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1. Introduction

Organisational culture shapes how people behave at work, how decisions are made, and how organisations deliver results. In large organisations, culture often influences not only everyday routines but also wider priorities such as customer experience, efficiency, and how change is managed over time. Because culture operates through shared expectations and “the way things are done”, it can strengthen performance by creating consistency, but it can also create barriers when routines become rigid or when different groups develop conflicting ways of working.

This report analyses the organisational culture of Tesco and evaluates how that culture influences organisational structure and decision-making. Tesco was selected because it is a widely recognised retail organisation with a strong customer-facing presence, and it provides clear examples of culture in practice through store formats, operational routines, customer service expectations, and brand identity. The report applies three cultural frameworks to identify Tesco’s culture and then links the findings to organisational structure, the external environment, and performance outcomes.

The report is structured in three main parts. First, it outlines Tesco’s organisational structure and explains how culture connects to decision-making. Second, it identifies Tesco’s culture using three established models and evaluates how the external environment shapes cultural priorities and routines. Finally, it critically assesses culture as an enabler and barrier, discusses the impact on performance, and provides recommendations to support sustainable results while preserving Tesco’s strengths in reliability, convenience, and value.






2. Company Overview - Tesco

Tesco is one of the UK’s best-known grocery and general merchandise retailers, operating a large network of stores and serving customers across a wide range of shopping needs. The organisation provides multiple store formats that support different customer journeys, including larger stores designed for bigger shopping trips and smaller convenience stores aimed at quick, essential purchases. Tesco is also widely associated with extended opening hours in many locations, which reinforces a strong convenience proposition for customers.

In addition to groceries, Tesco stores often include a broad product range that can cover household items and seasonal goods, supporting a “one-stop” shopping experience. Tesco also offers both traditional staffed checkouts and self-checkout systems, which supports speed and reduces waiting times. Another visible feature of Tesco’s offer is its loyalty pricing approach and the presence of Tesco own-brand products placed alongside well-known brands, positioning Tesco as a retailer focused on value while maintaining customer trust in product quality.

Overall, Tesco’s scale, store variety, and operational routines provide a strong foundation for analysing culture in practice, particularly through customer-facing systems, consistent service expectations, and everyday behaviours that support reliability.


3. Influence of Culture on Structure and Decision-Making

An organisational structure can be understood as a system that outlines how activities are directed to achieve organisational goals, including rules, roles, and responsibilities. In large organisations, structure provides a framework for management and the effective performance of key activities, helping managers coordinate work, allocate resources, and ensure accountability. Organisations need structure for several practical reasons, including monitoring organisational activities, supporting efficient performance and resource utilisation, clarifying accountability for groups and individuals, coordinating different parts of the organisation, enabling flexibility to respond to changing environmental influences, and supporting the social satisfaction of members working in the organisation (Mullins and Christy, 2016). This is particularly relevant for a large retailer such as Tesco, where consistent service delivery across many locations is essential to maintaining customer trust.

Structures can be distinguishes between traditional/mechanistic and organic. Mechanistic structures are described as rigid and tightly controlled, typically involving high specialisation, rigid departmentalisation, clear chains of command, narrow spans of control, centralisation, and high formalisation. Organic structures, by contrast, are described as highly adaptive and flexible, involving cross-functional and cross-hierarchical teams, freer information flow, wider spans of control, decentralisation, and low formalisation. This distinction matters because structure shapes how decisions are made: centralised organisations concentrate decision-making at a single point, while decentralised organisations push decision-making to managers closest to the action(Mullins and Christy, 2016).

Tesco’s culture, as identified in Section 4, strongly emphasises convenience, availability, speed, and value for money. These cultural priorities help explain why store-level operations are likely to align with a more mechanistic approach. To deliver reliable customer experiences, Tesco requires predictable routines and standardised processes that support consistent shelf availability, efficient checkout flow, and clear service expectations. In this context, decision-making at store level is often focused on operational execution, ensuring that daily routines are completed and service standards are met, rather than continuously redesigning how work is done. At the same time, Tesco still needs adaptability in areas that face rapid change, such as technology-enabled services and process improvement. That organisational structure and culture intersect to achieve organisational objectives and the managers can encourage new ideas through leadership based on openness, respect, and trust (Alvesson, 2013). This suggests that Tesco may combine stable, standardised operational structures with more flexible approaches in functions where innovation and responsiveness are critical. Overall, effective structure supports performance, while poor structure can make good performance impossible regardless of individual managerial capability (Mullins and Christy, 2016).
4. Identifying Tesco’s Culture using Frameworks

4.1 Schein and the Three Levels of Organisational Culture

Schein argues that organisational culture is one of the most difficult elements of an organisation to change, and he explains culture through three levels: artefacts, espoused values, and basic underlying assumptions (Schein, 1990).

Level 1. Artefacts
- Clubcard / loyalty discounts
- Many Tesco own-brand products next to big brands
- Strong visual identity (bags, signage, façade)
- Staffed checkouts + self-checkout (queues are rare)
- Different store formats (large Extra + small convenience + 24h)
- Shelves consistently full
- Helpful, professional staff service

Level 2. Espoused Values
- Customer focus
- Convenience
- Value for money
- Consistent quality
- Reliable service

Level 3. Basic Underlying Assumptions
- Customers are price-sensitive, so Tesco must prove value constantly (Clubcard + own-brand).
- Customers expect reliability and availability, so shelves should stay full.
- Convenience matters, so multiple formats + 24h stores reduce friction.
- Speed and efficiency improve satisfaction, so self-checkout and store design matter.
- Tesco own-brand must be trusted, not “cheap and low quality”, to protect the brand.

4.2 The Hofstede’s Cultural Dimension

Hofstede’s organisational culture model describes six dimensions of organisational practices, which help explain how organisations differ in the way work is done and how decisions are made (Hofstede et al., 1990).

Internally Driven vs Externally Driven
Using this framework, Tesco can be interpreted as largely externally driven, because many of its priorities and practices are shaped by the market and by customer expectations. For example, the strong focus on loyalty pricing (Clubcard), competitive own-brand alternatives, and multiple store formats (large stores, convenience stores and some 24-hour locations) suggests an organisation that adapts its services to consumer demand and convenience. This aligns with an externally driven culture where success depends on responding quickly to competition, changes in shopping behaviour, and price sensitivity.

Means Oriented vs Goal Oriented
Tesco also appears to show a mix of goals-oriented and means-oriented practices. On the one hand, outcomes such as customer experience, fast service, and product availability are clearly important, which indicates a goals focus. On the other hand, achieving these outcomes requires consistent routines and standardised processes (for example, maintaining well-stocked shelves and smooth checkout flow), which reflects a means focus. Overall, Hofstede’s dimensions help explain Tesco as a retail organisation whose culture is strongly shaped by external pressures, while still relying on internal processes to deliver reliable performance.


4.3 Johnson and Scholes developed the Cultural Web

Johnson and Scholes’ Cultural Web represents the taken-for-granted assumptions within an organisation and helps identify key cultural factors, including possible blockages and facilitators of change, which can influence performance and competitive advantage (Johnson and Scholes, 1992).

The six elements of Tesco’s Cultural Web:

Stories
- Tesco is seen as a reliable “go-to” option when people need essentials, including late at night (linked to the presence and reputation of 24-hour stores).
- Tesco own-brand is perceived as good quality and trustworthy, not simply “cheap”, which reinforces confidence in the Tesco brand.

Symbols
- Strong and recognisable visual identity (store signage, colour scheme, bags and branding).
- Clubcard and loyalty pricing act as a visible symbol of “value” and customer focus.
- Tesco own-brand products placed alongside well-known brands symbolise confidence and consistency in product standards.

Rituals and routines
- A consistent shopping flow: staffed checkouts plus self-checkout options, which often reduces queues and supports speed.
- Regular replenishment routines to maintain full shelves and reduce “out of stock” experiences.
- Different store formats (large stores with wide product ranges, smaller convenience stores, and some 24-hour locations) reflect routine responses to varied customer needs.

Control systems
- Strong emphasis on product availability (well-stocked shelves), implying monitoring of stock levels and replenishment performance.
- A focus on service efficiency (e.g., reduced waiting time at checkout), suggesting operational targets and standards.
- Consistent service quality expectations, supported by routines and supervision.

Organisational structure
- Structures that support multiple store formats and departments (e.g., food plus clothing, home, and other categories in larger stores).
- Clear operational roles in-store (customer support, checkout, replenishment, department responsibilities), enabling standardisation.

Power structures
- Strategic decisions around brand identity, loyalty schemes, product strategy (own-brand), and store formats are typically shaped by senior leadership and central functions.
- Store-level management holds operational power to deliver daily performance (availability, service flow, customer support).

Paradigm (centre of the Cultural Web)
Overall, Tesco’s cultural paradigm can be summarised as ‘Every little helps’, with a strong emphasis on serving customers ‘a little better every day’ through convenience, value for money, and reliability (Tesco, n.d.; Tesco PLC, n.d.).


5. Culture and the External Environment

A key point from the module is that a business does not operate in a vacuum: it must act and react to what happens outside the organisation, and external factors can influence objectives, strategies and daily operations. The external environment is explained through both the micro environment and the macro environment. Using PESTEL analysis supports a structured evaluation of the macro environment, highlighting political, economic, social, technological, environmental and legal influences that shape organisational priorities.

In Tesco’s case:

- Economic conditions such as inflation and consumer spending pressures can increase customer price sensitivity, which aligns with Tesco’s strong focus on value and loyalty pricing.

- Social cultural trends, including changes in lifestyles and expectations around convenience, reinforce demand for quick shopping journeys, extended opening hours, and accessible store formats.

- Technological influences, such as automation and innovation, support decisions around self-checkout systems and digital retail services, which strengthen Tesco’s convenience-focused culture.

- Legal and regulatory pressures (for example, standards linked to consumer protection and retail compliance) also encourage a culture that relies on routine, consistency, and operational control.

The organisation’s task environment, which includes external groups and individuals that the organisation interacts with directly and who influence its operations, such as customers, suppliers, competitors, regulators and investors/owners. For Tesco, competition in grocery retail intensifies the need to remain externally responsive in pricing, product range and service efficiency. At the same time, supplier relationships and stock availability pressures require robust routines and monitoring to sustain Tesco’s reliability and “always stocked” customer experience. This shows how the external environment shapes not only what Tesco does, but also the cultural behaviours that are reinforced daily, such as prioritising availability, speed and consistent customer support.

In this context, organisational culture becomes the “fabric” that helps connect organisational dynamics, communication, assessment and change management, supporting the organisation’s ability to adapt (Alvesson, 2013). Overall, Tesco’s externally responsive culture can be interpreted as a practical mechanism for competing in a fast-moving retail environment while maintaining consistency through strong routines and control.




6. Culture as an Enabler and/or Barrier (Critical Evaluation)

Organisational culture can function as a strong enabler because it provides shared expectations about “how things are done”, which helps coordinate behaviour, reduce uncertainty and support consistent service delivery (Cacciattolo, 2014). In Tesco’s case, several visible features suggest an enabling culture that supports reliability and customer trust: strong branding and clear symbols, a loyalty scheme that reinforces value, and consistent routines that help reduce queues and maintain well-stocked shelves. These features encourage predictable customer experiences across different store formats, which is essential in a competitive retail environment. A strong culture can also support performance when it “blends” positive characteristics, such as customer focus, consistency, and operational energy, into a coherent way of working (Deal and Kennedy, 2000). This is reflected in Tesco’s practical emphasis on convenience and value for money, which aligns with your earlier Cultural Web paradigm and supports day-to-day execution.

However, the culture can be also a barrier and a liability, particularly as a barrier to change, a barrier to diversity, and a barrier to acquisitions and mergers (Deal and Kennedy, 2000). In a large retailer, routines and control systems that enable consistency may also create rigidity. For example, if processes and “the way we do things” become too fixed, it can be difficult to implement new ways of working, adopt innovation at speed, or respond to shifting expectations from employees and customers. Cultural barriers can also emerge through conflict among subcultures and communication failures, where different groups develop their own jargon and assumptions that reduce cooperation (Cacciattolo, 2014). This is particularly relevant in large organisations with multiple locations and teams, where operational priorities can differ between departments or levels of management.

In addition, when organisations attempt significant change, such as introducing new systems, restructuring, or integrating new practices, employees may resist if they feel the change threatens established values or reduces trust. This creates a tension for Tesco: the same cultural strengths that support reliable performance (standardisation, routines, control) can also slow adaptation if they are not balanced with openness, involvement and learning. Overall, Tesco’s culture can be evaluated as mainly an enabler for consistent customer service and competitive value, but it also carries potential barriers if strong routines and control systems reduce flexibility, collaboration between subgroups, or readiness for change.


7. Impact of Culture on Organisational Performance

Organisational culture can influence performance in both operational and human terms because it shapes day-to-day behaviours beyond formal rules and authority, affecting how employees act, cooperate, and respond to customers (O’Reilly, Chatman and Caldwell, 1991). In Tesco, the cultural emphasis identified earlier (convenience, availability, speed, and value for money) supports operational performance by encouraging consistent execution across stores. A customer-facing retail culture also connects with market-oriented behaviours, where organisations prioritise responsiveness to customer needs and competitive pressures, which can influence market and financial performance (Homburg and Pflesser, 2000). In practical terms, Tesco’s systems (such as self-checkout alongside staffed tills), store formats (large stores and smaller convenience sites), and reliable stock availability can be interpreted as cultural patterns that help deliver efficiency, reduce friction in the shopping journey, and reinforce customer trust. This “consistency and convenience” orientation can support effectiveness by aligning employees around clear expectations of service delivery and operational routines.

However, culture’s impact on performance is not only about customer outcomes. Evidence in the module highlights that organisational culture significantly influences employee attitudes and organisational effectiveness (Gregory et al., 2009). If performance is driven too heavily by speed, targets, or routine compliance, there is a risk of reduced engagement, lower motivation, or poorer wellbeing, factors that can undermine service quality over time. This matters because culture and structure interact with strategy in shaping organisational effectiveness, and knowledge management can mediate this relationship by supporting learning, communication, and continuous improvement (Zheng, Yang and McLean, 2010). For Tesco, this suggests that maintaining reliable routines (a strength) should be balanced with practices that encourage learning and employee voice, so the organisation can remain responsive in a changing retail environment without damaging internal commitment or service behaviours.


7.1 Recommendations

To strengthen performance over time, Tesco can adopt recommendations that reinforce both operational execution and organisational health.

First, Tesco should prioritise organisational health practices linked to sustained performance. Organisational health is defined as the ability to align, execute, and renew faster than the competition to sustain exceptional performance, and there is a proven link between health and performance (McKinsey, 2024). Practically, Tesco could strengthen two core areas: alignment, by ensuring store-level priorities are clear and consistent across locations; and renewal, by creating structured opportunities for teams to share improvement ideas and learn from customer feedback.

Second, Tesco should protect service quality by investing in wellbeing and engagement practices that reduce burnout and sustain motivation, since lower health and wellbeing can link to lower motivation and engagement, which directly affects organisational success (McKinsey, 2024).

Third, Tesco should strengthen internal learning mechanisms so that routines remain effective without becoming rigid. For example, Tesco could pilot small process improvements at store level and scale successful practices, ensuring operational consistency while maintaining flexibility and innovation. Overall, these recommendations aim to preserve Tesco’s cultural strengths (reliability, convenience, and value) while reducing risks associated with excessive rigidity or pressure, supporting performance outcomes that are both sustainable and people-centred.

8. Conclusion

This report has shown that Tesco’s organisational culture is strongly shaped by customer expectations and competition, with visible emphasis on convenience, value for money, speed, and reliability. Using three cultural frameworks helped connect observable practices—such as store formats, operational routines, and service systems—to deeper beliefs about availability, efficiency, and trust. The analysis also demonstrated that Tesco’s culture supports a structure that relies on standardisation and clear operational routines to deliver consistent service across locations, while still requiring flexibility in areas that depend on adaptation and continuous improvement.

Overall, Tesco’s culture can be evaluated as mainly an enabler of performance because it supports reliable customer experiences and efficient execution. However, it can also act as a barrier if strong routines and control systems reduce flexibility, limit employee voice, or slow change. The recommendations in this report focus on strengthening organisational health, protecting wellbeing, and supporting learning so that Tesco can sustain performance over time while maintaining its cultural strengths.
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