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1. Introduction
Organisational culture is widely recognised as a fundamental determinant of how organisations operate, make decisions and achieve their strategic objectives. It refers to the shared values, beliefs, assumptions and behavioural norms that shape how individuals within an organisation think and act. According to Schein (2010), organisational culture develops as groups learn to cope with problems of external adaptation and internal integration, leading to the formation of deeply embedded assumptions that guide behaviour across all organisational levels.
In contemporary business environments, organisational culture plays a critical role in influencing organisational effectiveness and long-term performance. Mullins and Christy (2016) argue that culture significantly affects organisational processes such as leadership style, communication, decision-making and employee motivation. Therefore, organisations with well-managed cultures are more likely to achieve sustainable competitive advantage.
Tesco operates in the highly competitive UK retail sector, characterised by price sensitivity, technological disruption and rapidly changing consumer expectations. The organisation must continuously adapt to external pressures such as inflation, sustainability concerns and digital transformation. Within this context, organisational culture becomes a key factor in determining how effectively Tesco responds to these challenges.
The 2014 accounting scandal highlighted weaknesses in Tesco’s governance and ethical culture, demonstrating how cultural issues can directly impact organisational performance and reputation. Following this event, Tesco implemented significant structural and cultural changes aimed at improving transparency and accountability.
This report critically examines Tesco’s organisational culture and evaluates its influence on structure, decision-making and performance. It applies key theoretical frameworks, including Schein’s model, Handy’s cultural types and Hofstede’s cultural dimensions, to provide a comprehensive analysis. The report also assesses whether Tesco’s culture acts as an enabler or barrier and proposes recommendations to support long-term organisational success in a dynamic retail environment.


2. Literature Review
Organisational culture has been extensively examined within academic literature, with several theoretical models developed to explain its nature and impact. Schein’s (2010) three-level model is one of the most influential frameworks, identifying artefacts, espoused values and underlying assumptions as the key components of culture. Artefacts represent visible aspects such as language, dress and organisational structures, while espoused values reflect the organisation’s stated beliefs and strategies. Underlying assumptions are deeply embedded and often unconscious beliefs that guide behaviour.
Handy (1993) categorises organisational culture into four types: power culture, role culture, task culture and person culture. Role culture is commonly associated with large organisations and is characterised by formal structures, clearly defined roles and hierarchical control. While this type of culture promotes stability and efficiency, it may limit flexibility and innovation.
Hofstede (2011) introduces a cross-cultural perspective by identifying dimensions such as power distance, uncertainty avoidance and individualism. These dimensions help explain how cultural differences influence organisational behaviour and decision-making processes. For example, organisations with high uncertainty avoidance tend to rely on structured processes and formal rules.
Denison (1990) highlights the relationship between organisational culture and performance, suggesting that strong cultures improve effectiveness by aligning employee behaviour with organisational goals. However, Alvesson (2013) argues that strong cultures can also create rigidity and resistance to change, particularly in dynamic environments.
Overall, the literature suggests that organisational culture is a complex and multifaceted concept that can both enhance and constrain organisational performance depending on how it is managed.
However, while these models provide valuable insights, they may oversimplify the complexity of organisational culture. In practice, organisations often develop hybrid cultures that evolve over time in response to internal and external pressures. This suggests that culture is dynamic rather than static.

3. Organisational Context of Tesco
Tesco is one of the largest retail organisations in the United Kingdom, operating supermarkets, convenience stores and online platforms. The company serves millions of customers each week and has established a strong market position through its focus on affordability, efficiency and customer service. Its wide product range and strong brand recognition have enabled Tesco to maintain a leading position within the UK retail sector.
The UK retail sector is characterised by intense competition, particularly from discount retailers such as Aldi and Lidl, which have significantly changed consumer expectations regarding pricing and value. This has forced Tesco to improve cost efficiency and adopt competitive pricing strategies in order to retain market share. At the same time, technological advancements have transformed the industry, requiring organisations to invest in digital platforms and data analytics to enhance operational efficiency and customer experience.
Tesco has responded to these challenges by investing in online shopping services, mobile applications and customer data systems such as Clubcard. These initiatives demonstrate the organisation’s ability to adapt to changing market conditions while maintaining its focus on efficiency and customer satisfaction. In addition, Tesco has expanded its delivery and click-and-collect services, reflecting changing consumer behaviour towards convenience and digital engagement.
The 2014 accounting scandal represented a significant turning point for Tesco, exposing weaknesses in governance, leadership and organisational culture. In response, the company implemented changes in leadership, structure and corporate values, placing greater emphasis on transparency, accountability and ethical behaviour. This illustrates how organisational culture can influence strategic decisions and highlights the importance of aligning values with organisational practices.
Tesco’s organisational structure is hierarchical and divisional, with clear lines of authority from senior management to store-level employees. This structure supports consistency, control and coordination across a large organisation.



4. Organisational Culture and Structure
Organisational culture and structure are closely interconnected, as culture influences how roles are defined, authority is distributed and coordination is achieved. Tesco’s structure reflects a strong role culture, characterised by formal procedures, clear hierarchies and defined responsibilities (Handy, 1993). This creates a predictable and controlled working environment where employees clearly understand their roles and expectations, supporting organisational stability.
This structure supports operational efficiency and consistency across the organisation. For example, standardised processes ensure that customers receive a similar experience across Tesco stores, strengthening brand identity and reliability. Additionally, performance monitoring systems enable management to track productivity, efficiency and overall performance across different departments, supporting effective control and coordination.
However, this structured approach may also limit flexibility and innovation. Centralised decision-making reduces the autonomy of store managers, restricting their ability to respond to local customer needs and changing market conditions. As a result, opportunities for creativity and innovation may be reduced, particularly at lower organisational levels.
According to Schein (2010), these structural characteristics are influenced by underlying assumptions about efficiency, control and performance. Tesco’s strong emphasis on performance measurement reinforces a results-driven culture, where success is defined by achieving targets. While this improves accountability and efficiency, it may also increase pressure on employees and limit creative thinking.
Furthermore, the reliance on formal procedures may reduce collaboration across departments, as employees focus on individual roles rather than shared organisational goals. This can affect communication and limit cross-functional cooperation. Overall, Tesco’s organisational structure reflects its cultural priorities, promoting stability, control and efficiency, while potentially limiting adaptability in a rapidly changing retail environment.
However, while this structure promotes efficiency and control, it may reduce organisational flexibility in a rapidly changing retail environment. This suggests that Tesco may need to balance stability with adaptability to remain competitive.


5. Culture and Decision-Making Processes
Tesco’s decision-making processes are strongly influenced by its organisational culture, particularly its emphasis on performance, accountability and data-driven analysis. The organisation adopts a largely centralised approach, where strategic decisions are made at senior management level and then implemented across different operational units. This reflects a culture that values consistency, control and alignment with corporate objectives (Mullins and Christy, 2016).
A key feature of Tesco’s decision-making is the use of data analytics. Tools such as Clubcard data enable the organisation to analyse customer behaviour, identify trends and make informed decisions regarding pricing, promotions and product offerings. This indicates a rational and evidence-based culture, where decisions are supported by measurable outcomes rather than intuition (Schein, 2010). As a result, Tesco is able to improve efficiency and respond to customer needs more effectively.
However, this approach also presents certain limitations. The strong reliance on data and formal procedures may reduce creativity and discourage employees from proposing innovative ideas. Decision-making can become overly structured, particularly at lower organisational levels, where employees may feel restricted by performance targets and operational guidelines. This reflects the characteristics of role culture identified by Handy (1993), where authority and processes are clearly defined but flexibility may be limited.
Furthermore, the legacy of the 2014 accounting scandal has contributed to a more cautious decision-making culture within Tesco. There is now a greater emphasis on compliance, risk management and ethical oversight. While this has strengthened governance and reduced the likelihood of misconduct, it may also slow down decision-making processes in a fast-changing retail environment.
Overall, Tesco’s organisational culture supports structured and data-driven decision-making, which enhances control and efficiency. However, to remain competitive, the organisation may need to balance this approach with greater flexibility and openness to innovation. Moreover, although data-driven decision-making improves accuracy, it may limit creativity and reduce the role of managerial intuition. In practice, organisations must balance structured processes with flexibility to respond effectively to change.

6. Identifying Culture (Schein, Handy, Hofstede)
Using Schein’s (2010) model, Tesco’s organisational culture can be analysed at three levels. At the surface level, artefacts include visible elements such as store layouts, branding, employee uniforms and performance systems, which reflect a strong focus on efficiency and customer orientation. However, artefacts alone do not fully explain culture, as their meaning depends on deeper levels.
At the level of espoused values, Tesco promotes principles such as customer focus, accountability and sustainability, particularly following the 2014 accounting scandal, where rebuilding trust became a priority. Nevertheless, there may be some inconsistency between these values and the organisation’s strong emphasis on cost control and performance targets.
At the deepest level, underlying assumptions prioritise efficiency, competitiveness and financial performance. These assumptions shape decision-making and reinforce a results-driven culture (Schein, 2010). They also influence managerial behaviour, particularly in relation to performance monitoring and operational control.
Handy’s (1993) framework identifies Tesco as predominantly a role culture organisation, characterised by formal structures, clearly defined roles and hierarchical control. This supports consistency and efficiency, although it may limit flexibility. However, elements of task culture are emerging, particularly in areas such as digital innovation and sustainability, indicating a gradual shift towards collaboration and problem-solving.
Hofstede’s (2011) dimensions suggest moderate power distance and high uncertainty avoidance within Tesco, reflecting a structured and risk-focused organisational approach. This indicates that employees are likely to accept hierarchical authority while also preferring clear rules and procedures.
Overall, Tesco’s culture can be described as a hybrid of role and task culture, combining stability and control with emerging flexibility. However, the continued dominance of role culture suggests that structural control remains a key influence on organisational behaviour.



7. Culture and External Environmental Adaptation
Tesco operates within a dynamic and complex external environment shaped by economic, technological, social and environmental factors. In this context, organisational culture plays a key role in determining how effectively the company adapts to external pressures. Mullins and Christy (2016) highlight that culture influences not only internal behaviour but also how organisations respond to environmental change.
One of the most significant external drivers is digital transformation. The growth of e-commerce and changing consumer behaviour have required Tesco to invest in online platforms, mobile applications and data analytics. This reflects an emerging shift towards elements of task culture, where collaboration and innovation are important. However, adaptation is still implemented within structured processes, indicating that role culture remains dominant.
Sustainability is another key influence. Increasing regulatory requirements and consumer expectations have encouraged Tesco to adopt environmentally responsible practices, such as reducing plastic packaging and improving energy efficiency. While these initiatives show cultural development, they are often driven by external pressures, suggesting a reactive approach.
Economic conditions, including inflation and cost-of-living pressures, have reinforced Tesco’s focus on affordability and efficiency. This aligns with its cultural emphasis on cost control, although it may limit investment in innovation and long-term growth.
Furthermore, increasing competition requires organisations to be flexible and responsive. Although Tesco has demonstrated the ability to adapt, its hierarchical structure may slow decision-making and reduce responsiveness compared to more flexible organisations.
Overall, Tesco’s culture supports adaptation, particularly in digital and sustainability areas. However, this adaptation is often gradual and controlled, reflecting a balance between stability and flexibility. Future success will depend on Tesco’s ability to further develop a more adaptable culture without losing its operational strengths.



8. Organisational Culture as Enabler or Barrier
A clear example of cultural challenges within Tesco is the 2014 accounting scandal, where internal pressures to meet performance targets contributed to unethical practices. This highlights the risks of an overly performance-driven culture and the importance of aligning organisational values with ethical behaviour.
Tesco’s organisational culture acts as both an enabler and a barrier. As an enabler, it supports efficiency, consistency and strong performance management. Employees clearly understand expectations and organisational goals, contributing to operational effectiveness and reliability across the organisation. This structured approach also facilitates control and accountability, which are essential in a large-scale retail business.
However, the dominance of role culture may also act as a barrier. It can limit employee empowerment, reduce innovation and create resistance to change, particularly in a fast-moving retail environment. Centralised decision-making may prevent employees from responding effectively to customer needs or local market conditions, which can negatively affect motivation and flexibility.
Furthermore, an overly controlled culture may reduce organisational learning, as employees focus on following procedures rather than suggesting improvements. This can limit continuous improvement and reduce the organisation’s ability to respond quickly to external changes. It may also discourage risk-taking, open communication and knowledge sharing, which are essential for innovation.
Therefore, the effectiveness of Tesco’s culture depends on achieving a balance between control and flexibility. By maintaining operational efficiency while encouraging employee involvement, learning and adaptability, Tesco can enhance both short-term performance and long-term competitiveness. This suggests that a more participative approach could improve innovation and engagement.




9. Impact on Organisational Performance
Organisational culture has a direct impact on Tesco’s performance. The strong focus on efficiency and cost control has contributed to improved profitability and operational effectiveness, particularly in a highly competitive retail market. Additionally, the emphasis on customer service supports brand loyalty, helping Tesco maintain its market position and attract repeat customers.
However, long-term performance requires not only efficiency but also innovation and adaptability. A rigid and highly controlled culture may negatively affect employee engagement, reduce motivation and limit creativity. This can restrict the organisation’s ability to generate new ideas and respond effectively to changing market conditions.
Furthermore, as Denison (1990) suggests, organisational culture influences performance through employee alignment and involvement. If employees feel empowered and engaged, performance outcomes are more likely to improve. In Tesco’s case, increasing employee involvement could enhance both productivity and innovation.
In addition, a culture that encourages continuous improvement and learning can strengthen long-term organisational resilience. Without this, Tesco may struggle to keep pace with competitors that adopt more flexible and innovative approaches. This is particularly important in the retail sector, where consumer expectations and market trends change rapidly.
Moreover, organisational culture can also influence customer satisfaction and brand perception. A positive internal culture is often reflected in better customer interactions, which can directly impact sales and overall business performance.
Therefore, Tesco must continue evolving its culture to balance efficiency with flexibility. By encouraging innovation, employee engagement, customer focus and continuous learning while maintaining operational control, the organisation can strengthen both its short-term results and long-term competitiveness.
This highlights that organisational culture not only affects internal performance but also shapes customer experience and long-term competitiveness. Organisations that fail to adapt culturally may struggle in dynamic and highly competitive markets.

10. Recommendations
Firstly, Tesco should strengthen employee involvement in decision-making by empowering store-level managers and frontline staff. This would enable faster responses to local customer needs, improve engagement and enhance overall organisational effectiveness.
Secondly, the organisation should develop cross-functional innovation teams to encourage collaboration across departments. These teams could focus on key areas such as digital transformation, sustainability and customer experience, supporting a shift towards a more flexible and adaptive organisational culture.
In addition, Tesco should adopt a more decentralised approach to decision-making where appropriate, allowing greater autonomy at operational levels while maintaining overall strategic control. This would improve responsiveness and enable quicker adaptation to market changes.
Furthermore, implementing regular employee feedback systems would allow Tesco to identify cultural challenges and improve organisational practices. This could include staff surveys, suggestion platforms and open communication channels, promoting a more inclusive and participative working environment.
Another important recommendation is to invest in continuous training and development programmes. By enhancing employee skills, particularly in areas such as digital capabilities and customer service, Tesco can support innovation and improve overall performance.
Tesco should also strengthen its organisational culture by reinforcing ethical behaviour and transparency across all levels. Learning from past challenges, such as the 2014 accounting scandal, ongoing monitoring and clear communication of values are essential to maintain trust and accountability.
Finally, leadership development should focus on transformational leadership, enabling managers to motivate, support and inspire employees. This would help create a more positive organisational culture that encourages innovation, trust, collaboration and continuous improvement.
Overall, these recommendations aim to support a balanced organisational culture that combines efficiency with flexibility, ensuring that Tesco can sustain both short-term performance and long-term competitiveness in a dynamic retail environment.
11. Conclusion
In conclusion, organisational culture plays a fundamental role in shaping Tesco’s structure, decision-making processes and overall performance. The analysis shows that Tesco operates predominantly within a role culture, characterised by formal structures, clear hierarchies and a strong focus on efficiency and control. This cultural approach supports consistency, accountability and operational effectiveness across the organisation.
However, the report also highlights that Tesco’s culture presents certain limitations. The emphasis on control and standardisation may restrict flexibility, innovation and employee empowerment, particularly in a rapidly changing retail environment. While the organisation has demonstrated the ability to adapt to external pressures such as digital transformation and sustainability, this adaptation is often implemented in a structured and incremental way rather than through more flexible and innovative approaches.
Furthermore, the integration of theoretical frameworks such as Schein’s model, Handy’s cultural types and Hofstede’s dimensions suggests that Tesco’s culture is evolving into a hybrid model, combining elements of role and task culture. This indicates a gradual shift towards greater collaboration and adaptability, although traditional hierarchical characteristics remain dominant.
Overall, Tesco’s organisational culture acts as both a strength and a challenge. While it enables efficiency and stability, future success will depend on the organisation’s ability to balance control with flexibility. By encouraging innovation, empowering employees and fostering a more adaptable culture, Tesco can enhance its long-term performance and maintain its competitive position within the UK retail sector.
In summary, this analysis demonstrates that organisational culture must continuously evolve in response to internal and external pressures. For Tesco, achieving a balance between efficiency and adaptability will be essential for long-term success in an increasingly competitive retail environment.
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