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NEW BOOK REVEALS POWERFUL, BUT HIDDEN, IMPACT OF NATIONAL 
CULTURE ON BUSINESS  

 
In FISH CANʼT SEE WATER, Experts Hammerich and Lewis  

Identify The Cultural Traits That Can Benefit Or Derail  
Companies In Todayʼs Global Economy 

 
“Countries go about getting things done in different ways, based on their national cultural traits.  
And so do businesses,” explain Kai Hammerich and Richard D. Lewis in their new book FISH 
CANʼT SEE WATER (Wiley, August 2013.)  Fast growing young American companies, for 
example, embrace a can-do, frontier spirit, creating a sense of urgency.  They have a bias for 
action.  Decisions are made quickly.  Japanese and Chinese executives, on the other hand, are 
not impressed with Americansʼ quickness.  Patience is a virtue in Asia. 
 
Noticing how national traits impact a companyʼs culture is not easy to do.  These traits can be 
invisible to people within the organization.  Itʼs what the authors call the “fish canʼt see water” 
syndrome.  “Management and the board often fail to recognize derailing cultural dynamics rooted 
in their own culture.  In time, this can lead to under-performance or outright financial disaster.  The 
same national traits that accelerated growth in one stage of the business lifecycle may derail 
growth at a different stage or when an inevitable crisis hits,” warn Hammerich and Lewis. 
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A key feature of FISH CANʼT SEE WATER is the analysis of seven national cultures – the United 
States, Sweden, Italy, Germany, France, Japan, and Great Britain – and the potential advantages 
and disadvantages of each.  Using co-author Richard Lewisʼ Model of Cross Cultural 
Communication, FISH CANʼT SEE WATER shows how American Walmart, through many 
mistakes, learned to internationalize and succeed; how FLSmidth, a 120-year-old Danish 
company, became less Danish and flourished; and how Britainʼs Austin Motors stumbled because 
it could not overcome its cultural traditions.  Other case studies include P&G, Samsung, Sony, 
Nokia, and Toyota. 
 
Another highlight of FISH CANʼT SEE WATER is Kai Hammerichʼs Cultural Dynamic Model®, a 
simple, yet effective tool for analyzing how national traits affect performance.  This framework 
helps leaders see culture in a completely new way.  To begin, Hammerich shows how work 
practices – such as organizational structure, and leadership stature – are deeply rooted in national 
culture.  In Thailand, for example, a new executive from Europe asked for a modest company car.  
When the car failed to arrive, the executive learned that his assistant never ordered the car, 
because it was an unsuitable vehicle for a senior executive. The assistant was embarrassed to 
order it.  Only then did the executive understand the importance of this cultural signal and ordered 
an appropriately big black German car. 
 
Other work practices that are highly impacted by national traits – often hidden in plain sight – 
include decision-making processes; organizational skills and capabilities, workflow processes; and 
performance management, reward, and compensation systems.  For example, decision-making at 
Anglo-Dutch Unilever was impacted by the different dispositions of the British and Dutch.  The 
meritocratic, communal and independently minded Dutch believed in direct and open debate 
before making a decision.  However, they often found, when they attended meetings, that their 
British counterparts had already discussed the issue and had agreed on a shared perspective that 
the Dutch could not influence.  Thus over the years, the Dutch often felt they were outmaneuvered 
by the Brits when making major decisions. 
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“Values embedded by national influencers tend to be fairly staid and difficult to change in the short 
and medium term,” maintain Hammerich and Lewis.  The authors also point out that over the 
corporate lifecycle and during a period of crisis, national traits impact companies from different 
nations differently.  Some countries have national traits that are better suited to the early 
innovative growth phase, while others thrive in the maturity phrase.  “It is imperative that all 
leaders understand how this may impact their businesses,” the authors write.  “The board and 
management need to pay particular attention when a company reaches a transformation point as 
it moves from one stage to the next.  This is when new skills and competencies are required at 
both the corporate level and in the frontline.  This is often where a company stumbles.” 
 
Of course, it is possible to implement ʻleanʼ manufacturing processes in independently-minded 
England, or make a Japanese company open to outsiders, or help American workers become less 
individualistic and more team oriented.  But it calls for significant effort and continued 
management dedication.  FISH CANʼT SEE WATER concludes with in-depth recommendations to 
help boards and management cope with the challenges of strategy and cultural alignment.  There 
is also advice to help investors recognize how national traits that once allowed an organization 
thrive, may eventually become the cause of its downfall. 
 
Unique in its perspective and advice, FISH CANʼT SEE WATER is the ideal guide for navigating 
the turbulent waters of a global economy. 
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