
Rules of Proper Table Manners and Dining Etiquette 

Even though there are various acceptable ways of setting a table, the American style says 
that a table must be set according to the meal courses being served. 
• Forks should be placed on the left and knives on the right. 
• Napkins should be placed in the center or side but never under the forks. 
• Spoons must be placed to the right of the plate, farthest from the plate for the first course; 

(if it is a soup.) 
• A second spoon is intended to be used when coffee is being served. 
• A third spoon, when needed for dessert, is placed closest to the plate and it is often paired 

with a small fork close to the other side of the plate.    
• Water glasses must be placed on the right, lined up with the top of the knife. 
• Wine glasses must be placed slightly above and to the right of the water glass. 
• Bread plates are to be placed on the top left. 
• Salad plates are either placed in center before the main entrée is served or placed on the 

top in center. 
• Napkins should be placed on the lap and not tucked into clothing.  

• They should not be used for anything other than wiping your mouth and should be 
placed unfolded on the seat of your chair should you need to leave the table during 
the meal, or placed unfolded on the table when the meal is finished. 

• The fork is held with the left hand and the knife held with the right.  

• Under no circumstances should the fork be held like a shovel, with all fingers 
wrapped around the base. 

• A single mouthful of food should be lifted on the fork.  

• Food should not be chewed or bitten from the fork. 
• The knife should be held with the base into the palm of the hand; (not like a pen with the 

base resting between the thumb and forefinger.) The knife must never enter the mouth or 
be licked. 

• Food should always be chewed with the mouth closed. Talking with food in one's mouth is 
seen as rude.  

• Licking one's fingers is unacceptable. 



• Butter should be cut, not scraped, from the butter dish using a butter knife or side plate 
knife and put it onto a side plate, not spread directly on to the bread. This prevents the 
butter in the dish from gathering bread crumbs as it is passed around. 

• Bread rolls should be torn with the hands into mouth-sized pieces and buttered individually, 
from the butter placed on the side plate, using a knife.  

• Bread should not be used to dip into soup or sauces. 
• It is impolite to reach over someone to pick up food or other items. 
• It is rude to slurp food, eat noisily, or make noise with the silverware. 
• Elbows should remain off the table at all times. 
• When one has finished eating, this should be communicated to others and to the wait staff 

by placing the knife and fork together on the plate, at the 6 o'clock position, with fork tines 
facing upwards. 

• Phones and other electronic devices or distracting items should not be used at the dining 
table at any time. 

• Placing a phone, keys, handbag or wallet on the dinner table is considered rude. 
• Always wait for everyone sitting at the table to be served before starting to eat. 
• Be polite by always saying "please" and "thank you" , especially to the servers. 
• Always remove a hat or cap at the dinner table. 
• Always wait until everyone finishes eating before getting up from the table; (always say 

“excuse me” if  you need to get up before.) 

Remember: Good manners aren't just about following rules—they're about showing respect for 
others and creating a pleasant experience for everyone at the table. A little courtesy goes a long 
way.


