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[bookmark: _Toc234428422]Identifying Organisational Culture at British Airways
[bookmark: _Toc234428423]1. Introduction
Organisational culture can be understood as the shared system of values, norms, customs, and assumptions that shapes how members of an organisation behave and make sense of their workplace. Popa (2017) argues that these shared characteristics become embedded in employees’ behaviour and influence how people interact, communicate, and contribute to organisational goals. Organisational culture also affects employee performance and job satisfaction.
British Airways relies on organisational culture to maintain safety, operational excellence, and service quality. However, although this culture supports reliability and professional standards, it can also reinforce hierarchy, resistance to change, and management–employee tensions. Therefore, this report critically evaluates BA’s organisational culture using Schein’s three levels, Handy’s cultural types, and Hofstede’s dimensions to assess how culture shape’s structure, external adaptation, performance, and decision-making. In addition, it considers whether culture acts as a facilitator or barrier and concludes with recommendations for improvement (Podrieza, 2025).
[bookmark: _Toc234428424]2. British Airways Company Background
[image: ]British Airways was established in 1974 through the merger of several British airlines and is the United Kingdom’s flag-carrier airline. It operates within International Airlines Group alongside Iberia, Aer Lingus, Vueling, and LEVEL, and maintains partnerships with airlines such as American Airlines and Finnair. BA operates in a sector shaped by economic fluctuation, technology, environmental regulation, changing customer expectations, and intense competition (Dana and Vignali, 1999).Figure 01

[bookmark: _Toc234428425]2.1 Influence of Culture on Structure
British Airways uses some organic structural elements to manage complex and uncertain operational contexts; nevertheless, its dominant structure remains shaped by hierarchy, standardisation, and regulatory control. This creates a key cultural tension: aviation safety depends on clear authority and procedural discipline, while competitive service environments require flexibility and quick employee judgement. Historically, BA also shifted from a transport bureaucracy towards a more customer-focused organisation during privatisation, supported by staff and management development programmes (Bruce, 1987).
[bookmark: _Toc234428426]2.2 Strategic Position and Operations
British Airways operates as a premium full-service airline, using its route network and airport operations to strengthen its competitive position. Its fleet includes aircraft such as the Boeing 777-300, Boeing 787-9, Airbus A350-1000, and Airbus A380-800, reflecting the premium aircraft image shown in Figure 1. Moreover, through Oneworld Alliance membership, BA offers wider booking options, rewards programmes, and global connectivity. This premium positioning requires consistency, responsiveness, and customer trust; consequently, weaknesses in employee relations or service recovery can undermine the brand promise.
[bookmark: _Toc234428427]2.3 Relevance to Organisational Culture
Organisational culture at British Airways plays a fundamental role in shaping employee behaviour, particularly in relation to safety, regulatory compliance, and service standards. By embedding safety as a core value, BA aligns staff conduct with the strict operational procedures required in aviation, while also reinforcing accountability and continuous learning (Owen, 2013). Analytically, this suggests that BA’s culture is strongest where rules and professional discipline are essential, but less effective where employee participation, emotional commitment, and flexible service recovery are required.
This culture also influences customer relationships and strategic decision-making by encouraging professional service, collaboration, and responsiveness. These themes are developed later in the report through Schein’s, Handy’s, and Hofstede’s frameworks.
Having established BA’s organisational context and the cultural tensions created by its premium positioning, the discussion now applies established culture theories to identify the major features of its organisational culture.
[bookmark: _Toc234428428]3. Identifying Organisational Culture at British Airways
[bookmark: _Toc234428429]3.1 Schein’s Three Levels of Organisational CultureFigure 02

[image: ]Schein argues that organisational culture operates at three interconnected levels: artefacts, espoused values, and underlying assumptions. This framework helps explain how BA’s visible practices are shaped by stated beliefs and deeper assumptions, and how these influence employee behaviour, customer service, and performance.
Artefacts: Artefacts are visible elements of culture. At BA, these include cabin crew uniforms, premium lounges, aircraft branding, digital check-in systems, service procedures, staff training, and safety briefings. Together, they reinforce consistency, professionalism, and BA’s premium service image (Sezgen, 2021).
Espoused Values: Espoused values are officially stated principles and goals. BA publicly emphasises customer focus, safety, teamwork, responsibility, sustainability, and continuous improvement, reflected in service standards, operational priorities, environmental commitments, and inclusion programmes (British Airways, 2024). Figure 2 illustrates how these stated values sit between visible artefacts and deeper assumptions in Schein’s model. However, Schein’s model also distinguishes between stated values and employee experience. Therefore, industrial disputes, historical inequalities, and criticism of employment practices suggest that values such as teamwork and responsibility have not always been consistently enacted.
Assumptions: The third and deepest level consists of underlying assumptions: unconscious beliefs that shape organisational behaviour. At British Airways, these include the belief that passenger safety must take precedence over commercial pressures and that a strong premium reputation is essential to long-term success. These assumptions have developed through regulation, organisational experience, and customer expectations; as a result, they remain central to the airline’s culture (Bernauer, 2023).
Overall, Schein’s model shows that BA’s culture combines visible professionalism, stated service values, and deeper assumptions about safety and reputation. Nevertheless, the model also reveals a key contradiction: BA’s visible artefacts and public values support a premium service image, but underlying assumptions linked to hierarchy and control may weaken employee voice and cultural trust.
[bookmark: _Toc234428430][image: ]3.2 Handy’s Culture Types
According to Handy (1993), organisations can display power, role, task, or person cultures, as summarised in Figure 3. British Airways is best understood as a role-based culture because safety, regulation, hierarchy, and standard operating procedures are central to airline work. Clear reporting lines, defined responsibilities, and formal compliance systems support reliability in areas such as flight operations, engineering, cabin service, and ground handling. However, BA also contains task-culture features because cross-functional teams must coordinate quickly during disruption, customer-service recovery, technical problems, and crisis management. The strength of this combination is that it supports safety and consistency while enabling teamwork when operational problems arise. Conversely, its weakness is that a strong role culture may slow innovation, reduce employee discretion, and reinforce bureaucratic decision-making when flexibility is needed. Therefore, BA’s culture is not simply efficient; rather, it creates an ongoing tension between control and adaptability.Figure 3
Figure 03 

[bookmark: _Toc234428431]3.3 Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions
[image: ]Hofstede’s framework helps analyse how BA manages cultural differences across a global workforce and customer base, and Figure 4 summarises the cultural dimensions used in this discussion. BA shows high power distance through clear authority structures for pilots, senior managers, engineers, and safety leaders. This supports accountability; however, uncertainty avoidance is also evident in standardised procedures, safety regulation, checklists, and training, which reduce risk but may slow experimentation. Individual responsibility is important, although teamwork remains essential because cabin crew, pilots, engineers, and ground staff must coordinate each flight. Thus, Hofstede’s model explains several cultural tensions, but national culture alone cannot fully explain BA’s labour relations, historical inequalities, or resistance to change (Yeganeh, 2025).Figure 04

This analysis suggests that BA’s culture has clear strengths in safety, consistency, and professional service. However, the same cultural features can create contradictions: hierarchy supports operational control but may weaken participation; standardisation improves safety but may limit innovation; and customer-service values may conflict with employee dissatisfaction during periods of industrial tension.
Having identified the dominant characteristics of British Airways’ organisational culture, the analysis now considers how this culture has responded to external environmental pressures and social change.
[bookmark: _Toc234428432]4. Organisational Culture and Adaptation to the External Environment
[bookmark: _Toc234428433]4.1 Gendered and Masculine Images
Mills (1998) shows that British Airways uses organisational culture, particularly gendered and masculine images, to shape internal practices and responses to external influences. Its culture has centered on multiple masculinities, including pilot, steward, engineer, and ‘native boy.’ These images defined ideal job holders, influenced workplace practices, and excluded women and people of colour from certain roles. This is significant because it shows that organisational culture is not neutral; rather, it can reproduce power relations and determine who is seen as suitable for authority, expertise, and prestige within the organisation. Therefore, BA’s cultural adaptation has involved not only operational change, but also gradual pressure to challenge historically embedded inequalities.
[bookmark: _Toc234428434]4.2 Recruitment Criteria
Bernauer’s (2023) study highlights discriminatory airline recruitment criteria, especially around gender. Women were recruited into roles such as flight attendants with strict requirements concerning appearance and marital status. Historically, stewardesses were required to be registered nurses and could work only until marriage, whereas men could sustain longer careers. Although women entered BA gradually, they were often placed in lower-status roles with unequal pay. Consequently, BA’s culture historically supported a narrow definition of professionalism that privileged male authority and limited women’s progression.


[bookmark: _Toc234428435]4.3 Adaptation Following Discrimination Laws
[image: ]Following discrimination legislation, BA adopted policies to strengthen legal compliance and respond to changing workplace expectations. The case of Eweida v British Airways, involving a Christian employee’s challenge to uniform rules restricting the visible wearing of a cross, illustrates this shift. Although the tribunal found no discrimination, BA amended the policy before the case was heard. Therefore, the case shows how the airline adjusted uniform rules while balancing corporate image, standardisation, religious expression, and indirect discrimination principles (Vickers, 2009).
BA’s employment policies have also been examined in relation to employee rights during crises. Research on corporate social responsibility found that, during COVID-19, BA introduced redundancies, pay freezes, and benefit changes. Although these measures reflected economic pressure, they nevertheless raised concerns about employee rights and the extent of BA’s commitment to its workforce (Kassem, Salama, et al., 2023).
These historical examples show how culture can preserve inequality, but BA has also had to adapt to more recent strategic pressures, including technology, sustainability, customer expectations, and competition.
[bookmark: _Toc234428436]4.4 Corporate Culture and External Environmental Challenges
BA adapts to external challenges through quality management, technology, sustainability, and service improvement. Total Quality Management supports performance improvement and helps the airline respond to service expectations (Madar, 2015). However, while such initiatives may improve systems and processes, they do not automatically resolve deeper cultural issues such as employee mistrust, hierarchy, or resistance to change.
[bookmark: _Toc234428437]4.4.1 Technological Change
Before privatisation, BA’s culture was described as technically biased, authoritarian, and bureaucratic, which limited customer focus and innovation. Digital check-in, mobile applications, biometric boarding, and AI-driven services now indicate more technology-enabled service delivery (Salama and Easterby-Smith, 1994). Nevertheless, without employee empowerment and organisational learning, digital change may improve efficiency while leaving deeper cultural barriers intact.
[bookmark: _Toc234428438]4.4.2 Sustainability
 Environmental responsibility is reflected in BA’s carbon reduction initiatives, sustainable fuel use, and waste minimisation. Rather than simply repeating the general theme of innovation, this example shows how cultural adaptation is linked specifically to external environmental pressure. Critically, sustainability becomes culturally meaningful only if it influences everyday decision-making and employee behaviour, rather than retaining a corporate reputation strategy.
[bookmark: _Toc234428439]4.4.3 Customer Expectations
 Customer expectations have pushed BA towards service improvement, digital convenience, and premium passenger experience. However, Salama and Easterby-Smith (1994) show that earlier cultural change was uneven because older bureaucratic values continued in some areas, thereby creating mixed messages for managers and slowing transformation.
[bookmark: _Toc234428440]4.4.4 Industry Competition
Competition from full-service and low-cost airlines requires BA to combine operational reliability with selective innovation. This reinforces the central tension identified earlier: the culture must preserve safety and consistency while becoming more flexible in areas such as service recovery and customer experience. Therefore, the risk for BA is that a culture designed for control may protect operational reliability but make it harder to respond quickly to competitors that are more agile, cost-focused, or digitally innovative.
The previous section shows that culture can help BA adapt to external pressures, but the same cultural features can also create internal barriers when they reduce trust, participation, and flexibility.
[bookmark: _Toc234428441]5. Organisational Culture as a Barrier
Organisational culture at British Airways has functioned as both an enabler and a barrier to change, depending on how far it aligns with strategic objectives and external pressures (Salama and Easterby-Smith, 1994). The following section focuses on the main barriers, avoiding repetition of the enabling features already discussed.
[bookmark: _Toc234428442]5.1 Poor Employee Relations
Poor employee relations have been a major cultural barrier at British Airways. Industrial disputes and strikes created mistrust between management and employees, weakening collaboration and commitment. Airline research shows that labour relations influence performance by shaping cooperation, service quality, and operational reliability (Gittell, Von Nordenflycht and Kochan, 2004). In BA’s case, this reveals a gap between espoused values such as teamwork and enacted practices marked by conflict; consequently, it has been difficult to build a consistently positive culture (Salama and Easterby-Smith, 1994).
[bookmark: _Toc234428443]5.2 Resistance to Change
Resistance to change has limited cultural development at BA. Employees may resist reforms that threaten established behaviour, identities, or working practices (O’Toole and Grey, 2016). Employee representation can also complicate change because management must negotiate reforms with organised labour groups (Lange et al., 2015). However, resistance should not be viewed only as obstruction; instead, it may signal mistrust or a gap between corporate values and managerial actions, making it both a cultural signal and an operational obstacle.
[bookmark: _Toc234428444]5.3 Legacy Organisational Culture
As one of the world’s oldest airlines, British Airways has developed long-established traditions, procedures, and working practices. While this supports stability, these features can also make adaptation slower when customer expectations, technology, or competitive pressures change (Salama and Easterby-Smith, 1994). Thus, legacy culture has a dual nature: it provides organisational identity and reliability, but it can also preserve assumptions that are no longer suitable for a changing aviation market.
[bookmark: _Toc234428445]5.4 Labour Relations and Institutional Constraints
British Airways' organisational culture has also been influenced by national labour institutions and strong employee representation. Employee representative rights have reduced management flexibility when implementing organisational changes, particularly during attempts to introduce lower-cost operating models. Consequently, these institutional constraints have contributed to cultural resistance by slowing decision-making and limiting management's ability to implement strategic reforms (Lange et al., 2015).
[bookmark: _Toc234428446]5.5 Diversity and Inclusion
Historically, aspects of British Airways' organisational culture reinforced gendered and racialised workplace norms that limited opportunities for women and ethnic minority employees in senior and prestigious roles. These embedded cultural assumptions restricted diversity and inclusion, thereby reducing the organisation's ability to benefit from a wider range of perspectives and experiences. As a result, exclusionary practices created additional barriers to organisational development and cultural change (Mills, 1995).
[bookmark: _Toc234428447]5.6 Role of Senior Management and HRM Systems
Cultural change at BA depends on senior management and HRM systems. During privatisation, managers reshaped values through revised reward systems, management development, and career progression practices. This shows that culture can enable change when leadership and HRM align with strategy (Salama and Easterby-Smith, 1994). However, leadership-driven change may be fragile if employees perceive it as imposed rather than co-created.
Overall, BA’s culture becomes a barrier when employee relations, legacy practices, labour constraints, and exclusionary norms limit flexibility. However, the same culture can support transformation when leadership and HRM systems actively promote behaviours that align with strategic change (Salama and Easterby-Smith, 1994). The critical issue is therefore not whether BA’s culture is strong or weak, but whether its dominant cultural assumptions are appropriate for the external pressures the airline now faces.
After examining culture as both an enabler and a barrier, it is necessary to assess how these cultural characteristics affect BA’s wider organisational performance.
[bookmark: _Toc234428448]6. Impact of Organisational Culture on Organisational Performance
British Airways’ organisational culture affects performance through employee engagement, service reliability, operational consistency, and brand reputation. Rather than repeating earlier points about safety and compliance, this section focuses on how culture translates into measurable organisational outcomes. A culture based on clear procedures can support reliability, but poor employee relations may weaken commitment, service quality, and discretionary effort.
Research suggests that culture improves performance by increasing engagement, commitment, and involvement (Pereira et al., 2021). For BA, this is particularly important because the airline depends on coordinated behaviour across pilots, cabin crew, engineers, ground staff, and managers. A culture of trust encourages knowledge sharing, problem-solving, and improvement; by contrast, a bureaucratic or unfair culture may produce compliance but weaker discretionary service.
BA’s culture also influences brand and customer outcomes. Rahimi (2017) argues that customer relationship management depends on people, processes, and technology, while Chen, Ko, and Lu (2025) show that employee perceptions of sustainability and ESG practices can shape innovation, brand loyalty, and brand value in airlines. Therefore, BA’s performance is shaped not only by routes, aircraft, or pricing, but also by whether its internal culture supports trust, service recovery, and employee commitment. The key weakness is the contradiction between BA’s external service image and historical labour disputes, which suggests that performance may suffer when internal culture does not match external brand promises.
The performance implications identified above indicate that BA’s cultural challenges require practical interventions focused on trust, leadership, inclusion, and controlled flexibility.
[bookmark: _Toc234428449]7. Recommendations
[bookmark: _Toc234428450]7.1 Increase Employee Participation
BA should prioritise employee participation because many cultural barriers relate to trust, employee relations, and resistance to change. Consultation forums, employee surveys, suggestion platforms, and cross-functional workshops would allow frontline staff to contribute operational knowledge. This aligns with Kotter’s change approach, which emphasises coalition-building, vision communication, and employee empowerment (Kotter, 2012). For BA, participation is not only about morale; rather, it addresses the cultural gap between managerial control and employee voice.
[bookmark: _Toc234428451]7.2 Strengthen Transformational Leadership
BA should strengthen transformational leadership because cultural change requires more than formal procedures. Bass and Avolio argue that transformational leaders shape culture by articulating vision, motivating employees, encouraging intellectual stimulation, and providing individualised consideration. Accordingly, BA’s leadership development should focus on vision communication, coaching, emotional intelligence, and trust-building, helping managers inspire teams while maintaining safety and regulatory standards (Bass and Avolio, 1994).
[bookmark: _Toc234428452]7.3 Enhance Diversity and Cross-Cultural Management
BA should strengthen diversity and cross-cultural management because its history shows how gendered and exclusionary assumptions affected career opportunities. Inclusive leadership, bias awareness, intercultural communication, fair recruitment, and employee resource groups would help employees feel respected and able to contribute. Moreover, inclusion research shows that leader and coworker support shape employees’ belief that inclusion is achievable (Dalessandro and Lovell, 2024), so inclusion must be reinforced through daily leadership behaviours and fair promotion processes.
[bookmark: _Toc234428453]7.4 Increase Organisational Flexibility
BA should allow frontline employees to limit discretion to resolve routine customer issues without repeated managerial approval. This would reduce delays, improve service recovery, and increase employee ownership, while safety critical decisions should remain governed by centralised protocols. Therefore, clear decision boundaries would help BA become more responsive without compromising compliance or operational standards.
Taken together, these recommendations address the main cultural tensions identified in the report and lead to the final evaluation of British Airways’ organisational culture.
[bookmark: _Toc234428454]8. Conclusion
British Airways’ organisational culture is central to safe, dependable, and high-quality airline operations. Its role-based structure supports regulatory compliance and operational control, while task-culture features enable collaboration during disruption and service recovery. However, the analysis also shows that the same cultural strengths can become weaknesses when hierarchy, legacy practices, employee-relations problems, and uneven inclusion restrict flexibility and weaken commitment. Overall, British Airways demonstrates a culture that supports safety and operational excellence; nevertheless, its long-term competitiveness will depend on whether it can balance hierarchical control with greater employee participation, innovation, and inclusivity. The key evaluative conclusion is that BA does not need to abandon its control-oriented culture; rather, it must prevent that culture from limiting trust, adaptability, and employee engagement.
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CODE OF BUSINESS CONDUCT

All employees must obey the laws of the
country in which the business operates.

Employees must keep all business
information confidential.

Discrimination and harassment will not
be tolerated.

Employees must comply with all health and
safety rules in the organisation.
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