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FIELD NOTES / 02 ORIENTATION

Start here

You may be here because the chicken rice is good, the trains work, and somebody offered you a job.
English and clear signs will get you a long way. This guide covers the second layer: the things everybody
else appears to know without having attended a briefing.

A GUIDE, NOT A NATIONAL PERSONALITY TEST

Singapore is not one personality. Habits vary by household, generation, community and workplace.
Observe first, keep shared spaces moving, and ask when unsure. These are useful defaults, not
instructions to treat every Singaporean as the same person.
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ABOUT THE TITLE

Ang moh is a Hokkien term, literally "red hair", commonly used for white Westerners. Tone
matters: it can be descriptive, affectionate or rude. This guide uses it playfully. Its advice is
available to everybody; red hair will not be checked at the door.
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FIELD NOTES / 03 LISTEN BEFORE SEASONING

Language and Singlish

English will get you through almost everything. What changes is register: many Singaporeans move easily
between Standard Singapore English and Singlish depending on the people, place and purpose.

A TINY SURVIVAL GLOSSARY

THE USEFUL DEFAULT

can / cannot yes, possible / no, not possible

Understand more than you

perform_ can or not? is this possible or allowed?
® Do not imitate an accent for humour.
® Do not "correct" casual Singlish as broken
English. paiseh embarrassed, awkward, or sorry
® Use clear Standard English in formal settings
until the group signals otherwise.
® Let words enter your speech naturally. sian tired, bored, fed up
Forced fluency is very audible.

chope reserve a place or seat

PARTICLES ARE TONE
tapao / da bao take away food
lah, lor, leh, meh, ah do real conversational
work: emphasis, doubt, contrast, resignation,
warmth. Their meaning depends heavily on already often marks a completed change
intonation and context. They are not
interchangeable decorations.
The safest first Singlish word is not don't have there is none / it is unavailable
lah. It is can.

4 N

A USEFUL QUESTION

"When you said can consider, did you mean it is approved,
or that we should discuss it?"

Specific clarification is respectful. It is not a failure to understand the culture.
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FIELD NOTES / 04 CONTEXT IS DOING SOME WORK

What people might mean

You can understand every word and still miss the message. These are possible readings, not a secret
national code. Tone, timing and the relationship matter more than a glossary.

° An invitation is not always an appointment

"Next time we go makan" can express genuine warmth without fixing a date. Makan means eat.
If you want to make it happen, offer something concrete: "Lunch next Tuesday?" If the answer
stays vague, leave room for a polite decline. Repeatedly demanding clarification does not make
the invitation more inviting.

° A short reply is not necessarily a bad mood

"Can", "cannot"” and "don't have" can be efficient answers, especially at a busy stall. Brevity
alone is not hostility. Equally, a smile does not guarantee agreement. Listen for the actual answer
instead of adding the tone you would expect back home.

Ask about the decision, not the culture

"See how" may mean undecided, dependent on circumstances, or a gentle way of avoiding
commitment. Try: "Shall | wait for your confirmation before booking?" It is more useful than
announcing that Singaporeans never say what they mean. Plenty do. Some will demonstrate
immediately.

FIELD OBSERVATION

Adding lah to an unclear sentence does not make the sentence clearer.
It merely localises the uncertainty.
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FIELD NOTES / 05

Hawker centres

CHOPE, ORDER, PAY, CLEAR

A hawker centre is part food court, part neighbourhood commons and part efficiency test. Decide before
you reach the front, ask clearly, and clear your place when you finish.

THE FIVE-STEP RHYTHM

e Find a table

A tissue packet or umbrella may mean
reserved. Ask if unsure, and do not use
valuables to chope. With a group, one
person can stay at the table.

° Read, then queue

Look for the menu and prices while waiting.
Check whether ordering and collection use
different queues. Ask who is last if the
shape is unclear.

° Order clearly

Dish, size, here or takeaway, then any
dietary request. Pointing at the menu is
fine. Less spicy is a request, not a character
flaw.

° Pay the way shown

Cash, cards and QR payments vary by stall.
Ask when to pay and whether you should
wait or return with a buzzer or number.

e Clear everything

Return tray and crockery to the correct
station. Clear tissues, cans, bones and other
litter too. Follow halal and non-halal return
signs.

ANG MOH FIELD NOTES

AT THE STALL

A perfectly adequate order

"One chicken rice, small, takeaway, please." Specific
beats elaborate. Tapao or da bao means takeaway.

A seat is not a whole table

If some seats appear free, ask "Anyone sitting here?"
Sharing a table need not involve joining the
conversation.

You can ask for help

"What is this dish?" and "Where do | collect?" work
well. For drinks, the full kopi decoder is on page 6.

DO NOT MISS THESE

Tray, crockery and table-litter clearing at hawker
centres, coffeeshops and food courts is a legal
requirement, not simply good manners. Do not leave
a pile of used tissues because you returned the tray.

Tipping at hawker stalls is not expected. A thank-you
is still useful.

Chope is a custom, not a title deed. Ask
if unsure; do not begin a land dispute
over lunch.
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FIELD NOTES / 06 ONE DRINK, SEVERAL DECISIONS

Your kopi order, decoded

Traditional coffee-shop orders combine the drink, milk, sweetness and temperature. These are common
conventions; wording and recipes vary by stall. Plain English is still an available technology.

ORDER WHAT YOU ARE ASKING FOR

Kopi Coffee with sweetened condensed milk; normally sweet.
Kopi-o Black coffee with sugar; no milk.

Kopi-o kosong Black coffee without added sugar or milk.

Kopi-c Coffee with evaporated milk and sugar.

Kopi-c kosong Coffee with evaporated milk, without added sugar.
Teh / teh-o / teh-c Tea using the same basic milk conventions.

Siew dai Less sweet. How much less depends on the stall.
Peng Iced. Say it with the rest of the order.

Gau / poh Stronger / weaker. Useful later; not a first-day exam.
TRY THIS

"Kopi-c siew dai peng, takeaway."

Iced coffee with evaporated milk, less sugar, to take away. For an unsweetened milky drink, ask for kopi-c
kosong: condensed milk is already sweet. Kosong means no added sugar, not a guarantee that every ingredient
is sugar-free.

FIELD OBSERVATION

You have not become difficult. You have discovered that your coffee
order has a grammar.
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FIELD NOTES / 07 DINNER IS NOT AN AUDITION

Eating with other people

Food is an easy way into conversation. Ask what somebody likes, try something that interests you, and
remember that enthusiasm is welcome without a performance of bravery.

° Ordering together

Check whether the group is sharing dishes or buying individual meals. Mention dietary needs
before orders are placed. With shared food, use serving utensils where provided and ask before
taking the last piece. You can decline politely; there is no requirement to prove cultural
commitment through organ meat.

° Make dietary needs specific

"No pork" is not the same request as halal, and "vegetarian" may need clarification about stock,
sauces or egg. If ingredients matter, ask about them directly. For an allergy, explain it clearly; if
the stall cannot confirm ingredients or cross-contact, choose somewhere that can. A confident
guess is still a guess.

Settle the bill without a diplomatic incident

Ask whether you are splitting equally or paying for what you ordered. A host may insist on treating;
offer sincerely, thank them, and consider inviting them next time. Check restaurant bills for service
charge and tax. Hawker stalls usually do not expect tips. Check prices before ordering unpriced
seafood or "market price" dishes.

FIELD OBSERVATION

"What do you recommend?" is a better opening than "l can handle
spicy." One gets you dinner; the other may get you an audience.
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FIELD NOTES / 08 SHARED SPACE AND PUBLIC TRANSPORT

Getting around

THE INVISIBLE RULE

Keep the flow moving. If you need to stop, step aside first.

ON THE MRT AND BUS IN SHARED SPACES
* Let passengers alight before you board. * Queue even when the queue's geometry
* Move inside the carriage; do not camp in makes no sense. Ask who is last if
the doorway when space is available. necessary.
* Keep bags off seats and calls low. ¢ At lifts, doors and narrow paths, let people
Headphones should not become public exit before entering.
speakers. * Keep corridors and HDB common areas
e Offer priority seats when someone appears passable; they are shared routes, not
to need one. Do not interrogate people private storage.
whose need is not visible. * Ask before taking close-up photographs of
* Follow queue markings and escalator identifiable strangers, worshippers or
signage. If you pause to navigate, move children.
away from the gate or top of the escalator. * Smoking restrictions are location-specific
* Do not eat or drink on trains or in station and extensive. Use designated areas and
areas where prohibited. This is a regulation, read the signs.
not just an etiquette request. * Auntie and uncle can be friendly forms of
address for older people, but follow local
Carrying durian may be barred by the operator or usage rather than assigning the title to
venue. Follow the posted sign; it is a policy everybody over forty.

question, not a national personality test.

WHICH KIND OF EXPECTATION?

LAW POLICY CUSTOM

enforceable rule operator or venue condition widely understood social practice

The categories matter. A posted no-durian sign and a criminal prohibition are not the same thing, even if the correct
immediate response to both is to comply.
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FIELD NOTES / 09 FOLLOW THE HOST

Homes and social life

Most social mistakes are small and recoverable. The reliable move is to notice what the household does,
ask once, and avoid turning another person's custom into your cultural performance.

[ G 2

At the door Food and gifts People and photos

® Shoes off is the common ® A small shareable gift is kind, ® Ask before photographing
default in homes. Follow the not compulsory. people at close range.
host or ask. * Ask about halal, vegetarian, * At religious sites, follow

® Do not trail rainwater or beef, pork, alcohol and dress, footwear and
corridor dirt inside while allergies before choosing photography signs without
debating the principle. food. making a show of it.

NEIGHBOURLY DEFAULT

Keep noise down late at night, keep shared corridors clear, and speak to people before escalating a
minor irritation. Many residents communicate through building or neighbourhood WhatsApp
groups; usefulness and restraint travel well there.

FESTIVAL BASICS

@ Chinese New Year Offer a greeting; a pair of mandarins can be a thoughtful host gift. Ask your host about
red-packet customs; relationships and marital status matter.

@ HariRaya "Selamat Hari Raya" is welcome. Check that anything you bring is halal and let the
host guide meal and prayer-time etiquette.

Deepavali "Happy Deepavali" is fine. Follow the household or temple on shoes, food and
photography.

You do not need a script for every community. Respect the sign, follow
the host, and ask before assuming.
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FIELD NOTES / 10 BEING INVITED IS THE IMPORTANT BIT

Visits and celebrations

An invitation is an invitation to spend time together, not a test of whether you can reproduce every
custom. Ask your host about anything that affects food, timing, dress or gifts.

° Before you arrive

Confirm the time and whether it is a drop-in gathering or a sit-down meal. Ask before bringing
extra people, children or pets. "Can | bring anything?" is useful; "I have bought wine for everyone"
is a completed decision. Check dietary preferences before choosing something shareable, and
arrive ready to remove your shoes.

° During festive visits

At Chinese New Year, a pair of mandarins is common in many households; ask about red packets
rather than copying a random cash amount online. Hari Raya Puasa marks the end of Ramadan; let
the host guide halal food and greetings. For Deepavali, food practices also vary by household.
Religious identity is not something to infer from a surname.

Follow the invitation, not an internet checklist

At weddings and formal celebrations, the invitation and your relationship to the hosts are better
guides than universal claims about envelopes or dress. Ask a trusted guest if unsure. At worship
spaces, check entry, clothing, footwear and photography rules. Some people do not shake hands
across genders; a smile and greeting are enough while you follow their lead.

FIELD OBSERVATION

A thoughtful guest asks one useful question. An exhausting guest
arrives with a dissertation on what the host ought to be doing.
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FIELD NOTES / 11 BEYOND THE EXPAT GROUP CHAT

Making friends

Living near people is not the same as knowing them. Friendship usually grows through repeated, ordinary
contact: a shared activity, familiar faces and invitations that actually happen.

° Become a regular somewhere

Choose an activity you genuinely enjoy: sport, a class, volunteering, a hobby group or a
neighbourhood event. Return often enough to become familiar. You do not need to seek out
"authentic locals" as though collecting exhibits. Meet people as fellow participants, with interests
beyond explaining Singapore to you.

° Offer a small, specific plan

"Coffee after class?" is easier to answer than "We should all hang out sometime." Suggest a place
and time, make declining easy, and follow through. Family schedules, work and existing friendships
may already fill the week. A slow reply is not necessarily a national verdict on your personality.

Be curious without making people spokespeople

Ask about their experience rather than what "Singaporeans think". Share your own stories too; this
is friendship, not field research. Comparisons with home are natural, but constant rankings become
tiring. If you make a small social mistake, apologise briefly, correct it and move on. Most people
would prefer lunch to your extended apology.

FIELD OBSERVATION

Integration is often less about mastering Singlish and more about
remembering someone's name and turning up again.
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FIELD NOTES / 12 CONFIRM THE COMMITMENT

Workplace cues

Singapore workplaces range from multinational directness to family-business hierarchy. Observe the
organisation in front of you rather than applying a single theory of "Asian culture" to everyone.

USEFUL DEFAULTS

Be punctual. Give corrective feedback privately and specifically. Give people room to disagree
without public embarrassment. Put decisions, owners and dates in writing after the meeting.

LISTEN FOR COMMITMENT, NOT JUST VOCABULARY

WHAT YOU HEAR A SENSIBLE RESPONSE

"Can consider." Possible, but not approved. Ask what would make it workable and who
decides.

"See how." Undecided or low commitment. Ask when the decision will be revisited.

“IIl try." An intention, not a guarantee. Confirm the risk and agree a backup.

"Send me first." They want context before committing. Send a concise draft, not your

complete archive.

"Can?" Could mean possible, permitted or agreed. Repeat the concrete action
and date.

4 )

THE SENTENCE THAT SAVES TIME

"Just to confirm: |1 will send the two-page draft by 3 pm
Thursday, and Mei approves it on Friday. Correct?"

Clarity is not culturally insensitive. Public cornering and needless bluntness are.
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FIELD NOTES / 13 EQUATOR OUTSIDE, CARDIGAN INSIDE

Weather and daily survival

Singapore is warm and humid throughout the year, with rain in every month. Plan for conditions rather
than seasons. A route that looks short on a map can still deliver a surprisingly comprehensive sweating
experience.

° Pack for two climates

A compact umbrella, water and a light extra layer cover many ordinary outings. Choose clothes
and shoes for heat, sudden rain and indoor air-conditioning. Umbrellas are useful for sun as well as
rain. Shake off water before entering a shop or train, and keep the wet end away from the person
next to you.

° Build some weather margin into the day

Check the local forecast or rain radar before a long outdoor trip. Covered walkways help, but do not
assume they join every part of your route. Allow time to cool down before a meeting. If a
thunderstorm arrives, change the plan and use proper shelter; finishing your scenic walk is not a
contractual obligation.

Small habits make the week easier

Look for shade and take indoor breaks when needed. Keep a spare shirt if your commute regularly
leaves you soaked. Allow wet shoes and clothes to dry before shutting them away. Choose a
meeting point with an exact entrance: "outside the mall" becomes much less useful when everyone
is sheltering at a different side.

FIELD OBSERVATION

The weather forecast is not "summer". It is "summer, with a possibility
of the sky being emptied onto you".
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Everyday logistics

A little preparation makes ordinary errands easier. You do not need every app on your first day; you need
a workable payment method, a clear destination and the ability to read the sign in front of you.

° Keep a payment backup

Card acceptance varies, and a QR code does not mean every banking app can pay it. Check the
logos and keep some cash for small purchases. For public transport, check SimplyGo for supported
cards, devices and charges. Use the same card or device for your entry and exit taps, and keep
other cards away from the reader.

° Give an address a driver can use

Share the building name, street or block, and exact pickup point. A large complex may have
several lobbies. A unit such as #05-12 usually means level five, unit twelve; it is not the street
number. Check pickup signs and the vehicle details before boarding. If you change location, tell the
driver before beginning your expedition.

Keep the group chat useful

In building, school or work chats, read the group purpose and avoid flooding everyone with
forwards. Confirm unfamiliar payment requests through a separate, trusted channel. For a
neighbour issue, state what happened and what would help, without posting someone's personal
details. A short private conversation can solve what thirty public replies cannot.

FIELD OBSERVATION

“I am at the entrance" is not a location. In a large Singapore mall, it is
the opening line of a mystery.
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FIELD NOTES / 15 KNOW WHICH IS WHICH

Rules, customs and help

Singapore's reputation for rules makes every custom sound like a fine and every sign sound like a statute.
The distinction is worth keeping.

QUICK CLASSIFICATION
Return tray, crockery and table litter at hawker centres, coffeeshops and food courts

No eating or drinking on trains or in station areas where prohibited

-
>
E E

No durian where an operator or venue posts the restriction
POLICY

Respect an apparently empty table that has been choped
CUSTOM

Remove shoes in homes unless the host says otherwise
CUSTOM

No tip is expected at a hawker stall; check restaurant bills for service charge
CUSTOM

IF YOU GENUINELY NEED HELP

Police emergency Fire / ambulance
Immediate police assistance Life-threatening emergency
Police hotline ScamShield

Provide crime-related information 24/7 scam-related advice

The universal line: "I'm new here - what's the usual way to do this?"

Curiosity travels better than certainty.

KEEP THIS PAGE HANDY

Official contacts and practical reference links are collected on page 16.
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FIELD NOTES / 16 WHEN DETAILS MATTER

Useful sources and links

This is an independent AngMohDan guide, not a government publication. Social guidance describes
common patterns, not universal behaviour. Follow current official guidance and on-site instructions when
rules, safety or access are involved.

NEA | Clearing tables

Tray, crockery and table-litter requirements at hawker centres, coffeeshops and food courts. See page 5.

SimplyGo | Contactless payment FAQs

Supported bank cards, devices, charges and using the same payment method for both taps. See page 14.

Meteorological Service Singapore | Climate

Rainfall, humidity and seasonal weather patterns. See page 13.

Singapore Police Force | Contact us

Police emergency, crime-information and ScamShield contacts. See page 15.

SCDF | Emergency medical services

When to call 995 and what information to give the operator. See page 15.

Official pages above consulted 20 September 2026. The linked NEA article records the introduction of enforcement; this
guide does not reproduce its historical fine or warning schedule. Coffee terminology and social examples are practical
conventions, not official rules.

THE SHORT VERSION

You do not need to become a different person. Be curious, be
considerate, and return the tray.
More from AngMohDan.com

ANG MOH FIELD NOTES angmohdan.com 16


https://www.nea.gov.sg/media/news/news/index/enforcement-for-table-littering-at-hawker-centres-starts-1-september-2021
https://www.simplygo.com.sg/faqs/cards-and-charms/simplygo/contactless-bank-cards/
https://www.weather.gov.sg/climate-climate-of-singapore/
https://www.police.gov.sg/Contact-Us
https://www.scdf.gov.sg/home/about-scdf/emergency-medical-services
https://angmohdan.com


