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WHAT IS ETIQUETTE?  WHAT ARE MANNERS?

Manners are polite behaviors that reflect an attitude of consideration, kindness, and 
respect for others. They are learned behaviors to be used every day to make a good impression 
on others and to feel good about yourself. Good manners go beyond opening doors and 
writing thank-you notes. The really polite person is tuned in to other people’s feelings and 
can put herself or himself in another person’s shoes. Using good manners encourages others 
to act in a similar fashion.

Etiquette, on the other hand, expresses consideration, respect, and honesty. These 
principles are the three qualities that stand behind all the manners we have. They are timeless 
and they cross cultural boundaries, unlike manners, which can change over time and differ 
around the world. Etiquette will always matter. Without proper manners and etiquette, the 
customs of polite society would soon disappear and we would act more like animals and 
less like people. Aggressiveness and an “every man for himself ” attitude would become the 
norm.

WHY ETIQUETTE AND MANNERS MATTER

Good manners are a powerful source of self-confidence and help facilitate life’s 
relationships in general. A teenager with polite manners is more likely to impress a college 
counselor or future employer, and a well-mannered third grader is more likely to enjoy 
friendships and be better-liked by teachers.

Manners are important for considering the feelings of other people and being the kind 
of person others will like and respect. In the ‘olden days,’ children were taught about the 
Golden Rule, “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.” This is still the correct 
way to behave nowadays. The Golden Rule exists in every culture on the planet.

If you are respectful of others, you are more likely to be treated with respect by them. 
If you show consideration everywhere you go, you are more likely to encourage others to 
behave in the same way towards you. Polite manners show the best you have to offer and 
encourages others to be at their best. Practicing these manners on a daily basis makes for a 
more pleasant life.

Why? Because if you have good manners, you’ll stand out from the crowd. Good 
manners impress people and put them at ease. And people who are impressed and relaxed 
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are more likely to respect you and agree to your requests. Manners make the world a better 
place. Best of all, good manners don’t cost a thing. You can have the very best for free.

“Etiquette requires us to admire the human race.”

Mark Twain
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A BRIEF HISTORY OF ETIQUETTE

The first known etiquette book was written in 2400 B.C. by Ptahhotep. It reads as 
if it were prepared as advice for young Egyptian men climbing the social ladder of the day. 
One piece of advice was, “When sitting with one’s superior, laugh when he laughs.” Good 
manners have been around a long time.

Even when people ate everything with their fingers, there were right and wrong ways 
to do so. In ancient Rome, a lower-class person grabbed food with all five fingers, while one 
of good breeding used only three, leaving the ring finger and the little finger out of it. Thus, 
the raised pinkie as a sign of high-class was born. We do not, however, raise our pinkies 
today because this is a sign of pretentiousness and a sure sign that such a person does not 
know the right way to eat, or, worse yet, is a shameless social climber.

One of the earliest writers on civility, Tommasino de Cerclaria, who lived near Venice, 
Italy, wrote A Treatise on Courtesy in about 1200. For de Cerclaria, carrying tales, betraying 
secrets, and vainglorious boasting were faults that bordered on sin. Pushing ahead of others in 
a crowd was evidence of poor breeding. Less than ninety years later, Cerclaria’s countryman, 
a Milanese monk, Bonvicino da Riva, wrote what is probably the first book specifically 
dealing with table manners, Fifty Courtesies of the Table. Many of Bonvicino’s rules were so 
simple that young children could understand them, but they have stood the test of time: 
Do not slouch at the table. Do not gulp food and liquid in one mouthful. Turn your head 
when coughing or sneezing. Do not lick your fingers clean of food or pick your teeth with 
your fingers (Sorry, Colonel Sanders). Do not stare at others’ plates; and do not talk with a 
mouthful of food.

Many people believe that the French started today’s modern etiquette. It began in the 
French royal courts of the 1600s and 1700s. Etiquette originally meant “Keep off the grass!” 
When Louis XIV’s gardener at Versailles discovered that the aristocrats were trampling 
through his garden, he put up signs, or “etiquets” to warn them off, but the dukes and 
duchesses walked right past the signs. Finally, the king himself had to decree that no one was 
to go beyond the bounds of the etiquets. Gradually, the meaning of etiquette was expanded 
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to include the ticket to court functions that listed the rules of where to stand and what to 
do. Like language, etiquette evolved, but in a sense it still means “Keep off the grass.” We 
watch for people to stay within certain bounds of polite behavior.

“We are what we repeatedly do.  
Excellence is not an act but a habit.”

Aristotle
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THINK BEFORE YOU SPEAK!

You can think whatever you want to think, but the minute you let your thoughts out 
of your head through your words or your actions, they become public information. Think 
in terms of taking a small tube of toothpaste and squirting the contents onto a plate. Now 
try and put all of the toothpaste back into the tube. Once the toothpaste comes out of the 
tube, you cannot get it all back in.

Think of a put-down or a rude comment as being the same as a tube of toothpaste. 
Once a put-down comes out of your mouth and goes into someone else’s ears, you cannot 
take it back. If a child gets three put-downs in one day, he or she must get 30 compliments 
to get back to where he or she was — 30!

So just remember: thoughts are private, but behavior is public, and the next time you 
think about making a rude comment, think again — and screw the lid to your toothpaste 
tube on tightly!
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BASIC EXAMPLES OF GOOD MANNERS AND ETIQUETTE

 • Look people in the eye when you speak to them.
 • Shake hands firmly.
 • Choose your comments wisely. Don’t rush to comment on things you don’t know much 

about. Being a good listener is often better than speaking. You don’t need to have an opinion 
on everything.

 • Don’t invade another’s personal space or speak loudly. You will quickly lose respect if you do, 
as this can be seen as overbearing and rude. It can also make other people angry and upset 
with you before you even establish some kind of relationship with them. They will see you 
as a bully or a “know it all.”

 • Speak with respect to, and of, others. Avoid negative remarks that may insult someone else. 
As a general rule, try to say only positive things about people. If you don’t want someone to 
speak about you in a certain way, don’t speak about them in a bad way.

 • Always respect everyone. You can learn from every person with whom you come into contact.
 • Using the terms “Thank You” and “You are Welcome” shows that you have good manners.
 • When someone pays you a compliment thank them graciously, and make your thanks 

specific. For example if your friend says, “I like your sweater,” you may answer with, “Thank 
you. This is my favorite sweater.”

 • Hold open a door for older people, those with disabilities, and anyone following you closely. 
This will encourage people to respect you.

 • Be appreciative. Always say “Thank you” when someone gives you a gift or a compliment, 
or does something for you, and send a thank-you note for a gift.

 • Say “Please” when you are asking someone to give you something or do something for you. 
Do not say “Please” over and over again; it seems like you are begging for something you 
want. That is not a polite thing.

 • Say “Excuse me” when your body makes an embarrassing noise, such as a burp, hiccup, 
or sneeze. You should always sneeze or cough into a tissue and then dispose of the tissue 
correctly.

 • Knock on closed doors and wait to see if there is a response before entering..
 • Sit attentively. Even if a play or assembly is boring, sit through it quietly and respectfully. 

The performers and presenters are doing their best.
 • Say hello and goodbye.
 • Clean up after you make a mess.
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What appropriate polite answer would you give in the following situations:

 • Your grandmother gives you a puppy for your birthday.
 • Your best friend tells you your new shoes look really cool.
 • You want someone to pass you the salt, which is at the far end of the table.
 • You burp or sneeze in the middle of a conversation with your teacher.
 • You see your classmate trip and fall.
 • You accidentally spill someone’s drink.
 • You have to squeeze between two people having a conversation, in order to get to the door.
 • Your mom helps you find pictures for your history report.
 • You want to yawn when you are listening to your friend tell you about a movie he watched 

the night before.
 • You accidentally step on someone’s toe.

How would you feel if someone:

 • Talked to your friend but turned his back on you?
 • Pushed you out of the way to get the seat you were about to take?
 • Let the door slam in your face as you were about to walk through it?
 • Shared your things but never shared anything of theirs?
 • Never said “please” or “thank you?”

Courtesy, politeness, or having good manners 
are all about respecting others and yourself.

WHY “PLEASE” AND “THANK YOU” ARE SO IMPORTANT

 • Does it really matter if you remember to always say “please” and “thank you?”
 • Will saying “please” and “thank you” actually help get you what you may want?
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 • Do you think saying “’please” and “thank you” may be one of the marks of good manners?
 • Is it possible that saying “please” and “thank you” can actually help your peers as well as you?

The unequivocal answer to all the above questions is YES. Polite words like please, 
thank you, and excuse me, make other people feel appreciated and respected. Always be 
specific when you thank someone. For example, “Thank you for helping me carry these 
packages to my room.” “Thank you for showing me the shortest way to your house.” When 
you think about what you are thanking someone for, it makes you feel more genuinely 
grateful. You can show kindness and respect for other people’s feelings by speaking politely 
to them. Showing good manners in your speech reveals that you have respect for others as 
well as for yourself, and makes you much more enjoyable to be around.

FIRST IMPRESSIONS

Good manners and polite, attentive, and courteous behavior help make a good first 
impression. The first impression always plays a major role in your relationship with others. 
It takes people about seven seconds to form an opinion of what you’re like, and that opinion 
may last a long time. Here are some simple tips which help to create a good first impression:

 • Being on Time: Being on time helps in two ways:

 ◊ It makes you feel relaxed about the environment and prepares you mentally to face 
people with ease.

 ◊ It shows that you take the time you are about to spend seriously.

 • Appearance plays a major role: The first thing people notice about other people is the way 
they look. You don’t need to wear brand-new clothes or luxury accessories, but your clothes 
should be clean, neat, and well-ironed. A well cared-for appearance shows that you value 
yourself and what other people think of you. In addition to taking care of your appearance, 

“Politeness is a sign of dignity, not subservience.”

Theodore Roosevelt
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it’s also important to consider if your appearance is appropriate for the situation. You may 
look lovely in your party clothes, but these would look out of place in a more casual setting, 
such as at a picnic or at the movies. Your outfit should fit the atmosphere of the occasion. 
Wear a colorful outfit for a party, and a more formal one for a more serious occasion.

 • Chewing gum is never appropriate when meeting someone for the first time.
 • Yes, good hygiene is critical. Although this can be a very sensitive subject, it’s very hard 

to ignore. Good hygiene means much more than taking a shower every day. When you’re 
nervous, frightened, etc., your body can, and your mouth will, emit an odor that you may 
not even smell. But you may rest assured, others notice, and it’s not pleasant. Whether you’re 
a boy, girl, man, or woman, an antiperspirant / deodorant is a must. Good dental hygiene 
is equally essential: brushing and flossing your teeth frequently and using mouthwash, 
especially after a spicy or garlicky meal, can avoid offending people. Your hair and nails 
should always be clean and neatly trimmed. And let us not forget … no matter how clean 
your body is, if you are wearing dirty clothes, from underwear to sweaters and coat, you may 
not know it, but those around you certainly will!

 • Magical smile: There are two popular sayings: “Smile and the world smiles with you;” and 
“A smile increases your face value.” Make it a practice to give a warm smile when you meet 
a person for first time. It can create a very good first impression and last a long time.

 • Your body language talks before you start speaking. Consider this: someone starts to tell 
a story and you sigh and roll your eyes. Your body is telling that person that you’re not 
interested in their story and find it (and perhaps them) boring. If, on the other hand, you 
make eye contact with them while they are talking and nod or smile in response to what they 
are saying, your body is telling them, “I’m paying attention to what you are saying because 
I find your story and you interesting.”

 • How we carry ourselves can send a message just as clearly as what we say. Standing or sitting 
up straight, appearing confident, looking people in the eye, and having a smile or pleasant 
expression gives people the impression that you are polite, confident and pleasant. Scowling, 
crossing your arms, slouching, or staring off into the distance may make people think you 
are angry, unapproachable, or uninterested.

REMEMBER: You have only one chance to make a good first impression.
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 • Introductions: You want your first few seconds with somebody to be productive, so it’s 
important to personalize a verbal introduction when you meet with people. Even something 
as basic as, “I’ve looked so forward to meeting you, Henry. I have heard a lot about you,” 
is acceptable. If you have a hard time remembering names, the introduction is a great place 
to reinforce the name of the person you just met. It doesn’t have to be too involved: when 
your contact says, “Hi, I’m Amelia,” reply with a simple, “Great to meet you, Amelia, I’m 
Jeremy,” instead of just saying, “Hi, I’m Jeremy,” in response.

 • Speak clearly: Many people have wonderful things to say but don’t speak with clarity. You 
need to enunciate your words so that people understand you easily and your message gets 
across.

 • In subsequent conversations, remember the person’s name, and use it when speaking to 
them.

 • Talk in terms of the other person’s interests. You’re not always that interesting to them. A deep 
desire in human nature is the craving to be appreciated. Even though you may have climbed 
to the summit of Mt. Everest or spent a year in a sailboat, the accomplishments and interests 
of the other person are more important to them. It has been said, “To another person, his or 
her hangnail is more serious than your serious illness.” When you first meet someone, it is 
important to make them feel important, so give them what they want: recognition of their 
interests and strengths.

 • Always think in terms of how you would like this new person to see you, when you’re 
meeting him or her for the first time, and treat this person the way you would want to be 
treated. Smile, remember your new acquaintance’s name, and focus your interest on them 
rather than you.

“Good manners open closed doors.  
Bad manners close open doors.”

Mehmet Murat Ilhan
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MAKING POLITE REQUESTS

Any request to anyone, old, young, a friend, a relative, even someone you’ve just met, should 
be the same: calm, polite, and natural.

Example: Here is a restaurant dialogue. Do you feel that Kim is polite to the waiter? Underline any 
specific words that Kim uses to be polite. Although “please” is obvious, how else is Kim polite?

Restaurant Dialogue

Waiter Good afternoon. May I help you?

Kim Yes, please. Do you have any suggestions?

Waiter Yes. Would you like soup or salad to start?

Kim What kind of soup do you have today?

Waiter We have delicious chili, cream of mushroom, and our specialty today is 
chicken soup.

Kim The chicken soup sounds delicious. May I have a cup, please?

Waiter Of course, Miss. Might I suggest the Cobb salad as an entree?

Kim That’s a lovely suggestion, thank you so much. I’d like that.
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Restaurant Dialogue  
(continuation)

Waiter Would you like anything to drink?

Kim Yes, I’d like a Coke, please.

Waiter (After Kim has her lunch). Would you like a slice of our homemade apple 
pie for dessert?

Kim I’m so full, I don’t know where I’d put it. But thank you for offering. I’ve 
got an appointment in 15 minutes. Could I have the check, please?

Waiter Certainly.

Kim I don’t have my glasses. How much is the lunch?

Waiter That’s $8.75.

Kim: Here you are. Thank you very much.

Waiter You’re welcome. Have a good day.

Kim Thank you, the same to you.



PRE-PRESS EDITION © 2020 BY OMNI LEARNING CENTER EDUCATIONAL GUIDES. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED.

19MAKING POLITE REQUESTS

Awkward Questions

Politeness is not only necessary when making requests. It’s just as important to be 
polite in answering requests or other questions. If you are too direct in giving an answer 
someone might not like, that is impolite. Look at the awkward questions below and try to 
make the answers as polite as possible.

Come to my party tonight.
Impolite answer No, I don’t want to.

More polite answer –––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––----

What do you think of my family?
Impolite answer I don’t like them.

More polite answer –––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––----

Do I look unattractive in these jeans?
Impolite answer Yes.

More polite answer –––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––----
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Impolite vs. Polite

In this exercise, let’s use an impolite statement. How would you phrase it to make it 
more polite?

Example

1.

Impolite Bring me a glass of water.

Polite –––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––-----------

–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––-----------

2.

Impolite Help me with this.

Polite –––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––-----------

–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––-----------

3.

Impolite Be quiet.

Polite –––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––-----------

–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––-----------

Impolite Close the window.
Polite Please close the window.  
 I’d like you to close the window, please.  
 I’d appreciate it if you would close the window.  
 Do you think you might be able to close the window?

Your turn!
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“Gratitude is not only the greatest of 
virtues, but the parent of all others.”

Cicero

4.

Impolite Go home, I want to go to bed.

Polite ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––----------

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––----------

5.

Impolite Leave me alone.

Polite ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––----------

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––----------
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