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In memory of my mother, always alive in my heart,
for my father, a true gentleman,
and for Flora, who taught me the beauty of kindness.









INTRODUCTION


“The Etiquette Guru Who Broke Up with a Boyfriend over Text.” When I saw the headline of the New York Times Style section profile, I cringed for a moment. But only for a moment. Then I laughed. Paired with a photo of me spearing a cupcake with my knife, it playfully summed up my brand of etiquette: sticking a fork (or knife!) into the idea that etiquette is all about which fork to use.


So what do I believe etiquette is about? In a word: connection.


Etiquette, as I often say, is the glue that holds society together. And we could certainly use more of that because we’re coming unstuck. Look around. Or better yet, take a look inside. I hear reports from my etiquette students, my social media followers, and many fans of my Netflix series Mind Your Manners that they’re anxious. They’re lonely and unsure about how to reach out to others. Maybe you feel the same, because statistics bear out that we’re in the midst of a mental health catastrophe. The pandemic only worsened a preexisting shadow epidemic of loneliness, and millennials and Gen Z are suffering the most from this anxiety and isolation.


If you’re reading this, maybe your social skills took a hit during the pandemic and never recovered. Perhaps you tell yourself that you’re fine as you are. It might feel good to curl up on the couch in your pajamas with your phone, but we humans are remarkably bad at determining what actually makes us happy. We are social creatures and need connection, and much of our withdrawal is motivated by fear.


Therapy alone won’t solve our mental health problems because many of those problems are social rather than individual. I received an email from a first-year student at my alma mater, Georgetown University, who described my outlook on etiquette as “the utmost form of wellness, a way to promote genuine and healthy individual growth.” I was flattered, of course, but it also struck a chord. Etiquette works like behavior therapy: it improves our mood from the outside in. Change starts when we change out of our pajamas, step away from our screens, and interact face-to-face. It might not seem worth taking the risk to get back out there, but I assure you, it is.


At the beginning of my Netflix show, I made a promise to viewers: “Come with me, and you’ll know what to do anywhere, with anyone, in any situation.” I wrote Mind Your Manners to fulfill and expand upon that promise. I want to grant you a wish: the knowledge of how to behave perfectly in every situation. I want to help free you from social anxiety so you can have fun in every aspect of your life—not only with your friends and family, but also at work and in your romantic relationships.


I want, in other words, the opportunity to teach you social fluency. And as I know from learning multiple languages, the first step to achieving fluency is good instruction. That’s where all my studying, training, and hard work come in.


So, what does social fluency mean, exactly? Two things: (1) being able to read people and situations with accuracy and speed, and (2) being able to interact with others in a smooth, effective, and confident way. What I learned through navigating many cultures since early childhood is that we all move among many microcultures every day, even when we never leave home. Social Life and Friendship, Work, Dating and Relationships, Family, and Food and Travel are all different microcultures, so they constitute the five divisions of the book. Every microculture has its own set of precepts and its own dialect, and I’ll break down the steps necessary to achieve fluency in each one.


Unlike traditional etiquette, which was born in the seventeenth-century court of Versailles and refers to the “etiquettes” or labels that the king posted throughout the palace to enforce strict decorum, contemporary etiquette is contextual. To be your best self in each situation means learning to read its context quickly and accurately. Interacting smoothly and confidently at dinner with your boss will look different from being at ease meeting your boyfriend’s crew for the first time. Inevitably, sticky situations will arise. My mission in Mind Your Manners is to help you jump everyday relationship hurdles and politely handle the not-so-polite situations that can cause social shutdown, whether in real life or in the digital realm.


Obviously, I wasn’t born knowing how to behave in every situation. Etiquette began as a survival tactic for me. Because I spent the first thirty-plus years of my life straddling different countries and cultures, I needed to become adept at cracking the code of whatever social situation I landed in. Even as a child, abruptly barred from going barefoot when we moved from Papua New Guinea to England, I started to understand that etiquette is contextual. Of course, I wouldn’t have been able to put that into words, but I recognized early that I had to develop skills for decoding a broad range of cultures and microcultures—and do it fast. Eventually, I came to think of myself as a microcultural anthropologist. Even now, wherever I go, I see myself as in the field. I’m always observing and asking myself, “What are the codes of conduct here? How are people behaving?”


What began as a survival tactic became my life’s work when I graduated from Harvard Business School in 2012 and founded China’s first finishing school in Beijing in 2013. Since then, the most common question I’ve been asked is why I teach etiquette. Sometimes people are curious about the subject itself, but more often they’re curious about why a gregarious Harvard MBA with a wicked sense of humor chose to teach it. The official answer is that I teach international etiquette because it satisfies a need: as a result of China’s economic reform policies in 1978, many people found themselves with enormous prosperity decades later but without the social skills to navigate their new way of life. But the deeper answer is that it gives me the opportunity to pass on my mother’s legacy.


My mother was an entertainment industry executive in Hong Kong. Elegant, energetic, and very demanding, she was also an incomparably charming hostess. My earliest memories are of her welcoming friends and family into our home. She threw a great Christmas party and took pleasure in the smallest details of entertaining—from the guest list and menu to the table settings and decoration. These gatherings were magical because she was a shameless flirt and inveterate prankster who injected fun into every gathering. She was also unequaled at smoothing over awkwardness and putting others at ease. As I mentioned, she was demanding, a quintessential Tiger Mom (before there was such a term), always ready with a kick under the table to alert me to a duty I had overlooked or was not performing properly.


When I was twenty-one, I lost my mother to cancer. My father stopped entertaining after she died, and our previously lively home felt empty. One day I realized I could use what my mother had taught me about the etiquette of entertaining to gather friends and family together again. I couldn’t bring her back, but I could bring warmth and energy back into our home. Practicing etiquette and teaching it to others is my way of keeping her memory alive, not only the part of her that welcomed others so generously, but also the part that kicked me under the table when I wasn’t attending properly to their needs!


Rather than limiting myself to Western-style etiquette, I draw examples from various international cultures and customs in the following pages. The etiquette you’ll find there is a set of dynamic and situation-specific tools rather than strict and unforgiving rules. They will help you navigate awkward social situations, and even more importantly they will free you from the illusion that your cocoon is a cozy permanent residence. Cocoons are meant to be places of temporary refuge, where transformation takes place. Even if we don’t aspire to be social butterflies, we all crave the freedom to express our best selves in every aspect of our lives. Mind Your Manners will give you the skills to attract connections rather than wait for the world to come to you. (And these include some Miss Machiavelli techniques to help you get ahead—because being well-mannered shouldn’t mean being outmaneuvered.)


Above all, etiquette is about putting people at ease, and that includes yourself.











PART ONE


SOCIAL LIFE AND FRIENDSHIP


True friends stab you in the front.


—OSCAR WILDE








Your Best Social Self


As I explained in the introduction, we move among several microcultures every day, even if we never travel. A microculture—whether it be social, work, dating, or family—is a context. Thinking like an anthropologist will help you crack the code of each one and present your best self. With practice, you will lose your “accent” and translate fluently among the many microcultures that make up your life.


Social life is a microculture, and friendship is its most important subset. The dictionary defines social life as “the part of a person’s time spent doing enjoyable things with others.” Urban Dictionary, which is often a more accurate reflection of collective attitudes, calls it “something you probably don’t have” or “torture dressed as fun.” So which is it?


One point in favor of Urban Dictionary is that we use “social” as shorthand for our social media accounts (as in “my social”) more often than we do to describe our lives. A recent study found that since the pandemic became endemic, 35 percent of people are less interested in socializing than they were before. This has harmed our mental health, but social fluency is a way of fighting back.


How much social contact we desire, and what kind, has to do with our personality. For extroverts, the usual advice to “get out there” makes sense. But for introverts or people with social anxiety, those words induce panic. No matter which camp you fall into, this chapter will teach you how to enjoy the social swim and help you negotiate the sometimes tricky challenges of friendship, both digitally and in real life.









SOCIAL LIFE


The First Secret of Social Fluency: Reading the Air


To achieve social fluency and feel confident in any social situation, you need to be able to “read” people and situations with accuracy. One way is mastering the subtle art of “reading the air.” This Japanese expression means picking up on nonverbal cues like body language and tone of voice to get a “read” on what is being deliberately left unsaid. Like other Asian countries, Japan is what is known as a high-context culture, where meaning is mutually created through active listening and reading between the lines. The United States, by contrast, is a low-context culture, which values clear and direct communication.


Reading the air is similar to what Americans call picking up “vibes,” or what the Chinese call qi chang (qi means energy; chang means field). The qi (pronounced “chee”) of a room is invisible but palpable. You know this if you’ve ever walked into a gathering where something is “not quite right.” When you feel that disharmony, you are tapping into your body’s qi, or native intelligence. I am admittedly oversensitive when it comes to detecting qi, but maybe that comes with the territory of being an etiquette teacher! Some people walk into a party and head straight for the bar. I walk in and notice whose glass is empty. Part of it might be my obsession with worrying about everyone’s comfort (I can still feel my mother kicking me under the table when someone’s teacup was empty). But it goes deeper than that. For me, seeing someone standing without a drink or a conversation partner is like hearing a baby crying. It arouses an immediate and urgent need to do something about it.


In any social situation, ask yourself, what’s wrong with this picture? How can I fix it? Who should be introduced to whom, who looks uncomfortable, who would benefit from what connection, what problems are brewing, what opportunities are presenting themselves, who needs to be encouraged, and who should be reined in? People have varying degrees of sensitivity to these “vibes,” but everyone has the ability to sharpen their observational skills and develop a more subtle awareness of how others may feel. And thinking about others has the added benefit of taking the focus off any social anxiety you might be experiencing.




Every conversation is like a story. It needs a warm-up, a climax, and a cooldown. Don’t end a conversation too abruptly. Guide it to a close by signaling that you’re about to wrap up. “Well, I’m going to head out now, I have another meeting. It was great to see you!”





You Never Get a Second Chance to Make a First Impression


Let me rephrase that. You never get a second to make a first impression. That wasn’t a typo. People form a first impression in a tenth of a second. And first impressions are remarkably stable over time. Our brains are designed to conserve energy, so we are vulnerable to something called confirmation bias. Once we form an opinion, we look for evidence to support it. It takes a lot of information to get us to change our minds. There are a lot of references on the internet to a fabled “Harvard study” claiming that it takes eight positive encounters to undo one negative first impression. Too bad it doesn’t exist. There’s actually no set number, but the Harvard myth offers a good metaphor—it’s much easier to make a good impression than to try to undo a bad one.


I’m frequently asked how you make a good first impression on a partner’s friends or family, and the story of Ian never fails to pop into my mind. He was one of my best friends in college, and one long weekend, he invited me and a few friends to stay at his house in Malibu. On the first day, his mother cooked us chicken for dinner. At the end of the meal, his parents asked us if we wanted seconds. “I would love some,” I said, and helped myself to the smallest piece.


In Chinese we have a phrase called ba wo hao du, which means you must learn how to stay within the boundary. Know how to move forward without being aggressive. Although Ian’s mother made a mean chicken, I didn’t really need to have seconds. But she was a homemaker, and I could tell that cooking for her family was important to her. Being raised in a Chinese family where parents showed love for their children by cooking and children showed their appreciation by eating, I performed this ritual toward Ian’s mother at the age of eighteen without even thinking. Ian was one of my best friends, so I wanted to make a good impression on his family.


“Oh my god, my dad LOVED you,” Ian said afterward. “After you left, he kept talking about how you had seconds, but took the smallest piece.” His dad was a Los Angeles County Superior Court judge for sixteen years, very studied and very serious. For years to come, Ian would call me every time his dad mentioned the story as affirmation that he approved of me as Ian’s friend.


I had a second helping to show my compliments, but I took the smallest piece to show I wasn’t greedy. In one meal, I had stayed within the limits—pleasing but maintaining deference.


How to Be a Social Magnet


Socializing requires an initial effort to get over the hump of inertia, and getting out of our pajamas can be a real challenge. Sometimes it feels simpler to stay on the couch and scroll through our phones than to engage in meaningful conversation with others. But, just like a muscle, our socializing skills atrophy if we don’t use them.


Ruby, a friend who lives near a beautiful state park, reached out to me for a coffee date and a hike. We had a group chat with another friend, Vivian, whom I was hoping to see at the same time. When Ruby arrived alone, I asked her where Vivian was. “I didn’t bother asking her,” she replied. “She never initiates anything, and even when we ask her out she doesn’t always come. I think she just prefers to stay at home.” I think of this as a cautionary tale about what happens if we get too comfortable in our little nests.


We humans are often wrong about what truly provides us with happiness. We think we feel safe if we stay at home alone night after night, but what we are actually feeling is numb. The anxiety is still there, humming along underneath. Spending time with others is essential for physical and mental health, but we will likely avoid it if it seems like a chore. That’s why we’re so grateful for the charming ones, the people who draw us out of our shells.


I have a proposition for you. What about trying to be that person? Instead of waiting to be sought out, be sought after. Luckily, the path to cultivating personal magnetism, also known as charm, is simpler than you might imagine.


People think of charm as a magical quality, something you must be born with, but that is far from the truth. Charm is a form of “soft power.” Unlike charisma, which is a divine gift only bestowed upon a select few, personal magnetism is available to all of us. The only requirement for charm is to be truly interested in others. As the insightful mystery writer P. D. James wrote, “No one has [charm] who isn’t capable of genuinely liking others, at least at the actual moment of meeting and speaking. Charm is always genuine; it may be superficial but it isn’t false.”


The secret of charm is making every person feel that they have a special connection with you. Politicians are masters of this art. They can hold people spellbound with their seemingly undivided attention, even if only for an instant. If they can do it, then so can you—with a few helpful tips!


Eye contact is key (but not staring, which is never a good “look”), and careful listening is essential. What people call the art of conversation is nine parts listening, one part talking. And charm always includes a dash of the unexpected, which is why it’s so hard to put into words. As a Supreme Court justice famously said about pornography, you might not know how to define it, but you know it when you see it.


On the other hand, there is such a thing as too much charm, which is sleaze. I discovered this when I went on my first and last date with a notorious Lebanese banker in Hong Kong. I’d heard enough women say, “If you haven’t been hit on by him, you haven’t eaten white rice,” to know I should be wary. But he was incredibly smooth and knew how to pay compliments. It didn’t take long for me to notice, however, that he was looking at everyone except me when he talked to me, his eyes scanning left and right as if he were watching a tennis match. It made me feel insecure that I couldn’t hold his attention even for the length of a brief conversation. I didn’t go out with him again, and I wasn’t surprised to hear from other friends—male and female—that he had made them feel the same way. “Charm” only works if it’s genuine.




“The opposite of talking isn’t listening—the opposite of talking is waiting.”


—FRAN LEBOWITZ





So start small. Especially if you are shy or have social anxiety, reaching out might be a challenge. One of my students, Jing, was painfully shy and spoke so softly that during class I brought her out of her comfort zone by asking her to shout (which really was just everyone else’s normal). I gave her a thirty-day homework assignment of initiating conversation with a stranger once a day—whether it be the security guard in her building, someone sitting next to her on the plane, or a server at a restaurant—and told her to report to me weekly. Although in the beginning she had to force herself to speak with strangers, by the end of the first week, she was so excited about her assignment that she climbed into the front seat of a taxi so she could chat with the driver! For the first time in her life, she said, someone she spoke to described her as a happy and cheerful girl.


Be brave and invite an acquaintance to accompany you to a concert, an art exhibit, or something out of left field like Comic-Con, even if they have no clue about where they’re going. Shake up their lives a little. There must be something you’re passionate about, whether it’s manga or opera or a hike in the woods. Be interesting as well as interested, and secure a return invitation. Venture out of your cocoon, and before long you’ll find you’re a social butterfly—in demand and comfortable everywhere.




Inaction is more harmful than rejection. If something is worth having, it’s worth the risk.





Practice Nonsexual Flirting


If you Google “flirting,” the top result, from Wikipedia, is “a social and sexual behavior involving body language, or spoken or written communication. It is used to suggest interest in a deeper relationship with another person and, if done playfully, for amusement.” Take out the word “sexual” and you have a formula for creating chemistry and warmth with another person. I flirt with everybody and anybody, whether they are eighty years old or eight. I grew up watching my mother, who was a great nonsexual flirt. She flirted with her boss, with her staff, with clients, and with vendors. She knew how to ramp up the energy and let everyone have fun. She was a great prankster, too. My dad also did this but in a more kindly, inquisitive way than my mother, with her charm and impishness. His social flirting was more mild-mannered, tempered with English reserve.


Another of my role models in this regard was Jenny, my sophomore year roommate. She was a blond and blue-eyed southern belle from Atlanta, who always had a smile and a “Hi, how ya doin’?” for everybody who crossed her path. She was kind and sweet, and her greetings were from the heart. One day a boy in our dorm named Steven stopped me in the hallway. “Hey, Sara,” he said, “what’s the name of your roommate again? I think she likes me.” I was shocked because she was totally out of his league, so I wasn’t sure where he got this idea, but of course I didn’t show it. I told him her name and asked, “Really, what makes you think so?” “Because,” he said, “she smiled at me the other day when I was leaving the elevator.” He mistook Jenny’s friendliness for flirtation, but there was no harm done. It made him feel good about himself, and it acquired Jenny another admirer.


It is important to be clear not to confuse one type of interest for another, but showing warmth and playfulness toward another person heightens the energy in an interaction, and results in more pleasure for yourself as well.


Push People Beyond Their Comfort Zone


Daily life can be boring, and people find it energizing and refreshing to be challenged in little ways. I’ve often been told, “I can’t believe you got away with asking that!” but people rarely take offense. The main secret of pushing the envelope is to do it out of genuine interest, and with a smile. You can’t go blundering in and ask anything that’s on your mind. That would just be rude. There’s a fine line between being curious and being intrusive.


Let me give you an example from a recent lunch I had with some older cousins I hadn’t seen in several years. They are in their forties and fifties, and most of them are married, but my cousin Ronald is not. After they finished talking about married life, I asked Ronald if he was seeing anyone. When he said no, I asked him, “When was the last time you had a girlfriend?” “Ten years ago,” he replied, and the whole table gasped. None of them knew this about him even though they saw each other frequently at family gatherings.


I was shocked as well, but I took care not to show it. “What’s your thinking about that?” was my next question for Ronald. Sometimes I feel like a counselor. I was genuinely interested in why this lovely man had gone so long without someone serious in his life. He answered that he was nearly fifty and felt he was too old to start a family. Since he’d missed the boat, he decided not to bother dating. I then shared with him my own story of recently marrying someone close to his age. Age need not be a barrier to happiness, and of course there are other reasons to have love in your life besides raising a family! I encouraged him not to give up, and of course I started thinking about who might be right for him. The next day, one of the cousins reached out and said, “You managed to find out more about Ronald in one lunch than the rest of us knew from seeing him every month!” It’s all about how (and why) you ask.


So be inquisitive, even nosy. You can ask seemingly outrageous things if you do it with humor and some panache. I am a bit of a nosy parker, but people almost always answer my questions—and enjoy doing so. My formula is simple: When someone trails off out of a sense of decorum, I smile and lean forward with a twinkle, saying, “Sounds like there’s a good story behind that. I’d love to hear it.” Then I wait. Sometimes there is a silence as the person decides whether to confide, but they almost always do. More often than you think, people are happy to share. You just need to ask. Once they have shared something personal with you, the two of you will feel closer because your relationship will have moved beyond the superficial.


Go Fishing


A question my students frequently ask is how to become closer to someone during a brief interaction. How to maximize time spent together, so that they leave thinking highly of you and wanting to see you again or do business with you. Making someone like you is like fishing—you need to attract. You can’t chase or you’ll scare away your catch. Instead, use charm to lure them in. Put the bait out there, but wait for your target to bite. The bait is what you have to offer someone. It can be as obvious as resources—knowing their needs and providing a means of filling them. Or it can be as subtle as setting the other person at ease and making them feel that you respect them. All these things will draw someone closer to you.


I attended a party not long ago where one of the other guests was a famous actor. Along with everyone else there, I wanted to meet her, but I didn’t want to be too obvious about it. At one point I found myself standing next to her at the buffet table. She was very pregnant, so I asked when her baby was due. “Ah, a Capricorn!” I said. “Yes,” she replied, “so is my husband.” “Famously great husband material,” I replied, smiling. We drifted to different parts of the room. To continue the fishing metaphor, you don’t reel in the fish while it’s swimming away or the line will break! (Besides, it’s good manners to show equal attention to everyone at a gathering rather than just focusing on a select one or two people.)


Later in the evening, I heard her complaining that she had begun having terrible lower back issues so I said, “I couldn’t help overhearing. My chiropractor is an absolute miracle worker. Would you like his name?” She took me up on it and texted to thank me about how much he had helped her.


Fishing is about making a good impression in a short amount of time and leaving them wanting more. Be authentic and genuine, and you’ll reel them in! If you show interest and someone thinks you like them, they will (almost automatically) like you back. They will, at the very least, admire your good taste.


Manage Expectations


Reading the air is useful in assessing the expectations of others, but as you expand your social circle, it’s important to learn how to manage those expectations. Compare what others want with what you’re willing to give, and arrive at a (mental) compromise. Skillfully managing expectations will enable you not only to establish healthy boundaries, but also to renegotiate them when necessary, thereby avoiding misunderstandings and creating mutual trust.


It sounds more complicated than it is, and there are those to whom it comes naturally. I got one of my earliest lessons from my high school friend Flora, who was extremely kind but also expert at managing expectations. I remember that I was late one day getting to the dining hall at boarding school. I had recently arrived from Hong Kong, and Flora was one of the few people I knew, so I was delighted to see her sitting in the nearly deserted cafeteria. I walked toward her with my tray, but before I even sat down, she motioned to the open textbook in front of her with an apologetic smile. “I’m studying for an exam next period. I’m afraid I won’t be very good company, but I’d still be very happy if you’d sit with me.” Letting me know that she wouldn’t be able to make conversation while reassuring me that she’d be happy to have my company was clever as well as kind, and it stuck with me.


Avoid the #1 Etiquette Error


Failing to introduce people properly is something I see in social situations again and again. I can’t tell you how distressing it is as an etiquette teacher to see how often people fail to make proper introductions. Luckily, just as there’s a simple rule about silverware (work your way toward the plate from the outside in), there’s a simple rule for introductions. Turn to the more important person first. (For example, “Senator, I’d like to introduce my classmate Gloria,” or simply, “Senator, this is my classmate Gloria.” Don’t say, “Senator, I’d like you to meet my classmate Gloria.” That gets the order backward. Just trust me on this one.)


You’re showing deference to the person to whom you’re making the introduction. In the case of equals, you introduce the person you know better to the person you know less well (thereby showing deference to the newcomer).


Here are some examples to help you.




Sample Introductions


Your child’s teacher and your father:


“Mrs. Park, I’d like to introduce my father, Mr. Parento.” Implicit here is the phrase “to you.” That will help you to remember the correct order of the introduction. In this case, what determines the order is not the parties’ relative importance but your level of familiarity with them. You know your father better than your child’s teacher, so you introduce your father to her. Also, when in doubt, introduce men to women. Yes, it’s old-fashioned, but so is a lot of traditional etiquette.


Your aunt and your date:


“Aunt Trudy, I’d like to introduce Jon.” In the case of your aunt and your date, it is a question of respect for the older generation rather than familiarity. You introduce your date to your aunt.


The CEO and the sales rep:


In business, turn to the person with more authority (or higher up in the hierarchy) first and present the person with less authority to them. Gender has no place in business etiquette. Also, the client is always given priority.


Two colleagues on the same level:


When introducing two peers to each other, the rule is that you turn to the one you know less well first and introduce your more familiar colleague to them.


A close friend and a new friend:


Introduce your closer friend to the person you know less well. Also, always defer to the person from out of town.





Don’t assume two people will start talking just because they are standing or sitting next to each other. And always make sure you accompany the introduction with enough information for them to continue the conversation once you move on. Find at least one subject for them to discuss, such as how they know the host or some common interests between them.


A friend of mine, Leonard, owns an art gallery and invited me for a tour of his new exhibition followed by a seated dinner. I arrived to find half a dozen guests already standing in the entrance of his gallery, staring silently at the art on the walls. I looked around with a smile to see if there was anyone I recognized. There wasn’t, but I didn’t mind.


Leonard came over to greet me, and we proceeded to have a five-minute conversation. His other guests were left hanging, scattered around the room. One or two were in conversation with each other. Only when I looked expectantly around the room and said, “Who are the other guests here today?” did Leonard bestir himself to introduce me to another guest. He feebly motioned for a friend of his to come over and said, “This is Joe.” Then he fell quiet. Everyone felt uncomfortable, including Leonard, but here is what I wish I could have told him: Whether you are a host or a guest, it is important to know how to make introductions. At any gathering, we’re forming a community, and it’s our responsibility to make each member feel at home quickly. As a host, you need to quickly let each new guest meet as many other guests as possible, so that they feel a sense of belonging, and as a guest, you should also participate in making introductions between other guests.


Make a self-introduction, usually after eye contact and a smile. I like to say, “Hi, I’m Sara. How do you know the host?” And after striking up a conversation with this new friend, you can introduce them to someone else at the party—”Have you met Sally? She is an artist whom Leonard represents.”


Put Your Foot Down with a Smile, and Let Someone Else Do the Dirty Work


I threw a celebratory cocktail party for the Netflix debut of Mind Your Manners for friends and family in Hong Kong. I invited my eighty-six-year-old grandmother and didn’t want her to feel left out, so I pulled aside my friend Howard and asked, “Can you tell my granny about your vineyards in Bordeaux? She loves to drink wine.” Out of the dozens of friends there, I chose him because he was just the kind of person who would be engaging and respectful, and know how to impress older people. What’s more, I gave him the opportunity to talk about his love for wine and share pictures of his beautiful vineyards. Throughout the evening, I tasked a round-robin of guests with entertaining my grandmother, giving them each about seven minutes with her—long enough to make an impression, short enough to let them continue mingling!


On the other hand, a hostess must sometimes be an enforcer. At the same event, which I threw at a private members’ club, a woman who was known to the staff for crashing parties jumped into the elevator and forced her way up. I had been warned about her, so when she said, “Oh you must be Sara! My friend Alan is here so I am just going to find him!” I smiled and replied, “I’m sorry, this is a private party. Alan didn’t tell me he was bringing a plus-one.” She persisted, saying, “I’m just going over there, just right over there.” I stood firm, the smile never leaving my face, and repeated sweetly, “I’m sorry, this is a private party.” Then I locked eyes with a staff member across the room who proceeded to usher her out. Remember to put your foot down with a smile, and let someone else do the dirty work.


The same is true when you are on a plane or at a restaurant and another guest is behaving out of order. China banned indoor smoking in 2011, and when I moved to Beijing in 2012 I thoroughly enjoyed the “secondhand” enforcement of this law against secondhand smoke. Whenever the smell of smoke wafted over, I would call over a figure of authority—like the server—and discreetly ask them to ask the guilty party to stop smoking, rather than confront the person myself. Interestingly enough, when it comes to noise pollution, Chinese people are not bothered by loud conversations or phone audio of those sitting near them—very different from, say, Europeans, who respect public space. In an enclosed setting such as an airplane, there is inevitably the gentleman sitting nearby playing games on his phone at maximum volume for the whole cabin to hear. I never hesitate to call the flight attendant and quietly ask them to handle the matter.


Conflicting Engagements


Once you start getting out more, conflicts invariably arise that require tact and finesse. Luckily, that’s what etiquette is for. If there’s a sticky situation, a rule already exists for how to deal with it. Here are a couple of the most common dilemmas I’m asked about:


1. Stressing about declining invitations


If you have followed the steps in the chapter so far, you might find yourself in this enviable position, but that doesn’t mean it won’t be uncomfortable sometimes. After all, you have finite time and energy. You want to say no but leave people feeling appreciated and loved rather than rejected. Frame your response so it seems to be all about benefiting them: “Sadly I came down with something, and the last thing I want to do is cough and sneeze all over your guests.” This is also an excellent excuse for a last-minute cancellation.


2. Hosting a visitor who hasn’t been invited to an event that you were planning to attend


Send a message to the host asking, “By the way, a close friend of mine is staying with me this week and I wanted to ask if it’s all right that I bring her with me to your dinner party. I haven’t asked her yet, and understand I am imposing, so if it’s not convenient I can absolutely come alone.” Informing your host that you haven’t yet told your friend about the event means you’re not putting them in a corner.


If you can’t bring your friend, then you can only tell them the truth. (“I have an existing commitment and tried to ask if I could bring you, but they don’t have any space. Are you okay with being on your own tonight? Do you want me to give you some suggestions of places to go?”) What I’ve done in the past is arrange, if the guest is from out of town and new to the area, for a local friend to go out with them while I am busy. That way they still have a full agenda and aren’t alone.


Assuming your host graciously invites your friend to join, remember when you arrive at the party to immediately greet the host, introduce your friend, and give both a few compliments when making introductions. Talk up your guest to make your host feel honored to have them. Likewise, compliment the host for being so gracious as to allow you to bring your friend.


Finally, if your guest is very important or you feel uncomfortable going to the party without them, send the host a message declining the invitation and explaining your reason for doing so: “I’m very sorry but a friend is staying with me whom I cannot leave alone at home. I hope for us to get together another time.” If your host has the space and still wants you to come, they will happily extend the invitation to your guest.


Treat Gossip Like Social Currency


Gossip gets a bad name, but it’s also an undeniably useful tool of social bonding. When someone shares a piece of gossip with you, they’re handing over a piece of contraband. For that moment at least, you’re colluding together. Because in order to qualify as gossip, information has to be negative at the very least, and preferably scandalous. Praising someone behind their back might make us feel virtuous, but it hardly gives us a thrill.


The problem with gossip is that it’s a classic driver/pedestrian problem. Say you’re driving down a city street and a pedestrian crosses against the light while reading their phone. You slam on your brakes and curse out all pedestrians for being such idiots. Then you park and step into the street without looking. When a car barely misses you, you’re instantly furious about reckless drivers. It never occurs to you that a moment ago the positions were reversed. It’s the same with gossip. It is precisely as humiliating to be the butt of rumors that may or may not be true as it is delicious to share rumors about someone else’s indiscretions.


Which is not to say that people are going to stop gossiping anytime soon. This behavior has been going on for as long as humans have had tongues. But it’s very important to discern with whom you choose to share gossip. For example, don’t make the mistake of gossiping about someone you don’t know very well to someone who knows them better. And don’t forget who told you what! A friend of mine recently repeated a very juicy piece of gossip back to the person who had sworn her to secrecy when she had shared it with her originally, thereby ensuring she would never be trusted again. If you get a reputation as a gossip, people will feel they can no longer confide in you or share things with you.


Gossip is social currency, hidden knowledge that gives you power if used properly. The most important thing to establish is context. You need to determine where your loyalties lie. If someone is a close friend, you should be as silent as the tomb with what they share with you. There is a sacred bond between close friends, and to violate that would be a betrayal. Likewise if you are staying with someone and inadvertently discover something about their home life. They have offered you hospitality and there is an ancient code of honor that says guests should not violate the privacy of their hosts. If a terrible secret is burning a hole in your pocket (currency, remember) and sharing it will eat at your conscience, reveal it to someone outside your circle. A final word to the wise: don’t trust people who break these rules when telling you other people’s secrets.


Kill Them with Kindness


There is one creative solution to the problem of dealing with unpleasant people, short of never leaving home: kill them with kindness. Some people think this means being truly nice. It does not. It means, according to Merriam-Webster, “to cause discomfort to someone by treating him or her in a way that is extremely kind or helpful.” The key word here is discomfort. If you are rude, you will be playing right into the other person’s hands. They will congratulate themselves on having gotten to you. On the other hand, if you are charming and courteous, you will make them squirm (at least inwardly). It’s clear which path is the correct one.


I often say that etiquette is about making others comfortable, but in dealing with rude people our goal is to make them uncomfortable while not appearing to do so. In etiquette, appearances are everything. What is important is not being good but looking good.


When someone treats you rudely, etiquette provides ways of “turning the other cheek” that just so happen to make the other person look bad. It is incredibly satisfying. You get the warm glow of behaving well and the wicked pleasure of holding up a mirror to the other person’s behavior. It makes you wonder why everyone doesn’t do it.




Your greatest weapon if you dislike someone so intensely you wish they would disappear from the face of the earth is to pretend that it has already happened. If they are in your face and others are watching, dispatch them with a quick, bright “hello” and then busy yourself with something or someone else. Otherwise, ignore completely.





Responding to Rudeness


If someone you don’t know well or care about says something rude to you, play deaf. That puts the person in the awkward position of deciding whether to repeat their offensive remark. Even the rudest people don’t usually have the gall to do this, but if they do, unnerve them by being charming and courteous in response.




Try this tip the next time a friend makes a joke at your expense or playfully teases you in a way that crosses the line. Pause for a second, look at them, and say, “Are you okay?” It’s important that your question comes (or at least appears to come) from a place of care, as if their being a bit “off” were the only possible explanation for saying such a thing. It puts the focus back on them, and at the very least, it will make them think about why they said what they did. Often, they will be embarrassed into an apology. (If they manage to sputter, “Of course I’m okay. Why would you ask that?” your reply can be a Mona Lisa smile and a raised eyebrow.)





Inevitably, there will be people who rub you the wrong way and vice versa. Maybe the two of you had an early misunderstanding, or it could just be bad chemistry. Possibly the person is the new girlfriend of an ex or some such thing. In any case, such hostilities can take on a life of their own. You dread seeing the person. Knowing they will be at an event can make your stomach twist in knots.


That was how it happened with a girl I knew called Becky. She and I disliked each other for years, but neither of us had ever done anything specific to cause it. We did bitch about each other to close friends, however, as I discovered from one of them. I thought Becky was a huge fraud, and people who had worked with her confirmed it. She probably thought I was full of myself. When we saw each other, we would exchange a forced hello and turn away from one another as quickly as we could.


Then one summer we bumped into each other at three gatherings within a month. The first was a pool party, and we exchanged a few courtesies but largely avoided each other. The second was a week later at a restaurant, where we were sitting at different tables, but our groups had overlapping friends. We acted friendly (she went first by saying, “The last time I saw you, we were in bikinis!”) and chatted briefly. I introduced her to some people she hadn’t yet met at my table, because even though I disliked her, it was the polite thing to do. The third time, shortly thereafter, we were both invited to a friend’s house for dinner. I said hello; she peered closely at me and said, “Your skin is so good, why is that? What do you use?” and I replied, “Your skin is good too!” She said, “Oh no, I hate these two lines from my nose to my mouth, and they’re just getting deeper.” Then we launched into a girl chat on beauty, which led to sharing about everything else in our lives. And of the dozen people there, we ended up hanging out and enjoying each other’s company the most. We even left at the same time, and she walked me home and invited me to her birthday party the following weekend.


It was a total surprise that we ended up liking each other. She disarmed me by complimenting me. I reciprocated, and our mutual dislike and wariness evaporated. Sometimes if you pretend to like the other person, it ends up being true. In the absence of real evidence for enmity, keeping an open mind is always a good idea. It’s always better to have positive than negative energy in your life.


Practice Etiquette Jujitsu


I often say that etiquette is the glue that holds society together, but etiquette is not all about making others comfortable. The unfortunate truth about human nature is that even nice people are not always nice. We need the tools of etiquette to navigate uncomfortable situations while preserving the facade of civilization, and the best tools give us the power to protect ourselves while escaping or changing those situations. No more suffering in silence!


Some of these situations are relatively innocuous. Let’s say I’ve been cornered by a bore at a party. Do I fret about how to get away without offending? Absolutely not. I simply pair the offender up with another person in the room and drift away with a playful smile.




Use this foolproof trick if you are conversing one-on-one with a perfectly nice person and you just want to get away to mingle. Wait until they seem to have finished a sentence and then jump in, repeating a version of their last sentence and opining on it (e.g., “Yes, you’re right, everybody is so accustomed to working from home these days. It’s hard to even imagine going back to the office.”). This “mirroring” technique serves to wrap up the conversation. Then, without pausing to let them respond, immediately follow up with the exit line of your choice. My favorite is, “I was just on my way to get a new drink. I’ll be right back.” Then don’t return.





My favorite “mirroring” tool to use when others misbehave is etiquette jujitsu. Jujitsu is a martial art that harnesses an opponent’s force and uses it against them. When correcting someone’s bad behavior, it’s clever to build empathy by initially pretending to be on their side. Recently, I hosted a guest who drank much more than was good for him. He was belligerently insisting on having more alcohol, and his girlfriend was pleading with him to drink water instead. Everyone except the drunk man was getting embarrassed. I approached him and began laughing in a playful way. “You can have another drink,” I said, “but first you need to take a shot of water.” Then I plunked a huge glass of water on the table in front of him and dared him to chug it. By speaking his language and using humor to disguise my motives, I succeeded in distracting him from the liquor bottle. A few minutes later, his girlfriend was able to persuade him to go home.


Etiquette jujitsu works particularly well in brief verbal interactions. I’m often asked, for example, if I have any advice about how to deal with name-droppers and bluffers. For a foolproof way to shut them up, flip the script and say, “Wow! You know so many famous people! When are you going to introduce us to Nicole Kidman?”


I was impressed by how one of my best friends recently handled an acquaintance who happens to be a huge name-dropper and social climber. At a party at the end of summer, he made a beeline for her and immediately boasted, “I just came back from Saint-Tropez, Mykonos, Sardinia, and Ibiza. How was your summer?” She looked him in the eye and said in a deadpan voice, “Same cities, different order.” Ouch.
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