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Global Travel Etiquette:  
What to  Do (and What to Avoid) 

A quick reference for  confident, respectful travel 

 

Travel isn’t just about where you go, it’s how you show up. 
This quick guide highlights simple etiquette tips to help you move 
confidently and respectfully across cultures.  

 
Hand Gestures: What Can Go Wrong (and Where) 

Thumbs Up 👍 

✔ OK in: 

• United States, Canada  

• Most of Europe  

• Australia / New Zealand  

🚫 Avoid or use caution in: 

• Middle East (Iran, Iraq, Afghanistan) → can be offensive, similar to a rude insult  

• Parts of West Africa  

When in doubt, skip the gesture. A smile is universally understood.
 

“OK” Sign (thumb + index circle) 👌 
✔Means “OK” in: 

• U.S., Canada, UK  
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🚫 Can be offensive in: 

• Brazil → considered a vulgar insult  

• Turkey → can imply something derogatory  

• Parts of Southern Europe (Italy, Greece) → can carry negative meaning 
depending on context  

This is one of the most misunderstood gestures - best avoided internationally 

 

Pointing (especially with one finger) 👉 
✔Use instead: 

• Open hand gesture  

🚫 Considered rude in: 

• Philippines, Malaysia, Indonesia  

• Many parts of Africa  

 
Showing the soles of your feet 

✔Avoid crossing legs where the sole faces someone 

🚫 Offensive in: 

• Middle East (UAE, Saudi Arabia, Egypt)  

• Parts of South Asia  
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Beckoning with one finger or snapping fingers to (“come here”) 🫵🫰 

✔Use instead: 

• Palm down, gentle motion  

🚫 Offensive in: 

• Philippines, Singapore → used only for animals  

 
Words & Phrases: Small Mistakes, Big Reactions 

You don’t need to memorize every language - but a few awareness points help avoid 
awkward (or embarrassing) moments. 

 
False Friends (Words That Don’t Mean What You Think) 

Spanish: 

• “Embarazada” ≠ embarrassed → means pregnant  

• “Ropa” = clothes (not rope)  

• “Éxito” = success (not exit)  

 
Words to Avoid Using Casually 

• Slang or humor you’d use at home → often doesn’t translate well  

• Assumptions about language ability → don’t speak louder, speak clearer  

• Over-familiar terms (like “buddy,” “hey you”) → can come off disrespectful  

 
Tone Matters More Than Words 

In many cultures: 

• Directness can feel rude  

• Volume can feel aggressive  

✔ Softer, polite phrasing is almost always safer 
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Bonus: Politeness Wins Everywhere 

Even if you don’t speak the language: 

✔ Learn 3 words: 

• Hello  

• Thank you  

• Please  

Extra Bonus words/phrases that are helpful in the local language: 

• Please speak slowly 
• How much is this 
• I apologize in advance; I speak very little of your  language 

These statements alone change how you’re received. 

 
The Traveler’s Rule of Thumb 

If you’re unsure: 

• Keep gestures minimal  

• Avoid slang  

• Watch what locals do  

• Mirror respectfully 

 
 

 

Travel isn’t about getting everything perfect.  It’s about showing awareness, 
respect, and a willingness to learn.  That’s what people remember. 
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Top 5 Travel Etiquette Tips by Region 

 
Europe (General) 

1. Greet first → A simple “hello” before asking anything matters  

2. Keep voices moderate → Loud = tourist immediately  

3. Respect personal space → Especially in Northern Europe  

4. Dining is slower → Don’t rush service  

5. Basic local words go far → Hello, please, thank you  

 
Latin America & Spain 

1. Warm greetings matter → Handshake, sometimes light hug  

2. Personal space is closer → This is normal, not intrusive  

3. Time is flexible → “On time” can be more relaxed  

4. Titles and respect matter → Señor/Señora still used  

5. Conversation first, business second → Relationships matter  

 
East Asia (Japan, Korea) 

1. Bowing is common → Follow the lead  

2. Quiet and composed behavior → Public calm is expected  

3. Business cards are formal → Use two hands, take a moment  

4. Avoid strong eye contact → Can feel confrontational  

5. Respect order and rules → Lines, trains, public spaces  
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Middle East 

1. Use right hand for everything → Eating, greeting, giving  

2. Dress modestly → Especially in religious or public areas  

3. Avoid public displays of affection  

4. Hospitality is important → Accept offers graciously  

5. Be mindful of gestures → Thumbs up, feet position, etc.  

 
Southeast Asia 

1. Don’t touch heads → Especially children  

2. Remove shoes when expected → Homes, temples  

3. Smile often → It’s part of communication  

4. Stay calm → Losing temper = loss of respect  

5. Use polite gestures → Avoid pointing with fingers  

 
North America  

1. Firm handshake is standard  

2. Direct communication is normal  

3. Time is structured → Punctuality matters  

4. Tipping culture is expected (U.S.)  

5. Casual but respectful tone works best 
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