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Making appointments 

 

Indians appreciate punctuality and keeping one's commitments. However, many visitors 

to India find it very disconcerting that often Indians themselves are quite casual in 

keeping their time commitments. One of the reasons for this is that in the Indian mind, 

time is generally not considered as the objective yardstick for planning and scheduling 

one's activities. Rather, for most Indians, the plans and schedules are contingent on 

other people and events, and therefore can--and do--get changed.  

 

It is advisable to schedule your appointment at least a couple of months in advance. If 

you are making your appointments before coming to India, do emphasize that you will 

be in India for a short period of time, if this is the case. It is also useful to reconfirm 

your meeting a few days before the agreed upon date.  

 

Though not essential, it often helps in getting an appointment if you have an Indian 

contact.  

 

There is a distinct difference in the cultures of the government departments and 

business organisations. Compared to a business organisation, it is normally more difficult 

to get an appointment with officials in a government department. Also, in the 

government departments, there is a greater likelihood that your appointment may be 

rescheduled or that you may be kept waiting for as many as several hours before you 

actually meet the person.  

 

Do be prepared for last minute changes in the time and place of your meeting. It is 

useful to leave your contact details with the secretary of the person, so that, in case 

there are changes, you can be informed.  

 

It is advisable to make the effort to be early in order to keep your appointment. In most 

Indian cities, the roads are quite crowded, and during high-traffic hours, it can take you 

a long time to reach your destination.  

 

Indian addresses can be confusing. This is so because the pattern of numbering the 

buildings varies across different places, even in the same city. This is further complicated 

by the fact that during the last few years, in many cities, the streets have been 

renamed. To avoid getting lost, it is useful to check 'how to reach there' from your 

contact.  

 

Normal office hours are 10:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m. However, in some large cities [e.g., 

Mumbai], some places of business start working earlier to avoid congested traffic while 

commuting. Increasingly, among the business organisations, there is also a trend 

towards a longer working day, which can start as early as 7:30 a.m. and last till 8:00 

p.m.  

 

Normally, lunch is for one hour, between 12:00 p.m. and 2:00 p.m.  

 

In recent years, there is a trend towards luncheon meetings and 'power breakfasts', 

which are often the times when business is discussed.  

 

Dinner appointments for business purposes are rare. Official dinners are mostly hosted 

as large gatherings, and are mainly meant for socializing and getting to know each 

other.  
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The work-week differs across organisations and sectors: Government offices work 

Monday-Saturday, with the second Saturday of the month as an additional holiday; most 

business organisations follow a five-and-a-half day work week; and, most IT and 

software companies have a five-day work-week, with Saturday and Sunday off.  

 

The business and official work in India are done using the western 'Christian' calendar. 

The convention for writing dates is dd/mm/yy, e.g., December 25th, 2004 will be written 

as 25/12/04.  

 

In most Indian business organisations, banks and government departments, the 

Financial Year is calculated from April to March. Since the end of March is the time for 

closing the financial year, people are very busy. Try to avoid scheduling an appointment 

around this period. The MNCs, however, mostly follow a January-to-December financial 

year.  

 

Most Indians take vacations during the summers [April-June] and Mid-December to Mid-

January. In addition, in Northern and Eastern India, a favourite time for taking vacations 

is around October, which coincides with Dussehra/ Pooja holidays [see below].  

 

India has a long list of holidays. Some of these--e.g., Independence Day [January 26th], 

Independence Day [August 15th], Gandhi Jayanti [October 2nd], and Christmas 

[December 25th]--are observed according to the western calendar. The others, which 

are Hindu, Sikh or Muslim festivals--e.g., Pongal/ Makar Sankranti, Holi, Idu'l Zuha, 

Dussehra, Deepawali, Muharram, Guru Nanak Birthday, etc.--follow the lunar calendar. 

The dates for the latter holidays are not the same in terms of the western calendar, and 

therefore, it is advisable to contact the local Indian Embassy/ Consulate to find out the 

holiday list for that particular year.  

 

Since India is a culturally diverse country, different parts of the country also celebrate 

festivals which are regional in nature. Thus, each state also has its own list of holidays. 

You can get this list from the Tourism Departments of the particular states.  

 

 

Guidelines for business dress 

 

In recent years, the dress code in Indian business settings has undergone a 

transformation. Moreover, it also differs widely across regions and business sectors. 

Therefore, it is difficult to make a generalization about the most appropriate way to 

dress that will be valid across India. However, the following points should assist you in 

making the right decision.  

 

Normal business dress for men is a suit and tie. However, since India has a warm 

climate, often just a full-sleeved shirt with a tie is also acceptable. It is also important to 

select neutral colors, which are subdued and not very bright.  

 

In most companies, particularly in the IT sector, however, the dress code is much more 

casual. It is not unusual to find people wearing T-shirts and jeans with sneakers. 

However, as a visitor, conservative, though not formal, dress is advisable.  

 

For foreign women, pant-suits or long skirts, which cover the knees, are more acceptable 

to wear. The neckline of the blouse or the top should be high.  

 

For women, a salwar-suit is also acceptable for business dress.  

 

Jeans with a T-shirt or short-sleeved shirt are acceptable as casual wear in informal 

situations for both men and women.  



 

You can wear casual dress if invited to a social gathering. However, if a foreigner wears 

an Indian costume [kurta-pajama for men, and sari or salwar-suit for women], this kind 

of dress is also appreciated, and often seen as a gesture of friendship.  

 

 

Conversation 

 

Most Indians enjoy good conversation on a variety of topics. Even in business meetings, 

it is common and normal to start discussions with 'small talk' on other unrelated issues. 

In fact, this is seen as a way of building rapport and trust. 

 

In general, Indians are open and friendly, and compared to many countries in the West, 

have a lesser sense of privacy. It is not unusual for a stranger to start up a conversation 

with you on a flight or a train journey.  

 

Sometimes, Indians ask questions which can be seen as too personal and intrusive. 

However, one must remember that discussing one's family and personal life is normal 

among Indians. In fact, often enquiring about the other person's family is seen as a sign 

of friendliness. 

 

Conversation in India is as much an exchange of views as it is a mode of building and 

strengthening relationships. Consequently, complimenting and showing appreciation are 

quite normal among Indians. 

 

Indians seldom express their disagreement in a direct manner; open disagreement is 

likely to be interpreted as being hostile and aggressive [though expression of 

disagreement by someone who is superior or elder is, by and large, acceptable]. 

Normally, disagreements are openly expressed only with those with whom one has built 

a trusting relationship. Otherwise, disagreements are expressed in an indirect manner. 

In most cases - unless, it is a crucial issue - it is advisable to avoid expressing direct 

disagreement.  

 

 

Welcome topics of conversation 

 

While there are many topics of conversation which Indians find engaging, there are a few 

which are quite popular. These are: Politics, Cricket, Films and, in recent times, Indian 

Economic Reforms. Taking the time to do some advance preparation on these subjects 

can be very helpful in building rapport and establishing one's acceptance.  

 

Indians are enthusiastic about discussing politics and political figures. A foreigner can 

sometimes find the level of political awareness of an average Indian surprising. It is 

important, however, to recognize that politics in India is very diverse, and the political 

issues are often regional in nature. Thus, certain political topics may be very local, and it 

is advisable to get involved only if you know about them. 

 

Cricket in India is almost a national pastime. India has produced some world-class 

cricketers [e.g., Sachin Tendulkar, Sunil Gavaskar, etc.] and Indians - even those who 

don't play it - are passionate about the game. Cricket, for Indians, is not just about the 

game, but also about the cricketers, who are seen as national celebrities, and are 

idolized. 

 

India produces the largest number of films annually [around 800-1000] in the world. 

There are more than 13,000 movie theaters in the country. Even though the advent of 

TV has reduced the viewers in the theaters, most Indians keep abreast with the latest 

movies through TV channels, videos and CDs. Like the Cricketers, film stars are 



considered as national icons, and are subject to discussion and gossip. The popularity of 

film personalities also results in another peculiarly Indian phenomenon: many popular 

film personalities enter politics and get elected to the state assemblies or the national 

parliament. 

 

India opened its economy in 1991, and since then the forces of change have affected 

virtually all Indians, both personally and professionally. Almost all Indians have an 

opinion about these changes in the economic policies, and are quite vocal in advocating 

or opposing these changes.  

 

In addition to the above, it is important to appreciate that India is an ancient and rich 

civilization, and most Indians are proud of their heritage. They normally enjoy discussing 

Indian traditions and history, especially with a foreigner. 

 

 

Topics to avoid in conversation 

 

Normally, Indians are a tolerant people, and are accepting of religious differences. 

During the last decade, however, there has been a rise of strong religious sentiments in 

Indian society. It is, therefore, advisable to avoid discussing religious beliefs. On the 

other hand, religious practices and rituals play a major role in Indian life, and a genuine 

enquiry into a certain religious practice will normally be met with an enthusiastic 

response. 

 

Due to historical reasons, India's relationship with its neighbouring country, Pakistan, 

has never been a very friendly one. Some educated Indians view this as a failure on the 

part of politicians on both sides. However, many Indians can be very biased, emotional 

and one-sided when discussing Pakistan. In general, it is advisable to steer clear of 

discussions on this topic. 

 

One part of the diversity of Indian society is the large rich-poor divide. In India, one may 

quite frequently find rich localities and sprawling slums next to each other. Indians are 

as sensitive and defensive about the poverty as they are proud of the economic growth 

the country has seen. While Indians do openly discuss the country's poverty, if a 

foreigner initiates a discussion about it, it is likely to be interpreted as an impolite 

criticism. 

 

 

Addressing others with respect 

 

When addressing a person, it is advisable to prefix the name with a 'Mr.', 'Mrs'. or 'Miss', 

or the professional title of the person ['Doctor' or 'Professor'] unless the person asks you 

to refer to him by his/her first name.  

 

In general, people are addressed by their name [without the prefix] only by close 

acquaintances, family members, or by someone who is older or superior in authority.  

 

The naming conventions in the southern states of India [Andhra Pradesh, Tamil Nadu, 

Karnataka, and Kerala] are different when compared to other parts of the country [often 

broadly referred to as North India, though it also encompasses the eastern and western 

regions of the country]  

 

In North India, most people have a family name [e.g., Sharma, Patel, Singh, etc.], and 

the names are written in the western style--first name followed by the surname. 

Sometimes, there may also be a middle name, such as 'Chandra', 'Kumar', 'Prasad', etc. 

For instance, Mr. Praveen Chandra Kulkarni will be addressed as Mr. Kulkarni--or as 

Praveen, if the relationship is informal.  



 

In contrast, in southern states, men do not have a family name. Instead, the name of 

one's father and/or the ancestral village/town is used for the purpose. These are 

normally abbreviated and prefixed before the first name. For instance, a south Indian 

name 'Kamundari Ranganthan Gurumurthy' will be written as 'K. R. Gurumurthy', 

signifying that the person's ancestral place is 'Kamundari', father's name is 

'Ranganathan', and his first name is 'Gurumurthy'. He will be addressed as Mr. 

Gurumurthy--or if the relationship is informal, as just Gurumurthy.  

 

Due to assimilation in the local culture, often even non-Hindu communities follow the 

same naming conventions in the southern states. For instance, the present President of 

India, Dr A. P. J. Abdul Kalam, is a muslim from southern India, and the initials in his 

name are an abbreviation of his lineage [Avul Pakir Jainulabdeen].  

 

Women normally adapt the husband's name [family name in North India, and first name 

in southern India] after marriage.  

 

 

Changing Conventions 

 

It must be mentioned that with time and social mobility, the naming conventions are 

also changing. For instance, many south Indian families have started adapting the north 

Indian naming conventions.  

 

Since the family name in north India also denotes the person's caste--and therefore, 

place in the social hierarchy--some liberal-minded north Indians do not use the family 

name [or use their father's name instead].  

 

There is an increasing trend among educated professional women of keeping their 

maiden name after marriage.  

 

 

Selecting and presenting an appropriate business gift 

 

Gift giving is customary in India, and is seen as a sign of friendship. However, it is 

generally not expected at the first meeting.  

 

It is advisable not to give expensive gifts, unless you are very close to the person. 

Normally, large and expensive gifts are given only by family friends and close relatives--

and for specific family occasions, such as a wedding. Since Indians try to reciprocate a 

gift, if it is too expensive, it can cause embarrassment for the recipient.  

 

Use red, yellow, green or blue coloured wrapping paper. White and black colors are 

considered inauspicious.  

 

Normally, gifts are not opened in the presence of the giver. However, sometimes your 

Indian host may insist on your opening the gift, and would expect appreciation for 

his/her choice.  

 

If you are invited to an Indian's home for dinner, you must take some kind of gift, such 

as a box of chocolates or flowers. If your host has children, carrying a gift for the child [a 

toy or a book] is also appreciated.  

 

If you are visiting an Indian during a festival, it is customary to carry a box of sweets.  

 

If you are giving money as a gift, do remember that 11, 51, 101, 501, etc. are 



considered auspicious numbers. Your gift would be more appreciated if it is in these 

denominations.  

 

Before the opening up of the Indian economy, many foreign products were not available 

in India, and would have made a good gift. However, now most foreign-made products 

are accessible to Indians, and have, consequently, lost their value as a gift. However, 

Indians do appreciate a gift which is representative of your, or a specific, culture [e.g., 

Dutch wooden shoes/clogs, a Swiss knife, French perfume, etc.].  

 

If you have worked or lived with Indians, a framed photograph with them as a gift would 

be viewed as a warm and friendly gesture.  

 

Different flowers have different connotations across India. If you are planning to give 

flowers, do check with the florist as to what would be appropriate. A bouquet of roses, 

however, is the safest choice across the country.  

 

Drinking alcohol is culturally not accepted in most parts of India. Many Indians do not 

drink at home. However, if your host drinks and keeps drinks at home, a bottle of scotch 

whisky or wine will be appreciated.  

 

Be cautious in giving a leather item as a gift. Since many Hindus are vegetarians, they 

may not appreciate items made of leather.  

 

A jewelry item is considered an intimate gift, and would be viewed as inappropriate if 

given by a man to an Indian woman. It is acceptable if the jewelry is given as a gift by a 

woman; however, gold jewelry is normally exchanged/given only among family and 

relatives.  

 

 

Prosperous entertaining 

 

Hospitality is a key value in Indian culture, and the guest is considered the equivalent to 

a god. Indians normally go out of their way to accommodate the requirements of the 

guests. Any breach of etiquette by the guest is normally ignored and never brought to 

his or her attention.  

 

A foreigner visiting India is likely to receive social invitations from even minor 

acquaintances. This is mostly because Indians like to make a visitor feel welcome. 

 

Visitors from some countries are often perplexed by the rather casual and unclear 

invitation extended to them to 'drop in anytime.' This is, however, a genuine invitation. 

Nevertheless, it is advisable to phone before going to someone's house. 

 

Conversely, you should also not expect that your Indian guests will always inform you 

before their arrival. It is normal among Indians to 'drop in' for a social visit. 

 

A direct refusal to an invitation [e.g., 'sorry, I will not be able to come'] is likely to be 

seen as impolite, or even arrogant. If you have to decline an invitation, it is more 

acceptable to give a somewhat vague and open-ended answer such as 'I'll try' or 'I will 

confirm with you later', etc. 

 

It is common practice in India to offer beverages [tea, coffee or soft-drink] with some 

light snacks/ refreshments to a guest, even in business settings. When refreshments/ 

snacks or beverages are served, it is customary [though not mandatory] to refuse the 

first offer, but to accept the second or third. It would, however, be a breach of etiquette 

not to accept it at all. Even if you don't want to have the refreshments/ snacks, it is 



advisable to accept them--though it is acceptable to leave these offerings untouched 

later on in the visit. 

 

 

Important Do's and Don'ts about Eating and Drinking 

 

Eating and drinking are intimately tied to Indian customs and religions. In planning any 

invitations, a knowledge and sensitivity to these customs are very important.  

 

For a large number of Indian Hindus, eating meat is a religious taboo. While planning a 

meal for your Indian guests [or placing an order in a restaurant], it is advisable to ask if 

they are vegetarians or non-vegetarians. 

 

If you are hosting a dinner or lunch party, it is advisable to have a few varieties of 

vegetarian dishes. It is also important to keep the vegetarian and meat dishes on 

separate tables, and label them to enable people to select what they can eat. 

 

Many Hindus keep a fast once a week, and during this time they can eat only fruits. 

When inviting people, do check and make arrangements for them accordingly. 

 

Non-vegetarian Hindus do not eat beef, and Muslims do not eat pork. Muslims eat meat 

which is 'halal' or ritually slaughtered. Jains eat cereals and lentils, but do not eat meat, 

honey, and even most vegetables. 

 

In planning for [or ordering] non-vegetarian dishes, chicken, lamb or fish are safe 

options. 

 

Indians are very particular about cleanliness. It is essential to wash both of your hands 

before and after meals. 

Traditional Indian dishes are eaten with the hands. When it is necessary to use your 

hands, use only your right hand, as the left hand is considered unclean. It's considered 

acceptable, however, to pass dishes with the left hand. 

 

Offering food from your plate to another person is not culturally acceptable, since this 

practice is seen as 'unclean.'  

 

Drinking is prohibited among Muslims, Sikhs and in many other Indian communities. 

However, with changing times, and especially among urban educated Indians, this is not 

strictly observed.  

 

It is better to ask your guest: 'What would you like to drink?' rather than 'Can I get you 

a beer?' Even guests who drink will not drink alcohol on certain occasions such as 

religious festivals or if there is an older, highly respected relative present. Therefore, it is 

prudent to have fruit-juices and/or soft-drinks available for the non-drinkers. 

 

Traditional Indian women, regardless of their religion, don't smoke or drink. Among 

urban elite Indians, however, some women do drink wine or beer, and also smoke. 

 

Compared to a few years back, most well-known brands of hard liquors [whiskey and 

scotch] are now available in India. Many Indian brands are also as good as the global 

brands. However, most Indian drinkers feel that an imported foreign brand of drink is 

superior to Indian brands. 

 

 

 

 

 



Business Entertaining 

 

Business lunches are preferable to dinners in India. However, in recent times, business 

dinners and 'power breakfasts' are also becoming popular. 

 

Mostly, business meals are organized in either high-class restaurants or in five-star 

hotels. Some of these places are very much in demand, and you will need to book your 

table in advance. 

 

In large cities [e.g., Mumbai, Delhi, Bangalore, Kolkata, Chennai, etc.], restaurants offer 

a wide choice of cuisines, ranging from traditional Indian food to Chinese, Thai, 

Continental, etc. In selecting the restaurant, you must check what cuisines the 

restaurant offers to suit the tastes of your guests. 

 

Most restaurants have separate smoking and non-smoking sections, and you must select 

the space according to the preference of your guests. 

 

Most Indian dishes are quite spicy to the western palate. While ordering Indian food you 

might want to ask the waiter/steward how spicy a given dish will be. 

 

Toasting is not a normal custom in India. However, in business meals where drinks are 

served, it is normal for the host to toast by raising the glass and saying 'cheers.' 

 

If a business associate invites you for a meal, unless it is an official function, it is 

customary to arrive a few minutes late. 

 

Businesswomen can take Indian businessmen out for a meal without causing 

awkwardness or embarrassment. A male guest, however, may insist on paying for the 

meal. Conversely, if you are a male, and are invited for a meal by an Indian 

businesswoman, it is expected that you will offer to pay [which, though, may be politely 

declined]. 

 

Normally, excessive tipping is not encouraged, but a certain amount of tip is expected. 

In most restaurants, 10% is a sufficient tip, which may be added to the bill. You can, 

however, give an additional tip by leaving the change to show your appreciation.  

If you are invited for dinner at a home, it is advisable to arrive 15 to 30 minutes late. 

 

In many Indian homes, one is expected to remove his or her shoes before entering. 

Observing this custom is particularly important if you or your family have received a 

personal invitation or if the function you are attending is a familial one. 

 

In many Indian homes, women remain mostly in the confines of the kitchen. They see 

their contribution in making the guest feel at home in terms of the food they cook [or 

supervise to get cooked]. Appreciating and praising the food are considered proper 

etiquette, since it is a compliment to the lady of the house. 

 

Saying 'thank you' at the end of the meal is considered as an inappropriate and 

impersonal gesture. Instead, offer to reciprocate by inviting your hosts out to dinner. 

This invitation will be seen as that you value the relationship you have established with 

your hosts. 

 

If you are hosting a social event, it is desirable to contact every person by phone 

personally, even if you have already sent a printed invitation. Indians do not normally 

'R.S.V.P.' Invitations should be sent out early, and phone calls should be made close to 

the day of the party.  

 

Be prepared for the fact that your guests will be late, since arriving punctually for a 



social invitation is considered bad manners. Also, some of your guests may not turn up 

at all, even after promising that they will. 

 

Do not be surprised if some of your Indian guests bring their own guests. Such 

behaviour is considered as a sign of their close informal relationship with the host, and 

not bad manners. In such situations, the host is expected to remain warm, gracious and 

accommodating. 

 

Since it's difficult to predict when the guests will arrive, or how many will attend, it is 

sensible to make arrangements for a buffet rather than a formal 'sit-down' meal. 

 

A variety of catering services are available if you don't want to cook. Some restaurants 

and hotels also cater, or you can host parties on their grounds.  

 


