
French Restaurant Etiquette:  

Essential Cultural Tips & Vocabulary 
for Dining Out

 

Dining out in France is far more than just eating, it's a 
cherished cultural ritual that reflects "l'art de vivre 
français" (the French art of living). French restaurant 
culture emphasizes taking time to savor meals, engaging 
in conversation, and respecting established customs that 
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have evolved over centuries. Gastronomy is afterall one of 
France’s treasures and there are a so many restaurants to 
choose from! 

Whether you're a tourist visiting France, a French 
language learner or both, you’ll want to be sure you 
understand the culture and have some vocabulary to fully 
enjoy the experience. The dining experience in France 
follows specific protocols from the moment you make a 
reservation until you pay "l'addition" (the bill). 

French restaurants operate differently from many other 
countries, with distinct expectations about timing, service, 
and social behavior. Mastering these customs will not only 
help you avoid cultural faux pas but will also enhance your 
appreciation of French cuisine and hospitality. 

Types of French Restaurants 

Before talking about etiquette, it's useful to understand 
the different types of dining establishments in France: 

Le Restaurant Gastronomique 

High-end establishments often with Michelin stars, 
requiring formal attire and reservations well in advance.  
Here is an example of a one star restaurant L’alternative in 
Béziers in the South of France. 
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Le Bistrot / Le Bistro 

Casual neighborhood restaurants serving traditional 
French fare with a relaxed atmosphere. Here is a solid 
address in Paris: Chez Fernand.  

La Brasserie 

Originally beer halls, now serving food throughout the day 
with faster service than traditional restaurants. Bofinger in 
Paris is an institution. 

Le Café 

Primarily for coffee and light meals, perfect for breakfast 
or afternoon snacks. You’ll find hundreds of them all over 
France. 

La Crêperie 

Specializing in crepes and galettes (the savory kind), the 
best ones are found in Brittany but you can usually eat a 
decent crêpe in almost all French cities. 

L'Auberge 

Country inns offering regional specialties in rustic settings. 
It can also be a gastronomic restaurant like L’Auberge du 
vieux puits, one of Frances’ very best, also very pricey. 
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Making Reservations (Réserver une table) 

French restaurants, especially popular ones, require 
reservations. Walk-ins are often turned away, particularly 
during peak dining hours. 

Essential Reservation Vocabulary: 

●​ "Je voudrais réserver une table."  "I would like to 
reserve a table." 

●​ "Pour combien de personnes?"  "For how many 
people?" 

●​ "Pour quelle heure?"  "For what time?" 

Cultural Tips for Reservations: 

●​ Call during off-peak hours (3-6 PM is ideal) 
●​ French restaurants typically open from 12:00 to 

2:30PM and from 7:00 to 9:30PM 
●​ Be specific about special dietary requirements, for 

instance: "Y a-t-il des plats végétariens?" “Are there 
vegetarian dishes?” 

●​ If you must cancel, call as early as possible: "Je dois 
annuler ma réservation." 

Online Reservations: 

Today many French restaurants use platforms like Google 
maps or their own websites for reservations. However, 
calling directly is still preferred and often more successful, 
you can specify where you’d like to sit or ask about 
allergies. 
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Arrival and Seating (L'arrivée) 

Punctuality in French restaurants requires a balanced 
approach, get there not too early, not too late. 

Timing Etiquette: 

●​ Arrive exactly on time or 5-10 minutes early maximum 
●​ Being more than 15 minutes late without calling is 

considered very rude 
●​ If running late, call immediately:  "Je suis en retard, 

j'arriverai dans 15 minutes."   "I'm running late, I'll be 
there in 15 minutes." 

Greeting and Seating: 

●​ Wait to be seated by "le maître d'hôtel" (maître d') or 
server 

●​ Greet with "Bonsoir" (evening) or "Bonjour" 
(daytime) 

●​ Never seat yourself, even if tables appear empty 
●​ Remove hats and coats; many restaurants have coat 

racks 
●​ The server might say “cette table vous va?”  “Is this 

table okay for you?” 

Understanding French Service (Le service français) 

French restaurant service operates on different principles 
than American or British service styles. 
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Service Expectations: 

●​ French servers are trained professionals, not 
dependent on tips for living wages 

●​ Service is more formal and less frequent than in other 
countries 

●​ Servers won't constantly check on you, this respects 
your dining privacy 

●​ You must actively signal when you need something 
●​ "Excusez-moi"  “excuse me” to get attention politely 

The Rhythm of French Dining: 

French meals follow a specific pace designed for 
conversation and digestion: 

1.​ L'apéritif (aperitif) - 15-20 minutes where people 
usually have a drink and the restaurant may serve 
olives or crackers. 

2.​L'entrée (starter) - 20-30 minutes 
3.​Le plat principal (main course) - 30-45 minutes 
4.​Le fromage (cheese course) - optional 
5.​Le dessert - 20-30 minutes 
6.​Le café  

Ordering Your Meal (Commander) 

The ordering process in French restaurants follows 
established protocols and vocabulary. 
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Reading the Menu (La carte): 

●​ "La carte, s'il vous plaît" - "The menu, please" 
●​ "Qu'est-ce que vous recommandez?" - "What do you 

recommend?" 
●​ "Quelle est la spécialité de la maison?" - "What's the 

house specialty?" 
●​ "Le menu du jour" - Daily set menu, often the best 

value 

Menu Structure: 

●​ Les entrées - starters 
●​ Les plats principaux - main courses 
●​ Les accompagnements - side dishes 
●​ Les desserts - desserts 
●​ Les boissons - beverages 

Dietary Restrictions: 

●​ "Je suis végétarien(ne)" - "I'm vegetarian" 
●​ "Je suis allergique aux fruits de mer" - "I'm allergic 

to seafood" 
●​ "Sans gluten, s'il vous plaît" - "Gluten-free, please" 
●​ "Pas trop épicé" - "Not too spicy" 

Ordering Etiquette: 

●​ Allow ladies to order first, they’ll usually be served first 
too 

●​ Don't modify dishes extensively - French chefs take 
pride in their preparations 
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●​ If unsure about pronunciation, point to the menu 
item 

●​ "Je vais prendre..."  "I'll take..." J’aimerais…”,  “I’d like…” 
(more polite than "Je veux") 

French Table Manners (Les bonnes manières) 

French table etiquette is more formal than many other 
cultures and reflects centuries of dining refinement. 

Place Setting and Utensils: 

●​ Keep hands visible on the table, never in your lap, no 
elbows on the table 

●​ Hold your fork in left hand, knife in right, throughout 
the meal 

●​ Rest utensils on your plate between bites, never on 
the table 

●​ When finished, place utensils parallel on your plate (4 
o'clock position) 

Bread Etiquette (Le pain): 

●​ Bread is placed directly on the tablecloth, not on your 
plate 

●​ Break bread with your hands, never cut with a knife 
●​ Use bread to push food onto your fork or clean your 

plate 
●​ "Encore du pain, s'il vous plaît"  "More bread, please" 
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Wine Service: 

●​ The wine list is usually presented to the host 
●​ Wine tasting ritual: examine, smell, taste, then 

approve 
●​ Never pour your own wine if you’re invited 
●​ "Un verre de vin rouge/blanc/rosé"  "A glass of 

red/white wine" 
●​ See this post for more information on wine etiquette 

Conversation and Atmosphere 

French dining emphasizes meaningful conversation and 
creating a pleasant atmosphere for all diners. 

Conversation Etiquette: 

●​ Keep voices at moderate levels, loud talking is 
considered very rude 

●​ Avoid controversial topics during meals 
●​ Put phones away completely as taking calls during 

meals is extremely rude, in case of an emergency, go 
outside 

●​ Engage with your dining companions; meals are 
social experiences 

Topics to avoid if dining with French people: 

●​ Money and salaries 
●​ Personal health issues 
●​ Controversial politics 
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●​ Work stress or complaints 
●​ Politics 

Good Conversation Topics: 

●​ Food and wine appreciation 
●​ Travel experiences 
●​ Cultural observations 
●​ Art and literature 

Paying the Bill (Payer l'addition) 

The payment process in French restaurants follows 
specific customs that differ significantly from other 
countries. 

Requesting the Bill: 

●​ "L'addition, s'il vous plaît" "The bill, please" 
●​ "Nous pouvons payer ?"  "Can we pay?" 
●​ Never rush this process  servers won't usually bring 

the bill until requested 
●​ Bills are typically presented in a small folder or on a 

plate 

Payment Methods: 

●​ Most restaurants accept credit cards, but always ask 
first just in case 

●​ "En liquide"  paying in cash 
●​ "Par carte"  paying by card 
●​ Splitting bills is not uncommon 
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Tipping Culture (Les pourboires): 

This is important, French tipping culture is vastly different 
from American standards: 

●​ Service charge (15%) is already included in the bill 
●​ Additional tipping is optional and modest 
●​ Round up to the nearest euro or add 2-5% for 

exceptional service 
●​ "Gardez la monnaie"  "Keep the change" 
●​ Never tip on credit cards; leave some cash on the 

table 

Essential French Restaurant Vocabulary 

Le serveur/la serveuse the waiter/waitress 

le cuisinier/la cuisinière/ le 
chef/la cheffe 

the cook/the chef 

J’ai une réservation I have a reservation 

Nous sommes trois There are three of us 

s’assoir to sit 

une table table 

une serviette a napkin 

un verre a glass 

les couverts silverware 

un couteau a knife 
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un verre à vin a wine glass 

un amuse-bouche small appetizer 

où sont les toilettes? where’s the restroom? 

je voudrais I’d like 

c’était très bon it was very good 

l’addition the bill 

s’assoir to sit 

Regional Dining Differences 

France's diverse regions each have distinct dining 
customs and specialties: 

Paris 

●​ There are more international cuisine options 
●​ You’ll experience a faster-paced service in brasseries 
●​ Prices are usually higher especially in tourist areas 
●​ People dine later (8:30-9:30 PM typical) 

Lyon 

●​ Lyon is known as France's gastronomic capital 
●​ You’ll find the traditional bouchons lyonnais (typical 

Lyonnaise restaurants) 
●​ Emphasis on local wines and regional dishes such as 

“andouillette” 
●​ The atmosphere can be more casual than in Paris 
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Provence 

●​ Typically has Mediterranean influence in cuisine and 
timing 

●​ People take longer lunch breaks (12:00-2:00 PM) 
●​ Emphasis on fresh, local ingredients, lots of veggies 
●​ Outdoor dining common due to climate 

Normandy/Brittany 

●​ Great region for seafood, cider and cheese  
●​ More relaxed coastal dining atmosphere 
●​ Crêperies are common and casual 

Common Mistakes to Avoid 

Major Cultural Faux Pas: 

●​ Asking for substitutions or extensive modifications 
●​ Eating with your hands (except bread) 
●​ Starting to eat before everyone is served 
●​ Rushing through the meal 
●​ Being loud or disruptive 
●​ Using your phone during dinner 
●​ Asking for the bill too early 

Service Misunderstandings: 

●​ Expecting constant attention from servers 
●​ Assuming poor service when servers aren't hovering 
●​ Getting frustrated with the meal pace 
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●​ Not understanding that water isn't always 
automatically served and that there will not be ice in 
your glass 

●​ Expecting American-style customer service 

Do's and Don'ts 

Do's (À faire): 

●​ Make reservations whenever possible 
●​ Dress appropriately for the restaurant level 
●​ Wait to be seated 
●​ Keep hands visible on the table 
●​ Enjoy conversation and take your time 
●​ Compliment the food: "C'était excellent" 
●​ Respect the meal's natural pace 

Don'ts (À éviter): 

●​ Don't seat yourself 
●​ Never snap fingers or wave frantically at servers (duh) 
●​ Don't ask for modifications to classic dishes 
●​ Avoid putting hands in your lap while eating 
●​ Never start eating before everyone is served 
●​ Don't rush the dining experience 
●​ Avoid using phones during meals 

Conclusion 

Mastering French restaurant etiquette opens doors to 
authentic cultural experiences and demonstrates respect 
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for French traditions. From making proper reservations to 
understanding the nuanced service style, each element 
contributes to the overall dining experience that French 
culture treasures. 

Remember that French restaurant culture prioritizes 
quality over speed, conversation over efficiency, and 
respect over casual informality. By following these 
guidelines and learning the essential vocabulary, you'll not 
only avoid cultural misunderstandings but will also gain 
deeper appreciation for "l'art de la table française" (the 
French art of dining). 

Whether you're planning a trip to France, dining at French 
restaurants abroad, or simply expanding your cultural 
knowledge, these etiquette tips should enhance your 
confidence and cultural fluency. The French dining 
experience, when properly understood and respected, 
becomes not just a meal but a celebration of culture, 
cuisine, and human connection.   

If you’re an anglophone and serious about learning 
French we can help!  Check out our basic to advanced 
courses or come do an immersion week with Jennifer! 
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