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 Introduction 
 
Organisational Culture 
The organisational culture of a company is defined by the shared values and behaviours of an institution, it refers to the attitude of how the institution should be run is reflected amongst the employees (Schein, 2010). In almost all cases this culture is imposed from the very highest levels-CEOs, COOs, owners and managers- down and across the entire firm. It is more than just a slogan or a mantra but the deep and subconscious levels that guide daily decisions.  
Strategic Importance of Culture  
Culture is such an essential factor when assessing any firm because it holds immense influence and sway over multiple facets of the firm (Johnson, Scholes and Whittington, 
2017). The strategy a firm may choose to implement is very dependent on culture-innovative, new tech companies usually opt for fresh, creative approaches. Whilst a small cafe shop in a small village will maintain older, proven techniques. Contrastingly, businesses in industries where stability is the most desired will prefer to maintain their practices even in the face of invention and innovation.  
Tesco 
Tesco is a global retail organisation that operates in grocery, merchandise whilst also providing financial services. The company has experienced a large transformation during its history, from a traditional supermarket chain into a leading multichannel retailer with a strong digital presence (Tesco PLC, 2023). This strategic shift has been supported by a customer-focused and performance-driven culture, which emphasises efficiency, teamwork, and accountability. 
Thesis 
The following essay will detail how Tesco’s organisational culture-defined by elite customer focus, accountability and performance -affects its processes. The culture fundamentally effects company structure and decision-making, whilst adapting to a myriad f different environmental pressures and changes. 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3.Theoretical framework 
3.1 Schein’s Three Levels of Organisational Culture  
Culture exists at three levels. Artefacts are the visible elements such as layout, behaviours, and language (Schein, 2010). Espoused values represent stated beliefs and principles communicated through formal messaging. Underlying assumptions are the deepest level, consisting of subconscious beliefs that drive behaviour. 
  
3.2 Handy’s Cultural Typology  
Handy identifies four cultural types: power, role, task, and person (Handy, 1993). Power cultures centralise authority, while task cultures emphasise teamwork and problem-solving. Person cultures prioritise individuals over the organisation. Role cultures focus on defined responsibilities and structured systems. Task cultures suit dynamic environments, whereas role cultures align with stability and consistency. 
Culture Fit  
Task cultures are most effective for a dynamic industry, where it is reasonable to expect rapid change thus the flexible mission focused nature is most effective. Role cultures are most optimal for a stable environment, long-term consistency and predictability are essential targets, made possible by formal hierarchies.  
 
3.3 The Cultural Web  
The Six Elements  
Academics Johnson and Scholes explained the many facets of a culture through a paradigm termed “Cultural Web”, consisting of 6 elements (Johnson, G., Scholes, R. and Whittington, R. v2017). The first are stories, these are the famous tales of the organisations kept alive through retellings in the canteens, bathrooms and canteens-the contents of which expose the true values of an organisation. Second are the symbols, symbols are the physical obvious expressions of company ideology: the logo, language, design language and dress code. Thirdly, power structure, this has a heavy influence on the paradigm as the individuals with the most power have the most direct influence. Next, organisational structure-which includes the hierarchical structure as well as the informal and formal tones on relationships between the layers of hierarchy. Another, control systems, refer to how the firm is controlled including financial systems and especially reward systems. Finally, the rituals and routines for the organisation such as afterwork drinks and promotions-truly emphasising what is important to them  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
4.Tesco’s Organisational Culture  
4.1 Artefacts and visible practices 
 Artefacts  
Artefacts encapsulate the visible and observable elements of a firm’s culture; they are easy to recognise and understand; Artefacts are typically the result of intentional decisions from those in power. Although they may be surface level, often they provide an insight into the deeper underlying beliefs (Schein, 2010). An interesting practice of Tesco is its strong emphasis on customer service standards and employee teamwork, which shows their focus on delivering consistently good customer service at store level. Tesco also promotes structured roles and clear responsibilities, ensuring that at all levels employees understand expectations that the higher ups have for the business. The company also maintains a relatively formal organisational structure within stores, which contributes to better operational efficiency and consistency across locations. Senior leadership encourages employees to engage in lots of communication across different staff levels particularly through regular briefings, integrated feedback systems and internal communication platforms. These cultural practices promote transparency and alignment with organisational goals throughout the (Tesco PLC, 2023). As mentioned earlier, Tesco works within defined procedures and performance monitoring systems, they work by basing targets around sales and customer satisfaction. Another key facet is performance, Tesco recognises and rewards employees based on measurable outcomes and contributions to team success, not just tenure. Although these artefacts are visible, they reflect deeper espoused values of customer focus, efficiency, accountability, and teamwork. Thus, to understand the visible practices, we must first interpret the underlying beliefs. 
 
4.2 Espoused Values and Underlying Assumptions  
As per Schein’s model, Espoused Values are the announced principles and philosophies that drive the behaviour and decision making of an organisation. Beneath lay the subconscious beliefs that are the root of the attitudes to industry a company has (Schein, 2010).  
Tesco’s Espoused Values  
Tesco’s Espoused Values essentially centre around forming good proficient teams in the workplace to deliver good value, in order to further this goal of good value Tesco constantly promotes a customer focused lens. The company explicitly encourages employees to prioritise customer needs while working collaboratively to achieve organisational goals. There is also an emphasis on accountability that reflects Tesco’s expectation that employees should be responsible for their decisions and impact on service quality. Through analysing, we can argue that one of Tesco's core philosophies is the importance of customer satisfaction- which must be supported by structured management systems rather than the rejection of control-based approaches. 
Tesco’s Underlying Assumptions  
The previously Espoused Values suggest Tesco’s leadership believes that staff are more likely to perform effectively where clear structures and defined roles exist-having clear performance expectations can also aide this. Quite unlike heavily autonomous companies, this type of culture reflects the idea that consistency and standardisation are essential for success in a large-scale retail environment. 
 
4.3 Tesco’s Role Culture with Task Elements 
Organisational role culture is characterised by clearly defined structures and well-established hierarchies, where roles and responsibilities are clearly allocated (Handy, 1993). This aligns really with Tesco-as the company operates through standardised processes and structured management systems, these practices are what ensure consistency across such a large-scale retail operation. Tesco employees are expected to follow set procedures within store operations, which supports good service delivery. Despite this, there are aspects of task culture in Tesco, especially when you look at team-based problem solving in stores wherein, staff are required to attend to stock issues and customer needs. These types of situations will always require a degree of flexibility and collaboration, even within a well-structured framework. As well as that, some small aspects could still be present at a senior executive level, where company direction is strategically controlled. Overall, Tesco’s culture is best understood as predominantly role-based, with selective task-oriented features that allow limited adaptability within a controlled organisational structure. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
5. How Organisational Culture Shapes Structure  
5.1 Defining Organisational Structure  
Organisational structure is defined as the formal official system that dictates the behaviour and formal actions an organisation takes within its industry. This will dictate the different levels of hierarchy, control systems and the processes that command decision making within the organisation. Culture and structure have a strongly linked interdependent relationship as organisational culture inspires the shape that the formal structure is going to develop. Firms that are in dynamic, rapidly changing industries will most likely take on structures akin to task cultures with high flexibility and decentralised power (Burns and Stalker, 1961).  
 
5.2 Tesco’s structure  
Hierarchical Structure  
In contrast to flat structures, Tesco operates with a hierarchical structure that fits the size and complexity of the organisation, with multiple levels of management that oversee its large-scale operations (Burns and Stalker, 1961). The formal structure and systems rely on multiple levels of authority, and so reporting lines must be clearly defined, maintaining control and coordination in decision-making. This reduces the overall individual autonomy but ensures that operations remain standardised and aligned with organisational objectives that are set out by executives. Controlled decision-making 
Tesco operates in a retail environment that shifts quickly as customer habits change, prices fluctuate and competitors respond fast. Online shopping continues to grow, while expectations around convenience and value keep evolving, it is not a stable setting. Control remains important, alongside consistency. Tesco needs stores to operate in a standardised way across locations—similar processes, similar outcomes—yet some flexibility exists at the operational level. Store employees deal with immediate, practical issues such as stock shortages or customer concerns, so limited adjustment is necessary. Still, this flexibility sits within clear boundaries. The hierarchy remains in place for a reason; it provides stability and coordination across a large organisation. This reflects a more mechanistic structure, which is suited to environments where efficiency and control are critical (Burns and Stalker, 1961). 
Alignment with a Dynamic External Environment  
Decision-making follows a more controlled pattern. It is not entirely centralised, but neither is it fully decentralised. Senior management retains authority over strategic direction, financial planning, and long-term decisions, ensuring alignment across the organisation. This creates a balance between control and limited flexibility. Decision-making therefore reflects Tesco’s broader role-based culture—structured, consistent, and focused on achieving organisational objectives within defined limits (Handy, 1993). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
6. Culture and Decision-Making  
6.1 Organisational Decision-Making  
Decision-making refers to the processes firms use to evaluate alternatives and allocate resources, shaped not only by formal systems but also by organisational culture and the distribution of power (Johnson, Scholes and Whittington, 2017). In large retail environments, where margins are tight and competition is constant, the ability to make timely and consistent decisions becomes important, though not necessarily rapid as much as innovation-driven industries. In the case of Tesco, decision-making reflects a balance between control and responsiveness. 
 
 6.2 Autonomy in Decision-Making  
Through analysing Tesco’s processes, it becomes clear that decision-making is not fully autonomous but guided by established procedures and managerial oversight. Unlike organisations that rely heavily on decentralised authority, Tesco limits individual power, especially where it could have a financial or strategic impact. Authority is distributed across different levels; store managers and team leaders both Have the ability to respond to operational issues within clearly defined boundaries. This allows teams to seamlessly address immediate challenges without disrupting wider organisational consistency. 
Therefore, the culture does not assume that individuals should always act independently, but that employees will perform most effectively when roles, expectation and accountability are clearly defined (Schein, 2010). 
 
6.3 Risk Tolerance and Innovation 
 The retail sector does not demand the same level of high-risk innovation as engineering or technology industries, but there are still environmental pressures and changes like digital transformation and shifting consumer expectations. Investment decisions, such as expanding online platforms or improving supply chain efficiency, involve very precise calculated risk. Tesco operates with a relatively low to moderate risk tolerance, preferring incremental improvements over radical innovation. This approach aligns with its broader culture, where stability, efficiency, and cost control are prioritised. While some innovation is present, particularly in digital services, it is usually introduced in a controlled and measured way rather than through open experimentation. As a result, decision-making is less entrepreneurial and more procedural, shaped by the need to minimise risk while maintaining competitiveness.  
 
6.4 Accountability and Performance-Based Decisions 
Despite a more structured approach to decision-making, accountability remains a central feature of Tesco’s organisational culture. Performance is closely monitored across all levels, with managers and team leaders expected to meet targets related to sales, efficiency, and customer satisfaction. These performance measures are aligned with broader organisational objectives, ensuring consistency in how success is defined and evaluated. Unlike cultures that prioritise autonomy, accountability at Tesco is closely tied to adherence to processes and the achievement of measurable outcomes. Employees are not given complete freedom but are expected to perform effectively within the systems in place. This reinforces a performance-oriented culture, where results matter more than tenure, yet it also reflects the pressures associated with maintaining efficiency in a highly competitive retail environment. While this structure supports control and reliability, it may also create pressure for employees, particularly where performance is continuously assessed against fixed targets (Kunda, 2006). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
7. Organisational Culture and Adaptation to the External Environment at Tesco 
7.1 Technological Disruption and Competitive Pressure  
Companies within the retail sector operate in a highly competitive environment, shaped by price sensitivity, changing consumer behaviour, and increasing digital disruption. Online platforms, automation in supply chains, and data-driven retailing continue to reshape the industry, placing pressure on firms to adapt while maintaining cost efficiency. Competition remains intense, with major retailers constantly adjusting pricing strategies and service models to protect market share. These competitive forces, including industry rivalry and technological change, place sustained pressure on senior management and influence strategic positioning (Porter, 2008). In response, Tesco has gradually adapted its operations, expanded its online presence while improving logistical efficiency and in-store processes. Such adjustments are less about rapid transformation and more about controlled adaptation; the organisation responds to external pressures while maintaining stability. This reflects the need for reliability in large-scale retail, where sudden structural shifts can disrupt operations rather than improve them (Eisenhardt and Martin, 2000). 
 
7.2 Culture as a Strategic Enabler  
Tesco’s cultural emphasis on customer focus, efficiency, and consistency supports its ability to respond to external pressures, though not through rapid or disruptive change. Instead, the culture reinforces alignment between employee behaviour and organisational objectives, ensuring that decisions—particularly at operational levels—remain consistent with broader strategy. Rather than minimising bureaucracy entirely, the organisation relies on structured processes to guide decision-making, reducing variability across stores while still allowing limited responsiveness. This creates a form of internal coherence, where employees operate within clear expectations, yet can adjust to immediate demands when necessary. Culture, in this sense, acts less as a driver of innovation and more as a stabilising mechanism. It enables Tesco to respond to market changes in a controlled manner, maintaining efficiency while gradually adapting to new conditions (Teece, 2018). 
 
7.3 Global Expansion and Cultural Sensitivity 
As an international retailer, Tesco operates across multiple markets, each with different consumer preferences, shopping behaviours, and cultural expectations. These differences influence how products are positioned, how services are delivered, and how customers engage with the brand (Hofstede, 2001).  This creates a challenge. Standardisation supports efficiency, yet complete uniformity is not always effective across diverse regions. Tesco must therefore balance global consistency with local responsiveness, adjusting product ranges, pricing strategies, and store formats to reflect regional demand. While decision-making remains structured, some flexibility is allowed at regional and national levels to ensure relevance in different markets. This reflects the importance of cultural sensitivity in international operations, as firms that fail to adapt to local conditions often struggle to compete effectively (Ghemawat, 2001). Organisational culture, therefore, supports global adaptation not through full decentralisation, but through controlled flexibility within an otherwise standardised system. 
 
 
 
8. Critical Evaluation  
8.1 Strengths of Tesco’s Culture  
Tesco’s culture supports operational efficiency through its structured approach to roles, processes, and decision-making. The clear distribution of responsibilities, alongside defined procedures, allows the organisation to maintain consistency across many stores, which is critical in a retail environment where reliability directly affects performance. This, combined with a strong emphasis on accountability, ensures that performance remains measurable and aligned with organisational objectives. Employees are aware of expectations, and outcomes are closely monitored, reducing ambiguity in execution. Cultural alignment also plays a role. Shared values around customer focus and efficiency help coordinate behaviour without relying entirely on constant managerial intervention, reinforcing consistency across operations (Schein, 2010). 
 
8.2 Cultural Risk and Organisational Tensions 
Despite these strengths, Tesco’s culture may introduce certain limitations. A strong emphasis on structure and performance targets can create pressure for employees, particularly where performance is continuously monitored and linked to measurable outcomes. This may lead to reduced job satisfaction or a perception of limited flexibility within roles. The reliance on formal procedures, while supporting consistency, can also restrict creativity and limit individual initiative. Employees may be less inclined to challenge existing processes, especially in environments where adherence to standards is prioritised. In addition, structured decision-making can slow responses in situations that require rapid adjustment, as authority is not fully decentralised. This creates a tension between maintaining control and achieving responsiveness, particularly in a competitive and evolving retail market (Kunda, 2006). 
 
8.3 Evaluative Closing Statement 
Overall, Tesco’s organisational culture reflects a clear prioritisation of efficiency, consistency, and control, shaped by the demands of large-scale retail operations. While this approach supports stability and reliable performance, it also introduces constraints, particularly in relation to flexibility and employee autonomy. The evaluation highlights that organisational culture is not without trade-offs; strengths in control and coordination are often accompanied by limitations in adaptability and individual discretion. 
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9. Conclusion 
9.1 Purpose  
This academic report has examined the organisational culture of Tesco and analysed how this culture influences company structure, decision-making, and strategic adaptation. Through the application of relevant cultural frameworks, the discussion has shown that culture plays a central role in shaping how effectively an organisation operates within its environment. 
 
9.2 Key Findings  
By applying Schein’s model, the analysis highlighted Tesco’s underlying assumptions around consistency, accountability, and customer focus, which guide employee behaviour within structured roles. Through Handy’s typology, Tesco was identified primarily as a role-based culture, supported by elements of task culture at the operational level, allowing limited flexibility within an otherwise controlled system. The organisation’s hierarchical structure and process-driven decision-making reflect strong internal alignment, ensuring that performance remains consistent across its operations. In addition, Tesco’s culture supports its ability to respond to competitive pressures, technological change, and differences across international markets, though this is achieved through gradual and controlled adaptation rather than rapid transformation. 
 
9.3 Evaluative Statement  
Ultimately, Tesco demonstrates that organisational culture is not a peripheral feature, but a core mechanism that shapes structure and guides decision-making. It supports consistency and operational control, which are essential in large-scale retail, yet also introduces limitations in flexibility and autonomy. Culture, therefore, does not simply support performance—it defines the boundaries within which the organisation can respond to an increasingly competitive and evolving environment. 
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