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introduction

President Obama has made civility and good manners a hallmark of his career and his personal life. His actions speak loudly; there are thousands of examples, some of the best of which are captured in the images in these pages. He has also lent his words to the matter, speaking frequently of the importance of civility: “I am the eternal optimist. I think that, over time, people respond to civility…” Mr. Obama, from my line of work, I can agree: Yes, they certainly do.

Etiquette and manners matter as much today as they ever have. We see this in ubiquitous etiquette signs at the gym and the movies, boxes of thank-you note cards in stationery stores, and the media frenzies when a celebrity slips up. We also hear it in every “please” or “thank-you” that peppers our daily lives and see it in the many kind acts that we often call “paying it forward.”

I’m sometimes asked how manners come to be. In most cases, they reflect how we, as a society, want to experience our surroundings and each other. When cell phones first came on the scene, for example, there was anarchy—people used them everywhere, for every reason, and at every volume. Now, most restaurants don’t even need signs; the desire to have them off when they might bother others has become virtually unspoken.

Manners do change over time. Our society advances, so how we interact as part of it changes, too. We see this in the disappearance of chaperones and calling cards, and in new standards for new technology, such as cell phones and social networks. But there are some aspects of etiquette that are tried and true, gold standards unchanged no matter the times, no matter the culture. These essential principles of how we treat one another are consideration, respect, and honesty. There are certainly others, such as kindness, compassion, and graciousness, but these fundamental three are at the very core of everything else. They are the standard to look to when you are unsure of how to act. Satisfy these in your dealings with others and you’re sure to come up with the right course of action every time.

President Obama offers many examples of how to do this. This book can’t possibly capture them all, but I hope it gives you inspiration to apply to your own life. I hope it spurs awareness of all the places, small and large, where you can find opportunities to use manners to brighten your day, and others’ as well.

— ANNA POST


personal lessons

Emily Post once said, “Any time two people come together and their actions affect one another, you have etiquette.” This takes manners into every encounter we have, everywhere we go. After all, it’s hard to be either rude or polite in a room by yourself; it takes two people.

Our personal manners are about how we put our fundamental values into the small gestures we make every day. These are common courtesies, and they do matter. Smile and say “hello” to those you live or work with in the morning. Offer a “please” or “thank you” to turn a demand into a request. It’s important to show respect for ourselves, too, by accepting others’ thanks with a simple “you’re welcome.” Hold doors or say “excuse me” if you bump someone to show you are aware and considerate of those around you, whether you know them or not.

These gestures are most sincere when they are natural. Make them a part of your daily life, whether you are with your best friend or a checkout clerk, your co-worker or your client, your family or a waiter. Courtesy never goes out of style, and you will stand out, just as President Obama does.

 


LEARN
FROM THE
GAME OF
LIFE

                           

Playing sports and other games can provide great models for life. Being a team player, respecting the customs of the setting you are in, embracing good fortune, and dealing with bad breaks graciously are skills that will sustain us in all kinds of situations.

                           

lessons on the playing
field and off
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BE
PREPARED

                  

the power of practice

                  

Although few of us will ever rehearse for an inauguration, as President Obama is here, no one wants to be caught unprepared. Being prepared before you enter a new situation, large or small, enables you to put others at ease while presenting yourself most graciously.
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ACCEPT
ADVICE

GRACEFULLY

                         

everyone has room
for improvement

                         

Being open to advice, even if it’s over a minor detail, is a sign of confidence and self-assurance.
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PUT YOUR
BEST FOOT
FORWARD

                         

keep up appearances

                         

Manners maketh the man, but a well-cut suit and a great tie go a long way, too. Although not every occasion calls for formal attire, dressing appropriately to the situation and with care will impress others and get you taken seriously.
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BE PUNCTUAL

                         

if you’re not early, you’re late

                         

Etiquette is about respect, and one of the best ways to show our respect is to be on time. It’s a simple habit that has profound consequences. Otherwise, our first words are, “I’m sorry”—not the message anyone wants to begin with.
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ACT
CONSIDERATELY

                         

the impact of
small gestures

                         

Being thoughtful of others is the essence of civility. On an everyday level, it’s demonstrated by small gestures, from cleaning up after yourself to holding the door for someone.
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FIND
A ROLE
MODEL

                         

benefit from
their experience

                         

Looking up to someone is not just for kids. Having a role model is a way to anchor your ideals and guide your actions. Parent, neighbor, or former president, it’s smart to keep good company.
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