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We found six ways people connect emotionally with their 
city across four areas of lived experience and mapped four 
personas that represent different needs and wants that co-
exist in a city. These findings will be used to shape new tools 
to hold meaningful dialogues on sensitive and complex 
issues, create opportunities for citizen empowerment in 
shaping our future, and craft intentional interventions 
to address areas of unloveability. Inclusion of loveable 
elements will soften the hard edges of urban and digital 
developments to bring an emotional dimension into 
infrastructure that is harmonised with human connection. 
Loveability will also mitigate the difficult, stressful, and 
routine aspects of dense urban living, by advocating for 
the design of delightful moments and joyful experiences. 
In short, integration of loveability elements with liveability 
will prepare us to move beyond being just smart, but also 
resilient and loving.

While this is Singapore’s first study on loveability, the 
topic of loveability in Singapore has been on the minds 
of many thinkers and planners over the past years. We 
are honoured to be able to build on their expertise for 
this report. I would like to thank our project partners—
Centre for Liveable Cities, Centre for Sustainable Asian 
Cities (National University of Singapore), the Housing & 
Development Board, the Ministry of Culture, Community 
& Youth, the Urban Redevelopment Authority, our 
knowledge partner Duleesha Kulasooriya (Deloitte Center 
for the Edge), and the long list of contributors for their 
invaluable inputs and generous sharing. 

I hope this report will help shape a new collective sense 
of purpose to rally us together in the next 50 years. To a 
more loveable Singapore, for all of us. 

Foreword by Mark Wee

Mark Wee
Advisor
DesignSingapore Council

“What is loveability?” Many cities have been ranked on 
liveability, but not on loveability. The Global Liveability 
Index Report by Economist Intelligence Unit, for example, 
ranks 140 global cities for their urban quality of life based 
on assessments of stability, healthcare, culture and 
environment, education and infrastructure. But what about 
the cities where people love intently, but may or may not 
rank highly on a liveable index? How can we measure the 
emotional attachment and belonging to a place? 

These questions are also part of the 2025 Design Masterplan 
vision, launched in 2015 by the DesignSingapore Council 
(Dsg), for Singapore to be a thriving innovation-driven 
economy and Loveable City by the year 2025. While we 
had indices to map and measure our progress towards 
an innovation-driven economy, we had yet to articulate a 
shared vision for a loveable city. The meaning of “loveable”, 
and what it means to have realised it, was not yet clear. 
That got us thinking about the characteristics and the 
underlying enabling factors for creating loveability.

After all, research has found positive correlation between 
happiness and resilience. A city imbued with loveable 
elements would thus increase the population’s resilience. 
Solutions to our increasingly complex problems will be 
driven by people who love the places they live in, who 
have a stake in improving the lives of their communities 
and environment. 

With this in mind, Dsg set out to investigate what a Loveable 
Singapore could look like to all of us, and to gather a group 
of like-minded people from the public and private sectors 
to explore this with us. Between October 2020 and March 
2021, we engaged more than 2,500 members of public 
as well as community and business leaders, academics 
and public servants to discuss “what makes Singapore 
loveable?” and “what would make it more loveable?”.  

page 3The Loveable Singapore Project Report



F O
 R

 E
 W

 O
 R

 D
    

  b
y D

ul
ee

sh
a K

ul
as

oo
riy

a

Most city revitalisation conversations today are dominated 
by technology and a hyper-focus on convenience. The 
increased focus on “liveable” and “smart” begs the 
importance of highlighting the basic relational aspects—
the “human” elements that allow people to thrive, 
not just merely survive, in dense urban environments.

Singapore has already led the world in designing a liveable 
and smart city. With its Loveable Singapore initiative, 
could it also now lead in understanding how we make our 
cities more human, and therefore more loveable as well?

Foreword by Duleesha Kulasooriya 
Knowledge Partner of Loveable Singapore Study

Duleesha Kulasooriya
Executive Director,
Deloitte Center for the Edge, Asia Pacific

The past couple of years of surviving a global pandemic 
has underscored the need for resilience.  The ongoing 
climate crisis will only accelerate and amplify the 
shocks to the system over the coming decades which 
include not only natural disasters but also increased 
migration and geopolitical tensions. How do we make 
our cities, where most of us reside, more resilient?  That 
wasn’t our goal, but that was one of the remarkable 
outcomes of the Loveable Singapore initiative. 

I very much appreciate the opportunity to work with the 
DesignSingapore Council team on the Loveable Singapore 
initiative in an advisory capacity.  While supporting the 
programme design in Singapore, my team also explored 
how the design tenets might translate to a universal set of 
principles that are more broadly applicable. The result of 
that work was captured in the paper, From livable to lovable: 
Making cities more human (Kulasooriya and Wee, 2021).

The correlation between human, loveable and happiness 
was one of the research findings presented in that paper. 
Happiness, it turns out, is a significant predictor of 
peoples’ resilience in adversity. Cities can take concrete 
steps to embody elements of a “loveable” city, helping 
their residents feel more connected, grounded and 
motivated to work hard for their city. The payoff: happier, 
more resilient citizens poised to drive economic growth. 

page 4The Loveable Singapore Project Report
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These were simple questions with complex answers. 
Today, around 55% of the world’s population lives in urban 
areas, and by 2050, two-thirds of global population will 
live in cities (United Nations, 2018). We are also facing 
“wicked” problems like climate change, ageing population, 
economic recession and geopolitical uncertainties. The 
emotional connections we have with the spaces we live in 
will be crucial in galvanising resilience, engagement and 
collaboration to find creative solutions together.

To better understand how people in Singapore felt about 
its loveability, we engaged more than 2,500 people over 
qualitative engagements in October and November 2020, 
and a quantitative survey in February 2021. 

Running a study on loveability in the middle of a pandemic 
might seem strange, but we believe this would be a good 
opportunity to capture a snapshot of how a country and 
its people cope or even thrive amidst adversity.

We started our research project in early 2020 
with two broad questions: 

What do we find loveable about Singapore? 

What would make it more loveable?

Executive Summary

Furthermore, the pandemic has laid bare economic and 
social inequalities and fault lines, and thus presented new 
opportunities for us to ask ourselves honest questions 
about our values, priorities, identity, culture and bonds. 
We also need to ask ourselves if Singapore is truly loveable 
for everyone, and what we can do to make it more so, 
especially for marginalised and minority groups. 

Adding to this are the big drivers of change in 
demographics and lifestyle, as the 2020 Population 
Census showed. Singapore is a nation in flux and we 
hope to contribute to the many other voices and ongoing 
conversations around what the new vision for Singapore 
would be.

It is important to note that this study is not examining the 
question of whether people love Singapore—there are too 
many subjective factors at play there. Instead, this study 
looks at what people find loveable about Singapore: which 
aspects make our lives better, help us be more connected 
to each other, and bring us happiness and well-being. 

From our respondents, we can conclude that we interact 
with our city through six emotional connections. In other 
words, how we feel towards a city can be understood as 
a spectrum, which includes:

page 5The Loveable Singapore Project Report
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A sense of inclusion in the city
Feeling included, accepted, and perceiving 
ourselves to be treated fairly in the city

A sense of connection in the city
Feeling close to and affection for others in the city

A sense of attraction to the city
Feeling interested in and excited about what the 
city has to offer

A sense of attachment to the city
Feeling familiar with and rooted to the city

A sense of agency in the city
Feeling that we are able to influence change 
in the city

A sense of freedom in the city
Feeling free to express and be ourselves in the city

Executive Summary

We experience these emotional connections across 
different dimensions. Our respondents told us that 
physical spaces, community relationships, cultures and 
identities, and interactions with public institutions were 
the most impactful on their feelings about Singapore’s 
loveability. Thus, we have broadly organised our findings 
into four chapters: 

In these chapters, we attempt to address this study’s two 
key questions by uncovering what our respondents found 
loveable and unloveable in each area, and by providing 
ideas and suggestions for next steps. 

Overall, we found that respondents had the strongest 
positive emotions towards their neighbourhoods, and the 
most mixed feelings about their relationships with 
public institutions.

Our Places and Spaces

Our Cultures and Identities

Our People and Communities

Our Relationships with Public Institutions
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        Maintaining emotional attachment through 
familiarity and visual anchors is very important.

We found that loveable places are those that people 
feel emotionally attached to, for containing personal 
memories and representations of shared cultural 
identity. However, our sense of attachment is threatened 
by the rapid pace of urban redevelopment in Singapore, 
as well as differing perceptions of what constitutes 
Singapore’s cultural identity. There is a need to help 
people to navigate the changes in their environments 
without losing their sense of attachment to the places 
that matter to them and strike a better balance between 
constantly innovating and re-inventing our city and 
retaining people’s sense of familiarity.

them a sense of freedom by being open, unprogrammed 
or unplanned, where they can linger and decompress. 
There is a need for more strategies for creating such 
loveable moments and amplifying the efforts of those who 
are exploring Singapore’s off-the-beaten-track places and 
running citizen-led initiatives, and ensuring the adequate 
provision of open and less-programmed spaces.

        Being able to build connection to other people in 
public spaces plays a big part in loveability. 

Loveable places are where people feel connected to 
others and part of a larger community. This sense of 
connection can be undermined by experiences with 
exclusion and discrimination when places feel elitist and 
unwelcoming to certain groups. Many also disliked places 
that they felt were unwelcoming to other groups, even if 
they were not personally affected. While the design and 
management of a space play a role in making people feel 
included or excluded, enhancing inclusiveness also goes 
beyond spatial solutions. More crucially, as Singapore’s 
demographic changes, and the social composition of our 
neighbourhoods and public spaces evolve, there is a need 
to be willing to discuss sensitive topics in order to maintain 
strong social connections and cohesion in our places.

        Moments of joy help lessen the stress of high-
density urban life.

The realities of high-density urban life can be highly 
unloveable: stressful, crowded, rushed and even 
unstimulating when places look generic and boring. These 
can nevertheless be mitigated by having the moments 
of joy, discovery, beauty and freedom, such as when 
exploring Singapore’s “hidden gems” or richer cultural 
offerings. People particularly enjoy places which give

Executive Summary

Key Findings around 
Our Places and Spaces
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        Having a sense of agency over how places 
evolve makes these places authentic and loveable 
to us.

This sense of agency is developed when people are 
involved in the process of local planning and place co-
creation or given the leeway to self-organise. However, 
many feel disempowered because of a lack of consultation 
by public agencies, an inability to navigate complex 
regulations, or underlying feelings of mistrust over 
how their input will be used. It is promising that place 
management and placemaking has increasingly been 
adopted by public institutions to support “co-creation” 
and “ground-up” initiatives. However, there is a need to 
continue to address underlying issues that prevent others 
from participating, and make space for other bottom-
up efforts, such as self-initiated counterproposals and 
campaigns. There is also a need for deeper conversations 
about the role of civil society and citizen groups in 
co-defining public interest alongside government 
organisations.

Executive Summary

Key Findings around 
Our Places and Spaces

Image 1

Project and photo by Participate in Design and Marsiling-Yew Tee Town Council

A community design workshop with residents of Limbang, where they discuss 
ideas and solutions for their neighbourhood renewal programme
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        Singapore has a strong “social super glue” that 
bonds us across backgrounds, ages, and ethnicities 
through shared practices and beliefs.

Our respondents ranked the most important as food 
culture, Singlish, Singaporean traits, and the heartland 
way of life. However, some questioned the authenticity 
of Singapore culture, finding it weak, manufactured and 
irrelevant at times. Thus, there is a need to tap our social 
super glue to actively facilitate ground-up opportunities 
to build up our Singapore culture, and extend this to 
new cultures coming into Singapore. More people are 
also taking pride in local elements like Singlish and our 
Singaporean gestures, giving them new life as mementoes 
of value, humour and endearment. Intentional efforts to 
embed these local elements into daily lived experience 
will enable us in Singapore to better enjoy our local 
culture.

        The culture of improvement, progressiveness 
and belief in opportunity is strong and loveable.

However, there is also an increasing need to explore a 
softer definition of success, which looks at progress not 
merely from an economic angle but also a social one.

        Singapore is widely acknowledged and 
celebrated for its multicultural and generally 
accepting way of life; and our definitions of diversity 
are still evolving for our current situation. 

Our understanding of diversity is criticised by some 
for being too superficial. For example, respondents 
from minority ethnic groups spoke about others not 
understanding deeper aspects of their culture beyond 
enjoying their food and festivals. Society is also still 
navigating the growing needs of emerging social 
groups. A collective vision of diversity would embrace 
inclusiveness and openness towards these social groups. 

Both public agencies and communities need the training, 
tools and language to effectively discuss difficult topics 
in a nuanced, meaningful and civil way, including at times 
agreeing to disagree. Our younger respondents have a 
strong sense of social change and inequalities, so there 
is a need to create better opportunities to engage youth 
groups to drive a more inclusive culture.

Executive Summary

Key Findings around 
Our Cultures and Identities
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        Building strong micro-communities is loveable 
and has a big impact on making everyone feel 
attached to Singapore. 

However, the strength of these communities will be 
undermined if people are unaccepting and judgmental, 
and overly competitive and individualistic. More collective 
attention is also needed for those who may have fallen 
through the cracks, as respondents spoke about how 
the fast and competitive lifestyle left some people less 
observant of others’ needs and less empathetic. There is 
also room to practise observation in daily life and design 
better social interactions that show and communicate 
care to those around us. Finally, the online space has 
been highlighted as an increasingly important platform 
to encounter people outside our usual circles and hear 
different points of view. The right tools and skills would 
need to be taught to foster healthy debates.

        Many have experienced very loveable public 
behaviour in Singapore. 

This arises when people respect social contracts 
around public behaviour and when we extend warmth 
and kindness to those outside our social circles. On 
the flip side, public behaviour that is self-centred and 
individualistic is equally impactful in creating unloveability. 

However, what “bad” public behaviour looks like is subject
to generational, cultural and social change, living in 
a pandemic and the growing significance of online 
platforms. Not everyone has the exact understanding 
of this—behaviour is, after all, rooted in culture, and 
Singapore’s culture is evolving. Creating conversations 
about the type of public behaviour and social contract that 
works for all would be an important step forward.

        Giving back to society through civic engagement 
like volunteering and donating is very loveable.

Being apathetic and disconnected is seen as unloveable. 
However, not many people feel empowered to take part in 
civic engagement for various reasons. Some are easier to 
resolve, like addressing existing gaps around knowledge, 
skills and opportunities to get involved with volunteer 
work and others. More complex challenges are creating 
civic engagement opportunities that can be accessed at 
different levels and do not leave out some segments of 
the population, and being sensitive to generational gaps 
in defining civic engagement and social issues.

Executive Summary

Key Findings around 
Our People and Communities
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        Life in Singapore is highly liveable to most, and 
this gives many of us a strong sense of assurance, 
trust and makes many feel supported to pursue a 
good life. 

However, 7% of respondents found life in Singapore 
difficult to love. Many were also starting to rethink what 
a “good life” meant in today’s context and what type of 
support we needed to achieve it. Many are starting to 
recognise that a basic standard of living goes beyond 
food and shelter, to include dignity, joy and relaxation.

        Institutions can create a sense of empowerment 
through opportunities for co-creation, active 
engagement and ground-up action. 

However, less than 10% of respondents felt empowered, 
even though this ranked as an important factor. 
Respondents shared reasons for feeling disempowered, 
which ranged from not knowing how to start, to being 
uncertain about the OB (out of bounds) markers in place. 
There are actually increasing opportunities for people 
in Singapore to get engaged and be heard, so we need 
to ensure they have a wider reach. Regulations and 
systems can be tricky, and an impediment to stronger 
civic engagement—we need to help people in navigating 
complex systems and regulations, and in knowing what 
avenues are, or are not, available to us. Streamlining of 
processes to support more community initiatives is also 
crucial. Finally, surveys and studies like this one need to 
intentionally reach out to those who would not normally 
participate in order to get feedback from a truly diverse 
and wide-ranging audience.

Executive Summary

Key Findings around 
Our Relationships with Public Institutions
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We were very lucky to have engaged respondents who 
poured their hearts out to us about how they felt about 
life here. Generally, life here is loveable for many, and the 
factors that contributed to that have to be protected and 
maintained. 

However, equal attention needs to be given to the gaps 
highlighted. Negative emotions towards places, cultures, 
people or public institutions belie unresolved anxieties, 
vulnerabilities and fear. But, these sentiments also 
represent hope for a better life in Singapore.

We came away from our engagements with the optimism 
that our respondents did not expect our public agencies 
to do everything for them. Instead, many desired greater 
involvement in co-creating their own loveable lives, 
and yearned for more public engagements and civic 
participation opportunities.

Finally, we also attempted to address the question that 
policymakers and planners often run up against: Loveable, 
but for whom? 

It is difficult to design a city that is loveable for every 
person in equal measure—trade-offs and prioritisations 
must be considered. As such, besides understanding in 
what ways Singapore is loveable or unloveable, it is equally 
important to develop methodologies to understand 
people’s aspirations, desires, sentiments. Based on an in-
depth study on almost 200 respondents, we have crafted 
four personas that represent a start to understanding this. 
This could be a useful approach to be included in the 
process of designing interventions for loveability.

This study is part of a long-term plan to make Singapore 
a more loveable city, and it joins many other voices and 
efforts—public and private—that have come forward 
in recent years to unpack this topic and discuss the 
systemic changes needed to create loveability. We hope 
this will galvanise more public input and give agencies, 
companies, communities and individuals some ideas on 
what we can do to make Singapore more loveable.

Executive Summary
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This study does not examine if people love Singapore. 
There are too many subjective factors at play that are 
dependent on the individual’s personal experience and 
circumstances. Instead, this study looks at what people 
find loveable about Singapore. 

In other words, which aspects of Singapore make our lives 
better, help us be more connected to each other, bring us 
happiness and well-being. Our aim is to know what makes 
the city a more “human” place to live in.

The distinction is important since we experience the city 
through different dimensions. As one panellist at our 
Loveable Singapore webinar pointed out, because we 
experience Singapore in many smaller and sometime 
disparate moments, thinking about loving an entire 
country as a whole could be too difficult to articulate or 
grapple with.1

This being the inaugural study, we also found that it 
was sometimes difficult for respondents to articulate 
the nebulous and intangible quality of loveability. Thus, 
approaching the topic through different dimensions of 
lived experience allowed respondents to speak more 
easily and for us to better identify more targeted post-
study interventions.

As such, our research process examined aspects of 
loveability across dimensions of life that are most 
impactful to our respondents. This prevented us from 
getting mired in intangibility, so we could lead our 
research efforts towards actionable outcomes that, taken 
as a whole, aim to make Singapore more loveable. 

What is Loveability, 
and how can we “study” it?

Introduction, Methodology and Loveability Framework
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Before the study began, we had small focus group sessions 
to gain a better understanding of how people viewed 
loveability. They included discussions with senior leaders 
from the worlds of business, creative industry, academia 
and the public sector, and workshops with community 
leaders and youths. 

We started the dialogues with broad, open-ended questions: 

How loveable do you find Singapore now? 

What do you find loveable about Singapore? 

What were moments in which you experienced  
a feeling of love for Singapore? 

What would make you find Singapore more 
loveable/what is unloveable?  

Framing The Issue

What is Loveability and how can we “study” it?

Refining Our Focus

From these sessions and literature reviews on similar 
studies (e.g., wellness, happiness, liveability), we created 
a set of themes and possible questions which were further 
refined and tested with a diverse group of 19 respondents 
through one-on-one interviews, as well as interviews with 
four experts from the fields of political science, sociology, 
the built environment and community service. 

We also solicited views from 13 profiles who might “need 
love” across the political, economic and social spectrum. 
These included a new citizen, a domestic helper, a 
caregiver to a person with disabilities, a single parent 
and a member of the LGBTQ community. 

These efforts helped us zero in on the four dimensions of lived 
experience that were most impactful on our respondents:

        Places and Spaces
        People and Communities
        Cultures and Identities
        Relationships with Public Institutions

Respondents also helped us to articulate the key questions 
for each of the four dimensions.

Introduction, Methodology and Loveability Framework
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Understanding loveability in four dimensions

These questions were then put to 350 members of the 
public through three qualitative surveys from October to 
December 2020, and a quantitative survey in March 2021 
with 2,000 respondents. 

We strove to keep our respondents’ stories in their own 
voices as much as possible, and only edited quotes for 
grammar and ease of understanding. 

To address questions that arose from the quantitative 
survey, we held three additional workshops to probe 
more deeply into issues around different place typologies, 
people and communities. Our partner from the National 
University Singapore (NUS) also conducted two design 
ethnographic studies centred around the “heartland way 
of life”, which had featured strongly as highly loveable 
spaces. They focused on hawker centres and coffee shops, 
and open public spaces in public housing estates. (See 
page 59 for a summary of their observations.)
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From the outcomes of our surveys and workshops, we 
developed the following conceptual framework, to guide 
our understanding of loveability in Singapore. 

When we think about how we feel about the city, four key 
themes/aspects generally come to mind: 

The places and spaces in the city, including the 
urban design and planning, natural and built 
environment, architecture and infrastructure.

The cultures and identities of the city, including 
our way of life, heritage, traditions and other 
shared characteristics (e.g., language, 
religion, cuisine).

The people and communities that make up the city, 
including our roles, behaviour, choices and values.

The public institutions that govern the city, 
including decision-making bodies, political leaders 
and government authorities.

Understanding the Framework 
of Loveability in Six Emotional Connections

Introduction, Methodology and Loveability Framework
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We make meaning of these four themes by experiencing 
and interacting with them through multiple dimensions*:

In reality, these dimensions overlap and rely on each 
other to function. So when we look at loveability, we 
have to regard it with a systemic view, undergirded by 
broad themes that cut across different aspects of the lived 
experience.

As the physical, functional and social dimensions make up 
a city’s liveability, the dimension that our loveability study 
focuses on most is the emotional and cognitive one, and 
how this is produced through the interactions with and 
among the other dimensions.

This emotional and cognitive dimension—how we feel 
towards a city—can be further understood as a spectrum 
of six emotional connections, which includes:

*For the purpose of this study, the above four dimensions 
were considered, but there may also be other dimensions 
such as the ecological, discursive, technological, etc.

The physical dimension: We encounter them as 
material objects. 

The functional dimension: We derive practical or 
personal uses and benefits from them.

The social dimension: We interact and form 
relationships with other people through them.

The emotional and cognitive dimension: We 
develop perceptions, beliefs, thoughts and 
emotions, and assign meanings to them.

Understanding the Framework 
of Loveability in Six Emotional Connections

Introduction, Methodology and Loveability Framework
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Understanding the Framework 
of Loveability in Six Emotional Connections

Introduction, Methodology and Loveability Framework
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It should be noted that these emotions inevitably overlap 
and are sometimes inter-dependent. For example, feeling 
included as a member of a minority group overlaps 
strongly with being able to feel connected to other groups 
or parts of society. Sometimes, these emotions may 
appear to pull in different directions, for example, feeling 
attached to heritage sites and places of nostalgia might 
perhaps conflict with feeling attraction and excitement to 
new offerings. 

In this study, we also present the most significant drivers 
within each emotion, and address how interconnectedness 
and/or conflicts could play out through different personas 
that experience and find the city loveable in different ways. 

Understanding the Framework 
of Loveability in Six Emotional Connections

A sense of inclusion in the city
Feeling included, accepted, and perceiving 
ourselves to be treated fairly in the city

A sense of connection in the city
Feeling close to and affection for others in the city

A sense of attraction to the city
Feeling interested in and excited about what the 
city has to offer

A sense of freedom in the city
Feeling free to express and be ourselves in the city

A sense of attachment to the city
Feeling familiar with and rooted to the city

A sense of agency in the city
Feeling that we are able to influence change 
in the city

Introduction, Methodology and Loveability Framework
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“It always used 
to be the arrival 
at Changi Airport 
and the taxi 
drive on the 
bougainvillea-
lined expressway 
that made my 
heart swell.” 

Female, 46–55 years old, 
Ethnicity undisclosed

Image 1

Photo by shawnanggg on Unsplash

Singapore Changi Airport 
Control Tower
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This chapter looks at the loveability of places and spaces 
in Singapore. Our research found that people related to 
places in their neighbourhoods slightly differently from 
other places around Singapore. This chapter will tease 
out the nuances, while identifying the common factors 
that make both types of places loveable.

Places around the neighbourhood

The “heartlands”, also known as HDB (Housing & 
Development Board) neighbourhoods, are home to 
more than 80% of Singapore’s population. Our study thus 
centred around HDB neighbourhoods, although we did 
include areas with more private housing estates as well. 

Places around Singapore

These refer to public spaces beyond one’s residential 
neighbourhood that people might visit for leisure, work, 
exercise or other reasons, such as public attractions, 
cultural and heritage districts, larger parks and gardens, 
etc. They may share many similarities with neighbourhoods 
in terms of spatial qualities. Nevertheless, because people 
generally take more effort to get to these places compared 
to places in their neighbourhoods, their reasons for going 
there may also be quite specific.

Introduction

Our Places and Spaces
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Loveable places are places that 
we feel emotionally attached to, 
for containing personal 
memories and representations 
of our shared cultural identity. 

However, our sense of attachment 
to these places is lowered by the 
rapid pace of redevelopment 
in Singapore, as well as differing 
perceptions of what constitutes 
our cultural identity. 

What do we find loveable and 
unloveable about our places 
and spaces in Singapore?

Finding

This affects our sense of

Image 2

Photo by Singapore Tourism Board 

The shopfront of the now defunct Children Little 
Museum decorated to look like an old mama 
shop of yesteryears 
Kampong Glam, Singapore

The Loveable Singapore Project Report page 24
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How places are loveable for containing 
personal memories

       Respondents ranked the following as the top 
reasons why they formed attachment to their 
neighbourhoods:

Interestingly, respondents of different age groups 
expressed a sense of attachment to different types of 
places within their neighbourhoods.

Beyond the neighbourhoods, respondents also felt that 
being able to develop a sense of attachment to other places 
in Singapore was what made these places loveable to 
them. A sense of attachment was ranked 4th of 13, selected 
by 24% of respondents as their top three reasons:

Spaces and places function as a repository of positive 
personal memories and nostalgia, the backdrop against 
which bonds are built and friendships are forged. To 
our respondents, the most loveable aspects of our 
neighbourhoods related to how they are spaces where 
one can spend time with loved ones—creating memories, 
roots and attachment.

Base (N)  2,000  |  Question These are the top three reasons why I love the places 
around my neighbourhood

Figure 2.1A  |  Reasons why I love the places around my neighbourhood

Finding Loveable places are places that we feel emotionally attached to, for containing personal memories and representations of our shared cultural identity. However, our sense 
of attachment to these places is lowered by the rapid pace of redevelopment in Singapore, as well as differing perceptions of what constitutes our cultural identity.

Base (N)  2,000  |  Question These are the top three reasons why I love these places around Singapore
Figure 2.1B  |  Reasons why places around Singapore are loveable
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How places are loveable for containing 
personal memories

Finding Loveable places are places that we feel emotionally attached to, for containing personal memories and representations of our shared cultural identity. However, our sense 
of attachment to these places is lowered by the rapid pace of redevelopment in Singapore, as well as differing perceptions of what constitutes our cultural identity.

       Places around the neighbourhood that are 
important to our sense of

 I love the neighbourhood of Taman Jurong the most. 
It has a lot of my childhood memories, growing up during 
the simpler days in life. The architecture, it’s still old and 
rundown, which I love. Singapore is always constantly 
making things new; we need to find a balance of keeping 
and restoring the old and develop the new.

Female, 26-35 years old, Indian

“

”

Neighbourhoods are also sites for familiar, yet uniquely 
Singapore typologies and visual anchors like void decks, 
wet markets, playgrounds, bird-singing corners, laundry 
poles sticking out, and more. Beyond being familiar, these 
places become points of pride that exist only in Singapore 
and nowhere else. 

 A void deck also means there is a playground 
or sports court nearby which were great childhood 
memories. Some also have amenities like clinics and 
student care centres which really enhance convenience. 
Also, the ‘illegal’ stuff like void deck soccer, skateboarding 
probably serves as great memories for others. Void decks 
are also used for Chinese funerals which is pretty unique. 
In short, the void deck captures the everyday lives, 
experiences, memories, interactions and experiences of 
many Singaporeans, and of a myriad of emotions.

Female, 18–25 years old, Chinese

“

”

 Observing Singapore through the eyes of an 
expat, two things stand out giving Singapore its unique 
character. First is the HDBs [public housing], their density, 
the laundry drying poles sticking out of the apartments, 
the void decks, all these amounts to an image that I 
would associate with Singapore. The second will be the 
manicured landscape. These man-made landscapes are 
designed to create what I like to call the ‘Tropical 2.0’ 
version that is also bug-free owing to heavy doses of bug 
spray fogging on a biweekly basis.

Undisclosed

“

”

 Changi Airport. I spent the majority of childhood 
overseas. When I came back to visit, Singapore always 
changes but Changi airport is always there despite the 
fact that it does change. The moment I get on the taxi and 
smell the pandan leaves, I go, ‘Oh I’m home’.

Female, 26–35 years old, Chinese

“

”

Beyond neighbourhoods, places where attachment is 
fostered usually allow for lingering and long stretches of 
time spent with family or friends. These spaces are open 
and unprogrammed, they have a strong visual aesthetic 
as an anchor, and they may be multi-sensorial (e.g., sights, 
sounds, smells).

       Places around Singapore that are 
important to our sense of
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Places are loveable when they contain representations 
of our shared cultural identity

Places are also loveable when they are seen as part of 
our shared identity and heritage. The heartlands were 
identified as a confluence of place and cultural identity 
with its “uniquely Singapore” sites such as wet markets, 
HDBs, void decks, etc. Other places included heritage 
and cultural districts; “iconic” attractions like Marina 
Barrage and Gardens by the Bay; and other places that 
they perceived to be “authentically Singapore”.

Respondents appreciated that the symbolism and 
significance of heritage sites helped them connect with 
Singapore’s history. They associated such spaces with 
being authentic and thus, loveable. Heritage and cultural 
landmarks were ranked the third most loveable type of 
places by 59% of respondents, especially amongst the 55+ 
age group. In a separate question, 86% of respondents 
also agreed that heritage and cultural precincts were very 
important for Singapore’s loveability.

Finding

Base (N)  200  |  Question What type of spaces are important for Singapore’s loveability?
Figure 2.1C  |  Spaces that are important for Singapore’s loveability

What type of spaces are important for 
Singapore’s loveability?Online Show and Tell!

Singapore's heritage and cultural landscape
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Hawker centres 
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Spaces for the arts  

Loveable places are places that we feel emotionally attached to, for containing personal memories and representations of our shared cultural identity. However, our sense 
of attachment to these places is lowered by the rapid pace of redevelopment in Singapore, as well as differing perceptions of what constitutes our cultural identity.
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”
”

 Little India. Because when you are there, when you 
walk along Little India, and walk along the street, you can 
reach 四马路 [Waterloo Street], see the coexistence of 
Chinese temple and Tamil temple all come together. We 
have spaces that coexist regardless of race and religion.

 Tiong Bahru, Tanjong Pagar area. There’s preservation 
of our heritage because we can see how we had our 
identity, the murals depicting early life of Singaporeans. 
Flats there are more traditional style compared to modern 
HDBs. Old school eateries. It’s a very truly ‘Singapore’ 
culture, unique heritage and cultural district to me.

Female, 56–65 years old, Chinese

“

”

Male, 26–35 years old, Indian

“

”

Finding

Places are loveable when they contain representations of our shared 
cultural identity

Loveable places are places that we feel emotionally attached to, for containing personal memories and representations of our shared cultural identity. However, our sense 
of attachment to these places is lowered by the rapid pace of redevelopment in Singapore, as well as differing perceptions of what constitutes our cultural identity.
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Our study found that the loveability of places is diminished 
when they change too fast or too much, or seem inauthentic, 
making it hard for people to form emotional connections 
and identify with them.

In neighbourhoods, respondents cited “cannot form 
attachment because places changed too much” and “feel 
overly planned and artificial” among the reasons why 
certain places were unloveable to them. These two factors 
were selected by 13% and 11% of respondents respectively 
(see Figure 2D), and were felt most by those living in Mature 
and Middle-aged estates and among the 16–24 age group:

Clearly, people need time to put down roots. Respondents 
living in Mature and Middle-aged estates reported a 
stronger sense of attachment to their neighbourhoods 
than those living in Young estates:

This might also explain why they felt more concern when 
they saw changes to their neighbourhood spaces. This 
could be an important point for estate planners to consider, 
since Mature estates (usually 40–50 years old) are more likely 
to be slated for neighbourhood upgrading and renewal 
projects—these projects therefore need to be carefully 
considered so as not to affect residents’ attachment to 
certain visual anchors.

Base (N)  2,000  |  Question These are the top three reasons why the places in my 
neighbourhood are difficult to love

Positive index: segment scored that attribute higher than total average
Negative index: segment scored that attribute lower than total average

Positive index: segment scored that attribute higher than total average
Negative index: segment scored that attribute lower than total average

Figure 2.1D  |  Reasons why it is difficult to love my neighbourhood

Finding

Our sense of attachment to these places is threatened 
by rapid development and differing opinions on 
what constitutes our shared cultural identity

Base (N)  2,000  |  Question These are the top three reasons why I love the places in my neighbourhood
Figure 2.1E  |  Reasons why I love the places in my neighbourhood

Loveable places are places that we feel emotionally attached to, for containing personal memories and representations of our shared cultural identity. However, our sense 
of attachment to these places is lowered by the rapid pace of redevelopment in Singapore, as well as differing perceptions of what constitutes our cultural identity.
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Finding

Our sense of attachment to these places is threatened by rapid 
development and differing opinions on what constitutes our shared 
cultural identity

In places beyond neighbourhoods, being unable 
to form attachment because of rapid changes, and an 
overplanned, artificial vibe affected 9% of respondent. 
Interestingly, this view was more strongly held by Chinese 
respondents, and much less so by non-Chinese groups.

Base (N)  2,000  |  Question These are the top three reasons why these places around
Singapore are difficult to love

Figure 2.1F  |  Reasons why it is difficult to love the places around Singapore

This finding on attachment has been quite consistent 
throughout our study, showing that non-Chinese 
respondents felt stronger attachment and cultural roots 
in Singapore.

 Unloveable: changes too fast. Beside my secondary 
school there is this HDB block, after school we’ll go play 
basketball. That was only five to six years ago but now 
the HDB is en bloc and you see nothing but grey tarp 
and sound barrier sheets. It changes very fast so you 
can’t really see what’s happening behind. After a while, 
memories go with the physical spaces and it’s a shame 
not having something to revisit. Next time you can’t tell 
your children ‘This is where I met your grandpa’, you can’t 
show them the space.

Female, 18–25 years old, Chinese

“

”

 We could do with more familiarity in our environment. 
When times are tough, we find solace in such places. But 
they don’t exist now. So, I have to rediscover new places 
to seek solace in. You can’t keep finding new places. You 
want to be able to back to the places when you were 
10. The new generation could also benefit from such 
experiences and places as well.

Male, 26–35 years old, Malay

“

”

 A truly Singapore place to me is one that does not 
change rapidly through time. Many memories from my 
childhood, like the authentic-ness of a mama shop [small 
sundry store] at the void deck, buying childhood snacks 
are memories I cannot give my future child.

Male, 26–35 years old, Malay

“

”

Positive index: segment scored that attribute higher than total average
Negative index: segment scored that attribute lower than total average

Loveable places are places that we feel emotionally attached to, for containing personal memories and representations of our shared cultural identity. However, our sense 
of attachment to these places is lowered by the rapid pace of redevelopment in Singapore, as well as differing perceptions of what constitutes our cultural identity.
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”
”

Another threat to the sense of attachment was the differing 
views over what constituted our shared cultural identity, 
i.e., what is seen as “authentically Singapore”. While some 
respondents identified Marina Bay Sands, Jewel, Gardens 
by the Bay, Sentosa and the city skyline as loveable icons 
that represented our city, others saw them as “man-made”, 
less authentic, and hence less loveable.

 I think a man-made place can still be loveable, but 
certainly less loveable than an authentic place. Many of 
Singapore’s attractions are purely man-made, and I can’t 
say that I feel very attached to those places.

 I think many of these examples are very curated. 
What we really need to keep are authentic places that 
are not ‘contaminated’ by the government propaganda.  
For example, hawker centres, heartland spaces etc. … 
Sometimes a little bit of mess is ok.

Finding

Our sense of attachment to these places is threatened by rapid 
development and differing opinions on what constitutes our shared 
cultural identity

Female, 26–35 years old, Ethnicity undisclosed

Female, Under 18 years old, Chinese

“

“

”

”

Loveable places are places that we feel emotionally attached to, for containing personal memories and representations of our shared cultural identity. However, our sense 
of attachment to these places is lowered by the rapid pace of redevelopment in Singapore, as well as differing perceptions of what constitutes our cultural identity.
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So where do we go from here?

How might we collectively create places that we feel 
emotionally attached to, even as our urban environment 
changes due to redevelopment in Singapore, and our 
perception of what constitutes our cultural identity 
shifts as well?

       What are neighbourhoods? Are there modern 
kampongs? What is the new kampong spirit? 
For long, the kampong spirit has been talked about 
as an important pillar of neighbourhood living—that 
we help and support each other in community and 
solidarity (National Archives Singapore). However, some 
respondents are wondering whether this is still relevant 
to our present-day neighbourhood. 

There is a need to rethink what the new defining identity 
for neighbourhoods is today, and how to co-create our 
own definitions of the kampong spirit.

       Attachment is not felt equally across age, ethnic 
and estate types
Complicating interventions to increase our attachment 
is that attachment has different meanings to different 
groups. For example, youths and the elderly were attached 
to different places in the neighbourhood, while some 
places were ranked both highly loveable and unloveable 
to people within the same age group.

There is a need to update spaces in the neighbourhoods 
that have strong attachment factors—like wet markets—
such that they fulfil present-day needs.

        “Wah si Tiong Bahru eh lang” (“I am a Tiong 
Bahru person” in the Hokkien dialect)
To address both points above: could neighbourhood 
identities be points of pride that are co-created, shaped 
and edited? It would be important to develop the 
process of creating or galvanising new neighbourhood 
identity and values, so that residents can rally around 
them as a common bond, thus building ownership and 
togetherness that transcends differences.

       What about attachment in places beyond 
neighbourhoods? What is an authentic 
Singapore place?
Respondents have ranked their attachment to 
neighbourhoods higher compared to places around 
Singapore. However, we have also seen that it is important 
for us to feel attached to areas like city centre, culture and
heritage districts, and other places that we might go out to. 

There is a need to help people navigate changes in 
the urban environment without losing their sense of 
attachment to the places that matter to them. Putting 
in place and improving public consultative processes 
before making these changes would be one important 
step. There is also a need to strike a better balance 
between constantly innovating and re-inventing our city 
and retaining people’s sense of familiarity in places.

Finding Loveable places are places that we feel emotionally attached to, for containing personal memories and representations of our shared cultural identity. However, our sense 
of attachment to these places is lowered by the rapid pace of redevelopment in Singapore, as well as differing perceptions of what constitutes our cultural identity.
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Finding

Further questions to think about:

How might we celebrate the everyday places 
that people feel attached to, and give them the 
opportunity to use these spaces organically and 
spontaneously?

The HDB “heartlands” are often seen as an enduring 
part of people’s lived experiences in Singapore. At 
the same time, these heartlands may be in flux as the 
demographics change, with new residents moving 
in and others leaving. How might we trigger deeper 
conversations about change in our neighbourhoods? 
Are there ways to navigate such changes without 
losing our sense of attachment to these places?

How might we encourage more lingering and time 
spent in places, so that people can continue to form 
personal memories in them?

So where do we go from here?

How might we design and implement better 
processes for mandatory public consultation 
before making any major planning/redevelopment 
decisions (e.g., demolition, new builds)?

Clearly, the rapid pace of redevelopment in 
Singapore hinders people from forming a deep sense 
of attachment to the places in their neighbourhoods 
and around the city. However, Singapore’s ability 
to constantly innovate and re-invent itself may be 
considered one of its greater strengths as a nation. 
How do we strike the right balance between the two?

Loveable places are places that we feel emotionally attached to, for containing personal memories and representations of our shared cultural identity. However, our sense 
of attachment to these places is lowered by the rapid pace of redevelopment in Singapore, as well as differing perceptions of what constitutes our cultural identity.
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The realities of 
high-density urban life 
can be highly unloveable. 

These can nevertheless be 
mitigated by having the 
moments of joy, discovery, 
beauty and freedom that 
make places attractive to us.

Finding

This affects our sense of

What do we find loveable and 
unloveable about our places 
and spaces in Singapore?

Image 3

Photo by Unsplash

People jogging at a
park in Singapore
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O
 U

 R
    

P 
L A

 C
 E

 S
    

A N
 D 

   S
 P

 A
 C

 E
 S

The unloveable aspects of high-density living

Respondents found it highly stressful and unpleasant 
when they constantly had to navigate through crowded 
spaces, and deal with inconsiderate behaviour. They 
commonly attributed the problem of crowds to the design 
and mismanagement of spaces.

“Being crowded” was ranked 2nd highest for unloveable 
neighbourhoods. “Inconsiderate users” and “poor 
maintenance” were also high on the list:

Crowds were also the top reason why respondents 
identified other places around Singapore (beyond their 
neighbourhoods) as unloveable. 34% of respondents 
selected “I find the places too crowded”.

Base (N)  2,000  |  Question These are the top three reasons why the places 
around my neighbourhood are difficult to love

Base (N)  2,000  |  Question These are the top three reasons why these places 
around Singapore are difficult to love

Figure 2.2A  |  Reasons why it is difficult to love my neighbourhood

Figure 2.2B  |  Reasons why it is difficult to love the places around Singapore

Finding The realities of high-density urban life can be highly unloveable. These can nevertheless be mitigated by having the moments of joy, discovery, beauty and freedom that 
make places attractive to us.

So what is the key difference between a “crowded” place 
and a “vibrant and lively” one? From our respondents, we 
found that the key was in place intention. 

In places where people converge for functional purposes 
(e.g., transport hubs, commercial areas), respondents 
did not expect to interact with each other, and everyone 
became part of a “faceless” crowd of strangers. 

But where people gather for social purposes (e.g., leisure, 
hanging out) and can meaningfully interact with others, 
some respondents considered these high-traffic areas as 
vibrant, thriving and exciting.
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The unloveable aspects of high-density living

Finding The realities of high-density urban life can be highly unloveable. These can nevertheless be mitigated by having the moments of joy, discovery, beauty and freedom that 
make places attractive to us.

 I don’t like wet markets in Singapore. It’s smelly 
and fishy, there’s a lot of people, it’s very crowded and 
cramped. I don’t enjoy it.

Female, Malay, Age Undisclosed

“
”

        Places that are “crowded”:

 Little India is so vibrant and it’s largely due to the 
Indian immigrants. They gather and buy all their things 
there. If you take them all out, you won’t see the same vibrancy.

Male, 56–65 years old, Indian

“
”

 Not a fan of some of the MRT stations, particularly 
Buona Vista. It’s busy, unorganised and very crowded.

Undisclosed

“
”

        Places that are “vibrant”:

 Spaces like hawker centres and parks usually have 
thriving crowds that make every experience in them unique.

Female, 26–35 years old, Indian

“
”

Base (N)  2,000  |  Question These are the top three reasons why these places 
around Singapore are difficult to love

Figure 2.2C  |  Reasons why it is difficult to love the places around Singapore

23% of respondents cited “spaces that are used by 
inconsiderate people” as unloveable, the second highest 
type of unloveable place. This affected the 45–54 and 55+ 
age groups more significantly than for other age groups, 
possibly because these are the age groups most affected 
by uncivil behaviour, for example, being pushed aside in 
public spaces because they cannot walk as fast. 

The anonymity and lack of personal connection in spaces 
also give rise to uncivil and inconsiderate behaviour. 
Stressful environments may also have the effect of making 
people behave unloveably.

 All your peak hour crowds and people who just want 
to fend for themselves like ‘move, move, move’ that kind.

 
 How can you love things that are not clean? Look at 
other countries with dirty streets, it’s hard to love places 
like that.

Undisclosed

Female, 26–35 years old, Undisclosed

“

“

”

”

Positive index: segment scored that attribute higher than total average
Negative index: segment scored that attribute lower than total average
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Moments of joy, discovery and beauty can mitigate 
the unloveable aspects of high-density urban life

The unpleasant aspects of high-density living are more 
strongly felt in the absence of delightful, exciting and 
beautiful experiences and spaces, as well as spaces where 
residents can regain their sense of freedom. 

This also means that creating moments of beauty, discovery 
and freedom can help to mitigate the unloveable aspects 
of city life, making places more attractive to us.

These included: 

Reasons for loveable 
places around neighbourhoods

Reasons for loveable 
places around Singapore

Finding The realities of high-density urban life can be highly unloveable. These can nevertheless be mitigated by having the moments of joy, discovery, beauty and freedom that 
make places attractive to us.

Base (N)  2,000  |  Question These are the top three reasons why I love these places around the 
neighbourhood / Singapore

Figure 2.2D  |  Reasons why I love the places around the neighbourhood/Singapore

Being able to take part in different activities 
and experiences

Being able to “discover new and surprising things” 

Being able to “appreciate the design 
and architecture”

Being able to encounter and interact with people 
outside their social circles
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Moments of joy, discovery and beauty can mitigate the unloveable 
aspects of high-density urban life

Finding The realities of high-density urban life can be highly unloveable. These can nevertheless be mitigated by having the moments of joy, discovery, beauty and freedom that 
make places attractive to us.

        Places of beauty, charm and discovery:

 Every time I cycle out of my home, it is always a 
new adventure. One place is the Punggol Park, there 
is a beautiful sunset view. I am really thankful and love 
Singapore for being a well-designed built environment 
with open spaces and connected cycling routes, a place 
that I call ‘home’.

Female, 26–35 years old, Chinese

“

”

 Teck Whye is an old estate and a lot of our HDBs 
are old-looking too but I love it because the design and 
architecture of the building, the corridors, etc. feels very 
open. My neighbours would open their doors in the day 
and whenever I walk past, we say hello.

Female, 26–35 years old, Malay

“

”

Respondents found charm in neighbourhoods, which are 
a confluence of unique design that facilitates connection 
and attachment. 

The travel bans and lockdowns of Covid have also 
prompted more discovery of Singapore’s hidden gems.

 I seldom go to Mount Faber. This beautiful place 
was discovered when a friend invited me for a walk at 
Mount Faber this year. I never thought the scenery up 
there can be so stunning. The beauty of Singapore is there for 
us to discover.

Undisclosed

“

”

Hidden gems in the form of heritage buildings and nature 
parks also enhance loveability when they take us out of 
the “typical” Singapore landscape of high-rises.

 One of the places I sort of fell in love at first sight was 
Golden Mile Complex... it’s so different in a way, doesn’t 
feel like Singapore... Usually, tourists might not know of 
such diversity in places like Golden Mile Complex that are 
unexpected and hidden away. I felt like I stepped into a 
semi-hidden world... It’s interesting and curious. Sort of 
makes you think a bit that Singapore might not be what 
you think it is. This sort of place exists but it’s disappearing 
at the same time.

Male, 18–25 years old, Chinese

“

”

 I think one of the places that for me was love at first 
sight would be the Rail Corridor... I first came across the 
Rail Corridor when I was in secondary school. It was the 
first time it kind of sparked the idea of rediscovering my 
city or discovering hidden places in the city.

Female, 26–35 years old, Chinese

“

”
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Moments of joy, discovery and beauty can mitigate the unloveable 
aspects of high-density urban life 

Finding The realities of high-density urban life can be highly unloveable. These can nevertheless be mitigated by having the moments of joy, discovery, beauty and freedom that 
make places attractive to us.

Excitement and vibrancy through varied events and activities, 
drawing together “interesting” and “friendly” people: 

        Places that offer spontaneous encounters with others:

 I enjoy multiculturalism and the variety of people 
we have in Singapore. I enjoy meeting all sorts of people. 
There’s a nice café downstairs from where I live, they have 
Singaporeans and tourists. Whenever I go, I go by myself 
and have my coffee. No matter who sits next to me, I’m 
always having conversations with people and learning 
something new from them. Sometimes it’s a tourist 
because it’s near where they want to go. I’ll always have 
a nice chat with them, the encounters are always nice and 
fun. I find that rewarding.

Female, 56–65 years old, Chinese

“

”

Female, 18–25 years old, Chinese

“ Pasar malams, I LOVE it. They were always my favourite 
place to go as a kid... They’d pop up unexpectedly, they 
had games and rides and cheap food. Vendors were like 
family members; it was like a mini kampong of friendly 
people enjoying simple joys in life.”
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Finding The realities of high-density urban life can be highly unloveable. These can nevertheless be mitigated by having the moments of joy, discovery, beauty and freedom that 
make places attractive to us.

Conversely, places are unattractive when they are seen as 
generic, unstimulating and uninspiring, with a lack of any 
distinctive charm or character. 

Top reasons why respondents found places unloveable:

Uninspiring and unstimulating places greatly impact 
loveability

Base (N)  2,000  |  Question These are the top three reasons why these places around the neighbourhood/
Singapore are difficult to love

Figure 2.2E  |  Reasons why it is difficult to love the places around neighbourhoods/Singapore

Reasons why places around 
neighbourhoods are difficult to love

Reasons why places around 
Singapore are difficult to love

        Places that are seen as boring 
and lacking in charm: 

 To me, areas with high rise office buildings feel cold, 
boring and to personify it, they lack personality of their own.

Male, 18–25 years old, Malay

“
”

Cookie-cutter, large establishments that 
result in generic offerings

 Orchard Road malls are impossible to love. There 
is literally no charm, made up of cookie-cutter malls and 
shop offerings. Walk into every mall, you see the same 
shops. There are places with many many people, but 
hardly any character or charm.

Female, 46–55 years old, Chinese

“

”

Overly curated, manicured places

 I want Singapore to have more pockets for people 
to shape the spaces. Pockets for rediscovery. Pockets 
for a little bit of messiness. That would make it feel 
more natural.

 Singapore is very sterile, every single spot 
in Singapore is curated, makes it a bit boring and 
monotonous. ‘Curated’ meaning everything has a 
guideline, rules and regulations. It’s stifling. 

“

“

”

”

Female, 18–25 years old, Chinese

Male, 26–35 years old, Chinese
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Feeling a sense of freedom can mitigate the unloveable 
aspects of high-density urban life

Neighbourhood places and places around the city 
are loveable when they foster a sense of freedom. For 
both types of places, being able to take a breather was 
ranked 2nd equally across age and ethnic groups. For 
neighbourhoods, feeling “welcome and free to by myself” 
was ranked overall 4th out of 13 reasons for loveable 
spaces, and chosen by 24% as one of their top three 
reasons, especially among younger respondents. For 
places around Singapore, this was ranked 6th out of 13 
reasons for loveable spaces, and chosen by 21% as their 
top three reasons. Again, most of these sentiments were 
from younger age groups. 

These sentiments were shared uniformly across age and 
ethnic groups, with Young and Other estates showing 
a slightly higher agreement, possibly because of their 
proximity to parks and waterways.

In fact, examples of breathing spaces were invariably 
parks, park connectors, gardens, fields and other nature-
related venues. The healing benefits of being close to 
nature and biophilic environments have already been 
well-documented in offering a rejuvenating counterpoint 
to the urban landscape of densely packed buildings.

Finding The realities of high-density urban life can be highly unloveable. These can nevertheless be mitigated by having the moments of joy, discovery, beauty and freedom that 
make places attractive to us.

Base (N)  2,000  |  Question These are the top three reasons why I love these 
places around the neighbourhood

Base (N)  2,000  |  Question These are the top three reasons why I love these 
places around Singapore

Figure 2.2F  |  Reasons why I love the places around the neighbourhood

Figure 2.2F  |  Reasons why I love the places around Singapore

 I’ve only been here for seven years, but what I really 
like about it is that it’s very green. I live near to two parks, 
and especially during the Covid times, it was an amazing 
place. We could go out and just breathe. To me, it’s the 
green public spaces that are really well designed all 
across Singapore.

Female, 36–45 years old, Indian

“

”
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”
”

Feeling a sense of freedom can mitigate the unloveable aspects of 
high-density urban life

Finding The realities of high-density urban life can be highly unloveable. These can nevertheless be mitigated by having the moments of joy, discovery, beauty and freedom that 
make places attractive to us.

Besides green and natural spaces, places of freedom also 
include open, unplanned or lightly-programmed, multi-
modal spaces that attract a diverse range of users.

 I love Bedok jetty. I am always hanging out there 
with my friends. The open space, the transient people, 
people don’t care what you are doing there. Everyone 
goes there just to enjoy themselves. 

 As an everyday Singaporean, the everyday heartland 
spaces are loveable because it’s authentic. You just wear 
your pyjamas and your flip flops and go to these places 
and they accept you for who you are, you won’t get 
rude stares.

 We are already so filled with flats and on the outside, 
they look the same. It can be depressing. [But] the large 
majority of our housing estates are so well-kept and 
beautiful. I mean, the park downstairs my flat, I love it. I 
enjoy long walks and to take the initiative to create a wild 
landscape downstairs, it is amazing.

“

“

“
”

”

”

Male, 26–35 years old, Malay

Female, 36–45 years old, Others

Male, 26–35 years old, Malay

        Places that offer a sense of freedom are 
particularly significant against the backdrop of high-
rise living, as they offer pockets of breathing space 
and escape:

“

”
Female, 46–55 years old, Indian

One important enabler for enjoying such spaces was tied 
to Singapore’s safe conditions

 As a woman, I can walk anywhere at night; I can 
travel in safety on public transport; these are things we 
take for granted and I have had unsafe experiences in 
other countries where it would be unthinkable to go 
anywhere alone, by myself. This freedom comes with 
the safety and security, and the strictness of Singapore 
towards crime. Being free to do things myself, should 
not be determined by my gender.
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”
”

Feeling a sense of freedom can mitigate the unloveable aspects of 
high-density urban life

Finding The realities of high-density urban life can be highly unloveable. These can nevertheless be mitigated by having the moments of joy, discovery, beauty and freedom that 
make places attractive to us.

Given the importance of these open, green and 
breathing spaces for making the city more loveable, 
some respondents believed that more can be done. 
Furthermore, not everyone has equal access to these 
moments of freedom. 

 If you go to MacRitchie and all that, you will know 
that it is next to impossible for people in wheelchair 
to enjoy the sights that the rest of the able-bodied 
population can.

 Yeah we have Bukit Timah Hill but it’s not so 
inclusive for me. There’s a lot of curves here and there. 
MacRitchie—there are a lot of slopes up and down... 
Being blind shouldn’t stop you from going out, doing 
things that you want.

“

“

”

”

Female, 36–45 years old, Others

Male, 26–35 years old, Chinese

Image 4

Photo by study participant

Sunset at Ulu Pandan 
Park Connector

“

Female, 46–55 years old, Indian

 Ulu Pandan Park Connector—I chose this place 
because it was where I could go during the Covid-19 
period. I was able to take off my mask [only for running]
and during those times it would actually feel like 
everything was back to normal. It was a place I tended to 
gravitate towards whenever I needed a breather when 
life got overwhelming. You can catch beautiful sunsets 
like these (shows photo captured on 8th August 2020).”
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So where do we go from here?

How might we further enhance the potential for 
places to provide moments of joy, discovery, beauty 
and freedom?
 

       Seeing the “old” with new eyes, and breathing 
new life into what is existing

Respondents ranked attraction factors around excitement, 
novelty, discovery and surprise very highly, whilst also 
yearning for familiarity and anchors. There is a need to 
understand which places people feel emotionally attached 
to, and what exactly they want to retain about those places.

There is also a need to explore ways to see the existing 
neighbourhoods and places around Singapore with a 
new lens, by supporting individuals and groups who offer 
walking tours that allow people to discover places off the 
beaten track, for example.

Finally, it is important to continue to support and 
encourage more citizen-led placemaking initiatives that 
create moments of surprise and delight and lower the 
barriers for people to self-organise and make places their 
own.

       Maintaining a diverse mix of scale, typology 
and offerings

Respondents were generally attracted to places that 
provided more varied experiences and offerings. 

Supporting small, local businesses, such as hawker stalls 
and “mama shops” would play a key role in injecting 
this variety.

It is important to ensure the adequate provision of open, 
unprogrammed and unplanned spaces, where people 
can linger freely and decompress from the pressures of 
urban life.

Respondents also expressed a desire for less curation, 
and more organic “messiness” and “real nature”. As the 
pressure to redevelop and intensify the land continues 
to grow, there might be a need to identify where, when 
and how to stop planning, and set aside pockets of space 
that people can find freedom and beauty in on their own 
terms.

Finding The realities of high-density urban life can be highly unloveable. These can nevertheless be mitigated by having the moments of joy, discovery, beauty and freedom that 
make places attractive to us.

The design of the built environment matters to people. 
There is a need to design good spaces and places not 
only in the city centre, landmarks and attractions, but 
also in our local neighbourhoods. Doing so would lead 
to neighbourhoods with high attraction factors that are 
meaningful to the people. This can only be done by asking 
and observing the community, about the continuing 
narratives in the everyday life that matter to them—in other 
words, using local knowledge.

       Good urban design and architecture, is important 
not only in places around the city, but also in the 
neighbourhoods
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So where do we go from here?

Finding The realities of high-density urban life can be highly unloveable. These can nevertheless be mitigated by having the moments of joy, discovery, beauty and freedom that 
make places attractive to us.

Further questions to think about:

Given the importance of breathing spaces in mitigating 
the unloveable aspects of city life, how might we inject 
more of them in the urban spaces other than parks and 
gardens, such as high-traffic areas including shopping 
malls? How might we allow more spaces to be less 
programmed, regulated, more multi-model and open 
for people’s interpretations?

How might we ensure that more people have equal 
access to places that offer moments of beauty, 
discovery and freedom? Which groups are less able 
to access these places, and what would they need to 
be able to enjoy these places as well?

How might we design better ways to make use of 
local knowledge—for example, observing what people 
do in public spaces or how they use/appropriate 
certain design features, and taking that as part of the 
design brief? How might we even design for certain 
appropriation of spaces, (e.g., Temporary Occupation 
License in HDB neighbourhoods)?

Image 5

Photo by Urban Redevelopment Authority (URA)

Open and flexible spaces with delightful
elements along the Marina Bay waterfront
promenade offer surprise and delight, as
well as quiet moments.
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Loveable places are places where 
we feel connected to others 
and included as part of a larger 
community. 

Finding

This affects our sense of

What do we find loveable and 
unloveable about our places 
and spaces in Singapore?

Image 6

Project by WOHA Architects Pte Ltd
Photo by Patrick Bingham-Hall

Accessible amphitheatre 
at Enabling Village, Singapore
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Having a sense of                        to others makes a 
place loveable

Respondents said that places that allowed them to spend 
time with loved ones and form emotional connections 
are loveable spaces. Neighbourhoods, in particular, 
allow us to feel connected to a micro-community beyond 
the family, where neighbours care for and can count on 
one another. 

Respondents residing in Mature and Other estates were 
more likely to attribute Singapore’s loveability to the 
following factors: “We can count on our community 
(e.g., neighbours, friends, colleagues, social groups) 
for care and support” and “We care for our neighbours 
and neighbourhood”. 

There was also a greater number of non-Chinese 
respondents than Chinese ones who agreed that there was 
strong community support, and this could be an interesting 
area of exploration to understand the underlying reasons. 

These findings on the significant roles that neighbourhoods 
play in building a sense of connection corroborate other 
nationwide surveys, such as the Singapore Kindness 
Movement (SKM)’s Graciousness Survey 2019-20, which 
showed high (and slightly increasing) satisfaction with 
respondents’ neighbours. 

Respondents who indicated these two factors as reasons 
for Singapore’s loveability were generally evenly spread 
out in terms of age groups, although there was a slightly 
larger percentage of older respondents. 

Base (N)  2,000  |  Question I find the people in Singapore loveable because of these top three reasons
Figure 2.3A  |  Reasons why Singaporeans are loveable

Finding Loveable places are places where we feel connected to others and part of a larger community. 

Positive index: segment scored that attribute higher than total average
Negative index: segment scored that attribute lower than total average

Image 7 ‘State of Online Graciousness’, 
The Graciousness Survey (SKM 2020)
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Having a sense of connection to others makes a place loveable

Finding

SKM’s survey revealed that the top expectation for 
neighbourliness is a simple yet impactful act of “greeting 
each other”, at 51%. Our findings corroborate this as well. 
Respondents in our study listed the following types of 
behaviour as examples of care at the neighbourhood level:

 My family would often receive food from the 
neighbours and I thought these were relatively simple 
but kind acts that could help to establish and make way 
for healthy relations to develop.

Male, 18–25 years old, Chinese

“

”

 As a kid, I used to go to the CC [community centre] 
every day. My student care was there, my tuition was 
there, I would also go there just to wait for my mom to 
finish her exercise class at night. There is also always 
a canteen so if I am hungry before my tuition, I will go 
there to eat, and the stall aunties will always take care 
of me. It’s the feeling that you belong even though you 
don’t know anybody there.

Female, 26–35 years old, Malay

“

”

Putting sanitisers in the lift, giving away masks

Saying hello and smiling

Spontaneous conversations

Giving away food

Helping to look after families

Sharing useful information

Loveable places are places where we feel connected to others and part of a larger community. 
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Our sense of connection to others is lowered when 
we experience exclusionary behaviour

Our ability to be connected to others can be affected by 
experiences with exclusion, discrimination and micro-
aggressions. This is particularly so for groups such as 
the elderly, parents with young children, youths, Persons 
with Disabilities (PWDs), ethnic minorities, and low-
income groups.

Respondents said that unfriendly amenities, non-inclusive 
places, and not feeling accepted in a place made them feel 
that a place was unloveable. For places around Singapore, 
respondents also did not find places that they felt catered 
more to tourists loveable. 

Base (N)  2,000  |  Question These are the top three reasons why the places around 
my neighbourhood are difficult to love

Base (N)  2,000  |  Question These are the top three reasons why the places around 
Singapore are difficult to love

Figure 2.3B  |  Reasons why it is difficult to love my neighbourhood

Figure 2.3C  |  Reasons why it is difficult to love the places around Singapore

Finding

       Places around the neighbourhood

       Places around Singapore

       Neighbourhood places that were not friendly or 
welcoming to the elderly and/or PWDs

 Community centre is too far away for an old man like 
me. The free space or seniors’ corner is being occupied 
by young and noisy people that don’t even live here, they 
dirty up the place before they leave.

Undisclosed

“

”

Loveable places are places where we feel connected to others and part of a larger community. 
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Finding

Our sense of connection to others is lowered when 
we experience exclusionary behaviour

 Now our void-decks are empty and there are fewer 
‘mama shops’ that are easily accessible for elderly. In 
terms of structure, it could be more human overall. 
Business is more robotic. Really not much to relate to in 
newer neighbourhoods.

26–35 years old, Chinese, Gender undisclosed

“

”

 Places where there are no parents room to 
change your kids’ diapers in peace. I think a lot of old 
neighbourhood malls face this problem. 

Male, 26–35 years old, Malay

“
”

 Usage of hostile architecture in public spaces. Void 
decks, preventing children from playing, homeless people 
from sleeping, etc. Whenever there is a show of a lack of 
compassion in the nation.

Male, 18–25 years old, Chinese

“

”

       Neighbourhood places that were not friendly or 
welcoming to parents with young children

While these were usually not blatantly hostile situations, 
such as the case of a Chinese woman hitting a gong 
during her Hindu neighbour’s prayers (Ang 2021), the 
micro-aggressions they encountered made their living 
environments unloveable to them.

In contrast to Chinese respondents, non-Chinese 
respondents—particularly those among the 16–24 age 
group, and those living in Mature and Other estates—were 
more likely to agree that they did not feel welcome in the 
neighbourhood due to racial discrimination.

Respondents also highlighted experiences with ethnic 
non-inclusivity in neighbourhoods. 7% of respondents 
(over-represented by non-Chinese groups) shared that 
they felt unaccepted in their own neighbourhoods.

       Neighbourhood places that were not friendly or 
welcoming to ethnic minorities

Base (N)  2,000  |  Question These are the top three reasons why the places around 
my neighbourhood are difficult to love

Figure 2.3D  |  Reasons why it is difficult to love my neighbourhood

Positive index: segment scored that attribute higher than total average
Negative index: segment scored that attribute lower than total average

Loveable places are places where we feel connected to others and part of a larger community. 
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Finding

 Recently while viewing a potential landed property 
for rent, the real estate agent declared that the landlord 
did not want Indian tenants. Small-mindedness of 
Singaporeans is very much an unloveable trait that the 
city has to acknowledge if it wishes to truly be loveable.

“

”
Female, 46–55 years old, Indian

 High end shopping malls are unloveable to me. I 
do not feel comfortable there as I do not speak English. 
Feels out of place for me. Feels like it is designed only 
for the more wealthy Singaporeans as everything there 
is expensive.

 Why do foreign workers work so hard to make 
the city a better place for us, but not get to enjoy 
the nice buildings they have built, or go to the ‘nicer 
places’ in Singapore?

 I love most places in Singapore to be honest, but 
a place where I feel quite uneasy are places like Jalan 
Kukoh, Boon Keng, and HDBs with one or two rooms. It’s 
sad to see our elderly staying alone in these premises.

“

“

“

”

”

”

Male. 36–45 years old, Chinese

Male, 26–35 years old, Indian

When considering places around Singapore, respondents 
highlighted how exclusion was experienced by those of 
different socio-economic backgrounds, cultures, and 
needs or abilities. 

       Places that are unloved because they are 
reminiscent of socio-economic exclusion towards 
the “average” Singaporean

       Places that are unloved because they represent 
discrimination and social injustice towards 
marginalised groups

Male, 18–25 years old, Chinese

Base (N)  2,000  |  Question The top three factors that would make Singapore an inclusive community and 
society to me are

Figure 2.3E  |  Factors that would make Singapore an inclusive community/society

O
 U

 R
    

P 
L A

 C
 E

 S
    

A N
 D 

   S
 P

 A
 C

 E
 S

Loveable places are places where we feel connected to others and part of a larger community. 

Our sense of connection to others is lowered when 
we experience exclusionary behaviour
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Finding

       Places that are unloved because they make 
ethnic/religious groups, PWDs or the special needs 
community feel excluded

 There are many [unloveable places] and it’s mostly 
because they do not offer halal options for me. I yearn 
to sit down with my friends and chill at nice places or 
cafes and I wouldn’t mind ordering something without 
alcohol or pork but the menu itself does not have that 
many options.

Female, 56–65 years old, Malay

“

”

Lack of amenities that are sensitive to needs from different 
ethnic/religious groups

Lack of spaces or amenities that allow PWDs to move 
around comfortably, safely and without stigma

 I was with a wheelchair-bound friend in our university 
campus. The door to the disability-toilet was heavy and 
swung outwards—one she was incapable of opening by 
herself. It made me realise that, even as there is increasing 
awareness and effort, depth of understanding of inclusivity 
is limited.

 When all the infrastructure is inclusive and all the 
people are able to include people with disability... my 
friends who have guide dogs cannot go into shops.We 
are headed towards a good direction, but I want to hear 
less negative news like ‘guide dogs cannot go into shops’, 
‘blind person rudely stopped by ...’, ‘physically disabled 
person being rudely treated by staff.’

Male, 26–35 years old, Chinese

“

“

”

”

Female, 26–35 years old, Chinese

Image 8

Photo by study participant

An example of the door of a 
wheelchair-access toilet that swings outwards

Loveable places are places where we feel connected to others and part of a larger community. 

Our sense of connection to others is lowered when 
we experience exclusionary behaviour
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Finding

So where do we go from here?

How might we create places that make people of all 
backgrounds feel included and accepted so that they 
can connect more readily with others in the community? 

       The limits of spatial solutions

The design and management of a space play a role 
in making people feel included or excluded. Through 
universal design and mobility planning, we can cater 
to those whose needs are currently overlooked. At the 
same time, people’s experiences with exclusion and 
discrimination cannot be eradicated purely through 
spatial means and localised efforts. There is also a need for 
intervention on an institutional level (e.g., introducing anti-
discrimination legislation on hiring and property leasing) 
and cultural level (e.g., using education campaigns to 
build empathy and understanding between groups).

        Preserving our sense of connection to others, amidst 
demographic change and redevelopment pressure

Neighbourhoods are where respondents tend to establish 
a stronger sense of connection to others. As Singapore’s 
demographic changes, the social composition of our 
neighbourhoods will also continue to evolve.

While efforts have been made to help newcomers 
integrate and adapt to the local way of life, more also 
needs to be done to address the underlying concerns of 

people who express unhappiness about the changing 
demographics in Singapore. There is a need to steel 
ourselves to talk about taboo or sensitive topics like race 
and racism openly, if we want to keep our neighbourhoods 
as places of strong social connection.

Redevelopment pressure also undermines our sense of 
connection to others. When residents need to be relocated 
from their neighbourhoods, this move can disrupt existing 
community ties and social support networks. There 
is a need to redesign the process of relocating entire 
communities, to maintain existing relationships as far as 
possible.

Further questions to think about:

How might we engender more opportunities for 
social connection and interaction among neighbours 
and community members, particularly within high-
traffic areas?

As our society becomes more diverse, what are the 
range of needs that tend to be overlooked in urban 
design and planning today? (E.g., needs that may 
be specific to certain ages, ethnicities, nationalities, 
genders, sexual orientations, PWDs)

Given that communities are less geographically 
bound in a digitally connected world, how might 
community building look like today?

Loveable places are places where we feel connected to others and part of a larger community. 
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We find places loveable to us 
when we can shape them and 
impact the way they develop. 

However, not everyone feels 
that they have been able to 
influence planning decisions 
or have the freedom to self-
organise in shared spaces.

Finding

This affects our sense of

What do we find loveable and 
unloveable about our places 
and spaces in Singapore?

Image 9

Photo and project by DP Architects Pte Ltd

The design of Our Tampines Hub (OTH) was conceived through an intense 
participatory and engagement process with 13 public-sector stakeholders, 
together with residents of all ages and interest groups
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Having a sense of                         makes a 
place loveable

14% of our respondents felt that their neighbourhoods 
were loveable because they were “created and shaped 
by the community.” This view was prevalent amongst 
the 35–44 age group, non-Chinese, and those living in 
Mature estates. 

While this factor was not as highly ranked as the other 
factors, it could be potentially very impactful. For example, 
respondents saw Our Tampines Hub (OTH) as an authentic, 
loveable space because they felt included in the process 
of creating it.

When it came to place beyond our neighbourhoods, our 
sense of agency dropped—only 9% of our respondents 
felt that places beyond their neighbourhoods were 
loveable because they were “created and shaped by 
the community.”

Finding We find places loveable to us when we can shape them and impact the way they develop. However, not everyone feels that they have been able to influence planning 
decisions or have the freedom to self-organise in shared spaces.

 The truly authentic place is Our Tampines Hub … 
[The name] was from the Tampines people. We vote 
for it, we want OTH. The facilities inside you know, they 
also ask us for opinion, what we want inside. If you go 
there, you practically can do everything you need to do 
… Everything we want in our lives is there, because a lot 
of it come from us, come from the people, alright?

Male, Above 65 years old, Chinese

“

”

 I join a lot of these food groups and gardening 
groups, and I think it is very wonderful to see so many 
urban farmers. It is even better when HDB and town 
councils can close their eyes a little bit to all the wonderful 
urban forests that are sprouting in increasing frequency, 
and that is very authentic to me as I see it as very ground-
up, with everyone including their own touches.

Female, 36–45 years old, Chinese

“

”
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Some do not feel a sense of agency to shape their spaces. 
Also, agency has different meanings for everyone.

In neighbourhoods, only 33% felt they could make an 
impact or create change. This was even lower for spaces 
beyond neighbourhoods—only 23% agreed. Respondents 
identified gaps in consultative processes for residents, 
frustrations with over-regulation, and a general lack of 
opportunities to co-create their spaces.

Respondents felt disempowered when public authorities 
made changes to well-loved spaces without consulting 
them. Even when they were consulted, they felt they might 
not trust that their inputs would be genuinely considered.

When trying to self-organise or take ownership of shared 
spaces, respondents also had difficulty navigating 
regulations and obtaining the necessary permissions to 
do so. This led them to feel frustrated and uncertain about 
what they could or could not do.  

Finding We find places loveable to us when we can shape them and impact the way they develop. However, not everyone feels that they have been able to influence planning 
decisions or have the freedom to self-organise in shared spaces.

       I feel that I can create change or make an impact 
on neighbourhood/community issues

Base (N)  2,000  |  Question How much do you agree with the following statement: ‘I feel that I can create 
change or make an impact on neighbourhood/community issues’?

Figure 2.4A |  Residents agree/disagree that they can create change 
or make an impact on neighbourhood/community issues

       Places that create feelings of disempowerment 
from lack of consultation

 I feel sad whenever I see an old building that is sent 
for reconstruction or demolition. A lot of times, I feel 
powerless as one of the citizens as I am not one who gets 
to determine what gets to stay.

 Since I cannot have any say in how I want to shape 
my country, then why bother? I just live my life, earn my 
money, do my job, and I enjoy life… There is really not 
much love one can speak of in such society.

Female, 18–25 years old, Chinese

26–35 years old, Gender and ethnicity undisclosed

“

“

”

”
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Finding We find places loveable to us when we can shape them and impact the way they develop. However, not everyone feels that they have been able to influence planning 
decisions or have the freedom to self-organise in shared spaces.

So where do we go from here?

How might we enhance people’s sense of agency over 
the way the places around them develop?

       Capacity to influence urban design and planning 
at different scales

While respondents had varied experiences with public 
consultation in the design and planning of their living 
environments, they generally felt that they had more say in 
how local, neighbourhood places developed, compared 
to places around the city.

Allowing people to shape smaller-scale community 
places is desirable and perhaps also more attainable. 
Nevertheless, it is still important to involve people in 
deciding on plans at a larger scale, since these would 
affect a greater population with more diverse needs 
and views. Broader policy guidelines or principles could 
be developed, to delineate situations where public 
participation is mandated and/or recommended.

       What does it mean to be truly “bottom-up”?

With the adoption of place management and placemaking 
as a formal government strategy, much has been done 
to support and promote “co-creation” and “ground-up” 
initiatives in the making and revitalisation of public spaces.

At the same time, it is important to also recognise that 
bottom-up efforts exist beyond these programmes, such 
as in the self-initiated counterproposals and campaigns 
of various civil society groups. There is a need to embrace 
these forms of self-organisation and have deeper 
conversations about the role of civil society and citizen 
groups in co-defining the public interest alongside 
government organisations and political parties.

Further questions to think about:

How might we design participatory planning processes 
that can account for the complexity of high-density 
living, where a large number of stakeholders will 
inevitably be affected by most planning decisions?

How might we reduce regulation, red-tape, and the 
need to seek permissions, to encourage more acts of 
self-organisation in public/shared spaces? 

How might we leverage existing examples of community 
leadership to mutually inspire others?

How might we handle the trade-offs between a greater 
sense of agency, and the “messiness” and inefficiency that 
would inevitably arise from a more bottom-up, organic 
planning process? What types/degrees of “messiness” 
and inefficiency are people in Singapore prepared to 
deal with in exchange for more empowerment?
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Next
To dive deeper, we invited a team of researchers from 
the National University of Singapore to conduct design 
ethnographic studies centred around the “heartland 
way of life” to study how our loveability findings could 
be applied in a placemaking context.
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NUS Research Team

Principal Investigator
Prof Heng Chye Kiang

Co-Investigators
A/P Fung John Chye, A/P Fu Yuming 

Research Associate
Ivan Kurniawan Nasution

Research Assistants
Christyn Ern Hui Lee, Lin Yuqi Eunice

We invited the Centre for Sustainable Asian Cities 
(CSAC), National University of Singapore (NUS) to do 
a deep dive on how our loveability findings could be 
applied in a placemaking context. We selected two 
areas that were very familiar, impactful and meaningful 
to our respondents: Singapore’s Eating Spaces (hawker 
centres and coffee shops), and Public Spaces in 
HDB Neighbourhoods. 

From 15 April to 2 May 2021, the NUS team used a 
Design Ethnographic approach to explore how people 
interacted with these spaces, and proposed strategies 
and opportunities that built on our findings in the 
chapter on “Places and Spaces”. 

Email research@designsingapore.org for the full 
research report.

Two Case Studies
on HDB spaces

Deep Dive 
Study from
National 
University of 
Singapore

Image 1

Photo by NUS Research Team

People in neighbourhood public spaces
at Clementi
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Knowledge Framework 
of Loveable Aspects

NUS’ scope comprised two studies: (1) developing a knowledge framework of loveability and (2) conducting design 
ethnography (DE) on two topics pertaining to “Places and Spaces”. 

The first study examined several frameworks from different disciplines that define people’s love or affection for a place 
differently—the different topics can be summarised below.

Two case studies on HDB spaces

Living with Beauty
(Building Better, 

Building Beautiful 
Commission, 2020)

For the Love of Cities 
(Kageyama, 2010)

Topophilia (Tuan, 
1984)

Place Attachment 
Literature (Kyle et al, 
2005; Jorgensen and 

Stedman, 2006; Droseltis 
& Vignoles, 2010; 

Raymond et. al., 2010; 
Scannell & Gifford, 2010)

Body and Soul of 
City Love (Kourtit et 

al., 2020)

Loveable cities are cities that 
allow their citizens to make 
meanings through making a 
difference by their own efforts.

Open City (Sennett, 
n.d.)

The ideal city (safe, convenient, 
dynamic, stimulating, inclusive) 
that everybody wants to live in.

People naturally love and  
wanting beautiful things;  
beauty leads to healthy and  
happy life, while ugliness  
presents social costs

The affective bond between 
people and place or setting 

that is influenced by people's 
perception, attitude, values 

and worldview.

The Soul and the Body 
constitute the drivers for 
urban attractiveness and 

shape the feelings of 
satisfaction, well- being or 

happiness of residents.

An interplay of  
affect and emotions,  

knowledge and  
beliefs, and  

behaviours and  
actions in reference  

to place (Low and  
Altman, 1992, p.5.)

Community attachment is an 
emotional connection to a place 
that transcends satisfaction, 
loyalty and even passion.

Knight Soul of the 
Community (Knight 
Foundation, 2010)

COMMUNITY ATTACHMENT

PHENOMENOLOGY

PLACE ATTACHMENT

PLACE ATTRACTIVENESS

ARCHITECTURE & PLANNING

Place Making (PPS, 2007)

PLACE MAKING

Placemaking inspires people to 
collectively reimagine and 
reinvent public spaces as the 
heart of every community.
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Emotional 
attachment 

(commitment, 
connection, love), 

Loyalty, Homesickness

Sense of Attachment

Sense of 
Inclusion

& Freedom

Loveability 
of a Place

Knowledge Framework of Loveability 
(for Design Ethnography)

Sense of 
Agency

Sense of Attraction

Sense of Connection

Control, Economic links, 
Enjoyment, Evaluation, 

Genealogical links, 
Happiness & Wellbeing, 

Opportunity, Preference, 
Satisfaction, 
Self-efficacy, 
Self-esteem

Environmental 
Stewardship, 
Environmental governance, 
Governance 
(Communication)
Healthcare Provision, 
Housing Provision, 
Management, 
Stewardship & 
Ownership

LEGEND
(Outcome)

(Influencing Factors)

Blue: Observable aspects

Arts & Culture, Beauty, Cleanliness 
& Green, Comfort, Commercial 
Services, Connectedness, Food, 

Entertainment & Culture, Nature 
and Recreation, Play Amenities, 

Routes/Wayfinding, 
Transportation, Spatial layout, 

Vitality & Variety, Walkability & 
Convenience

Community Events, Culture & Identity, 
Discovery/Surprise, Environmental fit 

(Rootedness), Familiarity, Image of 
place, Inclusivity, Links to special 

events, Meaning, Memories & 
Nostalgia, Narrative & History, Pride, 

Realisation, Safety and Security, 
Self-congruity, Self-extension, 

Spiritual & Symbolic, 
Vibrancy & Nightlife, 

Welcoming

Cooperation, 
Family relation, 

Friendliness, 
Neighbourliness, Sense of 

Community, Sense of 
loss/dislocation

Loveability of a Place refers to individuals' 
feelings towards, needs to and motivations 
in loving a place 

Sense of Inclusion comprises functional 
utility of a place

Sense of Attraction comprises the perception 
of material amenities of the place

Sense of Connection comprises social 
relationship/bonding occurs in a place.

Sense of Agency comprises provision of 
space, governance & management, and act 
of stewardship in a space.

Sense of Attachment comprises individual 
cognition, beliefs, perceptions, or thoughts about 
the place & immaterial amenities of the place

Two case studies on HDB spaces

Knowledge Framework of Loveable Aspects

The second study focused on two topics of interest related 
to urban space and practices in Singapore: Singapore 
Eating Spaces (hawker centres and coffee shops) and 
Incidental Use of Public Spaces in HDB Neighbourhoods. 
Bringing the Knowledge Framework (see figure below) to 
the field sites, the DE focused on the observable aspects 
of “love” as discussed in the literature and guided by the 
research questions:

Q1: What are the present tangible aspects and intangible 
aspects of place attachment? 
Q2: How do these aspects relate to different ways of 
perceiving a neighbourhood/city as loveable?

Other engagement methods conducted by the Loveable 
Singapore Study complemented the other aspects of 
loveability that were difficult to observe in the field sites.
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Design Ethnography of Hawker Centres 
and Neighbourhood Public Spaces

DE is an observational method to understand the physical 
environment, spatial utilisation, and activities in a place. 
In this study, the NUS team used DE to uncover the 
complexity in people’s love of a place. This love involves 
tangible aspects (e.g., urban typology and spaces) and 
intangible aspects (e.g., activities, processes) to draw 
urban planning lessons, especially for hawker centres, 
coffee shops, and public spaces in HDB neighbourhoods. 

The NUS team conducted field observations over two and 
a half weeks from 15 April to 2 May 2021. The sites were 
Clementi Hawker Centre, two coffee shops in Clementi 
(Blk 443 and Blk 450), the hawker centre at Our Tampines 
Hub, Clementi Town Centre, Bukit Batok Town Centre and 
Punggol Oasis Terrace. 

The team went to the sites at different times of the day 
(weekends morning and weekdays noon and evening), 
immersing themselves in the daily rhythms of the urban 
areas to get a snapshot. They followed the patterns of 
movement in space, casually interacted with the people 
(often shadowing them), and participated in the activities. 

Two case studies on HDB spaces
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Two case studies on HDB spaces

Design Ethnography of Hawker Centres and Neighbourhood Public Spaces

They bought drinks, chatted with the “Kopi Uncle” (kopi 
means coffee, and a Kopi Uncle refers to the beverage 
store operator), people-watched, shared a table with a 
stranger and paid attention to a salesperson promoting 
their products. They were part of the people movement 
and activities, yet they noticed often overlooked small 
mundane details of people’s shopping patterns, their 
interaction with urban furniture (e.g., a lamppost, a tree, 
a bench, etc.), their neighbourhood pets and others. And 
they documented them using thick descriptions, sketches 
and photographs.
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Insights on Eating Spaces
and Neighbourhood Public Spaces

      Eating Spaces: Field Notes

The eating spaces they observed had distinct typological 
differences and nuanced atmospheres. Coffee shops were 
often more intimate settings for young families and young 
adults dining and relaxing (see Photo #1), especially on 
weekend nights. In contrast, hawker centres accentuated 
their service space and typically attracted various groups—
seniors, middle-aged people, or maids. Hawker centres’ 
openness invited a sense of freedom to sit anywhere or 
dress in any outfit (see Photo #2), hence, they enabled 
a sense of inclusiveness. This rule was relatively applied 
to some coffee shops, except Kopi uncles or aunties 
were likely to ask them to order a drink or throw them a 
discouraging look when they sat down without ordering.  

The team observed how design influenced a sense of 
belonging in eating spaces. Coffee shops often targeted 
specific crowds (e.g., no availability of halal food options), 
while hawker centres often clustered halal and non-halal 
stalls. The clustering was only for practical reasons and 
did not suggest segregation. Moreover, the presence of 
excess space/ancillary spaces in these clusters invited 
space appropriation by specific cultural groups (e.g., 
“Chinese Uncle Corner” in Photo #3, “Malay Corner” in 
Photo #4). These appropriations indicated a sense of 
ownership and belonging, suggesting a space where 
people looked after each other and reacted against 
suspicious behaviour.

Two case studies on HDB spaces

Photo #1

Photo #3

Photo #2

Photo #4

page 64The Loveable Singapore Project Report



O
 U

 R
    

P 
L A

 C
 E

 S
    

A N
 D 

   S
 P

 A
 C

 E
 S

Two case studies on HDB spaces

      Incidental Uses of Public Spaces: Field Notes

The team saw how physical settings were crucial for street 
activation and vitality. The proximity to transport nodes 
attracted various users and pedestrian flows. However, 
it was only in Clementi that the vibrancy was constant—
the linear layout of the public space made people’s 
movement to different parts of the street shopping visible 
(see Photo #1). Sellers used colourful displays, makeshift 
boards, extension spaces and pop-up stalls to attract 
people. The vitality sparked casual interaction between 
strangers. However, in the other two spaces, scattered 
shopping nodes (Bukit Batok) and a standalone mall 
(Punggol), the animation was distributed into various 
isolated areas or removed from the main circulation area. 

The team observed how crucial the human scale and 
spatial variety was. In Clementi, bottleneck spaces 
“forced” people to make eye contact and potentially 
encounter others (see Photo #2). Urban furniture created 
various physical environments, providing different 
settings for conversation between families, friends, and 
neighbours. Moreover, ambiguous edges encouraged 
participation. When the threshold between co-located 
programmes had no harsh boundary, people potentially 
transgressed seamlessly between the two. In Clementi, 
the hawker centre sat next to the main pedestrian 
thoroughfare. Consequentially, the queue at popular 
food stalls spilled over into the adjacent public space 
making a passer-by alert and curious and potentially 
attracted by the colourful menu of the stalls (see Photo 
#3); people sitting on the benches nearby could smell 
the aroma of the cooked foods.

Ancillary spaces also functioned as hidden play spaces; for 
example, in Punggol, an unutilised escape route behind 
a bicycle park was used for playing skateboard at night 
(see Photo #4).

Insights on Eating Spaces and Neighbourhood Public Spaces

Photo #1

Photo #3

Photo #2

Photo #4
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Key Spatial Issues, Opportunities and Strategies

The learning points from NUS’s Research Report are the result of triangulation between different methods: qualitative surveys 
(QLS), quantitative survey (QNS), design ethnography study (DE), and focus group discussion on neighbourhood places (FGD). 
Key spatial issues related to two topics of interest (Eating Spaces and Incidental Use of Public Spaces in Neighbourhoods) 
were extracted from QLS. In contrast, the key opportunities were observed in DE and complemented by other methods. NUS 
distilled three planning objectives and several planning strategies to respond to the issues and opportunities. These planning 
objectives and strategies are not conclusive and are strictly based on the observations of a limited number of sites within a 
limited time. Thus, further research is required to validate and challenge the initial findings. The key spatial issues, the key 
opportunities, and planning objectives-strategies can be summarised in the table below:

Two case studies on HDB spaces

Key Spatial 
Issues

Key Opportunities 
Observed

Distilled Planning 
Objectives and Strategies

Constant and 
rapid changes

Place familiarity evokes a 
feeling of being at home 
and preserves memories of 
a place

Distinct typologies to attract 
different crowds and create a 
unique experience

1. Preserve and, where possible, enhance 
familiar neighbourhood features

Enhance place familiarity to evoke a feeling 
of being at home and preserve memories 
of a place

Design distinct (yet familiar) typologies to 
attract different crowds and create a 
unique experience

Preserve meaningful elements of the 
community

Avoid unnecessary interventions that 
disrupt the neighbourhood
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Two case studies on HDB spaces

Key Spatial 
Issues

Key Opportunities 
Observed

Distilled Planning 
Objectives and Strategies

Over curation/ 
planning and the 
lack of spatial 
character

Lack of people-
centric design 
approach

Street-based typology attracts 
vibrancy and animation

Incidental spatial uses are 
encouraged by the planned 
extra spaces and spatial 
incentives

C o m f o r t a b l e  h u m a n -
scale urban fabric creates 
conviviality

Communities’ involvement 
in planning and design 
activities enhances a sense 
of ownership

2. Design from local knowledge and plan from  
the eye-level

Plan from the streets’-eye (not bird’s-eye) to 
create intimate spaces and opportunities 
for social encounters

Plan extra spaces and incentives to 
accommodate incidental spatial usage and 
invite spontaneous activations

Design from local knowledge to capitalise 
on local knowledge and resources

Key Spatial Issues, Opportunities and Strategies
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Two case studies on HDB spaces

Key Spatial 
Issues

Key Opportunities 
Observed

Distilled Planning 
Objectives and Strategies

Spaces that 
repel people

The openness of space and 
ambiguous edges/porous 
borders allow people to 
participate safely

Strong image of eating 
spaces as a place for meeting 
place and socialising

Hidden spaces for escape/
detachment  f rom the 
public space

Spatial  clustering and 
unutilised spaces allow space 
appropriation and ownership

3. Encourage incidental spatial activations and 
temporal ownership

Enhance the image of a place with design 
features that foster a collective image of 
space and attract social encounters

Craft ambiguous edges to allow people to 
participate in/escape from the 
space safely 

Design “tolerant spaces” to cultivate local 
spatial usages and activities (e.g., Lembu/
Bangla Square in Little India or Old Man 
Square in Chinatown)

Key Spatial Issues, Opportunities and Strategies
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Next
As we have seen, the loveability of places in our 
neighbourhoods and around the city cannot be 
understood without considering the social and 
cultural dimensions of space. In the next chapter, we 
will examine the loveable and unloveable aspects of 
cultures and identities in Singapore. 

page 69The Loveable Singapore Project Report



O
 U

 R
   C

 U
 L 

T U
 R

 E
 S

   A
 N

 D 
  I

 D
 E

 N
 T 

I T
 I 

E 
S

Our 
Cultures 
and Identities
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“The big picture for me is that 
it is a place that has allowed 
people to flourish, whether 
it is in their personal lives, 
emotionally, socially, or whether 
it is in the more bread and 
butter question of turning a 
livelihood. 

I think the pinnacle of it is not 
only an emotional and social 
connectedness, because it 
sustains a livelihood, but it is 
where the general value system, 
and culture of a place connects 
deeply with the value system of 
citizens or people who call the 
place home.”

Expert Interview, Dr Gillian Koh1

Image 1

Photo by Singapore Tourism Board

Exploring Little India 1 We interviewed Dr Gillian Koh on the topic of loveability in early 2020.
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Cultures and identities are probably the most intangible 
concept of our four buckets. Yet they are very impactful 
because they constitute the shared values, beliefs and 
aspirations that cut across Singapore’s diverse population. 

Culture is also closely related to the next chapter’s 
discussion on “Our People and Communities”. While that 
examines how we in Singapore behave and interact with 
each other, this chapter focuses on the underlying and 
often systemic values, beliefs and norms that impact the 
way we act.

From our respondents, we found that resonating with 
the cultures and identities of a place has a strong impact 
on the sense of attachment and inclusion in viewing a 
place as home. It can also increase the sense of agency 
by galvanising the community and be rallying points 
for ground-up action. We have seen that when people’s 
values line up with the cultures and identities of a place, 
they will act to protect them. The converse is also true.

Introduction

Our Cultures and Identities
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We have a strong “social super glue” 
that bonds us across backgrounds, 
ages, and ethnicities through 
shared practices and beliefs 
(e.g. food, Singlish, Singaporean 
traits,heartland way of life). 

At the same time, however, some 
are still questioning what authentic 
Singapore culture is. 

Finding

This affects our sense of

Image 2

Photo by Ethan Hu, Unsplash

Singapore food culture
at Lau Pa Sat

What do we find loveable and 
unloveable about cultures 
and identities in Singapore?
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Finding We have a strong “social super glue” that bonds us across backgrounds, ages and ethnicities through shared practices and beliefs (e.g., food, Singlish, Singaporean traits, 
heartland way of life). At the same time, however, some are still questioning what authentic Singapore culture is.

What we find loveable about
our “social super glue”

       Our “social super glue” bonds us across 
backgrounds, ages and ethnicities through shared 
practices, bolstering our sense of attachment 
and connection

The aspects of Singapore culture and identity that our 
respondents strongly identified with form our collective 
social glue. 

The most commonly identified aspects of these culture 
and identity markers are: 

Seeing these markers as loveable resonated far more with 
younger respondents, especially the 16–24 age group. 

Base (N)  2,000  |  Question These are the top three aspects that I love most about Singapore

Base (N)  2,000  |  Question These are the top three aspects that I love most about Singapore

Figure 3.1A  |  Aspects of cultures and identities that are loveable about Singapore

Figure 3.1B  |  Aspects of cultures and identities that are loveable about Singapore

Positive index: segment scored that attribute higher than total average
Negative index: segment scored that attribute lower than total average

Besides giving us an identity to rally around, such markers 
enhance our sense of attachment as they are closely 
associated with feelings of warmth, comfort and familiarity. 
Thus, they also increase our sense of connection to others 
beyond our immediate communities.

 Without our unique culture, identity and heritage, 
Singapore would just be another modern bustling 
cosmopolitan city with no soul.

Undisclosed

“
”
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Finding

       Singapore’s food culture

Singapore is known for its wide variety of food stemming 
from different cultural influences. In our quantitative survey, 
food culture resonated most strongly with our respondents 
compared to answers in other questions—66% was the 
highest score in the survey. 

In December 2020, Singapore’s hawker culture was 
officially added to the UNESCO Representative List of the 
Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity. The evaluation 
report cited hawker culture as “providing a sense of 
identity and continuity”, “evoking familiar memories 
and reminding overseas Singaporeans of home”, 
drawing together people from different backgrounds 
and providing good, popular, affordable meals to the 
populace (Our SG Heritage 2019).

There is no one specific reason for loving Singapore’s 
food culture. Food is a rallying point around which various 
loveable factors can converge: 

What we find loveable about our “social super glue”

A social leveller that brings together people from 
different walks of life, usually in an informal, relaxed 
setting where one can comfortably be oneself.

Easily accessible and affordable through hawker 
centres, food courts, kopitiams all over the country.

An opportunity to learn about, partake in and enjoy 
Singapore’s multi-culturalism.

An indelible part of identity that provides anchors 
when overseas.

A point of pride when compared to other places, due 
to its uniqueness.

 A truly Singapore place to me is one where there is 
a variety of affordable food options. I don’t think a place 
can exist without food, that won’t work in Singapore’s 
context. I’m not talking about fancy upscale restaurants, 
but outdoor, open air dining with good music. A place 
I love going with my friends is East Coast Lagoon. It’s 
beautiful and when we are full, we just take a stroll past 
the beach and chill.

Male, 18–25 years old, Malay

“

”

 Food is a truly Singapore culture. It’s the thing I miss 
the most when I am overseas. If my neighbourhood did 
not have loveable food, I will love my neighbourhood less. 
If Singapore didn’t have this food culture, maybe I’ll go 
to Malaysia. The hawker culture is a unique thing about 
Singapore. Some of the traditions of hawker culture is 
passed on across generations.

Male, 26–35 years old, Indian

“

”

We have a strong “social super glue” that bonds us across backgrounds, ages and ethnicities through shared practices and beliefs (e.g., food, Singlish, Singaporean traits, 
heartland way of life). At the same time, however, some are still questioning what authentic Singapore culture is.
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Finding

 It only dawned upon me that the food court, coffee 
shop, hawker centre are quite unique after I travelled to 
various countries, because usually [there would be only] 
one restaurant or cuisine served within a vicinity, so having 
a communal place where I can get so much variety of food 
is indeed loveable. And all Singaporeans live for food, 
right? I choose the hawker centre because it’s usually 
bigger and they serve a wide variety of food including 
Japanese, Thai, Korean and other local dishes. I love it 
that you would be able to find a corner or stretch of stalls 
serving Malay and Indian food, which also serves as a 
reminder to non-Muslims like myself to be more sensitive 
when sharing food, that the utensils should not touch or 
be mixed together with those from the non-Muslim stalls. 
Living in a multi-racial and -religion country, we need to 
be sensitive and educated about the other races and 
religion and having a communal eating place definitely 
helps a lot.

What we find loveable about our “social super glue”

Female, 26–35 years old, Chinese

“

”
        Singapore traits and behaviours

Traits like kiasu-ism (fear of losing out), pragmatism, 
efficiency, being law-abiding, etc, are regarded as loveable 
as they are seen to be uniquely Singaporean. Despite 
having a bad name, some traits such as kiasu-ism also evoke 
a self-deprecating sense of humour among Singaporeans. 
They could be reframed with affection as relatable traits 
among Singaporeans, and even as a point of pride.

Negative traits like complaining have also been associated 
with social bonding—humorously nicknamed a “national 
sport” even. In fact, in a The Straits Times opinion piece 
on navigating the pandemic, veteran diplomat Kishore 
Mahbubani quipped: “So, my fellow Singaporeans, please 
do not stop airing your frustrations. Covid-19 is placing 
extraordinary demands on us and on all our institutions. 
Complaining gives useful feedback, and in any case, 
seems to be an integral part of being Singaporean” 
(Mahbubani 2021).

 In one place—you can see our ‘kiasu’ side with people 
‘chope-ing’ [reserving] places with tissue paper, but also 
our more ‘community’ side when we offer to share tables 
with strangers, or strike up conversations with aunties 
and uncles who need a listening ear. And I think it’s really 
lovely to see the intersection of our national values, 
culture and community in a single place.

Undisclosed

“

”

 We have a nice sense of kampong spirit. We are a 
melting pot of different race, culture and religion. We are 
united by many national ‘sports’, such as eating, queueing 
up for freebies, complaining.

Female, 46–55 years old, Chinese

“

”

We have a strong “social super glue” that bonds us across backgrounds, ages and ethnicities through shared practices and beliefs (e.g., food, Singlish, Singaporean traits, 
heartland way of life). At the same time, however, some are still questioning what authentic Singapore culture is.
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Finding

      Singlish

Singapore English or “Singlish” is very widely accepted 
amongst our respondents as a language. Its loveability 
centres around feelings of pride in having something 
unique to the Singapore context, the perception that it 
evolved organically, how it functions as a social leveller, 
helps transcend community boundaries, and how it 
creates an emotional connection to home. To many, 
Singlish is even regarded as a “space” in itself—home is 
where one hears Singlish (even if overseas), rather than a 
specific physical place.

What we find loveable about our “social super glue”

 [A loveable place is] also a place that you can hear 
Singlish everywhere—a mix of languages and dialects, 
being in this environment just makes me feel at home.

Female, 26–35 years old, Chinese

“
”

 The most important thing binding a culture is 
language. So, we can speak together and have an identity 
together. If we can’t speak together the chance for a 
common identity is very little. If we stop Singlish, we kill it 
cold. I know there are cons to it. But… man cannot survive 
on bread alone you need the spirit as well.

Male, 26–35 years old, Indian

“

”

        Heartland way of life

To our respondents, the “heartland way of life” primarily 
centred around food, and by extension, hawker centres, 
wet markets and kopitiams. It also included communal 
spaces around the HDB estates. These factors were 
commonly mentioned together by our respondents, and 
they collectively created a holistic, multi-faceted, multi-
sensorial experience that encompassed place attachment, 
social interaction and community belonging. As such, the 
heartlands are often embraced as “truly” Singapore, a 
multi-modal, authentic, community-centred space.

A third of all respondents regarded the “heartland way of 
life” as one of the top three most important contributor of 
Singapore’s culture and identity. This resonated especially 
strongly with the 45–54 and 55+ year old groups. It was 
also a sentiment shared equally across different types 
of neighbourhoods from Mature to Middle-aged and 
Young estates.

We have a strong “social super glue” that bonds us across backgrounds, ages and ethnicities through shared practices and beliefs (e.g., food, Singlish, Singaporean traits, 
heartland way of life). At the same time, however, some are still questioning what authentic Singapore culture is.
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Finding

What we find loveable about our “social super glue”

We have a strong “social super glue” that bonds us across backgrounds, ages and ethnicities through shared practices and beliefs (e.g., food, Singlish, Singaporean traits, 
heartland way of life). At the same time, however, some are still questioning what authentic Singapore culture is.

Base (N)  200  |  Question If we were to lose our heritage districts and cultural landmarks, 
would that make Singapore less loveable to you?

Figure 3.1C  |  Types of spaces important for Singapore’s loveability
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“

 The kind of close-knitted community we have 
and kampong spirit is also witnessed when neighbours 
help to alert one another to keep their fresh laundry 
when [it rained by] shouting through kitchen windows. 
And how the smell of fresh laundry intertwined with 
smell of food from hawker centre below. I enjoyed 
guessing what our neighbours cooked for lunch and 
dinner. Curry, sambal, shrimp paste, herbal soup, bak 
kut teh. Spices of life indeed.

Female, 36–45 years old, Chinese

“

”

 It’s really the everyday spaces of where the 
majority of Singaporeans live, work and play. It’s the 
non-fancy buildings, the open and public spaces… no 
dress codes, no proper way of behaviour. You are there 
because you need something, be it essentials, a meal 
or just to meet your neighbourhood friend, hence we 
need these spaces for loveability.

Undisclosed

“

”
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Finding

What we find unloveable about
Singapore’s “inauthentic” culture

       Singapore culture is sometimes perceived to 
be over-curated which leads to it being seen as 
“inauthentic” or weak. 

The statement that Singapore has “weak” or “no sense 
of culture and heritage” resonated with 12% of our 
respondents. Interestingly, this opinion met significant 
disagreement from the 16–24 age group, as well as across 
non-Chinese groups. Also, non-Chinese respondents 
were far less likely to find spaces overly planned or 
artificial, less likely to find our culture materialistic, and 
they strongly disagreed that there was weak culture and 
heritage in Singapore.

When respondents were asked to do a three-word word 
association for Singapore, the words “boring”, “risk-
averse”, “uncreative”, “sterile”, “fearful”, and “predictable” 
came up repeatedly.

Base (N)  2,000  |  Question These are the top three aspects that I find most difficult to love 
about Singapore

Figure 3.1D  |  Aspects of cultures and identities that are difficult to love about Singapore

        Weak Singapore culture

        Perceived absence of a homegrown, organic 
“Singapore” culture

Heavy handed approaches to over-curate or over-regulate 
culture raised the ire of respondents, who viewed such 
attempts as deeply unloveable. Respondents felt that 
identity and culture should be given time to grow naturally, 
instead of being curated or created. 

 Singapore has so many cultures and so many 
diversities in that sense. But I feel like unless you dig 
beneath the surface, it is very manufactured and very 
ordered. When I speak to some friends, they lament 
the dialect groups that are dying out, like people don’t 
speak Chinese dialects anymore. There’s good reason 
for that you know, because you need a common Chinese 
language, it is all very rational, it is all very practical. The 
culture beneath these categories that is very tourist-
friendly, very easy to communicate, but the organic 
multiculturalism is not very fully supported. I feel that to 
me is the more loveable part of it, the parts of the culture 
that you really have to dig to find it.

Male, 26–35 years old, Indian

“

”

We have a strong “social super glue” that bonds us across backgrounds, ages and ethnicities through shared practices and beliefs (e.g., food, Singlish, Singaporean traits, 
heartland way of life). At the same time, however, some are still questioning what authentic Singapore culture is.
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Finding

From our survey, the top factors that makes Singapore’s 
heritage loveable are: 

What we find unloveable about 
Singapore’s “inauthentic” culture

 As a country matures, we have to have our own 
character… ‘We are a melting pot for people…’ that 
narrative is gone. The rojak has to have a name, even if it’s 
called rojak. I really hope that it will form into something 
more creative-centric. I always view the country as a brain, 
all the mini nodes running in that brain. The towns are the 
things connecting the ideas and memories. If we don’t 
keep this small little town or city alive or protect it as a 
brain, it cannot grow. You need to build that safe space 
for it to grow.

Male, 36–45 years old, Chinese

“

”

Base (N)  2,000  |  Question The top three factors that make Singapore’s heritage loveable to me
Figure 3.1E  |  Factors that make Singapore’s heritage loveable

        Stressful way of life

Respondents pointed out that the culture of 
competitiveness, elitism and the fast and stressful way of 
life could also have a divisive impact on society here. 

 I think many Singaporeans hold this tension of being 
competitive yet caring and consensus-building—the 
former a function of our education system and culture as 
we are an unlikely nation that survived against the odds, 
no one owes Singapore a living so we must work hard 
and steal others’ lunches etc. The latter two perhaps 
from a heart/soul that sees our fellow (wo)man as part of 
ourselves, as evidenced by a heart of giving to the needy.

Male, 26–35 years old, Chinese

“

”

These reflected a commonly held sentiment that culture 
and heritage are still very important, but should be part 
of everyday life instead of an artificial, occasional event.

Could the fellow-feeling and connection forged by our 
social levellers like shared food culture, Singlish, etc 
be threatened by the divisive forces of individualism 
and elitism? Are there opportunities to reframe this 
dichotomy of competitive vs connected, individual 
vs inclusive? 

We have a strong “social super glue” that bonds us across backgrounds, ages and ethnicities through shared practices and beliefs (e.g., food, Singlish, Singaporean traits, 
heartland way of life). At the same time, however, some are still questioning what authentic Singapore culture is.
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Finding

So where do we go from here?
How might we tap our social super glue to actively 
push and facilitate ground-up opportunities to build 
a new Singapore culture that is not solely or heavily 
based on our ancestors’?

        Opportunities for further exploration of meaning

Our respondents spoke about the need for more in-depth 
understanding of our local cultures. We might also wish 
to extend this to the new cultures coming into Singapore. 
In recent years, we have seen impressive ground-up 
movements engaged in these efforts.

We need to provide support for such groups in further 
capacity- and capability-building so that they can 
accommodate more participants.

Beyond that, we also need to support these groups in 
encouraging more self-directed action and equipping 
at a beginner level to delve deeper into one’s own 
roots, estates, or otherwise, and thus gain their own 
deeper knowledge. 

Image 4

Photo by My Community

Exploring stories, people and places 
in SG55 My Tanglin Halt Heritage Tour

Image 3

Photo by My Community

Learning the craft of garland making in
Meet My Craftsman Workshop

Further questions to think about:

What would make us more (or less) interested in 
participating in such activities, more regularly?

How might we support such groups in further capacity- 
and capability-building so that they can accommodate 
more participants?

We have a strong “social super glue” that bonds us across backgrounds, ages and ethnicities through shared practices and beliefs (e.g., food, Singlish, Singaporean traits, 
heartland way of life). At the same time, however, some are still questioning what authentic Singapore culture is.
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So where do we go from here?

        Opportunities for re-invention

We can already see more people taking pride in elements 
of Singapore culture and reframing previously taken-for- 
granted local elements like Singlish and our Singaporean 
gestures, giving them new life as mementoes of value and 
moments of humour and endearment.

How could local elements be more embedded into our 
daily lived experience,  beyond merchandise—typically 
catered to tourists or sold as novelty gifts? This will entail 
effort to design more intentionally for humour, joy and wit, 
to enable people in Singapore to laugh at and enjoy our 
local cultural elements.

Image 5

Photo by study participant

Merchandise with elements 
of Singapore culture

Beyond that, how might we support such groups in 
encouraging more self-directed action? One thing 
such groups have in common is the democratisation 
of information and transfer of knowledge from the 
“experts” to the “person-on-the-street”; every person 
can be equipped at a beginner level to delve deeper 
into one’s own roots, estates, or otherwise, and thus 
gain their own deeper knowledge.

Further question to think about:

How might we design for humour, joy and wit, to enable 
people in Singapore to laugh at and enjoy our local 
cultural elements?

We have a strong “social super glue” that bonds us across backgrounds, ages and ethnicities through shared practices and beliefs (e.g., food, Singlish, Singaporean traits, 
heartland way of life). At the same time, however, some are still questioning what authentic Singapore culture is.

page 82The Loveable Singapore Project Report



The culture of improvement, 
progressiveness and belief in 
opportunity is strong and loveable. 

However, many are rethinking what 
softer definitions of success could 
be.

Finding

This affects our sense of

Image 6

Photo by Pang Yuhao, Unsplash

Graduating students
at Marina Barrage

What do we find loveable and 
unloveable about cultures 
and identities in Singapore?
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Finding The culture of improvement, progressiveness and belief in opportunity is strong and loveable. However, many are rethinking what softer definitions of success could be.

What we find loveable about our culture 
of progressiveness

       Our culture of always improving, always 
innovating gives us opportunities to create better 
lives for ourselves, which strengthens our 
sense of inclusion.

Overall, respondents believed that the system treated 
everyone equally regardless of socio-economic 
backgrounds. However, the youth groups were more 
likely to disagree compared to the 45–55 and 55+ groups. 
Malay respondents also disagreed significantly more than 
other ethnic groups. 

Base (N)  2,000  |  Question These are the top three aspects that I love most about Singapore

Base (N)  2,000  |  Question These are the top three aspects that I love most about Singapore

Figure 3.2A  |  Aspects of cultures and identities that are loveable about Singapore

Figure 3.2B  |  Aspects of cultures and identities that are loveable about Singapore

Most also believed that Singapore offered equal 
opportunities to make a good life. However, the idea 
of meritocracy seemed to be shifting. When asked to 
“describe Singapore in three words”, words like “forward-
thinking”, “hardworking”, “resilient”, “progressive”, 
“resourceful” and “visionary” were commonly cited.

 Yes, Singapore is inclusive to all… because it rewards 
people who work hard regardless of their backgrounds. 
Even if you are poor, as long as you have the brains and 
work hard, you are not penalised.

Female, 26–35 years old, Ethnicity undisclosed

“

”

 I don’t feel like I’m from the minority community 
or the new citizen. Because we have meritocracy, equal 
opportunity and we respect each other. I can see the core 
values of Singapore. Whether we respect each other, is 
responsible, are resilient, carry out community bonding. 
That’s what we learn about Singapore, and what holds 
us together.

Male, 46–55 years old, Indian

“

”

Positive index: segment scored that attribute higher than total average
Negative index: segment scored that attribute lower than total average
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However, the youth group showed more disagreement 
that there was “equal opportunity”, and when it came 
to personal experience (“enough opportunities for my 
personal goals”), we saw a much more varied response 
across age and ethnic groups that recognised the current 
limitations of our meritocratic beliefs, and the need to 
have new conversations about meritocracy. The pandemic 
has also thrown into relief heightened awareness of social 
inequalities and the need to address them. This is related 
to the unloveable aspects of a “progressive” society—the 
darker side of meritocracy, which can breed a culture of 
elitism and materialism.

 I think if Singapore were a person, [it would be] 
schizophrenic in some ways. It really depends like who 
you are, there isn’t a singular character to it, and I feel 
that depending on what circle, what demographic you 
are in, it might seem like a very different person. If you 
are slightly more privileged, you will think Singapore is 
really meritocratic, very good, very transparent, really 
great for business. If you are slightly disadvantaged, in 
all senses, likely not mainstream, I feel that you might feel 
that Singapore is a very difficult person.

 During the pandemic, when Home Based Learning 
started, there was this organisation called Engineering 
Good that started this laptop refurbishing thing. That 
made me realise that a lot of people don’t have access 
to these kinds of things in their house, which are quite 
important in our daily lives. That really made me realise 
that things are not equal for a lot of people.

What we find loveable about our culture of 
progressiveness

“

“

”

”

Female, 36–45 years old, Others

Male, Under 18 years old, Indian

The culture of improvement, progressiveness and belief in opportunity is strong and loveable. However, many are rethinking what softer definitions of success could be.
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What we find unloveable about the 
culture of elitism and materialism

       Narrow definitions of success are seen to result in 
a lack of compassion, negatively affecting our sense 
of inclusion and connection.

Respondents felt strongly that for Singapore to be 
inclusive, being inclusive to those with different income 
levels and social statuses was very important, with 45% of 
respondents selecting it as one of their top three. 

Elitism, materialistic culture and lack of opportunities were 
the second, third and fourth most unloveable factors. 
Respondents noted that success was often defined in 
terms of material wealth and job title—those who had 
made it were regarded as elites. Some also noted that 
this stratification was systemic, as elitism was linked to 
academic excellence and to unfair treatment stemming 
from school, the effects of which could stay with one for 
a long time. 

As such, “making it” could be a matter of systemic access, 
making this a pervasive problem because class intersects 
with race and other demographic factors. Therefore, as 
some respondents noted, the “elites” tended to be from 
the same demographic group, resulting in further inability 
to access and empathise with different lived experiences.

Base (N)  2,000  |  Question These are the top three aspects that I find most difficult to love about 
Singapore

Figure 3.2C  |  Aspects of cultures and identities that are difficult to love about Singapore

Base (N)  2,000  |  Question The top three factors that would make Singapore 
an inclusive community and society to me are

Figure 3.2D  |  Factors that would make Singapore an inclusive community/society

Factors that would make Singapore 
an inclusive community/society

The culture of improvement, progressiveness and belief in opportunity is strong and loveable. However, many are rethinking what softer definitions of success could be.

page 86The Loveable Singapore Project Report



O
 U

 R
   C

 U
 L 

T U
 R

 E
 S

   A
 N

 D 
  I

 D
 E

 N
 T 

I T
 I 

E 
S

Finding

The lack of inclusivity in opportunities to make a better 
life and pursue one’s aspirations, and unhappiness over 
elitism and materialistic culture resonated particularly 
strongly with the 25–34 and 35–44 age groups, likely 
because they typically face the brunt of work stresses as 
well as shouldering costs for their families. Non-Chinese 
respondents also felt more strongly that there were 
unequal opportunities in Singapore to make a better life.

These factors also lower the sense of attachment to 
Singapore as a home that can provide a good quality of 
life, and also less freedom to pursue one’s aspirations as 
one feels “stuck” in place.

Positive index: segment scored that attribute higher than total average
Negative index: segment scored that attribute lower than total average

What we find unloveable about our culture of elitism 
and materialism

Base (N)  2,000  |  Question These are the top three aspects that I find most difficult 
to love about Singapore

Figure 3.2E  |  Aspects that I find most difficult to love about Singapore

 Poor people cannot love Singapore. I am unhappy 
but still staying in Singapore. We got no choice. We are just 
machinery. Have to keep working till you die.

 
 It is a very stifling environment. When I go to Australia, 
I will be like, how I wish I could stay in Australia at a more 
relaxed pace with a slower pace. The pace was really slow, 
so I enjoyed my time there taking it a notch down. So when 
I came back to Singapore, it was back to fast pace style 
again. If you ask me, it’s the family and friends who are the 
ones keeping me here. If anyone asks me if I want to move 
out of Singapore, it might be a yes sometimes.

“

“

”

”

Female, 36–45 years old, Chinese

Male, 46–55 years old, Malay

The culture of improvement, progressiveness and belief in opportunity is strong and loveable. However, many are rethinking what softer definitions of success could be.
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Finding

In short, our respondents brought up many questions 
emerging around our current, accepted ideas of 
meritocracy. They articulated the discomfort felt by many 
that inequality has been systemised, and how believing 
in the old definitions of meritocracy overlooked many 
externalities like luck and timing, as well as mental health 
and well-being both for those “doing well” (life is still 
stressful) and those who are not (they feel excluded, like 
they have “lost” in life). 

As our society matures, how can our definition of 
meritocracy evolve? Even those who currently find 
Singapore liveable and loveable might struggle down 
the line to cope with the impact of increased globalisation 
and immigration, the continued narrative of economic 
and material success, and new realities wrought by the 
pandemic and other systemic issues.

 We still have a very fixed mindset of what success 
looks like, and might get into the heads of a lot of young 
people. No matter what background you are from, the 
idea of success always looks like material wealth. It is very 
heart breaking, but there are many jobs that don’t provide 
material wealth, but they are so necessary. In the interior 
design company, we see carpenters, they are so needed 
but so poorly paid. And if construction is so important to us, 
why do we pay migrant workers so badly? And treat them 
badly as well. It is not being well-supported emotionally.

 One thing that really causes me pain is that at the 
hawker centres, I see elderly uncles and aunties having 
to serve and clean or picking up stuff. Or I see these 
cardboard collectors having to walk around in the sun. It 
used to bother me, or I used to question it in my head, not 
knowing where or how to ask or get answers. For me, [this 
is] one part of Singapore that I feel has a bit of inequality. 
Country is progressing so fast and in such a modern way, I 
think some people are getting left behind.

 
 Singapore appeals to meritocracy in the sense of 
giving opportunities equally to all Singaporeans. [But] 
what does it mean in today’s context? The difference is that 
wealth has accumulated over generations and if we want to 
continue making opportunities accessible to all, we need 
to think about how to do so. At the same time, how do we 
address globalisation? Opportunities are no longer just 
local—we go out to get opportunities, and others come into 
Singapore to take opportunities here. Should we protect 
opportunities here for Singaporeans? 

[In addition, there is] the view of the social compact—
success requires not only hard work but luck and a system 
that works. And so, if we are to respect the opportunities 
available to us and respect the foundation of our personal 
success, we must pay back and pay forward to the larger 
whole that made such success possible. Meritocracy cannot 
end with me.

What we find unloveable about our culture of elitism 
and materialism

“

“

“

”

”

”
Undisclosed

Female, 26–35 years old, Chinese

Female, 56–65 years old, Indian

The culture of improvement, progressiveness and belief in opportunity is strong and loveable. However, many are rethinking what softer definitions of success could be.
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Finding

So where do we go from here?

       What is a softer definition of success that looks at 
progress not merely from an economic angle but also 
a social one?

More are aware of socio-economic inequality and 
invested in a new vision of Singapore that is more just 
and compassionate; they want to craft a new narrative that 
goes beyond “From Third World to First”.

There is a need to reframe our collective view of 
success, and thus the dichotomy of being “fast, efficient 
and progressive” versus being “kind, considerate and 
compassionate”.

Beyond systemic improvements, there is also a need to 
develop new platforms, tools and training to successfully 
facilitate conversations, embed our new vision in our 
day-to-day attitude and actions, and create a culture of 
loveability, since seeing other people acting loveably is a 
key driving factor in making us do so as well.

Further questions to think about:

What lies beyond “From Third World to First”? In the 
Emerging Stronger Conversations on social support, 
many excellent action points were identified. To build 
on this—beyond calling for systemic improvements 
(i.e., public institutions and policies providing more 
support) what can we do to start co-creating a new 
vision for ourselves? 

What type of platforms, tools and training do we 
need to successfully facilitate such conversations so 
that they are effective and help to build consensus?

How would we embed our new vision in our day-
to-day attitude and actions, especially in balancing 
our fast-paced lives and our own stresses with being 
observant and compassionate towards others? 

In one of our survey questions, we asked people 
what would inspire them to act more loveably, and 
the top answer was: when they see others doing so. 
How might we then create a culture of loveability then?

The culture of improvement, progressiveness and belief in opportunity is strong and loveable. However, many are rethinking what softer definitions of success could be.
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Singapore is widely acknowledged 
and celebrated for its multicultural 
way of life. 

Our understanding of diversity  
is still evolving, and society is 
navigating the growing needs of 
emerging social groups. 

Finding

This affects our sense of

Image 7

Photo by My Community

Chinese family learning the craft of 
Rangoli at My Community Festival

What do we find loveable and 
unloveable about cultures 
and identities in Singapore?
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Finding Singapore is widely acknowledged and celebrated for its multicultural way of life; yet, our definitions of diversity have not evolved for our current situation. 
Our understanding of diversity is still evolving, and society is navigating the growing needs of emerging social groups.

What we find loveable about our multi-
cultural and accepting way of life

       Singapore has a general acceptance of, and 
even commitment to, maintaining Singapore’s 
multicultural identity.

More than half of respondents (54%) told us that “being 
inclusive towards different cultures in Singapore” was what 
made Singapore an inclusive society. 

Base (N)  2,000  |  Question The top three factors that would make Singapore 
an inclusive community and society to me are

Figure 3.3A  |  Factors that would make Singapore an inclusive community/society

       Many visible, vibrant multicultural practices: 
festivals, food, intermingling.

Many respondents’ top-of-mind recalls of Singapore’s 
multiculturalism related to its more immediately tangible 
aspects, especially celebration of festivals, the food culture 
at hawker centres, and interactions at communal spaces 
like playgrounds. The availability and accessibility of these 
multicultural practices also allows people to participate 
on different, preferred levels:

 Sometimes we pick and choose what we like about 
other’s culture. If I like Chinese food, then I will try to find 
halal Chinese places to get it from.

Male, 26–35 years old, Indian

“
”

We are inclusive towards
different cultures in Singapore
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Finding

What we find loveable about our multicultural and 
accepting way of life

       Multicultural and accepting attitudes make 
people feel safe and included

Many respondents also linked multicultural acceptance 
with feelings of safety and inclusion—one can move 
about in society without restrictions and trepidation 
(although this was not universally shared amongst non-
Chinese respondents). 

       Many question if our current definition of 
multiculturalism is sufficient

Many respondents showed growing awareness within 
themselves, or others, of the need to go beyond the 
visible, to move past superficial understanding of different 
cultures through the usual markers, e.g., ethnic costumes, 
festivals, food, Racial Harmony Day etc.

 Inclusive means that I am accepted wherever I 
go and what I wear or how I look doesn’t matter. Yes, 
Singapore is inclusive to all. I am accepted and I feel safe 
and belonged to society, so I think we are inclusive.

Female, 26–35 years old, Malay

“

”

 Inclusive means that you and I both feel safe in 
Singapore, that’s most important: safety. If you compare 
it to other countries, Singapore is inclusive because 
everyone can go out without feeling like their safety is 
threatened just because of their race or religion.

Male, 26–35 years old, Indian

“

”

 The diversity of having this multiculturalism is unique 
in Singapore… If I go to any other country, you don’t see 
the diversity coming together. For the guys serving NS 
[National Service], it’s also changed, I see NS boys in the 
MRT, it’s an ang moh [Caucasian] guy with a name tag. 
There is a certain rite of passage that people go through—
NS and school with students with various races coming 
together and interact.

However, this respondent went on to acknowledge that 
these interactions have not been embedded. Relating 
to the respondent above who spoke about “picking and 
choosing” aspects of other cultures to participate it—the 
ease of participating in other cultures “as you like” can also 
lead to a superficial engagement:

 But I agree it’s also very superficial, people wearing 
different ethnic clothing during Racial Harmony Day. But 
do we understand these? I think there is certain awareness 
and sensitivity that multiculturalism gives us a bit of 
identity and it’s something we all enjoy, for example, it’s 
a public holiday because my Muslim counterparts are 
celebrating Hari Raya. Today is half day for my Indian 
counterparts because of Deepavali but we are eating 
these snacks. I guess the rituals and things are a way to 
keep, enhance or create certain awareness.

“

“

”

”
Male, 36–45 years old, Chinese

Singapore is widely acknowledged and celebrated for its multicultural way of life; yet, our definitions of diversity have not evolved for our current situation. 
Our understanding of diversity is still evolving, and society is navigating the growing needs of emerging social groups.
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Finding

        Awareness and attitudes towards making life 
better for other minority groups in Singapore are 
generally improving.

      More awareness towards people with 
different needs

Being inclusive to those with different needs and 
abilities (e.g., persons with disabilities (PWDs) or with 
mental health concerns) was the second important factor 
towards inclusivity. This reflected our respondents’ 
improved awareness of people with different physical 
and mental needs, including the elderly. Most however 
noted that it was more a matter of improved provisions 
in the form of public amenities and services (e.g., 
wheelchair access, support grants) that had improved 
as opposed to societal attitudes. 

      More accepting atittudes towards 
minority groups

Beyond PWDs, several respondents also expressed 
solidarity and concern with other minority groups that 
might face systemic challenges in life, and even feel 
that Singapore is less loveable to them because of 
existing social injustice in the treatment of minority 
groups. There is a commonly held agreement that 
society is generally becoming more accepting, albeit 
not completely so.

What we find loveable about our multicultural and 
accepting way of life

 Yes, Singapore is inclusive to all. I think that Singapore 
is an inclusive country already, in terms of racial, gender, 
disabilities, dietary [needs]. Many buses now have the 
ramp for accessibility. This makes me feel that Singapore 
tries very hard to include disabled people, which is a great 
improvement!

26–35 years old, Chinese, Gender undisclosed

“

”

 Singapore is not inclusive to all, [but] I think there 
has been growing awareness and tolerance of the 
LGBTQ community, it’s not taboo in my generation 
anymore to reveal you’re dating someone of the same 
gender. There is more acceptance and less judgement.

 I feel like I belong in Singapore but I recognise 
that I have a lot of privilege as a heterosexual Chinese 
male. Many friends from racial minorities or other sexual 
orientations tell me stories of how they don’t belong 
in Singapore, and that affects me personally. Because 
I am living in a place where others are not accepted, I 
feel less at home here.

 I  feel very strongly about marginalised 
communities. We need to be more inclusive in engaging 
them. It’s not just about identifying them as outliers 
or minorities, but more about finding neutral spaces 
where everyone can engage in.

Male, 26–35 years old, Chinese

Female, 18–25 years old, Chinese

“

“

“

”

”

”
Male, 36–45 years old, Indian

Singapore is widely acknowledged and celebrated for its multicultural way of life; yet, our definitions of diversity have not evolved for our current situation. 
Our understanding of diversity is still evolving, and society is navigating the growing needs of emerging social groups.
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Finding

What we find unloveable about our 
understanding of diversity in Singapore 

       To some, definitions of diversity have not evolved 
for our current situation, which causes friction to our 
sense of inclusion, connection and attachment.

19% of respondents felt that Singapore was not inclusive 
towards those who were different, and this was most 
strongly felt by the 16–24 and 25–34 age groups as well 
as non-Chinese groups. 12% felt that Singapore was not 
truly multicultural and accepting of diversity; this was very 
strongly felt by the 16–24 and non-Chinese groups. We 
have seen that what constitutes “different” covers a broad 
spectrum, as our respondents reported having different 
attitudes regarding inclusivity towards “those who are 
different”.

Respondents again highlighted that Singapore has a 
culture of tolerance, instead of true understanding or 
embracing of each other’s cultures. Recall also in the 
chapter “Our Places and Spaces”, we saw that non-Chinese 
respondents were more likely to agree that they did not feel 
welcome or accepted, in contrast to Chinese respondents, 
possibly due to the lack of culturally-inclusive amenities, 
which also impeded cross-cultural social bonding. 

Base (N)  2,000  |  Question These are the top three aspects that I find most difficult 
to love about Singapore

Figure 3.3B  |  Aspects that I find most difficult to love about Singapore

Positive index: segment scored that attribute higher than total average
Negative index: segment scored that attribute lower than total average

Singapore is widely acknowledged and celebrated for its multicultural way of life; yet, our definitions of diversity have not evolved for our current situation. 
Our understanding of diversity is still evolving, and society is navigating the growing needs of emerging social groups.
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Finding

What we find unloveable about our understanding of 
diversity in Singapore

       Need for tools for an effective discussion 
of cultural diversity.

It was pointed out that Singapore still lacks tools and 
language to discuss sensitive issues without dismissing 
the experiences shared by minorities as mere “trouble-
making”. In an article in ChannelNews Asia by Dr Nazry 
Bahrawi, a senior lecturer at the Singapore University 
of Technology and Design, who described the two co-
existing narratives of race relations in Singapore as 
simultaneously harmonious yet not really.

Others in the article also pointed out that it might seem 
difficult to talk about race in Singapore due to such 
sensitivities. This could also stem from a lack of opportunity 
to interact beyond the surface level. 

 The first has been the official position reproduced 
on many occasions and in many spheres, while the latter 
is a position that has received less airing because it is 
perceived to be less valid, making those who raise it 
seem like they are troublemakers or have an agenda to 
divide society.

Dr Nazry (Awang 2021)

“

”

Singapore is widely acknowledged and celebrated for its multicultural way of life; yet, our definitions of diversity have not evolved for our current situation. 
Our understanding of diversity is still evolving, and society is navigating the growing needs of emerging social groups.

       Lack of understanding of nuances 
in cultural diversity.

Another challenge relating to creating inclusivity is the 
lack of understanding the nuances of cultural diversity.

 I don’t feel as though I belong in Singapore. I’m 
not full-Malay, so I’m Chinese-Muslim. On my IC [identity 
card] it says that I’m Chinese but I speak Malay as a my 
mother tongue. I’m literally a Singaporean, damn rojak… 
In the bigger point of view especially in the minority 
representation, whether I am a Chinese, Malay, Indian, 
Muslim, it doesn’t give us anything to talk about, there 
are a lot of stereotype and prejudice against who we are 
and our skin colour. At the end of the day, in a much more 
deep sense… it’s because of the skin colour. Do I feel like 
I belong in Singapore? No. The sad thing is that I served 
the National Service, and I fought really hard for it, but I 
still don’t feel a sense of belonging in Singapore. I love 
Singapore because of familiarity and all like the rest said 
but it can be one way, I feel like I love Singapore. But I feel 
like Singapore don’t love me. It’s a one-way relationship.

Male, 18–25 years old, Chinese

“

”

 I have a little bit of mixed feelings about how 
multiracialism makes Singapore loveable. Because I feel 
like there is this tension right, like when we are speaking 
to foreigners, we have very clear divisions between the 
different cultures that we have, Indian, Chinese, Malay, 
and others, whatever others mean… Even within ‘Others’, 
for example I have a lot of friends that are Eurasians, they 
always feel very slighted that Eurasians are bunched 
under ‘Others’ like what are ‘Others’.

Male, 26–35 years old, Indian

“

”
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Finding

       Attitudes towards foreigners and new citizens

There could also be mixed sentiments around how 
inclusive we should be towards other ethnic/cultural 
groups.

How do we define inclusiveness?

Inclusiveness towards new citizens ranked lowest, 
foreigners working in high-skilled jobs ranked 6th of 
eight, and foreigners working in low-skilled jobs 4th of 
eight, likely because of the recent awareness around the 
plight of foreign workers in dormitory clusters. Across 
these three groups, the 16–24 age group overwhelmingly 
agreed that it was important to be inclusive towards these 
groups, with mixed responses from the other age groups 
and estate types. 

Unaccepting views are targeted both at foreigners 
working in low and high-skilled employment, as well as 
new citizens, with seemingly underlying tones of elitism 
and anxiety/resentment.Base (N)  2,000  |  Question The top three factors that would make Singapore 

an inclusive community and society to me are

Base (N)  2,000  |  Question The top three factors that would make Singapore 
an inclusive community and society to me are

Figure 3.3C  |  Factors that would make Singapore an inclusive community/society

Figure 3.3D  |  Factors that would make Singapore an inclusive community/society

Positive index: segment scored that attribute higher than total average
Negative index: segment scored that attribute lower than total average

What we find unloveable about our understanding of 
diversity in Singapore

Singapore is widely acknowledged and celebrated for its multicultural way of life; yet, our definitions of diversity have not evolved for our current situation. 
Our understanding of diversity is still evolving, and society is navigating the growing needs of emerging social groups.
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Finding

 Foreign workers in Singapore, there are times 
where they don’t want to go to ‘nicer places’ in Singapore 
because they’re afraid of dirtying [Singapore] … This is 
how we are not inclusive sometimes.

Male, 26–35 years old, Indian

“

”

 I don’t feel at home when I feel a little discriminated 
in my own country. Like when ang mohs [foreigners from 
Western countries] get better treatment in restaurants. So 
I question that is it because I am not ang moh so I don’t get 
treated differently? I kind of know in order for Singapore 
to exist there needs to be foreigners. As a Singaporean, 
am I valued compared to the foreigner? Maybe the 
foreigners are being needed but there needs to be some 
love to the citizens first. Therefore, if my country loves me, 
maybe I would love my country more.

Female, 36–45 years old, Others

“

”

Unwelcoming attitudes towards new citizens and 
foreigners are especially poignant, considering that 
diversity and porosity have been an important part 
of Singapore’s culture and history. A crucial part of 
Singapore’s historical identity is that it was created from 
communities that had to come together; related to that, 
expatriates, foreign workers and transients have played 
an important role in building and benefitting Singapore:

 Singapore is historically, and now, allowing people 
to flow in and out… the in-between place.

 If looking at being international, I don’t know a 
better city than Singapore. It’s easy for me to set up a 
global operation in Singapore, because it’s not hard to 
convince anyone anywhere in the world to move here.

 The bits that are loveable here are sometimes the 
things that are invisible to the people living here because 
this co-existence has become a way of life. More than 
one-third of the people here today were not born here 
but can feel the embrace and empathy that comes from 
being in a small nation: ‘feeling small and close’.

Participant from Focus Group Dinner, 20 February 20205

Participant from Focus Group Dinner, 20 February 20203

Participant from Focus Group Dinner, 20 February 20204

“

“

“

”

”

”

3,4,5 The Focus Group Dinner, jointly organised by the DesignSingapore Council and Deloitte Center for the Edge, brought together community leaders, business leaders 
and academics on 20 February 2020 to discuss “What makes Singapore loveable” and “What would make Singapore more loveable”. Individuals will not be identified, in 
accordance with Chatham House Rules. 

What we find unloveable about our understanding of 
diversity in Singapore

Singapore is widely acknowledged and celebrated for its multicultural way of life; yet, our definitions of diversity have not evolved for our current situation. 
Our understanding of diversity is still evolving, and society is navigating the growing needs of emerging social groups.
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If being multi-cultural, open and accepting of diversity is 
a crucial part of the Singapore identity, then it is urgently 
needed to navigate the complexity of the country’s 
changing demographics and update our definitions 
of diversity beyond surface level understanding and 
tolerance, towards true integration.

       Attitudes towards other minority groups

There is growing awareness that life in Singapore can be 
very unloveable to certain groups of people. From our 
surveys, these sentiments came mostly from the elderly 
(55+ years), persons with different abilities, persons from 
marginalised communities like the LGBTQ+ communities, 
and other small groups. However, some responses went 
beyond those groups—including the experiences of 
domestic helpers, the non-English-speaking, youth who 
have nowhere to go for leisure, unsupported caregivers, 
and more. 

As our study is broad based, our findings are not a 
comprehensive view of all minority groups’ unmet needs 
in Singapore, and we did not delve deep into each area 
of unmet need. Our aim is to reflect the need for future 
conversation and exploration, and hopefully spark ideas 
for interventions.  

The main point here is that “special” needs are not that 
special; especially as society diversifies and intersectional 
identities arise. As our social landscape becomes more 
complex, we hypothesise that more and more niche 
groups would feel such unmet needs. 

Finding

 …There is a big stigma to non-traditional lifestyles, 
those with mental illnesses and disabilities. Also, I have 
friends who prefer not to hang out with LGBT. This 
makes Singapore less loveable, as not everyone can be 
comfortable.

26–35 years old, Chinese, Gender undisclosed

“

”

What we find unloveable about our understanding of 
diversity in Singapore

Singapore is widely acknowledged and celebrated for its multicultural way of life; yet, our definitions of diversity have not evolved for our current situation. 
Our understanding of diversity is still evolving, and society is navigating the growing needs of emerging social groups.
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Finding

So where do we go from here?

How might we redefine diversity and review our 
previous assumptions about how diverse Singapore is?

A collective vision of diversity in society in needed, which 
embraces and welcomes diverse groups.
        

        Rewriting racial harmony success

There is also a shift in what multiculturalism looks like, as 
more are calling out superficial understanding. There is a 
need to further widen our definition of “who is included 
in Singapore”, as seen by prevalent negative sentiments 
against new citizens/ foreigners working here.

       Need for tools to facilitate diversity

A significant segment of the population sees no or little 
racial issues, which could stem from the deep-set narrative 
of Singapore’s racial harmony and hesitations around 
speaking out about a “taboo” subject. As such, both public 
agencies and communities need the training, tools and
language to effectively discuss racial topics in a nuanced, 
meaningful, civil way.

        Need for more platforms and spaces to 
facilitate diversity

Shared memories and experiences, and shared 
appreciation for a multiracial, multicultural and 
multireligious society, make us feel closer to others in 
Singapore. Thus more opportunities are needed to 
encounter diversity, in a way that is meaningful, challenges 
assumptions, and not appear tokenistic. Designing for 
social infrastructure where spontaneous interactions can 
take place could be one possible way.

        What are “special” needs in a society that is 
increasingly diverse and intersectional?

As society matures and becomes more sophisticated, we 
will have more identities and people outspoken about 
them. We need to hold space for the views of minority 
groups that we personally might not agree with.

Finally, we have noticed that our younger respondents 
have a strong sense of social change and inequalities—
it is important to engage youth groups to drive our 
endeavours for a more inclusive culture and stronger 
Singapore identity.

Singapore is widely acknowledged and celebrated for its multicultural way of life; yet, our definitions of diversity have not evolved for our current situation. 
Our understanding of diversity is still evolving, and society is navigating the growing needs of emerging social groups.
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Finding

Further questions to think about:

What is our new vision of diversity? Can we 
collectively formulate a new definition of “racial 
harmony” without defensiveness or fear?

How might we develop literacy in discussing 
racial issues that acknowledge its nuances and 
complexities as a systemic issue?

How might we hold spaces for the views of minority 
groups that we personally might not agree with (or 
think are too niche)?

We have noticed that our younger respondents have 
a strong sense of social change and inequalities. 
How might we engage youth groups to drive this?

So where do we go from here?

Singapore is widely acknowledged and celebrated for its multicultural way of life; yet, our definitions of diversity have not evolved for our current situation. 
Our understanding of diversity is still evolving, and society is navigating the growing needs of emerging social groups.
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Next
Culture and identity issues, of course, overlap with 
other spheres of life—they affect and are affected by 
the relationship we have with our public institutions, 
and they influence and are strengthened by people’s 
actions and attitudes. In the next chapter, we will 
examine the loveable and unloveable aspects of 
people and communities in Singapore, and how they 
are linked to culture. 
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“During the Covid-19 
pandemic, I was touched by 
how everyone abided by 
the law to wear masks and 
stay at home, showing their 
consideration for others in 
order to stop the spread of the 
virus, which is commendable 
and loveable to me.”

Male, Under 18, Chinese

Image 1

Photo by shawnanggg on Unsplash

Passengers wearing masks 
in MRT trains
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From our survey, we found that relationships and 
interactions with people and communities had a big impact 
on how people felt about Singapore’s loveability. Both 
loveable and unloveable relationships and interactions 
occur across different scales—micro, public and societal. 

Micro-communities refer to the relationships we have 
with our family, friends, neighbours and others within 
our social circle. Public refers to the behaviours and 
interactions we have with people we encounter in public 
spaces both within our neighbourhoods and beyond. 
Finally, societal refers to our actions and attitudes 
towards segments of society that we might not encounter 
personally or regularly.

This chapter is intended to be distinct from the previous 
one on culture, which looked at patterns and norms across 
society.  Here, we focus on how we relate and connect 
to each other, although we acknowledge that one may 
influence the other.

Overall, 51% of our respondents found people and 
communities in Singapore loveable, with the age groups 
of 35–44, 45–55 and 55+, and those residing in Mature 
estates resonating more with this sentiment. 

Although only 9% actively found people in Singapore 
unloveable, 39% neither agreed nor disagreed, which 
indicated how complex and mixed our experiences with 
our people and communities can be.  

Introduction

Our People and Communities
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Building strong micro-
communities is loveable and has 
a big impact on making us feel 
attached to Singapore.

However, this will be undermined 
if we are unaccepting and 
judgmental, and overly 
protective and individualistic.

Finding

This affects our sense of

What do we find loveable and 
unloveable about our people 
and communities in Singapore?

Image 2

Photo by Housing & Development Board

The seniors of Team Strong Silvers show how 
active living is within reach for everyone
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Finding Building strong micro-communities is loveable and has a big impact on making us feel attached to Singapore. However, the strength of these communities will be 
undermined if we are unaccepting and judgmental, and overly competitive and individualistic.

What we find loveable about our 
micro-communities

        Our micro-communities provide us with strong 
networks of support, care, and exchange of 
information and items, making us feel attached 
to Singapore as home.

Base (N)  2,000  |  Question I find the people in Singapore loveable because 
of these top three reasons

Figure 4.1A  |  Reasons why Singaporeans are loveable

In the chapter “Our Places and Spaces”, we saw that being 
able to spend time with loved ones in a space, whether in 
one’s neighbourhood or beyond, was the top factor for 
making a space loveable. Loveable behaviours like acts of 
kindness and considerate behaviour also create resilient 
and supportive micro-communities. 

But beyond the neighbourhood, our micro-
communities of friends, school mates, colleagues, 
etc. also provide support, care and exchange. Many 
respondents shared that even if they were unhappy in 
Singapore, they would still stay and regard Singapore 
as home because of their communities. 

 Rootedness has to do with the expressive world of 
friendly community, where we should feel that we are 
among friends and people who care for us, and amongst 
people whom we are willing to contribute to and invest 
in. Rootedness is also associated with a generosity of 
spirit where citizens are willing to engage in nurturing 
connectedness with others in the community.   

 I feel like my roots are anchored here because of 
my community, my close friends, my chosen family. They 
give me a reason to want to stay, to want to do all these 
frustrating things about repealing 377A [a section of the 
penal code criminalising sex between male adults].

Tan Ern Ser, Sociologist (Tan 2019)

Female, 36–45 years old, Chinese

“

“

”

”
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Finding Building strong micro-communities is loveable and has a big impact on making us feel attached to Singapore. However, the strength of these communities will be 
undermined if we are unaccepting and judgmental, and overly competitive and individualistic.

What we find unloveable about our 
micro-communities

       Our micro-communities might also create silos 
when we shut out certain groups because we are 
judgmental and unaccepting.

Base (N)  2,000  |  Question I find the people in Singapore unloveable because 
of these top three reasons

Figure 4.1B  |  Reasons why Singaporeans are unloveable

This is closely linked to acts of discrimination and 
exclusion that arise when we do not successfully navigate 
demographic changes. 

In the earlier chapters, we saw that being inclusive to new 
citizens was not seen as important. Some groups reported 
feeling unaccepted in shared spaces. This “closing off” 
impedes those groups from being part of the community, 
and when they feel excluded from communal spaces and 
do not spend time there, others are even more unlikely to 
interact and create connections with them. In time, silos 
are formed as we feel increasingly disconnected from 
those around us.

From our surveys, 28% of respondents agreed that people 
in Singapore were unfriendly towards those outside their 
social circles. This sentiment was expressed particularly 
by youth groups (16–24 and 25–34) and the non-Chinese 
groups. Interestingly, older groups (30s to 55+) opposed 
this view.

Base (N)  2,000  |  Question I find the people in Singapore unloveable because 
of these top three reasons

Figure 4.1C  |  Reasons why Singaporeans are unloveable

Positive index: segment scored that attribute higher than total average
Negative index: segment scored that attribute lower than total average
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Finding Building strong micro-communities is loveable and has a big impact on making us feel attached to Singapore. However, the strength of these communities will be 
undermined if we are unaccepting and judgmental, and overly competitive and individualistic.

Similarly, the youth groups (16–24 and 25–34) and 
Malay respondents felt that people in Singapore were 
judgmental and close-minded towards those who were 
different. This sentiment resonated less with those in their 
30s to 55+. 

The fact that most respondents overwhelmingly chose 
“being judgmental and close-minded towards those who 
are different from us” as the most unloveable aspect of 
people in Singapore was heartening. This reflected some 
self-awareness and could represent a collective desire 
on many people’s parts to change this attitude. What is 
perhaps missing is knowing how to do so.

We also heard about those in Singapore who might 
be isolated and not be part of a supportive micro-
community. A worldwide survey conducted by Ipsos in 
early 2021 showed that Singapore ranked 18th out of the 
top 29 countries in terms of people feeling loneliness. 
Approximately 25% indicated that they felt lonely often/
always/some of the times. 

What we find unloveable about our micro-communities

Base (N)  2,000  |  Question I find the people in Singapore unloveable because of these top three reasons
Figure 4.1D  |  Reasons why Singaporeans are unloveable

 The lack of attempt to understand other generations 
shows that they do not want to put in effort to bridge the gap 
between generations, exacerbating the stereotypes they 
already have about each other, which I feel is unloveable.

Male, Under 18,  Chinese

“

”

Positive index: segment scored that attribute higher than total average
Negative index: segment scored that attribute lower than total average

 Inclusive means that everyone has a safe space and 
can thrive and succeed in Singapore. But no, Singapore 
is not inclusive to all. It’s difficult for some of my friends 
to get jobs because they are Malays. They require them 
to speak Chinese or remove their hijab and I don’t think 
this is inclusive. Female, 26–35 years old, Malay

“

”
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Finding Building strong micro-communities is loveable and has a big impact on making us feel attached to Singapore. However, the strength of these communities will be 
undermined if we are unaccepting and judgmental, and overly competitive and individualistic.

Naturally, the pandemic would have contributed to this. 
But another contributing factor could be the fast-paced, 
competitive lifestyle that makes us less observant and less 
able to notice such loneliness around us, as the following 
respondent noted:

 [Singapore is] lonely, contained, fast-paced. [This] 
makes it difficult for people to stop for a while and observe 
the loneliness in the city. At times I have found really old 
people craving for company in hawker centre or other areas.

What we find unloveable about our micro-communities

Undisclosed

“

”

Image 3 Image by Ipsos
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Finding Building strong micro-communities is loveable and has a big impact on making us feel attached to Singapore. However, the strength of these communities will be 
undermined if we are unaccepting and judgmental, and overly competitive and individualistic.

So where do we go from here?
How might we do better to build stronger, more 
resilient yet open communities?

        Addressing the elephant in the room: navigating 
diversity and change with empathy 

For many, behaviours that may appear to be racist, 
xenophobic or discriminating could be rooted in anxiety, 
feelings of being unheard, and the lack of skills to 
navigate change. This also involves changing our culture 
and mindsets around a hierarchical society, embracing 
diversity without a mindset of scarcity.

        Opening up to and observing those who need 
community support

Respondents spoke about how the fast and competitive 
lifestyle left us less observant of others’ needs and to 
become less empathetic and more self-centred. It is 
timely to think about how community care could also start 
from ground-up by giving more support to initiatives like 
Goodlife! Makan, the Covid-19 Migrant Support Coalition 
(Ng 2021) and Welcome In My Backyard (Zheng 2021).

And apart from joining such organisations, there is also 
room to practise observation in our daily life and normalise 
social interactions that show and communicate care to 
those around us. Design interventions could be started, 
especially in spaces with socially-heterogenous users, as 
such interactions may not feel natural, and require careful 
design and maintenance.

        Harnessing the power of online platforms

Some respondents highlighted the potential to use the 
online space to encounter people outside our usual circles 
and hear different points of view. The right tools and skills 
would need to be taught to foster healthy debates.

Further questions to think about:

How might we, in our micro-communities, learn the 
skills and language to navigate change and apply 
them in our daily practice?

How might we design, develop and maintain social 
infrastructure that is community-driven so that we 
ensure we can increase interaction with those beyond 
our social circles, and extend care and support to 
those around us?

How might we give more support to ground-up 
movements and amplify their efforts?

How might we develop our online spaces to 
encounter different viewpoints and handle 
disagreements civilly and graciously?
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Many have experienced very 
loveable public behaviour in 
Singapore. This arises when people 
respect social contracts around 
public behaviour and when we 
extend warmth and kindness to 
those outside our social circles. 

On the flip side, public behaviour 
that is self-centred and 
individualistic is equally 
impactful in creating 
unloveability. 

Finding

This affects our sense of

Image 4

Project and photo by Kinetic Singapore

Posters put up on doors to show 
appreciation for delivery drivers during 
Circuit Breaker period

What do we find loveable and 
unloveable about our people 
and communities in Singapore?
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Finding Many have experienced very loveable public behaviour in Singapore. This arises when people respect social contracts around public behaviour and when we extend 
warmth and kindness to those outside our social circles. On the flip side, public behaviour that is self-centred and individualistic is equally impactful in creating unloveability. 

What we find loveable about the public 
behaviour we encounter

       We find people loveable when they respect 
social contracts around public behaviour, which 
helps create a harmonious and safe society.

Base (N)  2,000  |  Question I find the people in Singapore loveable because 
of these top three reasons

Figure 4.2A  |  Reasons why Singaporeans are loveable

“Being law-abiding” was the most highly ranked loveable 
factor, equally across age, ethnic and location groups. 58% 
of respondents selected this as one of their top three most 
important factors for loveable people—notably, this was 
far ahead of the 2nd highest factor.  
 
To respondents, being law-abiding was not a passive act, 
but a commitment to creating a harmonious and equitable 
society. Thus being “law-abiding” is not necessarily 
about a love for regulation. In fact, respondents found 
over-regulation highly unloveable (See chapter “Our 
Relationship with Public Institutions”). Rather, it reflects 
a shared belief that we need to collectively behave 
well towards each other, for everyone to have a good 
experience, thus strengthening our sense of connection.

It also reflects an awareness of our interconnectedness 
and impact on each other and builds our sense of agency 
through the realisation that “we can all play a part”. 

 I see the law-abiding … traits as more loveabIe... 
‘Law-abiding’ makes her a careful person, as she observes 
those around her first before deciding to live by the book 
that she wrote for herself, so she’s not the ‘YOLO’ kind of girl.

Female, 26–35 years old, Chinese

“

”

       We find people loveable when they extend 
warmth and kindness to those outside their social 
circles, resulting in meaningful interactions in 
public spaces.

Base (N)  2,000  |  Question I find the people in Singapore loveable because 
of these top three reasons

Figure 4.2B  |  Reasons why Singaporeans are loveable

Respondents ranked being friendly, gracious and 
considerate to strangers very highly: 35% selected it as 
one of their top three factors of why people in Singapore 
were loveable, with a slightly highly representation 
amongst the 55+ group, and a lower-than-average 
representation amongst the non-Chinese groups. 
In addition, when asked for top-of-mind responses: 
respondents described Singapore as friendly, helpful, 
kind, welcoming and approachable. 
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Finding Many have experienced very loveable public behaviour in Singapore. This arises when people respect social contracts around public behaviour and when we extend 
warmth and kindness to those outside our social circles. On the flip side, public behaviour that is self-centred and individualistic is equally impactful in creating unloveability. 

When asked to share stories of loveable moments, 
anecdotes around meaningful and delightful interactions 
revolved around:

Unplanned encounters in public spaces that bring 
surprise, delight and warmth also reflect an openness 
to connecting beyond one’s social circle. Small acts of 
connection with others leave big impressions and help 
create strong emotional connections, particularly a sense 
of belonging on a larger scale.

These are also related to feeling safe, accepted and 
included in the community or space you’re moving in—
that you have something in common with others. These 
factors affect our sense of connection and inclusion 
directly, and whether we therefore feel attached to 
Singapore. These factors were more important to the 
16–24 year respondents, as well as the 55+ year ones.

What we find loveable about the public behaviour 
we encounter

Receiving help from strangers

Spontaneous conversations

Invitation to join in activities like games 

Verbal expressions of friendliness, e.g., terms of 
endearment like “sayang”

Showing graciousness and warmth towards 
service staff

 …strangers flashing the occasional smiles at 
one another, actively volunteering. These examples 
are loveable because they illustrate how individuals 
care about their communities outside of themselves. 
Increasingly, I have been receiving smiles and nods from 
strangers as I walk along the streets, and sometimes they 
could come on bad days, and those are the days when I 
would appreciate them the most.

Undisclosed

“

”

 This just happened on Christmas Eve. We were 
trying to teach one of our friends to cycle, and we were 
struggling quite badly. A friendly auntie gave us some 
advice, for example, try to just push the bicycle along 
first instead of us trying to hold on to one side of the bike 
as it was straining our backs quite badly. Another father 
and teenage daughter gave us some advice too and said, 
‘Don’t worry, just keep trying, my daughter also just learnt 
it today within a day!’ The daughter agreed, saying, ‘Yup I 
learnt it this evening, like about two hours, so you can do 
it too just keep trying!’ It made me feel very warm inside, 
and it was the first time I really felt this tingly sensation like 
a sort of emotional connection to Singapore. It made me 
feel like Singapore is a very safe and happy place, with all 
of us spending our time with our friends and family in the 
park just enjoying the outdoors and connecting with the 
community, in a place built for the community to do just 
that, that Singapore is not just robotic-cold and all-work.

Female, Under 18 years old, Chinese

“

”
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Finding Many have experienced very loveable public behaviour in Singapore. This arises when people respect social contracts around public behaviour and when we extend 
warmth and kindness to those outside our social circles. On the flip side, public behaviour that is self-centred and individualistic is equally impactful in creating unloveability. 

How unloveable public behaviour 
affects us

        Displaying behaviour in public that are self-
centred and individualistic are highly unloveable.

Base (N)  2,000  |  Question I find the people in Singapore unloveable because 
of these top three reasons

Figure 4.2C  |  Reasons why Singaporeans are unloveable

Inconsiderate behaviour raised the ire of respondents, 
with 50% citing it as the second most unloveable factor, 
quite equally across all groups although most strongly felt 
by the 55+ year old respondents. 

This is likely to be amplified by our physical proximity 
to each other. In the chapter “Our Places and Spaces”, 
“crowds” were seen to be the biggest reasons for finding 
spaces unloveable, as were inconsiderate users.
 
Respondents also pointed out how unloveable, 
individualistic behaviour (arising from a rushed, stressful 
and competitive society) creates a bad experience for 
others or makes us oblivious to those who need help. 

One interesting point that arose from our data is the 
different generational experiences of what inconsiderate 
behaviour could mean. 

 I think a certain level of graciousness, civic-
mindedness … helps to blunt the kind of irritation 
we have in terms of inconsiderate behaviours. It’s 
particularly important because we live in a high-density 
urban environment. So, the potential of people rubbing 
shoulders with each other is certainly there. So, a certain 
civic mindedness and consideration goes a long way in 
making a loveable and liveable kind of environment.

Prof Ho Kong Chong, urban sociologist1

“

”

1 We interviewed Prof Ho on the topic of loveability in early 2020.

Base (N)  2,000  |  Question I find the people in Singapore unloveable because 
of these top three reasons

Figure 4.2D  |  Reasons why Singaporeans are unloveable

Positive index: segment scored that attribute higher than total average; Green = index score ≥ +5
Negative index: segment scored that attribute lower than total average; Red = index scores ≤ -5
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Finding Many have experienced very loveable public behaviour in Singapore. This arises when people respect social contracts around public behaviour and when we extend 
warmth and kindness to those outside our social circles. On the flip side, public behaviour that is self-centred and individualistic is equally impactful in creating unloveability. 

How unloveable public behaviour affects us

Youth groups felt that being inconsiderate was far less of 
a problem, whereas the older respondents, especially the 
55+, felt much more strongly about this. They were also 
much less likely to agree that being law-abiding 
was important. 

The reverse was true for issues like being judgmental, 
competitive and unfriendly to those outside one’s 
social circle. It could be interesting to delve deeper into 
understanding what is important to different groups, and 
how to bridge that gap. 

A respondent shared that she was shocked to hear 
Singaporeans discriminate others blatantly when she 
interviewed people on the street about buskers: 

Other examples of inconsiderate behaviour also stem 
from different cultural contexts, such as speaking loudly 
in public as it is considered “normal” in other countries. 
One interviewee, a domestic helper from the Philippines, 
shed more light on this:

Whilst the act of speaking very loudly in public (or other 
types of “rude behaviour”) would still be unpleasant for 
others, hearing such back stories might help us see how 
such behaviour stemmed from different lived contexts, 
and are not an inherent rudeness or lack of consideration. 
This might help prevent negative stereotypes from being 
affixed to certain groups. 

What is clear is that intentional conversations around what 
considerate and inconsiderate behaviour look like are 
urgently needed, not least because behaviour change is 
a long-term project. 

So, while the elderly lady’s idea of unloveable behaviour 
in public was performers in inappropriate clothing; 
the student’s perception of unloveability was the 
discriminatory attitude towards foreigners. 

 One auntie said they are okay with musicians 
performing in streets, but don’t like the dancers because 
they wear ‘slutty costumes’. She said it’s probably because 
they are foreigners who don’t have money, that’s why they 
have to perform.

“

” Female, Under 18, Chinese

 I know so many times maids they cannot control 
their voice. I also talk loud, because we are used to 
it. [In the Philippines] if you saw your relative or your 
friends passing the road, you will shout out naturally 
‘How are you?’

“

” Female, 36–45, Others
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Finding Many have experienced very loveable public behaviour in Singapore. This arises when people respect social contracts around public behaviour and when we extend 
warmth and kindness to those outside our social circles. On the flip side, public behaviour that is self-centred and individualistic is equally impactful in creating unloveability. 

How unloveable public behaviour affects us

        The “new public space”—social media and other 
online platforms have facilitated a lot of negative 
behaviour

While online platforms can enhance civic engagement, it 
can also be a destructive and distressing space, enabling 
internet trolls and divisive views. Social media has also 
enabled a “tattle-tale” and cancel culture, especially on 
digital platforms like STOMP, which actively encourages 
online vigilantism.

Bad behaviour on social media is not a new phenomenon; 
most people would have a basic idea of what this 
constitutes. This leads into a larger conversation about 
what kind of tools and skills are needed to disagree 
civilly and have healthy debates in Singapore, which is 
increasingly seen as a necessary component of a healthy 
and thriving society. We examine this in the context of our 
relationships with public institutions in the next chapter.

 Recently I saw a post on social media of this one 
person who forgot to wear a mask out. No one told him, 
until he got home and saw people took photos of him and 
posted on social media.

Female, 26–35 years old, Indian

“

”
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Finding Many have experienced very loveable public behaviour in Singapore. This arises when people respect social contracts around public behaviour and when we extend 
warmth and kindness to those outside our social circles. On the flip side, public behaviour that is self-centred and individualistic is equally impactful in creating unloveability. 

So where do we go from here?

       Again, does a fast-paced society have 
to be unloveable?

We talked about reframing the dichotomy of fast versus 
kind in the chapter “Our Cultures and Identities”. One 
way forward can be by nudging friendly and “slow-
living” behaviours, for example triggering a conversation 
between strangers. This would be additionally impactful 
in high-stress situations like commutes (with safety 
considerations observed, of course).

       What do we want? Framing loveable behaviour in 
the Singapore context.

Generational, cultural and social change, living in a 
pandemic and the growing significance of online platforms 
as a type of public arena are changing our concept of what 
considerate/inconsiderate behaviour is.

We should not assume that everyone would have the 
exact same understanding of this—behaviour is, after all, 
rooted in culture, and Singapore’s culture is evolving. 
How might we unpack more definitions of inconsiderate/
unloveable public behavior and what drives them in the 
Singapore? How might we create conversations about 
the type of public behaviour and social contract that 
works for all of us?

Further questions to think about:

“Just say hi!”
How might we create opportunities for more 
loveable public interactions? Besides being able 
to linger in a place, what else would encourage 
meaningful public interactions?

“Who’s the rude one?”
How might we unpack more definitions of 
inconsiderate/unloveable public behaviour and what 
drives them in the Singapore? How might we create 
conversations about the type of public behaviour 
and social contract that works for all of us?

Online won’t just stay online
“Public behaviour” should also be expanded 
to include online interactions, given the offline 
impact that negative interactions have on us. How 
do we deal with bad online interactions and create 
positive ones?

page 117The Loveable Singapore Project Report



We find it loveable when we 
give back to society through 
civic engagement like 
volunteering or donating. 

Being apathetic and 
disconnected is seen as 
unloveable—however, 
not many people feel 
empowered to take part 
in civic engagement. 

Finding

This affects our sense of

Image 5

Photo by Covid-19 Migrant Support Coalition (CMSC)

Volunteers from Covid-19 Migrant Support 
Coalition delivering essential supplies to 
migrant workers during Covid-19 lockdown

What do we find loveable and 
unloveable about our people 
and communities in Singapore?
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Finding We find it loveable when we give back to society through civic engagement like volunteering or donating. Being apathetic and disconnected is seen as unloveable—
however, not many people feel empowered to take part in civic engagement. 

What we find loveable about
civic engagement

        We find people and communities loveable when 
they give back to society by volunteering 
or donating   

Base (N)  2,000  |  Question I find the people in Singapore loveable because 
of these top three reasons

Figure 4.3A  |  Reasons why Singaporeans are loveable

Respondents found behaviours like volunteering, 
donating or contributing and being socially-engaged 
loveable—this was the 4th ranked factor for loveable 
behaviour, with 29% of respondents selecting it. This drew 
higher agreement amongst the 34–44, 45–54 and 55+ age 
groups, as well as those living in private estates. The youth 
groups, however, had significantly lower-than-average 
agreement to this, likely because they felt people in 
Singapore did not sufficiently engage in charitable causes. 
This was corroborated by respondents’ self-identified gap 
in loveability: when asked “what would bring loveability 
up to 5 (the full score) for you?”, they responded that more 
opportunities to enact change in social issues was the 
third most important.

Helping others outside our social circles also help to 
expand our sense of community and an acknowledgment 
of inclusion.  

 When Covid-19 struck, some of us tried to continue 
to reach out to migrant workers and tried to do other 
emergency supplies and all that. We were fundraising and 
trying to give them supplies. Even now when there are 
festive seasons, we will try to supply goodies for Deepavali. 
As a result, we have forged personal friendships with the 
migrant workers, and it is incredible to see that some of 
them are poets, writers; some are activists and some are 
very active in their own right. I really respect them, and 
I brought my son along to all these festivals, so he sees 
them as valuable members of society, people who build 
Singapore with their bare hands and he respects them, 
so we want to teach children from a young age.

Female, 36–45 years old, Others

“

”
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Finding We find it loveable when we give back to society through civic engagement like volunteering or donating. Being apathetic and disconnected is seen as unloveable—
however, not many people feel empowered to take part in civic engagement. 

What we find loveable about civic engagement

In addition, we found that witnessing loveable behaviour 
was also inspiring—one doesn’t have to personally benefit 
from it to find it a loveable experience:

Social media has made it easier for people to gain and 
spread awareness about social issues, and many recognise 
its potential as a force for more civic engagement. 

It is difficult to talk about donating, volunteering and 
other types of civic engagement without considering 
the overall context of opportunities and environment for 
such engagement. In Singapore’s case, there are often 
points of tension between people wanting to take action 
and the feeling of over-regulation and control by public 
institutions, that affect people’s general sense of agency. 
We will discuss more of these factors in the chapter “Our 
Relationship with Public Institutions”.

Base (N)  2,000  |  Question I find the people in Singapore loveable because 
of these top three reasons

Figure 4.3B  |  Reasons why Singaporeans are loveable

 What I find loveable about Singapore is singalong 
during COVID.

 During the Circuit Breaker period, everyone was 
appreciative and supportive of the GrabFood drivers.
“

“

”

”

Female, 26–35 years old, Ethnicity undisclosed

Female, 18–25 years old, Chinese

 The many stories on social media that publicised 
good acts done by others in Singapore always gives me 
a warm and fuzzy feeling!

“
”

Female, 26–35 years old, Chinese

 When we read online comments on matters like 
foreign workers in dormitories, for example, people 
empathise with their plight and show their concerns. 
Banding together and donating or helping out physically 
whenever they can.

 I don’t believe in being a keyboard warrior… I like 
being constructive, that’s why I take part in FGDs [focus 
group discussions] … by giving feedback via government 
portals and even ST [The Straits Times] forums.

“

“

”

”

Female, 26–35 years old, Malay

Female, 46–55 years old, Chinese
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Finding We find it loveable when we give back to society through civic engagement like volunteering or donating. Being apathetic and disconnected is seen as unloveable—
however, not many people feel empowered to take part in civic engagement. 

What we find unloveable about our
lack of public engagement

Base (N)  2,000  |  Question I find the people in Singapore unloveable because 
of these top three reasons

Figure 4.3C  |  Reasons why Singaporeans are unloveable

As a society, we still have some way to go in active 
participation in civic engagement. 25% of respondents 
felt that we were too passive when it came to social issues, 
and 15% felt that we were outrightly self-centred in not 
wanting to support those in need of help. The 16–24 age 
groups felt this especially strongly, in contrast to those 
in their 30s and 40s who disagreed equally strongly and 
possibly felt that we were already doing enough. 

There was another sharp contrast in estate types—people 
in Mature versus those living in Other estates disagreed 
as well, possibly indicating the presence of strong support 
networks there. This was consistent with our other findings.

There are a few reasons behind our apparent apathy and 
low rates: lack of exposure to civic engagement, lack of 
bandwidth, lack of knowledge or tools to get involved, 
and feelings of disempowerment and disenchantment 
stemming from negative perceptions of public institutions. 

       Lack of exposure

This respondent described how her friends had no impetus 
to get involved in social issues until she persuaded them 
to do so:

 … over time, the kind of conviction that I have, 
they come to respect that. Some of them even become 
interested, they’re like ‘Okay it’s not that bad; there is 
some shred of truth or some point, so let me find out what 
I can do’. As long as we can be patient with the people 
who are different from you, I think that effecting change 
is really possible on a communal level.

Female, 18–25 years old, Malay

“

”

Positive index: segment scored that attribute higher than total average
Negative index: segment scored that attribute lower than total average
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Finding We find it loveable when we give back to society through civic engagement like volunteering or donating. Being apathetic and disconnected is seen as unloveable—
however, not many people feel empowered to take part in civic engagement. 

       Lack of bandwidth:

To some respondents, they could not spare the 
bandwidth to get more involved, as they were already 
struggling themselves. 

 I don’t feel empowered to create change in 
Singapore because it takes a lot of work and effort on my 
part to create the change. As a young father and husband, 
I don’t think I have the capacity to do that. Singapore 
offers a lot of opportunities, I feel, for its residents to 
create change and impact in Singapore. It really depends 
on one’s life priorities and capacity to handle it.

From respondents, we noted that some felt that unless 
one was enacting impact on a grandiose or large-scale 
level, their small actions were not as meaningful.

There are many reasons why people might not want to get 
involved in civic participation or social issues, this section 
represents the common themes we heard across our 
respondents. We hope this will provide a foundation for 
further research into more assumptions and underlying 
reasons that impede our desire to get engaged. 

What we find unloveable about our lack of
public engagement

“

“

”

”

Male, 26–35 years old, Malay

Undisclosed

       Lack of knowledge or tools to get involved: 

Without the impetus created by schools’ Community 
Involvement Programme (CIP) or other such 
programmes, i.e., a structured framework to doing 
volunteer work, people may not know or be motivated 
to prioritise such activities: 

 I’m lazy, so I feel so disempowered. In secondary 
school, i will feel more empowered because you had to 
get 100 CIP hours. It’s like a motivation for me to want 
to do things. But as we get older, there are other things 
to do, and nobody cares about volunteering.

 I generally don’t feel empowered to create change 
in Singapore. I don’t know where to go or how to even 
start making a change. I also don’t have a network of 
people to tap for help to progress any pet projects.

 In parts I do give back to society but in parts it 
doesn’t contribute back to society, it’s both an answer 
and a joke at the same time. I have volunteered giving 
groceries to elderly, donation drives, little things like this. 
Is it meaningful/giving back to society? Not sure, too small 
I think.

“

“

”

”

Male, 26–35 years old, Indian

Male, 26–35 years old, Chinese

      A narrow definition of what “creating change” or 
“civic participation” looks like:

Some respondents revealed that they felt dispirited when 
taking part in volunteer activities where their contribution 
seemed too insignificant. 
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Finding We find it loveable when we give back to society through civic engagement like volunteering or donating. Being apathetic and disconnected is seen as unloveable—
however, not many people feel empowered to take part in civic engagement. 

How might we encourage higher rates and different 
kinds of civic engagement?

       Addressing existing gaps around knowledge, 
skills and opportunities.

There is a need to promote opportunities more extensively, 
especially aggregator platforms like www.volunteer.gov.
sg that offer myriad opportunities to get started with 
volunteer work.

       Broaden the definition of civic engagement.

How might we as a society discuss broader definitions 
of what civic engagement means beyond donating, 
volunteering and the like, to help us to see the impact 
of small, seemingly everyday actions such as being 
responsive to the needs of people around? Such everyday 
actions will build a common sense of us, create positive 
norms and strengthen interpersonal trust. 

Besides this, it is also important to be sensitive to 
generational gaps in defining civic engagement and 
social issues around marginalised communities, as older 
generations might not be familiar with the language 
around these issues that younger ones are using. Thus, 
there needs to be civic engagement opportunities that 
can be accessed at different levels that do not shut some 
segments of the population out.

So where do we go from here?

Further question to think about:

“Civic engagement can be for all”
How might we design opportunities for civic 
engagement for different segments of society, 
including those who may be seen as the “recipients” 
of help, or those who are drawing inwards because 
they are overstretched and anxious?
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Next
Our behaviour and interactions are often affected by 
our relationships with public institutions. In the next 
chapter, we will examine the loveable and unloveable 
aspects of the public institutions in Singapore, and how 
they overlap with other areas of our lives. 
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Our 
Relationship 
with Public 
Institutions

The Loveable Singapore Project Report page 125



“The love must be two-way; 
the country must love me 
back. People and country are 
entering a new relationship: 
the world is increasingly 
collaborative; technology is 
reshaping how we interact 
and live—an inevitable 
clash is coming if people 
are not allowed to express 
themselves. 

Trust also has to be two-
way—the country must 
learn to trust me.”

Community Leader 
from Focus Group Dinner, 12 February 2020

Image 1

Photo by Participate in Design (P!D)

Community Engagement
at Pek Kio Market and Food Centre

1 The Focus Group Dinner, jointly organised by the DesignSingapore Council and Deloitte Center for the 
Edge, brought together community leaders, business leaders and academics on 12 February 2020 to discuss 
“What makes Singapore loveable” and “What would make Singapore more loveable”. Individuals will not 
be identified, in accordance with Chatham House Rules.
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“Institutions” is a large and complex concept. It can be 
experienced on different scales—from our interactions 
with local town councils and schools to having opinions 
on political positions. Thus, institutions also affect people 
on different levels, from the neighbourhood level to the 
policy level.

It is important to note that this survey’s aim is to uncover 
sentiments around the perceptions of public institutions, 
their emotional impact and the connections people 
have with them. Thus, this is not an assessment about 
how good or bad public institutions are. We have drawn 
our inferences about loveability and relationships based 
on this perspective. 

Generally, respondents had a positive association 
with public institutions. They expressed trust in the 
government’s decision-making and ability to take care 
of Singapore residents, particularly in a pandemic. When 
respondents expressed a lack of loveability, it was due to 
a lack of empowerment, feeling unheard on policy-level 
matters and facing too much bureaucracy.

Our relationships with public institutions greatly influence 
how loveable we feel Singapore is. Respondents had mixed 
responses. When asked about what they found loveable, 
“I do not find the public institutions of Singapore loveable 
in any way” ranked higher than the same statement in 
other buckets: 11% (compared to neighbourhoods 2%, 
places 6%, cultures 2%, people 9%). On the other hand, 
“I do not dislike anything about the public institutions of 
Singapore” ranked highly as well at 20% (compared to 
people 7%, cultures 7%, neighbourhood 41%).

Introduction

Our Relationship with Public Institutions
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Life in Singapore is highly 
liveable to most, and this gives 
many of us a strong sense of 
assurance and trust, which makes 
many feel supported to pursue 
a good life. 

However, some were also starting 
to rethink what a “good life” meant 
in today’s context. 

Finding

This affects our sense of

Image 2

Photo by Singapore Tourism Board

Family spending time together
at Marina Barrage

What do we find loveable and 
unloveable about our relationship 
with public institutions in Singapore?
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Finding Life in Singapore is highly liveable to most, and this gives many of us a strong sense of assurance, trust and makes many feel supported to pursue a good life. 
However, some were also starting to rethink what a “good life” meant in today’s context.

What we find loveable about liveability 
in Singapore

       Singapore is generally liveable—most of us feel 
well provided for and supported in living here. This 
gives us a strong sense of security and trust.

The top three loveable factors pertaining to our public 
institutions are around effective, trustworthy governance: 
a sense of security (45%), a basic standard of living (45%) 
and feelings of trust (34%) towards the government.

The older respondents (40s to 55+), Indians and Others, 
and those living in Mature estates resonated with the 
sense of security. Most felt they had a basic standard of 
living, with the exception of Malay respondents and those 
living in Other estates.  

Base (N)  2,000  |  Question I find the public institutions in Singapore loveable 
because of these top three reasons

Base (N)  2,000  |  Question I find the public institutions in Singapore loveable 
because of these top three reasons

Figure 5.1A  |  Reasons why public institutions in Singapore are loveable

Figure 5.1B  |  Reasons why public institutions in Singapore are loveable

Positive index: segment scored that attribute higher than total average
Negative index: segment scored that attribute lower than total average
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Finding

      Feeling secure in Singapore: what does that mean?

Most respondents related safety and security to public 
institutions; some even attributed this to be the sole 
responsibility of government agencies. This also got top-
of mind positive associations from respondents when 
asked about Singapore’s characteristics. 

Feelings of security that are often attributed to public 
institutions occur on different levels, from economic 
security to physical safety, to political stability and 
crisis management. 
 

Security because of liveability and a basic standard of living

Respondents felt assured that certain fundamentals were 
“guaranteed” such as good infrastructure, healthcare, 
transport and general economic well-being. The sense 
of security allows us to focus on quality living or other 
aspects of life, including loveability.

 The fundamental things of Singapore are like safety 
and security and most Singaporeans have a roof over our 
heads compared to other countries. If that is gone as well, 
then there is not much left that Singapore can be proud of.

Female, 26–35 years old, Chinese

“

”

 Income, jobs, housing, safety and security… As 
the one who brings home the bacon, the above is super 
important to me because if not, my family cannot survive.

Male, 26–35 years old, Malay

“
”

What we find loveable about liveability in Singapore

1. Trustworthy public institutions
Commonly associated words: Efficient, organised, 
reliable, responsible

2. Beautiful and clean
Commonly associated words: Beautiful, clean, well-
groomed, well-kept, comfortable

3. Ambitious, smart and innovative
Commonly associated words: Educated, forward-
thinking, hardworking, resilient, progressive, resourceful, 
visionary, strategic

4. Caring and neighbourly
Commonly associated words: Friendly, helpful, kind, 
warm, sincere, harmonious, welcoming, approachable

5. Safety and security
Commonly associated words: Safe, peaceful, 
stable, structured 

Life in Singapore is highly liveable to most, and this gives many of us a strong sense of assurance, trust and makes many feel supported to pursue a good life. 
However, some were also starting to rethink what a “good life” meant in today’s context.
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Finding

Security because of resilience against external sources 
of crisis like Covid-19. From our interviews conducted 
in October 2020, many appreciated the government’s 
handling of the crisis. In January 2021, Singapore was 
named most liveable city in the world by global mobility 
expert ECA International (ECA 2021). 

What we find loveable about liveability in Singapore

Security, because of low crime rates, gives peace of 
mind for our own and our loved ones’ physical safety. 
Respondents appreciated that having this basic need 
met freed them up mentally and emotionally to focus on 
other things. 

 Even when I travel overseas, I know that back home 
in Singapore, my family is safe, crime rate is always low. 
So, these are the things that makes our life easier. I mean, 
sense of security.

Male, 46–55 years old, Indian

“

”
Security because of political stability and good 
governance gave respondents peace of mind.  

 I often read about the conflicts that other countries are 
embroiled in, be it civil wars, cross-border armed fighting, 
domestic terrorism, etc. as well as the prevalent sexual 
violence in these countries. Really makes me thankful to 
be living here.

Female, Under 18, Chinese

“

”

 Government gives grants, subsidies and discounts 
to those who need it—the poor or elderly like me. Shows 
they trust us enough to provide these and trust we will use 
it well. Makes Singapore loveable to me. I feel supported 
and thankful.

Female, Above 65 years old, Chinese

“

”

 The Singapore government is really very efficient 
and of high-quality… evident in how Singapore handled 
Covid-19. The fact that the government was able to so 
quickly redo its budget, that it had probably spent months 
preparing, in a matter of weeks because of the sudden 
pandemic really proves the efficiency of our government.

Female, Under 18, Chinese

“

”

Finally, there is also the belief that our public 
institutions will make things better as Singapore has 
an “always improving” brand that gives respondents 
a sense of progress and upward mobility. 

This both tied to good governance, as well as belief in 
meritocratic ideals, which is entrenched in Singapore and 
influences its social policies and education system.

 Singapore is loveable because it’s always improving—
previously, from East to West took two hours, now 65 
minutes—a 30% decrease.

 There is no other place I’d want to live. Because 
Singapore is a safe, progressive place with forward-looking 
leaders and there are equal opportunities for people of all 
races and equal opportunities for men and women. It is a 
safe place with good public education.

Participant in Youth and Community Workshop, 12 March 20202

Female Above 65 years old, Chinese

“

“

”

”

2 The Youth and Community Workshop, jointly organised by the DesignSingapore Council and Deloitte Center for the Edge, brought 
together students, young professionals and youth group and community leaders on 12 March to discuss “What makes Singapore 
loveable” and “What would make Singapore more loveable”. Individuals will not be identified, in accordance with Chatham House Rules.
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Life in Singapore is highly liveable to most, and this gives many of us a strong sense of assurance, trust and makes many feel supported to pursue a good life. 
However, some were also starting to rethink what a “good life” meant in today’s context.
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Finding

What we find unliveable and thus less 
loveable about Singapore

        There are people for whom life in Singapore 
is still not liveable, and they feel a lower sense of 
security and trust towards our public institutions 
because of that.

Although these sentiments are held by less than 10% of 
respondents, it is still important to highlight their voices—
to be inclusive means we have to also address those who 
may be falling between the cracks. 

 Why do we have so many people who are being fed 
by a charity 24/7? I don’t think there is enough support for 
day-to-day needs, simply seeing that so many charities 
have to step in for day-to-day needs. One of the things that 
is definitely wrong is poor people eating cai fan (economy 
rice) every day. [For a charity catering to diverse needs] 
every day I serve roughly about the same thing. Then when 
someone complains ‘Wa, this again ah?’ [The charity says] 
‘Eh, give you food very good already’. So it comes back 
to what makes a loveable city right, are we empathetic 
enough to say ‘You have the right to complain’?

Female, 26-35 years old,Chinese

“

”

        There are changing expectations for a good life.

Base (N)  2,000  |  Question I find the public institutions in Singapore unloveable 
because of these top three reasons

Base (N)  2,000  |  Question I find the public institutions in Singapore loveable 
because of these top three reasons

Figure 5.1E  |  Reasons why public institutions in Singapore are unloveable

Figure 5.1D  |  Reasons why public institutions in Singapore are loveable

Life in Singapore is highly liveable to most, and this gives many of us a strong sense of assurance, trust and makes many feel supported to pursue a good life. 
However, some were also starting to rethink what a “good life” meant in today’s context.

Base (N)  2,000  |  Question I find the public institutions in Singapore unloveable 
because of these top three reasons

Figure 5.1C  |  Reasons why public institutions in Singapore are unloveable
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Finding

What we find unliveable and thus less loveable 
about Singapore

Related to the discussion above, we saw that “being 
provided a good quality of life” resonated with 29% of 
our respondents, lower than the 45% for basic standard 
of living. Does this show a shift in expectations? 

On the other hand, only 7% agreed with the statement 
“I am not provided a good quality of life because of 
them (public institutions)”, which could also point to an 
increasing awareness and desire to take ownership of 
providing oneself with a “good” life rather than see it as 
the responsibility of public institutions.

Whilst our data is insufficient to draw definitive 
conclusions, we are seeing a rise in empathy around 
the question of a good life. When asked during our 
interviews: “Do you feel that you have the support you 
need for your emotional wellbeing and aspirations? 
Why or why not?” most respondents said that they were 
supported in their aspirations, but it bothered them that 
other segments of the population were not, and this 
affected their perceptions of whether one could have a 
good life in Singapore.

Overall, this points to society moving towards a more 
inclusive and empathetic view on the “good life”, which 
looks beyond one’s own circumstances to also consider 
marginalised groups.

 I acknowledge being privileged. I don’t have to be 
concerned about housing and safety. A lot of these are 
taken for granted when you’re heterosexual and from a 
majority race… I didn’t have to wait till 35 to get my HDB 
[subsidised public housing by the Housing & Development 
Board], most of my peers [in the LGBTQ+ community] are 
not that lucky.

Female, 36–45 years old, Chinese

“

”

 I think there is sufficient support for me emotionally, 
and if I want support to achieve my aspirations. But I’m not 
so sure about other people, like the LGBTQ or people of 
low income—maybe those who didn’t do so well in school, 
stuck at certain levels, or they find it difficult to find a job.

Male, 26–35 years old, Indian

“

”

Life in Singapore is highly liveable to most, and this gives many of us a strong sense of assurance, trust and makes many feel supported to pursue a good life. 
However, some were also starting to rethink what a “good life” meant in today’s context.
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Finding

How might we have better conversations about 
the type of relationship we want with our 
public institutions?

        Who is responsible for what? How do we work 
with public institutions?

If Singapore becomes less liveable in the future, what 
would we, as residents, do to make the situation better? 
If we feel that public institutions have too much control 
over our daily lives, then it is also timely for communities to 
have conversations about what they would be willing to do 
to support each other to create loveable living conditions. 
Public agencies also need to listen to what type of support 
communities need and work out different avenues for 
people to be engaged at different levels.

What about the 5–6% who feel that Singapore is unliveable 
and unloveable? How do we look out for them?

We have seen from the responses to the survey that 
Singapore could be quite unliveable for a minority of 
respondents who felt they did not have a basic standard 
of living or sense of security. It is important to tap into and 
expand existing public assistance schemes to plug this 
gap, and also amplify and support the many ground-up 
movements of groups and individuals who have stepped 
up to support and care for those who are struggling to 
cope. We have seen that our own micro-communities in 
neighbourhoods can be very impactful and powerful. 

At the same time, there is also an increasing need to 
acknowledge that a basic standard of living goes beyond 
food and shelter, to include dignity, joy and relaxation.

So where do we go from here?

Further questions to think about:

What is the role of public institutions, vis-à-vis the 
nurturing of a supportive community? How might 
we start to have such difficult conversations?

How might we work with public institutions to plug 
the gaps in our communities?

How might we reconsider prevalent attitudes 
towards those who may have fallen through the 
gaps, and be more empathetic and supportive?

How might we build resilient relationships with our 
public institutions amidst deeply disruptive changes 
like pandemics and accelerated digitalisation?

Life in Singapore is highly liveable to most, and this gives many of us a strong sense of assurance, trust and makes many feel supported to pursue a good life. 
However, some were also starting to rethink what a “good life” meant in today’s context.
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Institutions can create a sense 
of empowerment through 
opportunities for co-creation, 
active engagement and 
supporting ground-up action. 

However, some would like more 
opportunities to feel empowered.

Finding

This affects our sense of

What do we find loveable and 
unloveable about our relationship 
with public institutions in Singapore?

Image 4

Photo by SG Climate Rally

First Singapore Climate Rally in 
2019 at Hong Lim Park
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Finding Institutions can create a sense of empowerment through opportunities for co-creation, active engagement and enable ground-up action. However, some would like more 
opportunities to feel empowered.

How our public institutions make us 
feel empowered

       Feeling empowered through opportunities to 
enact change is very loveable to us.

Empowerment means different things to different 
people and can take place across different scales: from 
taking part in civic engagement opportunities provided 
by institutions, to ground-up activism which may be 
encouraged or allowed by institutions. 

Many respondents associated the sense of empowerment 
to create change as crucial to a loveable city. This was 
corroborated by dislike for over-control, over-curation 
mentioned in earlier sections (e.g., why spaces are 
unloveable). Respondents also rated the lack of 
empowerment as the most unloveable aspect of our 
institutions.

Base (N)  2,000  |  Question I find the public institutions in Singapore loveable 
because of these top three reasons

Figure 5.2A  |  Reasons why public institutions in Singapore are loveable

       Exercising civil rights—from voting to giving feedback:

 I felt empowered when I voted. Because voting gives 
us the right to express our views, to be a force for change. 
It’s a very safe voting process so I do not feel fearful of the 
vote we take.

Female, 56–65 years old, Chinese

“

”

2

Respondents cited voting, giving feedback, taking part in 
advocacy work, volunteering and even educating one’s 
social circles as actions that gave them empowerment. 
Issues that respondents rallied around included 
sustainability, climate change, food waste, LGBTQ+ 
advocacy and animal welfare.

page 136The Loveable Singapore Project Report



O
 U

 R
    

R 
E 

L A
 T 

I O
 N

 S
 H

 I 
P 

   W
 I T

 H
   P

 U
 B

 L 
I C

    
I N

 S
 T 

I T
 U

 T 
I O

 N
 S

 

       Participating in the civic space—from joining 
activities and volunteering for social causes to 
advocating for social justice and issues:

Respondents felt empowered when public institutions 
provided opportunities to co-create solutions with 
them and when allowing ground-up actions to take 
place without stepping in. Many answers around 
empowerment came from students, who cited the VIA 
(Values in Action) programme and other school-based 
activities as giving them opportunities to contribute and 
participate in social issues. 

How our public institutions make us feel empowered

 I felt empowered to make change at the SG Climate 
Rally because I felt that Singaporeans, especially the 
youth, showed up to ask for systemic climate action so 
that we will have a liveable future.

 I think there are many channels we can make an 
impact. Going to volunteer, joining government initiatives, 
I think it’s a way for me to impact change in Singapore.

Female, 18–25 years old, Chinese

Male, Above 65, Chinese

“

“

”

”

Finding Institutions can create a sense of empowerment through opportunities for co-creation, active engagement and enable ground-up action. However, some would like more 
opportunities to feel empowered.2
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Why we feel disempowered

       We feel disempowered when we hesitate to 
voice our opinions, feel over-regulated, unheard and 
unable to create change.

I feel that I can create change or 
make an impact on national issues

I feel that I can create change or 
make an impact on neighbourhood issues

The higher ranking unloveable factors centred around 
empowerment-related issues—being afraid to voice 
opinions, being subject to too many regulations and control, 
not feeling heard and not knowing how to get involved.

Base (N)  2,000  |  Question I find the public institutions in Singapore 
unloveable because of these top three reasons

Base (N)  2,000  |  Question How much do you agree with the following statement: 
“I feel that I can create change or make an impact on national issues?”

Base (N)  2,000  |  Question How much do you agree with the following statement: 
“I feel that I can create change or make an impact on neighbourhood/community issues?”

Figure 5.2B  |  Reasons why public institutions in Singapore are unloveable

Figure 5.2C  |  Impact on national issues

Figure 5.2D  |  Impact on neighbourhood/community issues

Finding Institutions can create a sense of empowerment through opportunities for co-creation, active engagement and enable ground-up action. However, some would like more 
opportunities to feel empowered.2
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Why we feel disempowered

I feel that I can create change or 
make an impact on national issues

I feel that I can create change or 
make an impact on neighbourhood issues

Base (N)  2,000  |  Question How much do you agree with the following statement: 
“I feel that I can create change or make an impact on national issues?”

Figure 5.2E  |  Impact on national issues
Base (N)  2,000  |  Question How much do you agree with the following statement: 
“I feel that I can create change or make an impact on neighbourhood/community issues?”

Figure 5.2F  |  Impact on neighbourhood/community issues

Positive index: segment scored that attribute higher than total average
Negative index: segment scored that attribute lower than total average

Positive index: segment scored that attribute higher than total average
Negative index: segment scored that attribute lower than total average

Finding Institutions can create a sense of empowerment through opportunities for co-creation, active engagement and enable ground-up action. However, some would like more 
opportunities to feel empowered.2
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More respondents felt disempowered than empowered 
to make a change or impact in Singapore—23% agreed 
they could make an impact on national issues, and 32% felt 
the same for community issues. These were over-indexed 
amongst the youth, non-Chinese respondents and those 
living in Mature and Other estates.

We examined why people did not get involved in civic 
engagement or social issues in the previous chapter; here 
we will look at how public institutions make people feel 
disempowered, whether directly or indirectly.

      Apathy and lack of interest:

More than feeling disempowered, respondents expressed 
a lack of interest or apathy in playing a part as they felt the 
government had already done everything. Or, they were 
not personally affected by any aspects of institutions and 
were hence happy with the status quo. 

 We cannot even control how our spaces could 
look like, or how policies should be. To the extent these 
things made me feel like I just need the government to 
do everything for me, because there is no way I could 
change things.

Female, 26–35 years old, Ethnicity undisclosed

“

”

 Everything in Singapore feels very controlled 
and dictated, and there are so many gray areas when it 
comes to laws. Political literacy is something I feel a lot 
of residents struggle in.

Male, 26–35 years old, Indian

“

”

 Other than the Hong Lim Park [Singapore’s 
designated Speakers Corner], I cannot find any physical 
space [where] we could [have disagreements]. Perhaps 
online is the only space for disagreement and different 
views. This makes me really uncomfortable sometimes in 
this country as I couldn’t really express myself.

Male, 26–35 years old, Indian

“

”

      No tools and spaces:

These include the perceived lack of education, 
language, social status, know-how to enact change and 
also the lack of safe spaces/platforms for expression 
without “getting into trouble”. These also include not 
knowing how to navigate existing regulations to reach 
the desired solutions.

Why we feel disempowered

Finding Institutions can create a sense of empowerment through opportunities for co-creation, active engagement and enable ground-up action. However, some would like more 
opportunities to feel empowered.2
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       Too much red-tape, bureaucracy:

Many respondents associated a highly regulated 
society with not being sure what can or cannot be 
done, as well as feeling untrusted by the government. 
They said these made them feel that they could not 
create change in Singapore:

 I feel like everything in Singapore requires us to apply 
for a licence or permit. I wanted to do like a Games Day in 
the void deck with my friends and neighbours but the PA 
[People’s Association, a statutory board with the mandate 
of promoting racial harmony and social cohesion] caught 
wind of it and said need to apply for license. I just wanted 
to have a gathering but apparently that’s not OK.

Female, 26–35 years old, Malay

“

”

 When it comes to real actions to be done, since it 
requires a larger body of approval to allow for concrete 
change to happen. Since there is no full knowledge of what 
can be done or in what measures or outlets we can use, 
things feel very obscure and difficult to carry out.

Undisclosed

“

”

 I feel that there is no space to try new things. If 
you make rules so specific, stifling all creative solutions 
that can be solved between employers and employees, 
resulting in no motivation to try new and creative 
solutions. Government role to me is to enable, not to 
specify. If they have to specify to this extent, then there 
seem to be no trust.

Undisclosed

“

”

Why we feel disempowered

Finding Institutions can create a sense of empowerment through opportunities for co-creation, active engagement and enable ground-up action. However, some would like more 
opportunities to feel empowered.2
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So where do we go from here?

There are more opportunities for people in Singapore 
to get engaged and be heard, but are they reaching 
everyone? How might we create better conditions for 
civic engagement and citizen/resident feedback?

        Address the self-selecting nature of civic 
engagement and feedback.

To get feedback from a truly diverse and wide-ranging 
audience, surveys and studies like this one need to 
intentionally reach out to those who would not normally 
participate, otherwise the self-selecting nature of such 
sessions would result in the same type of participants.

        Where are the OB (out of bounds) markers? 
Navigating regulations and systems can be tricky, 
and an impediment to stronger civic engagement.

People need help and guidance in navigating complex 
systems and regulations, and in knowing what avenues 
are, or are not, available to them. This will help reduce 
misinformation, misperceptions and feelings of 
helplessness.

Streamlining of processes involving community initiatives 
is also crucial—making people go through a lot of 
paperwork and bureaucracy would be a big dampener 
on such ground-up endeavours.

Further questions to think about:

How might we reach a more diverse audience in our 
studies and surveys?

How might we raise awareness and education 
around ways to increase civic engagement?

How might we reduce red tape and streamline processes 
to invite more spontaneous ground-up initiatives?

Finding Institutions can create a sense of empowerment through opportunities for co-creation, active engagement and enable ground-up action. However, some would like more 
opportunities to feel empowered.2

page 142The Loveable Singapore Project Report



O
 U

 R
    

R 
E 

L A
 T 

I O
 N

 S
 H

 I 
P 

   W
 I T

 H
   P

 U
 B

 L 
I C

    
I N

 S
 T 

I T
 U

 T 
I O

 N
 S

 

Next
Personas in Singapore 

One big question that policymakers and planners run 
up against: Loveable for whom? 

We know that different aspects of the city are loveable 
in different ways, to different people. The truth is that it is 
difficult to design a city that is loveable for every person 
in equal measure—often, trade-offs and prioritisations 
must be considered. As such, besides understanding 
in what ways Singapore is loveable or unloveable, it 
is equally important to develop methodologies to 
understand people’s aspirations, desires, sentiments. 
To do that, we can create personas based on key 
segments of the population. Our next chapter aims to 
present and propose one way of persona-building, to 
achieve this aim.
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Four personas have been developed based on 198 
respondents, who represented more than half of all who 
took part in the qualitative research phase, deep-dive 
interviews and final series of workshops. 

These personas represent a proposed methodology 
that policymakers and planners can use to address the 
question: Loveable for whom?

It is difficult to design a city that is loveable for every person 
in equal measure—choices, trade-offs and prioritisations 
have to be considered. As such, besides understanding in 
what ways Singapore is loveable or unloveable, it is equally 
important to develop methodologies to understand 
people’s aspirations, desires, sentiments, and these 
personas that represent one approach to doing so.

Respondents were randomly selected while ensuring 
proportional representation across all age and ethnic 
groups. After importing their data into the Atlas.ti software, 
we sorted respondents into preliminary groups by first 
identifying common themes in their datasets. Memos 
were written for each preliminary group to note down 
key emotions, characteristics, needs, values, attitudes and 
choices that distinguished the respondents in one group 
from those in others. 

Significant quotes were also coded to each group. 
This process was repeated until four more-or-less 
unique groups emerged. To ensure the validity of this 
categorisation, the analysis was conducted by multiple 
researchers and then triangulated.

The personas represent four types of residents identified 
in our research, in their distilled essence— i.e., while we 
recognise that every person is too complex to be reduced 
to a particular type, specific characteristics, needs, 
aspirations and behaviour do set some people apart from 
others. These particularities therefore highlight areas 
where more targeted approaches may be needed, for 
the city to be loveable to them.

Introduction

Personas
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       How loveable is Singapore to you?
Singapore is highly unloveable to me. 

       Why do you feel so? What emotional responses 
shape your perception of Singapore’s loveability?
(See Spidergram below)

Personas

Persona A
The disenchanted

Feeling that we are able to influence change in the city 
i.e., capacities and opportunities to shape the city, trust 
towards citizens and residents

Feeling included and accepted, perceiving ourselves 
to be treated fairly in the city i.e., inclusiveness, 
tolerance and/or acceptance of diversity

Feeling free to express and be ourselves in the city ie., 
freedom and opportunities to pursue goals, aspirations 
and interests

Feeling familiar with and rooted to the city i.e., place 
attachment, character of the city, heritage and local culture

Feeling close to and affection for others in the city 
i.e., opportunities to meet and socialise with others

Feeling interested in and excited about what the 
city has to offer i.e., place attractiveness, elements of 

discovery, variety of experiences

Degree to which this emotion is fulfilled Degree of importance to this persona page 146The Loveable Singapore Project Report
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Personas

Persona A: The disenchanted

Sense of
I feel excluded and marginalised in Singapore. I feel that 
I am unwelcome in certain spaces, and do not think that 
I have been treated as an equal or given the opportunity 
to participate in Singapore’s economic progress. I feel 
unloved by Singapore and am not sure if I can stay for the 
longer term. I wish the city would love me back. 

Sense of
What stops me from leaving is my attachment to places 
of nostalgia, personal history and heritage in the city. 
However, my sense of attachment is threatened by the 
rapid transformation of Singapore. The disappearance 
of places that I knew and loved leaves me feeling 
unanchored in this city.

Sense of
I do not feel that there is much space to voice my opinions, 
pursue my goals, or live my life in accordance with my 
own values. I wish I had the freedom to live life the way I 
wanted to. I would like to feel that I am trusted to make 
the right decisions for myself.

        What are the most important steps to take, to 
make Singapore more loveable to you?
I need to feel more included in society and not discriminated 
against. I want to feel that I can be myself in this city and 
speak out freely. I need to see that it is possible for me to 
effect change to the city.

Sense of
I feel helpless and disempowered to do anything to 
improve my situation in Singapore. I need to be convinced 
that bottom-up change is possible. I really want to see 
more open debates on issues before decisions are made. 
It is important for me to feel seen and heard and be able 
to have a say.

Sense of
The social connections that I have formed with my 
micro-community, such as my family and friends, also 
keep me here.

Sense of
I do not find the city particularly attractive, although 
I do love discovering new things about it. The 
unexpected places and surprising finds give our city 
more depth. I would like more unprogrammed, unique 
and inspiring spaces. 
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        Quotes from Persona A

 True inclusivity means that I, as a someone from a 
minority group, Malay, would feel empowered to speak 
about my experiences without the fear of being judged, 
immediately silenced or having to defend my experiences 
at times.

 I feel like when you dig beneath the surface, it 
[multiracialism] is very manufactured and very ordered.

 Our bus stops and MRT stations are not friendly to 
the visually-impaired. They have some provisions, but the 
user experience is quite broken. The ‘beeping’ sounds 
at traffic lights are only implemented when someone 
requests for it. That really restricts the movements of the 
visually-impaired around Singapore. At hawker centres 
too, they can’t navigate, see menu boards and need to rely 
on someone. So, our public spaces can be more inclusive.

 At the end of the day it is a conflicting feeling. 
Singapore is where I was born, where my family and 
friends are, where I grew up in for most of my life. I guess 
there will always be that form of love, the fond memories, 
that attachment, even if down the road I decide to live 
in another country. But it is like a love-hate relationship. 
You love Singapore because it is like your family, but 
sometimes you cannot stand it because your values 
don’t align.

 I find that Singapore is an emotionally tiring place to 
live in due to the need to consistently prove yourself and 
outshine others in ‘acceptable’ areas of work. If you do 
something else, you find yourself needing to consistently 
justify your choice, and sanity for doing so. I hope that 
Singapore as a society would encourage people to try 
and fail, to support us in our endeavour even if it looks 
different from the conventional paths. This would create 
friendlier and emotionally safer environments for people 
in Singapore to stay on, experiment and contribute back.

Personas

Persona A: The disenchanted

Female, 18–25 years old, Malay

Male, 26–35 years old, Indian

Male, 18–25 years old, Chinese

Undisclosed
Female, 26–35 years old, Chinese

“

“

“

“

“

”

”

”

””
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Feeling that we are able to influence change in the city 
i.e., capacities and opportunities to shape the city, trust 
towards citizens and residents

Feeling included and accepted, perceiving ourselves 
to be treated fairly in the city i.e., inclusiveness, 
tolerance and/or acceptance of diversity

Feeling free to express and be ourselves in the city ie., 
freedom and opportunities to pursue goals, aspirations 
and interests

Feeling familiar with and rooted to the city i.e., place 
attachment, character of the city, heritage and local culture

Feeling close to and affection for others in the city 
i.e., opportunities to meet and socialise with others

Feeling interested in and excited about what the 
city has to offer i.e., place attractiveness, elements of 

discovery, variety of experiences

Personas

Persona B
The activist

       How loveable is Singapore to you?
Singapore is both loveable and unloveable 
to me—I have mixed feelings about it.

       Why do you feel so? What emotional responses 
shape your perception of Singapore’s loveability?
(See Spidergram below)

Degree to which this emotion is fulfilled Degree of importance to this persona page 149The Loveable Singapore Project Report
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Personas

Persona B: The activist

Sense of
I feel included in society, but I know it is because of my 
privileged position. I feel outraged at acts of exclusion 
and injustices to marginalised or underprivileged 
groups. Knowing that others do not have the same 
privileges as I have makes Singapore less loveable to me. 

Sense of
I am highly attached to our heritage and culture, such as 
Singlish, the hawker culture, our everyday spaces, and 
places with wider historical or cultural significance that 
are at risk of disappearing. I am constantly seeking these 
ties to our identity and heritage. 

Sense of
I feel that I can express myself freely, offline and online, and 
be myself in general. At the same time, I am aware of OB 
(out of bound) markers and other institutional restrictions 
on our freedom of speech. It is important to me that loving 
critics are embraced, and civil society and academics can 
operate freely.

Sense of
I am actively involved in volunteer or activism work for 
causes that I believe in. There are many opportunities for 
me to shape Singapore at the personal or community 
level. However, I am less confident about my ability to 
effect structural change; I have an uneasy relationship 
with our public institutions over how much agency I can 
exercise at higher levels.

Sense of
The attractiveness of the city does not matter so much 
to me.

Sense of
I feel connected to society, especially the macro community 
since I am driven by a strong belief in social justice.

        What are the most important steps to take, to 
make Singapore more loveable to you?
Let me be able to effect change at higher levels. Protect or 
expand my freedom to operate and advocate for my cause 
and the communities I care about. At the same time, I can 
only do so much for the marginalised and underprivileged; 
what I really want to see is institutional change.
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Personas

Persona B: The activist

        Quotes from Persona B

 I feel like my roots are anchored here because of 
my community, my close friends, my chosen family. They 
give me a reason to want to stay, to want to do all these 
frustrating things about repealing 377A.

 I have been actively involved in advocacy for 
disability for the past 16 years. Not all areas in Bras Basah 
are conducive for someone who is disabled like me to 
explore the area, so we need to look into better quality 
of infrastructure. We need to find ways to make historic 
zones accessible for everyone. Otherwise, I may never 
get to explore and experience the historic nature of the 
place as a fellow Singaporean. It is not about just getting 
there but experiencing the place, the history fully in the 
same way as people who are able-bodied.

 I am not here to fix larger inequalities because I don’t 
have that kind of power. But what power I have is only at 
my level and within my sphere, my volunteer group, my 
neighbourhood or my community—wherever I live in and 
what I can do.

 
 I always think that it is important to have political 
opposition, because that ensures there will be robust 
discussions, and at its core that is a healthy government. 
If we already practise diversity in our politics, we can 
better comprehend diversity in our society. As long as the 
government does not shy away from more opportunities 
to debate and contest old ideas, I think Singapore will be 
much more loveable.

Female, 36–45 years old, Chinese
Female, 36–45 years old, Chinese

Male, 26–35 years old, Indian

Female, 18–25 years old, Malay

“
“

““

” ”

”

”
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Feeling that we are able to influence change in the city 
i.e., capacities and opportunities to shape the city, trust 
towards citizens and residents

Feeling included and accepted, perceiving ourselves 
to be treated fairly in the city i.e., inclusiveness, 
tolerance and/or acceptance of diversity

Feeling free to express and be ourselves in the city ie., 
freedom and opportunities to pursue goals, aspirations 
and interests

Feeling familiar with and rooted to the city i.e., place 
attachment, character of the city, heritage and local culture

Feeling close to and affection for others in the city 
i.e., opportunities to meet and socialise with others

Feeling interested in and excited about what the 
city has to offer i.e., place attractiveness, elements of 

discovery, variety of experiences

Personas

Persona C
The contented

       How loveable is Singapore to you?
Singapore is loveable to me, but does 
that even matter? I am happy if Singapore 
is liveable.

       Why do you feel so? What emotional responses 
shape your perception of Singapore’s loveability?
(See Spidergram below)

Degree to which this emotion is fulfilled Degree of importance to this persona page 152The Loveable Singapore Project Report
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Sense of
Having the agency to effect change is not so important 
for me. I am just grateful to the Singapore government for 
taking care of most things. I would rather focus on my own 
life, as well as issues that directly affect my loved ones.

Sense of
I find Singapore beautiful, as there are many attractive 
places and events. I am drawn to landmarks and icons like 
Sentosa, Gardens by the Bay and Marina Bay Sands, as well 
as curated green spaces like parks. But our neighbourhoods 
may need a bit more charm and identity for Singapore to 
be more exciting. 

Sense of
I tend to be more connected with my own circle of family, 
friends and neighbours. This micro-community is sufficient 
for me. I do not really know how to engage with people 
in the wider community, but generally people could be 
more caring towards one another.

Personas

Persona C: The contented

Sense of
I feel that I have been treated fairly well in Singapore. I 
live a good life and that is most important. I feel included 
and believe others are too. We are after all a multiracial, 
multicultural nation. All of us have equal opportunities to 
make life better for ourselves.

Sense of
I feel strongly attached to familiar places, such as the 
neighbourhood that I grew up in, because they remind 
me of time spent with family and friends. 

Sense of
Because Singapore is very safe and liveable, I can direct 
my attention and energy to other things in life. Freedom 
to me is more about being able to move around freely, 
pursue my interests and get on in life. Freedom of speech 
does not matter to me as much. 

        What are the most important steps to take, to 
make Singapore more loveable to you?
As long as Singapore continues to be a safe, liveable place 
for my loved ones and me, I am happy. Places could be 
more charming and people could also treat one another 
more kindly.
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Personas

Persona C: The contented

“
”

        Quotes from Persona C

 I am happy staying in Singapore. All my family 
and friends are here, everything is here. I cannot 
imagine leaving.

 For all the bureaucracy and quirks, it is still very safe, 
we are not too worried if someone is going to invade us. 
Our crime rates and types of crimes are pretty low. If you 
feel safe personally, you can direct most of your time and 
brain power to other things i.e., job, life.

 For me, as long as I have a good job, they can give 
me a good standard of living, that’s enough. I do not 
really care about politics, as long as my livelihood is not 
affected. Love is livelihood for me. If there is no livelihood, 
what love can we talk about. Not important to me.

 People have the platforms to create change in 
Singapore, but we also need a lot of resources. If I devote 
my time and talent 24 hours to making change, how am 
I going to contribute to my family? If no money, how?... If 
you don’t talk, you don’t get into trouble. Instead, you use 
your time to earn more money. But it is unfair to blame 
Singapore. I am a product of the city, but I must also blame 
my laziness. Let the heroes do the work. The system has 
cultivated us to do the minimal.

 
 
 Not just recently, but all the time, I feel like our 
government has done a good job to take care of people 
like me, the ageing population, no income, retired, 
nothing to do. I don’t feel abandoned, at least I still have 
a house and I still have money to go out and buy food or 
other daily needs. It’s loveable. I feel very, very well taken 
care of.

Male, 26–35 years old, Indian

Male, 26–35 years old, Others

Female, 46–55 years old, Chinese

Male, 36–45 years old, Chinese

Male, Above 65, Chinese

“

“

“

“”

”

”

”
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Feeling that we are able to influence change in the city 
i.e., capacities and opportunities to shape the city, trust 
towards citizens and residents

Feeling included and accepted, perceiving ourselves 
to be treated fairly in the city i.e., inclusiveness, 
tolerance and/or acceptance of diversity

Feeling free to express and be ourselves in the city ie., 
freedom and opportunities to pursue goals, aspirations 
and interests

Feeling familiar with and rooted to the city i.e., place 
attachment, character of the city, heritage and local culture

Feeling close to and affection for others in the city 
i.e., opportunities to meet and socialise with others

Feeling interested in and excited about what the 
city has to offer i.e., place attractiveness, elements of 

discovery, variety of experiences

Personas

Persona D
The enthusiast

       How loveable is Singapore to you?
Singapore is highly loveable to me. What’s 
there not to love about it?

       Why do you feel so? What emotional responses 
shape your perception of Singapore’s loveability?
(See Spidergram below)
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Personas

Persona D: The enthusiast

        What are the most important steps to take, to 
make Singapore more loveable to you?
Singapore is already very loveable to me, as I feel fulfilled 
in many ways. Things are great on an institutional level, 
although on an interpersonal level I am eager to be included 
and seen as a local.

Sense of
I feel included in Singapore. Even though I may not be 
originally from here, I am treated equally and fairly on 
an institutional level, thanks to the meritocratic systems 
and racial harmony here. On an interpersonal level, it 
sometimes takes work to earn the trust and acceptance 
of others.

Sense of
I may have lived in different parts of the world before, 
but Singapore is home to me. No matter where I go, I will 
come back. 

Sense of
I feel free to be myself and express myself in the wider 
society. I believe that we are all free to speak our minds, 
as long as we do not offend others.

Sense of
I am very involved in volunteer and grassroots work and 
feel that there are plenty of opportunities to contribute 
to the community and city.

Sense of
I am excited by all that Singapore offers. There is so 
much to explore in terms of places and cultures. I love 
how we embrace innovation while trying to retain 
heritage and tradition. 

Sense of
I appreciate living in a close-knit community with a 
strong kampong spirit. Through my volunteer work, I feel 
connected to both my micro and macro communities.
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        Quotes from Persona D

 I love the mix of languages and dialects that 
people of various races share and embrace, like how 
we also like different types of cuisine in a single meal. 
The creative fusion of culture, fashion, arts, languages, 
etc. are everchanging and brings delight.

 The online world is an excellent platform to discuss 
our different views and I find it to be very healthy. Of 
course, it cannot offend people or attack the personal 
lives of these individuals.

 I’m excited because Singapore has this generation 
of people that are thinking more deeply and can articulate 
views without being violent. I really enjoy the Singapore 
that is coming out, the urbanity to listen to different views, 
and social media platforms are making such a big impact 
on free speech, the sort of intellectually well-articulated 
speeches and views.

Personas

Persona D: The enthusiast

“

”

”

”

 I love Singapore. It is home for me. It’s familiar, its 
where my loved ones are. My life is fulfilled here.
 
 

 In the volunteering space where I wanted to give, I 
have sometimes faced that feeling of not being included. 
Other than that, I don’t think I have faced moments 
where Singapore was not inclusive. The government’s 
messaging has always been about inclusiveness, but it 
always boils down to the people. I’ve had to work very 
hard to make people trust me and understand that, even 
though I am a foreigner, I do feel the same way for this 
country as a local would. I do look foreign, but my heart 
is not.

Female, 36–45 years old, Chinese

Male, 26–35 years old, Malay

Male, 26–35 years old, Malay

Female, 56–65 years old, Chinese

Female, 46–55 years old, Indian

“

“

“

“

”

”
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Conclusion 
and Strategies
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We started off with two broad research questions: What 
do we find loveable about living in Singapore, and what 
would make Singapore more loveable to us? 

This chapter summarises some of the common themes 
and solutions that cut across these dimensions and 
recommends strategies we could adopt moving ahead. 

These strategies are by no means exhaustive. They are 
intended to be building blocks for agencies, community 
organisations and even individuals to create more 
loveability in Singapore. 

Conclusion and Strategies

page 159The Loveable Singapore Project Report



C 
O

 N
 C

 L 
U 

S 
I O

 N
   A

 N
 D 

  S
 T 

R 
A 

T E
 G

 I 
E 

S

This list acts as an overview of the strategies discussed in our report, and highlights actions and areas that different groups can take to enhance 
loveability in Singapore. The goal is to show that everyone can play a role in making Singapore more loveable. This list is not intended to be exhaustive—
instead, it is aimed at sparking further conversations and ideas.

Policymakers Communities IndividualsCompaniesPlacemakers/ 
Designers

Civic/Non-
Governmental 
Organisations

Design for building a sense of attachment in our 
neighbourhoods

Plan and design for attachment as part 
of placemaking

Recognise and lend greater support to existing 
culture and heritage efforts 

Build up our homegrown Singapore culture

Engage in more public conversations around 
change, exclusion and social faultlines

Create more loveable public encounters  
and interactions 

Promote community leaders and ground-up efforts 

Invest in creating more varied and 
vibrant streetscapes

Ensure better access to breathing spaces

Design opportunities for surprise and delight in our 
daily lived experiences 

Increase co-creation opportunities

Improve access to knowledge, resources and 
platforms to encourage more involvement in civic 
activities

Be open to difficult conversations
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Image 1
Street of Clans, Singapore: A district activation celebrating the clan values of kinship and unity across generations.

Project by Outeredit
Photo by DesignSingapore Council

Image 2
Etania Green School, Sabah, Malaysia: Built sustainably, this school provides a learning space for children of migrant 
labourers. It is also a community hub for the children’s parents to gather and hang out.

Project by Billion Bricks Ltd
Photo by Fernando Gomulya

Image 3A and 3B
GoodLife! Makan, Singapore: A senior activity centre that brings stay-alone senior residents together using a community 
kitchen and living room concept. Recently refreshed and updated, Version 2.0 of the design of GoodLife! Makan at Marine 
Terrace introduces more greenery, an addition of a new café and a day nursing station for the seniors. 

Project and Photo by DP Architects Pte Ltd

Image 4
Cheonggyecheon, Seoul, South Korea: The Cheonggyecheon Stream revitalises central Seoul by creating a green corridor 
for pedestrians, bicyclists and wildlife.

Photo by yeoul Shin on Unsplash

Image 5
My Community, Singapore, works to preserve community stories and reconnect people to their heritage—here are 
activities organised like garland making, a rangoli workshop and neighbourhood tours led by the community museum 
Museum@My Queenstown.

Photo by Singapore Tourism Board

Strategy
Making a home

Protecting, building and supporting 
our cultural and identity anchors to 
strengthen our sense of

Image 1

Image 2

Image 4 Image 5

Image 3A

Image 3B
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Strategy “Making a home” 
Protecting, building and supporting our cultural and identity anchors to strengthen our sense of attachment.

We find Singapore loveable when... 
We are able to retain and celebrate our 
cultural anchors, tangible and intangible.

We want to retain spaces and places that are our 
repository of positive personal memories, where 
we built bonds and forged friendships. 

The significance of cultural and heritage sites help 
us connect with our nation’s past. 

Our shared cultural practices, beliefs, social habits, 
language and behavioural norms form a strong 
social glue. 

We love places that evolved organically and 
are not overly curated. Places we perceive as 
authentic, such as wet markets, increase our sense 
of attachment.

We find Singapore unloveable when... 
We feel a loss of cultural identity anchors.

Globalisation has led Singaporeans abroad to 
lose touch with the culture they grew up with; new 
citizens also add to a new, evolving culture. 

When places change quickly, we feel a strong sense 
of displacement and loss of cultural and heritage 
anchors. This makes it hard to form emotional 
connections. 

What is “authentically Singapore”? While some 
identified places like Marina Bay Sands and the 
city skyline as loveable icons, others saw them as 
“man-made” and less loveable.

To some, Singapore culture is “fake” or “weak”. 
Some wondered what an organic, authentic 
Singapore culture would be like.

Some expressed concern over the lack of adequate 
support to encourage a new generation of arts and 
cultural workers.
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Strategy “Making a home” 
Protecting, building and supporting our cultural and identity anchors to strengthen our sense of attachment.

We invest in building attachment in our 
neighbourhoods.

Update the design of neighbourhood places with 
strong attachment factors (e.g., wet markets, small 
businesses, etc.) such that they fulfil present-day 
needs. 

Update neighbourhood identity and values. 
What does “kampong spirit” mean in today’s 
context? Could we answer this question through 
participatory design processes? 

Gain deeper understanding of the places we 
feel attached to and what exactly people want to 
retain. Also, different socio-economic groups have 
different attachment to different places. This needs 
to be unpacked further. 

Continue to invest in good design and architecture 
not only in the city centre, landmarks and attractions, 
but also in our neighbourhoods. Neighbourhood 
identities could be points of pride that are co-
created. New neighbourhood identity and values 
can galvanise residents to rally around them, thus 
building ownership.

Recognise that the HDB heartlands are in flux as 
demographics change. Trigger/encourage deeper 
conversations about navigating change in our 
neighbourhoods. 

We plan and design for attachment as part 
of placemaking.

Plan for mixed typologies: ensure adequate 
provision of open, unprogrammed and unplanned 
spaces, and set aside pockets of space for people 
to linger, form memories, and find freedom and 
beauty organically.

Celebrate the everyday places that people feel 
attached to and give people space to make places 
their own over time by choosing non-interference 
or “benign neglect” where possible.

Design better public consultative processes before 
making changes. Users facing rapid urban changes 
can feel disoriented, helpless and shut out by policy 
decisions.

Allow people to shape larger-scale community 
places by implementing policy guidelines/
principles that mandate/recommend public 
participation.   

We feel Singapore would be more loveable if...
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Strategy “Making a home” 
Protecting, building and supporting our cultural and identity anchors to strengthen our sense of attachment.

We recognise and lend greater support  
to existing culture and heritage efforts.

Fund and support individuals and groups who are 
exploring ways to see the existing neighbourhoods 
and places with a new lens, e.g., discovering places 
off the beaten track, planning walking tours and 
others.

Fund and support community groups that deepen 
understanding of new cultures and self-directed 
action to delve deeper into one’s own roots, 
estates, etc.

Strengthen existing structures to encourage a new 
generation of cultural workers in the public and 
private sector.

We build up our homegrown Singapore 
culture.

Encourage explorations to understand the nuances 
and particularities of our culture that can lead to 
more engaging experiences. These could capture 
the interest of the new generation and create 
continuity, relevance and new ways to appreciate 
the old.

Strengthen and build on what many in Singapore 
already identify with (i.e., the social super glue) to 
embed local culture into everyday experiences, 
beyond touristy/novelty gifts.

Be open to, and find ways to further understand and 
embrace the new cultures coming into Singapore. 

We feel Singapore would be more loveable if...
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Strategy
Creating our family

Building on our strong micro-
community networks to 
strengthen our sense of                            
and 

Image 1
Creating inclusive spaces, Singapore: An open top bus tour for migrant workers, organised to bring cheer and reprieve to 
migrant workers who have been badly impacted during the pandemic.

Photo by Covid-19 Migrant Support Coalition

Image 2
“May I Have a Seat Please”, Singapore: An initiative that aims to help commuters with invisible medical conditions alert 
fellow commuters that they would like a seat on public transport.

Photo by Land Transport Authority

Image 3
Alzheimer’s Disease Association’s Wayfinding mural, Singapore, helps elderly residents in Ang Mo Kio with dementia 
find their way home more easily.

Photo by Urban Redevelopment Authority

Image 4
Superkilen Park in Copenhagen, Denmark, promotes tolerance and unity by bringing the most ethnically-diverse and 
socially-challenged communities together through inclusive design elements.

Project by Topotek1, BIG & Superflex
Photo by Daniele Salutari on Unsplash

Image 5
Hack Our Play, Singapore: Singapore’s first participatory, inclusive, community-built play space.

Project and Photo by Participate in Design

Image 6
The China Fuzhou Jin Niu Shan Trans-Urban Connector, China, negotiates the existing hilly and forested topography of 
the city at an accessible gradient. It is universally designed to be accessible for the handicapped and the aged and brings 
nature close to a densely populated and highly urbanised Asian city.

Project by LOOK Architects Pte Ltd
Photo by Zhou Yue Dong

Image 3

Image 1 Image 2

Image 6

Image 5

Image 4 Image 4
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Strategy “Creating our family”
Building on our strong micro-community networks to strengthen our sense of connection and inclusion.

We feel Singapore would be more loveable when...

We feel emotionally connected to others.

Our sense of connection to places comes from 
“being able to spend time there with loved ones”. 

Our micro-communities provide strong networks 
of support, care, and exchange of information and 
items, making us feel attached to Singapore as 
home.

Meaningful interactions in public spaces with those 
outside our social circles are extremely impactful 
and memorable. 

Being friendly and respectful to service staff helps 
create a strong micro-community.

We appreciate each other when we abide by 
the social contract, prioritising community over 
the individual. This strengthens our sense of 
connection and our sense of agency as everyone 
has a part to play.

Witnessing loveable behaviour is inspiring.

We feel included regardless of socio-
economic and ethnic background and are 
given a stake in the country.

Our culture of improvement and innovation enables 
us to create better lives for ourselves.

We identify with Singapore’s multicultural way 
of life through celebrations of festivals, diverse 
food offerings, interaction in institutions like 
school and military as well as in public spaces.

Singapore is ready to talk discuss how 
multiculturalism can be more deeply and 
meaningfully embedded.

Most feel well provided for and supported in living 
here, resulting in strong sense of security and trust.

We are developing a more inclusive and empathetic 
view of what the “good life” means.

We feel fairly treated here by our public institutions 
because of generally inclusive policies and 
progressive policies that look after some 
marginalised groups. This strengthens our sense 
of inclusion.
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Strategy “Creating our family”
Building on our strong micro-community networks to strengthen our sense of connection and inclusion.

We find Singapore unloveable when...

We do not adequately acknowledge and 
address anxieties felt by some in our 
society.

The elderly, parents with young children, 
youths, Persons with Disabilities (PWDs), ethnic 
minorities, and low-income groups have 
experienced exclusions and micro-aggressions 
in neighbourhoods and public spaces. This 
undermines the sense of connection in society.

Our definitions of diversity have not evolved; there 
is a lack of tools and language to discuss sensitive 
issues without dismissing the experiences shared 
by minorities as “trouble-making”.

True integration requires effort, but many think we 
are multicultural “enough” when we participate 
in the accessible aspects of other cultures, even 
though minority groups feel differently. 

Unaccepting behaviour is sometimes still 
experienced by foreigners (low- and high-skilled 
workers) and new citizens.

Our micro-communities could turn into negative 
silos when we discriminate those different from us. 

We struggle to keep up with the pace of 
life here.

Narrow definitions of success may result in 
a stratified, hierarchical society and lack of 
compassion, impacting our sense of inclusion and 
connection. 

Unloveable, selfish behaviour arises from a rushed, 
stressful and competitive society. This creates a 
bad experience for others or makes us oblivious 
to those who need help.

There are changing expectations of a “good life” as 
more see the need for better emotional well-being, 
mental health etc. 
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Strategy “Creating our family”
Building on our strong micro-community networks to strengthen our sense of connection and inclusion.

The social composition of our neighbourhoods will 
also continue to evolve. More needs to be done 
to acknowledge and address those who express 
anxieties about the changing demographics in 
Singapore.

We need skills to navigate diversity and change 
with empathy. What may appear to be racist and 
xenophobic behaviour could be rooted in anxiety, 
feelings of being unheard, and the inability to 
navigate change.

We need to have difficult conversations to widen 
our definition of “who is included in Singapore”. We 
might lose something unique to our makeup and 
identity as a city that is embracing and empathetic 
if our literal and metaphorical spaces shrink.

Recognise that while multiculturalism is a nationally 
espoused value, this may not be a personal value 
to some—this will need to be addressed.

Consider acknowledging that a basic standard 
of living goes beyond food and shelter to 
include dignity, joy and relaxation.

Consider the needs that may be overlooked in 
urban design, planning, products and services as 
society diversifies. E.g. needs specific to certain 
ages, ethnicities, nationalities, genders, sexual 
orientations and physical disabilities.

Define a softer definition of success that looks at 
progress not just economically but socially. 

Be open to, and find ways to further understand and 
embrace the new cultures coming into Singapore. 

Ensure reaching a truly diverse and wide-
ranging audience when doing surveys and 
studies, especially those who would not normally 
participate.

We feel Singapore would be more loveable if...

We engage in more public conversations 
around change and inclusion.
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Strategy “Creating our family”
Building on our strong micro-community networks to strengthen our sense of connection and inclusion.

We create more our loveable public 
encounters and interactions.

Build on shared memories and experiences with 
other Singaporeans to strengthen our bond—this 
means embedding platforms and opportunities to 
experience cultural diversity in a meaningful and 
not tokenistic way.

Design for more opportunities for social connection 
and interaction among neighbours and community 
members, particularly within high-traffic areas.

Trigger spontaneous interactions like friendly 
conversation among strangers and create more 
loveable public experiences, especially in the many 
socially-heterogenous places in Singapore.

Use the online space to encounter people outside 
our usual circles and hear different points of view. 
Develop our online spaces to encounter different 
viewpoints and handle disagreements civilly and 
graciously. 

We promote community leaders and 
ground-up efforts.

Create a culture where people act loveably towards 
others.

Engage our youth groups to drive these efforts, 
as younger respondents had a strong sense of 
social change and inequalities, and also a stake in 
addressing such gaps.

Hold space for the views of minority groups that 
we personally might not agree with or think are too 
niche.

Support the growing movement of  self-
organised, volunteer-driven groups in our 
communities.

Facilitate more intentional conversations around 
what loveable public behaviour is. Recognise that 
inconsiderate behaviour is defined differently 
across generations and social backgrounds.

We feel Singapore would be more loveable if...
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Strategy
Making magical moments

Enhancing what we find surprising, 
delightful and welcoming to 
strengthen our sense of
       and 

Image 1
ART-ZOO, Singapore, reimagines learning and playing through animal/nature-themed inflatable art playgrounds.

Project and Photo by BLACK

Image 2
The Mural Project NYC World Trade Center, New York, U.S.A. brings delight to the streets with the message of a 
hopeful future.

Photo by William Álvarez on Unsplash

Image 3
Very Momentary Exhibition, Singapore, surprised and captivated residents at Jalan Batu in Geylang with a temporary 
rainbow walkway.

Project and Photo by Very Momentary Exhibition

Image 4
Discover Tanjong Pagar Community Green, Singapore, encourages spontaneous use of public space.

Photo by Urban Redevelopment Authority

Image 5
Car Free Day, Jakarta, Indonesia: Indonesians out and about enjoying Car Free Day back in 2020.

Photo by Fadhil N on Unsplash

Image 3

Image 1

Image 2

Image 5Image 4
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Strategy “Making magical moments”
Enhancing what we find surprising, delightful and welcoming to strengthen our sense of attraction and freedom.

We find Singapore loveable when...

We are surprised and delighted by 
diversity, vibrancy and discovery.

We like “hidden gems”. Places are attractive when 
there is something varied, new, surprising and 
aesthetically pleasing.

Singapore’s safe conditions enable exploration 
and enjoyment of public spaces.

We enjoy celebrating richness and depth in 
diversity, and yearn for more engaging cultural 
experiences. 

People view mixed typologies in the built 
environment as uniquely Singapore. Other types 
of “mixedness” in food, language, and cultural 
practices are also delightful.

We have breathing spaces that offer a 
reprieve from urban life.

Having access to open/unplanned, breathing and 
green spaces also offers reprieve from high-density 
living.

We feel “free” in open, unplanned or lightly 
programmed, multi-modal spaces that attract a 
diverse range of users. 

Breathing spaces allow us to let our hair down, linger 
and partake in informal social practices.
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Strategy “Making magical moments”
Enhancing what we find surprising, delightful and welcoming to strengthen our sense of attraction and freedom.

We find Singapore unloveable when...

The stress and unpleasant realities of our 
high-density urban living become too 
overwhelming.

Crowded spaces and inconsiderate behaviour are 
stressful and commonly attributed to poor design 
and mismanagement of spaces.

These are compounded by unloveable, selfish 
behaviour arising from living in a rushed and 
competitive society. 

Issues with close proximity living intersect with those 
arising from the lack of understanding of diverse 
cultural practices and lifestyles. 

Not everyone feels they have access to breathing 
spaces due to lack in mobility or experiences of 
exclusion.

Our built environment feels generic and 
boring.

Places that are generic, unstimulating, 
uninspiring, and lacking charm or character are 
unattractive. 

When large establishments/franchises dominate, 
there is a less diverse and interesting mix of retail 
options and streetscapes.
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Strategy “Making magical moments”
Enhancing what we find surprising, delightful and welcoming to strengthen our sense of attraction and freedom.

We invest in creating more varied and 
vibrant streetscapes.

Maintain a diverse mix of scale, typology, and 
offerings, by supporting small businesses and 
local/hyperlocal offerings and the providing 
open, unprogrammed and unplanned spaces.

Curate less and encourage more organic 
“messiness” and “real nature” as people dislike 
highly sanitised and regulated environments. 

Identify where, when and how to stop planning, 
and set aside pockets of space that people can find 
freedom and beauty in on their own terms.

Design unique, differentiated neighbourhoods 
to increase sense of attachment, attraction and 
connection.

Explore redesigning downtown Singapore, 
especially Orchard Road, to be more inclusive of 
different socio-economic groups, and with more 
distinctive character. 

We ensure better access to breathing 
spaces.

Ensure equal access for all ages, abilities, special 
needs, etc.

Develop and design more pockets of breathing 
spaces, not only in parks and gardens, but in places 
that provide reprieve from high-traffic/high-stress 
areas. We need more creative views into what 
breathing spaces could look like, beyond green 
spaces.

We feel Singapore would be more loveable if...
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Strategy “Making magical moments”
Enhancing what we find surprising, delightful and welcoming to strengthen our sense of attraction and freedom.

We design opportunities for surprise and 
delight in our daily lived experiences.

People are attracted to both surprising and familiar 
places. For our spatial environment to cater to 
both needs, we need to identify places we feel 
emotionally attached to and explore how we can 
see existing neighbourhoods and places through 
a new lens. 

Encourage more citizen-led placemaking initiatives 
to rejuvenate existing spaces quickly, affordably 
and memorably. 

Design for humour, joy and wit so that people can 
laugh at and enjoy our local cultural elements, 
while embedding these local elements into our 
daily lived experience.

Create more loveable public experiences centred 
around “slow living” to encourage more considerate 
behaviour and spontaneous interactions, resulting 
in a more attractive city to explore and live in.

We feel Singapore would be more loveable if...
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Strategy
Taking ownership

Increasing co-creation and 
engagement opportunities to 
strengthen our sense of
and

Image 1
Campaigning for a more sustainable future with SG Climate Rally, Singapore.

Photo by SG Climate Rally

Image 2
Kampong Kakis, Singapore: A 4-in-1 community incubator space houses an indoor hydroponics system, food vending 
machines, an art gallery and a space for communal activities.

Photo by Housing & Development Board

Image 3
Pets Park @ Segar Gardens, Singapore, aims to encourage responsible pet ownership.

Photo by HDB Lively Places Challenge 2020—Pets Park @ Segar Gardens

Image 4
OCG Beach Cleanup in Bali, Indonesia.

Photo by OCG Saving The Ocean on Unsplash

Image 5
School of X Bootcamp, Singapore, brought residents, volunteers and designers together to design more loveable and 
unique public spaces and connections.

Photo by DesignSingapore Council

Image 6
Neighbourhood Renewal Programme, Singapore: Public institutions are recognising the opportunities for co-creation—
here, a public space participatory design project was commissioned by the Tampines Town Council and carried out by 
Participate in Design.

Project and photo by Participate in Design

Image 7
Anti-racism campaign in San Francisco, U.S.A.

Photo by Jason Leung on Unsplash
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Image 2
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Strategy “Taking ownership”
Increasing co-creation and engagement opportunities to strengthen our sense of agency and attachment. 

We find Singapore loveable when... 

We have different avenues to create 
impact on our environment and lives.

We feel empowered through opportunities to 
enact change.

This could include abiding by the social contract 
and prioritising community over the individual in 
public interactions, which increases our sense of 
agency as everyone has a part to play.

Social media has made it easier for people to gain 
and spread awareness about social issues, and 
many recognise its potential as a force for more 
civic engagement.

Agency, attachment and connection 
are closely l inked, especial ly  in  
neighbourhoods.

Many respondents saw more opportunities for 
enacting change in their neighbourhoods.

Co-creation and consultative placemaking 
processes make us feel more attached to a place 
and makes it more loveable.

We find people and communities loveable when 
they give back to society by volunteering or 
donating. We are also inspired by them to do the 
same. 

We are galvanised to protect the aspects of our 
lives that we are attached to, for example, people 
strongly rallied around hawkers whose businesses 
suffered due to the pandemic.
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Strategy “Taking ownership”
Increasing co-creation and engagement opportunities to strengthen our sense of agency and attachment. 

We find Singapore unloveable when... 

We feel disappointed when others are not 
contributing to the community by being 
apathetic or overly negative.

Some respondents felt that we were too passive, 
too outrightly self-centred, or too rushed/stressed 
to help others. The 16–24 age groups felt this most 
strongly, in contrast to those in their 30s and 40s 
who disagreed equally strongly.

Social media has also enabled a “tattle-tale” and 
cancel culture.

We do not know how to enact change or 
work with public agencies or organisations.

These include the lack of consultative processes, 
frustrations with too many regulations and control, 
and fear or uncertainty about boundaries.

Some respondents felt the lack of bandwidth or 
know-how in getting involved. 
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Strategy “Taking ownership”
Increasing co-creation and engagement opportunities to strengthen our sense of agency and attachment. 

We increase co-creation opportunities.

Develop guidelines/principles to delineate 
situations where public participation is mandated/
recommended. 

Engage the public, especially the youth groups, 
who are eager to participate in community activities 
on different scales. 

Engage older groups to ensure inclusiveness by 
providing different ways people with different time 
commitments can get involved.

Leverage existing examples of community 
leadership to mutually inspire others.

Address existing gaps around knowledge, skills, 
opportunities for those who do not know how to 
get involved or get started, using platforms like 
www.volunteer.gov.sg.

Provide civic engagement opportunities that can 
be accessed at different levels for a busy working 
parent, a student, a wheelchair-bound elderly 
person, and so on. 

Broaden the definition for civic engagement 
and provide different touchpoints for different 
segments of the population.

We help people understand how to get 
involved in civic activities.

People need help to navigate complex systems 
and regulations, and to know which avenues are 
available to them.

We need organisations that can partner with 
residents to translate community-driven 
initiatives into fruition as it could be unrealistic 
to expect a layperson to have the know-how to 
navigate around regulations, or the skillsets to 
execute a concept into technical design.

Successful public engagements lie in skilful 
facilitation of difficult conversations, particularly 
when there are divergent opinions, and of civic-
minded participation. Both require awareness 
and education.

We feel Singapore would be more loveable if...
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Learn how to accommodate diverse opinions even 
within our own communities, as the conservative-
liberal divide on moral, social and political issues 
widens. 

When doing studies/surveys, design guidelines 
and participatory processes that intentionally 
seek feedback from truly diverse viewpoints 
from people who would not usually participate.

Strategy “Taking ownership”
Increasing co-creation and engagement opportunities to strengthen our sense of agency and attachment. 

We reduce barriers to entry for civic 
participation.

Reduce regulation, red tape and permission-
seeking to encourage more acts of self-organisation 
in public/shared spaces.

Streamline processes involving community 
initiatives, especially in neighbourhoods. 

Have more public engagements about what type 
of public engagements people want, how they 
hope institutions will respond or follow up, etc.

Design ways to build resilient, two-way 
relationships with our public institutions amidst 
deeply disruptive changes like pandemics and 
accelerated digitalisation.

We feel Singapore would be more loveable if...

We be open to difficult conversations.

Discuss trade-offs between a greater sense of 
agency, and the “messiness” and inefficiency that 
would inevitably arise from a more bottom-up, 
organic planning process. 

Encourage communities to discuss what they 
are willing to do to support one another so that 
public institutions are less “in” our daily lives. Public 
agencies correspondingly need to listen to what 
type of support communities need.

Broaden the definitions of what civic engagement 
means beyond donating, volunteering, etc. Even 
small actions like helping others in public play a 
part. 

Be sensitive to generational gaps in defining civic 
engagement and social issues around marginalised 
communities to ensure appropriate representation. 

Explore ways to improve our listening, especially 
towards groups that feel anxiety, fear or 
discrimination. We might need more intentionally 
designed platforms where such listening can take 
place.
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Towards a more
loveable Singapore

This is the inaugural study on this topic, and we hope we have fairly represented the 
views of all who took part in our study. These strategies are intended to be broad 
ideas that need to be further developed by public agencies, private organisations, 
civic groups, communities or even individuals. 

We would love to hear from you on what you thought of the findings and strategies 
outlined here. If you have any feedback, thoughts or questions, please reach us at 
research@designsingapore.org.

Over the next year, we will be working with various public agencies and communities 
on interventions to address the issues identified here. Please check our website 
https://www.designsingapore.org/initiatives/loveable-singapore-project.html 
for updates.

Thank you!
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Methodology

The findings in this chapter are drawn mainly from 
responses to our quantitative survey questions, which 
asked respondents to identify:

These quantitative findings were supported with our 
qualitative interviews and focus group discussions, and 
supplemented with external research where relevant. 

We landed on the key findings of this chapter by comparing 
the top loveable factors against the unloveable factors, 
and highlighting tensions, polarities and opportunities 
for interventions.

the top three places in their neighbourhoods that they 
love/find difficult to love; 

the top three factors that they love/find difficult to love 
in their neighbourhoods; 

the top three places around Singapore (beyond their 
neighbourhoods) that they love/find difficult to love; and

the top three factors that they love/find difficult to love 
about places around Singapore

Our Places and Spaces
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Base (N)  2,000  |  Question I love these three places around my neighbourhood the most Base (N)  2,000  |  Question These are the top three reasons why I love the 
places around my neighbourhood

Figure 2A  |  Places I love around my neighbourhood Figure 2B  |  Reasons why I love the places around my neighbourhood

These are the places that 
I love around my neighbourhood

These are the reasons why I love 
the places around my neighbourhood

Places around the neighbourhood
Our Places and Spaces
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Base (N)  2,000  |  Question I find these three places around my neighbourhood difficult to love Base (N)  2,000  |  Question These are the top three reasons why the places around my 
neighbourhood are difficult to love

Figure 2C  |  Places I find difficult to love around my neighbourhood Figure 2D  |  Reasons why it is difficult to love my neighbourhood

These are the places that I find difficult
to love around my neighbourhood

These are the reasons why it is 
difficult to love my neighbourhood

Places around the neighbourhood
Our Places and Spaces
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Base (N)  2,000  |  Question These are the top three places I love around Singapore Base (N)  2,000  |  Question These are the top three reasons why I love these places around Singapore
Figure 2E  |  Places around Singapore that are loveable Figure 2F  |  Reasons why places around Singapore are loveable

These are the places that 
I love around Singapore

These are the reasons why I 
love the places around Singapore

Places around Singapore
Our Places and Spaces
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Base (N)  2,000  |  Question These are the top three places I find difficult to love around Singapore Base (N)  2,000  |  Question These are the top three reasons why these places around 
Singapore are difficult to love

Figure 2G  |  Places I find difficult to love around Singapore Figure 2H  |  Reasons why it is difficult to love the places around Singapore

These are the places I find 
difficult to love around Singapore

These are the reasons why it is difficult 
to love the places around Singapore

Places around Singapore
Our Places and Spaces
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Our Cultures and Identities

Methodology

The findings in this chapter are drawn mainly from  
responses to our quantitative survey questions, which 
asked respondents to identify:

Top three aspects of culture and identity that they love/ 
find difficult to love in Singapore
Top three factors that would make Singapore an 
inclusive society
Top three factors that would make Singapore’s heritage 
more loveable

These quantitative findings were shored up with our 
qualitative interviews and focus group discussions, and 
supplemented with external research where relevant. 

We landed on the key statements of this chapter by 
comparing the top loveable factors against the unloveable 
factors, and drawing out the tensions, polarities and 
opportunities for interventions.
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Our Cultures and Identities

These are the aspects of cultures and 
identities that I find most difficult to 
love about Singapore

These are the aspects of cultures and 
identities that I love most 
about Singapore

Base (N)  2,000  |  Question These are the top three aspects that I find most difficult to love 
about Singapore

Figure 3B  |  Aspects of cultures and identities that are difficult to love about Singapore

Base (N)  2,000  |  Question These are the top three aspects that I love most about Singapore
Figure 3A  |  Aspects of cultures and identities that are loveable about Singapore
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Our People and Communities

Methodology

The findings in this chapter are drawn mainly from the 
responses to our quantitative survey questions which asked 
respondents how much they agreed with the statement 
“In general, I find people in Singapore loveable”, as well 
as to pick the top three aspects of people, behaviours 
and interactions that they love or find difficult to love in 
Singapore. These quantitative findings were shored up 
with our qualitative interviews and focus group discussions 
and supplemented with external research where relevant. 

We landed on the key statements of this chapter by 
comparing the top loveable factors against the unloveable 
factors, and drawing out the tensions, polarities and 
opportunities for interventions.

Base (N)  2,000  |  Question How much do you agree with the following statement: “In 
general, I find people in Singapore loveable”?

Figure 4A  |  Loveability rating for people in Singapore

        I find people in Singapore loveable
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These are the reasons why
Singaporeans are unloveable

Base (N)  2,000  |  Question I find the people in Singapore unloveable because of these top 
three reasons

Figure 4C  |  Reasons why Singaporeans are unloveable

Our People and Communities

These are the reasons why
Singaporeans are loveable

Base (N)  2,000  |  Question I find the people in Singapore loveable because 
of these top three reasons

Figure 4B  |  Reasons why Singaporeans are loveable
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Our Relationship with Public Institutions

Methodology

The findings in this chapter were drawn mainly from the 
responses to our quantitative survey questions which 
asked respondents to pick the top three aspects of our 
relationship with public institutions that they loved/ 
found difficult to love in Singapore. These quantitative 
findings were supported with qualitative interviews and 
focus group discussions and supplemented with external 
research where relevant. 

We landed on the key statements of this chapter by 
comparing the top loveable factors against the unloveable 
factors, and drawing out the tensions, polarities and 
opportunities for interventions.
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Our Relationship with Public Institutions

These are the reasons why public 
institutions in Singapore are unloveable

These are the reasons why public 
institutions in Singapore are loveable

Base (N)  2,000  |  Question I find the public institutions in Singapore unloveable 
because of these top three reasons

Figure 5B  |  Reasons why public institutions in Singapore are unloveable

Base (N)  2,000  |  Question I find the public institutions in Singapore loveable 
because of these top three reasons

Figure 5A  |  Reasons why public institutions in Singapore are loveable
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