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1. Introduction

Organisational culture, informally known as “how things are done around here,” incorporates shared values, beliefs, attitudes, and behavioural norms that shape how employees think, behave, and interact within an organisation. According to Mullins and Christy (Mullins, 2016), culture plays an extensive role in influencing organisational processes, including decision-making, structure, motivation, and control systems. In an increasingly globalised environment, organisations such as British Airways (BA) operate across diverse cultural contexts, making the management of organisational culture both complex and critical.
In a globalised economy, organisations are increasingly required to manage culturally diverse workforces while maintaining coherence and strategic alignment. This challenge is particularly evident in multinational organisations such as British Airways (BA), which operates across multiple regions and cultural contexts. As part of International Airlines Group (IAG), BA faces intense competition, regulatory pressures, and shifting consumer expectations.
British Airways, being one of the United Kingdom’s flagship airlines, operates in a highly competitive, global aviation industry (Transport committee, 2012). It’s workforce is culturally diverse, and it’s operations expand over numerous countries. This report will critically evaluate how organisational culture influences BA’s structure and decision-making processes, identifies cultural types within the organisation using established frameworks, analyses how BA adapts its culture to external pressures, and assesses whether culture acts as a barrier or enabler to effectiveness. Finally, it evaluates the impact of culture on performance and provides recommendations for improvement.













[bookmark: _Toc227607894]2. Organisational Culture and Its Influence on Structure and Decision-Making
Organisational culture plays a central role in shaping both formal structures and informal processes within a company (Schein, 2010). At BA, culture has historically evolved through periods of transformation, particularly during its transition from a state-owned enterprise to a competitive global airline. A strong culture aligns with company strategy to drive performance, whereas a mismatch between culture and structure can lead to operational dysfunction. The transformation that took British Airways (BA) from a state-owned airline to a competitive global airline shows a radical cultural shift that was designed to support a new business strategy.
[bookmark: _Toc227607895]2.1 Influence on Organisational Structure
Arrangement of roles and responsibilities as well as authority is the actual structure when it is done formally, while culture usually influences whether organisations adopt hierarchical, flat, or matrix structures.
Traditionally, BA operated with a hierarchical structure (Bouttell, 2025), reflecting its origins as a nationalised carrier. This structure clearly emphasised authority lines, standardised procedures, and operational control. These are characteristics that are usually aligned with a role-based culture. However, increasing competition and globalisation have driven a shift towards a more flexible and decentralised structure. When BA became private in 1987, the need to compete forced a shift toward a market-oriented culture, which demands a leaner, more productive structure. The workforce got reduced by 40% because of those demands and a shift from a strict hierarchy to a simpler structure which contained fewer layers that aimed to provide faster decision-making (London Air Travel, 2019). 
From a critical perspective, this cultural orientation offers both strengths and limitations. On one hand, centralisation supports consistency, risk management, and adherence to safety protocols which is essential in aviation. On the other hand, it can reduce organisational agility and limit employee empowerment, particularly in dynamic market conditions.
Customer service excellence and operational efficiency, which are cultural factors, have encouraged BA to adopt a more hybrid structure, combining functional divisions (e.g., operations, marketing) with regional management. This enables responsiveness to local market conditions while upholding global standards.
[bookmark: _Toc227607896]2.2 Influence on Decision-Making Processes

The way culture is determined, is by who makes decisions and how they are made, an example of this is, from the top to the bottom versus empowered. 
"Putting People First" (Empowerment): Colin Marshall's 1983 "Putting People First" initiative was a pivotal moment (Air, 2012). It shifted the culture from focusing solely on technical operations to highlighting customer service. This meant delegating more decision-making power to front-line staff such as cabin crew and gate agents, to handle customer issues on the spot, rather than waiting for management approval.
Decision-making at British Airways is shaped by both cultural norms and formal systems. Highly regulated industries such as aviation, safety culture is supreme. This leads to structured, risk-averse decision-making processes, in which compliance and standardisation are prioritised.
However, due to the competitive environment BA is a part of, flexibility is required. Cultural emphasis on innovation and customer experience has encouraged more participative decision-making in areas such as digital transformation and service design.
However, tensions can arise. A strong hierarchical legacy may slow decision-making and limit employee empowerment. This illustrates Mullins and Christy’s 2016 argument that culture can both enable and constrain organisational processes.

[bookmark: _Toc227607897]3. Identifying Organisational Culture at British Airways
To understand BA’s organisational culture, it is useful to apply established models such as Schein’s Model, Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions, and Handy’s Cultural Types.
[bookmark: _Toc227607898]Schein’s Model of Organisational Culture
Schein (2010) identifies three levels of culture:
Artifacts: Visible elements such as uniforms, branding, and customer service protocols. This level of culture shows in BA’s uniforms, branding, and premium service offerings. These artefacts convey professionalism, reliability, and a strong corporate identity.
Espoused values: Stated principles such as safety, customer focus, and professionalism. BA promotes values such as safety, customer satisfaction, and operational excellence. These are reflected in corporate strategies and public communications.
Basic assumptions: Deeply embedded beliefs, such as the importance of reliability and national identity. At a deeper level, BA’s culture reflects assumptions about hierarchy, discipline, and risk management. These assumptions are shaped by both its historical legacy and the regulatory demands of the aviation industry.
A serious issue is the potential misalignment between espoused values and underlying assumptions. For example, while BA emphasises innovation and customer-centricity, its hierarchical culture may limit employee empowerment and responsiveness.


[bookmark: _Toc227607899]3.2 Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions
Hofstede’s framework provides insight into how national culture influences organisational practices (Ronald Cohn, 2015) As a UK-based company, BA reflects characteristics associated with British culture:
Low power distance: Encourages some degree of employee participation. BA exhibits relatively high-power distance, with clear hierarchical distinctions.
High individualism: Emphasises personal responsibility and performance.  This is Moderate to high at British airways particularly in managerial roles.
Moderate uncertainty avoidance: Balances risk management with innovation. This is high due to safety requirements, leading to strict procedures and risk aversion.
Long-Term Orientation: Strategic focus on sustainability and global competitiveness.
These different dimensions, help explain BA’s structured approach to operations and decision-making. However, high power distance may hamper communication and innovation, particularly in a global workforce.

[bookmark: _Toc227607900]3.3 Handy’s Cultural Types
Handy (Handy, 2020) identifies four cultural types:
· Power culture
· Role culture
· Task culture
· Person culture
BA historically exhibited a role culture, characterised by bureaucracy, defined roles, and formal procedures. This is appropriate for safety-critical operations.
However, elements of task culture have emerged, particularly in project-based initiatives such as digital transformation and customer experience improvements.
The prevailing culture in BA can therefore be described as a hybrid, combining role and task elements. This reflects the need to balance stability with flexibility.

[bookmark: _Toc227607901]4. Organisational Culture and Adaptation to External Environment
The airline industry is highly dynamic, influenced by factors such as economic fluctuations, technological advancements, and global crises. BA’s organisational culture plays a key role in enabling adaptation and shaping their responses.
[bookmark: _Toc227607902]4.1 Responding to Competitive Pressures
Increased competition from low-cost carriers such as EasyJet and Ryanair, especially in European flights, BA has been forced to rethink its value proposition and adopting a more cost-efficient practice. Cultural emphasis on premium service has been leveraged to differentiate the brand, focusing on quality rather than price. This has required cultural shifts towards flexibility and customer value.
[bookmark: _Toc227607903]4.2 Digital Transformation
BA has embraced digital technologies to enhance customer experience, such as mobile apps and self-service check-in. A culture that supports innovation and continuous improvement has facilitated this transition (Doyle, 2026). BA’s investment in digital innovation reflects an attempt to shift towards a more adaptive culture. However, legacy systems and bureaucratic processes have sometimes hindered progress.
[bookmark: _Toc227607904]4.3 Crisis Management
Events such as the COVID-19 pandemic required rapid organisational change. BA’s strong safety culture and operational discipline supported crisis response, but its hierarchical structure may have limited agility in some areas. During the COVID-19 crisis, BA implemented significant restructuring, including job cuts and operational downsizing. While these actions demonstrated adaptability, they also led to criticism regarding employee relations, highlighting tensions within organisational culture (Jordan, 2022).

[bookmark: _Toc227607905]4.4 Managing a Diverse Workforce
Global operations require effective cross-cultural management. BA has implemented diversity and inclusion initiatives to foster a cohesive culture while respecting individual differences. However, BA has experienced multiple strikes, particularly involving cabin crew. These disputes reflect deeper cultural issues, including perceived inequalities and lack of employee voice.
Despite these efforts, cultural inflexibility has occasionally hindered responsiveness. For example, industrial disputes and resistance to change highlight the challenges of transforming deeply embedded cultural norms.
The COVID-19 pandemic represents a significant external shock for the whole industry. BA responded with restructuring and workforce reductions, demonstrating adaptability but also highlighting cultural challenges, particularly in employee relations. Industrial disputes during this period suggest that cultural alignment was not fully achieved.
Overall, British Airways culture has enabled adaptation in some areas while limiting it in others, showing the complexity of cultural transformation.

[bookmark: _Toc227607906]5. Organisational Culture as a Barrier or Enabler
According to Kotter and Hesket, Organisational culture can either be supported and enabled or face barriers or be hindered by effectiveness. (John P. Kotter, 1992)
[bookmark: _Toc227607907]5.1 Culture as an enabler or supporter 
British Airways culture provides several advantages such as:
· Consistency and reliability: Essential for safety and customer trust.
· Strong brand identity: Reinforces competitive positioning.
· Employee alignment: Shared values promote coordinated action.

[bookmark: _Toc227607908]5.2 Culture as a barrier or hinderance 
Cultural characteristics can also create challenges such as:
· Resistance to change: Deeply embedded assumptions may hinder innovation.
· Bureaucracy: Role culture can slow decision-making.
· Employee relations issues: Historical conflicts with staff highlight cultural tensions.
Overall, BA’s culture acts as both an enabler and a barrier. Its effectiveness depends on how well it is managed and aligned with strategic objectives. The many industrial strikes experienced by BA show how culture can act as a barrier, particularly when employees feel disconnected from organisational decision-making. In 2022 a major strike took place when over 700 Heathrow check in staff voted to strike over the summer holidays (Jordan, 2022), which would have been one of the airline’s busiest period. Equally, the airline’s strong safety culture demonstrates its enabling role in maintaining operational standards.

[bookmark: _Toc227607909]6. Impact of Organisational Culture on Performance
According to Denison, organisational culture has direct impact on performance outcomes both positive and negative (Denison, 1997). 
[bookmark: _Toc227607910]6.1 Positive Impacts
· Operational efficiency: Standardised processes improve reliability.
· Customer satisfaction: Service-oriented culture enhances experience.
· Brand reputation: Consistent values strengthen market position.
[bookmark: _Toc227607911]6.2 Negative Impacts
· Limited flexibility: Slow adaptation can reduce competitiveness.
· Employee dissatisfaction: Cultural misalignment may affect morale.
· Innovation constraints: Risk-averse culture may inhibit creativity.
The overall impact of culture on BA’s performance is significant, influencing both operational effectiveness and strategic success. The 2017 IT failure and COVID-19 restructuring demonstrate how cultural rigidity can negatively impact performance. Equally, BA’s strong brand identity reflects the positive influence of culture.


[bookmark: _Toc227607912]7. Recommendations for improvement 

For British Airways to enhance organisational effectiveness and ensure long-term competitiveness, they must seek to undertake a deliberate and strategically aligned cultural transformation. The recommendations that are suggested in this report will aim to address and identify cultural limitations while reinforcing existing strengths.
[bookmark: _Toc227607913]7.1 Promote a More Adaptive Culture
One of the greatest challenge British Airways is facing, is its traditionally risk-averse and hierarchical culture, which is beneficial for safety and control but can also restrict innovation and responsiveness. To address this, BA should actively develop a more adaptive culture, as advocated by Denison (Denison, 1997) who argues that adaptability is a key predictor of organisational performance.
This requires a change from a purely role-based culture towards incorporating elements of task culture, where cross-functional teams are empowered to solve problems and drive innovation.  

[bookmark: _Toc227607914]7.2 Enhance Employee Engagement and Voice
A significant issue within British Airways that always seem to come up, is employee dissatisfaction. This is evidenced by industrial disputes and resistance to organisational change. This suggests there is a gap between management decision-making and employee expectations, often associated with high power distance cultures (Hofstede, 1980). Structured feedback systems, regular engagement surveys with transparent follow-up actions and employee forums and councils.
To have this addressed, BA could prioritise employee engagement by perhaps creating mechanisms for meaningful participation in decision-making processes. This could include 
[bookmark: _Toc227607915]7.3 Strengthen Technological and Digital Culture
In 2017 there was an IT failure which highlighted significant weaknesses in British Airways’ technological infrastructure and organisational resilience. Apart from technical issues, this incident revealed deeper cultural challenges like relying heavily on legacy systems and resistance to technological change.
To address this, BA could develop a stronger digital culture, where technology is viewed not only as a support function but as a strategic enabler. This would involve investing in modern, scalable IT systems, integrating technology into core business processes and encouraging digital literacy across the workforce.

[bookmark: _Toc227607916]7.4 Develop Transformational Leadership Capabilities
Leadership a critical role in shaping and sustaining organisational culture. At British Airways, there is a need to move beyond traditional transactional leadership, which places emphasis on control and performance monitoring, towards transformational leadership, which emphasises vision, inspiration, and employee development.
Transformational leaders can help bridge the gap between espoused values and underlying assumptions (Schein, 2010) by demonstrating desired behaviours and fostering a shared sense of purpose. This is particularly important in making a cultural change, as employees are more likely to adopt new values when they can see consistent demonstration by those in a leadership position.
BA should invest in leadership development programmes that place emphasis and focus on emotional intelligence, strategic thinking, inclusive leadership and change management.
Additionally, leadership accountability must be strengthened. For Cultural transformation to be achieved leaders are to be held responsible for reinforcing desired behaviours. Performance management systems should therefore incorporate cultural metrics alongside financial and operational markers.







[bookmark: _Toc227607917]7.5 Align Organisational Culture with Strategic Objectives
A key issue identified in this analysis is the misalignment between British Airways espoused values and underlying assumptions. While the organisation promotes innovation and customer-centricity, its hierarchical and risk-averse culture may inhibit these objectives.
To address this, BA must make sure that its organisational culture is fully aligned with its strategic goals. This will involve, embedding these attributes into recruitment, performance management processes and training. Clearly stating desired cultural attributes and regularly assessing cultural alignment through feedback is also suggested.
Kotter and Heskett (John P. Kotter, 1992) argue that organisations with cultures aligned to their strategy outperform those with misaligned cultures. Therefore, cultural alignment should be treated as a strategic priority rather than an abstract concept.
BA should also ensure consistency between internal practices and external branding. Any inconsistency between the organisation’s image and employee experience can undermine trustworthiness and performance.

[bookmark: _Toc227607918]7.6 Embed a Continuous Improvement and Learning Culture
British Airways should aim to become a learning organisation, where continuous improvement is rooted in everyday practices. This can involve encouraging employees to reflect on experiences, share knowledge, and seek opportunities for improvement.
The concept of continuous improvement is particularly relevant in the aviation industry, where operational excellence is critical. However, it must extend beyond technical processes to include cultural and organisational learning such as learning from past failures like the IT disruptions they faced and promoting knowledge platforms for both learning and sharing.












[bookmark: _Toc227607919]Conclusion
Organisational culture plays a critical role in shaping British Airways’ structure, decision-making processes, and overall performance. While its traditional role culture provides stability and reliability, it also presents challenges in adapting to a rapidly changing environment.
British Airways must pursue a universal approach to cultural transformation, focusing on adaptability, employee engagement, leadership development, technological advancement, strategic alignment, diversity, and continuous learning.
Failure to address these cultural challenges may limit BA’s ability to compete effectively in an increasingly dynamic and globalised industry. Conversely, a well-aligned and adaptive organisational culture can serve as a powerful source of sustainable competitive advantage.
The application of Schein’s Model, Hofstede’s Dimensions, and Handy’s Typology highlights the complexity of BA’s culture and its influence on organisational effectiveness. To remain competitive, BA must develop a more adaptive and inclusive culture that aligns with its strategic objectives and external environment.
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