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HOW TO BE A GENTLEMAN: A CONTEMPORARY GUIDE
TO COMMON COURTESY INSPIRED BY JOHN BRIDGES

In a world where digital interactions often replace face‑to‑face
connection and social norms shift at breakneck speed, the idea of
being a gentleman can feel either outdated or overly rigid. Yet
the core principles of gentlemanly behavior—respect, kindness,
self‑awareness,  and  thoughtfulness—are  more  relevant  than
ever.  Few  authors  have  captured  this  timeless  yet  evolving
concept  as  elegantly  as  John  Bridges.  His  book  Common
Courtesy:  The Essential  Guide to Good Behavior  (often paired
with  his  better‑known  title  How  to  Be  a  Gentleman:  A
Contemporary Guide to Common Courtesy) provides a framework
that feels both classic and adaptable. This article explores what it
truly  means  to  be  a  gentleman  today,  drawing  on  Bridges’
wisdom while updating it for the challenges of modern life—from
smartphones to remote work to shifting gender dynamics.
Being a gentleman is not about clinging to old‑fashioned rules or
performing  empty  gestures.  It  is  about  making  others  feel
comfortable,  respected,  and  valued.  It  is  a  set  of  internal
attitudes that express themselves through external actions. In
this comprehensive guide, we will  cover the key areas where
common  courtesy  matters  most:  public  spaces,  conversation,
technology,  professional  settings,  relationships,  and  everyday
interactions.  By  the  end,  you  will  have  a  clear,  actionable
understanding of how to embody the spirit of a gentleman in the
21st century.

UNDERSTANDING THE CORE PHILOSOPHY OF JOHN
BRIDGES

John Bridges’ approach to gentlemanly behavior begins with a
simple idea: a gentleman is always considerate of others.
His  book How to  Be a  Gentleman:  A  Contemporary  Guide to
Common Courtesy  emphasizes that  rules of  etiquette are not
about  rigid  compliance  but  about  easing  social  interactions.
Bridges writes from a male perspective, but the principles he
outlines—listening,  respecting  boundaries,  offering  help  without
being asked, and handling mistakes gracefully—apply to anyone
who wants to be a person of character.
The contemporary gentleman knows that following a script is far
less important than adapting to the situation. A true gentleman
reads  the  room,  judges  the  mood,  and  adjusts  his  behavior
accordingly. For instance, Bridges encourages men to hold doors
for anyone, regardless of gender, because it is a simple act of
kindness, not an assertion of superiority. This shift from “chivalry
as a gendered duty” to “common courtesy as a shared human
value” is the heart of a modern‑day gentleman’s mindset.

PUBLIC SPACES: THE NEW RULES OF POLITENESS

Whether  you  are  walking  down  a  busy  street,  using  public
transportation, or dining at a restaurant, your behavior in public
spaces  sends  a  powerful  message  about  who  you  are.  John
Bridges’  contemporary  guide  reminds  us  that  spatial
awareness and respect for others’ personal bubbles are

the foundation of public courtesy.

Walking and Moving in
Crowds
A gentleman is aware of his physical presence. He does not block
doorways, stop abruptly in the middle of a sidewalk, or walk three
abreast on a narrow path. He keeps his phone in his pocket or at
least holds it at a level that allows him to see where he is going. If
he needs to check directions, he steps aside. When someone is
behind him, he holds the door and glances to ensure he is not
letting  it  slam  in  anyone’s  face.  These  small  acts  prevent
frustration  and show that  you value  other  people’s  time and
comfort.

Public Transportation
Etiquette
On buses,  trains,  and subways,  the gentleman offers his  seat  to
someone who looks tired, elderly, pregnant, or carrying heavy
items — without making a big show of it. He keeps his bag on his
lap, not on the seat next to him. He uses headphones and keeps
the volume low enough that nobody else can hear his music or
podcast. He avoids loud phone calls and messy eating. In the
words of John Bridges, “A gentleman does not impose his own
private world on the public one.”

Dining Out
When dining, a gentleman knows basic table manners but also
understands  the  nuances  of  modern  dining:  he  waits  until
everyone at the table has been served before eating (unless the
host says to start); he puts his napkin on his lap; he does not
reach across the table; he treats servers with genuine respect,
saying please and thank you. If a mistake is made with the order,
he addresses it calmly. Tipping generously when service is good
is not just a nicety—it is a reflection of his character.

COMMUNICATION AND CONVERSATION: THE LOST
ART OF LISTENING

One of the most crucial skills a gentleman can cultivate is the
ability  to  engage  in  meaningful  conversation.  John  Bridges
dedicates  significant  space  in  his  common‑courtesy  guide  to
talking and listening because how we communicate reveals
our respect for others.

The Foundation: Listening
Before Speaking
A  contemporary  gentleman  does  not  interrupt.  He  gives  the
speaker  his  full  attention—making  eye  contact,  nodding,  and
asking  thoughtful  follow‑up  questions.  He  resists  the  urge  to
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check his phone mid‑conversation. If someone has just shared
bad news, he does not immediately top it with a worse story of
his own. He simply acknowledges their feelings: “I’m sorry you’re
going through that.” Bridges would remind us that listening is an
active, generous act, not a passive waiting for your turn to talk.

Introductions and Names
In group settings, a gentleman makes sure everyone is included.
He introduces people by name, gives a brief context if helpful
(“Jane and I worked together on the Johnson project”), and uses
the person’s name during conversation. If he forgets a name, he
apologizes and asks again rather than bluffing. Following up with
a handshake or a polite nod—depending on the comfort level of
the other person—completes the introduction gracefully.

Digital Communication
Text  messages,  emails,  and  social  media  comments  also  fall
under common courtesy. A gentleman replies within a reasonable
timeframe (even a quick “Got it,  will  reply later”).  He avoids
sending long paragraphs if a phone call would be more efficient.
He does not  use all  caps or  excessive emojis  in  professional
settings. When in a group chat, he does not spam or dominate
the conversation. And critically, he never writes something in a
digital  message that  he  would  not  say  to  the  person’s  face.
Bridges’ advice about real‑life conversation applies perfectly to
the screen: be honest, be kind, be clear.

RESPECTING PERSONAL SPACE AND BOUNDARIES

Modern  society  increasingly  recognizes  the  importance  of
consent and personal boundaries. A gentleman does not assume
that  physical  contact  is  welcome.  He  asks  before  hugging
someone, especially if they have not met before or if the context
is  professional.  He  respects  a  person’s  right  to  say  no  to  a
handshake  (for  health,  cultural,  or  personal  reasons)  without
making  it  awkward.  Similarly,  he  avoids  asking  intrusive
questions about a person’s relationship status, salary, or health
unless the relationship is very close. The contemporary guide,
inspired by Bridges, teaches that a gentleman makes people
feel safe and comfortable, not pressured or scrutinized.

Gender and Power
Dynamics
Being a gentleman in the past sometimes meant assuming a
protective or paternalistic role.  Today’s gentleman knows that
true courtesy is egalitarian. He holds the door for anyone behind
him, not only women. He offers to help, but he does not insist. He
listens to women’s perspectives without mansplaining. He uses
gender‑neutral language when appropriate and respects people’s
pronouns. These are not political  statements;  they are simple
acts of respect that make everyone feel seen and valued.

THE GENTLEMAN AT WORK AND IN PROFESSIONAL
SETTINGS

Professional etiquette is an extension of personal courtesy. John
Bridges’ books on common courtesy are popular among business
professionals because they emphasize rapport and reliability. A
gentleman at work is someone coworkers can count on to be
punctual, prepared, and polite.

Email and Meeting
Etiquette
He writes  clear,  concise  emails  with  a  polite  greeting  and  a
thank‑you at the end. He uses a professional signature. He does
not  “reply  all”  unless  absolutely  necessary.  In  meetings,  he
arrives  early,  silences  his  phone,  and  waits  for  others  to  finish
before speaking. He gives credit for ideas rather than stealing the
spotlight. If he is leading a meeting, he ensures that everyone
has a chance to contribute, especially quieter team members.

Dress and Presentation
A  gentleman  pays  attention  to  grooming  and  dress  that  is
appropriate for the setting. He does not need to be the most
stylish  person,  but  he  is  neat,  clean,  and  respectful  of  the
company dress code. First impressions matter, and Bridges would
argue that dressing well is a form of respect for both yourself and
those you meet.

Handling Mistakes and
Criticism
When  a  gentleman  makes  a  mistake,  he  owns  up  to  it
immediately,  apologizes  without  excuses,  and  focuses  on  fixing
the  problem.  When  he  receives  criticism,  he  listens  without
defensiveness. He thanks the person for the feedback, even if he
disagrees.  This  emotional  maturity  is  a  hal lmark  of
true‑gentleman  behavior  in  any  era.

RELATIONSHIPS AND CHIVALRY IN THE 21ST
CENTURY

Romantic and platonic relationships require the same courtesy,
but  with  added  layers  of  emotional  intimacy.  John  Bridges’
contemporary  guide  does  not  shy  away  from  discussing
dating—how to ask someone out, how to treat a date, and how to
handle rejection. The key is to treat every person as a fully equal
human being, not as an object of conquest.

Dating Etiquette
A gentleman suggests a specific plan (time, place, activity) rather
than a vague “want to hang out sometime?” He offers to pay on
the  first  date  but  does  not  make  it  a  point  of  contention  if  the
other person prefers to split. He respects a no—if someone is not
interested,  he  accepts  it  gracefully  without  pressing  for  an
explanation. During the date, he focuses on getting to know the
person rather than talking about himself. He follows up afterward
to say he enjoyed the evening, but he does not blow up their
phone with messages.

Chivalry without
Condescension
Acts  of  chivalry,  such  as  walking  a  date  to  her  car  or  offering  a
coat, are welcome when they come from a place of genuine care
rather than obligation. The modern gentleman asks, “Would you
like me to walk you to your car?” rather than assuming. He offers
his umbrella in the rain, but he also carries the extra bag if his
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partner is struggling. These gestures are not about gender roles;
they are about being thoughtful and attentive.

COMMON COURTESY IN EVERYDAY LIFE: SMALL ACTS,
BIG IMPACT

The  smallest  actions  often  define  a  gentleman.  John  Bridges
reminds us that  common courtesy is  not  reserved for  special
occasions—it is woven into daily life. Saying “please” and “thank
you” to the barista. Holding the elevator for someone running to
catch it.  Sending a thank‑you note after  a job interview or a
dinner party. Cleaning up after yourself in a shared kitchen at

work. Apologizing when you bump into someone, even if it was an
accident. These are not burdens; they are opportunities to make
the world a little more pleasant for everyone.

Punctuality
A gentleman respects other people’s time. He arrives on time (or
five  minutes  early)  for  appointments,  meetings,  and  social
gatherings. If he is running late, he notifies the person as soon as
possible  and  apologizes  upon  arrival.  In  an  age  of  constant
connectivity,  there  is  no  excuse  for  leaving  someone waiting
without an update.


