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Introduction

Organisational culture plays an important role in how organisations operate and achieve their goals. Organisational culture refers to the shared values, beliefs and behaviours that influence how employees work and interact within a company. According to Edgar Schein, organisational culture shapes how people think, behave and make decisions in the workplace.
This report analyses the organisational culture of Tesco, one of the largest supermarket retailers in the United Kingdom. Tesco operates thousands of stores and employs a large workforce across multiple countries. Because of this scale, organisational culture is essential in ensuring that employees work toward the same strategic objectives. 

The purpose of this report is to examine how organisational culture influences Tesco’s organisational structure, leadership and decision‑making. The report will also analyse Tesco’s culture using theoretical frameworks including Schein’s Model of Organisational Culture, Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions and Handy’s Cultural Types. In addition, the report evaluates how organisational culture supports Tesco’s ability to respond to external environmental changes and its overall organizational performance.























Organisational Culture and Structure
                                                 
Organisational culture plays a significant role in shaping how a company operates. In the case of Tesco, its culture strongly influences both its organisational structure and its decision-making processes. Tesco promotes a customer-focused and performance-driven culture, reflected in its slogan “Every little helps.” This culture emphasises efficiency, teamwork, and meeting customer needs.
Tesco’s culture has led to the development of a hierarchical and relatively centralised organisational structure. This means that decision-making authority is mainly concentrated at higher levels of management. Senior managers and executives are responsible for setting strategies, while store managers and employees follow established procedures. This structure supports Tesco’s cultural focus on consistency and control across its many stores.
The influence of culture on structure provides several advantages. For example, a hierarchical structure allows Tesco to maintain standardisation in its operations, ensuring that customers receive a similar experience in all locations. It also improves efficiency, as employees clearly understand their roles and responsibilities. However, this structure can also create limitations. Communication may become slow, and lower-level employees may have limited input in decision-making, which can reduce innovation and flexibility.
In terms of decision-making, Tesco’s organisational culture encourages data-driven and customer-oriented decisions. Managers rely on sales data, customer feedback, and performance indicators to make informed choices. This approach helps Tesco respond effectively to customer demands and remain competitive in the retail market. Additionally, the focus on performance yensures that decisions align with business objectives.
Despite these strengths, there are also some weaknesses. A strong focus on performance and control may create pressure on employees, potentially affecting job satisfaction. Furthermore, centralised decision-making can limit the ability of local managers to respond quickly to specific customer needs in different locations. In a global and rapidly changing environment, this lack of flexibility may become a disadvantage.
In conclusion, Tesco’s organisational culture has a strong influence on its structure and decision-making processes. While it supports efficiency, consistency, and customer satisfaction, it may also reduce flexibility and employee empowerment. Therefore, although Tesco’s culture contributes to its success, it also presents challenges that the company must manage carefully.


The Link to Management Control
According to Mullins and Christy (2016), an organisation’s culture is not just about feelings; it is a tool for "management control." At Tesco, the culture of efficiency is built into the structure through technology. For example, store layouts are designed by the head office, and employees use handheld devices to track their work. This shows that Tesco's culture uses a top-down structure to make sure everyone works in the same way. By doing this, the culture "controls" the work of thousands of people across the country, ensuring that the brand remains reliable.
Culture and Communication Flow
In a hierarchical structure like Tesco’s, culture also decides how information moves. Because the culture values "Standardisation," most instructions move from the top to the bottom. This is an enabler because it means big changes—like new safety rules or price cuts—can be implemented in every store very quickly. However, it can be a barrier to "upward communication." If a shelf-stacker has a great idea for a new product, the hierarchical culture might make it difficult for that idea to reach the senior directors. This shows that while the culture is good for "doing," it can sometimes be slow for "listening."
Decision-Making and "Performance Culture"
Tesco’s decision-making is heavily influenced by a "Performance-Driven" culture. This means that almost every decision is based on "Key Performance Indicators" (KPIs). For example, if a store is not meeting its sales targets, the culture dictates that managers must follow a strict plan to fix it. This removes the "guesswork" from management. As Mullins and Christy (2016) suggest, this creates a very predictable environment. However, the weakness is that managers might focus too much on hitting numbers (the "targets") and forget about the long-term well-being of the staff.
Impact on Employee Empowerment
The relationship between culture and structure at Tesco often leads to limited empowerment for lower-level staff. In a "centralised" culture, the "power" sits with the executives. While Tesco uses "Teamwork" as a value, this usually means working together to follow the rules, rather than working together to change the rules. For a student of leadership, this is a critical point: Tesco’s success comes from its discipline, but its future risk is that it may lack the creativity found in smaller, flatter companies.
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Cultural Model Applied to Tesco 


Organisational culture can be understood using Edgar Schein’s Model, which explains culture at three levels: artefacts, espoused values, and basic underlying assumptions. This model is useful for analysing the culture of Tesco because it provides a deep understanding of how culture operates within the organisation.
At the first level, artefacts refer to visible elements of the organisation. In Tesco, these include store layouts, employee uniforms, and the company slogan “Every little helps.” These visible aspects reflect a professional and customer-focused environment. Customers experience a consistent service across different stores, which shows how culture is expressed in everyday operations.
The second level is espoused values, which are the stated values and strategies of the company. Tesco promotes values such as customer satisfaction, teamwork, efficiency, and performance. These values guide employee behaviour and influence how work is carried out. For example, employees are expected to prioritise customer needs and meet performance targets.
The third level is basic underlying assumptions, which are the deeper beliefs that are often unconscious. In Tesco, these include the belief that customers are the most important part of the business and that efficiency is necessary for success. These assumptions shape decision-making and organisational practices, even if they are not always explicitly stated.
Using Schein’s model, it can be identified that Tesco has a strong and consistent organisational culture that is customer-focused and performance-driven. This culture is embedded at all levels of the organisation, from visible practices to deep beliefs.
However, this strong culture also has some limitations. While it supports consistency and efficiency, it may reduce flexibility and limit innovation. Employees may feel restricted by strict procedures, and the organisation may find it difficult to adapt quickly to changes in the external environment.
In conclusion, Schein’s Model effectively identifies Tesco’s organisational culture as structured, customer-oriented, and deeply embedded within the organisation. The prevailing culture supports business success but also presents challenges that need to be managed carefully.



Analysis of Tesco’s Culture using Schein’s Model
Level 1: Artefacts (The Visible Culture)
At the first level, Schein (2010) describes Artefacts as the things we can see, hear, and feel when we walk into an organisation. In Tesco, the most famous artefact is the slogan “Every Little Helps.” This is not just a marketing tool; it is a symbol that tells both staff and customers that small, positive actions lead to big success.
Other visible artefacts include the uniforms and the store layout. Every Tesco store whether it is a small "Express" or a large "Extra"—looks very similar. This consistency shows a culture that values order and standardisation. According to Mullins and Christy (2016), this type of visible culture helps a large company like Tesco maintain control and ensure that millions of customers receive the same service everywhere.
Level 2: Espoused Values (The Stated Goals)
The second level involves Espoused Values, which are the goals and beliefs that the company talks about openly. Tesco’s core value is “Serving shoppers a little better every day.”
In their staff training and annual reports, Tesco emphasises values like teamwork, respect, and performance. These values act as a "manual" for how employees should behave. For example, when a store gets busy, the culture of "teamwork" means that managers often leave their offices to help on the checkouts. This shows that the company values "getting the job done" over high-level status.
Level 3: Basic Underlying Assumptions (The Hidden Beliefs)
The deepest level of Schein’s model is Basic Underlying Assumptions. These are beliefs that are so deep they are rarely talked about, but they drive everything the company does.
A key assumption at Tesco is that "Efficiency equals Survival." Because the UK retail market is very competitive (with rivals like Aldi and Lidl), there is a deep belief that Tesco must always find ways to be faster and cheaper. This assumption leads to the high use of technology, such as self-checkout tills and automated stock systems. Another assumption is Hierarchical Control—the belief that the head office should make the big decisions to keep the brand safe.
Critical Evaluation: Barrier or Enabler?
To meet the "Critical Evaluation" requirement in your brief, we must look at how this culture helps or hurts Tesco.
How the Culture is an "Enabler" (Success): Tesco’s culture of efficiency and clear rules is a major strength. It allows the company to manage over 300,000 staff across thousands of locations. During the COVID-19 pandemic, this structured culture enabled Tesco to react quickly, hiring 50,000 temporary workers and doubling their online delivery capacity almost overnight. Their deep belief in "serving the customer" was the engine that drove this success.
How the Culture is a "Barrier" (Challenges): However, the same "strict rules" can be a barrier. Because Tesco is so hierarchical (top-down), staff in individual stores might feel they have no "voice." This can lead to low motivation if employees feel like they are just following orders. Furthermore, a culture that is too focused on "efficiency" can sometimes forget the "human touch," making the shopping experience feel robotic rather than friendly.
Connection to the External Environment
Tesco’s culture has helped them survive the rise of Aldi and Lidl. When these discount stores began taking Tesco’s customers, Tesco used its "performance-driven" culture to launch the "Aldi Price Match" campaign. This was only possible because their culture is built to focus on competition and cost-cutting. This shows that Tesco’s culture is not "stuck"; it is capable of changing to meet outside challenges
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How Tesco Leverages Culture to Adapt to the External Environment

Tesco does not operate in isolation; it must constantly react to the "External Environment," which includes economic shifts, new technology, and changing customer habits. According to Mullins and Christy (2016), a strong culture allows a firm to remain stable while the world around it changes. Tesco leverages its culture in three main ways:
Strategic Response to Competition: The UK retail market became very difficult when discount supermarkets like Aldi and Lidl began taking market share. Tesco used its "Performance-Driven Culture" to react. Because efficiency is a "Basic Underlying Assumption" at Tesco, the company was able to quickly change its pricing strategy and launch the "Aldi Price Match." This shows that their culture is not just about internal rules, but is a tool used to fight competitors and protect their position as the market leader.
Technological Evolution and Digital Culture: As the world moves toward online shopping, Tesco’s culture of "Every Little Helps" has pushed them to be a leader in digital retail. This adaptation required a highly organized and structured culture. Tesco used its "Role Culture" (where everyone follows clear procedures) to build a massive delivery network and a complex website. Many smaller companies failed because they did not have the disciplined culture needed to manage such a large technological change.
Social and Environmental Adaptation: Today, external social pressure for "Sustainability" is very high. Tesco has adapted by making "Social Responsibility" a core value. By shifting their underlying assumptions to include being a "Good Neighbour," they have implemented large-scale changes like reducing plastic waste and donating millions of meals to food banks. This proves that while Tesco’s culture is very old, it is flexible enough to change when the external society demands a more ethical approach to business.










Is Culture a Barrier or an Enabler? 
To assess whether Tesco's culture helps or hinders the organization, we must look at both the operational success and the human cost.
Culture as an Enabler (The Success Engine): For a company with over 300,000 employees, culture is the primary enabler of consistency. It creates a "common language" for the business. Because the culture is built on standardisation and clear hierarchies, it allows Tesco to function effectively across different countries and thousands of stores. It enables the company to move fast when a crisis happens (like the COVID-19 pandemic) because everyone knows the "Tesco way" of working.
Culture as a Barrier (The Innovation Gap): However, the same culture can be a barrier to creativity. Because the structure is so "Top-Down" (Centralised), it can make store-level employees feel like they are just "following a script." This creates a barrier where workers might not share new ideas because they feel their voice is not important compared to the head office. Mullins and Christy (2016) warn that a culture focused too much on "Control" can kill the spirit of innovation.
I justify that Tesco’s culture is a massive enabler for financial performance, but it can act as a barrier to employee empowerment and local store flexibility.





















Conclusion
In conclusion, this report has analyzed the organizational culture of Tesco using Edgar Schein’s Model. The analysis shows that Tesco has a very strong and consistent culture that is built on the "Basic Underlying Assumption" of efficiency and customer service. As argued by Mullins and Christy (2016), this culture is the "invisible hand" that shapes Tesco’s hierarchical structure and its centralized decision-making processes.
The report identified that Tesco’s culture is a major enabler for the business. It allows the company to maintain high standards across thousands of stores and to adapt quickly to external challenges, such as the rise of discount competitors like Aldi and the shift toward online shopping. However, the culture can also be a barrier, specifically regarding employee innovation and local flexibility. The strict "Role Culture" can sometimes make staff feel restricted by procedures.
To improve, it is recommended that Tesco finds a balance between its top-down control and "bottom-up" communication. By empowering local managers and listening more to store-level employees, Tesco can ensure its culture remains a strength in the modern retail environment. Overall, Tesco’s culture remains the foundation of its success as a market leader in the UK.
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