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[bookmark: _Toc850765900]Organisational Culture and Its Impact on British Airways
[bookmark: _Toc1739001375]1. Introduction
Organisational culture is widely recognised as a fundamental determinant of how organisations function, adapt, and perform. As argued by Laurie Mullins and Gillian Christy (2016), culture represents “how things are done around here,” shaping employee behaviour, decision making processes, and organisational effectiveness. In highly complex and globalised industries such as aviation, organisational culture becomes even more critical, as firms must balance safety, efficiency, customer expectations, and workforce diversity.
This report critically evaluates the organisational culture of British Airways (BA), one of the world’s leading airlines and a core subsidiary of International Airlines Group (IAG). The analysis draws upon key theoretical frameworks, including Edgar Schein’s model of organisational culture, Geert Hofstede’s cultural dimensions, and Charles Handy’s typology of organisational culture. It examines how culture influences BA’s structure and decision making processes, evaluates whether culture acts as an enabler or barrier to effectiveness, and assesses its impact on performance. Finally, the report proposes evidence based recommendations for improvement.

[bookmark: _Toc742548028]2. Organisational Context of British Airways
British Airways operates within one of the most competitive and structurally complex global industries, characterised by high fixed costs, regulatory scrutiny, and sensitivity to macroeconomic conditions. As a core subsidiary of International Airlines Group, BA plays a central role in group performance and strategic positioning, particularly in premium long haul travel markets. In 2025, IAG reported revenues of approximately €33.2 billion and operating profits of around €5.0 billion, with BA contributing significantly through strong transatlantic demand and premium cabin performance (IAG, 2026).
The airline’s strategic positioning has increasingly shifted toward a hybrid model, combining elements of full service and cheaper operations. This reflects the need to compete not only with legacy carriers but also with cheaper airlines and rapidly expanding Middle Eastern competitors. BA’s hub at London Heathrow remains a critical asset, providing access to high value international routes, although capacity constraints at Heathrow also limit growth opportunities.
[bookmark: _Int_iT5WiWVh]In addition, BA operates in a highly unionised environment, with workforce relations playing a significant role in shaping organisational dynamics. Industrial relations challenges, including strikes and negotiations over pay and working conditions, have periodically disrupted operations and highlighted tensions within the organisational culture. Furthermore, ongoing investment in fast modernisation and digital infrastructure demonstrates BA’s attempt to remain competitive, although the application of challenges suggest that structural and cultural factors continue to influence the effectiveness of these initiatives. (International Air Transport Association, 2023). See Figure 1 below.
[image: ](Figure 1)

[bookmark: _Toc834979852]3. Theoretical Frameworks for Analysing Organisational Culture
A comprehensive analysis of organisational culture within British Airways requires the application of multiple theoretical perspectives, as no single model fully captures the complexity of cultural dynamics in large multinational organisations. One of the most influential frameworks is provided by Edgar Schein, who sees culture as existing at three interrelated levels: artifacts, values, and underlying assumptions. This model is particularly useful for identifying inconsistencies between what organisations claim to value and what actually drives behaviour. In the context of BA, Schein’s framework enables a deeper understanding of how visible elements such as branding and service standards may mask underlying priorities such as cost control and operational efficiency. (Schein, 2010; 2021)
In addition, Geert Hofstede (2001) provides a valuable lens for examining the influence of national culture on organisational practices. Given BA’s global workforce and customer base, cultural dimensions such as power distance, individualism, and uncertainty avoidance are highly relevant.
Furthermore, Charles Handy (1993) offers a typology of organisational culture that categorises organisations into power, role, task, and person cultures. BA has traditionally been associated with a role of culture, characterised by clearly defined responsibilities, formal hierarchies, and reliance on established procedures. While this structure supports stability and control, it may also limit adaptability in a rapidly changing environment. (Harvard Business Review, 2023)
[bookmark: _Toc13454701]4. Evolution of Organisational Culture at British Airways
The evolution of organisational culture at British Airways reflects broader economic, political, and competitive changes within the aviation industry. Prior to privatisation in 1987, BA was widely characterised by inefficiency, overstaffing, and a rigid culture typical of many state owned enterprises in the UK. Decision making was slow, accountability was diffused, and customer service standards were inconsistent. The privatisation process marked a significant turning point, triggering a deliberate cultural transformation aimed at improving performance and competitiveness.
Under the leadership of Colin Marshall, BA implemented extensive cultural change programmes, including the well documented “Putting People First” initiative. This programme focused on improving employee engagement, customer service, and leadership development, aligning organisational values with a more customer centric approach. As noted by Schein (2010;2021), such transformations require changes not only in visible practices but also in underlying assumptions, and BA’s success during this period suggests a meaningful cultural shift.
However, from the early 2000s onwards, the competitive landscape changed dramatically with the rise of low cost carriers such as Ryanair and easyJet. These competitors operated with significantly lower cost bases, forcing BA to adopt cost reduction strategies. This shift introduced tension between maintaining a premium brand identity and achieving operational efficiency. According to Mullins and Christy (2016), such conflicting priorities can create cultural ambiguity, where employees receive mixed signals about organisational expectations.
In more recent years, BA’s culture has been shaped by digital transformation, sustainability pressures, and the aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic. Workforce restructuring during the pandemic, including job cuts and contract changes, further affected employee trust and organisational bond (Topham, Duncan and Goodier, 2024). These developments suggest that BA’s culture remains in a state of transition, reflecting the ongoing challenge of balancing efficiency with service excellence in a highly competitive global market. (McKinsey & Company, 2021)
[bookmark: _Toc709291258]5. Analysis of British Airways Culture Using Schein’s Model
Applying Edgar Schein’s (2010;2021) model to British Airways provides a deeper understanding of how cultural layers interact and sometimes conflict within the organisation. At the level of artifacts, BA projects a highly polished and professional image through its branding, uniforms, premium lounges, and structured service protocols. These visible elements reinforce the airline’s identity as a global premium carrier. However, artifacts can sometimes obscure deeper cultural tensions. For example, while customer facing elements suggest excellence and consistency, operational disruptions such as IT failures and delays reveal inconsistencies beneath the surface.
At the level of values, BA emphasises customer service, safety, innovation, and global leadership. These values are reflected in corporate communications and training programmes. However, Schein (2010;2021) argues that espoused values must align with underlying assumptions to be effective. In BA’s case, there is evidence of a gap between stated values and actual organisational practices. For instance, cost cutting measures, including reductions in onboard services and staffing changes, have sometimes conflicted with the airline’s premium service positioning. This misalignment can create confusion among employees and can reduce organisational cohesion.
At the deepest level, basic underlying assumptions at BA appear to prioritise efficiency, cost control, and risk minimisation. These assumptions are shaped by the realities of the aviation industry, where safety and profitability are critical. However, they can also lead to a more control-oriented and hierarchical culture, limiting innovation and flexibility. According to Mullins and Christy (2016), such deeply embedded assumptions are difficult to change but have a profound impact on behaviour and decision making. See figure 2 below.
[image: ](Figure 2)
[bookmark: _Toc1411424583]6. Organisational Structure and Decision Making
British Airways’ organisational structure reflects characteristics of a mechanistic system, with clear hierarchies, formal procedures, and centralised decision making. This structure is consistent with Handy’s concept of role culture, where stability and predictability are prioritised.
The advantages of this structure are particularly evident in areas such as safety and regulatory compliance. Aviation is a high risk industry, and strict obedience to procedures is essential. The hierarchical structure ensures accountability and reduces the likelihood of errors. (McKinsey & Company, 2021)
However, the same structure can ruin flexibility and responsiveness. Decision making processes may be slow, particularly in situations requiring rapid adaptation. This limitation has been highlighted during operational disruptions, where delays in decision making have arised problems.
Centralisation also limits employee empowerment, particularly among frontline staff. Employees may feel constrained by rigid procedures, reducing their ability to respond effectively to customer needs. This can negatively impact service quality and customer satisfaction. (Deloitte, 2023)

[bookmark: _Toc1739947]7. Cultural Diversity and Global Workforce
As a global airline, BA employs a diverse workforce representing multiple national cultures. This diversity presents both opportunities and challenges. On the one hand, it increases the organisation’s ability to serve a global customer base. On the other hand, it creates potential for cultural misunderstandings and communication barriers.
Hofstede’s dimensions provide a useful framework for understanding these dynamics. BA operates in a context characterised by moderate to high power distance, reflecting its hierarchical structure. At the same time, the UK’s individualistic culture emphasises personal responsibility and autonomy. These contrasting influences can create tension within the organisation. (PwC, 2025)
Uncertainty avoidance is particularly high in aviation, due to the critical importance of safety. This reinforces the emphasis on rules and procedures but may also limit innovation and adaptability. (Deloitte, 2023)

[bookmark: _Toc1384964764]8. Culture as an Enabler of Organisational Effectiveness
The organisational culture of British Airways plays a dual role, acting both as an enabler of organisational effectiveness and as a barrier to change. On one hand, the airline’s strong highlight on structure and procedural compliance supports high levels of safety and operational reliability. In an industry where errors can have severe consequences, this view  of culture is essential. The hierarchical structure ensures clear accountability, while fixed procedures reduce uncertainty and risk. These characteristics position with what describes as a role culture, where stability and predictability are prioritised. (CIPD, 2023)
Furthermore, BA’s focus on efficiency and cost control has contributed to its strong financial performance. As part of International Airlines Group, BA has consistently delivered solid operating margins, demonstrating the effectiveness of its disciplined approach to resource management. This suggests that certain aspects of its culture are well aligned with the demands of a highly competitive industry.
However, the same cultural characteristics can also act as barriers. The emphasis on hierarchy and control can limit employee empowerment and reduce the organisation’s ability to respond quickly to change. This is particularly problematic in a dynamic environment where customer expectations and technological capabilities are constantly evolving. For example, delays in responding to operational disruptions or implementing digital innovations may reflect cultural resistance to change.
Employee relations provide another example of cultural constraints. Industrial disputes and dissatisfaction among staff indicate a lack of alignment between management and employees. According to Mullins and Christy (2016), such misalignment can reduce motivation and organisational commitment, ultimately affecting performance.
Additionally, the tension between cost efficiency and premium service positioning can undermine customer satisfaction. While BA seeks to maintain a high-quality brand image, cost-cutting measures may lead to inconsistencies in service delivery. This suggests that the organisation’s culture is not fully aligned with its strategic objectives. (International Airlines Group, 2026)
In summary, BA’s culture provides a strong foundation for safety and efficiency but also creates challenges in terms of flexibility, innovation, and employee engagement.
[bookmark: _Toc165238901]9. Culture as a Barrier to Organisational Effectiveness
At the same time, BA’s culture has acted as a barrier in several areas. One of the most significant issues is employee relations. The airline has experienced multiple labour disputes, reflecting tensions between management and staff. These conflicts suggest a lack of trust and alignment, which can undermine organisational effectiveness. (BBC News, 2022)
Another key issue is resistance to change. The official nature of the organisation can make it difficult to implement new initiatives, particularly those involving digital transformation. This has been evident in the airline’s IT challenges, which have disrupted operations and damaged its reputation.
Customer experience has also been affected. While BA continues to position itself as a premium airline, cost cutting measures have led to perceptions of declining service quality. This inconsistency between brand image and actual experience reflects deeper cultural issues. (CIPD, 2023)

[bookmark: _Toc2059885201]10. Adaptation to External Environment
The ability of British Airways to adapt to its external environment is crucial for sustaining competitive advantage in the global aviation industry. This environment is characterised by rapid technological change, volatile fuel prices, regulatory pressures, and intense competition from both legacy and low-cost carriers. Additionally, global events such as economic downturns and health crises significantly impact demand for air travel, requiring airlines to respond with agility and resilience.
One of the most significant recent challenges was the COVID-19 pandemic, which led to an unprecedented decline in passenger numbers. In 2020, BA’s parent company, International Airlines Group, reported losses of €7.4 billion, highlighting the scale of disruption (IAG, 2026). In response, BA implemented cost-cutting measures, including workforce reductions and route restructuring. While these actions were necessary for financial survival, they also had cultural implications, particularly in terms of employee morale and trust.
Technological adaptation has also been a critical issue. BA has invested in digital initiatives, such as mobile applications and automated check-in systems, to enhance customer experience and operational efficiency. However, high-profile IT failures, including the 2017 system outage that affected over 75,000 passengers, exposed weaknesses in organisational resilience and crisis management (BBC, 2022). These incidents suggest that while BA recognises the importance of digital transformation, its organisational culture may not fully support the flexibility and innovation required for effective implementation.
Environmental sustainability represents another key external pressure. Increasing regulatory requirements and public concern about climate change have forced airlines to adopt more sustainable practices. BA has committed to achieving net zero carbon emissions by 2050, reflecting industry wide goals. However, achieving these targets requires not only technological investment but also cultural change, including greater emphasis on long-term thinking and corporate responsibility.
[bookmark: _Toc1202166969]11. Impact of Culture on Organisational Performance
The impact of organisational culture on the performance of British Airways is multifaceted, influencing financial outcomes, operational efficiency, employee engagement, and customer satisfaction. From a financial perspective, BA has demonstrated strong performance in recent years. As part of International Airlines Group, it contributed to operating profits of approximately €5.0 billion in 2025, with margins exceeding many industry competitors (IAG, 2026). This suggests that elements of BA’s culture, particularly its focus on cost control and efficiency, have been effective in supporting profitability.
However, financial performance alone does not provide a complete picture of organisational effectiveness. Operational performance has been more mixed, with issues such as delays, cancellations, and IT failures affecting reliability. These problems indicate that while the organisation is efficient in some areas, there may be weaknesses in coordination, communication, and adaptability. According to Schein (2010;2021), such inconsistencies often arise from misalignment between different levels of organisational culture.
Employee engagement is another critical dimension of performance. BA has faced ongoing challenges in this area, including strikes and disputes with cabin crew and other staff. These conflicts suggest a breakdown in the psychological contract between employees and management, which can reduce motivation, productivity, and organisational commitment (Mullins and Christy, 2016). A culture perceived as prioritising cost reduction over employee welfare can exacerbate these issues.
Customer satisfaction has also been affected by cultural factors. While BA continues to market itself as a premium airline, customer reviews and industry rankings indicate declining perceptions of service quality compared to competitors such as Emirates and Singapore Airlines. This gap between brand promise and customer experience reflects deeper cultural inconsistencies.
[bookmark: _Toc1435244992]12. Recommendations for Improvement
In order to enhance organisational effectiveness, British Airways must address the cultural tensions identified in this analysis. One key priority is to align espoused values with actual practices. This requires a genuine commitment to customer service and employee engagement, rather than relying solely on branding.
Leadership development is also critical. Managers should be trained to adopt more participative and transformational leadership styles, fostering trust and collaboration. This can help to improve employee morale and reduce conflict.
The organisation should also seek to reduce excessive bureaucracy and promote greater flexibility. This may involve decentralising decision-making and empowering frontline employees. By doing so, BA can improve responsiveness and innovation.
Investment in technology and digital infrastructure is another important area. Addressing IT issues and improving operational resilience will enhance both efficiency and customer experience.
Finally, BA should focus on building a more adaptive organisational culture. This involves encouraging continuous learning, embracing change, and fostering a culture of innovation.

[bookmark: _Toc1846707922]13. Conclusion
Organisational culture plays a central role in shaping the performance and effectiveness of British Airways. While the airline has achieved strong financial results, its culture presents both strengths and weaknesses. The emphasis on safety, efficiency, and structure supports operational reliability, but also contributes to rigidity, employee dissatisfaction, and challenges in adapting to change.
Applying theoretical frameworks such as Schein’s model and Hofstede’s dimensions reveals important insights into these dynamics. In particular, the misalignment between espoused values and underlying assumptions highlights the need for cultural transformation.
Ultimately, the long-term success of British Airways will depend on its ability to evolve its organisational culture. By fostering greater alignment, flexibility, and engagement, the airline can enhance its competitiveness and sustain its position in the global aviation industry.
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Schein’s Organizational Culture Model

Organizational Culture Model by Edgar Schein
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