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This study seriously looks at the role of organisational culture in shaping structure, decision-making, adaptability, and performance at Tesco UK. Drawing on the arguments of Mullins and Christy (2016), it explores how shared values, beliefs, and assumptions influence how work is organised and managed within a large, multinational retail organisation. Using established theoretical frameworks such as Schein’s Model of Organisational Culture, Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions, and Handy’s Cultural Typology, the report identifies the dominant cultural characteristics present at Tesco and evaluates their implications. The analysis demonstrates that Tesco’s culture largely acts as an enabler of performance through customer focus, teamwork, and operational discipline, while also presenting challenges related to hierarchy, standardisation, and change management. Evidence-based recommendations are proposed to enhance cultural effectiveness in response to an increasingly complex external environment.

Introduction - The common values, beliefs, presumptions, and behavioural conventions that influence how people behave and interact inside an organization are referred to as its organisational culture (Schein, 2010). According to Mullins and Christy (2016), organisational processes like structure, decision-making, motivation, work satisfaction, and management control are all impacted by culture. Understanding and maintaining corporate culture has become a strategic issue for large multinational corporations in an era of globalisation and growing workforce diversity. This report focuses on Tesco UK, a major retailer in the United Kingdom and an important part of Tesco Plc. Tesco, which operates in a highly competitive and rapidly changing retail environment, must constantly adjust to shifting consumer expectations, technological innovation, regulatory obligations, and global supply chain challenges. Organisational culture plays a key role in facilitating this flexibility while ensuring operational efficiency and brand integrity. The goal of this report is to critically examine how organisational culture influences Tesco UK's structure and decision-making processes, identify the dominant culture using recognised theoretical frameworks, and assess how culture facilitates adaptability to external environmental factors. The report assesses whether Tesco's culture serves as a barrier or enabler to effective functioning, as well as its impact on organisational performance. Finally, evidence-based proposals are put forward to improve Tesco's cultural effectiveness and long-term competitiveness.
Overview of Tesco UK - Tesco UK is the market-leading grocery retailer in the United Kingdom, operating thousands of stores across multiple formats including Tesco Extra, Superstore, Express, and online platforms (Tesco Plc, 2024). The organisation employs hundreds of thousands of staff and serves millions of customers weekly. Tesco’s size and complexity require a strong organisational culture to coordinate activities, maintain service quality, and align employee behaviour with strategic objectives.
Historically, Tesco has emphasised customer-centricity, operational efficiency, and cost leadership. Following strategic challenges in the mid-2010s, the company undertook significant cultural and structural reforms, reinforcing values such as integrity, teamwork, and accountability (Kotter and Heskett, 1992; Tesco Plc, 2024).
Theoretical Framework of Organisational Culture- Organisational culture encompasses the shared values, beliefs, norms, and assumptions that influence how work is carried out and how employees behave within an organisation (Schein, 2010). In large retail organisations such as Tesco UK, organisational culture plays a critical role in shaping decision-making, operational consistency, employee behaviour, and customer service outcomes. Given Tesco’s scale, market dominance, and diverse workforce, the application of established cultural frameworks provides a valuable lens through which its organisational culture can be analysed.
To analyse organisational culture at Tesco UK, this report draws on three key theoretical models: Schein’s Model of Organisational Culture, Handy’s Cultural Typology, and Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions.
Schein’s Three-Level Model of Organisational Culture is particularly relevant to Tesco UK due to its emphasis on visible practices and underlying assumptions. At the artefact level, Tesco’s culture is evident through standardised store layouts, customer service protocols, uniforms, and performance monitoring systems. These visible elements reflect a strong emphasis on consistency and efficiency across the organisation. At the level of espoused values, Tesco promotes principles such as customer focus, teamwork, integrity, and operational excellence, which are frequently communicated through corporate statements and internal policies (Tesco Plc, 2024). The deepest level of Schein’s model basic underlying assumptions can be seen in Tesco’s taken-for-granted belief that customer satisfaction, cost control, and efficiency are essential for organisational success. These assumptions guide employee behaviour and managerial decision-making across the business.
Handy’s Cultural Typology further helps to identify the dominant cultural characteristics within Tesco UK. As a large and hierarchical organisation, Tesco predominantly reflects a role culture, characterised by formal structures, clearly defined roles, standard operating procedures, and strong managerial control (Handy, 1993). This cultural type supports reliability, compliance, and consistency, which are critical in food retailing due to regulatory requirements and operational complexity. However, elements of task culture are also evident, particularly in areas such as digital transformation, supply chain innovation, and marketing initiatives, where cross-functional teams collaborate to respond to changing customer demands.
Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions Theory provides insight into how national cultural values shape organisational practices within Tesco UK. The UK’s relatively low power distance encourages participative management and open communication, while its individualistic culture supports personal accountability and performance-based reward systems (Hofstede, 2001). Tesco’s management practices reflect these dimensions through employee engagement initiatives, performance reviews, and opportunities for individual progression, while still maintaining organisational control through formal systems.
Influence of Organisational Culture on Structure and Decision-Making- Organisational culture significantly shapes how Tesco UK is structured and how decisions are made. As a large-scale retailer, Tesco operates a hierarchical and functionally structured organisation, reflecting elements of Handy’s role culture. Clear roles, standard operating procedures, and formal reporting lines support efficiency, consistency, and control across thousands of stores (Handy, 1993).
Decision-making within Tesco has traditionally been centralised, particularly in areas such as pricing, supply chain management, and brand strategy. This reflects a moderate level of power distance, where senior management retains authority over strategic decisions (Hofstede, 2001). However, operational decision-making is increasingly decentralised to store managers and teams, enabling responsiveness to local customer needs.
Schein’s (2010) concept of underlying assumptions helps explain this balance. A deep-rooted belief in efficiency, consistency, and customer satisfaction underpins Tesco’s structural and decision-making practices. While this supports operational reliability, it can also slow decision-making and limit flexibility in rapidly changing market conditions.
Identification of Organisational Culture at Tesco UK- The organisational culture at Tesco UK can be identified through analysis of observable practices, stated values, management structures, and employee behaviours, using established cultural frameworks. As one of the largest retailers in the UK, Tesco operates within a complex organisational system that requires both consistency and adaptability, which is reflected in its cultural configuration.
Using Schein’s Three-Level Model, Tesco’s culture is clearly visible at the artefact level through highly standardised operational practices. These include uniform store layouts, formalised customer service procedures, performance targets, and the widespread use of technology to monitor productivity and sales. Such artefacts indicate a culture that prioritises efficiency, control, and consistency across its extensive store network. Regular performance reviews, compliance checks, and centrally determined policies further reinforce this cultural orientation.
At the level of espoused values, Tesco publicly promotes principles such as customer focus, teamwork, respect, and integrity. These values are communicated through internal training programmes, leadership communications, and corporate responsibility initiatives (Tesco Plc, 2024). However, while these values emphasise inclusivity and empowerment, their implementation is shaped by the organisation’s size and hierarchical structure. This highlights a common cultural tension between espoused values and actual managerial practices, as identified by Schein (2010).
At the deepest level of basic underlying assumptions, Tesco demonstrates a taken-for-granted belief that commercial success depends on meeting customer needs efficiently while maintaining tight cost control. These assumptions influence strategic decisions such as investment in automation, supply chain optimisation, and pricing strategies. Employees often internalise these assumptions, shaping behaviour that prioritises productivity, compliance, and performance outcomes.
Handy’s Cultural Typology further supports the identification of Tesco’s dominant culture as a role culture. Tesco’s reliance on formal job descriptions, clear lines of authority, and standard operating procedures reflects the characteristics of role culture, which is typical of large organisations seeking stability and risk control (Handy, 1993). This cultural type supports Tesco’s need to comply with strict regulatory requirements and maintain consistent service quality. However, role culture may limit flexibility and innovation at lower organisational levels.
Despite this, elements of task culture are evident within Tesco UK, particularly in head office functions and project-based initiatives such as digital transformation, data analytics, and sustainability programmes. These areas require cross-functional collaboration and problem-solving, suggesting a hybrid cultural model rather than a single dominant type. This cultural flexibility enables Tesco to respond to competitive pressures from discount retailers and changing consumer behaviour.
From a national culture perspective, Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions indicate that Tesco operates within a low power distance and highly individualistic context. This is reflected in Tesco’s emphasis on employee engagement, open communication, and performance-based rewards, although hierarchical controls remain prominent due to operational demands (Hofstede, 2001).
In summary, Tesco UK’s organisational culture can be identified as predominantly role-oriented, supported by task-oriented elements and shaped by UK national cultural values. This hybrid culture allows Tesco to balance operational control with innovation, although tensions between consistency and empowerment remain evident.
Organisational Culture and External Environmental Influences- Tesco UK operates within an external environment characterized by intense competition, rapid technological change, evolving consumer expectations, and increasing regulatory and societal scrutiny. Organisational culture plays a crucial role in shaping how the company interprets and responds to these external pressures (Mullins and Christy, 2016).
One of the most significant external influences facing Tesco is competitive pressure within the UK grocery sector. The rise in discount retailers such as Aldi and Lidl has fundamentally reshaped customer expectations around price and value. Tesco’s organisational culture, which places strong emphasis on customer focus and cost efficiency, has enabled the company to respond strategically through initiatives such as price-matching schemes, simplification of product ranges, and operational efficiency programs. This reflects a cultural commitment to competitiveness and value creation, consistent with Porter’s (2008) cost leadership strategy.
Technological change represents another major environmental influence. The growth of online grocery shopping, digital loyalty schemes, and data analytics has required Tesco to adapt both structurally and culturally. A culture that increasingly values innovation, collaboration, and continuous improvement has supported investment in digital platforms such as Tesco.com and the Clubcard ecosystem. These initiatives demonstrate the development of task-oriented cultural elements, where cross-functional teams work together to deliver technological solutions aligned with customer needs.
Regulatory and ethical pressures also strongly influence Tesco’s operations. As a large employer and dominant market player, Tesco faces scrutiny related to employment practices, supplier relationships, and corporate governance. Following past governance challenges, Tesco has sought to embed a culture of integrity, transparency, and accountability. This cultural shift has enabled the organisation to rebuild trust with regulators, investors, and the public, illustrating how culture can support organisational legitimacy and long-term sustainability (Kotter and Heskett, 1992).
Finally, social and environmental expectations have become increasingly important. Tesco’s cultural emphasis on sustainability, waste reduction, and responsible sourcing supports adaptation to environmental pressures and aligns with growing consumer demand for ethical business practices. Overall, Tesco’s organisational culture plays a critical role in enabling proactive and reactive responses to a complex external environment.
Organisational Culture as a Barrier or Enabler- Assessing whether organisational culture acts as a barrier or an enabler requires critical consideration of how cultural characteristics influence behaviour and outcomes. In the case of Tesco UK, organisational culture predominantly functions as an enabler of effective organisational performance, although certain aspects may also constrain adaptability.
As an enabler, Tesco’s culture promotes alignment around shared goals, particularly customer satisfaction, operational efficiency, and teamwork. Peters and Waterman (1982) argue that high-performing organisations are often characterised by strong, value-driven cultures that align employees with organisational objectives. Tesco’s emphasis on shared values reflects this perspective and contributes to consistent service delivery and organisational effectiveness.
Furthermore, the strong emphasis on procedures, standards, and performance targets supports reliability and control. This is particularly important in food retailing, where compliance with health, safety, and quality standards is critical. A culture of discipline and accountability therefore underpins Tesco’s operational effectiveness and risk management capabilities.
However, organisational culture can also act as a barrier. High levels of standardization and hierarchical control may limit employee autonomy and creativity, potentially reducing innovation at store level. Schein (2010) notes that deeply embedded assumptions can create resistance to change, particularly when established routines are perceived as successful. In Tesco’s case, this may slow responsiveness to emerging trends or local market variations.
While cultural barriers exist, they do not outweigh the enabling effects of Tesco’s organisational culture. The key challenge lies in balancing control and consistency with empowerment and flexibility.
Impact of Organisational Culture on Performance- A substantial body of research highlights the relationship between organisational culture and performance outcomes (Szabla et al., 2019); Cameron and Quinn, 2011). At Tesco UK, organisational culture has had a significant impact on financial performance, operational efficiency, customer satisfaction, and employee engagement.
Tesco’s customer-focused culture has contributed to strong brand recognition and customer loyalty. Consistent service standards, supported by cultural norms around teamwork and accountability, enhance overall customer experience. Financially, Tesco’s emphasis on efficiency and cost control has supported improved profitability and market stability in a highly competitive sector (Tesco Plc, 2024).
Operational performance is also influenced by culture. A role-oriented culture ensures consistency across stores, while task-oriented elements support innovation in areas such as online retail, logistics, and data analytics. This hybrid cultural configuration enables Tesco to maintain reliability while pursuing strategic transformation.
Employee performance and engagement are similarly shaped by culture. Clear expectations, structured roles, and shared values provide employees with a sense of purpose and direction. However, research suggests that excessive control may negatively affect motivation and job satisfaction if not balanced with empowerment and recognition (Mullins and Christy, 2016).
In summary, organisational culture has played a central role in Tesco’s recent performance improvements. Sustaining this performance will depend on continued cultural adaptation to support innovation, learning, and employee engagement.
Recommendations for Cultural Improvement- To enhance cultural effectiveness, Tesco UK should: - Strengthen an innovation-oriented culture by empowering teams and rewarding creativity. - Invest in inclusive leadership development to support workforce diversity. - Improve internal communication to reinforce shared values and strategic priorities. - Promote continuous learning to enhance adaptability in a dynamic retail environment.







Conclusion - Based on the claim made by Mullins and Christy (2016) that culture significantly influences "how things are done around here," this assessment has critically examined the role of organisational culture at Tesco UK and its impact on structure, decision-making, adaptability, and overall organisational performance. The analysis shows that Tesco's organisational culture is a key mechanism for achieving operational consistency and pursuing strategic goals in a highly competitive retail setting, rather than just a background variable. Using established theoretical frameworks, including Schein’s Three-Level Model, Handy’s Cultural Typology, and Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions, the assessment identified Tesco’s organisational culture as predominantly role-oriented, supported by task-oriented elements. Schein’s model revealed a clear alignment between Tesco’s visible practices, espoused values, and underlying assumptions, particularly its strong focus on customer satisfaction, efficiency, and cost control. Handy’s framework further highlighted how formal structures, defined roles, and standardised procedures underpin Tesco’s operational reliability, while task culture elements support innovation in digital transformation and supply chain development. Hofstede’s dimensions contextualised Tesco’s practices within the UK’s low power distance and individualistic national culture, explaining the organisation’s emphasis on accountability, engagement, and performance management. The assessment also demonstrated that Tesco’s organisational culture largely functions as an enabler rather than a barrier to effective organisational functioning. Shared values and formalised systems support coordination across a large and geographically dispersed workforce, contributing to consistent service delivery and regulatory compliance. However, the analysis acknowledged that high levels of control and standardisation may constrain employee empowerment and localised innovation, highlighting the need for cultural balance. Additionally, it was demonstrated that organisational culture was crucial to Tesco's capacity to adjust to external environmental factors, such as fierce rivalry in the market, advancements in technology, and rising standards for sustainability and ethics. Improved performance outcomes, customer loyalty, and organisational resilience have all benefited from Tesco's changing cultural emphasis on innovation, integrity, and adaptability.
In conclusion, organisational culture has a significant and measurable impact on Tesco UK’s effectiveness and performance. To sustain competitive advantage, Tesco must continue to evolve its culture by strengthening employee empowerment, encouraging innovation at all levels, and maintaining alignment between cultural values and strategic objectives. Such cultural development will enhance Tesco’s capacity to respond to future challenges while reinforcing long-term organisational success.
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