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Introduction
British Airways is a global airline and the flag carrier of the United Kingdom. The company has a history of more than 100 years and connects Britain with destinations around the world (British Airways, n.d.). As a global airline, the company operates within a highly competitive and heavily regulated industry where safety, customer service, and operational efficiency are essential to maintaining business success. In this context, organisational culture plays a significant role in shaping employee behaviour, supporting organisational objectives, and influencing the organisation’s ability to respond to internal and external challenges (Mullins and McLean, 2019).
The aim of this report is to critically evaluate the organisational culture of British Airways and examine how it influences the company’s organisational structure and decision-making processes. The report will apply relevant organisational culture theories to analyse the organisation’s culture and evaluate how it supports adaptation to external environmental influences. Furthermore, the report will assess the impact of organisational culture on organisational performance and provide evidence-based recommendations to enhance organisational effectiveness and long-term success.
Organisational culture
Organisational culture refers to the shared values, beliefs, assumptions and behavioural norms that influence how employees interact with one another and how organisational goals are achieved. It shapes employees’ attitudes, decision-making and workplace behaviour while creating a sense of identity within the organisation. According to Mullins and McLean (2019), organisational culture represents the personality of an organisation and significantly influences employee motivation, commitment and organisational effectiveness.
British Airways has developed an organisational culture that reflects its position as one of the world’s leading international airlines. The company aims to connect Britain with the world while delivering a safe, reliable and premium travel experience for its customers. Its organisational culture is built around delivering high-quality customer service, maintaining operational excellence and continuously improving business performance. These principles guide employees at all organisational levels and support the company’s long-term strategic objectives (British Airways, n.d.).
The company’s culture is clearly demonstrated through its four core values: Excellence, Caring, Open-mindedness, and Safe and Secure. British Airways expects employees to deliver excellent service, care for customers and colleagues, embrace new ideas and diverse perspectives, and ensure that safety remains the foundation of every decision and action. These values establish clear behavioural expectations and encourage employees to work collaboratively while maintaining high professional standards. As a result, organisational culture helps create consistency across different departments, including cabin crew, engineering, customer service and airport operations (British Airways Careers, n.d.).
Customer focus is another defining characteristic of British Airways’ organisational culture. The organisation recognises that positive customer experiences depend on effective teamwork and employee engagement. Employees are encouraged to cooperate, communicate openly and take responsibility for delivering high standards of service throughout the customer journey. This collaborative approach strengthens employee commitment while supporting the organisation’s reputation as a premium airline (British Airways Careers, n.d.).
British Airways also places increasing emphasis on diversity, inclusion and employee wellbeing. Through its BA Better World programme, the company seeks to create an inclusive working environment where employees feel respected, valued and supported regardless of their background. The organisation invests in learning and development, promotes equal opportunities and encourages employees to contribute new ideas that support innovation and continuous improvement. These initiatives demonstrate that organisational culture extends beyond operational performance and includes social responsibility and sustainable business practices (British Airways, n.d.).
Overall, British Airways demonstrates a customer-oriented, safety-driven and people-focused organisational culture. Its clearly defined values, commitment to employee development and emphasis on collaboration create a positive working environment that supports both organisational performance and long-term strategic success. Although the airline has experienced cultural and reputational challenges during different stages of its history, its current culture reflects a stronger focus on responsible leadership, sustainability and continuous improvement, enabling the organisation to respond more effectively to the changing expectations of customers, employees and other stakeholders (British Airways, n.d.; Mullins and McLean, 2019).
Culture Shaping Organisational Structure and Decision-Making
Organisational culture plays a significant role in shaping an organisation’s structure and influencing managerial decision-making. According to Mullins and Christy (2016), culture provides shared values, beliefs and behavioural expectations that guide how employees interact, communicate and make decisions. Similarly, Alvesson (2013) argues that organisational culture influences management practices by creating common assumptions and patterns of behaviour that support coordination and organisational effectiveness.
British Airways operates within a complex organisational structure that requires effective coordination across multiple departments, including flight operations, engineering, customer service, ground operations and corporate functions. The organisation’s culture supports collaboration while maintaining clear responsibilities and accountability throughout the business. As a global airline serving millions of passengers each year, British Airways relies on structured communication and coordinated decision-making to deliver consistent service and maintain operational reliability (British Airways, n.d.a). 
A defining feature of British Airways’ organisational culture is its strong emphasis on safety. Safety is embedded within the organisation’s core values and is considered a fundamental responsibility for all employees. This shared commitment encourages staff to follow established procedures, comply with aviation regulations and report operational issues where necessary. Such a culture supports informed decision-making by ensuring that operational decisions prioritise passenger and employee safety above commercial considerations (British Airways Careers, n.d.). 
The organisation’s customer-focused culture also influences management decisions at both strategic and operational levels. British Airways states that customers are at the centre of its business, encouraging employees to deliver consistent, high-quality service while responding effectively to changing customer expectations. This culture guides decisions relating to service improvement, employee development and operational performance, helping managers balance customer satisfaction with business objectives (British Airways Careers, n.d.). 
In addition, British Airways has integrated sustainability into its organisational culture through its BA Better World programme. This initiative influences strategic decision-making by embedding environmental responsibility, diversity and inclusion, employee wellbeing and responsible business practices into the organisation’s long-term objectives. As a result, management decisions increasingly consider not only financial performance but also environmental and social responsibilities, reflecting a broader stakeholder approach to organisational governance (British Airways, n.d.b). 
However, maintaining a highly structured organisational culture may also present challenges. In a regulated industry such as aviation, formal procedures and hierarchical decision-making can sometimes reduce organisational flexibility and slow responses to unexpected situations. Managers must therefore balance compliance with regulations while encouraging communication, innovation and continuous improvement. Alvesson (2013) suggests that organisations should avoid allowing culture to become overly rigid, as excessive control may limit employee initiative and organisational learning.
Overall, British Airways demonstrates how organisational culture shapes organisational structure and managerial decision-making. Its emphasis on safety, customer service, collaboration and responsible business supports coordinated operations and strategic consistency while helping the organisation respond to the complex demands of the global aviation industry.
Relevant frameworks, models and theories to British Airways
Organisational culture models provide useful frameworks for understanding how values, behaviours and organisational practices influence business performance. Rather than simply describing culture, these models help explain how organisations operate and why employees behave in particular ways. Among the various theories of organisational culture, Schein’s Three Levels of Organisational Culture and Handy’s Four Types of Culture are particularly relevant to British Airways because they provide complementary perspectives on the organisation’s culture, structure and management practices (Schein, 2016; Handy, 2020).
Schein’s Three Levels of Organisational Culture explains culture through three interconnected levels: artefacts, espoused values and basic underlying assumptions (Schein, 2016). Artefacts are the visible elements of an organisation that can easily be observed. Within British Airways, these include the airline’s professional cabin crew uniforms, aircraft livery, airport lounges, customer service standards and well-established safety procedures. These visible features communicate professionalism, consistency and high service quality while reinforcing the organisation’s public identity.
The second level, espoused values, represents the principles and beliefs that the organisation openly promotes. British Airways publicly emphasises passenger safety, customer service, teamwork, diversity and sustainability through its corporate communications, employee culture and BA Better World programme. These values influence employee behaviour and managerial decision-making by providing clear expectations regarding service quality, ethical conduct and responsible business practices (British Airways, n.d.; British Airways Careers, n.d.).
The deepest level of Schein’s model consists of basic underlying assumptions, which are unconscious beliefs shared by organisational members. In British Airways, these assumptions include the belief that passenger safety is always the highest priority, that professionalism should be maintained at every stage of the customer journey, and that compliance with aviation regulations is fundamental to organisational success. Although these assumptions are rarely stated explicitly, they influence everyday behaviour and decision-making throughout the organisation, making Schein’s model particularly effective in explaining British Airways’ organisational culture.
A second useful framework is Handy’s Four Types of Culture, which identifies power, role, task and person cultures (Handy, 2020). British Airways most closely reflects a role culture, where authority is based on clearly defined responsibilities, formal procedures and specialised roles. As a global airline operating within one of the world’s most highly regulated industries, British Airways depends on structured processes, professional expertise and clear reporting relationships to ensure operational efficiency and passenger safety. Decision-making is therefore guided by organisational rules and established procedures rather than individual authority.
However, elements of task culture can also be observed during operational challenges or complex projects that require collaboration between different departments. Flight operations, engineering, customer services and ground staff frequently work together to resolve operational issues, demonstrating the importance of teamwork and specialist knowledge. This combination of role and task culture enables British Airways to maintain operational consistency while responding effectively to changing business and customer requirements.
Overall, Schein’s model provides the most comprehensive explanation of British Airways’ organisational culture because it examines both visible organisational practices and the deeper assumptions that shape employee behaviour. Handy’s model complements this analysis by explaining how the organisation’s structured working environment supports effective coordination, accountability and decision-making. Together, these two models provide a comprehensive understanding of British Airways’ organisational culture.
Organisational culture and adaptation to the External Environment
Organisations operate within dynamic external environments where economic, technological and environmental factors continuously influence strategic priorities and operational activities. Mullins and Christy (2016) argue that organisational culture plays a significant role in enabling organisations to recognise external changes and respond effectively. A culture that encourages flexibility, learning and continuous improvement is more likely to support organisational adaptation than one that resists change. This relationship is particularly important within the airline industry, where organisations operate in a highly competitive and heavily regulated environment.
For British Airways, technological change represents one of the most significant external influences. The organisation has invested in digital innovation, including online and mobile services, self-service technologies, artificial intelligence and data-driven customer experience improvements. These developments require employees to embrace continuous learning and adapt to new ways of working. British Airways’ organisational culture supports this transition by promoting innovation, collaboration and ongoing professional development, enabling employees to implement new technologies while maintaining service quality. According to Alvesson (2013), organisational cultures that encourage learning and knowledge sharing are better positioned to manage technological transformation successfully.
The economic environment also has a considerable influence on British Airways. Rising fuel prices, inflation, changing customer demand and increasing global competition require the organisation to remain commercially resilient. Rather than relying solely on cost reduction, British Airways aligns its organisational culture with long-term strategic objectives by encouraging operational efficiency, responsible decision-making and continuous improvement. Johnson (2013) argues that organisational culture should reinforce corporate strategy by ensuring that employees understand organisational priorities and support strategic change. This alignment enables British Airways to respond more effectively to economic uncertainty while maintaining service standards and operational performance.
A further external influence is the growing emphasis on environmental sustainability. Governments, regulators and customers increasingly expect airlines to reduce carbon emissions and operate more responsibly. British Airways has responded by embedding sustainability into its organisational culture through the BA Better World programme, which includes commitments to achieving net zero carbon emissions by 2050, investing in sustainable aviation fuel and reducing waste across operations. These initiatives demonstrate that environmental responsibility is becoming an integral part of everyday organisational behaviour rather than simply a compliance requirement. Mullins and Christy (2016) suggest that organisations with adaptable cultures are more capable of responding to changing stakeholder expectations and environmental pressures.
Overall, British Airways demonstrates that organisational culture supports adaptation to the external environment by encouraging innovation, strategic alignment and sustainability. Through responding to technological, economic and environmental challenges, the organisation continues to strengthen its ability to remain competitive within a rapidly changing global aviation industry.
Organisational culture and effective functioning of the of British Airways 
Organisational culture plays an important role in supporting the effective functioning of British Airways by influencing employee behaviour, operational performance and service quality. A strong organisational culture provides employees with shared values and expectations, helping them work towards common organisational goals (Mullins and Christy, 2016).
At British Airways, the emphasis on teamwork, professionalism and customer service contributes to effective day-to-day operations. Employees are encouraged to collaborate across departments to deliver reliable services while maintaining high standards of safety and customer care. This shared commitment improves communication, coordination and consistency throughout the organisation. According to Alvesson (2013), a strong organisational culture creates common understandings that guide employee behaviour and improve organisational effectiveness.
The organisation’s culture also supports continuous learning and professional development. Training programmes help employees develop the knowledge and skills required to perform their roles effectively in a highly regulated aviation industry. As a result, staff are better prepared to respond to operational challenges while maintaining service quality and passenger safety.
However, organisational culture may also create challenges. British Airways is a large and complex organisation with formal procedures and multiple management levels. While these structures support safety and operational control, they may occasionally slow communication and reduce flexibility when rapid decisions are required. In highly competitive industries, organisations must balance consistency with the ability to respond quickly to changing circumstances (Mullins and Christy, 2016).
Overall, the organisational culture of British Airways acts primarily as an enabler of effective organisational functioning. Its focus on collaboration, professionalism, safety and customer service supports operational efficiency and service quality. Nevertheless, maintaining organisational flexibility while preserving high standards remains an important challenge for the company.
Impact of Organisational Culture on Organisational Performance
Organisational culture has a significant influence on organisational performance because it shapes employee behaviour, service quality and the achievement of strategic objectives. A positive organisational culture can improve employee commitment, strengthen customer relationships and contribute to sustainable organisational success (Kotter and Heskett, 1992).
At British Airways, the organisational culture supports performance through its strong focus on customer service, professionalism and operational excellence. Employees are encouraged to deliver consistent service standards while maintaining safety and reliability, which are essential within the aviation industry. This culture helps strengthen the company’s reputation, improve customer satisfaction and maintain long-term competitiveness. Furthermore, shared organisational values encourage employees to work collaboratively towards common goals, contributing to higher organisational effectiveness (Denison, 1990).
However, organisational culture alone cannot guarantee strong organisational performance. British Airways operates in a highly competitive and continuously changing environment where external factors such as economic conditions, fuel prices and global disruptions also influence business performance. In addition, maintaining a large organisational structure may reduce flexibility and slow organisational change, creating challenges when rapid responses are required.
Overall, British Airways’ organisational culture has a positive impact on organisational performance by supporting employee engagement, service quality and operational consistency. Nevertheless, the organisation must continue balancing its established cultural values with innovation and adaptability to remain competitive in the dynamic aviation industry.
Conclusion
This report has demonstrated that organisational culture is a key factor influencing the success and long-term sustainability of British Airways. The analysis showed that the company’s culture shapes organisational structure, supports decision-making and provides a foundation for delivering consistent customer service and maintaining high operational standards. The application of Schein’s and Handy’s models highlighted how shared values, leadership and organisational practices contribute to the company’s culture. The report also found that British Airways uses its organisational culture to adapt to technological, economic and environmental changes while supporting effective internal operations. Although the culture contributes positively to employee collaboration, service quality and organisational performance, the organisation must continue balancing established procedures with flexibility to respond to an increasingly dynamic business environment. Overall, British Airways demonstrates that a strong organisational culture can act as a strategic asset, supporting organisational effectiveness, competitiveness and sustainable performance in the global aviation industry.
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