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1. [bookmark: _Toc224501306]Introduction: British Airways
Organisational culture represents the shared values, beliefs and assumptions that shape “how things are done around here” (Mullins & Christy, 2016). Organisational culture has been widely explored within management research because of its influence on organisational effectiveness and employee behaviour. According to Edgar Schein (2010), organisational culture operates at multiple levels, including visible artefacts, espoused values and deeply embedded assumptions that shape how members perceive and respond to organisational challenges. 
Similarly, Geert Hofstede (2001) argues that culture represents the collective programming of the mind that distinguishes organisations from one another and influences patterns of decision-making and leadership behaviour. These theoretical perspectives suggest that organisational culture is not simply symbolic but actively shapes structures, managerial practices and organisational outcomes.  Organisational culture has been widely discussed in management literature. 
According to Edgar Schain (2010), organisational culture consists of shared basic assumptions learned by a group as it solves problems of external adaptation and internal integration. Similarly, Geert Hofstede (2001) defines culture as the collective programming of the mind that distinguishes members of one organisation from another. These perspectives emphasise that culture influences behaviours, decision-making, and organisational practises.
[image: ]
In global organisations such as British Airways (BA), culture significantly influences decision-making processes, structural design, employee behaviour and organisational performance. As a founding member of International Airlines Group (IAG) and the Oneworld alliance, BA operates in a highly competitive, regulated and international environment, making cultural coherence both complex and strategically critical.
This report critically evaluates how BA’s organisational culture influences its structure and decision-making processes. Using established theoretical frameworks-Schain’s Model, Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions, and Handy’s Cultural Types-the prevailing culture is identified and analysed. The report further examines how British Airways leverages culture to adapt to environmental pressures, assesses whether culture acts as an enabler or barrier, and evaluates its impact on performance, concluding with evidence-based recommendations.
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2. [bookmark: _Toc224501307]Organisational Culture of British Airways
[image: ]British Airways plc (BA) is the flag carrier airline of the United Kingdom and one of the world’s most recognised international airlines. Headquartered at Waterside in London, with major hubs at Heathrow and Gatwick Airports, BA operates a global network of passenger and cargo services spanning over 200 destinations across all inhabited continents and employs over 40,000 people worldwide. The airline has been part of the International Airlines Group (IAG) since 2011, following the merger with Spain’s Iberia, and continues to anchor the UK’s global aviation presence.
British Airways’ organisational history and identity have been shaped by more than a century of evolution – from the early imperial routes of its predecessor companies in the 1920s to its consolidation as a national flag carrier in the 1970s and eventual privatisation in the late 1980s. These historical developments have contributed to a complex organisational heritage, embedding traditions of both national pride and international competitiveness.
At the core of BA’s internal environment is a corporate culture that emphasises excellence, inclusivity, innovation and customer-centric service. According to British Airways’ own HR and employer brand materials, the company’s culture celebrates originality, thrives on change and places people, both colleagues and customers, at the heart of its business strategy. Employees are encouraged to contribute their unique perspectives, support one another and deliver world-class service across BA’s global operations. For example, British Airways has implemented diversity and inclusion initiatives aimed at strengthening collaboration emphasises employee engagement, diversity and customer service improvements (British Airways, 2023).
From an academic perspective, organisational culture- defined as the shared values, beliefs and assumptions that influence how work gets done – plays a pivotal role in shaping decision-making, structure, group behaviour, motivation and motivation systems within BA. As Mullins and Christy (2026) note, culture influences organisational processes across multiple levels. In BA’S case, this cultural framework supports both operational cohesion across geographically dispersed units and adaptation to diverse cultural contexts in international markets. BA’s stated values, such as excellence and openness, help harmonise behaviours in a large, multicultural workforce and guide how decisions are made at strategic and operational levels. This aligns with broader academic literature arguing that strong organisational cultures can enhance innovation. Research by John Kotter and James Heskett (1992) suggests that organisations with strong and adaptive cultures often outperform competitors due to better employee alignment and strategic consistency.
Employee engagement and alignment with corporate goals, particularly in multinational organisations. (e.g., Schein, 2010; Hofstede, 2001). 
Importantly, BA’s culture does not exist in isolation–it interacts with external pressures such as globalisation, technological change and competitive dynamics in the global airline industry. As BA and IAG continue to invest in modernising the business and expanding international connectivity, cultural values underpin how the organisation responds to strategic challenges, manages diverse talent, and sustains performance across multiple international environments.
3. [bookmark: _Toc224501308]Influence of Organisational Culture on Structure & Decision-Making 
Organisational culture significantly shapes both the structural configuration and decision-making practices within British Airways. According to Schein (2010), culture reflects shared assumptions and values that influence how individuals interpret organisational priorities in a heavily regulated, safety-critical industry. Culture reinforces a formalised structure characterised by hierarchical authority, departmental specialisation, and standardised procedures. This alignment is consistent with Weber’s (1947) bureaucratic model, whereby formal rules, clear lines of authority and procedural control enhance predictability and compliance in operations.
Handy’s (1993) role culture typology further elucidates the airline’s structure. Role culture is based on defined job roles and responsibilities, which are maintained by a formal system of control and coordination. Within British Airways, this manifests through clearly delineated operational units- flight operations, engineering, ground services, customer relations, and safety management – each with specialised roles that contribute to organisational stability.
Such structural features support aviation’s demand for risk mitigation and procedural consistency (Reason, 1997). However, the strong alignment between culture and structure may also create organisational limitations. While hierarchical systems promote accountability and operational control, they can reduce flexibility in highly dynamic industries. Henry Mintzberg (1980) argues that mechanistic organisational structures are effective in stable environments but may restrict innovation and rapid adaptation. In the context of British Airways, decision-making often requires multiple layers of managerial approval due to safety and regulatory requirements. Although this approach enhances operational reliability, it may reduce the organisation’s responsiveness to rapidly changing market conditions such as shifting consumer expectations and increased competition from agile low-cost.
While this cultural-structural alignment enhances operational reliability, it also affects decision-making. However, some scholars argue that highly bureaucratic structures may limit organisational flexibility and responsiveness to environmental changes. Henry Mintzberg (1980) suggests that mechanistic structures can restrict innovation and slow decision-making processes. In the case of British Airways, hierarchical decision procedures may delay responses to rapidly changing customer expectations and competitive pressures from agile low-cost carriers. British Airways’ high uncertainty avoidance (Hofstede, 2011) supports risk-averse, rule-bound decision practices. Strategic choices often involve multiple layers of approval and risk assessments, which contribute to procedural safety but can slow responsiveness to market changes. Thus, culture fosters stability and control but may inadvertently constrain flexibility and strategic innovation. 
Principal critique: The cultural emphasis on hierarchy supports safety but may complicate agile decision-making in dynamic environments (Burnes,2017). 
[bookmark: _Toc224501309]Table: Cultural Influence on Organisational Systems
	Organisational Aspect
	Cultural Influence
	Positive Impact 
	Potential Limitation

	Organisational Structure
	Hierarchy, formal roles, procedural control
	Stability, accountability, safety
	Reduced flexibility (Mintzberg, 1980)

	Decision-Making
	Risk-adverse, rule-bound processes 
	Error reduction, compliance
	Slower strategic responses (Burnes, 2017)

	Authority Distribution
	Clear lines of responsibility
	Clarity, operational control
	Innovation constrains

	Communication Flow
	Formalised channels
	Consistency & traceability
	Possible bureaucracy




4. [bookmark: _Toc224501310]Identifying Cultural Types: Models and Frameworks
Various theoretical frameworks enable the identification of organisational culture within British Airways. Schein’s (2010) model processes three levels of culture: artefacts, espoused values, and basic underlying assumptions.
[image: ]
 The application of Schein’s model helps illustrate how organisational culture operates at different levels within British Airways. 
At the artefact level, visible elements such as employee uniforms, service rituals, branding and safety procedures reflect the airline’s professional identity and operational standards. At the level of espoused values, British Airways emphasises safety, customer satisfaction and operational excellence in its corporate communications and strategic objectives. Beneath these visible and stated elements lie deeper assumptions concerning risk management, hierarchical coordination and operational discipline. These underlying assumptions influence employee behaviour and managerial decision-making, particularly in safety-critical operational environments such as aviation.
At the level of espoused values, British Airways publicly endorses safety, customer satisfaction, and operational excellence, as articulated in annual reports and corporate statements (British Airways, 2024). Such stated values provide organisational direction but may not fully capture deeper cultural assumptions. Beneath the surface, British Airways’ basic assumptions appear to prioritise risk avoidance, procedural discipline, and hierarchical coordination, which are vital in the aviation context where operational errors have severe consequences (Reason, 1997).
Handy’s (1993) cultural types further classify organisational cultures into power, role, task, and person types. British Airways predominantly exhibits role culture characteristics – structured functions, clearly defined authority, and procedural reliance. Taks culture elements are also observable in cross-functional project teams focused on innovation and customer experience initiatives. Contrastingly, power culture is less apparent due to distributed authority across specialised departments.
Hofstede’s (2011) cultural dimensions support these interpretations. High uncertainty avoidance within the organisation reflects its systemic emphasis on safety and precise protocols. Meanwhile, moderate individualism indicates that while individual expertise is valued especially among technical personnel, collective adherence to standards and teamwork remains more critical. For example, high uncertainty avoidance is reflected in the airline’s extensive safety protocols, regulatory compliance systems and operational checklists, all of which minimise risk within flight operations.
[bookmark: _Toc224501311]Grid: Cultural Diagnosis of British Airways: Models & Frameworks
	Framework
	Key Indicators
	Application to BA
	Cultural Insight

	Schein (2010) 
	Artefacts, Values, Assumptions
	Visible rituals, espoused safety values, and risk assumptions
	Deeply embedded safety & control culture

	Handy (1993)
	Power, Role, Task, Person
	Predominantly Role Culture 
	Stability, structure, procedural reliance

	Hofstede (2011)
	Uncertainty Avoidance, Power Distance
	High uncertainty avoidance
	Risk mitigation & procedural discipline

	Denison (1990)
	Consistency, Adaptability, Mission
	Strong consistency, moderate adaptability
	Reliable but potential agility challenges



5. [bookmark: _Toc224501312]Culture and Adaptation to External Environmental Influences 
Organisational culture significantly affects how organisations respond to external environmental pressures. Mullis and Christy (2016) emphasise that culture shapes adaptability, innovation capacity, and strategic alignment.
British Airways operates within a highly dynamic external environment characterised by competitive pressures, regulatory oversight, technological disruption, and economic volatility. For example, the global aviation industry experienced significant disruption during the COVID-19 pandemic, forcing airlines to restructure operations and accelerate digital transformation.
 British Airways responded by implementing cost-reduction strategies, investing in digital customer service platforms and restructuring its workforce under the wider strategy of the International Airlines Group (IAG). Additionally, the continued expansion of low-cost competitors such as Ryanair and EasyJet has increased competitive pressure on legacy carriers. These developments illustrate how external environmental forces require organisational reliability. Denison’s (1990) Traits Theory identifies adaptability as a critical determinant of organisational effectiveness. For instance, the COVID-19 pandemic created unprecedented disruption in global aviation, forcing airlines to restructure operations, reduce cost and accelerate digital transformations. British Airways responded by investing in digital customer services and operational restructuring within the International Airlines Group (IAG) framework (AIG) framework (AIG Annual Report, 2023). The growth of low-cost airlines such as Ryanair and EasyJet has also pressured legacy carriers like British Airways to balance service culture with cost efficiency.
British Airways’ culture supports environmental adaptation through its strong emphasis on consistency and procedural reliability. Consistency facilitates regulatory compliance and operational stability (Reason, 1997). This cultural strength enhances stakeholder confidence and operational resilience.
Furthermore, British Airways has demonstrated adaptive cultural shift through digital transformation initiatives reflect incorporation of task culture elements enabling flexibility and collaboration (Mintzberg, 1980).
However, cultural rigidity may constrain rapid adaptation. Burnes (2017) notes that strong legacy cultures may demonstrate resistance to transformational change. British Airways’historical identity as a legacy carrier may limit responsiveness to disruptive competitors such as low-cost airlines.
Thus, culture simultaneously supports resilience and challenges agility.


[bookmark: _Toc224501313]Table: Cultural Role in Environmental Adaptation
	External Pressure 
	Cultural response
	Enabling Effect
	Cultural Constraint

	Regulatory Environment
	Strong compliance culture
	Enhances
	Reinforces rigidity 

	Competitive Pressure
	Gradual adaptation & innovation
	Maintains Stability
	Slower responsiveness

	Technological Disruption
	Task culture elements 
	Supports innovation
	Legacy norms resist Change 

	Globalisation
	Standardised procedures
	Operational consistency
	Local flexibility challenges



6. [bookmark: _Toc224501314]Organisational Culture as Barrier or Enabler
Organisational culture within British Airways functions as both an enabler and a barrier, depending on organisational context.
As an enabler, British Airways’ safety-oriented culture enhances operational reliability, regulatory compliance, and risk management effectiveness (Reason, 1997). Mullins and Christy (2016) highlight that strong cultures promote behavioural consistency and organisational cohesion.
Conversely, culture may act as a barrier when entrenched norms inhibit changes (Schain, 2010). Evidence from the aviation industry suggests that strong organisational cultures can sometimes generate resistance to change, particularly within long-established legacy airlines. British Airways has experienced several industrial relations challenges with employee unions over the past decade, reflecting tensions between managerial restructuring initiatives and employee expectations.
 According to John Kotter (1996) cultural inertia often represents one of the most significant obstacles to organisational transformation because employees may resist initiatives that challenge stabilised norms and practices. Consequently, while British Airways’ culture supports operational discipline and service quality, it may also slow the implementation of organisational change. Kotter (1996) emphasises that cultural inertia frequently undermines organisational transformation. British Airways’ hierarchical systems may slow innovation and decision-making agility.
Culture as an Enabler
· Strong safety record enhances brand trust.
· Premium service culture supports differentiation.
· Structured accountability ensures compliance.
· Global brand identity reinforces market positioning.
Culture as a Barrier
· Historical industrial disputes indicate relational tensions.
· Bureaucratic decision processes may reduce agility.
· Legacy hierarchical norms can inhibit innovation.
For example, British Airways has experienced several labour disputes with cabin crew unions, which illustrate tension between management decisions and employee expectations regarding organisational change (BBC News, 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc224501315]Table: Cultural Strength vs Cultural Risk 
	Cultural Strenght
	Associated Risk

	Strong procedural discipline
	Resistance to change (Schain,2010)

	Hierarchical clarity
	Slow decision-making (Kotter, 1996)

	Stability & consistency
	Innovation limitations (Burnes, 2017)

	Safety-first mindset
	Risk aversion in strategy 



7. [bookmark: _Toc224501316]Impact of Culture on Organisational Performance
Research demonstrates that strong cultures can enhance organisational performance (Denison, 1990; Barney, 1986). 
[image: ]
As shown in Figure 1, British Airways has significantly improved its operational punctually, increasing on-time flight performance from approximately 46% in 2008 to around 86% in 2025. This improvement reflects investments in digital technology, operational coordination, and process efficiency. The data demonstrates investments in digital technology, operational coordination, and process efficiency. The data demonstrates how a strong organisational culture focused on operational discipline, safety and reliability can contribute positively to organisational performance.
BA’S safety and reliability culture contributes to customer trust and brand reputation. British Airways has consistently ranked among the leading global airlines for premium long-haul services, reflecting how its service-oriented culture contributes to customer loyalty and brand reputation within international markets. Nevertheless, operational disruptions such as the 2017 IT system failure demonstrate how structural complexity within large organisations may create vulnerabilities despite strong procedural cultures. 
However, excessive rigidity may reduce competitiveness in cost-sensitive markets (Poter, 1985). Grant (2019) argues that strategic alignment between culture and environment determines performance outcomes.
Research links strong, coherent cultures with enhanced performance (Kotter & Heskett, 1992).
Positive Impacts:
· High brand recognition
· Strong safety reputation
· Premium customer loyalty segments
Negative Impacts: 
· Industrial action affecting service continuity
· Operational disruptions (e.g., IT system failures historically linked to structural complexity).
· Slow responsiveness to low-cost competition.
Thus, culture significantly influences financial performance, operational efficiency and customer satisfaction metrics.


[bookmark: _Toc224501317]Table: Cultural on Organisational Performance 
	Performance Dimension
	Cultural Contribution
	Potential Limitation

	Operational Reliability
	Enhanced by consistency & discipline
	Reduced agility

	Safety Performance 
	Strengthened by a risk-averse culture
	Conservative decision bias

	Customer Experience 
	Supported by professionalism values
	Innovation pace

	Strategic Adaptability
	Emerging improvements
	Cultural inertia

	Employee Behaviour
	Role clarity & expectations
	Possible empowerment limits 



[image: ]
Figure 2 illustrates how organisational culture influences several performance dimensions within British Airways. The airline’s strong emphasis on safety, operational reliability and service quality contributes to high levels of operational performance and customer. However, innovation performance appears comparatively lower, reflecting the potential limitations of hierarchical role culture that prioritise stability and procedural discipline over rapid experimentation and organisational change.

8. [bookmark: _Toc224501318]Evidence-Based Recommendations
1. Strengthen Collaborative (Task) Culture
Adopt cross-functional teams to improve agility. Evidence from airline industry research (Gittel, 2003) shows relational coordination improves operational performance. Strengthen collaborative task culture through cross-functional teams. According to Charles Handy (1993), task cultures promote flexibility and innovation by encouraging teams to focus on solving problems rather than rigid role structures.
2. Increase Empowerment 
Reduce excessive centralisation to accelerate frontline decision-making, particularly in customer service.
3. Invest in Cultural Integration
Enhance intercultural competence training to support global workforce cohesion.
4. Balance Control with Innovation
Maintain a safety-oriented Role Culture while fostering controlled experimentation through innovation labs.
5. Enhance Leadership Communication
Transformational leadership practices (Bass, 1985) can strengthen engagement and reduce industrial tensions.
[bookmark: _Toc224501319]Graph: Expected improvement

This Graph illustrates the potential impact of cultural development initiatives on organisational performance within British Airways. Initiatives such as cross-functional collaboration, employee and operational effectiveness. Research has shown that organisations that foster collaborative cultures and empower employees are more capable of responding to environmental change and improving innovation performance. Therefore, strengthening these cultural initiatives may support British Airways in balancing operational stability with greater organisational agility.
9. [bookmark: _Toc224501320]Conclusion 
The organisational culture of British Airways is predominantly characterised by a strong Role Culture rooted in hierarchical control, safety orientation and regulatory compliance. Using Schein’s Handy’s and Hofstede’s frameworks, it may simultaneously constrain agility and innovation.
In a globalised and volatile aviation environment, culture remains both a stabilising force and a strategic lever. To enhance performance, British Airways must retain its safety-centred core while evolving toward greater collaboration, empowerment and adaptability. As Mullins and Christy (2016) emphasise, organisational culture profoundly shapes structure, decision-making and performance outcomes – making it central to British Airways long-term strategic success.
Ultimately, the effectiveness of organisational culture depends on achieving a balance between stability and adaptability. While British Airways benefits from strong safety-oriented, future competitiveness will require greater cultural flexibility to respond to industry disruption and evolving customer expectations.
Future organisational success for British Airways will therefore depend on achieving a balance between cultural stability and adaptability. While the airline’s safety-oriented role culture provides operational reliability and brand credibility, greater emphasis on collaboration, empowerment and innovation may improve responsiveness to industry disruption and evolving customer expectations.
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