  

 

When You Entertain  

When you entertain Americans in your own home, your task is to make them feel as 

comfortable and as welcome in your home as possible. When a guest comes to your door, 

shake the guest's hand and usher him or her inside with a welcoming gesture. If the guest 

has a coat, offer to take the coat and store it neatly, letting the guest know where he or she 

can retrieve it when it comes time to leave. Introduce each of your guests to the others, and 

do your best to keep conversation going between them. If you have music playing, keep the 

volume low enough to allow conversation. Keep in mind that a volume level that sounds low 
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to you may make it difficult for some of your guests to hear. Tastes in music differ, so no 

music may be the best course. 

If you are preparing and serving food to your guests, it is thoughtful to have nuts, 

cheese or other appetizers available to tide your guests over until you serve the main meal. If 

you are just serving snacks or light items, you must let your guests know what to expect 

before they arrive. It is also essential to see to it that your guests each get something to 

drink almost as soon as they arrive. Bear in mind that, even in cold weather, many Americans 

prefer ice in their drinks. The ice you prepare yourself in your freezer might not be sufficient; 

a purchased bag of ice from your local market will be handy. Have ample supplies of paper 

napkins handy. A nice touch also is to purchase disposable paper guest towels for the 

bathrooms. 

When serving food, if you do not have enough room to serve your guests all seated at 

a table, Americans usually do not mind eating “buffet style” wherever they can find a place, 

as long as you explain the necessity to them. If using paper plates for this, however, you 

need to spend a little extra money for the sturdiest, to avoid mishaps. If you prepare food 

that is easy to eat neatly, your guests will be thankful and the group dynamics will improve. 

Some guests may be shy about “going for seconds,” so make it clear that you have plenty of 

food, which, of course, you should. 

Some or all of your guests might require the bathroom at some time during the 

evening. Answer their requests quietly, discretely showing them where they can find “the 

facilities.”  After your party, thank your guests for their visit. Some people send notes through 

the mail, but these actually may make people uncomfortable, if they are not note senders. A 

solid e-mail thank you, which will allow the recipient to give a quick friendly reply, is perfectly 

acceptable.  

 

Table Manners  

Table manners are important in America, and may be different from those of your 

country. They are complicated, and you should consult a good guide to etiquette for a 

complete view.  In general Americans try to eat neatly, without making a lot of noise. If 

something on the table is out of their reach, they politely ask someone to pass it to them. 

Food should be lifted up to the mouth. Do not bend over to eat it. Sit up as straight as you 

can without being uncomfortable. Do not talk with your mouth full.  

Table napkins are placed on your lap, folded in half if they are very large. If you are in a 

small group, it is polite to wait to start eating until the host sits down and begins. With larger 

groups, you may begin after noting that a few people have begun. You may also begin if the 

host urges you to. 
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Use your fork, knife and spoon to eat your food. There are some exceptions, like lobster 

and corn on the cob, cookies, shrimp, and fried chicken and other foods. Better watch what 

other people do. If you do eat with your hands, don't lick your fingers to clean them. Use the 

napkin carefully. If you have to take food out of your mouth, such as a pit or bone, do it 

carefully and quietly. It is not polite to pick your teeth at the table to remove trapped food. If 

you must do this before the end of the meal, excuse yourself and go to the restroom.  

Taking Conversation  

Americans can become fairly intimate and personal in conversation, though 

controversial subjects like sex, religion, and politics are often best avoided, at least until you 

get a good idea of the views of the people you are talking to. It is permissible for an 

American to start a conversation with a stranger but the conversation should be immediately 

ended if the person does not seem to want to talk. Be especially careful not to force your 

attention on someone in a plane, train or bus. An accepted conversation starter is “What do 

you do?” meaning “What do you do for a living?” “Do you have any brothers or sisters?” is 

also a safe question. Americans also love to talk about their children. Since Americans are not 

particularly open about the subject of death, you will want to make sure a person's parents 

are alive before referring to them or asking about them. 

Some Americans can spend a great deal of time in casual social circumstances talking 

about astrology. You can be sure that sooner or later you will be asked “What's your sign?” in 

a friendly manner. If you don't know your “sign” you can find it in any newspaper's astrology 

column. Even if you don't believe in astrology, it is often a good, non-controversial subject of 

conversation among people who do not know each other well. 

Unless you know an American very well, it is not a good idea to criticize American 

society, apparent social injustices in America, or American ways of doing things. Americans 

usually think their way of doing things is either the best way or the only way. They have little 

exposure to or knowledge of other cultures. You might be 100% right in your criticism, but 

you won't get the point across to someone unwilling to consider it. In a social setting with 

people you have just met, starting such a political argument is undiplomatic. With people you 

already know, you can take some chances with controversial subjects. If someone starts a 

conversation with you on a subject you consider tactless, improper or offensive, it is best to 

try to change the subject rather than making the problem worse by asking the other person 

embarrassing or personal questions. Don't lower yourself to the other person's level.  

 

Accepting Compliments  

If someone pays you a compliment, do not protest or deny the truth of the statement 

(as is required in many other cultures). Accept the compliment graciously and with thanks. In 

conversation, give yourself time to prepare your response to the compliment, since often 
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these remarks may come as surprises. If you feel awkward, smile and collect yourself before 

responding. You are not obligated to return the compliment as soon as you receive it. If you 

do wish to say something nice to the person making the compliment, compose your words 

carefully and wait for the right moment, so as not to appear too artificial. 

Keep in mind that when someone pays you a compliment, he or she may actually feel rather 

awkward, perhaps even timid, about doing so. Your task is to make the complement a 

success by giving the warm thanks the other person was hoping for, but not truly expecting.  

Some Americans are shy about interacting with others and may respond to a compliment, for 

an achievement for example, by saying something like “oh, it was nothing.” Make sure not to 

imitate this behavior. If you give an American a compliment and get this kind of response, 

feel free to hold your ground and insist to the other that he or she really deserves the praise.  

 

In The American Home  

For many Americans, the home is the center of their lives. Home improvement 

television shows are very popular, as are home improvement mega-centers like Lowe's and 

The Home Depot. In some cultures, people keep the home entirely separate, even from close 

friends. In the United States, generally speaking, people enjoy showing off their homes to 

others, especially if they have put a lot of work, or money, into them. 

If an American invites you for a home tour, even if it feels odd in your culture, the 

proper thing to do is to accept the invitation with enthusiasm. The homeowner may be 

exceptionally proud of rooms or home improvements that mean absolutely nothing to you, 

say a buried lawn sprinkler system, an elaborate home theater setup, or even a refurbished 

bathroom. A tour of a child's room will require an appropriate compliment, as will 

photographs of the children themselves. 

One of the areas of the home that attracts the most passion among Americans is the 

kitchen. Bear in mind that attention to kitchen design and equipment often has no direct 

relationship with the homeowner's desire to or ability to cook. Avoid asking about the owner's 

cooking skills, or enthusiasm for cooking as a pastime, unless the owner brings the subject 

up.  

 

Smoking!!!  

Americans can get very excited about the issue of smoking. Smoking was highly 

acceptable a few decades ago, but now smokers are in a dwindling minority. Many states and 

localities have laws limiting the public areas in which people may smoke, or mandating non-

smoking areas in restaurants. Cigarette advertising has been banned from radio and 

television for many years, and now no longer appears on billboards. Many trains and airlines 

do not allow smoking at all. 
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If you do smoke and are not sure whether it is legal or polite to smoke in a public or 

private area, it is common American practice to politely ask “Is smoking allowed?” or “Do you 

mind if I smoke?” Do not reach for your cigarettes while you are asking these questions. To 

be on the safe side, assume that it is not all right. 

If you smoke, be aware that you are a member of a minority that is getting smaller 

every day. Americans who give up smoking are often the loudest critics of the habit and the 

least tolerant. Successful businesses have sprung up to help people quit smoking, with many 

public service and health groups joining in on a non-profit basis. If you've ever thought of 

quitting, America is a good place in which to do it. You'll find a great deal of sympathy and 

help. 

At dinner with others, it is not polite to smoke between courses. The proper time to 

smoke, if the practice is accepted at all, is during coffee and dessert.  

 

Littering and Recycling  

While many American cities are far from clean, you don't have to add to the mess. It is 

not acceptable in America to throw trash into the street or onto the sidewalk. Use a proper 

trash receptacle. It is also never acceptable to spit, blow your nose with your fingers or 

urinate on the street. 

Recycling of newspapers, cans, bottles, and all sorts of packaging and containers is 

widely practiced in America. Organized recycling is becoming more widespread as American 

concern for the environment and the problems of waste disposal increases. Because of the 

stress on recycling, household trash must not only be disposed of neatly, but also in a way 

that assures that recyclable materials are properly separated. If you buy a can of soda or a 

newspaper in America, often you may have to search for a proper receptacle other than the 

trash in order to dispose of it, especially if you are in a public building.  

 

Cellular Phone Etiquette  

Please keep in mind that it is not considered polite in America to carry on a long conversation 

on a cellular phone while seated in a restaurant or other area in which people are trying to converse 

quietly. You may, of course, see (and hear) other people doing exactly that, but this is no reason for 

you to be impolite. 


