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JAPANESE CUSTOMS TO KNOW 

Japanese culture stretches back millennia and the upcoming 2013 WFNN 

Quadrennial Congress in Japan provides a window to embrace a country 

where past meets future. Getting to know a few Japanese customs can 

help you enjoy your time in Japan. 

GREETINGS: 

One of the first things that children learn is how to bow. Bowing is nothing 

less than an art form in Japan. For tourists, a simple inclination of the head 

or an attempt at a bow at the waist will usually suffice. 

 

In addition to bowing, addressing someone respectfully is key. Just as a 

“Dr. Jones” might feel a little insulted if you were to refer to him as “Jones”, 

so would a Japanese, if you do not attach the suffix “san” to their last 

name, or “sama” if you are trying to be particularly respectful. 

 
TABLE MANNERS 
 
Knowing a few simple manners can help put you at ease in Japan. 

At most Japanese restaurants, you will receive a small wet cloth. Use this 

to wash your hands before eating, then carefully fold it and set it aside on 

the table. Do not use it as a napkin, or to touch any part of your face. 
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 If you do not want anything more to drink, do not finish what is in your glass. An empty glass is an 
invitation for someone to serve you more.  

 When you have finished eating, place your chopsticks on the chopstick rest or on the table. Do not 
place your chopsticks across the top of your bowl.  

 It’s impolite to point your chopsticks or use them as a spear for food. 

 If you leave a small amount of rice in your bowl, you will be given more. To signify that you do not 
want more rice, finish every grain in your bowl.  

 It is acceptable to leave a small amount of food on your plate when you have finished eating.  

 Conversation at the table is generally subdued. The Japanese like to savour their food. 

 Slurping noodles or making loud noises while eating is OK! In fact, slurping hot food like ramen is 
polite, to show you are enjoying it. 

 You may raise bowls to your mouth to make it easier to eat with chopsticks, especially bowls of rice. 

 

TIPPING 

There is no need to leave a tip in any situation in Japan – including in cabs, restaurants or hotels. To tip 

someone is actually a little insulting; the services you’ve asked for are covered by the price given, so why 

pay more? 

If you are in a large area like Tokyo and can’t speak any Japanese, a waiter or waitress might take the extra 

money you happen to leave rather than force themselves to deal with the awkward situation of explaining 

the concept of no tipping in broken English. Just remind yourself: a price is a price. 

REMOVING YOUR SHOES 

It is considered polite to take off your shoes at the entrance to all homes, and most businesses and hotels. 

Usually a rack will be provided to store your shoes, and pair of guest slippers will be sitting nearby; many 

Japanese bring a pair of indoor slippers just in case, though. 

Never wear slippers when you need to step onto a tatami mat (used in most Japanese homes and hotels; 

the standard unit of measurement for area even today), and be careful to remove the toilet slippers waiting 

for you in the bathroom. 

It is extremely bad form, for example, to reenter the main room of a house wearing slippers that have been 

running across dirty linoleum. 

BLEND IN 

Japanese society is focused on the group. Harmony is the guiding philosophy for the Japanese in family and 

business settings and in society as a whole. Drawing attention to yourself as an individual is a huge no-no: 

don’t blow your nose in public, try to avoid eating while on the go, and don’t talk on your cell phone in 

crowded public areas like trains or buses. 

SPEAKING JAPANESE 

Japanese is the sixth most spoken language in the world, with over 99% percent of the country's population 

using it.  Although you may speak some Japanese, the default language of choice as a guest is English.  


