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Introduction
Organisational culture is a significant influence on how organisations structure work, make decisions and respond to environmental pressures. According to Mullins and Christy 2016), shared values, beliefs, and attitudes within an organisation significantly impact several processes, including decision-making, group dynamics, motivation, and management oversight. This concept remains pertinent in modern organisations, as recent studies highlight a correlation between organisational culture and factors of effectiveness, innovation, and employee behaviour (Bogale and Debela, 2024).(Schein, 2017) Elaborates on this by defining culture as comprising visible artefacts, espoused values, and deeper underlying assumptions, indicating that its influence permeates beyond formal policies to shape daily organisational conduct.
British Airways (BA), a prominent international airline within the International Airlines Group (IAG), provides a pertinent example for exploring these dynamics, given its operation in a safety-sensitive, highly regulated, and customer-focused sector. BA’s culture must effectively reconcile the demands of operational reliability and safety, customer satisfaction, innovation, and financial performance. Recent findings suggest that BA is experiencing significant cultural and organisational changes, having implemented over 1,000 initiatives in 2025, with a heightened focus on employee empowerment, resilience, and customer experience (IAG, 2026).
This report critically analyses organisational culture within BA's structural and decision-making processes, applying Schein's Three Levels and Johnson and Scholes' Cultural Web frameworks. It will also explore how the culture adapts to external pressures and assesses whether it serves as a facilitator or a hindrance to effective functioning and overall organisational performance.

Organisational culture of the selected organisation 
Organisational culture comprises the shared values, beliefs, assumptions and behaviours that shape employee interactions and performance. (Mullins and Christy, 2016) argue that culture influences decision-making, motivation, communication and management practices. Recent research further identifies culture as a strategic asset that can support innovation, employee engagement, organisational resilience and long-term success (Bogale & Debela, 2024).  Similarly, suggestion that clearly defined and consistently communicated cultural values can help organisations manage change and achieve sustainable success. Therefore, organisational culture can be understood as a dynamic capability rather than a fixed organisational characteristic.
British Airways (BA) operates within a highly competitive and regulated industry, requiring its culture to balance safety, regulatory compliance, customer satisfaction and commercial performance. As part of International Airlines Group (IAG), BA promotes safety, operational excellence and customer service. Its established identity, To Fly. To Serve., communicates expectations of professionalism, reliability and service quality.
Following the operational challenges associated with COVID-19, BA has invested in transformation programmes focused on customer experience, leadership, digital innovation and employee engagement. IAG reports that BA implemented more than 1,000 initiatives during 2025, reflecting a greater emphasis on employee empowerment, resilience and customer experience (IAG, 2026). This indicates that BA increasingly recognises culture as a mechanism for supporting organisational adaptation rather than simply maintaining established practices.
However, BA's culture also presents tensions. The airline's strong emphasis on safety and regulatory compliance requires formal procedures, defined responsibilities and governance systems. Although these controls support consistency and risk management, they may also encourage hierarchical decision-making and reduce flexibility when rapid adaptation is required. (Bogale and Debela, 2024)highlight the difficulty organisations in regulated sectors face when balancing control with innovation.
Overall, BA demonstrates a predominantly safety-oriented, customer-focused and performance-driven culture that is adapting to technological, competitive and customer pressures. Its challenge is to maintain operational discipline while developing greater flexibility, collaboration and employee empowerment.

How Organisational Culture Shapes British Airways' Structure and Decision-Making
Organisational culture influences how employees interpret situations, communicate and make decisions. (Schein, 2017) argues that underlying assumptions shape organisational behaviour, while (Mullins and Christy, 2016) emphasise the influence of shared beliefs on organisational processes. However, culture is not necessarily uniform or static; its effectiveness depends on how well it aligns with organisational circumstances and strategic objectives. (Bogale and Debela, 2024)demonstrate that culture can influence organisational effectiveness, innovation, teamwork and employee behaviour.
At BA, the emphasis on safety and operational reliability is reflected in extensive training, maintenance procedures and a ‘just culture’ approach to accountability (British Airways, 2024). This supports risk management and operational consistency, which are essential in aviation. However, standardisation and accountability can also restrict flexibility, particularly where rapid innovation or decentralised decision-making is required. Consequently, the same cultural characteristics that strengthen safety may create limitations when greater organisational agility is needed.
Customer orientation also influences BA's organisational priorities. The long-standing To Fly. To Serve. identity establishes expectations of professional service, while its transformation programme places customer experience at the centre of organisational change. BA reported completing more than 1,000 transformation initiatives in 2025, linking these changes to improvements in resilience, customer experience and operational performance (IAG, 2026). This suggests that cultural values can influence organisational change when they are translated into systems, routines and employee behaviour.
BA is also seeking to develop a more people-centred and adaptive culture, with IAG highlighting employee empowerment, communication, leadership development and inclusion. However, (Schein's, 2016) distinction between espoused values and underlying assumptions is important. Statements that employees should feel ‘proud, valued and empowered’ represent espoused values; genuine cultural change requires these principles to be reflected in everyday behaviour and decision-making.
Therefore, BA's culture supports effective operations through safety, reliability and service orientation, but its future effectiveness depends on balancing these established strengths with greater flexibility and employee involvement.

Relevant frameworks, models or theories to the selected organisation 

Analysing the organisational culture at British Airways (BA) requires application of theoretical frameworks that reveal both overt and subtle elements of organisational dynamics. Schein's Three Levels of Organisational Culture and Johnson and Scholes' Cultural Web are particularly effective models, as they delve into the essence of organisational culture while exploring its formation, reinforcement, and sustainability. These frameworks collectively offer insight into the dominant culture at British Airways, elucidating the ways cultural values shape organisational behaviour, leadership styles, and decision-making processes.

Schein's Three Levels of Organisational Culture.
Schein identifies three interconnected levels of organisational culture: artefacts, espoused values and underlying assumptions. Artefacts are the visible aspects of an organisation, espoused values represent its stated beliefs and goals, while underlying assumptions are deeply embedded beliefs that influence behaviour and decision-making (Schein, 2017).
BA's artefacts include professional uniforms, premium lounges and the To Fly. To Serve. slogan, communicating professionalism and customer service. However,(Schein, 2017) argues that artefacts alone do not explain organisational culture because they reflect deeper values and assumptions. BA's espoused values emphasise safety, customer focus, inclusion, sustainability and continuous improvement, reflected in its transformation and people initiatives, including leadership development and employee engagement (IAG, 2026). However, stated values should be assessed against actual organisational practices rather than accepted as evidence of cultural change.
At the deepest level, BA's underlying assumptions appear to prioritise passenger safety, operational reliability and teamwork. These help explain its formal governance, procedures and defined responsibilities. Such assumptions are appropriate within a safety-critical industry, although a strong emphasis on control and risk avoidance may potentially restrict innovation and organisational agility.

Johnson and Scholes' Cultural Web
Johnson and Scholes' Cultural Web complements Schein by examining how culture is reinforced through stories, symbols, power structures, organisational structures, control systems, and rituals and routines (Johnson et al., 2017). The framework remains relevant to contemporary organisations because culture influences how organisations respond to change and strategic pressures (Whittington et al., 2020). At BA, the To Fly. To Serve. identity and organisational stories reinforce professionalism and customer commitment, while formal safety procedures and operational routines reinforce reliability and accountability. Power and organisational structures remain relatively formal, reflecting the need for clear responsibility within aviation, although employee feedback and engagement initiatives indicate increasing opportunities for participation (IAG, 2026).
Together, the frameworks indicate that BA's prevailing culture is safety-oriented, customer-focused and performance-driven, with an emerging emphasis on employee empowerment and adaptability. Schein highlights the underlying assumptions supporting this culture, while the Cultural Web demonstrates how they are embedded through organisational practices. The key challenge is therefore balancing operational discipline with sufficient flexibility to support innovation and organisational change.

British Airways Organisational culture and adaptation to the external environment  

British Airways functions in an external environment influenced by technological advancements, sustainability demands, and evolving customer expectations. These factors challenge BA's existing culture to adapt while maintaining organisational stability. Studies indicate that organisational culture plays a crucial role in either promoting or hindering change, contingent on the capacity to foster adaptability, learning, and innovation (Bogale and Debela, 2024).
Technological change provides a clear example. Digitalisation is increasingly important within the airline industry because it can improve customer experience and operational performance (Heiets et al., 2022). BA's response includes modernising legacy systems and investing in digital capabilities. IAG reported that these initiatives have strengthened business continuity and led to the highest punctuality rates since 2012 (IAG, 2026). This provides evidence that BA's culture can support adaptation when technological change is connected to operational improvement. However, research indicates that digital transformation requires cultural as well as technological change, particularly greater flexibility, learning and openness to new ways of working (Ghafoori et al., 2024). Therefore, investment in technology alone does not guarantee successful adaptation.
Sustainability poses a unique challenge for the aviation sector, which faces immense pressure to reduce its environmental impact while maintaining commercial and operational effectiveness. IAG's commitment to achieving zero carbon emissions by 2050 and investment in sustainable aviation fuel demonstrate a strategic response to these demands. However, true sustainability requires long-term changes in decision-making and resource allocation rather than isolated initiatives. This creates a cultural challenge because established commercial priorities may compete with environmental objectives, making successful adaptation dependent on sustainability becoming embedded within organisational practices.
Evolving customer expectations and international competition create additional pressure for cultural agility. Consumers increasingly expect seamless digital interactions combined with reliable and personalised services. BA's investment in digital infrastructure and customer engagement reflects its response to these expectations (IAG, 2026). However, preserving BA's established identity while responding to changing market demands requires greater cultural flexibility. (Bogale and Debela, 2024)identify adaptability and innovation as important characteristics of effective organisational cultures, suggesting that organisations overly dependent on traditional practices may find environmental change more difficult to manage.
Overall, British Airways demonstrates an ability to respond to external pressures through technological development, sustainability commitments and changes to customer-facing capabilities. However, the effectiveness of these responses depends on whether they become embedded in organisational behaviour rather than remaining strategic initiatives. BA's established culture provides stability, reliability and consistency, but its strong emphasis on control and established practices can create tensions when the organisation requires greater flexibility, innovation and adaptation.

BA Organisational culture and effective functioning  

For British Airways (BA), its entrenched culture offers notable advantages, particularly in safety, reliability, accountability, and consistent service delivery. Nonetheless, the rigid emphasis on formal procedures and established practices may hinder flexibility in response to evolving customer expectations and competitive landscapes. A comprehensive evaluation is crucial to determine whether the benefits of this culture outweigh its potential constraints.
A key strength of BA's culture lies in its enhancement of operational reliability and accountability. In the aviation sector, clear procedures, defined roles and consistent standards are essential because mistakes can lead to severe repercussions. Reports from International Airlines Group (IAG, 2026) highlight ongoing investments in operational resilience and safety, while BA's improved punctuality reflects the organisational benefits derived from disciplined processes. This indicates that BA's culture fosters effective functioning by establishing shared expectations and minimising ambiguity within a complex organisational structure. Research by (Bogale and Debela, 2024)further supports the notion that cultural consistency and shared values are critical to organisational effectiveness.
Moreover, culture plays a vital role in facilitating employee coordination and ensuring service consistency. Given BA's operations across various locations and functions, shared expectations are crucial for aligning employees and delivering a uniform customer experience. A robust organisational identity can help employees understand the expected standards and behaviours, especially in customer-facing roles. However, challenges may arise when employees lack the autonomy to address unique customer situations, potentially undermining the very consistency that the culture aims to promote.
This highlights a significant limitation within the organisation. Established decision-making frameworks and formal procedures can restrict employee autonomy, potentially hindering timely responses to customer issues. Research by (Memon and Ghani, 2020) suggests that psychological empowerment can encourage employee voice, enabling employees to contribute ideas and raise concerns that may support organisational improvement. For British Airways, this creates a tension between the necessity of organisational control and the need for greater frontline involvement. While stringent controls are essential for safety, not all customer-facing decisions entail the same operational risks. 
BA's culture may also constrain adaptability when established routines become difficult to change. As customer expectations increasingly demand convenient digital services, personalised experiences and rapid responses, organisations must continually review established practices. IAG's investment in digital transformation demonstrates recognition of this requirement (IAG, 2026). However, technological investment will have limited impact if cultural assumptions discourage employees from adopting new processes or experimenting with alternative approaches.
Overall, BA's culture functions as both an enabler and a constraint, depending on the organisational activity. Its emphasis on safety, reliability and accountability remains essential to effective airline operations and should therefore be retained. However, greater flexibility is needed where customer responsiveness, service recovery and innovation are priorities. Rather than replacing its established culture, BA would benefit from selective cultural adaptation: maintaining strict controls where safety requires them while increasing employee autonomy and responsiveness in areas where flexibility can improve organisational performance.

Evaluation of the impact of organisational culture on organisational performance at BA 

Organisational culture can influence performance by shaping employee behaviour, supporting coordination, encouraging knowledge sharing and enabling effective implementation of change. (Bogale and Debela, 2024)identify organisational culture as an important determinant of organisational effectiveness, while (Liu et al., 2021)found a positive relationship between knowledge-supportive cultures and both financial and non-financial performance. This suggests that when organisational values encourage learning, collaboration and effective decision-making, culture can contribute to improved organisational performance. For BA, this relationship is particularly relevant because consistent service delivery depends not only on established procedures but also on employees sharing knowledge and working collaboratively across functions.
British Airways (BA) provides evidence of how its organisational priorities can contribute to strong performance outcomes. In 2025, punctuality reached 82% of mainline departures within 15 minutes, compared with 73% in 2024, while Net Promoter Score increased by 10.5 points. BA attributed 70% of this improvement to increased operational reliability, including improved punctuality and fewer cancellations (British Airways, 2026). These results suggest that BA's emphasis on reliability, accountability and operational discipline can translate into measurable improvements in both operational performance and customer experience.
Nevertheless, strong current performance does not mean that the existing culture is optimal. BA's own transformation demonstrates continued investment in modernising systems, improving customer experience and developing employee capability (IAG, 2026). This is significant because future performance increasingly depends upon the organisation's capacity to respond to changing customer expectations rather than relying solely on established strengths. A culture that supports knowledge sharing, employee involvement and learning can strengthen this capability; (Liu et al., 2021) Tsui and Kianto (2021) found that knowledge-supportive cultures are positively associated with organisational performance, particularly within service industries. For BA, this suggests that sustaining performance will require the organisation to build on its existing operational strengths while strengthening opportunities for employee learning, knowledge sharing and involvement.

Recommendations

First, BA should enhance frontline empowerment by granting employees greater discretion to address specific customer issues, reducing unnecessary escalation. This approach would maintain essential formal controls where safety is concerned while improving responsiveness in lower-risk customer interactions. To ensure effective empowerment, BA should establish clear decision-making boundaries, provide appropriate training and monitor relevant performance measures rather than allowing unrestricted autonomy. This would enable BA to retain the controls necessary for safe operations while giving employees greater flexibility to resolve customer issues efficiently.
Second, BA should strengthen its learning and knowledge-sharing culture. Cross-functional forums, employee feedback and structured learning from operational disruptions could allow frontline knowledge to inform service improvements. This is supported by (Liu et al., 2021) Tsui and Kianto (2021), whose meta-analysis links knowledge-supportive cultures with stronger organisational performance.
Third, BA should assess cultural transformation alongside operational metrics. Tracking indicators such as employee engagement, customer satisfaction, service recovery times, technology adoption and suggestions for improvement alongside financial performance and punctuality would allow management to evaluate the impact of cultural initiatives more comprehensively. This approach would provide evidence of whether cultural changes are producing measurable improvements rather than relying solely on stated organisational values.
Overall, BA's recent financial, operational and customer results demonstrate that its existing culture provides significant performance benefits. Nevertheless, maintaining these strengths requires selective cultural adaptation. Greater empowerment, knowledge sharing and evidence-based monitoring would allow BA to retain operational discipline while reducing cultural constraints on responsiveness and innovation.

Conclusion

This report has demonstrated the significant influence of organisational culture on British Airways’ (BA) structure, decision-making, adaptability and overall performance. The application of Schein’s Three Levels of Organisational Culture and Johnson and Scholes’ Cultural Web indicates that BA’s culture is strongly centred on safety, customer satisfaction, operational reliability and performance. These cultural characteristics are embedded within the organisation’s values, routines, structures, and control mechanisms, thereby supporting consistency, accountability, and operational effectiveness. Improvements in punctuality and customer experience further indicate the practical value of maintaining these cultural strengths.
However, the analysis also identified limitations within BA’s cultural framework. Strong reliance on formal procedures, established routines and centralised decision-making may restrict employee autonomy and reduce the organisation’s ability to respond quickly to changing customer expectations and competitive pressures. Therefore, BA’s culture can be viewed as both an organisational strength and a potential constraint, depending on the circumstances in which it operates.
Rather than requiring a fundamental cultural transformation, BA would benefit from a balanced approach that retains its established commitment to safety and operational integrity while increasing employee empowerment, knowledge sharing and responsiveness. Selective cultural adaptation could enable BA to preserve the reliability and consistency associated with its existing culture while creating greater opportunities for innovation and improved customer service. Ultimately, aligning cultural stability with greater flexibility will be important for BA to maintain sustainable organisational performance in an increasingly competitive and dynamic aviation industry.
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