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Professional Etiquette in the Work Place 

Work etiquette is a code that governs the expectations of social behavior in a workplace.  This code is 
put in place to “respect and protect time, people, and processes.” 1  With that being said, there is no 
universal code that every place of employment adheres to.  Each new work environment will have its 
own standard code of professional workplace etiquette regulated through norms and perpetuated 
through its employees.   However, there is some basic etiquette that does stand the test of time for each 
work environment, such as effective communication and working well with others. 

Effective communication in the workplace will require one on one conversation at times.  Focusing your 
attention as well as making eye contact will go a long way in non-verbally communication and signify to 
the other employee that you are invested in the conversation.  On the flip side, listening is just as 
important.  Often during a conversation we are preparing our response internally, so much so that we 
don’t quite absorb the true meaning of what the other person is saying.  Miscommunication can lead to 
low morale, loss of respect and misunderstandings, which leads to a dysfunctional or even hostile work 
environment.  Take the time to listen and ask questions that are open-ended and show interest while 
inviting others to communicate and clear the air also.  There will be times of disagreement, but this can 
be handled with constructive communication and a level head.   In the end make sure to use your words 
thoughtfully and carefully to make connections, help others and improve relations.   

“If you have nothing nice to say, say nothing at all…” 

Working well with others can be a challenge when there are a multitude of personalities that you are 
dealing with on a professional level that you might not deal with on a personal life.  On a positive level, 
be friendly to new employees, apply gratitude, respect personal space, and be on time, caring and 
empathetic to your fellow coworker. There will be the employee who uses profanity on a regular basis 
to the point of it being vulgar.  The employee that takes credit for your idea or the one that boasts about 
their salary.  There will be the ones that complain non-stop, who talk over you to drown you out and 
make loud personal phone calls or use poor email etiquette and individuals who should be aware of 
their health and how it affects others in the office, by not coming into work sick.2  In the end we are 
responsible for our own actions and these actions are only a few examples to take into consideration  
when trying to work well with others and being a team player.  
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Dress code would be one of the next big points covered in 
workplace etiquette in many companies.  Depending on 
the prevailing work atmosphere, the company handbook, 
and human resources will dictate what is acceptable and 
what is inappropriate. Even when one is dressing for 
business casual or casual Fridays should err on the 
conservative side.  Always practice good hygiene at the 
office and leave the sweats and face masks for Sunday.  
Remember if you are not dressing for success, you might 
miss out on that promotion. 
 

Lunchtime should be a moment to relax during the work day.  Most times it is, but there are days when 
you can’t get away from your desk or office and you need to eat in.  Remember this may be your home 
away from home, but these are your coworkers not your family.  They may not like the smell of your 
warmed-up fish, or steamed broccoli that lingers the halls of the office while you walk back to your desk.  
Don’t steal someone else’s food or drink either!  Clean up after yourself in the kitchen, put the dishes in 
the dishwasher, close the refrigerator door, and wipe down any messes including the microwave.  For 
crying out loud don’t leave the strawberry stem on top of the container once the strawberry has been 
eaten...true story!!  The janitorial crew that comes in at night only vacuums and takes out the trash, so 
that leaves other coworkers to clean up after you, creating hard feelings. 
 
Other examples of professional etiquette in the workplace are listed below. 
 

1. Coworker’s privacy – Respect it.  Whether it is a cubicle or office, knock first or wait for the 
signal from your coworker to enter their space.  That includes text, email, mail or anything 
left on the printer or fax.3 

2. Ask before borrowing anything.  What may just be a pen to you could be your coworkers’ 
lucky closing pen.  If lost, think of the annoyance you would feel. 3 

3. Stand up to show respect.  When your boss enters the room or someone you are meeting 
for the first time enters your office, it’s polite and  shows genuine interest in that person.3 

4. Give thanks.  Not just an email or a quick word. Handwritten notes are a low-cost, high-
impact way to show your professionalism and integrity. 3   

5. Be accountable.  This should be a golden rule in your professional life at all times.  Own your 
behavior and actions.  Accept your mistakes without excuses.   Above all, do not throw 
anyone under the bus.  This will only undermine your business relationships.4 

6. Pay attention to details.  This is not only meant for your work product but how you interact 
with fellow employees.  Refill the coffee if you use the last of it, hold the elevator, treat a 
coworker with coffee or lunch, when they helped you out on a job.  The little things add up. 4 

7. Keep your workspace neat, especially in shared areas.5 
8. Be mindful of how others work.  Listen to your music through headphones or close your 

door if you have one.  Noise cancelling technology is priceless in open office spaces. 
9. Use your inside voice.   
10. Be aware of nonverbal cues.  Facial expressions, body language, gestures all convey a point 

to others.  People will derive certain impressions of you from these non-verbal cues, good or 
bad, right or wrong, it happens.  Practice your favorite poker face in the mirror if possible. 
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These are only a very few examples of what society considers professional workplace etiquette.  If you 
are ever in doubt, googling the topic will produce hundreds of results for you to choose from!   
 
There are three other concepts or actions that apply to workplace etiquette that are often overlooked in 
this time of long hours, short vacations and life’s daily stressors. These concepts are often what lead a 
successful employee into management and leadership roles – integrity, dignity and humility. 
Integrity 

Integrity is defined as the quality of being honest and having strong moral principles. When you share 
with honesty and no pretense, people will naturally be drawn to you and will want to follow and learn 
from you.  Living with integrity is a way of thinking and being and as a leader, it’s vital to have an open 
mind while being honest and vulnerable with people, so that integrity shines through.6 

Dignity 

Dignity is the state or quality of being worthy of honor or respect.  It comes into play when we are 
vulnerable and can lose or fail with a state of grace.  When was the last time you lost a game or made a 
major mistake?  Were you able to admit your mistake or learn from the failure?  Or did you sulk, stomp 
your feet, shout, and cuss to let the world know it wasn't fair? A good leader can display dignity without 
feeling they are giving up their sense of pride, a quality that attracts others to them.6 

Humility 

The word "humility" seems to be an old-fashioned concept.   A modest or low view point of one’s own 
importance; humbleness, society has done a disservice to our younger generations by confusing hard 
work and serving your time with instant gratification and entitlement.  When you are able to realize and 
understand that you are part of a much bigger whole you forgo arrogance and act with humility.  
 
Humility is an asset for today’s leaders in business, they can be an authority or expert on a subject, but 
they do that without being arrogant, narcissistic or condescending.  Their pride and sense of self is not 
threatened by their ability to be opened minded and to share their knowledge.6   

 Of course, there are many other leadership factors to consider, but integrity, dignity and humility are all 
excellent examples that reflect etiquette and protocol applied to daily success.6 
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