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Organisational culture refers to the shared values, beliefs, assumptions and behavioural expectations that influence how employees think and behave within an organisation. Mullins and Christy (2016, p. 574) argue that culture has a pervasive influence on organisational processes, including decision-making, organisational structure, group behaviour, motivation and job satisfaction. This is particularly relevant to Severn Trent Water because it operates in a highly regulated industry where reliability, safety, environmental responsibility and customer service are essential. Severn Trent identifies its values through the principle of “Doing the Right Thing”, which provides employees with a common framework for responsible behaviour and everyday decision-making (Severn Trent, 2025a). The organisation also places considerable emphasis on customer outcomes, sustainability, employee engagement and continuous improvement. This report critically evaluates how organisational culture influences Severn Trent’s structure and decision-making, examines its culture using Schein’s Three-Level Model and Deal and Kennedy’s Cultural Model, and assesses how culture supports adaptation and effective organisational functioning.
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Organisational culture is particularly important at Severn Trent because the company provides an essential public service. Its decisions can directly affect customers, communities, employees and the natural environment. Consequently, Severn Trent requires a culture that encourages employees to prioritise reliability, safety, ethical behaviour, environmental protection and customer needs. The company's principle of “Doing the Right Thing” provides a common framework for employees and business partners, covering what is safe, ethical, legal and appropriate for customers (Severn Trent, 2025). This demonstrates that culture is deliberately incorporated into everyday organisational behaviour rather than being treated simply as a human-resource concept.
A significant characteristic of Severn Trent's culture is its emphasis on responsibility and consistency. The company operates within a highly regulated water industry, meaning employees must follow established procedures and standards relating to water quality, environmental protection, health and safety and customer service. Severn Trent's policies apply across the Group and are designed to clarify employee responsibilities and connect organisational purpose with day-to-day management (Severn Trent, 2025b). These characteristics strongly support the argument that Severn Trent demonstrates elements of a Process Culture.
At the same time, the organisation promotes employee involvement and an open working environment. Its 2025 Annual Report describes its culture as important to organisational success and identifies an open and trusting environment that encourages collaboration, ideas and employee perspectives. In 2024, Severn Trent achieved an employee engagement score of 8.6 out of 10, placing it within the top 2% of energy and utility businesses globally (Severn Trent, 2025c). This suggests that its culture is not exclusively based on rules and procedures but also incorporates employee participation.
Customer and environmental responsibility are additional cultural characteristics. Severn Trent's 2025–2030 investment programme is valued at £12.9 billion, including £5 billion of enhancements, with 82% of these enhancements focused on environmental and sustainability priorities (Severn Trent, 2025d). The organisation also links employee rewards to customer and environmental outcomes, demonstrating that these values influence organisational systems rather than simply appearing in corporate statements (Severn Trent, 2025e).
Overall, Severn Trent's organisational culture can be described as responsible, compliance-oriented, customer-focused, environmentally conscious and increasingly collaborative. Its strongest characteristic is Process Culture, as consistency, procedures, and controlled decision-making are essential within a regulated utility. However, the organisation is also attempting to develop a culture of curiosity, learning and continuous improvement. Severn Trent therefore represents an example of an organisation where a traditional process-oriented culture is being adapted to meet changing environmental, technological and stakeholder expectations.
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Mullins and Christy (2016) argue that organisational culture has an important influence on organisational structure because shared values and assumptions affect how authority, responsibility and management control are established. Severn Trent's structure demonstrates strong characteristics of formal control and accountability, which are consistent with its Process Culture.
Severn Trent has a formal governance structure consisting of the Board, Executive Committee and specialist committees. Its Audit and Risk Committee oversees financial reporting, risk management and internal controls, while the Corporate Sustainability Committee considers sustainability-related risks and opportunities. The Executive Committee is responsible for developing and executing strategy and achieving business results (Severn Trent, 2025f). This structure demonstrates clearly defined responsibilities and formal decision-making processes.
Such a structure is appropriate for a water company because some decisions require significant levels of control. Decisions involving drinking-water quality, environmental pollution, infrastructure investment, financial risk or employee safety cannot be based purely on individual judgement. They require procedures, specialist expertise, monitoring and accountability. Process Culture therefore supports organisational reliability by ensuring that employees understand what is expected and that important decisions are appropriately reviewed.
Culture also influences the basis on which decisions are made. Severn Trent's “Doing the Right Thing” principles provide employees with a framework for making decisions involving safety, customers, ethics and legal requirements (Severn Trent, 2025a). This can reduce uncertainty because employees have a shared understanding of appropriate behaviour.
The company's reward systems further demonstrate how culture influences decision-making. For 2025/26, 60% of the all-employee bonus is based on non-financial measures, including customer outcomes, storm-overflow reduction and Environmental Performance Assessment performance. Furthermore, 39% of the all-employee bonus is linked to ESG-related measures (Severn Trent, 2025e). This encourages employees to consider customer and environmental outcomes alongside financial performance.
However, Process Culture can create disadvantages. Excessive reliance on procedures may lead to bureaucracy and slower decision-making. Employees may become more concerned with following the correct process than finding the most effective solution. In a rapidly changing environment, this could restrict innovation.
Severn Trent therefore needs to maintain a balance between control and flexibility. Its formal structure is necessary because of regulatory and operational risks, but employees also need opportunities to challenge existing processes and propose improvements. Evidence of this balance can be seen in Severn Trent's employee forums and engagement mechanisms, through which employee perspectives are incorporated into organisational discussions (Severn Trent, 2025c).
Consequently, organisational culture shapes Severn Trent into a structured and accountable organisation, while its increasing emphasis on employee voice attempts to prevent the Process Culture from becoming excessively bureaucratic.
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Schein's Three-Level Model
Schein's model provides a useful framework for analysing Severn Trent because it identifies organisational culture at three levels: artefacts, espoused values and basic underlying assumptions (Schein & Schein, 2017).
The first level, artefacts, includes visible aspects of culture. At Severn Trent, these include its governance structures, policies, employee engagement programmes, sustainability initiatives and corporate values. The company's “Doing the Right Thing” framework is a clear cultural artefact because it communicates expected behaviours across the organisation (Severn Trent, 2025a). 
The second level consists of espoused values, which are the values an organisation claims to support. Severn Trent promotes safety, customer responsibility, ethical behaviour, environmental sustainability and inclusion. These values are reinforced through employee reward systems, sustainability objectives and governance arrangements (Severn Trent, 2025e).
The third level is basic underlying assumptions, which are deeper beliefs that become accepted as normal within an organisation. At Severn Trent, the evidence suggests assumptions that customers should receive reliable services, employees should behave responsibly, environmental impacts should be controlled, and organisational decisions should consider long-term consequences.
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Deal and Kennedy's Cultural Model
Deal and Kennedy (2000) identify four cultural types based on the level of risk and the speed at which employees receive feedback: Tough-Guy/Macho Culture, Work-Hard/Play-Hard Culture, Bet-Your-Company Culture and Process Culture.
Severn Trent most closely resembles Process Culture, which is associated with lower immediate feedback, formal procedures, consistency, rules and attention to how work is completed. This is highly appropriate for a regulated water company. Decisions concerning water quality, safety, infrastructure and environmental performance often involve established procedures and may take considerable time before their consequences become visible.
The strength of Process Culture at Severn Trent is that it promotes reliability, consistency and accountability. However, Deal and Kennedy's framework also helps identify a potential weakness: excessive process orientation can create bureaucracy and risk aversion.
Therefore, Severn Trent should not be regarded as a purely Process Culture organisation. Its culture is evolving through employee engagement, data analytics and continuous improvement. The company itself states that it has a strong culture of continuous improvement and uses data and analytics to challenge long-term assumptions and adapt to changing circumstances (Severn Trent, 2025g).
The two frameworks therefore complement each other. Schein explains how Severn Trent's culture is embedded, while Deal and Kennedy help identify the dominant cultural type. Together, they support the conclusion that Severn Trent has a predominantly Process Culture that is increasingly being balanced with learning, collaboration and innovation.
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Handy’s Four Types of Organisational Culture
Handy (1995) identifies four types of organisational culture: Power Culture, Role Culture, Task Culture and Person Culture. These cultures differ according to how power is distributed, how work is organised, and the degree of autonomy given to employees. The framework can be applied to Severn Trent Water to identify its prevailing cultural characteristics.
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Based on Handy's framework, Severn Trent Water can be characterised predominantly as a Role Culture, with some characteristics of Task Culture. Role Culture is particularly evident through the organisation's formal governance arrangements, clearly defined responsibilities, policies, procedures and regulatory controls. These characteristics are appropriate for a highly regulated water utility because consistency, accountability and risk management are essential to maintaining reliable services. However, Severn Trent also demonstrates elements of Task Culture through its emphasis on innovation, sustainability, data and cross-functional problem-solving. Therefore, although Role Culture remains dominant, the organisation needs Task Culture characteristics to adapt to technological, environmental and customer-related changes.
Organisational Culture and Adaptation to the External Environment
Severn Trent operates in an external environment characterised by significant regulatory, environmental, technological, social and economic pressures. Organisational culture plays an important role in determining how the company responds to these pressures.
One of the strongest external influences is regulation. Water companies must comply with extensive requirements relating to water quality, environmental performance, customer outcomes and infrastructure. Process Culture helps Severn Trent respond to these requirements because employees operate within defined policies, procedures and accountability systems. Ofwat's regulatory framework for 2025–2030 also uses outcome-based incentives, encouraging water companies to improve measurable customer and environmental outcomes (Ofwat, 2025).
Environmental change is another major influence. Climate change, extreme weather, population growth and water scarcity create long-term risks for water infrastructure. Severn Trent's culture is adapting to these pressures through long-term planning and investment. Its 2050 vision places reliable, sustainable and affordable services at the centre of its strategy and uses adaptive planning, data and analytics to respond to different possible futures (Severn Trent, 2025g).
The organisation's £12.9 billion 2025–2030 investment programme also demonstrates cultural adaptation. The programme includes £5 billion of enhancements, with 82% focused on environmental and sustainability priorities (Severn Trent, 2025d). This suggests that environmental responsibility has become embedded within organisational decision-making rather than being treated simply as an external regulatory obligation.
Social expectations also influence the company's culture. Customers increasingly expect water companies to provide reliable services while protecting the environment and supporting vulnerable customers. Severn Trent therefore places customer outcomes within its strategy and employee reward systems (Severn Trent, 2025e).
Technology is another important external influence. Severn Trent states that it uses data and analytics alongside a culture of curiosity to test long-term models and challenge assumptions (Severn Trent, 2025g). This is particularly important because Process Culture can otherwise encourage organisations to rely too heavily on established procedures.
However, adaptation can be difficult where existing cultural practices are deeply embedded. Employees accustomed to established procedures may resist new technologies or alternative ways of working. The challenge for Severn Trent is therefore to preserve the reliability of Process Culture while encouraging employees to question processes when external conditions change.
Overall, Severn Trent demonstrates cultural adaptation through sustainability investment, employee participation, adaptive planning and technology. Its culture provides stability while increasingly incorporating flexibility.
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Organisational culture can either enable or restrict effective organisational functioning. In the case of Severn Trent, culture appears to act predominantly as an enabler, although its Process Culture creates potential barriers if it becomes excessively rigid.
A major advantage is consistency. In a regulated utility, employees need to understand the standards expected of them. Severn Trent's values and policies provide a common framework for responsible behaviour, helping employees make decisions consistently (Severn Trent, 2025a; Severn Trent, 2025b).
A second advantage is employee engagement. Severn Trent reported an engagement score of 8.6 out of 10 in 2024, with the organisation placing within the top 2% of energy and utility businesses globally (Severn Trent, 2025c). High engagement can contribute to cooperation, motivation, knowledge sharing and employee retention.
A third advantage is stakeholder alignment. Severn Trent does not rely solely on financial measures when assessing performance. Customer and environmental outcomes are incorporated into employee reward systems. This encourages employees to consider the wider consequences of organisational decisions (Severn Trent, 2025e).
The culture also supports organisational resilience. Severn Trent's long-term planning approach combines established processes with data, analytics and continuous improvement. This allows the company to respond to changing environmental conditions while maintaining operational controls (Severn Trent, 2025g).
Nevertheless, Process Culture can become a barrier to effective functioning. Excessive procedures may create delays and reduce employees' willingness to experiment. A highly process-oriented organisation can also develop a “this is how we have always done it” mentality. This would be particularly problematic for Severn Trent because climate change, technology and changing customer expectations require continuous adaptation.
The organisation therefore needs controlled flexibility. Employees should have clear procedures for high-risk activities but also have mechanisms for suggesting improvements and challenging inefficient processes. Severn Trent's Company Forum and other employee engagement mechanisms provide evidence that the organisation is already attempting to create this balance (Severn Trent, 2025c).
Overall, Severn Trent's culture is an effective organisational resource because it provides consistency, accountability, engagement and stakeholder alignment. However, management must ensure that Process Culture remains a source of reliability rather than becoming a source of bureaucracy.
Evaluation of the Impact of Organisational Culture on Organisational Performance
Organisational culture can influence performance through employee engagement, decision-making, customer service, innovation, operational reliability and organisational reputation. Evidence suggests that Severn Trent's culture has contributed positively to several dimensions of organisational performance.
Employee engagement is one clear indicator. Severn Trent achieved an engagement score of 8.6 out of 10 in 2024, maintaining its highest-ever score and placing the organisation in the top 2% of energy and utility businesses globally (Severn Trent, 2025c). This provides evidence that its culture of openness, collaboration and employee involvement is associated with positive workforce outcomes.
Environmental performance also provides evidence of organisational effectiveness. In October 2025, Severn Trent received a four-star Environmental Performance Assessment rating from the Environment Agency for the sixth consecutive year (Severn Trent, 2025h). Although this performance cannot be attributed exclusively to organisational culture, it is consistent with the company's emphasis on environmental responsibility and continuous improvement.
The company's investment strategy further demonstrates the relationship between culture and performance. The £12.9 billion investment programme is intended to improve customer service, resilience and environmental performance (Severn Trent, 2025d). The scale and long-term nature of this investment are consistent with a Process Culture in which decisions are carefully planned, controlled and implemented.
The use of non-financial performance measures is particularly significant. Severn Trent's 2025/26 all-employee bonus allocates 60% to non-financial measures and 39% to ESG-related measures (Severn Trent, 2025e). This aligns employee behaviour with customer and environmental performance rather than focusing exclusively on financial outcomes.
However, organisational culture should not be viewed as the sole explanation for performance. External factors such as regulation, weather, infrastructure condition, economic conditions and customer expectations can influence organisational outcomes. Furthermore, Process Culture can produce both positive and negative effects. Procedures can improve reliability, but excessive bureaucracy can reduce responsiveness and innovation.
The key performance challenge for Severn Trent is therefore to maintain the benefits of Process Culture while developing a stronger learning and innovation orientation. Management should measure not only whether employees follow procedures but also whether those procedures continue to deliver the best outcomes.
Three recommendations emerge from this analysis. First, Severn Trent should strengthen mechanisms for employees to challenge inefficient processes and suggest improvements. Second, it should expand cross-functional teams to combine technical expertise with different organisational perspectives. Third, cultural KPIs should continue to be linked to measurable customer, environmental, safety and employee outcomes.
These actions would allow Severn Trent to retain the reliability of Process Culture while reducing the risks of bureaucracy and organisational rigidity.
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[bookmark: _Toc237069193]Conclusion
Organisational culture has a significant influence on how Severn Trent Water is structured, how decisions are made and how effectively the organisation responds to its external environment. Consistent with Mullins and Christy (2016), culture influences the organisation's values, behaviours, management control and decision-making processes. Schein's model demonstrates that Severn Trent's culture is visible through its policies and practices, expressed through values such as “Doing the Right Thing”, and embedded through underlying assumptions concerning safety, customers, reliability and environmental responsibility. Deal and Kennedy's model indicates that Process Culture is the dominant cultural characteristic, reflecting the organisation's reliance on procedures, regulation, accountability and consistency. This culture is primarily an enabler because it supports reliability, employee engagement and responsible decision-making. However, excessive process orientation could create bureaucracy, risk aversion and resistance to innovation. Severn Trent should therefore maintain strong controls while increasing employee voice, cross-functional collaboration, innovation and continuous improvement. This balance will allow its culture to support both operational reliability and long-term organisational performance.



Recommendations for Improving Organisational Culture and Performance
Based on the analysis of Schein’s Three-Level Model, Handy’s Four Types of Culture and Deal and Kennedy’s Cultural Model, Severn Trent should retain the strengths of its established culture while developing greater flexibility and innovation. The following recommendations are proposed.
1. Strengthen employee voice and constructive challenge
Severn Trent should establish stronger mechanisms through which employees can challenge existing procedures, report inefficiencies and propose improvements. This could include regular innovation forums, digital suggestion platforms and structured feedback sessions between operational employees and senior management. This recommendation would reduce the potential negative effects of Role and Process Culture by encouraging employees to question whether established procedures remain appropriate. It would also reinforce Schein’s concept of organisational culture by ensuring that employee participation becomes embedded within everyday organisational practices rather than remaining an espoused value.
3. Balance compliance with innovation
Severn Trent should review internal procedures regularly to identify unnecessary bureaucracy and duplicated approval processes. Importantly, this does not mean reducing regulatory controls. Instead, the organisation should distinguish between processes that are legally or operationally essential and processes that exist mainly because of historical practice. Controlled pilot projects could allow employees to test new technologies and working practices within clearly defined risk boundaries. This would help overcome the risk of the Process Culture becoming excessively rigid.
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