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Organisational Culture and its Influence on British Airways

1. Introduction
Organisational culture is considered one of the most important factors influencing how organisations operate and how employees behave within the workplace. It represents the shared values, beliefs, attitudes and behaviours that shape how work is performed and how individuals interact within an organisation. According to Mullins and Christy (2016), organisational culture can be understood as “how things are done around here,” meaning that it influences everyday practices, decision-making processes, communication patterns and employee behaviour.
In modern organisations, especially those operating in global markets, organisational culture plays an increasingly important role. Companies must manage employees from diverse cultural backgrounds, operate across multiple countries and respond to rapidly changing economic and technological environments. As a result, understanding organisational culture is essential for effective management and organisational success. Mullins and Christy (2016) highlight that culture has a strong influence on leadership, decision-making, work organisation, employee motivation and job satisfaction.
This report focuses on the organisational culture of British Airways, one of the largest airlines in the United Kingdom and part of the International Airlines Group. Operating within the highly regulated and competitive aviation industry, the company must maintain high standards of safety, operational efficiency and customer service. In such an environment, organisational culture plays an important role in guiding employee behaviour and ensuring consistent operational standards.
The report critically evaluates how organisational culture influences the structure and decision-making processes within British Airways. It also applies theoretical frameworks such as Schein’s Model of Organisational Culture, Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions and Handy’s Cultural Types to identify and explain the cultural characteristics of the organisation. Furthermore, the report analyses how organisational culture helps the company respond to external environmental challenges and evaluates its impact on overall organisational performance.

2. Influence of Organisational Culture on Structure and Decision-Making

Organisational culture has a strong influence on the structure of a company and on how decisions are made within the organisation. In large companies such as British Airways, organisational culture helps define roles, responsibilities, and communication channels. According to Mullins and Christy (2016), culture shapes the way organisations design their structures and coordinate activities among employees.
British Airways operates within the highly regulated aviation industry, where safety and operational efficiency are extremely important. As a result, the organisation has a relatively hierarchical structure with clearly defined responsibilities. Hierarchical structures are common in airlines because strict procedures and regulations must be followed to ensure passenger safety (Griffin, 2017).
Decision-making at British Airways often follows a top-down approach. Senior management teams are responsible for making strategic decisions regarding route planning, fleet investments, pricing strategies, and partnerships. At the same time, operational decisions at the airport and during flights are guided by strict procedures and regulations established by aviation authorities.
The culture of British Airways emphasises professionalism, safety, and customer service. These values influence how employees perform their duties and interact with customers. Cabin crew, pilots, and ground staff follow standardised procedures designed to ensure consistent service quality and safety standards. According to British Airways (2024), the company aims to deliver a high-quality travel experience while maintaining strict safety standards. Furthermore, the organisational culture of British Airways promotes accountability and responsibility. Employees working in aviation must follow detailed operational protocols. This culture supports effective coordination between different departments such as flight operations, engineering, customer service, and airport operations. 
Overall, organisational culture strongly influences the company’s structure by promoting formal procedures, clear hierarchies, and coordinated decision-making processes.

3. Identifying Organisational Culture Using Theoretical Models

3.1 Schein’s Model of Organisational Culture 
One of the most widely used frameworks for analysing organisational culture is the model developed by Schein (2010). According to this model, organisational culture exists at three levels: artefacts, espoused values and basic underlying assumptions. These levels help explain how culture appears within organisations and how it influences employee behaviour and organisational practices. Applying this model helps provide a clearer understanding of how organisational culture operates within British Airways. 
The first level is artefacts, which are the visible and observable elements of organisational culture. These include symbols, behaviours, dress codes and organisational practices that can easily be seen. In British Airways, examples of artefacts include cabin crew uniforms, aircraft branding, airport lounges and customer service procedures. These visible elements reflect the company’s professional image and its focus on delivering high-quality service. They also help communicate the organisation’s brand identity and standards to both employees and passengers.
The second level refers to espoused values, which are the official values and goals that the organisation promotes. At British Airways, key values include safety, reliability and customer service. Safety is especially important in the aviation industry, so the company emphasises strict compliance with safety procedures and international regulations. These values are communicated through employee training, company policies and leadership communication, helping guide employee behaviour and maintain consistent service standards.
The third level is basic underlying assumptions, which are deeply rooted beliefs that influence how employees think and act within the organisation. At British Airways, an important assumption is that passenger safety must always be the highest priority. Another key belief is that maintaining a strong international reputation is essential for the organisation’s long-term success. These assumptions influence employee behaviour and encourage professionalism in all interactions with customers and partners.
Overall, Schein’s model shows that the culture of British Airways is strongly focused on professionalism, safety and service quality, which supports the company’s operations in the global aviation industry.
 
3.2 Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions 

Another widely used framework for analysing organisational culture is Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions theory. Developed by Geert Hofstede, this model explains how cultural values influence behaviour, communication, and decision-making within organisations and societies. It is particularly useful for multinational companies like British Airways, which operates in multiple countries and employs staff from diverse cultural backgrounds (Hofstede, Hofstede and Minkov, 2010).
One key dimension is power distance, which measures how much inequality and hierarchical authority are accepted. Organisations with high power distance concentrate decision-making at senior levels, while low power distance encourages open communication. British Airways operates with a moderate to relatively high-power distance, reflecting the aviation industry’s need for clear authority structures. Pilots hold ultimate authority during flights, and cabin crew follow strict protocols. Strategic and operational decisions are generally made by senior management, ensuring coordination between departments such as flight operations, engineering, customer service, and airport management.
Uncertainty avoidance is another important dimension, showing how comfortable organisations are with ambiguity and risk. High uncertainty avoidance organisations prefer clear rules and structured procedures, which is vital in aviation. British Airways follows detailed safety protocols, operational guidelines, and extensive training programs to minimise risks and maintain reliability. These procedures ensure consistency and passenger safety across all operations.
The individualism versus collectivism dimension reflects whether personal responsibility or group goals are prioritised. The UK is generally individualistic, valuing independence and personal achievement. At British Airways, employees in specialised roles like pilots and engineers are expected to take responsibility for their work. However, teamwork is equally crucial because flight operations depend on collaboration between pilots, cabin crew, ground staff, air traffic control, and maintenance teams. This balance ensures both accountability and coordinated efforts across the organisation.
Finally, long-term orientation measures the focus on future planning and sustainability rather than short-term results. British Airways demonstrates strong long-term orientation through investments in fleet modernisation, digital systems, and sustainability initiatives. These efforts aim to maintain competitiveness, improve operational efficiency, and reduce environmental impact.
Applying Hofstede’s model shows that British Airways’ culture is shaped by relatively high-power distance, strong uncertainty avoidance, a balance of individual responsibility and teamwork, and long-term strategic planning. These cultural characteristics influence employee behaviour, decision-making processes, and organisational performance. Hofstede’s framework provides a useful lens for understanding how national and organisational values interact, helping managers guide behaviour and maintain effective operations in a complex, global airline environment.

3.3 Handy’s Cultural Types 

Another useful framework for understanding organisational culture is Charles Handy’s model, which identifies four types of culture: power, role, task, and person culture (Handy, 1993). This model helps explain how authority is distributed, how work is organised, and how employees interact. It complements Schein’s levels of culture by showing how values and assumptions translate into practical structures, and Hofstede’s dimensions by linking behaviour and decision-making to organisational patterns.
At British Airways, role culture is clearly dominant. Role culture depends on formal procedures, defined job roles, and hierarchical structures, which is critical for a large, global airline operating in a highly regulated industry. Pilots, cabin crew, engineers, and ground staff all have clearly defined responsibilities, and strict adherence to operational procedures ensures safety, reliability, and consistent service. This structured approach aligns with Schein’s concept of underlying assumptions, such as the prioritisation of passenger safety, and Hofstede’s emphasis on high uncertainty avoidance.
However, task culture is also present in certain parts of the organisation. This culture type focuses on teamwork, problem-solving, and project-based collaboration. For instance, project teams are formed to improve customer service processes, implement new digital systems, or develop sustainability initiatives. In these situations, expertise and collaboration are more important than hierarchical authority, reflecting Hofstede’s balance between individual responsibility and teamwork. Task culture allows British Airways to remain flexible and innovative while maintaining overall operational stability.
Power culture, where decision-making authority is concentrated in a small group or a single leader, is limited at British Airways. Strategic decisions are made collectively within senior management teams and under governance structures set by the wider International Airlines Group. Similarly, person culture, which prioritises individual autonomy over organisational objectives, is minimal, because airline operations require strict coordination and compliance with safety regulations.
Overall, Handy’s model shows that British Airways primarily operates a role culture complemented by task culture elements. This combination ensures structured operations, safety, and efficiency while enabling collaborative problem-solving and innovation where needed. When viewed together with Schein and Hofstede, Handy’s framework demonstrates how clearly defined roles, hierarchical authority, teamwork, and flexibility collectively shape British Airways’ organisational culture, influencing employee behaviour, decision-making, and the airline’s ability to adapt to challenges in a complex global environment.

4. Organisational Culture and Adaptation to the External Environment

Organisations must constantly adapt to changes in their external environment to remain competitive and sustainable. Factors such as technological developments, evolving economic conditions, regulatory changes, and increasing global competition significantly influence how companies operate and make strategic decisions. For multinational companies like British Airways, these challenges are even more complex, as the airline operates across multiple countries with differing regulations, customer expectations, and market conditions.
British Airways operates in a highly competitive global aviation market, facing both traditional full-service airlines and low-cost carriers such as Ryanair and easyJet. This competitive environment places constant pressure on the company to maintain high service standards, improve efficiency, and innovate. Organisational culture plays a critical role in guiding how the company responds to these pressures. The airline’s culture, which emphasises professionalism, safety, and operational excellence, provides a framework for making strategic and operational decisions that balance efficiency with high-quality service.
One key area where British Airways has leveraged its culture to adapt to change is technological innovation. The company has invested heavily in digital technologies to enhance the customer experience and streamline operations. Mobile applications, automated check-in systems, self-service kiosks, and digital customer service tools allow passengers to manage their travel more conveniently while enabling the airline to optimise operational efficiency. These initiatives reflect a culture that values innovation, customer satisfaction, and responsiveness to emerging trends.
The COVID-19 pandemic presented one of the most significant external challenges for the aviation industry. British Airways faced unprecedented disruptions, including dramatic reductions in passenger numbers, route suspensions, and financial pressures. During this period, the airline had to implement substantial operational changes, such as workforce restructuring, revised flight schedules, and enhanced health and safety protocols. The company’s strong culture of safety, clear communication, and adaptability helped guide these decisions, ensuring that employees understood their roles and responsibilities during a period of uncertainty.
Sustainability has also become a major concern in the aviation sector, as governments, regulators, and customers increasingly demand environmentally responsible practices. British Airways has introduced a range of sustainability initiatives, including investment in more fuel-efficient aircraft, carbon offset programs, and research into sustainable aviation fuels. These measures reflect the company’s commitment to long-term environmental responsibility and demonstrate how its organisational culture supports strategic adaptation to external pressures while maintaining operational standards.
Overall, British Airways’ organisational culture acts as a stabilising and guiding force when responding to external changes. By promoting safety, innovation, teamwork, and accountability, the culture helps the company adapt effectively to technological developments, global competition, economic fluctuations, and sustainability demands. This alignment between culture and external strategy ensures that British Airways remains resilient and competitive while continuing to deliver high-quality service to its passengers.

5. Organisational Culture as a Barrier or Enabler

Organisational culture can function both as an enabler and as a barrier to organisational effectiveness.
On one hand, the culture of British Airways supports organisational effectiveness by promoting safety, professionalism, and high service standards. These cultural values contribute to the airline’s global reputation and customer trust.
Strong organisational culture also helps coordinate complex operations involving thousands of employees working in different locations. Shared values and procedures help ensure consistent service quality across the company.
However, organisational culture may also create barriers. Large organisations with strong role cultures may become bureaucratic and slow to change. In the aviation industry, strict procedures are necessary for safety but may reduce flexibility in decision-making.
Additionally, British Airways has experienced labour disputes in the past related to working conditions and organisational changes (BBC, 2023). These situations demonstrate how organisational culture and management decisions can create tensions between employees and management.
Therefore, organisational culture at British Airways acts both as an enabler and a potential barrier depending on the organisational context and the nature of strategic decisions.

6. Impact of Organisational Culture on Performance and Recommendations

Organisational culture has a significant impact on company performance. A strong culture can improve employee engagement, service quality, and organisational reputation.
British Airways benefits from a well-established brand image associated with professionalism and global connectivity. The company’s culture emphasises safety and customer experience, which are critical factors in airline performance.
However, maintaining competitiveness in the modern aviation industry requires continuous innovation and adaptability. To improve organisational effectiveness, several recommendations can be proposed.
First, the company should encourage more participative leadership approaches. Involving employees in decision-making processes may increase engagement and improve communication within the organisation.
Second, British Airways should continue investing in digital innovation to improve customer experience and operational efficiency. Technological advancements can help reduce operational costs and increase service quality.
Third, the organisation should strengthen internal communication and collaboration across departments. Improved communication can reduce misunderstandings and support organisational change initiatives.
Finally, promoting a culture of continuous learning and professional development can help employees adapt to technological and operational changes within the aviation industry.
Implementing these recommendations could strengthen organisational culture and improve overall organisational performance.

7. Conclusion
Organisational culture plays a central role in determining how British Airways operates, makes decisions, and interacts with employees and customers. The company’s culture, shaped by values such as professionalism, safety, reliability, and high-quality customer service, strongly influences its organisational structure, operational procedures, and decision-making processes. Through the application of Schein’s model, it becomes clear that British Airways maintains a culture supported by visible artefacts like uniforms, aircraft branding, and service protocols, espoused values emphasising safety and customer experience, and deeply embedded underlying assumptions that guide employee behaviour and organisational priorities.
Hofstede’s cultural dimensions further highlight the impact of national and organisational values on the airline’s operations. British Airways demonstrates a moderate to high power distance, which is necessary for maintaining clear authority in safety-critical environments. High uncertainty avoidance ensures compliance with strict safety regulations, structured procedures, and detailed operational guidelines, while a balance between individual responsibility and teamwork enables effective coordination across complex, global operations. Handy’s cultural types reinforce these insights, showing that the airline primarily relies on a role culture with clearly defined roles and hierarchical structures, complemented by task culture elements that encourage collaboration and problem-solving in project-based or innovation-driven initiatives.
While this structured and safety-focused culture provides stability, consistency, and high standards of service, it can also limit flexibility and slow organisational change, especially in response to rapidly evolving industry challenges such as digital transformation, sustainability pressures, or global competition. However, when managed effectively, British Airways’ culture can act as a strong enabler of organisational success. By fostering greater employee participation, encouraging innovation, and enhancing communication across hierarchical levels, the airline can build on its existing strengths while adapting more quickly to external pressures.
In conclusion, organisational culture at British Airways is both a foundation for operational excellence and a potential constraint on change. Understanding and strategically managing this culture is essential for maintaining competitive advantage, improving employee engagement, and delivering a consistent, high-quality experience to customers. By aligning cultural practices with strategic goals and external challenges, British Airways can continue to strengthen its organisational performance, ensure long-term sustainability, and maintain its reputation as a leading international airline.
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