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Introduction
Organisational culture is recognised as a key factor influencing how businesses function, compete, and sustain long-term success. It consists of the shared values, beliefs, attitudes, assumptions, and behavioural norms that guide employees' actions, interactions, and decision-making. Rather than existing as a formal set of written rules, culture develops gradually through leadership practices, organisational history, employee experiences, and external influences. As a result, it shapes many aspects of organisational life, including communication, leadership, teamwork, employee motivation, innovation, customer service, and overall organisational performance.
Mullins and Christy (2016) suggest that organisational culture has a profound impact on organisations because it reflects "how things are done around here." They argue that culture influences key organisational activities such as decision-making, organisational structure, job design, employee motivation, job satisfaction, management control, and overall organisational effectiveness. Furthermore, they highlight that globalisation has increased organisational complexity, making it essential for organisations to manage culturally diverse workforces while maintaining a unified culture that supports strategic goals.
Within highly competitive global industries, organisational culture has become an important source of sustainable competitive advantage. A strong and positive culture enhances employee commitment, improves customer satisfaction, encourages innovation, and enables organisations to respond effectively to changing business conditions. In contrast, a weak or ineffective culture can lead to poor communication, resistance to change, low employee engagement, workplace conflict, and reduced organisational performance.
This report provides a critical analysis of the organisational culture of British Airways (BA), the United Kingdom's national airline and one of the world's leading aviation companies. It examines how organisational culture influences the airline's structure and decision-making processes, applies Schein's Model of Organisational Culture to identify the dominant culture, evaluates how British Airways adapts to external environmental changes through its culture, considers whether culture acts primarily as a strength or limitation to organisational effectiveness, and assesses its impact on organisational performance. The report concludes by presenting theory-based and evidence-supported recommendations for strengthening British Airways' organisational culture and supporting its long-term success.
Organisational Overview
British Airways was formed in 1974 through the merger of British Overseas Airways Corporation (BOAC) and British European Airways (BEA). Today, it operates as a wholly owned subsidiary of International Airlines Group (IAG), one of the largest airline groups worldwide. The airline serves hundreds of destinations across Europe, North America, Asia, Africa, South America, and the Middle East, employing thousands of people in areas including operations, engineering, customer service, finance, information technology, commercial services, and management.
The aviation industry is highly competitive and is influenced by factors such as rising operating costs, strict regulatory requirements, rapid technological developments, fluctuating fuel prices, geopolitical uncertainty, and increasing customer expectations. Airlines must balance operational efficiency with excellent customer service, regulatory compliance, environmental responsibility, and financial performance. Consequently, organisational culture plays a vital role in ensuring employees consistently deliver safe, dependable, and high-quality services.
British Airways positions itself as a premium international airline, with its competitive advantage built around safety, exceptional customer service, operational excellence, innovation, and global connectivity. These strategic priorities are reflected in the organisation's values and shape employee behaviour throughout the business.
The airline employs a culturally diverse workforce comprising pilots, cabin crew, engineers, customer service representatives, operations managers, and administrative staff. Successfully coordinating such a large and varied workforce requires an organisational culture that promotes collaboration, professionalism, accountability, and a shared commitment to organisational objectives.
In response to significant industry challenges—including the COVID-19 pandemic, increased environmental regulations, digital transformation, and labour shortages—British Airways has placed greater emphasis on organisational resilience, technological advancement, employee development, and operational flexibility. These initiatives demonstrate the important role organisational culture plays in enabling the airline to adapt to external changes while maintaining operational stability and long-term competitiveness.



Organisational Culture at British Airways
Organisational culture refers to the shared values, beliefs, assumptions, and behaviours that guide employees' actions (Schein & Schein, 2017). These shared beliefs influence behaviour, even when they are not formally documented.
British Airways' culture is built around key principles, including:
· Safety and regulatory compliance
· Professionalism
· Excellent customer service
· Operational reliability
· Teamwork and collaboration
· Continuous improvement
· Integrity and accountability
These values are reinforced through leadership, recruitment, training, performance management, and operational procedures. Employees understand that safety is the airline's highest priority, while customer satisfaction is essential for protecting its reputation.
As a highly regulated airline, British Airways relies on discipline, consistency, and strict compliance with procedures rather than flexibility alone. Employees are expected to follow operational standards while delivering excellent customer service.
Beyond operational requirements, British Airways promotes diversity, inclusion, innovation, employee wellbeing, and continuous learning. Recent initiatives have focused on leadership development, digital transformation, improving customer experience, and creating a more inclusive workplace.
Influence of Organisational Culture on Organisational Structure
Organisational structure determines how authority, responsibilities, communication, and decision-making are organised. According to Mullins and Christy (2016), culture and structure are closely linked because organisational values influence how work is managed.
British Airways uses a hierarchical, functional structure with specialist departments such as Flight Operations, Engineering, Customer Service, Cabin Services, Ground Operations, Finance, Human Resources, Commercial Operations, Information Technology, and Safety and Compliance. Clear reporting lines improve coordination, accountability, and regulatory compliance.
This structure reflects the airline's strong culture of safety, discipline, and standardisation. Employees clearly understand their responsibilities, helping to reduce risk and maintain reliable operations. Structured communication also ensures that safety issues are identified and addressed quickly.
However, a hierarchical structure can slow decision-making because approvals often pass through several management levels, reducing flexibility in a fast-changing market. To address this, British Airways has encouraged greater cross-functional teamwork through digital transformation, integrated operational teams, and employee engagement initiatives.


Influence of Organisational Culture on Decision-Making
Organisational culture strongly shapes decision-making. Mullins and Christy (2016) argue that culture influences how decisions are made, who is involved, and which organisational priorities receive the greatest attention.
At British Airways, safety is the main driver of decision-making. Operational decisions are assessed against safety and regulatory standards before financial considerations, reflecting the airline's commitment to protecting passengers, employees, and aircraft.
For example, decisions involving aircraft maintenance, pilot training, flight scheduling, and weather disruption prioritise safety and compliance, even when they increase operating costs. Similarly, long-term investments in fleet renewal, digital technology, sustainability, cybersecurity, and employee development demonstrate a focus on future organisational success rather than short-term profits.
Customer service also influences management decisions. British Airways regularly reviews passenger feedback, punctuality, and service performance to improve the travel experience while balancing efficiency with customer satisfaction.
Leadership encourages managers to make evidence-based decisions using operational data, regulations, and organisational objectives. Risk management remains central to both strategic and day-to-day decisions.
Despite these strengths, the airline's structured culture can reduce flexibility. Strict procedures may discourage creativity, while employees may hesitate to challenge established practices. In addition, past industrial disputes have highlighted differences between management and employee priorities, which can affect organisational change.
Overall, British Airways' culture supports consistent and responsible decision-making. Its strong focus on safety, professionalism, accountability, and customer service provides a solid foundation for achieving the airline's long-term strategic goals.


Organisational Culture and Structure at British Airways
Applying Schein's Model of Organisational Culture
Schein's (2017) Model explains organisational culture through three levels: artefacts, espoused values, and basic assumptions. Together, these levels show how culture shapes employee behaviour and organisational performance. Applying the model to British Airways helps explain how its culture supports safe and efficient operations while identifying areas for future improvement.
Level One: Artefacts
Artefacts are the visible signs of organisational culture, including workplace appearance, behaviour, policies, technology, and symbols.
At British Airways, these include aircraft branding, staff uniforms, airport lounges, and customer service standards, all reflecting a professional image. Safety procedures such as maintenance checks, crew briefings, and security protocols demonstrate the airline's commitment to regulatory compliance.
Training programmes, employee induction, and continuous development reinforce expected behaviours. The airline also uses technology, including mobile apps, self-service check-in, biometric boarding, and digital baggage tracking, to improve efficiency and customer experience. Employee recognition schemes reward outstanding service and teamwork. However, visible features alone do not fully explain the beliefs that drive employee behaviour.
Level Two: Espoused Values
Espoused values are the principles an organisation promotes to guide employees.
British Airways emphasises safety, customer satisfaction, professionalism, teamwork, diversity, inclusion, and sustainability. Safety remains the highest priority, while excellent customer service strengthens the airline's reputation. Teamwork is essential because airline operations depend on close coordination between different departments. The airline also supports equality, employee wellbeing, and environmental responsibility through sustainability initiatives.
Despite these values, gaps can exist between organisational promises and actual practice. Past industrial disputes and service disruptions show that maintaining consistency between stated values and employee experience remains an ongoing challenge.

Level Three: Basic Underlying Assumptions
Basic assumptions are the deeply held beliefs that guide behaviour without being questioned.
At British Airways, employees accept that passenger safety always comes first, operational consistency builds customer trust, and teamwork is essential for success. The organisation also assumes that continuous improvement, innovation, and regulatory compliance are necessary to remain competitive. These beliefs shape everyday decisions and help maintain a stable organisational culture, even during leadership changes or organisational restructuring.
Determining the Prevailing Organisational Culture
Although Schein's Model is the main framework used, Handy's (1999) Cultural Types provide further insight into British Airways' culture. Handy identifies four cultures: power, role, task, and person.
British Airways mainly reflects a role culture, with clear responsibilities, formal procedures, hierarchical authority, and specialised roles. Employees follow defined reporting lines and standard procedures, ensuring consistency, accountability, and safe operations.
However, the airline also shows aspects of task culture. Cross-functional teams working on digital transformation, sustainability, customer experience, and innovation encourage collaboration and knowledge sharing across departments.
Overall, British Airways has a dominant role culture supported by elements of task culture, helping maintain operational control while encouraging innovation.













                               McKinsey Organizational Health Index (OHI)

	OHI Dimension
	British Airways Assessment
	Rating

	Direction
	Strong strategic direction through sustainability initiatives, digital transformation and premium customer focus.
	High

	Leadership
	Leadership has driven significant investment and transformation, although past industrial relations and operational challenges have affected employee confidence.
	Moderate

	Work Environment
	Mixed. Investment in employee wellbeing and training exists, but staff shortages, workload pressures and industrial disputes have affected morale.
	Moderate-Low

	Accountability
	Clearly defined responsibilities within BA's hierarchical structure, although operational disruptions have occasionally highlighted execution issues.
	Moderate-High

	Coordination and Control
	Strong operational controls are essential in aviation, but previous IT failures and airport disruptions exposed coordination weaknesses.
	Moderate

	Capabilities
	High investment in pilot training, engineering, safety and digital skills demonstrates strong organisational capability.
	High

	Motivation
	Employees identify with the BA brand, but engagement has been challenged by restructuring, pay disputes and changing working conditions.
	Moderate

	Innovation and Learning
	Significant investment in AI, digital customer experience, sustainability and fleet modernisation shows continuous innovation.
	High

	External Orientation
	Very strong focus on customer satisfaction, environmental sustainability, regulatory compliance and competitive positioning within the global airline market.
	High











PESTLE ANALYSIS AND IMPACT ON BRITISH AIRWAYS

	



Political
	
	





British Airways is influenced by government policies, Brexit, aviation  regulations, airport security, and international agreements that affect routes and operating costs.



	Economic
	Inflation, fuel prices, exchange rates, and changes in customer spending affect demand, costs, and overall profitability.



	Social
	Passengers expect better digital services, comfort, and sustainable travel, while employee wellbeing and industrial relations influence service quality.



	Technological
	The airline uses digital technologies, AI, biometric boarding, and cybersecurity to improve efficiency and enhance the customer experience.



	Legal
	British Airways must follow aviation safety rules, employment law, consumer protection, and data privacy regulations to avoid legal and financial risks.



	Environmental
	Pressure to reduce emissions has encouraged investment in newer aircraft, sustainable aviation fuel, and other initiatives to achieve net-zero carbon emissions.












Organisational Culture and Adaptation to External Environmental Influences
According to contingency theory, organisations must adapt their culture and structure to changes in the external environment. British Airways' culture supports this adaptability.
Technological Change
British Airways has invested in digital technologies, including online booking, biometric boarding, AI, predictive maintenance, and mobile applications. These innovations improve efficiency and customer experience while reflecting a culture of continuous improvement.
Economic Uncertainty
Rising fuel costs, inflation, exchange rates, and changing travel demand affect airline profitability. British Airways responds through cost control, operational efficiency, and strategic investment.
Environmental Sustainability
Environmental responsibility has become a key priority. The airline invests in fuel-efficient aircraft, sustainable aviation fuel, waste reduction, and long-term sustainability initiatives to reduce its environmental impact.
Global Competition
Competing with both full-service and low-cost airlines requires British Airways to maintain high service standards, operational reliability, and continuous innovation to protect its competitive position.
Workforce Diversity
British Airways employs people from diverse cultural and professional backgrounds. Its inclusive culture promotes equality, teamwork, and respect while improving creativity and customer service.
Overall, British Airways has adapted its culture to meet technological, economic, and environmental challenges while maintaining its strong focus on safety, professionalism, and continuous improvement.


Organisational Culture: An Enabler or a Barrier to Organisational Effectiveness?
Organisational culture can improve or reduce organisational effectiveness depending on how well it supports strategy, leadership, and external demands. Mullins and Christy (2016) argue that a strong culture encourages shared values, better communication, and improved performance. However, a rigid culture may reduce innovation and limit organisational change.
At British Airways, culture mainly acts as an enabler. Its focus on safety, professionalism, customer service, and operational reliability supports efficient operations and compliance with aviation regulations. Employees understand organisational priorities, helping maintain consistent decision-making.
Teamwork is another key strength. Close cooperation between pilots, cabin crew, engineers, ground staff, customer service teams, and managers ensures safe and efficient operations. The airline also invests in staff training to improve customer service, strengthen its reputation, and build customer loyalty.
British Airways also promotes diversity, inclusion, and continuous learning. These initiatives improve communication, encourage innovation, and help employees adapt to new technologies and organisational change.
Despite these strengths, some cultural features create challenges. The airline's hierarchical structure can slow decision-making because approvals often pass through several management levels. This may reduce flexibility in a fast-changing industry.
Past disputes over pay, working conditions, and restructuring have also affected employee morale and performance. These issues suggest that management and employee values are not always aligned. According to Schein (2017), maintaining trust requires consistency between organisational values and leadership actions.
Overall, British Airways' culture contributes more to organisational success than failure. While bureaucracy can reduce flexibility, its strong focus on safety, teamwork, and customer service provides a significant competitive advantage. Continued investment in employee engagement, leadership, and organisational agility will remain important for future success.





BRITISH AIRWAYS BENCHMARK AGAINST COMPETITORS
The YouGov UK Airline Rankings 2026 report reveals a virtual tie at the top of the consideration index
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Impact of Organisational Culture on Organisational Performance
Organisational culture has a major influence on performance because it shapes employee behaviour, customer satisfaction, innovation, productivity, and business results. Organisations with strong cultures that support their strategy generally perform better than those with weaker cultures.
At British Airways, safety culture improves operational performance by reducing risks, ensuring regulatory compliance, and protecting the airline's reputation. Strong customer service values also improve passenger satisfaction, encourage repeat business, and strengthen brand loyalty.
Clear expectations and performance standards help employees work consistently and responsibly. Continuous investment in technology, including mobile apps, self-service check-in, predictive maintenance, and artificial intelligence, has improved efficiency while supporting innovation.
However, culture also presents challenges. Industrial disputes and organisational restructuring have sometimes reduced staff morale, disrupted operations, and damaged public confidence. In addition, the airline's hierarchical decision-making can slow responses to market changes and customer needs.
Overall, British Airways' organisational culture has a positive impact on performance. Its commitment to safety, professionalism, innovation, and customer service strengthens long-term competitiveness, although improving employee engagement and organisational flexibility remains essential.
Theory-Informed and Evidence-Based Recommendations
Based on the analysis, the following recommendations could strengthen British Airways' organisational culture and improve overall performance.
1. Promote Participative Leadership
British Airways should involve employees more in decision-making. Seeking staff feedback through meetings, surveys, and digital platforms can increase engagement, improve trust, and reduce resistance to change.
2. Improve Internal Communication
Clear communication helps employees understand organisational goals. During periods of change, management should provide regular updates, encourage open discussion, and respond to employee concerns to reduce uncertainty.
3. Strengthen Diversity and Inclusion
The airline should continue investing in diversity and inclusion. A diverse workforce encourages creativity, improves customer understanding, and supports innovation. Leadership training should also promote inclusive management.
4. Encourage Innovation
While maintaining strict safety standards, British Airways should encourage employees to share ideas that improve efficiency and customer service. Cross-functional teams and reward programmes can support innovation without compromising safety.
5. Support Employee Wellbeing
Employee wellbeing should remain a priority through mental health support, career development, flexible working where possible, and recognition schemes. These initiatives can improve motivation, commitment, and productivity.
6. Monitor Organisational Culture
British Airways should regularly assess its culture using employee surveys, customer feedback, and performance data. Ongoing evaluation will help identify issues early and support continuous improvement.

Conclusion
Organisational culture plays a vital role in organisational effectiveness, particularly in highly regulated industries such as aviation. Mullins and Christy (2016) argue that culture influences structure, decision-making, employee behaviour, and organisational performance.This report found that British Airways has developed a strong culture based on safety, professionalism, teamwork, customer service, accountability, and continuous improvement. Using Schein's Model showed that its artefacts, values, and underlying assumptions support reliable operations and high service standards.The analysis also found that British Airways has adapted its culture to meet technological change, sustainability goals, workforce diversity, and increasing competition. However, its hierarchical structure can slow decision-making and reduce flexibility during periods of change.Overall, British Airways' culture is a major strength. Its commitment to safety, collaboration, and continuous improvement provides a competitive advantage. To remain successful, the airline should continue investing in employee engagement, leadership, communication, diversity, innovation, and organisational learning while balancing operational discipline with greater flexibility.
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