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Introduction
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Welcome to a neglected yet important topic—dining manners. It is an area that scares many people unnecessarily and makes them anxious when, in fact, manners are designed to help people enjoy dinner parties, special events, and other situations where other people are involved and should be considered. Originally, advice about manners was provided to ensure that everyone understood his role and expectations at formal dinners when staff were responsible for setting the table, preparing the food, serving the food, and cleaning up. However, the world has changed, and advice about manners has changed as well. Since it is still true that bad manners and bad habits make other people uncomfortable, it is important to learn good manners so that you can enjoy yourself and the company of others.

There are lots of books about manners, but most of them are full of rules and contain little in the way of explanation as to why these common practices have become widely accepted. Precious few describe good and bad manners together. This book contains 165 photographs of good and bad manners as well as explanations of what makes them so. These images will help you understand, in a fun and humorous way, the practice of good manners.

Who Will Benefit from This Book?

Modern American Manners has been written primarily for students entering the workplace, domestic and international business professionals who need to know appropriate manners, and anyone, young or old, interested in both good and bad table manners. It covers a range of personal and business situations, providing advice for everyone as well as professionals, business owners and managers, students, visitors to the United States, and others who may not have learned about good manners at home. For international business people and students who want to learn the way of doing things in the United States, this book will be especially useful. In addition, it has been written for anyone who is interested in teaching good table manners to their family members, including their children; in pointing out good practices of table manners to friends or colleagues; and in seeking advice for themselves for situations in which they may not be sure what is proper etiquette.

People who did not grow up eating meals at the dinner table with parents, aunts and uncles, and grandparents will find help in these pages. They often did not learn proper behavior at the dinner table and may want to fill this gap in their education. Others find that their careers and opportunities for professional advancement have been hampered, if not destroyed, by their lack of proper—or appropriate—table manners, and they want to remove this obstacle to their professional development and interaction with colleagues. Others like to dine in restaurants and want to be more comfortable in situations where they find themselves without guiding principles to decide what is appropriate and what is not. Hopefully, this book will contribute to making all dining events more pleasant and anxiety-free for everyone.

This book is written in the second person point of view, in conversation with you, the reader, to make it more approachable and easy to read. Although it would be more accurate to refer to both “hosts” and “hostesses” to avoid making sexist assumptions about entertaining and to acknowledge the fact that it is increasingly common to find only one host or hostess or two hosts and two hostesses, we use the word “host” to refer to both hosts and hostesses for the sake of clarity. The one area where “hostess” is used, however, is in the section on hostess gifts because the term “hostess gifts” has become the normal phrase to refer to gifts to the person or the people entertaining you.

Global and Local Manners

While this book is designed to provide you, whether host or guest, with information about what to do and when to do it at a dinner party, it can be applied to many other situations. The focus of this book is on manners in the United States. In other countries, different habits and traditions follow other principles for good manners and other ways of doing things. For example, in Korea and China, diners expect to use toothpicks at the end of a meal to clean food from their teeth (while covering their mouths with their hands or a napkin), and a container of wrapped or unwrapped toothpicks is typically placed on the table. However, that practice would be unusual and make some people uncomfortable in the United States, where people tend to use toothpicks away from the table. In some countries, making noise while eating is encouraged as a signal that you are enjoying the meal. In the United States, it is strongly discouraged.

In some parts of the United States, there are regional and ethnic differences about various aspects of dinner parties. This book does not address those local idiosyncrasies, since general good manners are applicable in most situations—business, professional, and social. Our goal is to encourage you to learn and practice good manners so that you can enjoy the pleasures of eating meals with business and professional colleagues, with friends, and with family members while not embarrassing yourself. Bad manners can be detrimental to your enjoyment, your friendships, and your career. Whatever you adapt from these ideas and make work in your own groups, we celebrate.

Scope of This Book

While this book focuses on table manners—at-home dinner parties, restaurant dinners, business events, and other special situations such as cocktail parties—it is not a complete guide to all the situations that require proper manners in life. That would take an encyclopedia. (However, the bibliography contains a wide range of suggestions for those who want more extensive information.)

In addition, this book cannot and does not address all the possible dining situations. For example, it is not about weddings, backyard barbecues, or special ethnic parties. It also does not cover extremely formal events such as meeting royalty, attending state dinners, or participating in an event at the White House or other residences of heads of state. However, some of the basic principles apply in all those situations; there is just more protocol and formal etiquette involved. (For a discussion of protocol, etiquette, and manners, see Chapter 1. Civility, Manners, and Etiquette.)

Since most people do not hire or employ other people to cook and serve dinner parties, this book was written for those who entertain without the assistance of professional help, or who entertain in restaurants. It provides almost no advice about managing caterers or employees hired for the evening. However, the principles of good table manners work in almost all situations and are, therefore, applicable to dinner parties staffed by professionals.

Ways to Use this Book

This book contains photographs that illustrate what to do and what not to do, according to commonly accepted contemporary standards. The writing provides explanations and advice that are supplemented by the images, some of which you may recognize from your experience, and some you may not be able to imagine anyone doing. If these not-to-do situations are new to you, congratulate yourself on how much you know about manners. They can still be fun to look at and show to others.

The book can be read in any order, reviewed as a reference, or shown to others to provide advice. The Table of Contents provides detailed information about what each chapter includes, and the pictures provide images of various aspects of both bad and good manners. We recommend reading the entire book; however, there are ways to read for specific purposes.

If you are going to be a guest at a dinner party and are not sure how to behave, read:

•   Chapter 2. Conduct Becoming a Guest

•   Chapter 5. Cocktail Party Manners

•   Chapter 7. Pet Peeves at Dinner Parties

•   Chapter 9. Enjoying Yourself

If you are planning to host a party, consider reading:

•   Chapter 3. Conduct Becoming a Host

•   Chapter 4. A Well-Set Table

•   Chapter 7. Pet Peeves at Dinner Parties

•   Chapter 8. Special Situations: Political Events, Dating Manners, and Very Formal Settings

•   Chapter 9. Enjoying Yourself

If you are going to be involved in a business event, read:

•   Chapter 1. Civility, Manners, and Etiquette

•   Chapter 2. Conduct Becoming a Guest

•   Chapter 5. Cocktail Party Manners

•   Chapter 6. Manners in Business Settings

•   Chapter 7. Pet Peeves at Dinner Parties

•   Chapter 8. Special Situations: Political Events, Dating Manners, and Very Formal Settings

•   Chapter 9. Enjoying Yourself

If you are interested in table manners as a topic of amusement, read:

•   Chapter 1. Civility, Manners, and Etiquette

•   Chapter 4. A Well-Set Table

•   Chapter 5. Cocktail Party Manners

•   Chapter 6. Manners in Business Settings

•   Chapter 7. Pet Peeves at Dinner Parties

•   Chapter 8. Special Situations: Political Events, Dating Manners, and Very Formal Settings

You may find that the photographs trigger an interest in various topics and compel you to read that section or chapter. Look at the chapter from the perspective of the pictures, and you will find it easy and fun to read while you are learning at the same time.

If you want to read more, you will find a bibliography of works cited at the end of the book. Along with providing more etiquette information, these references also illustrate the range of opinions about some aspects of manners.

Learning about and practicing proper manners will help you enjoy the pleasures of sharing good food, good wine, and good company. It is a joy in life to sit at the table and engage in lively, interesting, intelligent, and important conversation with family, friends, and colleagues. As Craig Claiborne, food critic of the New York Times for many years and a bon vivant, wrote, “Even more so than the evening’s tangible ingredients—the food, the wine, the setting—good talk is what makes an occasion interesting and exciting.”

We hope that this book will encourage you to take the time to enjoy these aspects of life, to make new friends, and to deepen your connections with your business colleagues, current friends, and family by enjoying meals together.


CHAPTER 1

Civility, Manners, and Etiquette
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“Bad manners will always be frowned on and good manners admired.”

—Nicholas Clayton, a professional English butler
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Before we can address good and bad manners (or, in fact, anything about manners at all), we need to understand civility and graciousness—two of the fundamental issues behind manners. And once we know more about civility and graciousness, we can distinguish between manners and etiquette and learn the challenges and importance of making manners a daily habit.

Civility

What happened to civility—the way we treat one another in social situations? We used to respect individuals—whether strangers, colleagues, or friends—and treat them with politeness and cordiality even if we disagreed with them. We used to extend ourselves easily to strangers and welcome them into our lives. While we used to treat each person we met with respect, in recent times, we have dropped the decent regard that most people associate with civility. We have lost the friendly greeting, the natural smile, and the kindness that people used to extend easily to others. We no longer practice patience with other people, listen to them before speaking, or care about their opinions.

In fact, 63 percent of Americans surveyed by Powell Tate, a research firm, stated that the United States has a significant civility problem, and 71 percent said it was worse than it was several years ago. You can see the lack of consideration in daily interactions and the surprise many individuals demonstrate when confronted with a smile or a kind “hello.”

Civility includes a number of behaviors that we used to take for granted. Using polite language whenever there is a choice. Smiling—rather than frowning—at people we pass on the street or meet. Letting other people complete their sentences before jumping into the conversation. All of these examples are ways we can treat other people with dignity and civility.

Civility is the opposite of self-oriented behavior, which has become more common and valued. Some commentators blame the lack of civility on the prevalence of social media and the lack of direct personal interaction, while others ascribe it to a dearth of parents teaching basic social niceties to their children. Some even blame the lack of interpersonal skills on the prevalence of games and electronic methods of communication. Whatever the cause, the lack of civility has changed the patterns of interpersonal communication and the value of kindness, generosity, and graciousness. Against this background, it becomes ever more critical to remember to practice graciousness and to demonstrate care for the other person’s comfort and enjoyment in social settings.

Graciousness

While civility is a basic human regard, graciousness is a continuing and consistent perspective of thinking positively about the other person and acting accordingly. Graciousness is a way of being in the world—it is an approach to people based on kindness, consideration, and empathy. It comes from a position of caring about other people and responding to them with sensitivity and thoughtfulness. Gracious people show kindness and attention to others because they want to and because they think it is the right thing to do; they do not operate out of kindness in order to obtain some advantage. It is an other-person-oriented approach—rather than a self-oriented perspective—to interpersonal situations and life.

Gracious people are generous with their time and their spirit. They care about the other person and demonstrate that caring in a myriad of ways. They listen to the other person, demonstrate real interest in what they have to say, and ask questions to learn more. They show others little kindnesses and contribute to making the other person’s life easier and better. If the person is experiencing some awkwardness or difficulty, gracious people help with the situation gently. They want the other person to be happy and to enjoy an event; they do not like watching the other person’s unhappiness, awkwardness, or embarrassment.
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Make people feel comfortable

Graciousness goes beyond civility and focuses on making people comfortable. In social and business situations, gracious people encourage introductions, help make connections between people, ensure that no one is left out of a discussion or a group, and bolster the confidence of those who are ill at ease.

If you have the instinct for civility and the inclination toward graciousness, you can understand manners easily and you will be able to demonstrate good manners in any situation. Gracious people know good manners and demonstrate them since they already are focused on the comfort of others.
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Help individuals to their chairs

Manners

As the term is most commonly used, “manners” refers to proper and appropriate behavior in a range of social contexts. A person with good manners is a person who knows how to act, with ease, in many different situations while making other people feel comfortable and relaxed. People who possess good manners recognize the importance of making people around them feel like they belong in a social situation and that they are welcomed in the circumstances. Good manners mean valuing the quality of interpersonal experiences such as sharing a drink, a dinner, or an evening. Part of good manners involves being appropriate and gracious in any and all settings.

Although good manners often refer to the proper ways of behaving in a dining or entertaining situation, they don’t have to be complicated and confusing. Perhaps one of the best definitions of manners comes from Craig Claiborne, who said, “Good manners are nothing more than common sense and consideration for others.” However, common sense is not very common anymore.

Manners can be hard to define, but most of us can recognize bad manners and may want to criticize people who demonstrate them. Don’t. It shows a lack of graciousness, which is a sign of poor manners. People with good manners do not want others to be uncomfortable; criticizing someone for doing something wrong only makes a difficult situation worse. Using proper manners means overlooking simple gaffes.

Having good manners means not drawing attention to the poor manners of others; it means acting kindly when others do not know what they are supposed to do or how they are supposed to do it. There are many stories of elegant hosts drinking the water in their finger bowls when they see a guest do it simply in order to make the guests comfortable. Their ability to overlook this breach of good manners is a matter of style and grace.
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Do not dominate conversation or invade another person’s space
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Do not dominate the conversation by talking loud and not listening

How do you identify good manners? Good manners include the cordial attitude and approach that people bring to interacting with others. Being welcoming, friendly, and gracious is part of good manners. Remembering to treat other people decently and communicate with some sensitivity is part of good manners. As Emily Post has written, “Hello,” “please,” “thank you,” “you are welcome,” “I am sorry,” and “good-bye” are considered essential elements of basic manners. In the United States, these phrases are used—with some variations—to communicate an appreciation for the other person. They are used to grease or lubricate interpersonal communication and exchanges. Without them, we would often seem rude or neglectful of the other person. In fact, Emily Post, a powerful arbiter of manners and etiquette, has indicated that manners are based on respect, consideration, and honesty.

Manners do not change from situation to situation. In fact, good manners belong as much at family meals as they do in restaurant settings; they matter as much in casual settings as they do at fancy events. In dining situations, good manners are one way to make sure the event goes smoothly and that everyone has a good time. As Nicholas Clayton, a professional butler, wrote, “Eating is as fundamental as breathing. It is very important, however, to learn good manners, as they help to smooth our way in the company of others. A society devoid of manners would be a jagged and jarring society of clumsiness and unfriendly behavior.” Good table manners make interacting with other people much easier and provide maximum comfort for everyone involved. Manners help us enjoy dining together. Emily Post once wrote, “All the rules of table manners are made to avoid ugliness. To let anyone see what you have in your mouth is repulsive; to make a noise is to suggest an animal; to make a mess is disgusting.” Most importantly, paying attention to good manners helps everyone enjoy the pleasures of good food, good drink, and good company.

Manners always make an impression on others, especially when dining. You remember a person with excellent manners, and you will not forget a person with atrocious manners. It therefore behooves all of us to learn, practice, and use excellent manners in every situation. Both good and bad manners communicate a great deal about a person.

When in doubt, use better manners than the situation warrants, since you can always simplify your behavior, but it is hard to recover from a situation where you did not show your skills.

In fact, having no decent table manners has become a deal-breaker in a job interview. It is also a deal-breaker in dating, since it often shows a disregard for the other person or a lack of willingness or ability to act graciously and comfortably in social situations where the goal is everyone’s enjoyment.

Manners can, and often do, change and adapt to the times, since they depend on paying attention to the people you are with and the way your host has planned the meal.

Etiquette

While the subject of manners is about helping others feel comfortable and at ease, etiquette refers to the set of rules for what is proper in situations ranging from letter writing to extravagant weddings to simple dinner parties. The basic rules of etiquette make social situations more comfortable for everyone present.

Some of the rules of dining etiquette in the United States include:

•   When asked to pass the salt or the pepper, always pass them together.

•   When you want something at the table, ask for it—don’t reach for it.

•   When passing dishes, offer them to other people first before helping yourself.

•   Do not help yourself to food served family style by using a fork or spoon that has already been in your mouth.

•   Do not use your hands to eat food.

•   Do not help yourself to food on another person’s plate.

•   Do not talk with your mouth full.
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When you finish your meal, place the fork and knife or fork and spoon at four o’ clock
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Do not apply makeup at the table

Keep in mind, though, that rules of etiquette are not helpful if they’re not accompanied by good manners. As etiquette guru Amy Vanderbilt has explained:


I believe that knowledge of the rules of living in our society makes us more comfortable even though our particular circumstances may permit us to elude them somewhat. Some of the rudest and most objectionable people I have ever known have been technically the most “correct.” Some of the warmest, most loveable, have had little more than an innate feeling of what is right toward others. But, at the same time, they have had the intelligence to inform themselves, as necessary, on the rules of social intercourse as related to their own experiences. Only a great fool or a great genius is likely to flout all social grace with impunity, and neither one, doing so, makes the most comfortable companion.



In many situations, being friendly and making others comfortable are more important than knowing the rules of etiquette but refusing to act positively or graciously with other people.

“Etiquette” refers to rules for situations, and “manners” refers to habits of behavior. Etiquette refers to how to do something appropriately, and manners are a matter of not noticing if someone did it well or poorly. Manners and graciousness are about helping people be comfortable. Etiquette is about knowing the rules and the protocol and following them absolutely correctly.

Etiquette is important because the rules help everyone know what to do so that they can focus on the meal and the interaction. It has been defined as “the science of social living which consists of rules and guidelines to help social interaction run smoothly; it helps us to know how to behave and what behavior to expect from others.” Others have defined it as “a set of rules and guidelines that make your personal and professional relationships more harmonious, productive, and meaningful.”

While etiquette used to be limited to elegant and formal settings and entertaining primarily, it currently covers proper behavior in informal situations as well. Increasingly, etiquette is applied to a range of situations such as office etiquette, social etiquette, social media etiquette, dating etiquette, and interview etiquette. The field of etiquette also refers to matters of protocol, which covers rules that honor differences in status or position. Protocol is a matter of deference and is always appropriate, although more often an issue for diplomatic situations and parties involving senior executives or politicians. For example, protocol refers to not making a toast at a formal dinner party before the host has made his or her toast and invited others to make their toasts.

Finally, the rules of etiquette do not change. They are fixed and focus on doing the right thing in the right way.

With your new expertise in civility, graciousness, manners, and etiquette, you have the context to read the following pages.


CHAPTER 2

Conduct Becoming a Guest
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“There is nothing more off-putting than sitting at the same dining table with someone with appalling table manners—you know the sort of thing: eating with the mouth open (doing an impression of a cement mixer); making dog-like slurping noises; talking and gesticulating while eating; gulping at drinks and burping; constantly scraping knife over fork to remove an abnormal amount of food build-up; resting elbows on the table with knife and fork stuck up like oars; holding the knife poised as if ready to sign a cheque; elbows stuck so far out as to resemble a black London taxi with both doors open; hunching over the plate, guarding it from some unseen predator, and shoveling in huge mouthfuls as if the food is just about to be taken away. Not a pretty picture, is it?”

—Nicholas Clayton, a professional English butler
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Enjoy being invited to a dinner party

Basic table manners are a critical part of being a happy guest and one who will be invited back. They provide the guidelines to help you relax and enjoy the meal, the company, and the entire evening; focus on interesting conversation; and experience the quality of the event. Dinner parties are a time for engaging with others in good conversation, networking, and the enjoyment of good food and drink.

A well-mannered guest follows the lead of the host and enjoys himself during the event. With these two ideas in mind, you will have a great time and contribute significantly to the success of the evening.

Basic Principles of Good Manners

While you may find yourself in lots of different situations as a guest, there are five key principles of good manners that will help you in all of them. Taken together, they GRACE your behavior in any event where you are a guest.

•   Gather clues about what to do from your host. Wait for your host to start eating, watch what they do and how they do it, and follow his lead.

•   Refrain from dominating the conversation, eating too much, or drinking too much, all of which make other people uncomfortable and can ruin the evening.

•   Assist the host in making the evening a success. That can mean contributing to the conversation, assisting in serving or clearing the table if the dinner is relatively informal, and helping in whatever way you can.

•   Care about the comfort of your fellow diners. Make good conversation by asking questions and listening well, monitor what they need to enjoy the dinner, include new people in conversations, and offer to pass items before being asked.

•   Enjoy and appreciate the food, beverages, decorations, and company. Enjoy yourself, and you will help other people enjoy themselves as well. Don’t forget to show your appreciation for the evening.

These five principles will help you enjoy dinner parties and other occasions; Peter Rossi has written, “the most important thing to remember about table manners is to behave graciously. Evening at the table should be enjoying both the meal and the company, not evaluating and judging each diner’s familiarity with the rules of etiquette.” Good manners begin the moment in which you receive an invitation to a dinner party.

Responding to an Invitation

Most often people are invited to dinner parties and other events with a phone call, a personal conversation, or an email, so you can respond when invited, whether over the phone, in person, or by hitting “reply.” However, when you are invited to a special event, such as a birthday party, an anniversary, a business function, or a celebration event, you may find the terms RSVP or Regrets Only on the hand-written note or printed invitation. In that case, you should respond promptly—and certainly by the “respond by” date—since the host needs to know how many people will be attending. It makes a big difference in planning and working with a caterer or venue in the case of a large party, and your failure to respond could be costly to the host. It is also a way to demonstrate that you are sensitive to the host’s needs. In fact, responding promptly to any invitation is good manners; it shows you are not holding out for the best invitation, but responding to the first one received. The normal range of time for you to respond to a formal invitation ranges from quickly (Craig Claiborne’s recommendation) to three days (Kate Spade’s recommendation). Of course, if you are being invited by email and the event is only a short time away, you should respond as soon as you can.

If there is insufficient information on the invitation, feel free to inquire—by telephone, email, texting, or a note—so that you are sure about the date, time, location, dress code, and any special information. Particularly ask if you have questions about what you should wear; if you do not know what to wear, ask the host, to save you an awkward or embarrassing moment.

If the invitation is formal, it is appropriate to send a note in response. If it is informal, you have more choices about how to respond. An informal note, a phone call, or an email is appropriate. Remember, however, that if you say yes to an invitation, you should plan to be there and start to consider what kind of hostess gift would be appropriate and welcomed. Not showing up and not explaining your absence constitutes rude manners.

It is not appropriate, however, to call or email the host to find out who is coming or what is being served in order to make a decision about attending or not. Behaving in this manner is pretentious and rude. It indicates that you are hoping for a better offer or that you are not sure the host is making a dinner party good enough for you. If you are not sure you want to go, then simply decline the invitation and do so promptly so that the host can invite other people to make the party a success. Most often, the guest list has been put together with some care about who will enjoy one another and how well the guests will enjoy the evening. Often, hosts take account of dietary limitations—if they know them—and invite people with similar dietary restrictions, or at least provide a meal that each guest can eat. If you have some dietary restrictions, it is very appropriate to provide that information to the host—when you accept, with pleasure, the invitation. It helps the host with menu decisions.

If you have accepted an invitation to a dinner party and you start to get sick, you have a choice of how to proceed. It depends on how you feel and how contagious you are. On the one hand, you do not want to disappoint a host at the last minute; on the other hand, you don’t want to get people sick by attending the dinner party. A simple cold that is not contagious and that can be treated with over-the-counter medication is not necessarily a reason to drop out of a party. However, a serious cold, flu, or other sickness should prompt you to alert the host that you may not be able to attend the party as planned—and you should share that information as soon as you are aware of it. That way, the host can add others to the party. A second option is to inform your host of your condition and ask him what he would like you to do—attend, stay home, or wait and see how you feel a day before the dinner party. In any case, communicating with the host is the most important action to take.
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