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As an organisation employing more than 8000 people (Tata Steel UK, 2023a) and being part of a wider multinational steelmaking company, Tata Steel UK has to consider many factors when shaping their own culture. In October 2021, Tata Steel Europe was separated creating two independent businesses, Tata Steel UK and Tata Steel Netherlands. Following this separation, Tata Steel UK became much more heavily associated with its parent company Tata Steel Limited, which is predominately based in India. With these changes Tata Steel UK has undoubtedly needed to adjust their culture to be inclusive of all stakeholders which can be a complex challenge. This report sets out the importance of understanding the organisation in Tata Steel UK, how that impacts human behaviour and employee engagement and finally, what Tata Steel UK can do to improve culture and in turn improve wellbeing and performance. 

The concept of culture was first introduced by Elliot Jacques in his 1951 book ‘The Changing Culture of a Factory’ (Schuneman, 2022). To this day, there isn’t one universally accepted definition of culture, in his book, Organizational Culture and Leadership, Schein (2016) associates this with the historic studying and complex layers present when discussing culture. Theorists have developed multiple definitions of culture however, they can be heavily influenced by the context in which the individual is studying and more often than not, macro cultures and micro subcultures are evident in the definitions (Schein, 2016). 

A widely accepted, but more complex definition of culture is Edgar Schein’s, in his 1985 book ‘Organizational Culture and Leadership’. As summarised by Young (2022), Schein’s definition is built upon 3 levels of culture: artefacts that may reflect culture; norms and values about appropriate attitudes and behaviours; and underlying assumptions and beliefs. More simple definitions of culture include that of Flamholtz and Randle’s (2012) where they refer to culture as a company’s ‘personality’ and being “the ultimate strategic asset”.

An organisations culture is a crucial element of their identity, when developed and conveyed effectively it gives stakeholders an understanding of the organisation, employees the encouragement that they have a say and drives the whole organisation in the direction to achieve a common purpose (CIPD, no date-a). 

Throughout this paper, reference will be made to Tata Steel Europe’s Employee Engagement Survey (EES) conducted in 2020. At the time of this activity, the organisation existed as Tata Steel Europe so it is important to note that this data represents a larger workforce and may be outdated. In terms of representation, there were 10181 responses to the survey representing only 51% of the previous workforce, therefore it could be argued that this is not a significant representation and so the data may not be completely reliable (Tata Steel Europe, 2020).
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As expounded by MindTools (no date), in his 1978 book ‘Gods of Management’, Charles Handy first introduced four types of organisational culture. The cultures are centred around a pattern of values, beliefs and expectations and often reflect an organisations structure (MindTools, no date). This concept is further supported in Handy’s (2009) more recent edition ‘Gods of Management: The Changing Work of Organisations’. Each type of culture is represented by a Greek God as well as an image based on the values, interests and overtones that they convey (Handy, 2009). 

The first culture discussed by Handy (2009) is The Club Culture, recognised by the Greek God Zeus, the king of their gods. More recently this culture has become known as the ‘Power Culture; (Francis, 2020) which is represented by an image of a spiderweb to illustrate the divisions of work radiating out from the centre, and the weakening realms of power and influence that those individuals and divisions have the further they are from the core (Handy, 2009). The Club Culture has low centralisation and high formalisation (Francis, 2020). The Role Culture is a highly centralised and highly formalised culture, with Apollo, the god of order and rules being the correlated Greek God (Francis, 2020). This culture looks at prescribed roles and set rules and procedures, as such it is represented by an image of a Greek Temple (Handy, 2009). Handy (2009) depicts the Greek Temple to portray bureaucracy with the pillars representing the functions and divisions, joined at the top, to illustrate the reporting to management. The third Culture discussed by Handy (2009) is the Task Culture, symbolised by the Greek God Athena and the image of a net, this culture draws on resources from the entire organisation in order to dedicate appropriate focus to a problem. The power and authority lies in the crevices of the net which is contained by an overarching strategy (Handy, 2009) creating culture with low formalisation and high centralisation (Francis, 2020). The final culture is the Existential Culture (or Person culture) (Francis, 2020). Associated with the Greek God Dionysus and depicted by an image of a cluster of individual starts, loosely gathered in a circle this culture explains one of which each individual is in charge of their own destiny, all of which would possess an essential talent or skill (Handy, 2009).

Multiple theories and studies including that of Zuzana Skorkova’s (2020), suggest that large organisations tend to be highly formalised. This is to ensure consistency across the organisation in ways of working and guiding employee behaviour (Skorkova, 2020). As an organisation employing over 8000 people and where maintaining smooth operation is at the core of the business, Tata Steel UK would fall under a culture with high formalisation (Quinn and Cameron, no date). When referring to Charles Handy’s model this relates to the Role Culture and Power Culture, however, although a power culture is structured around a traditional framework, it is usually more typical of small, entrepreneurial organisations with a lot of responsibility given to the individual employees (Jones, 2010). With up to 15 organisational levels in some areas of the business, it is fair to say that Tata Steel UK has a very hierarchical structure like that of the Role Culture (Tata Steel UK, 2023a). According to Laurie Mullins (2016) the hierarchical structure offers the foundations and accountabilities of ones roles responsibilities both day-to-day and managerially which is essential in a safety critical Comah 1 Tier Site like that of Tata Steel UK’s Port Talbot plant. The benefits of this can be seen when reviewing the latest EES where 96% of responders said they felt responsible for their own health and safety and that of their colleagues and 89% answered that they know what is expected of them at work, although it is important to keep in mind that the completion rate for the survey was 51% and may only be representative of those who are more conscious (Tata Steel Europe, 2020). The structure however, has seen criticism from professors and researchers who see the structure as being restrictive, preventing the opportunity for creativity and growth (Mullins, 2016). The effects of this are evident in the EES where only 55% of those who responded felt encouraged to develop and learn new skills and more worryingly, only 38% of respondents could see their colleagues changing and transforming (Tata Steel Europe, 2020). This conflicts with one of Tata Steel’s key markers for strategy: Innovation. Tata Steel state that the organisation encourages an environment of innovation and supports development of new technologies (Tata Steel Europe, no date), is it possible that the core structure be preventing that from happening? If so then it would be key for Tata Steel UK to understand whether the problem lies within the strategy or behaviour of the organisation and what it means for them as an organisation if these two elements are  not aligned with one another.  

When studying the attributes of a role culture, a prominent theme is that of change, which can be difficult for organisations with a role culture due to the structure and reinforcement of rules and agreements (Kane-Urrabazo, 2006). Tata Steel UK is a heavily unionised industry with multiple acting unions including, GMB, Unite and Community. Due to these long standing agreements and fear of instability, there is an issue with resistance to change in Tata Steel UK. The results from our most recent EES show that 32% of responders said that they disagreed with the statement ‘I understand why we need to change and transform the way we work’ (Tata Steel UK, 2020). As reiterated by Gething Vaughan, Minister for Economy (2022) Tata Steel UK is currently facing some major challenges in transitioning to a low carbon future and for organisation continuation there will be change, with current proposals including the introduction of electric arc furnaces it is likely that the change will be significant. Tata Steel UK will need to engage their workforce and ensure employee buy in and support in order for the change to be successful. How can Tata Steel UK foster a culture where this is an acceptance and understanding of change?
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David McClelland first introduced his Three Needs Theory in his 1961 book ‘The Achieving Society’ (Kurt, 2021). The theory sets out three needs that an individual is motivated by: power; affiliation; and achievement (Kurt, 2021). If an individual’s behaviour is affected by power then they see success as having control and being influential and according to Prachi Juneja (no date), are more effective managers. The need for affiliation is built on an individual’s relationships, they are friendly and strive to work in a supportive environment, generally these individuals do not make good leaders (Juneja, no date). The final need explained by Juneja (no date) is achievement, which is present in the majority of high performers, their desire is to achieve goals, create targets and will look to improve processes etc. wherever possible. 

A key insight from Tata Steel UK’s EES was that employees in the HR department don’t see enough cross-departmental collaboration (Tata Steel UK, 2021). This suggests that there is a need for affiliation and will to build strong relationships (Federer, 2013). This is further supported by the fact that only 7% of the most recent EES responders disagreed with the statement ‘I have good friends amongst my co-workers’ (Tata Steel UK, 2020). Affiliation motivation can be a real asset to an organisation, not only will it encourage more teamwork which can in turn have great impacts on innovation and productivity, it usually reduces workplace conflict (Lombarts, 2021). A study by Frost & Sullivan, Verizon Business and Microsoft on company performance and collaboration index showed that companies with high collaboration are 30% more innovative and 29% more profitable (Morgan, 2010). Although there are many benefits to having employees that are motivated by affiliation, it can come with challenges. It is often seen that these individuals can become dependent on a manager thus restricting their personal development and ability to deal with difficult situations (Status Net, 2022). This consequence itself could be very problematic for an organisation, as if said manager leaves the role, employees may feel lost, and their motivation and confidence could be lowered. 

Across Tata Steel UK there are many high performers identified through the Performance and Potential process. These individuals are motivated by achievement, they are beneficial to an organisation as they constantly look to improve and meet their targets, which in turn increases productivity and potential revenue (Devika, 2021). On paper individuals with the need for achievement seem easy to manage as they don’t tend to seek financial rewards or praise and recognition and they are not restricted or concerned with regards to their job title (Devika, 2021). However, they aren’t always good team players, they may appear to be over-controlling preventing sufficient contributions from other members of the team and failing to develop a collaborative approach to a particular tasks (Kokemuller, 2013). Employees motivated by achievement will also only seek to complete tasks, projects etc. that will satisfy their needs and not the needs of the organisation (Devika, 2021). This may present managers with a difficult challenge in managing expectations but keeping them motivated and engaged. In Tata Steel UK, these individuals are often places on projects across the organisation in order to present them with new and different challenges to keep them engaged. 

It is important for an organisation to ensure that all of their employees are motivated appropriately, this will allow them to remain engaged and productive in their roles (Summerton, 2022). However, when understanding exactly how you will motivate your employees it is essential to recognise that not everyone will be motivated by the same factors. There are many other motivational theory models that break down needs further, such as Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs or look at motivation from a different angle like Harter’s Competence Motivation Theory. Therefore, for a deeper understanding further research should be completed in conjunction with other theories/frameworks. 
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A study by Towers Watson (2012) indicated that only 35% of the global population of full-time workers are highly engaged. In their 2009 report ‘Engaging for Success’, which is more commonly known as the MacLeod Report, David MacLeod and Nita Clarke defined four enablers of employee engagement: strategic narrative; engaging managers; employee voice; and organisational integrity (MacLeod and Clarke, 2009). During their research they found that employee engagement had massive effects on performance and profitability, but before an organisation can drive employee engagement, they need to understand what can affect it (MacLeod and Clarke, 2009). 

An organisations strategic narrative helps employees to understand their organisations’ vision, strategy and culture which is pertinent in inspiring employees as well as providing them with information to define their own purpose in the organisation (Bonchek, 2016).  Subconsciously, a part of our brain called the reticular activating system, will decipher useful and required information if there are clear goals in place (Miller, 2018). Worryingly, the EES revealed that less than half of responders understood the strategy and direction of Tata Steel UK (Tata Steel UK, 2020). An organisations strategic narrative influences effective teamwork (Dodge and D’Analeze, 2012) which can have both positive and negative impacts on employee engagement. 
Management undoubtedly plays a huge part of an employee’s work life and there are clear links between management and employee engagement, according to data collected by Arthur Zuckerman (2020), an individual’s manager impacts 70% of their engagement levels which is very significant. Research by the Chartered Management Institute found 4 out of 5 managers are promoted purely based on performance as opposed to people skills and do not receive the appropriate level of training (CMI, 2017). This is certainly a theme that is seen throughout Tata Steel UK, especially considering that both line manager courses were put on hold due to the coronavirus pandemic and have not been restarted. The UK went into lockdown in March 2020, 315 E Band employees and above have left the business since February 2022 alone (Tata Steel UK, 2023a). These figures alone paint a stark image of how many untrained managers there will be in Tata Steel UK. All people managers will have different styles, micro-managers will be heavily involved in decisions and day-to-day activities which can dampen an employee’s feeling of worth and can restrict innovation and creativity (Cook, 2023). Strong people managers will develop engaged employees by building trust, listening to and addressing any concerns and supporting employee to develop and meet their goals (Ryba, 2020). It is clear to see that there is a correlation with engaging line managers and employee engagement, they can lower: turnover, accidents, conflict and improve working environment (Heck, 2021). 
Giving employees an opportunity and forum to raise any views on their work life will make employees feel more valued, trusted and involved (CIPD, no date-b). It is important for employees to feel like their views are taken into account and that their opinion has value in the decision-making process, it creates a two-way relationship between employees and management that engages and motivates employees towards organisations strategy (Sinclair, 2022). CIPD (2020) found that the pandemic did cause many companies to lose touch with employee voice, they found that many employees were not consulted in the furlough and return to work process and did not have information with regards to what their ‘work-life’ would look like. As explained by Mariya Postelnyak (2021) Travel Counsellors Ltd. was put under  massive pressure during the pandemic due to the nature of the market they work within, however, they started producing employee surveys in order to get feedback from their employees. They were able to use the data from these surveys to tailor their communications and ensure that their employees remained engaged (Postelnyak, 2021). When the EES was launched in Tata Steel in 2020, 66% answered that they felt they were listened to at work (Tata Steel UK, 2020). Due to the impact that employee voice can have on engagement it could easily be argued that the figure should be much higher. It is also important to note that Tata Steel UK do not have an employee voice forum. 

Although Tata Steel UK has a huge host of employee benefits ranging from Jaguar Land Rover Discount and Enhanced Maternity Leave Pay to Private Healthcare (Tata Steel UK, 2023b), there are many other organisational factors that will impact employee engagement. It is evident that these factors must be addressed to ensure that a workforce is motivated and happy, in turn increasing organisational productivity (Lazor, 2014). 
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Employees are heavily dependent on their organisations culture, the common values, beliefs and attitudes that form part of the organisation’s culture will affect the ways of work and decision making in line with those ideals (Mullins and McLean, 2019). A strong organisational culture will provide an organisation with many benefits, firstly it can give an organisation a unique competitive advantage which is useful in attracting talent (Tenney, no date). Employees are more likely to become brand ambassadors if they work within a positive culture and a study by Gallup showed that 71% of workers will speak with the current employees of an organisation before applying for vacancies, to understand what the organisation’s culture is like (Dvorak and Pendell, 2018). As explained by Ayme Zemke (2022) having a strong organisational culture will attract like-minded talent with values that are important to the organisation, suggesting they will blend into the workforce more effectively improving working environment. An organisation with a positive culture is also more likely to retain talent as employees will want to be part of an organisation where they are inspired towards a common goal and feel part of a bigger purpose (Stephenson, 2022). Although this can be a greatly beneficial advantage for an employer and has the potential to save huge costs in relation to recruitment and onboarding, many organisations find it difficult to understand which aspects of their culture are most important to current employees and potential employees (Robert Walters, no date). For example, Robert Walters (no date) found that 80% of organisations believe that the way performance is measured and rewarded is important to candidates, but only 60% of candidates agreed. Therefore, it is important organisations consider a variety of their policies and standards which reflect their culture and promote them accordingly to attract and retain talent (Robert Walters, no date).

An organisation with a positive culture will have improved employee wellbeing as a result of the drive to foster an environment where employees wellbeing is supported and prioritised in the workplace (Dickson-Swift, et al., 2014). As stated by Dickson-Swift, et al. (2014) an organisation with strong culture will provide benefits to employees which consists of workplace health programmes. Tata Steel UK heavily advocate wellbeing in this sense giving their employees the opportunity for; Discounts on Sports and Leisure, Private Healthcare, Occupational Health, Digital GP, Employee Assistance Programme and Group Income Protection (Tata Steel UK, 2023b). But just embedding workplace health programmes is not enough, there is no way of creating a truly supportive environment without the buy-in from managers, they are involved in the day-to-day communication are often an employees first contact in relation to wellbeing issues (Rains, 2021). As previously discussed, a lot of managers in Tata Steel UK are not trained and equipped with the soft skills and tools to approach wellbeing situations effectively. Due to the demographics at Tata Steel UK with a high percentage of ageing and male workforce, there is often a feeling that wellbeing is used as an excuse or if not an excuse, a weakness. If there is a stigma around mental health in an organisation it can be difficult for those who need help and support to reach out and when they don’t often leads to more extreme circumstances (Mental Health First Aid, 2019). A culture where employee wellbeing is a key focus will create a healthier and more inclusive workplace environment, better work-life balance, decreased absenteeism and improved morale and engagement which greatly benefits both employees and the organisation (Suff, 2022).  

A positive organisational culture can contribute to an extensive range of organisational benefits and so it is vital that an organisation prioritise their culture, for their brand, productivity, and wellbeing of staff to name a few. 
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Evidentially, it is crucial for an organisation to understand the human behaviour within the workplace and how they can support individuals to use it most effectively for both their own development and the organisations productivity and achievement. Meanwhile, an organisation needs to foster a positive culture to allow employees the space and environment to develop, challenge and succeed. As an organisation employing over 8000 individuals it is reasonable to believe that the needs of all employees is not well understood if at all known and the culture can vary from one area to another. This does not allow for consistencies across the organisation and can be misleading for employees or external candidates looking to different areas of the business. 

While understanding the recommendations it is important to consider that they are based on the foundation of this briefing paper and for more accurate and dependable recommendations, further research would need to be completed in conjunction with this paper using a range of human behaviour and culture models or theories.   

Recommendations, in order of priority: 
1. Develop an Engagement Strategy. Tata Steel UK is a large organisation and so engaging with all employees can be a difficult task. Although there was an EES completed back in 2020, there isn’t dedicated resource to analyse the results and suggest viable recommendations going forward. Developing an engagement strategy would give Tata Steel UK an accountability to work towards and embed in the organisation as opposed to engagement being a stand-alone activity every couple of years. It may be that this would best be done by a defined resource, which would likely need to be sourced externally, in researching on job boards it seems that the current the average salary for and Engagement Advisor is around £30,000 (Indeed, 2023). 
2. Line Management Training. It is evident that line managers have a profound impact on an employee’s work life. Without the correct training and knowledge many managers can fail their teams and have catastrophic effects on motivation and productivity. Due to the lack of resource internally to deliver this training it may be that Tata Steel UK looks to outsource the work; however, this would come at a great with estimated costs being around £800 per person (Aspire, 2023). It could be beneficial to reach out to current line managers and understand their experiences, what they feel helps and key lessons that they have learnt. 
3. Introduce Employee Voice. As Tata Steel UK is a large organisation it is nearly impossible to listen to and act upon all concerns raised by employees. Therefore, it could be beneficial for the organisation to introduce an employee voice platform. This could be as simple as a Microsoft Form, or monthly employee voice sessions, further research on how employees would like to contribute would need to be explored. 
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