
JAPAN 
ÉTIQUETTES

In Japan, people greet each other by bowing.

A bow can ranges from a small nod of the head to a deep 
bend at the waist. A deeper, longer bow indicates 

respect and conversely a small nod with the head is 
casual and informal. Bowing with your palms together at 

chest level is not customary in Japan. If the greeting 
takes place on tatami floor, people get on their knees to 

bow. Bowing is also used to thank, apologize, make a 
request or ask someone a favor.
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polite to say "gochisosama deshita" ("thank you for the 
meal") when leaving.

The formal way of sitting for both genders is kneeling in 
floor tables.

Chopsticks 

Chopsticks are used to eat most kinds of Japanese foods, 
with some exceptions. Some of the most important rules 
to remember when dining with chopsticks are as follows:

Hold your chopsticks towards their end, not in the middle or 
the front third.

When you are not using your chopsticks, or have finished 
eating, lay them down in front of you with the tips to left.

Do not stick chopsticks into your food, especially not into rice. 
This is only done at funerals with rice that is put onto the altar.

Do not pass food directly from your set of chopsticks to 
another's. Again, this is a funeral tradition that involves the 
bones of a cremated body.

Do not spear food with your chopsticks.

Do not point with your chopsticks.

Do not wave your chopsticks around in the air or play with 
them.

Do not move plates or bowls around with your chopsticks.

To separate a piece of food in two, exert controlled 
pressure on the chopsticks while moving them apart 
from each other in order to tear the food. This takes 
some practice. With larger pieces of food such as 
tempura, it is also acceptable to pick up the entire piece 
with your chopsticks, and take a bite. If you have already 
eaten with your chopsticks, use the opposite end to take 
food from a shared plate.

san: This is the most neutral and famous title, and can be 
used in most situations. Only in formal situations, san 
may not be polite enough.

sama: This is a more polite form of san, commonly used 
in formal situations and letters, but too polite in a casual 
context.

If you do not like wasabi, you can request that none is 
added into your sushi.

In general, you are supposed to eat a sushi piece in one 
bite. Attempts to separate a piece into two generally end 
in the destruction of the beautifully prepared sushi. 
Hands or chopsticks can be used to eat sushi.

In case of nigiri-zushi, dip the piece into the soy sauce 
upside-down so that the fish enters the sauce. A few 
kinds of nigiri-zushi, for example, marinated pieces, 
should not be dipped into soy sauce.

In case of gunkan-zushi, pour a small amount of soy 
sauce over the sushi piece rather than dipping it into the 
sauce.

Miso Soup: Drink the miso soup out of the bowl as if it 
were a cup, and fish out the solid food pieces with your 
chopsticks.

Noodles: Using your chopsticks, lead the noodles into 
your mouth. You may want to try to copy the slurping 
sound of people around you if you are dining in a noodle 
shop. Rather than being bad manner, slurping noodles is 
considered evidence of enjoying the meal and enhances 
the flavor.

In case of noodle soups, be careful of splashing the 
noodles back into the liquid. If a ceramic spoon is 
provided, use it to drink the soup; otherwise, lift the 
bowl to your mouth and drink from it directly.

Curry Rice (and other rice dishes with a sauce): Japanese 
curry rice and other rice dishes, in which the rice is 
mixed with a sauce (for example, some domburi dishes) 
can be difficult to eat with chopsticks. Large spoons are 
often provided for these dishes, instead.

DINING: Upon entering a restaurant, customers are 
greeted with the expression "irasshaimase" meaning 
"welcome, please come in". Once you are ready to order, 
you can signal the restaurant staff by saying 
"sumimasen" (excuse me), or press button at the table.

It is not customary to tip in Japan, and if you do, you will 
probably find the restaurant staff chasing you down in 
order to give back any money left behind. Instead, it is 
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How to visit a temple

Behave calmly and respectfully. Show your respect 
by making a short prayer in front of the sacred 
object. Do so by throwing a coin into the offering 
box, followed by a short prayer.

At some temples, visitors burn incense (osenko) in 
large incense burners. Purchase a bundle, light them, 
let them burn for a few seconds and then extinguish 
the flame by waving your hand rather than by 
blowing it out. Finally, put the incense into the 
incense burner and fan some smoke towards yourself 
as the smoke is believed to have healing power. For 
example, fan some smoke towards your shoulder if 
you have an injured shoulder.

When entering temple buildings, you may be 
required to take off your shoes. Leave your shoes on 
the shelves at the entrance or take them with you in 
plastic bags provided at some temples. Wear nice 
socks.

Photography is usually permitted on the temple 
grounds. It is forbidden indoors at some temples. 
Watch for signs.

How to visit a shrine

Behave calmly and respectfully. Traditionally, you are 
not supposed to visit a shrine if you are sick, have an 
open wound or are mourning because these are 
considered causes of impurity.

At the purification fountain near the shrine's 
entrance, take one of the ladles provided, fill it with 
fresh water and rinse both hands. Then transfer 
some water into your cupped hand, rinse your 
mouth and spit the water beside the fountain. You 
are not supposed to transfer the water directly from 
the ladle into your mouth or swallow the water. You 
will notice that quite a few visitors skip the mouth 
rinsing part or the purification ritual altogether.

At the offering hall, throw a coin into the offering 
box, bow deeply twice, clap your hands twice, bow 
deeply 

once more and pray for a few seconds. If there is some 
type of gong, use it before praying in order to get the 
kami's attention.

Photography is usually permitted at shrines. Watch for 
signs.

Toilets

Both Western and Japanese style toilets usually have two 
flush modes: "small" (⼩) and "large" (⼤), differing in the 
amount of water used.

Although the situation has improved dramatically in 
recent decades, toilet paper is not always provided in 
public washrooms, in which case it can be useful to carry 
a small package of tissues with you. Similarly, because 
paper towels or dryers are not always provided, it is 
recommended to carry a handkerchief.

When using the washroom in a private home, minshuku 
or ryokan, you will often find toilet slippers for exclusive 
use inside the washroom. Leave your usual slippers 
outside the washroom, and do not forget to change back 
into them, afterwards, to avoid an often committed 
cultural faux pas.

Tables and Seating

Some restaurants in Japan have low tables and cushions 
on tatami floor instead of (or in addition to) Western 
style chairs and tables. Shoes and slippers have to be 
removed before stepping on tatami. Also, avoid stepping 
onto cushions other than your own. See our sitting page 
for more details about sitting techniques and rules.

Eating

Wet towels (oshibori) are provided at most restaurant to 
clean your hands before eating. After ordering, it is 
common to wait for everyone's order and then to start 
the meal with the phrase "itadakimasu" ("I gratefully 
receive"). 

If a dish is better eaten right away but others at the table 
have not been served yet, the phrases "osaki ni 

dōzo" ("please go ahead") or "osaki ni 
itadakimasu" ("allow me to start before you") can be 
useful.

When eating from small bowls, it is correct manner to 
pick up the bowl with your hand and lead it close to 
your mouth when eating from it; however, larger types 
of dishes should generally not be picked up. When 
eating from shared dishes (as it is commonly done at 
some restaurants such as izakaya), it is polite to use 
the opposite end of your chopsticks or dedicated 
serving chopsticks for moving food.

Blowing your nose at the table, burping and audible 
munching are considered bad manners in Japan. On 
the other hand, it is considered good style to empty 
your dishes to the last grain of rice. If there are food 
items that you do not like or cannot eat, replacements 
may be available at restaurants or ryokan if you tell 
them in advance. Otherwise, it is advisable to leave 
the items on the dish.

After finishing your meal, it is generally good manner 
to return all your dishes to how they were at the start 
of the meal. This includes replacing the lids on dishes 
and putting your chopsticks back on the chopstick 
rest or in its paper holder. Conclude the meal with the 
phrase "gochisōsama deshita" ("thank you for the 
feast") which includes gratitude not only towards the 
cook but also the ingredients consumed.

How to eat…

Rice: Hold the rice bowl in one hand and the 
chopsticks in the other. Lift the bowl towards your 
mouth while eating. Do not pour soy sauce over 
white, cooked rice.

Sushi: Pour some soy sauce into the small dish 
provided. It is considered bad manners to waste soy 
sauce, so try not to pour more sauce than you will be 
using. You do not need to add wasabi into the soy 
sauce, as sushi pieces that go well with wasabi will 
contain it already. However, if you choose to add 
wasabi, use only a small amount so as not to offend 


