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Executive Summary
This report critically examines the role of organisational culture at British Airways (BA), the United Kingdom's flag-carrier airline and a principal operating company of International Airlines Group (IAG). Taking as its starting point the argument advanced by Mullins and Christy (2016, p. 574) that culture pervasively shapes decision-making, structure, group behaviour, motivation and management control, the report applies Schein's (2010) three-level model, Handy's (1993) framework of cultural types and Hofstede's (2001) cultural dimensions to identify the culture that has prevailed at BA historically and today. It further draws on Cameron and Quinn's (2011) Competing Values Framework to synthesise these perspectives.
The analysis finds that BA's culture originated as a hierarchical, role-based, bureaucratic culture inherited from its formation as a state-owned merger of BOAC and BEA, and that this culture was deliberately, but only partially, transformed from 1983 onwards through Sir Colin Marshall's 'Putting People First' programme. The report argues that culture has functioned as both an enabler of BA's commercial turnaround and premium brand positioning, and as a barrier during periods of adversarial industrial relations and under-invested infrastructure. It concludes that organisational culture at BA is best understood as a conditional enabler whose effect depends on the alignment between espoused values and enacted management practice, and it proposes five theory-informed recommendations centred on values-behaviour alignment, participative change, cross-cultural coherence and continuous cultural diagnosis.
1. Introduction
Mullins and Christy (2016, p. 574) argue that the pervasive nature of culture, understood as 'how things are done around here' together with shared values, beliefs and attitudes, has a significant effect on organisational processes including decision-making, structural design, group behaviour, work organisation, motivation, job satisfaction and management control. They further note that increasing globalisation places greater emphasis on managing a diverse workforce, drawn from different nationalities, into a coherent organisational culture. This report tests that argument against the empirical case of British Airways, an airline whose culture has been extensively documented, debated and, at points, deliberately re-engineered.
Organisational culture is defined here, following Schein (2010, p. 18), as the pattern of shared basic assumptions that a group has learned in solving its problems of external adaptation and internal integration, which is taught to new members as the correct way to perceive, think and feel. This definition underpins the structure of the report, which: (i) evaluates how culture has influenced BA's structure and decision-making; (ii) applies recognised frameworks to identify BA's prevailing culture; (iii) analyses how BA has used culture to adapt to its external environment; (iv) critically assesses whether culture has acted as a barrier or an enabler; and (v) evaluates culture's impact on performance before offering evidence-based recommendations. The report draws on academic literature, an industry case study of BA's cultural change (Grugulis and Wilkinson, 2002), and recent company and industry sources to ensure currency.
2. Organisational Background
British Airways was formed in 1974 through the merger of the state-owned British Overseas Airways Corporation (BOAC) and British European Airways (BEA), and was privatised in 1987 following a period of heavy financial losses in the early 1980s (Grugulis and Wilkinson, 2002). Under chairman Sir John King and chief executive Sir Colin Marshall, the airline reduced its workforce from around 60,000 to 38,000 and returned to profitability by 1983, before embarking on a sustained programme of cultural transformation intended to shift BA from an operationally driven to a market-led organisation (Grugulis and Wilkinson, 2002).
BA subsequently became a founding member of the oneworld alliance and, in 2011, merged with the Spanish carrier Iberia to form International Airlines Group (IAG), later expanded to include Aer Lingus, Vueling and LEVEL. BA today operates a hub-and-spoke network from London Heathrow and Gatwick, serving approximately 46.7 million customers across 183 destinations in 2025 (IAG, 2026). Since October 2020, the airline has been led by chief executive Sean Doyle, who has overseen a £7 billion transformation programme covering fleet renewal, digital investment and customer experience following the severe disruption caused by the COVID-19 pandemic (IAG, 2026; PwC, 2025).
3. Culture, Structure and Decision-Making
Consistent with Mullins and Christy's (2016) argument, culture at BA has been closely bound up with structural design and the locus of decision-making authority. In its early decades as a merged state-owned carrier, BA exhibited a tall, mechanistic and centralised structure that mirrored its inherited engineering and military traditions; internal accounts describe this period as one governed by a 'rule of fear', with decision-making concentrated at senior management level and front-line staff afforded little discretion (cited in Grugulis and Wilkinson, 2002). This hierarchical culture was reinforced by BA's origins as a nationalised utility-style organisation, where compliance with procedure, rather than commercial initiative, was the dominant behavioural norm.
The Putting People First (PPF) and Managing People First (MPF) programmes launched by Marshall from 1983 were explicitly designed to alter this relationship between culture and structure. Employees were trained to treat every customer interaction as a 'moment of truth' requiring judgement rather than rule-following, and cross-functional, cross-grade groups were used to weaken rigid departmental hierarchies (Grugulis and Wilkinson, 2002). In principle, this represented a shift towards a flatter structure in which front-line decision-making authority was devolved outward from head office to the point of customer contact. In practice, however, Grugulis and Wilkinson (2002) caution that much of BA's turnaround owed as much to structural interventions, such as headcount reduction, route rationalisation and asset disposal, as to genuine cultural transformation, and that the extent of cultural change achieved has been overstated in celebratory management accounts.
The legacy of hierarchical, rule-based decision-making resurfaced under subsequent leadership. The protracted 2009-2011 dispute between BA and the British Airways Stewards and Stewardesses Association (BASSA) illustrated a clash between a residual paternalistic, 'people first' self-image among cabin crew and a colder, cost-driven management style associated with the so-called 'macho management' era; the dispute cost the airline an estimated £125-150 million and left morale and industrial relations damaged for several years (Grugulis and Wilkinson, 2002; Höpfl, 1993). This demonstrates Mullins and Christy's (2016) point that culture directly conditions group behaviour and the legitimacy of management control: decisions imposed top-down without cultural buy-in generated resistance rather than compliance.
More recently, BA's decision to outsource significant elements of its IT operation to Tata Consultancy Services has been linked by commentators to a wider cost-driven cultural shift that deprioritised engineering resilience. This was widely cited as a contributing factor in the catastrophic global IT failure of May 2017, which grounded flights at Heathrow and Gatwick over a bank holiday weekend and cost the airline an estimated £150 million in compensation and lost revenue (Forbes, 2017). The episode illustrates how a culture oriented single-mindedly towards short-term cost efficiency can shape structural decisions, such as outsourcing, in ways that increase operational risk. Finally, BA's position within the IAG federated holding structure since 2011 illustrates a further culture-structure interaction: individual airline brands retain distinct national and operational cultures, while strategic, financial and procurement decisions are increasingly coordinated at group level, requiring a degree of cultural coherence across otherwise autonomous subsidiaries (Johnson et al., 2020).
4. Identifying the Prevailing Culture: Application of Frameworks
4.1 Schein's Three-Level Model
Schein's (2010) model distinguishes artefacts (visible structures and processes), espoused values (stated strategies and goals) and underlying assumptions (unconscious, taken-for-granted beliefs). At the artefact level, BA's culture is visible in its Speedbird call-sign, uniform and livery changes, the PPF lapel badges of the 1980s, and its long-standing 'To Fly. To Serve.' motto. Espoused values, articulated repeatedly by successive leadership teams, emphasise customer service, safety and, most recently, reliability and premium experience (IAG, 2026). However, Schein's model suggests that lasting cultural change requires alignment at the level of underlying assumptions, and it is here that BA's transformation has proved most difficult: assumptions rooted in seniority-based authority, procedural compliance and an engineering/operations-first mindset persisted well after the espoused rhetoric of empowerment was introduced, helping to explain recurrent industrial disputes and resistance to cost-cutting interventions (Grugulis and Wilkinson, 2002).
4.2 Handy's Cultural Types
Handy (1993) identifies four cultural types: power, role, task and person. BA's day-to-day operations, shaped by stringent international safety regulation, standard operating procedures and a defined rank structure among pilots, cabin crew and ground staff, correspond most closely to a role culture (the 'Apollo' or Greek temple structure), in which job descriptions, procedures and hierarchical position, rather than individual expertise or charisma, determine authority. Elements of a task culture are also evident in project-based initiatives, such as the current £7 billion transformation programme, which relies on cross-functional teams organised around specific outcomes such as fleet renewal and digital platforms (IAG, 2026). Power culture characteristics have periodically emerged around dominant chief executives, such as Lord King, Colin Marshall and Willie Walsh, whose personal interventions shaped major strategic and cultural decisions. Person culture, in which the organisation exists primarily to serve individual professionals, is largely absent given BA's scale and regulatory context. On balance, BA's prevailing culture is best classified as a role culture with an emerging task-culture overlay in change-management contexts.
4.3 Hofstede's Cultural Dimensions
Hofstede's (2001) framework highlights the extent to which national culture permeates organisational culture. As a UK-headquartered airline, BA's culture historically reflects the UK's relatively low power distance and high individualism relative to many other national cultures, its moderate uncertainty avoidance (heightened by the safety-critical nature of aviation) and a blend of masculine, achievement-oriented values, evident in competitive branding such as 'The World's Favourite Airline', with an explicitly feminine, service-oriented value set introduced through PPF. Because BA operates a multinational workforce across cabin crew, ground operations and, since 2011, sister airlines within IAG operating from Spain and Ireland, it faces precisely the challenge that Mullins and Christy (2016) describe: integrating employees of different nationalities into a single, coherent culture while respecting local operating norms. This tension is managed through group-level shared values and governance mechanisms, while allowing individual IAG operating companies to retain distinct national cultural identities.
4.4 Synthesis Using the Competing Values Framework
Cameron and Quinn's (2011) Competing Values Framework, which plots culture along axes of internal/external focus and flexibility/control, provides a useful synthesis. BA's culture originated firmly in the Hierarchy quadrant (internal focus, control) and has been deliberately, though incompletely, shifted towards the Market quadrant (external focus, control), emphasising competitiveness, results and customer satisfaction, as reflected in current performance metrics such as Net Promoter Score and punctuality (IAG, 2026). Aspirations towards the people-oriented Clan quadrant are visible in the language of PPF and subsequent employee-engagement initiatives, but have not displaced the underlying Hierarchy/Market orientation. The Adhocracy quadrant, associated with innovation and risk-taking, remains the least developed, consistent with the risk-averse, safety-regulated nature of the aviation sector. The prevailing culture at BA can therefore be characterised as a Hierarchy-Market hybrid, with a Clan-oriented rhetorical overlay.
5. Leveraging Culture to Adapt to the External Environment
BA's cultural evolution has repeatedly been mobilised as a strategic response to environmental turbulence. The deregulation of European aviation and the rise of low-cost carriers such as Ryanair and easyJet from the 1990s prompted BA to embed cost-consciousness more deeply into its operating culture, evident in route rationalisation, the removal of complimentary catering on short-haul European flights and reductions in cabin crew ratios. This represents an example of culture being used as a lever of strategic fit, aligning internal norms and behaviours with a changed competitive environment (Johnson et al., 2020).
The 2011 merger with Iberia to form IAG was itself, in part, a cultural response to the 2008 financial crisis and volatile fuel prices, allowing BA to diversify commercial risk across a multi-brand group while preserving distinct national operating cultures within a shared governance and financial framework. The COVID-19 pandemic represented a more severe external shock: BA implemented substantial workforce reductions in 2020, a decision that exposed significant tension between its historic 'people first' self-image and the harsh commercial reality of the crisis, generating reputational damage associated with allegations of 'fire and rehire' practices. The subsequent recovery culture has emphasised safety reassurance, operational reliability and premium customer experience to rebuild trust and demand.
Most recently, under chief executive Sean Doyle, BA has explicitly used cultural repositioning as an adaptive strategy. Doyle has stated a deliberate intention not to be 'a prisoner of history, doing things the way you've always done them', while also recognising that a long personal association with the company provides a 'nuanced' understanding of what creates or destroys organisational momentum (PwC, 2025). This reflects an evidence-based, rather than purely rhetorical, approach to cultural leadership. The results reported for 2025 indicate that this cultural investment has coincided with tangible external adaptation: an operating profit of £2,230 million (up £182 million on 2024), record punctuality of 82% of flights departing within fifteen minutes, and a 10.5-point improvement in Net Promoter Score, alongside increased use of Sustainable Aviation Fuel in response to environmental and regulatory pressures (IAG, 2026). These outcomes suggest that culture, when aligned with operational investment, can function as a genuine adaptive mechanism rather than merely a public-relations narrative.
6. Culture as Barrier or Enabler: A Critical Assessment
The evidence assembled in this report does not support a simple classification of BA's culture as either an unambiguous barrier or an unambiguous enabler; rather, its effect has been contingent on context and on the degree of alignment between espoused values and enacted management practice.
As an enabler, culture is widely credited, albeit with important caveats, as a contributor to BA's recovery from near-bankruptcy in the early 1980s and its subsequent establishment as a premium global brand (Grugulis and Wilkinson, 2002). More recently, deliberate cultural investment under Sean Doyle appears to correlate with measurable improvements in punctuality, customer satisfaction and profitability (IAG, 2026), suggesting that a culture genuinely oriented towards service and reliability can enable superior external adaptation and competitive performance.
As a barrier, culture has been implicated in some of BA's most damaging episodes. The adversarial 'macho management' period generated the 2009-2011 BASSA dispute, in which a mismatch between the airline's historic paternalistic identity and top-down, cost-driven restructuring produced sustained industrial conflict, financial loss and reputational harm (Höpfl, 1993; Grugulis and Wilkinson, 2002). Similarly, a culture that prioritised short-term cost reduction over engineering resilience is widely regarded as a contributing factor in the 2017 IT systems failure, which cost the airline an estimated £150 million and severely damaged customer trust (Forbes, 2017). In both cases, culture functioned as a barrier not because change itself was undesirable, but because change was imposed without securing the cultural buy-in that Mullins and Christy (2016) identify as essential to effective decision-making and management control.
The critical conclusion, therefore, is that organisational culture at BA operates as a conditional enabler: it enhances performance and adaptability when leadership successfully closes the gap between espoused values and underlying assumptions (Schein, 2010), and when change is pursued with a degree of employee participation; it becomes a barrier when cultural rhetoric outpaces genuine behavioural and structural change, or when cost-driven decisions are imposed without regard to the workforce's existing cultural assumptions.
7. Impact on Performance and Recommendations
The link between culture and performance at BA is evident across both positive and negative episodes. Periods of cultural alignment, such as the 1980s turnaround and the post-pandemic transformation under Doyle, have coincided with improved profitability, customer satisfaction and operational metrics; BA reported an operating profit of £2,230 million in 2025 against £1.3 billion in 2023, alongside its best operational performance since 2011 (IAG, 2026). Conversely, periods of cultural misalignment, notably the 2009-2011 industrial dispute and the 2017 IT failure, generated direct financial costs exceeding £270 million combined, together with longer-term reputational damage that is more difficult to quantify but is reflected in customer sentiment and union relations (Höpfl, 1993; Forbes, 2017).
Drawing on the frameworks applied in this report, the following theory-informed, evidence-based recommendations are proposed:
1. Align espoused values with enacted behaviour. Following Schein (2010), BA should ensure that leadership behaviour, HR reward systems and front-line empowerment consistently reflect stated customer-first values, rather than relying on periodic campaigns such as PPF, so that the gap between rhetoric and underlying assumptions is closed.
1. Pursue a deliberate Clan-Market cultural blend. Using Cameron and Quinn's (2011) Competing Values Framework, BA should retain the market discipline that underpins recent performance gains while rebuilding trust through participative decision-making on cost and restructuring initiatives, avoiding the top-down imposition that triggered previous disputes.
1. Embed a reliability-first subculture in outsourced functions. Given the 2017 IT failure, BA should extend cultural induction, shared values and safety-critical training to third-party contractors and outsourced IT partners, ensuring that cost efficiency does not compromise operational resilience.
1. Strengthen cross-cultural coherence across IAG. Applying Hofstede (2001), BA should invest in cross-cultural leadership training across its multinational workforce and IAG's constituent airlines, addressing Mullins and Christy's (2016) concern with integrating diverse nationalities into a coherent culture without erasing valuable local identity.
1. Institutionalise continuous cultural diagnosis. Rather than relying on one-off transformation programmes, BA should adopt regular culture audits, such as the Organizational Culture Assessment Instrument associated with Cameron and Quinn (2011), to monitor cultural drift and provide an evidence base for future change initiatives.
8. Conclusion
This report has applied the argument of Mullins and Christy (2016) that organisational culture pervasively shapes structure, decision-making and performance to the case of British Airways. Using Schein's, Handy's and Hofstede's frameworks, synthesised through Cameron and Quinn's Competing Values Framework, the prevailing culture at BA has been identified as a historically hierarchical, role-based culture that has been partially, and unevenly, transformed towards a Market-oriented, customer-focused culture with a Clan-oriented rhetorical overlay. The evidence demonstrates that culture has acted as both an enabler of commercial turnaround and adaptive performance, and a barrier during periods of imposed, cost-driven change. The overarching conclusion is that culture's effect on organisational functioning at BA is conditional upon the genuine alignment of values, structure and behaviour, a conclusion that reinforces, rather than contradicts, Mullins and Christy's (2016) original argument regarding culture's pervasive but complex organisational influence.
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