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We have heard this many times. And we have felt it
ourselves. 

The hierarchy here is too embedded. The risk aversion
runs too deep. National culture encourages conformity
rather than challenge. People defer. They wait to be told.
We have tried. You don’t understand what we are 
working against. 

This is the lived experience of practitioners and leaders
who have tried to build something different inside systems
that seem captive of their country cultures. The weight of
national culture is real. The pressure to conform is real.
And the exhaustion of working against it, year after year,
with limited visible progress, is real. 

This paper acknowledges these experiences, and explores
what can be done in response. 

How national culture influences organisations 
National culture shapes the ecosystem within which
organisations operate: regulatory environments, 
labour markets, expectations people bring through the
door, behaviours that feel normal, and those that 
require courage. 

In the age of AI, an additional layer of context has
emerged. Governments are responding with national
strategies, training incentives, regulatory frameworks and
investment programmes. These signal priorities and
encourage particular forms of activity. 

A Common Experience 
Across Cultures

In the United States, individualism and market logic
strongly shape employment relationships. In Singapore,
hierarchy carries social weight. In China, the relationship
between state, collective and individual creates its own
constraints. In the Netherlands, institutional regulation
strongly shapes healthcare practice.  

These conditions matter. 
But they do not fully determine what organisations build
within them. 

Across industries and geographies, organisational cultures
have diverged meaningfully from their national context
when intention has been sustained over time. The
organisations considered here worked carefully with their
environments, choosing which elements to work with and
which to move beyond. 

This paper explores how these companies have
progressed  and what we can learn from this in the Age 
of AI.

“Between st imulus and response,  
there is  a  space.  In that  space is  
our  power to  choose our  response.”  

 -  VIKTOR FRANKL
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Southwest Airlines — United States 
In a national context shaped by transactional employment
relationships, Southwest Airlines built a strong sense of
community. Employment was treated as mutual
commitment rather than exchange, with profit-sharing
linking individual and organisational success. 
For decades Southwest maintained the lowest employee
turnover in the US airline industry and remained profitable
through multiple crises that destabilised competitors. 
The national culture shaped the labour market. The
experience of working inside the organisation was a
deliberate cultural choice. 

DBS Bank — Singapore 
Singapore’s culture carries strong norms of hierarchy and
deference. DBS chose to cultivate a culture in which
difficult truths could be spoken and challenge was
welcomed. In their language, elephants could be named. 
This shift supported DBS’s transformation into one of the
most digitally advanced banks in the world. The
willingness to surface difficult realities strengthened the
organisation’s capacity to learn quickly and adapt. 
The national culture did not change. The experience inside
DBS did. 

Case Studies

Haier — China 
Haier began as a conventional manufacturer operating
within centralised state capitalism. Over time it
transformed into an ecosystem of thousands of micro-
enterprises, each operating with entrepreneurial
autonomy connected through shared purpose and
transparent performance. 
This model emerged within the Chinese context, not
outside it. Haier worked with its environment while
building something the environment alone would not have
predicted. 

Buurtzorg — Netherlands 
Within one of the most regulated healthcare systems in
the world, Buurtzorg created self-managing nursing teams
supported by minimal hierarchy. 
Patient satisfaction increased. Staff satisfaction increased.
Costs decreased. 
What appeared constrained proved capable of supporting
a different way of organising when design and intention
aligned. 

What These Organisations Share 
Across very different national contexts, each organisation
treated culture as a design choice rather than an
inheritance. In each case, the organisation cultivated
conditions that enabled people to contribute, learn and
adapt beyond what the surrounding National culture might
have predicted. 

They worked with the realities of their environment
without accepting them as limits on what could be created
inside the organisation. 

Each became a form of cultural microclimate: 

Southwest built community inside a transactional labour
market. 

DBS created permission to challenge hierarchy inside a
culture that respects it. Haier fostered entrepreneurial
autonomy inside a system shaped by centralised
authority.  Buurtzorg created self-management inside a
highly regulated healthcare system. 

Occasionally, cultures built within organisations influence
the wider field through the people they develop and the
practices they demonstrate. Toyota provides a well-known
example. What began as an internal philosophy of
continuous improvement, frontline problem-solving and
respect for people evolved into the Toyota Production
System, later shaping lean management and the broader
lean change movement far beyond manufacturing. 

What earlier papers described as the Regenerative
Commons — cultures characterised by adaptability and
shared responsibility for how technology and capability
shape the future we build together — is a practice, not a
destination. 
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Across this series, a consistent observation is that the
most consequential choices in the age of AI are cultural.
Technology is the catalyst. Culture shapes what the
technology becomes in practice. 

Governments are investing heavily in AI capability through
training programmes, infrastructure and regulation. These
investments are valuable. They signal importance and
lower barriers to entry. 

They are not sufficient. 

AI tends to amplify patterns already present in the
organisations that deploy it. Where hierarchy dominates,
AI may accelerate compliance. Where inquiry is
welcomed, AI can strengthen collective thinking. Where
governance is already lose, or systems have multiple
vulnerabilities, AI will expose these at an unprecedented
rate and scale.
 
Culture is created through daily interaction: what is
questioned, what is left unspoken, what is encouraged,
what is ignored. AI will scale those patterns. 

Organisation Culture may be influence or tested by country
culture, but it is shaped by how the organisation chooses
to respond to its broader National culture, its strategic
aspirations and its market context.

What This Means in the Age of AI
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In shaping our own organisational culture, these
reflective questions can support you in
identifying what actions are possible:

1. Where have you felt the weight of national
or institutional culture most strongly, and
where have you seen someone build
something different within it? 

2. How much of what feels fixed is constraint,
and how much is assumption? 

3. Which aspects of your context are you
consciously working with, and which are you
reproducing without examination? 

4. Where are people already experiencing
something different from what the
surrounding culture would predict? 

5. How is your AI deployment shaping the
culture you are building? 

6. If Southwest, DBS, Haier and Buurtzorg
built what they built in the contexts they
faced, what is your organisation’s
equivalent? 

7. What would it mean to begin building the
culture you want now, with what you have? 
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“There is  a  crack in  everything.  
That’s  how the l ight  gets  in. .”  

 -  LEONARD COHEN

We began with a familiar voice. 

The hierarchy is too embedded. The risk aversion runs too
deep. You don’t understand what we are working against.
 
We hear it. We respect it. The difficulty is real. 

What the evidence suggests is that the difficulty is 
rarely final. 

Southwest did not have an easy context. DBS did not have
a permissive one. Haier did not have a simple one.
Buurtzorg did not have a flexible one. 

Each built something different anyway. 

They did so through sustained choice about what to
cultivate inside the container available to them, working
with cultural realities without being defined entirely 
by them. 

That choice remains available. 

It will be harder in some contexts than others. It will
require different forms of courage in different places. It
requires sustained attention over time. 
Training programmes will evolve. Regulation will develop.
National strategies will continue to unfold. 

Alongside these developments, we invite you to
continuously build the internal culture that determines
what you can make possible through how you respond. 

Closing Reflection 

4

Questions for Reflection 
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A note about imagery:
The imagery in this series continues our long-
standing use of nature to reflect the patterns and
dynamics of living systems. In this instance, some
images have been created or refined with the
support of generative AI — a natural extension of
the inquiry itself, as we explore what it means to
co-evolve with these technologies.

Adaptive Cultures exists to enable cultural evolution
for the good of people and planet. Working alongside
WDHB, we partner with organisations to evolve culture,
leadership and collective impact in ways that are
grounded, practical and responsive to a rapidly
changing world.

We work with leaders, teams and internal practitioners
to understand how culture is really created and
sustained: through patterns of thinking, relating 
and working that shape everyday decisions and
outcomes, especially under conditions of uncertainty
and change. We support intentional shifts that align
purpose, strategy and systems with the culture
required to thrive.

Our approach combines deep diagnostic insight with
developmental practice, building the adaptive capacity
needed to navigate complexity and create meaningful,
lasting change.
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