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MIND YOUR PS
AND QS: A
TIMELESS GUIDE
TO POLITENESS
AND PRECISION

We have all heard the
phrase at  some point:
mind your Ps and Qs. It
is a gentle reminder to
watch  our  language,
behave  politely,  and
p a y  a t t e n t i o n  t o
details.  But  where did
this  expression  come
from? And why does it
s t i l l  matter  in  our
fast‑paced,  digital
w o r l d ?  I n  t h i s
comprehensive  article,
we explore the origins,
evolution, and modern
relevance  of  mind
your Ps and Qs, and

offer  practical  advice
for applying its wisdom
in everyday life.

The
Curious
Origins of
Mind Your
Ps and Qs
The exact birthplace of
the phrase is debated,
but  several  theories
stand out. One popular
explanation  traces  it
back  to  the  bustling
pubs  o f  17th ‑  and
18th‑century  England.
Bartenders would keep
track  o f  p ints  and
quarts  that  patrons
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consumed,  writ ing
them  on  a  slate.  To
avoid  disputes,  they
had to mind your Ps
a n d  Q s — t h a t  i s ,
carefully  distinguish
b e t w e e n  t h e
abbreviations  “p”  for
p i n t s  a n d  “ q ”  f o r
quarts.  A  simple  slip
could cost a customer
or the tavern money.
Another  theory  links
the  phrase  to  the
p r i n t i n g  p r e s s .
Typesetters,  working
with  individual  metal
le t te rs ,  had  to  be
especially  careful  with
the lowercase p and q
because  they  were
mirror images of each
other. If a printer failed
to mind your Ps and
Qs,  the  entire  page
would  be  riddled  with
errors. This origin story
e m p h a s i z e s  t h e
importance of precision
and attention to detail.
T h e r e  i s  a l s o  a
c o n n e c t i o n  t o

childhood education. In
the  18th  century ,
children  learning  to
write were reminded to
differentiate  between
the  similar‑looking
letters. Teachers would
say, “Mind your Ps and
Q s , ”  a s  a  w a y  t o
e n c o u r a g e  n e a t
penmanship.  Over
t i m e ,  t h e  p h r a s e
expanded  beyond
writing to mean taking
care  in  one’s  speech
and manners.
Regardless of its exact
b e g i n n i n g s ,  t h e
e x p r e s s i o n  h a s
endured  for  centuries.
I t  h a s  c o m e  t o
represent  a  code  of
conduct  that  values
t h o u g h t f u l n e s s ,
respect,  and  careful
self‑expression.

Why We
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Still Need
to Mind
Our Ps
and Qs

Today
In  an  era  of  instant
messaging,  socia l
media,  and  remote
work,  the  advice  to
mind your Ps and Qs
is  more  relevant  than
e v e r .  D i g i t a l
communication  strips
away tone of voice and
body language, making
i t  e a s y  t o
misunderstand  or
offend.  A  poorly
worded  emai l  or  a
hasty  comment  on  a
forum  can  damage
re lat ionsh ips  and
r e p u t a t i o n s .  B y
consciously  choosing
o u r  w o r d s  a n d

checking our tone, we
p r e v e n t
misunderstandings and
build trust.
B e y o n d  t h e
professional  sphere,
the phrase reminds us
of the core principles of
etiquette and empathy.
When  we  mind  your
Ps and Qs at a social
gather ing,  we  are
paying attention to the
n e e d s  o f  o t h e r s ,
listening  actively,  and
avoiding  remarks  that
c o u l d  c a u s e
discomfort .  These
s m a l l  a c t s  o f
consideration create  a
positive  atmosphere
and  strengthen  bonds
among friends,  family,
and colleagues.
Psychologists also note
t h a t  p e o p l e  w h o
practice politeness and
precision are perceived
as  more  competent
and  trustworthy.  In  a
study  on  first
i m p r e s s i o n s ,
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individuals  who  used
courteous  language
a n d  p a i d  c l o s e
attention  to  details
were  rated  higher  in
both  l ikabi l i ty  and
intelligence.  Thus,  the
habit  of  minding  your
Ps  and  Qs  can  open
doors  both  personally
and professionally.

How to
Mind Your
Ps and Qs
in
Different
Areas of
Life
Applying  the  principle
of mind your Ps and
Qs  is not about being
stiff or overly formal. It

i s  a b o u t  b e i n g
intentional  with  your
words  and  actions.
Below  are  practical
ways  to  incorporate
this  wisdom into daily
interactions.

1. IN
PROFESSIONAL
COMMUNICATION

Use polite
greetings and
closings in
emails and
messages. A
simple “Dear” or
“Hello” sets a
respectful tone.
End with “Thank
you” or “Best
regards.”
Double‑check
names, titles,
and facts before
sending.
Misspelling
someone’s name
suggests
carelessness.
When you mind
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your Ps and Qs,
you show that
you value the
recipient.
Avoid jargon
and overly
casual
language unless
you know the
culture well.
Clarity matters
more than
sounding trendy.
Pause before
hitting “send.”
Read your
message aloud
to catch any
unintended
rudeness or
ambiguity. A
moment of
review can save
hours of damage
control.

2. IN SOCIAL
SETTINGS

Listen more
than you
speak. The true

meaning of
minding your Ps
and Qs often
involves
self‑restraint. Let
others finish their
thoughts before
responding.
Compliment
genuinely and
avoid
backhanded
praise. “That’s
an interesting
idea” can sound
dismissive;
instead, say, “I
appreciate your
perspective on
that.”
Be mindful of
sensitive
topics. Not
every setting is
appropriate for
strong opinions.
Gauge the room
and adjust your
words
accordingly.
Say “please”
and “thank
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you” sincerely.
These small
phrases are the
essence of
minding your Ps
and Qs. They
cost nothing but
can make a huge
difference.

3. IN FAMILY AND
PERSONAL
RELATIONSHIPS

Avoid
interrupting,
even when you
disagree. Let the
other person
fully express
themselves. This
shows respect
and encourages
open dialogue.
Choose your
words carefully
during
arguments.
Emotions run
high, but a harsh
remark can leave
lasting scars.

Remind yourself
to mind your Ps
and Qs and
keep the focus
on resolving the
issue, not
attacking the
person.
Express
gratitude
often. Recognize
the small things
your partner,
children, or
parents do.
Politeness at
home
strengthens the
foundation of
love.

Mind Your
Ps And Qs
in Writing
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and
Content

Creation
I f  y o u  w r i t e  f o r  a
living—whether  as  a
blogger,  marketer,  or
journalist—the  phrase
takes  on  additional
weight. Good writing is
about precision, clarity,
and  consideration  for
the reader.  When you
mind your Ps and Qs
in  your  content,  you
ensure that every word
serves  a  purpose  and
that  your  message  is
received as intended.
H e r e  a r e  a  f e w
writing‑specific tips:

Proofread
meticulously. A
typo or a
misplaced
comma can
distract the
reader and

undermine your
credibility. Pay
attention to
homophones like
“their/they’re/the
re” and “its/it’s.”
That is a classic
example of
minding your Ps
and Qs.
Use inclusive
language. Avoid
terms that might
alienate or
offend. For
instance, use
“they” as a
singular pronoun
when gender is
unknown, and
avoid outdated
terms that carry
bias.
Structure your
content
logically. Use
headings, bullet
points, and short
paragraphs—just
as we have done
here—to guide
the reader. A



8

8 Mind Your Ps And Qs 2022-07-13

well‑organized
article shows
that you care
about the
reader’s
experience.
Cite sources
and give
credit.
Plagiarism is the
opposite of
minding your Ps
and Qs.
Acknowledge the
work of others
and build your
authority through
honest
attribution.

The
Connectio
n
Between

Mind Your
Ps And Qs
and
Emotional
Intelligen
ce
At  i ts  heart ,  mind
your  Ps  and  Qs  is
a b o u t  e m o t i o n a l
intelligence. It requires
s e l f ‑ a w a r e n e s s
(knowing  how  you
come across), empathy
(understanding  how
others might feel), and
s e l f ‑ r e g u l a t i o n
(controlling  impulses).
P e o p l e  w i t h  h i g h
emotional  intelligence
naturally  practice  the
principles  behind  the
phrase.
In  the  workp lace ,
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emotional  intelligence
is often cited as a key
differentiator  for
leadership.  Leaders
who mind their Ps and
Qs inspire  loyalty  and
cooperation.  They  do
not  react  harshly  in
stressful  moments;
instead,  they  choose
their words carefully to
de‑escalate  tension.
T h i s  s k i l l  c a n  b e
learned  and  honed
over time, starting with
small  daily  reminders
to be mindful.
One simple exercise is
t o  p a u s e  b e f o r e
speaking or writing and
ask yourself:  “Will  my
words help or hurt? Am
I  being  clear?  Am  I
being respectful?” This
internal  check  is  the
modern  equivalent  of
the typesetter’s careful
eye.  It  transforms the
o l d  i d i o m  i n t o  a
power fu l  t oo l  f o r
personal  growth.

Common
Misunder
standings
About
Mind Your
Ps And Qs
Some people think the
phrase  encourages
formality  or  coldness.
T h a t  i s  a
misconception.  Mind
your Ps and Qs is not
about being uptight; it
i s  a b o u t  b e i n g
thoughtful. You can be
warm,  friendly,  and
even  humorous  while
sti l l  choosing  your
words  with  care.  In
f a c t ,  h u m o r  t h a t
respects boundaries is
a  hallmark  of  social
intelligence.
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A n o t h e r
misunderstanding  is
that  minding  your  Ps
and  Qs  i s  on ly  fo r
public  or  professional
settings. In reality, it is
p e r h a p s  m o s t
important  in  private
relationships,  where
we  tend  to  le t  our
g u a r d  d o w n  a n d
sometimes forget to be
kind. True politeness is
c o n s i s t e n t ,  n o t
switched  on  and  off
depend ing  on  the
audience.
Finally,  some  dismiss
t h e  p h r a s e  a s
old‑fashioned.  Yet  the
principles  it  embodies
are timeless. In an age
of digital overload and
a b b r e v i a t e d
c o m m u n i c a t i o n ,
pausing  to  be  precise
and polite is a rare and
valuable  skill.  It  sets
you apart and builds a
reputation of integrity.

Mind Your
Ps And Qs
for the
Digital
Age
Social media platforms
are  no to r i ous  f o r
b r e e d i n g
miscommunicat ion.
When you mind your
Ps and Qs on Twitter,
Facebook, or LinkedIn,
you avoid the pitfalls of
online discourse. Think
before  you  tweet:  is
t h i s  c o m m e n t
constructive?  Could  it
be  misinterpreted?
D o e s  i t  n e e d  a
tone‑clarifying  emoji?
(Use  sparingly.)
In  group  chats  and
work  Slack  channels,
minding  your  Ps  and
Qs means not typing
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in all caps (which can
seem  like  shouting),
not  sending messages
late  at  night  unless
u r g e n t ,  a n d  n o t
overusing  @everyone.
It  means  respecting
o t h e r s ’  t i m e  a n d
at ten t ion .  I t  a l so
means  being  careful
with  sarcasm—without
vocal  inflection,
sarcasm often reads as
hostility.
For  parents,  teaching
children to mind their
Ps  and  Qs  online  is
crucial.  Explain  that
b e h i n d  e v e r y
username  is  a  real
person  with  feelings.
Encourage  them  to
write  kind  comments,
ask  permission  before
sharing  photos,  and
avoid  engaging  with
trolls.  These  digital
m a n n e r s  a r e  t h e
foundation  of  good
c i t i z e n s h i p  i n  a
connected  world.

Conclusio
n: The
Enduring
Wisdom
of a
Simple
Phrase
The  expression  mind
your Ps and Qs  has
survived  centuries
because it speaks to a
universal human need:
t o  l i v e  a n d  w o r k
together  with  respect
and  understanding.
Whether  you  are  a
bartender  tracking
drinks,  a  typesetter
avoiding  errors,  or  a
modern  professional
drafting  an  email,  the
s a m e  p r i n c i p l e
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applies—pay attention,
be  courteous,  and
strive for accuracy.
Incorporat ing  this
mindset into your daily
life  does  not  require
grand  gestures.  I t
s t a r t s  w i th  sma l l
choices:  a  s incere
thank  you,  a  careful
proofread,  a  moment
of  si lence  before  a

heated  reply.  Over
time,  these  choices
shape  your  character
and your relationships.
Remember,  the  next
time you are about to
speak or write, take a
breath and mind your
Ps and Qs. Your words
will carry more weight,
and  your  connections
will flourish.


