Step Aside, Ms. Poppins



By Jarrett Hanley  


What comes to mind when you hear the term etiquette coach? If you are like many, you probably picture someone like Mary Poppins, very prim and annoyingly particular. At first glance Jodi Smith certainly fits the image of what an etiquette expert would look like, but do not let her poised demeanor or proper dialect fool you. Beneath her polished exterior lies a woman who is very modern in her thinking with a wealth of knowledge to share with the world. For now though, Smith has only one thing she wants you to know- she is not your grandmother’s etiquette coach!


“If you ask most people what etiquette is, they will answer something about knowing what fork to use,” she says of her field. “Etiquette does deal with appropriate behaviors. But what etiquette is really about is using behaviors so that you are comfortable with yourself and able to make those around you feel comfortable.”


Smith is the founder and president of Mannersmith, an etiquette consulting firm which operates out of the Enterprise Center at Salem State College. Mannersmith creates and delivers seminars to clients, each program being a combination of lecture, activities and exercises designed to ensure that learning about etiquette is both educational and entertaining.  In addition to owning her own business, Jodi Smith is also the author of two books: From Clueless to Class Act: Manners for the Modern Woman and From Clueless to Class Act: Manners for the Modern Man.


It was during college that she began to study behavior and teach workshops on social skills. Smith holds a Master’s Degree in Industrial and Labor Relations from Cornell University and a Bachelor’s Degree in Motivational Psychology from the University of Rochester. While studying as an undergraduate, she taught members of her sorority formal introductions, proper handshakes and conversation techniques to use when recruiting new members. She also interviewed prospective students and trained new interviewers while working in the University’s admissions office. Here she saw firsthand some of the techniques that made for successful, and sometimes disastrous, interviews.


“The biggest factor in a successful interview is self-awareness and confidence,” says Smith.  “Key things to pay attention to include posture, eye-contact, handshake and the ability to answer questions with complete, thought-out answers. The single worst thing to do is to show up unprepared. You look very unprofessional if the interviewer has to pull teeth to get you to answer their questions.”

          After working for various companies and the federal government, word of Smith’s interest and knowledge in etiquette spread quickly, and she soon began receiving calls from all over asking for her advice. In 1996 she founded Mannersmith. Her expertise brought her success nationwide, garnering mention everywhere from the Boston Globe and Los Angeles Times to the Washington Post and New York Sun. Jodi Smith has also appeared on such high-profile television programs as “The Today Show,” and more recently, “Good Morning America.” Mannersmith boasts an impressive list of corporate clients as well, which includes Eastern Bank, the Greater Boston Chamber of Commerce, Marriot International, Inc. and Stop N Shop. A full list of past clients can be viewed at the business’s webpage, www.mannersmith.com. 


In addition to its variety of etiquette seminars, Mannersmith also offers special events throughout the year. This includes her upcoming appearance at the Hawthorne Hotel on April 29. Smith will host a program on the very topic that her field is most commonly associated with: dining etiquette. Participants will enjoy a delicious three-course meal while laughing and learning how to feel comfortable dining in any setting, whether it is a casual bite, family dinner or formal affair. They will also receive a free copy of Smith’s book. The program is not limited to business professionals or those planning to dine with royalty either; enrollment is open to anyone.


“The types of people who typically come to these events are those who are aware that they want to improve their dining etiquette. We’ve had people who go on lots of first dates and get few callbacks. Brides and grooms with upcoming weddings frequent our programs, as well as students who have formal academic or athletic dinners to attend. It’s a good mix.”


Having worked with everyone from children to CEO’s, she is now expanding her focus to work with a group that she refers to as the “millenials,” people in the 17-26 age range. Smith has always felt a special connection with the “millenials,” and that played a role in her decision to house Mannersmith in the Enterprise Center at Salem State.


“I really wanted a relationship with a college,” says Smith, who also joined the SSC faculty for a semester when she taught an Interpersonal Skills for Managers course. “I’m happy here because I get that, plus I have professional office space and a short commute everyday.”


Now that she has conquered the titles of teacher, author and business owner, Jodi Smith is looking to add one more to her resume- “cyber coach.” To help her reach her future clients, Smith enlisted the help of the very people she is trying to reach, the “millenials.” She is currently working with two groups of Salem State students to bring Mannersmith online. One team is working with her to create a series of podcasts that deal with current etiquette issues and faux-pas. The other is helping Smith launch a Myspace webpage, which will include links to the podcasts, her blog and the Mannersmith homepage, updates about events and appearances and more. She is also in the process of creating a tutorial for millenials on how to make their Myspace and other personal web pages more employer-friendly. She hopes the use of the internet will help give her an edge in a market where messages are easily and frequently overlooked or ignored.


“I love the web because it allows people who would not necessarily be able to meet me face-to-face the opportunity to ask questions and get answers.”


It seems Jodi Smith has come full circle in her study and teachings of proper etiquette. And if her press clippings and current ventures are any indication, she has no signs of slowing down. As the flowers outside begin to bloom this spring, keep an eye out for Mannersmith. That name will be popping up all over, especially in cyberspace. While she is still working on mastering all the web lingo, Smith has learned enough to ask one small favor of you: may she be added to your “Top 8?”

