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   The Culture Code, Clotaire Rapaille (2006) 
 
 The Culture Code is the unconscious meaning we ap-
ply to any given thing—a car, type of food, relationship, even a 
country—via the culture in which we are raised. There is a clear 
connection between learning and emotion, showing that without 
the latter the former is impossible. The stronger the emotion, the 
more clearly an experience is learned. The combination of the 
experience and its accompanying emotion creates something 
known widely as an imprint. Once an imprint occurs, it strongly 
conditions our thought processes and shapes our future actions. 
Each imprint helps make us more of who we are. The combina-
tion of imprints defines us. Autistic children do not learn effec-
tively because of the lack the emotion to do so.  
 Understanding the process of imprinting—and how it 
related directly to Nestle’s marketing efforts—unlocked a door 
to the Japanese culture for them and turned around a flounder-
ing business venture. “The sun” in French is le soleil, a mascu-
line noun. By extension, the French see males as brilliant and 
shining. Women, on the other hand, are associated with the 
moon, which reflects the light of the sun. For Germans, these 
words have nearly opposite meanings. The sun, dis Sonne, is 
feminine, and they believe women are the ones who bring 
warmth to the world, make things grow, and raise children. 
German men are the night. De Mond,” the moon,” is a mascu-
line term. “Son” and “moon” can trigger completely opposite 
imprints among French and Germans. Despite our common hu-
manity, people around the world really are different.  
  You can’t believe what people say. The only effec-
tive way to understand what people truly mean is to ignore what 
they say. People tend to give answers they believe the question-
er wants to hear. They respond to these questions with their cor-
tex, the parts of their brains that control intelligence rather than 
emotion or instinct. Most people really don’t know why they do 
the things they do.  
 Early in my career I realized that if I wanted to help 
people, I needed to convince them that I was a complete outsid-
er who required their help in understanding how a particular 
item worked, what its appeal might be, or what emotions it was 
likely to provoke. This allowed people to begin separating from 
their cortexes and moving toward the source of their first en-
counter with the item in question. During the state between 
sleep and wakefulness, we have better access to our memories 
and instincts. A relaxation process allows participants to bypass 
their cortexes to reconnect with their reptilian brains. Any truly 
distinctive thing will be utterly unappealing to some people be-
cause of the tensions that define cultures.    
 Emotion is the energy required to learn anything. It 
is the key to learning, to imprinting. The stronger the emotion, 
the more clearly the experience is learned. Emotions create 
mental highways that are reinforced by repetition. By the time 
we are 7, most of our mental highways have been constructed. 
But emotion continues to provide us with new imprints 
throughout our lives. The first sexual experience for many 
Americans (80%) takes place in the backseat of a car.  
 The structure, not the content, is the message. There 
are 3 distinct structures. First is biological (DNA). Each species  
 

(cows, giraffes, man) is unique because the organization of its 
DNA—its structure—is unique. The next structure is culture. 
All cultures have a language, art, habitat, history, etc.; the way 
all these elements are organized creates the unique identity of 
each culture. The final structure is the individual. Each of us has 
a unique relationship with our parents, siblings, and family that 
shapes our individual mental scripts and unique identity.  
 There is a window in time for imprinting, and the 
meaning of the imprint varies from one culture to another. 
You never get a second chance to have a first impression. Emo-
tion is the central force for children under the age of 7 and most 
are exposed to only one culture before the age of 7. After this 
they are guided by logic. Your mother makes you a peanut-
butter-and-jelly sandwich when you are little, and you associate 
it with her love and nurturance. Since I was born in France and 
cheese has a prominent place in every household, I can’t possi-
bly taste cheese without my subconscious layering that taste 
with emotional connections from my youth.  
 Americans receive their first real imprint of alcohol 
when they are teenagers. This is a very different window in time 
from the one in which the French learn about alcohol, and the 
connection made is different. For most Americans, alcohol 
serves a function--to make you drunk. They associate alcohol 
with inebriation rather than with taste.  
 To access the meaning of an imprint withing a par-
ticular culture, you must learn the code for that imprint. 
Every word, action, and symbol have a Code. The French Code 
for chess is ALIVE. The American Code for cheese, on the oth-
er hand, is DEAD. Americans “kill” their cheese through pas-
teurization. Americans are intensely concerned with food safety. 
We have regulatory commissions, expiration dates, and a wide 
variety of “food police.” The French, on the other hand, are far 
more interested in taste than safety. The German Code for cars 
is ENGINEERING. There is an unconscious structure, message 
and mind for every word. There is an American mind, just as 
there is a French mind, and English mind, and a Kurdish mind 
(mind-set).  
 The American culture has experienced relatively few 
culture-changing imprints. The opening of the West, the waves 
of persecuted people coming to these shores and finding suc-
cess, and our country’s emergance as a protector in 2 world 
wars were such imprints. Conversely, these associated with 
age—patience, sophistication, and the understanding of limits, 
among others—emerge with great regularity in discovery ses-
sions held in older cultures. Americans rebellious period never 
really ended. Rather than moving on from it, we hold on to it 
and reinforce it when we welcome immigrants to our shores. 
Coming here is a huge act of rebellion. This constant influx of 
new adolescents helps keep our entire culture adolescent. We 
are endlessly fascinated with celebrities and the adolescent mis-
takes they make. We Americans pay little heed to the opinions 
of other cultures when it comes to global matters and believe 
that we must reject their lessons and remake the world.  
 The American Culture Code for love is FALSE EX-
PECTATION. In France the concepts of love and pleasure are 
intertwined. Italians expect love to contain strong dimensions of 
pleasure, beauty, and, above all, fun. Men romance women, but 
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seek true love from their mothers. Women believe that the best 
way to express and experience love is by becoming mothers. 
Japanese believe “Love is a temporary disease. It is foolish to 
base something as important as the creation of a family on 
somethings so temporary.” While nearly half of American mar-
riages end in divorce, the Japanese divorce rate is less than 2%. 
There are many instances where the “adolescent” approach is 
the more effective one. But when it comes to love, it is obvious 
that the American culture is in an uneasy place. The quest for 
perfection is on Code: our cultural unconscious compels us to 
have unrealistically high standards for love. English men’s 
meaningful friendships are with other men. This leads to a real 
disconnect from Englishwomen. Detachment is a signature of 
the English man. Italian men adore women and embrace every-
thing about them. They are more in touch with their feminine 
side than men of any other culture. Italian men make it clear that 
their attentions are in fun and neither threatening nor salacious 
in any way. Male American participants consistently wrote 
about the adolescent emotions of confusion, disappointment, 
and desperation. Japanese men seem utterly incapable of court-
ship or wooing a woman, exhibiting adolescence: suspicion, 
fear of being controlled, and rebellion against anyone “telling 
you what to do.” 
 The American Culture Code for seduction is MANIP-
ULATION. Americans invented the concept of the “battle be-
tween the sexes.” When an advertiser knows that associating a 
product with a certain Code will trigger negative feelings, it can 
choose to sidestep that Code completely. The adolescent view 
of the world includes few gray areas. Adolescents tend to see 
only the extremes: things are good or bad, interesting or boring, 
meaningful or worthless.  
 When I read what people write during discovery ses-
sions, I look at the grammar, structure and cadence. Clipped 
sentences and a breathlessness tone brought to mind confronta-
tion. The American Culture Code for sex is VIOLENCE. Amer-
ican unconsciously “replace” sex with violence. American mar-
keters use sex to sell products—very successfully—all the time. 
Americans are fascinated with violence. This is another offshoot 
of our cultural adolescence: as adolescents, we feel immortal, 
indestructible, and we are drawn to violence to test our invinci-
bility. Cultures change at a glacial pace.  
 Everything we experience in life lies somewhere on an 
axis between 2 extremes. One cannot truly know pleasure with-
out knowing pain. One cannot legitimately feel joy without hav-
ing felt sorrow. The degree to which we feel an experience de-
pends on where that experience lies on the axis. The same sys-
tem that communicates pain to your brain also communicates 
pleasure. Similar tensions define cultures. One of the primary 
tensions in the American culture is the one between freedom 
and prohibition (leaning heavily toward prohibition in the 1920s 
and far in the opposite direction during the late 1920s and early 
1970s). In France, for example, the archetype on the other side 
of the axis from freedom is not prohibition; it is privilege. They 
vacillate between periods when a privileged class ruled the day 
and periods when this class is overthrown and the nation abol-

ishes privileges and titles. The French strictly enforce a 35-hour 
workweek and have 6 weeks of paid vacation a year, free medi-
cal care, and free education. This springs from their desire for 
an aristocratic life and the notion that work is bad and beneath 
any person of worth. Euro Disney in Paris learned to offer spe-
cial “privilege passes” that allowed access (for a premium price) 
to certain parts of the park where visitors could take their pets, 
smoke, and drink wine.  
 In America, beauty is a balance between being attrac-
tive and being provocative. Lingerie is the safe way to be beau-
tiful and provocative at the same time--hidden. A large majority 
of the stories women told about feeling beautiful related to find-
ing a man. The Code for beauty in America is MAN’S SAL-
VATION. Pretty Woman and Baywatch both reflect this theme. 
Arab men want their women to be obese, the better to serve as 
walking billboards for the men’s wealth. Norwegian women 
wear very little makeup and do very little with their hair because 
naturalness is the most beautiful thing in this culture.  
 The American tension behind beauty is an adolescent 
one. Adolescents live extreme lives; they are either up or down, 
invincible or easily defeated. The thing that can save you can 
also damn you. This is a very powerful tension. Supermodels 
are almost like benevolent members of an alien race.  
 Why are so many of us fat when we know fat is bad for 
us? Because fat is not a problem. Fat is a solution. Just as the 
other side of the axis from beauty for Americans is provocative-
ness, the opposite position on the axis from fat is connection. 
The Code for fat in America is CHECKING OUT. As Ameri-
cans, we are masters at putting undue pressure upon ourselves. 
We unconsciously check out. Better to blame the fat than to 
acknowledge our desire to eschew expectations. In the Eskimo 
culture, fat is a sign of hardiness. In the English culture, fat is a 
sign of vulgarity. Fat diets are on Code for Americans because 
they offer consumers something to check in to.  
 The cortex (the central hemispheres) handles learning, 
abstract thought, and imagination. The limbic system (the hip-
pocampus, the amygdala, and the hypothalamus) deals with 
emotions. Emotions are never simple; they are often rife with 
contradiction. The undisputed champion of the 3 “brains” is the 
reptilian brain (the brain stem and the cerebellum). Our reptilian 
brain programs us for survival and reproduction and is therefore 
more influential than our other 2 brains.  
 Cultures have a very strong reptilian dimension, a sur-
vival kit passed down from one generation to the next. A premi-
um on success helped us to survive. We can trace the distinctive 
evolution of each culture to the survival needs of that culture. 
Americans are doers. Health and wellness mean being able to 
complete your mission. Their greatest fear about being sick is 
the inability to do things. The Code for health and wellness in 
America is MOVEMENT. Seniors will battle mightily to avoid 
life in a wheelchair and to retain their driver’s licenses. For the 
Chinese, health means being in harmony with nature. The Japa-
nese, on the other hand, see good health as an obligation and 
commitment to contribute to your culture, community and fami-
ly.  
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 The Code for doctor in America is HERO and for nurse 
is MOTHER. The Code for hospital in American is PRO-
CESSING PLANT. Movement is the key to our attitudes about 
all of these. Doctors and nurses get us moving again and we 
love them for it. Hospitals keep us pinned down and we think 
terrible things about them. 
 American have the oldest written constitution in effect 
on the planet. Since we continue to receive immigrants in large 
numbers, the sense of renewal and reinvention is a living thing 
in our culture. In itself, this keeps us young. Youth in America 
is as much a state of mind as an age. The American Culture 
Code for youth is MASK. Any attempt to look younger is a ver-
sion of wearing a mask. The English find youth boring. Since 
our adolescent culture has no reverence for the elderly, we feel 
the need to mask our aging and create the illusion of being for-
ever young. Our cortex might tell us that aging brings us wis-
dom. Our limbic systems might suggest that health is a matter of 
taking a positive outlook and feeling good. But when our reptil-
ian brains speak, we have no choice but to listen. 
 Each culture regards the use of air conditioning differ-
ently. Europeans consider it a luxury (in the UK, air condition-
ing is not standard equipment even on a Rolls-Royce). The 
coldest stores in American tend to be the most expensive. One 
of our most sacred, most distinctively American rituals—
Thanksgiving dinner—is all about coming home. The dinner 
most often takes place at the residence of the family matriarch. 
Waves of immigrants defined home not only for themselves but 
for the entire culture they created. Americans may have a 
stronger sense of home than any other culture in the world. No 
invading force has ever occupied our country. After multiple 
invasions, the French sense of “homeland” is considerably less 
intense. (People from other countries are simultaneously fasci-
nated and repelled by Americans’ strong sense of nationalism.)  
Many other countries were stitched together from various cul-
tures after a war (Iraq after WW1, for instance). The Code for 
home in American is the prefix “RE-:” return, reunite, recon-
nect, reconfirm, renew. Home is a place where doing things 
again gives them added meaning.  
 Few people in Japan have a room of their own; there is 
no word for intimacy in Japanese. In the American house, the 
kitchen is the central room where the family gathers. An essen-
tial ritual takes place there: the preparation of the evening meal, 
a ritual filled with repetition and reconnection that leads to re-
plenishment. Making dinner is on Code for home in America. 
The biggest rooms in a French house are the “stage” areas: the 
foyer, living room or salon, and dining room. Guests will never 
see the kitchen. Keeping our mementoes, photo albums, and 
symbols of home life is on Code because these things allow us 
to return to a sense of home whenever we need it. The American 
Code for Betty Crocker is THE SOUL OF THE KITCHEN. 
Cell phone companies offering free calls to family members are 
on Code because they promote reconnection. Americans also 
believe that home is where the stuff” is and “stuff” has great 
value in making Americans feel at home. That biggest dinner of 

the year—Thanksgiving dinner—even commemorates the 
launch of our culture.  
 The American Culture Code for dinner is ESSENTIAL 
CIRCLE. A Japanese family rarely eats dinner together. Even 
when a married couple goes out to dinner with friends, the men 
and women eat separately. While the Chinese are eating dinner, 
they rarely speak with one another.   
 We ask “What do you do?” in American culture. It’s 
another way of asking “What is your purpose?” Most of my 
European friends are baffled at the concept of continuing at 
one’s job because one loves one’s work.  Americans work long-
er hours than any other culture. The American Culture Code for 
work is WHO YOU ARE. They believe that if they are “doing” 
nothing, then they are nobodies. In France, work takes a 
backseat to the pursuit of pleasure. If a job isn’t entertaining, 
most French workers would prefer unemployment. Our work 
ethic is so strong because we equate work with who we are and 
believe that if we work hard and improve our professional 
standing, we become better people. The American Code for 
health is movement; this extends to professional health as well. 
Calling regular staff meetings to solicit input on how to improve 
a company is on Code, as is helping employees understand their 
career paths. 
 The notion that we “come from nothing” pervades 
America. The American Culture Code for money is PROOF. 
Money is our barometer of success, a scorecard. Money in 
France isn’t a form of proof, but an unpleasant fact. They con-
sider the topic of money to be vulgar. Money is the American 
proof of our goodness—not only of the quality of our work at 
our professions, but also of our quality as people. Americans are 
the most charitable people in the world. We have little respect 
for those who gain sudden wealth through the lottery.  
 Culture is a survival kit we inherit at birth. It became 
clear that Americans imprinted the notion of quality in a very 
different way from the Japanese. In fact, the very first imprint of 
quality for many Americans is a negative one. It comes when 
something doesn’t do what it is supposed to do. The culture 
Code for quality in America is IT WORKS. This standard falls 
quite a bit short of “zero defects.” The Culture Code for perfec-
tion in America is DEATH. Learning from our mistakes not 
only allowed us to survive, but also helped us to grow into a 
powerful and hugely successful country. Because our country 
was so vast and underpopulated when we developed it, we have 
grown accustomed to a certain level of disposability. In Japan 
there’s no room for wasted products or process. Mistakes are 
costlier. Quality is a necessity. Perfection is premium. On the 
cortex level, we scorn planned obsolescence, but planned obso-
lescence is on Code with the American culture. We have the 
excuse we need to buy something new. Other cultures might 
have higher standards for performance or design, but we insist 
on something simpler: make sure the thing operates the way it 
was supposed to. Americans are far more responsive to good 
service than to perfection. Crisis is a great opportunity to create 
loyalty. Great service is more important to Americans than great 
quality.  
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 Though we are the richest country in the world, at the 
reptilian level we consider ourselves poor. The response of poor 
people to food is consistent throughout the world: they eat as 
much as they can when they can. It is very unusual to find a 
buffet at any price in Italy. The average American spends 6 
minutes eating dinner. The American Culture Code for food is 
FUEL. In France, the purpose of food is pleasure. In Japan, the 
preparation of food is a means to approach perfection.  
 Forbidden to drink alcohol as children, and learning 
little about it other than that it is “bad” for you, Americans end 
up imprinting alcohol at a rebellious age. They know nothing of 
its pleasure, subtleties, or role as an enhancer of food, but they 
quickly discover its intoxicating qualities. The American Cul-
ture Code for alcohol is GUN.  
 Alibis make us feel better about what we do because 
they feel logical and socially acceptable. They help us make 
sense of the messages the Codes send us. Alibis work because 
they seem legitimate. They give us good reason to do things that 
we do anyway. An effective marketing campaign needs to con-
sider the alibis while addressing the Code.  
 There is a significant difference, in the “American 
mind, between shopping and buying. The internet fulfills our 
need to perform the task of buying. But it cannot provide the 
kind of shopping experience that Americans want. Buying sig-
nals the end of shopping. Retailers need to consider this shop-
ping/ buying tension. The French Culture Code for shopping is 
LEARNING YOUR CULTURE. A mother will take her daugh-
ter shopping, teach her how to buy things, and through this pro-
cess teach her how the culture operates. Shopping is the school 
of the culture. Establishing a store as a place where people can 
gather and reconnect is definitely on Code for America. With 
the exception of convenience stores, emphasizing the efficiency 
with which the consumer can make purchases is off Code.  
 Americans seek luxury in the things they can use. The 
Italian culture defines luxury via an item’s artistic value. The 
British use luxury to underscore their sense of detachment. They 
join exclusive clubs where they can show one another how un-
impressed they are with their own status—their castles unheat-
ed, their chairs uncushioned. The American Culture Code for 
luxury is MILITARY STRIPES--recognition of your goodness. 
Your success demonstrates that God loves you.  
 George W. Bush was the antitheses of everything that 
guides the French on an unconscious level. The Code for Amer-
ica in France is SPACE TRAVELERS. Like the French, the 
Germans see us as not being one of them, but they focus more 
on our accomplishments. The code for America in German is 
JOHN WAYNE. The English Code for America is UNA-
SHAMEDLY ABUNDANT. The French Code for France is 
IDEA. The English Code for England is CLASS. The Culture 
Code for German itself; ORDER. A global strategy requires 
customizing for each culture, although it is always important 
that the strategy embrace “American-ness.” The French are very 
critical, pessimistic, jealous of what others have, and put little 
value on personal success. The French who were lazy and 
lacked imagination stayed in Europe. Those with guts and de-

termination came here. The key to successful immigration (here 
or elsewhere) is connecting with the Code of the local culture.  
 George Washington became “Mr. President,” (not 
king) and in so doing made a powerful imprint on the American 
culture. We did not assassinate the king in order to effect 
change—we repudiated him and most of what the monarchy 
represented. He was the rebel-in-chief.  How each of us per-
ceive our presidents and their opponents is key—the reptilian 
always wins. The Culture Code for the American presidency is 
MOSES. Moses made his people believe they could do the im-
possible. We don’t want our presidents to be perfect. We are 
culturally adolescent and expect our president to be adolescent 
as well. Clinton’s approval ratings at the end of his second term 
were higher than those of any post-WW2 president, including 
Ronald Reagan. There is a sense in which the president is the 
“entertainer-in-chief.” His primary job is to inspire us, to keep 
our spirits up and to keep us moving in a productive fashion.  
 Americans see ourselves as occupants of vast amounts 
of space, and this pervades our culture. Within these vast spaces 
one can find both tremendous diversity and unity. The Ameri-
can Culture Code for America is DREAM. We have become the 
most powerful, influential culture in the world because we be-
lieve in the power of dreams. We do the “impossible” because 
we believe it is our destiny. Bill Clinton, Martha Stewart and 
New Yok City all bounced back precisely on Code. It is Ameri-
ca’s mission to provide dreams to humanity by sharing our vi-
sion in our films, books, products, inventions, acts of charity, 
and our efforts in bringing aid to underdeveloped nations.  
 The Culture Code offers the benefit of great new free-
dom gained from understanding why we act the way we do. One 
additional freedom that comes to Americans via the cultural 
unconscious—the freedom to dream, eschew cynicism and pes-
simism, and allow yourself to imagine the boldest things for 
yourself and your world.   
 
 [The stronger the emotion, the more clearly an experi-
ence is learned. Most people really don’t know why they do the 
things they do. You never get a second chance to have a first 
impression. Though we are the richest country in the world, at 
the reptilian level we consider ourselves poor. There is a signifi-
cant difference, in the “American mind, between shopping and 
buying]. 
 
 
 
   
 
 
 
 
 
 


