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Introduction
Organisational culture is widely recognised as the invisible architecture of a company; it is the complex amalgamation of shared values, beliefs, histories, and assumptions that dictate how an organisation operates, both internally among its staff and externally with its customers. As Mullins and Christy (2016) note, culture is the pervasive sense of "how things are done around here," fundamentally shaping structural design, decision-making paradigms, group behaviour, and overall strategic success. In an era characterised by volatile markets and relentless global competition, a well-aligned organisational culture can act as a profound source of sustained competitive advantage. Conversely, a fragmented or misaligned culture can become an existential threat, breed internal conflict and degrade operational performance (Alvesson, 2012).
This report critically examines the organisational culture of British Airways (BA), the flag carrier of the United Kingdom and a central pillar of the International Airlines Group (IAG). Operating within the highly cyclical, heavily regulated, and intensely competitive global aviation sector, BA provides a fascinating case study of cultural evolution and friction. The airline has transitioned from a state-owned enterprise to a privatised industry leader, and more recently, to an airline caught in a strategic identity crisis between its premium, legacy heritage and the aggressive cost-cutting realities forced by low-cost carrier (LCC) competition (Harvey & Turnbull, 2020).
By applying established theoretical frameworks specifically Schein’s Model of Organisational Culture, Charles Handy’s Cultural Types, and Denison’s Traits Theory this report will dissect how BA’s culture influences its structure and decision-making. Furthermore, it will evaluate how the airline leverages (or fails to leverage) its culture to adapt to external environmental shifts, critically assess whether the prevailing culture acts as a barrier or an enabler to effective functioning, and finally, determine the ultimate impact of this culture on organisational performance.







Organisational Culture of British Airways
1. Leadership Eras and Cultural Shifts
You can contrast the different CEOs to show how leadership directly dictates culture:
· The Golden Era (1980s-1990s): Mention that under Lord King and Colin Marshall, BA was privatised and transformed. Marshall famously attended cabin crew training programs himself to demonstrate that customer service was the highest priority. This created the genuine "Putting People First" culture.
· The Cost-Cutting Era (2016-2020): Mention former CEO Alex Cruz. Cruz came from Vueling (a budget airline) and brought a relentless Low-Cost Carrier (LCC) mentality to BA. Under his leadership, the focus shifted entirely from premium service to stripping out costs, which heavily damaged employee morale.
· The Rebuilding Era (2020-Present): Mention the current CEO, Sean Doyle. He was brought in specifically to undo the cultural damage caused by the Cruz era, attempting to reinstate free perks and mend severely broken relationships with the staff.


2. Specific Examples of "Commoditising" the Product
When discussing Schein’s Artifacts or the Underlying Assumptions, you can cite specific operational decisions that alienated both staff and customers:
· The "Buy on Board" Policy (2017): To compete with Ryanair and EasyJet, BA removed complimentary food and drink on short-haul economy flights, replacing it with a Marks & Spencer paid menu. Frontline staff hated this because it turned them from premium hosts into "flying cashiers," clashing with their underlying assumption of being a premium airline. (Note: BA has since started partially reversing this due to backlash).
· Densification: BA altered the configuration of its Boeing 777 aircraft, squeezing an extra seat into every economy row (going from 9-abreast to 10-abreast). This physical artifact perfectly illustrates the "Power Culture" prioritising yield management over passenger comfort.


3. The IAG Dynamic (International Airlines Group)
When discussing BA's Structure or External Environment, explaining the IAG umbrella adds great context:
· The Corporate Umbrella: British Airways does not operate independently; it is the flagship of IAG, which also owns Iberia, Aer Lingus, and Vueling.
· Internal Competition: Because IAG executives centrally control the finances, BA's workforce is constantly benchmarked against the cheaper labour costs of its sister airlines (like Vueling). This creates an intense, pressure-cooker environment where BA management is constantly forced to drive down employee terms and conditions to justify investment from the parent company.
4. Deep Dive into Industrial Relations (The Unions)
When discussing how the culture acts as a Barrier to Agility, name the specific industrial actions to prove your point:
· The 2019 BALPA Strike: Mention that the culture of mistrust resulted in the first-ever pilots' strike in BA's history, organized by the British Airline Pilots' Association (BALPA). This strike grounded nearly all BA flights for two days and cost the airline an estimated £137 million, proving how a broken culture directly destroys financial performance.
· The "Mixed Fleet" Dispute: To lower costs, BA created a "Mixed Fleet" of cabin crew on much lower pay and worse terms than legacy crew. This created a literal two-tier culture within the same aircraft, leading to massive strikes by the Unite union between 2017 and 2019.
· Section 188 / Fire and Rehire (2020): During the pandemic, BA issued Section 188 notices threatening to fire up to 12,000 workers and rehire the rest on inferior contracts. This was viewed as opportunistic and permanently shattered the psychological contract

Influence of Culture on Structure and Decision-Making
Organisational culture and structural design are inextricably linked; the beliefs and values held by leadership inevitably dictate how an organisation is built and how authority flows through it (Johnson et al., 2017). At British Airways, the combination of its historical legacy, safety requirements, and contemporary financial strategies exerts a powerful influence on its structure and decision-making processes.

Structural Influence
Due to the safety-critical nature of the aviation industry, BA operates with a highly mechanistic and hierarchical structure. The prevailing culture of compliance, driven by strict Civil Aviation Authority (CAA) regulations, necessitates a structural design where functional silos are deeply entrenched. Flight operations, engineering, ground handling, and cabin services operate as distinct pillars. This functional structure is an artifact of the airline’s traditional culture; it ensures clear lines of authority, accountability, and standardisation, which are non-negotiable for flight safety.


Decision-Making Processes
The cultural friction at BA is distinctly visible in its decision making. Historically, local base managers possessed a degree of autonomy. Today, driven by an underlying assumption that tight financial control is paramount, strategic and even operational decision-making is heavily centralised at the executive headquarters at Waterside.
This top-down approach reflects a command-and-control culture. Decisions regarding route profitability, aircraft configurations (such as the densification of economy seating), and alterations to employee terms and conditions are frequently formulated at the board level and cascaded downwards. Because the culture lacks a strong tradition of collaborative, participatory decision-making between management and the heavily unionised workforce.
Identifying Cultural Types: Models and Frameworks
To move beyond superficial observations, it is vital to apply theoretical frameworks to systematically identify and categorise BA’s culture. Two highly effective frameworks for this analysis are Edgar Schein’s Model of Organisational Culture and Charles Handy’s Cultural Types.
1. Edgar Schein’s Model of Organisational Culture
Schein (2010) argues that culture exists on three distinct levels: visible artifacts, espoused beliefs and values, and basic underlying assumptions. Analysing BA through this lens reveals the source of its internal contradictions.

· Artifacts (The Visible Level): These are the easily observable elements of BA's culture. They include the iconic Union flag tailfins, the formal and strictly regulated staff uniforms (recently redesigned by Ozwald Boateng to reflect modern British diversity), the distinct class separations on aircraft (First, Club World, World Traveller), and the exclusive executive lounges at Heathrow Terminal 5. These artifacts project an image of heritage, prestige, and order.

· Espoused Values (The Stated Level): These are the strategies, goals, and philosophies that BA publicly promotes. The dominant espoused value is encapsulated in the crest: To Fly. To Serve. BA’s marketing, training manuals, and corporate communications continuously champion values of exceptional safety, premium British hospitality, operational reliability, and customer centricity.

Basic Underlying Assumptions: The Unconscious Level this is where BA’s cultural conflict lies. According to Schein, when espoused values and underlying assumptions misalign, an organisation experiences cultural dissonance. At BA, the underlying assumption among frontline staff is rooted in a legacy mindset: that they are professionals delivering a premium product who deserve strong union protection, seniority-based privileges, and job security. Conversely, the underlying assumption of the executive board is that aviation is a commoditised volume business; survival depends on relentless yield management, stripping out overheads, and maximizing asset utilisation. The clash between these two sets of assumptions explains why the espoused value of "premium service" often feels hollow to both demotivated employees and frustrated customers.

2. Charles Handy’s Cultural Types
Handy (1993) identifies four main cultural types: Power, Role, Task, and Person. British Airways represents a complex hybrid, transitioning between two of these paradigms.
Traditionally, BA has been a classic Role Culture, often visualised as a Greek temple. Authority and influence are dictated by strict job titles and procedural rulebooks. For pilots, engineers, and cabin crew, this highly formalised, bureaucratic culture is essential; it ensures that standard operating procedures (SOPs) are followed rigorously, guaranteeing flight safety.



Culture and the External Environment
Organisations do not operate in a vacuum; they must continuously adapt to political, economic, social, and technological changes. Denison’s Traits Theory (Denison, 1990) provides an excellent framework for evaluating how BA utilises its culture to interact with its turbulent external environment, focusing on four traits: Adaptability, Mission, Consistency, and Involvement.
Adaptability
Adaptability is the degree to which an organisation can translate the demands of the business environment into action. Historically, BA’s culture has acted as a hindrance to adaptability. The external environment characterised by volatile fuel prices, the rise of agile low-cost carriers, and macroeconomic shocks like Brexit and COVID-19—demands rapid pivoting. However, BA’s legacy culture, heavily guarded by trade unions (such as BALPA and Unite), means that adapting labour practices or operational models requires protracted, often hostile negotiations. When management attempted to adapt rapidly during the COVID-19 pandemic by implementing a highly controversial "fire and rehire" policy to reduce payroll costs, the culture of mistrust led to severe political and public backlash, demonstrating a failure to adapt organically and collaboratively.
Mission
A strong mission provides purpose and meaning. BA’s mission of representing premium British aviation globally acts as a powerful anchor. Despite aggressive cost-cutting that has sometimes aligned BA’s economy product with LCCs (e.g., removing complimentary food on short-haul flights in 2017, a decision later partially reversed), the cultural mission of being a premium, full-service global network carrier remains. This cultural identity allows BA to retain lucrative corporate contracts and maintain its dominance at Heathrow, adapting to market segmentation by clearly differentiating its long-haul premium product from budget alternatives.

Consistency
Consistency refers to the values and systems that form the basis of a strong culture. In the context of flight operations and safety, BA leverages a culture of intense consistency. The external environment demands zero-tolerance for error in aviation; BA’s rigid Role Culture ensures that despite external chaos, internal safety operations remain highly stable, predictable, and compliant with global regulations.
Involvement
Involvement builds human capability, ownership, and responsibility. Here, BA struggles significantly. To adapt successfully to customer demands, frontline employees must feel empowered. However, the centralised, cost-driven culture has stripped many frontline managers of their autonomy to solve customer issues on the spot. Because employee involvement is low often substituted by industrial militancy BA finds it difficult to leverage its workforce as a dynamic tool for adapting to subtle shifts in passenger expectations (Harvey & Turnbull, 2020).
Organisational Culture as a Barrier
Critically assessing whether organisational culture at BA acts as an enabler or a barrier requires nuance. While the culture of strict compliance enables safety, the broader organisational culture currently acts as a severe barrier to effective, harmonious functioning.
Option 1: Professional but natural (Best for a modern business report)
When looking at whether British Airways' (BA) culture helps or hurts the company, you have to look at the full picture. On one hand, their strict adherence to aviation safety protocols is a massive strength. But when it comes to the broader corporate culture, it has become a major roadblock to running a smooth, high-quality airline.
Instead of treating staff like the face of a premium brand, management started treating them like just another expense on the balance sheet. which grounded nearly all flights and cost the airline an estimated £137 million and sustained conflict with the Unite union over the implementation of inferior "Mixed Fleet" cabin crew contracts. Naturally, the employees responded in kind. They stopped putting in extra, discretionary effort and started doing only exactly what their contracts required. This frustration frequently boils over into major union action, visible in the historic 2019 BALPA pilot strikes and the ongoing friction with the Unite cabin crew union.

Option 2: Conversational and engaging (Best for an article, blog, or presentation)
It’s tough to say BA’s culture is just one thing. If you're talking about safety, their culture of strictly following the rules is exactly what you want. But if you're looking at how the company runs day to day, the corporate culture is a serious barrier.
At the heart of the problem is a toxic "us versus them" dynamic between the workers and the executives. Over the last decade or so, BA has been desperate to compete with low-cost airlines, leading to relentless cost-cutting. Things really soured during the Alex Cruz era and hit rock bottom with the 2020 pandemic "fire and rehire" scandal. All of this destroyed the unwritten bond of trust between the company and its people.
When leadership treats its team like a pesky line-item expense rather than premium brand ambassadors, the staff stops caring. Employees have essentially checked out they do the bare minimum required by their contracts and nothing more. Worse, this broken relationship has sparked serious union militancy, leading to massive disruptions like the 2019 pilot strikes led by BALPA and heavy pushback from the Unite union.

Option 3: Concise and academic:
The impact of organisational culture at British Airways (BA) is highly fragmented. While a legacy of strict compliance with safety regulations acts as a crucial enabler, the broader corporate culture heavily restricts operational harmony and customer service excellence.
This barrier is rooted in a deeply adversarial relationship between management and the workforce. Driven by the pressure to compete with low-cost carriers, BA has engaged in decades of aggressive cost-cutting. This culminated in the controversial "fire and rehire" strategies of 2020, which fatally fractured the psychological contract between employer and employee. By treating staff merely as operational costs rather than valuable brand assets, management has inadvertently alienated its workforce. Consequently, employees have withdrawn their discretionary effort, defaulting to transactional "work-to-rule" behaviours and frequently relying on powerful unions such as BALPA and Unite to launch disruptive industrial action.

This culture of mistrust is a barrier in three distinct ways:

1. Barrier to Agility: Any attempt by management to introduce new technologies, alter rosters, or change service protocols is immediately met with suspicion. Employees assume that change is a veiled attempt to reduce pay or worsen working conditions, leading to drawn-out disputes that paralyse the airline's ability to innovate quickly.


2. Barrier to Customer Excellence: As Mullins and Christy (2016) highlight, culture significantly impacts motivation and job satisfaction. The emotional labour required to deliver premium hospitality cannot be easily sustained by a disillusioned workforce. The cultural disconnect prevents the genuine, spontaneous customer service that defines world-class airlines, reducing service to a mechanical, compliance-driven exercise.
3. Barrier to Internal Collaboration: The combination of a strict Role Culture (silos) and an adversarial environment means that departments rarely collaborate effectively. Operational efficiency suffers when ground crew, cabin crew, and flight crew operate in cultural isolation, prioritizing the protection of their specific departmental conditions over the holistic success of the airline.

Impact of Culture on Organisational Performance
The impact of organisational culture on BA's performance is profound, manifesting in both financial outcomes and brand equity.
From a purely financial perspective, the aggressive shift toward a cost-centric culture under IAG leadership was initially highly successful. By forcing cultural and structural changes such as dense seating configurations, unbundling fares, and tough union negotiations BA achieved record operating profits in the years leading up to 2019. The culture of financial discipline appeased shareholders and solidified BA’s position as a cash-generating engine within the IAG portfolio.
Furthermore, the impact on customer satisfaction has been deeply negative. The disconnect between the espoused "To Fly. To Serve" culture and the reality of a demotivated workforce led to a prolonged decline in customer ratings. BA lost its prestigious Skytrax 5-star rating and frequently fell in consumer rankings (such as Which? surveys) behind its competitors. A corporate culture that prioritises short-term cost reduction over long-term employee engagement inevitably degrades the passenger experience. While current leadership under Sean Doyle is attempting to reverse this by reinvesting in the product and the people, repairing the cultural damage that continues to suppress peak organisational performance will take years.





Conclusion
British Airways represents a classic organisational paradox. It is an institution globally revered for its heritage, scale, and uncompromising safety record, yet internally constrained by a culture fraught with contradiction and mistrust. As highlighted by Mullins and Christy (2016), the pervasive nature of culture dictates every facet of an organisation’s functioning. At BA, the clash between a traditional, premium-focused Role Culture and a modern, heavily centralised Power Culture focused on cost-efficiency has created profound operational friction.
While this culture has enabled the airline to maintain strict safety standards and achieve periods of high financial profitability, it simultaneously acts as a severe barrier to agility, employee engagement, and consistent customer excellence. The breakdown of the psychological contract has resulted in a demotivated workforce and damaging industrial action, negatively impacting the airline’s brand and operational performance.
For British Airways to reclaim its status not just as a financially viable carrier, but as an industry leader in service, executive management must address the basic underlying assumptions of the organisation. A fundamental realignment is required: management must transition from an adversarial approach to one of genuine collaboration, rebuilding trust with the workforce. Only by aligning its espoused values of premium service with an internal culture that authentically values and empowers its people can British Airways ensure sustainable, high-level organisational performance in the complex aviation landscape.
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