
As you undoubtedly have been reminded umpteen times, Italy is one of the most 
historically significant, beautiful, and delectable countries on Earth. From timeless 
Roman ruins to high-end fashion boutiques in Milano to cobblestone streets in 
Firenze, everyone will find something in Italy to fall in love with. 
But culture shock is a thing which definitely does happen in Italy. There are many 
things about Italy that a good number of Americans will find a bit strange. Here are my 
first ten to keep in mind for your next Italian holiday. 

American Italian Food ≠ Italian Food
There are lots of "Italian" foods we eat in U.S.-based restaurants that are NOT 
found in Italy. Three of the biggest culprits are: spaghetti with meatballs (in Italy, 
meatballs – polpette – are served as a second course), chicken parmesan (try 
the eggplant parmesan instead – parmigiana di melanzane) and anything with 
Alfredo sauce (there’s no such thing… I had an uncle Alfredo, but he was a soap 
salesman, not a chef!).

Dinner is a Marathon, Not a Sprint
Italian meals are a huge production. Traditionally, the midday meal – pranzo – consists of three courses: a primo piatto 
(usually pasta), a secondo piatto including contorni (a meat or fish main course and side dishes), and a dolce (dessert, 
often fruit and cheese). Meals are a family event. They are to be eaten slowly, and there is much, often heated, 
conversation all-around. Once the meal is done, everyone lingers and conversation continues, often devolving to 
politics.

There is No Such Thing as Coffee
If you want a big, steaming cup-a-joe, you're going to have a hard time finding it.  
Oh… and NO “to-go” cups. You could ask for a somewhat similar Americano at 
most coffee bars, but why be American? At breakfast-time and up to about  
11 AM, most Italians drink a cappuccino or caffellatte (known to Americans as 
“Latte” - but don’t order it that way!!). After about noon only the espresso is 
appropriate. It’s served in a tiny cup called a demitasse, and some people 
mistakenly consider it to be like a shot glass full of caffeine. I get away with 
ordering a caffè macchiato which is like a tiny cappuccino.

An Intense Fear of the Cold
A travel journalist recently asserted that Italians do not like cold weather – at all. Upon reflection, I agree for the most 
part. In Italy, if you walk outside dressed lightly, you will get scolded by a concerned nonna (grandmother). Italians pile 
on scarves, coats, hats and gloves at any sign of chilly weather, while in the U.S. the same weather is regarded with a 
light jacket. In beautiful sunny Sicily, the temperature may dip below 65°F. You’d think Sicilians were dressed for 
blizzard conditions!

Papà Versus Papa
Papà = dad. Papa = pope. If you call your dad ‘the Pope,’ people are going to be confused. If you call the Pope ‘dad,’ 
well… let’s just say that it’s not going to get you the keys to heaven’s gate! It’s all about syllable emphasis; in this case 
the accent and emphasis is on the second ‘a’ in Papà. 
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Cars and Scooters Have the Right-of-Way
And they will just keep going and nearly hit you. To top it off, they will not really care, AND if something happens, they 
will blame YOU! Italians are wild – but skilled – drivers. Italian motorini (scooters) and Vespa drivers are the worst 
offenders! 

It’s Carb-Central, Yet Most Italians Are Thin
This one is pretty frustrating! Italians eat all the best things (pizza, pasta, biscotti, 
delicious bread if you are south of Rome, and on and on), and yet there are 
relatively few obese Italians. I think it’s great Italian genes at work. Somehow 
though, when an Italian emigrates, all bets are off!

Kissing is In
Men… don’t be shocked if, when visiting family and close friends, your are smothered 
with smooches on the cheeks by other men. (Both face cheeks, that is.) You see this 
behavior between all people from all walks of life everywhere you go in Italy is 
completely normal. Even in business settings sometimes! It’s a perfectly normal warm, 
often affectionate form of greeting performed in many European countries.  
So… pucker-up and let loose!

The Aperitivo
The aperitivo is wonderful... but a curious thing to visiting Americans. There is no  
“happy hour” in Italy – Italians are always happy! However, the idea is similar to happy 
hour. Rather than just getting a discounted beverage, you pay a set fee for a drink  
(an aperitif), for example, a Bellini, Campari, or Vermouth. This is often accompanied by 
a small appetizer. 

Hazelnuts Reign Supreme
Be warned! In Italy there’s no peanut butter or the abundance of peanutty things we 
have in America. Instead, everything is filled with hazelnuts. That’s not a bad thing.  
Case in point: Nutella and Frangelico Liqueur.

There are so many more examples… so many more! But that’s for another time!
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