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S

F O R E W O R D

A Note on This Volume

peaking the language is half of belonging. The other half is reading the

room. This guide covers the everyday customs that shape daily life in

Germany, from how to arrive on time to how to sort your recycling, from Sunday

quiet to the bread you'll buy three times a week.

Germany is not monolithic. Bavaria, the Rhineland, Berlin, Hamburg, and the

eastern states each carry their own flavor. The notes below flag Austria and

Switzerland where a visitor will notice the difference. Where regional customs

matter for a visitor, they are called out.

This guide pairs with the phrasebook and the grammar primer. Knowing the

phrase is half; knowing the moment and the rule is the other half. Use all three

together.

Compiled by THE EIDETIC EDITORS, for readers who intend to be understood.
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C H A P T E R  I

Punctuality is non-negotiable.

German culture typically treats punctuality seriously. For formal appointments,

arriving on time or a few minutes early is safest; arriving late without notice is

usually read as inconsiderate. Private invitations follow looser norms and

context matters (see the dinner note below). Consistently honoring time

commitments is a small act of respect that many people notice.

This applies across work meetings, dinner invitations, medical appointments, trains

(which leave on the second), and social plans with friends. If you will be even five

minutes late, send a message. A text with an updated ETA is standard and

appreciated, not an overreaction.

The cultural logic behind it: your time is valuable, and so is theirs. Honoring a time

commitment is a small act of respect that many people take seriously.
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For a dinner at someone's home, arrive between 5 and 10 minutes after the stated

time, never before (the host is still preparing) and never more than 10 minutes

late.

•

For business meetings, arrive 5 minutes early. Being escorted to a waiting room

while they wrap up is expected; being late is not.

•

German trains (Deutsche Bahn) are famously punctual on paper and increasingly

less so in practice. Austrian ÖBB and Swiss SBB still run almost to the second.

•

If you are running late, text. A one-line "Sorry, S-Bahn Verspätung, komme 10

Minuten später" lands as responsible rather than apologetic.

•

Austria and Switzerland are equally or more punctual than Germany. The Swiss in

particular treat time as sacred; a 2pm meeting means 2pm sharp.

•

Social events with friends are slightly looser (10 to 15 minute grace period), but a

formal dinner invitation is treated like a work commitment.

•

A  R U L E  O F  T H U M B

If you are held up unexpectedly, send a message the moment you know,

not once you are already late. Proactive communication is valued even

more than punctuality itself.
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C H A P T E R  I I

Directness in communication.
Phrases 1 to 4

German communication often leans more direct than Anglophone counterparts,

especially in professional settings. A clear "no" is usually preferred over a hedged

"maybe"; critiques are often delivered straight. This varies by individual, region,

and context: social speech in Bavaria and the Rhineland is often warmer and

more circuitous, and register shifts across workplaces.

Where directness does show up, it is usually a cultural preference for clarity and

efficiency rather than rudeness. A German colleague saying "Das ist falsch" (that is

wrong) is often flagging the error, not attacking you personally. A German friend

saying "Ich mag das nicht" (I don't like that) is often giving you useful information,

not picking a fight.

For visitors, the adjustment runs both ways. Germans can read English-speaker

indirectness as evasive or dishonest ("If you think it's wrong, just say so"). English

speakers can read German directness as cold. Meeting in the middle means stating

your position clearly and not personalizing the response.

01 Das stimmt nicht. das shtimt nikht

That's not right. Said flatly in a meeting, not as an

attack, just correcting.

02 Ich bin anderer

Meinung.

ikh bin AN-deh-rer MY-nung

I am of a different opinion. The polite way to

disagree with a colleague.
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03 Das passt mir

nicht.

das past meer nikht

That doesn't work for me. Direct refusal, not

negotiable.

04 Wie meinen Sie

das?

vee MY-nen zee das

How do you mean that? Used to probe; Germans

don't mind being asked to clarify.

A  R U L E  O F  T H U M B

In many contexts, German small talk is more literal than the Anglophone

reflex, especially with people you already know. "Gut" is fine as a reflex

reply, but honest follow-up ("Ganz gut, aber ich bin müde") often moves

the conversation forward. This varies by person, region, and

relationship. A softer direct alternative in meetings is "Das sehe ich

anders" (I see it differently) rather than the bluntest "Das stimmt nicht".
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C H A P T E R  I I I

Sunday closures: Ladenschluss.

On Sundays in Germany, almost everything is closed. Supermarkets, clothing

shops, hardware stores, most bakeries after noon, most cafes outside tourist

centers. Sunday closure is protected constitutionally (Article 139 Weimarer

Reichsverfassung, via Article 140 Grundgesetz) and implemented through each

Bundesland's Ladenöffnungsgesetz. Rules vary slightly by state, but Sunday

closure is near-universal. It is deeply tied to the German concept of Ruhetag (day

of rest). Fighting it is pointless; planning around it is essential.

What stays open: restaurants and cafes, tourist attractions and museums, gas

stations (which often have emergency groceries at gas-station prices), bakeries for

morning hours (often until noon), and stores in main train stations (Hauptbahnhof

shops are the legal exception). Sunday is the day to walk, visit a biergarten, go to a

museum, or stay home with a book and coffee.

This shapes the German week. Saturday becomes grocery day; if you forget

something, you wait until Monday. Thursday or Friday evenings see long

supermarket lines because people stock up for the weekend. Long-term visitors

learn this rhythm within two weekends.
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Closed on Sundays: all supermarkets, most bakeries (except morning hours), all

clothing and furniture stores, hardware stores, pharmacies (except the emergency

rotation).

•

Open on Sundays: restaurants, cafes, museums, cinemas, biergartens, tourist

attractions, train station shops, gas stations, bakeries in the morning.

•

The emergency pharmacy rotation (Notdienst): one pharmacy per neighborhood

stays open on any given Sunday. Search "Apotheke Notdienst" plus your area to

find it.

•

Saturdays: shops close earlier than weekdays (often 6 or 8pm instead of 10pm).

Plan major shopping for Saturday morning.

•

Holidays add Sunday rules: public holidays follow Sunday closure rules. A Monday

public holiday means Saturday is your only shopping day that weekend.

•

Austria and Switzerland: same Sunday closure culture, with similar exceptions.

Swiss tourist areas slightly more relaxed.

•

A  R U L E  O F  T H U M B

The Sunday pattern is a gift once you adjust. Many Germans treat

Sunday as family day: a long walk, a slow brunch, visiting relatives.

Leaning into it rather than fighting it is the fastest way to feel at home

in the German week.
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C H A P T E R  I V

Recycling and the Pfand system.

Germans take recycling seriously, and it is not optional. Every household sorts

waste into color-coded bins. Many beverage containers carry a deposit (Pfand)

that you reclaim by returning the empty to a supermarket, though not all drinks

do; the rule depends on container type (Einweg vs Mehrweg) and category.

Getting the system right marks you as someone who respects the shared space;

getting it wrong, especially repeatedly, earns quiet judgment from neighbors.

The deposit system is worth understanding. Eligible bottles and cans carry a

deposit of 8 to 25 cents; look for the Pfand logo on the label. You return the empty

to any supermarket that sells the same type of drink, feed it into the Pfandautomat

(bottle return machine), and get a voucher to redeem at checkout. The deposit on a

crate of beer can add 2 to 3 Euros. Don't throw Pfand bottles in the regular

recycling; either return them or leave them neatly beside the bin for someone else

to collect. Containers without the Pfand mark (wine bottles, juice cartons, milk

cartons) skip the deposit system and go in the appropriate bin.
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Gelbe Tonne or Gelber Sack (yellow): empty plastic, metal, and composite

packaging (plastic bottles without Pfand, yogurt tubs, metal tins, juice cartons,

foil). The Grüner Punkt logo is not the sorting rule; packaging belongs in the

yellow system regardless of label.

•

Blaue Tonne (blue): paper and cardboard. Flatten boxes before putting them in.•

Braune Tonne (brown): organic waste, food scraps, coffee grounds, garden

clippings.

•

Grauer or Schwarze Tonne (grey/black): residual waste that doesn't fit the other

categories. Try to minimize this.

•

Glass: separate containers at neighborhood collection points, sorted by color

(Weißglas white, Grünglas green, Braunglas brown). Only between 7am and 8pm;

clattering glass at midnight violates noise rules.

•

Pfand bottles: return to any supermarket's Pfandautomat. The machine prints a

voucher; redeem at checkout or take the cash.

•

Electronics and batteries: drop-off bins at most supermarkets and electronics

stores, never the regular bins.

•

A  R U L E  O F  T H U M B

If you live in an apartment building, the sorting rules are enforced

informally by neighbors. Repeatedly putting trash in the wrong bin can

generate a polite note from the Hausmeister (building manager) or a less

polite one from a neighbor. When in doubt, ask a neighbor once and

observe the bin setup. It is easier to learn the system early than to be

corrected on it later.
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C H A P T E R  V

Formal vs informal address: Siezen
and Duzen.

German has two ways to say "you" and they carry real social weight. Sie (formal,

always capitalized) is the default with strangers, service staff, colleagues you

don't know well, and anyone significantly older. Du (informal) is for family, close

friends, children, fellow students, and anyone who has explicitly invited you to

switch. Getting it wrong lands as either cold and stiff (using Sie when du was

offered) or pushy and disrespectful (using du when Sie was expected).

The shift from Sie to du is a deliberate moment. Someone older or more senior will

usually propose it with "Wollen wir uns duzen?" or "Sag doch du zu mir." You accept

with "gerne" (gladly) and from that point forward use du with that specific person.

Making the switch yourself without being offered is a minor but real faux pas. Work

cultures vary; tech startups often duzen from day one, while banks, law firms, and

government offices keep Siezen for years.
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Always Sie: shop clerks, waiters, taxi drivers, strangers, doctors, teachers (from

students), older people, people in uniform.

•

Always du: family, close friends, children under 16, fellow students at university,

pets, God in prayer.

•

Ambiguous (watch the room): work colleagues, classmates at work trainings,

people at parties, neighbors.

•

The switch: wait for the older or more senior person to offer. Accept with "gerne."

Never switch unilaterally.

•

Austria: keeps Sie slightly longer in professional settings. Default to Sie for longer

than you would in Germany.

•

Switzerland: Swiss German speech is often more informal in casual contexts, but

written and formal spoken Sie is standard. Lean formal with strangers until

invited.

•

A  R U L E  O F  T H U M B

Sie is always safe. Using Sie when du would have worked reads as polite

and respectful. Using du when Sie was expected reads as presumptuous.

The asymmetry is real. When in doubt, use Sie and wait for the offer.
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C H A P T E R  V I

Bread culture.

Germany takes bread seriously. There are over 3,000 recognized types of

German bread (per the Deutsches Brotinstitut's Brotregister), and the German

UNESCO Commission has recognized German bread culture on Germany's

national inventory of intangible cultural heritage (2014). The local Bäckerei is a

neighborhood institution, and many Germans have a preferred bakery they visit

two or three times a week. Many people prefer bakery bread to supermarket

bread, especially for freshness and variety.

The key categories: Brot (loaves, sliced for sandwiches or toast), Brötchen (small

breakfast rolls, eaten fresh that morning), Vollkornbrot (dense dark whole-grain,

almost cake-like), Roggenbrot (rye, tangy and moist), Brezel (pretzel, soft or hard,

especially Bavarian). Breakfast is usually a spread of bread with cheese, cold cuts,

jam, butter, honey, and a boiled egg. Dinner is often called Abendbrot (evening

bread) and follows the same structure.

Austrian and Swiss bread cultures are equally serious and distinct. Austrian

Kaisersemmel is a specific type of roll. Swiss Zopf is a plaited Sunday loaf. If you're

in any of the three, the bakery line on a Saturday morning is a cultural institution

worth experiencing.
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Brötchen: the small breakfast roll, baked fresh that morning. A Saturday breakfast

tradition is sending someone to the bakery for a bag of Brötchen before everyone

wakes up.

•

Vollkornbrot: dense, seed-packed whole-grain loaf. Keeps for a week, heavy on

fiber. The breakfast bread of choice for the health-conscious.

•

Roggenbrot: rye bread, tangy, moist, ideal for open-faced sandwiches with cheese

or cold cuts.

•

Laugenbrezel: the Bavarian pretzel, soft-centered, dipped in lye before baking. Eat

fresh, within hours of baking.

•

Abendbrot: the evening meal of cold cuts, cheese, and bread. Simpler than lunch,

often the only cold meal of the day.

•

A  R U L E  O F  T H U M B

If you're staying somewhere long-term, find one local Bäckerei and

become a regular. The staff will remember your order within weeks, and

the weekly rhythm of fresh bread becomes one of the most grounding

parts of living in Germany.
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C H A P T E R  V I I

Work-life rhythm.

German work culture often prizes clear boundaries between work and rest.

Lunch breaks are commonly taken as a real break. Vacation days are generous

(20 legal minimum in Germany, 25 to 30 typical in practice) and generally used,

though sector and seniority shape this. Feierabend, the moment the workday

ends, is culturally protected in many workplaces; emails and calls outside work

hours are less common than in many Anglophone settings, though startup and

client-service work can look different. Sunday is broadly protected as family and

rest day. The result, in many sectors, is a rhythm that rewards focused work

during the day and real disconnection after.

Lunch (Mittagessen) is traditionally the heavier meal of the day, eaten between

noon and 2pm. Many German offices have a Kantine (canteen) with a hot lunch, and

employees often take 30 to 60 minutes to eat and chat. Working through lunch at

your desk happens but is less common than in many Anglophone workplaces.

Feierabend translates as "evening of celebration," meaning the end of the workday,

and the concept is culturally loaded. When you say Feierabend to a colleague, you

are signaling that work is finished and free time has begun. Replying to work

messages from bed at 10pm can undermine the shared expectation that personal

time is protected.
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Standard work hours: 8am or 9am to 5pm or 6pm. Earlier starts are common; late

evening work is unusual in most industries.

•

Lunch break: 30 to 60 minutes, actually taken. Often the main hot meal of the day.•

Vacation: 20 days legal minimum, 25 to 30 typical. Multi-week summer vacations

are standard, even expected.

•

Feierabend: the evening wind-down. Personal time is protected; work emails

outside hours are considered inconsiderate in most workplaces.

•

Sunday: no work if possible. Shops closed. Family day, walk day, slow day.•

Austria: very similar patterns, with slightly longer lunches in traditional regions.•

Switzerland: similar work hours, slightly fewer vacation days (20 minimum by law),

but the same protected evening and weekend norms.

•

A  R U L E  O F  T H U M B

When a German colleague says "Schönen Feierabend!" at the end of the

day, reply with "Dir auch!" among peers (Du) or "Ihnen auch!" with

senior colleagues (Sie). "Gleichfalls" also works in either register. It's a

small ritual that marks the boundary between work and rest. Honor it,

and your colleagues will read you as someone who respects the culture.

E I D E T I C  C O M P A N I O N A Companion Volume N O .  0 1

Eidetic Companion Volumes M M X X V I 17



C H A P T E R  V I I I

Holidays and regional festivals.

German festival life is regional. Bavaria has Oktoberfest. The Rhineland has

Karneval. Northern Germany has summer harbor festivals. Nationwide, the

Christmas markets (Weihnachtsmärkte) draw locals and tourists alike for four

weeks each December. Each festival has its own customs, foods, and greetings,

and joining one is one of the best ways to experience regional German culture as

a visitor.

Oktoberfest in Munich runs late September to early October (not October despite

the name). Traditional dress (Dirndl and Lederhosen) is widely worn, the beer tents

seat thousands, and the festival extends across 16 days. Karneval in Cologne,

Düsseldorf, and Mainz runs through February and peaks on Rosenmontag (Rose

Monday) with parades, costumes, and the ritual greeting Alaaf (Cologne) or Helau

(Düsseldorf and Mainz). Weihnachtsmärkte operate nationwide in December, with

Glühwein (mulled wine), Bratwurst, and wooden Christmas ornaments.

National holidays include Tag der Deutschen Einheit (October 3, Day of German

Unity), Christmas (December 25 and 26 are both holidays), New Year's Day, Good

Friday and Easter Monday, Labor Day (May 1), and regional saints' days in Catholic

states. Austria adds its own National Day (October 26). Switzerland adds August 1

(Swiss National Day).
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Oktoberfest (Munich, late Sep to early Oct): the world's largest folk festival.

Reserve a tent table weeks in advance; walk-up entry is harder on weekends.

•

Karneval / Fasching (Rhineland + Bavaria, Feb): costumes, parades, local beer.

Cologne's Rosenmontag parade is the largest.

•

Weihnachtsmärkte (nationwide, late Nov to Dec 24): every city has one.

Nuremberg, Dresden, and Cologne are especially famous.

•

Tag der Deutschen Einheit (Oct 3): reunification day, a federal public holiday.•

Easter (Good Friday, Easter Monday): both are public holidays, very quiet days

nationwide.

•

Pentecost (Pfingsten): Monday after Pentecost is a public holiday, often a long

weekend tradition.

•

Austrian additions: National Day (Oct 26), Immaculate Conception (Dec 8).•

Swiss additions: Swiss National Day (Aug 1), Ascension Day, regional saints' days.•

A  R U L E  O F  T H U M B

Christmas markets are the single easiest way to experience German

culture as a visitor. Try the Glühwein (mulled wine) served in a keepsake

mug (you pay a deposit; return the mug for your cash back, or keep it as

a souvenir). Every region has its own mug design, and collecting them is

a quiet tradition among long-term visitors.
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T

C O D A

What Comes Next.
A Note for the Reader

his guide is the backbone. There is a second layer that comes with time:

German humor, regional pride, the quieter rules about noise and

neighbor etiquette, the political literacy needed to discuss history without

fumbling, and the subtle signals of different east-west cultural memory. Those

come from living there, not from a guide.

Pair this with the phrasebook, the grammar primer, and the Eidetic General

German deck. The language gives you the words. The grammar gives you the

shapes. The culture tells you when to use them. Together, they let you belong.

Happy travels.

A  R E A D E R ' S  I N V I T A T I O N

The General German Deck

This guide covers the essentials. The Eidetic General German deck puts

these cultural moments into flashcard form with native audio, so you

hear the right phrase at the right time. See the deck at eidetic.cards.

S E E  T H E  F U L L  D E C K →
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