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Introduction
Organisational culture is a determinant of organisational functioning, and it affects employee behaviour, leadership, decision making and organisational performance. Organisational culture is “the way things are done around here” and includes the shared values, beliefs, assumptions and behaviours that guide employees in working toward organisational objectives, Mullins and Christy (2016).
British Airways (BA) is a leading airline in the UK and is a subsidiary of the International Airlines Group (IAG). BA has undergone cultural transformation in response to changing customer expectations, technological advancements, increased competition and crises such as the COVID-19 pandemic. The report analyses the organisational culture of British Airways and assesses the impact of the organisational culture on the company’s structure, decision making and organisational effectiveness. The report uses Schein’s Three Levels of Organisational Culture and Handy’s Cultural Types to identify the prevailing culture at British Airways, assess its effect on organisational performance and offer evidence-based recommendations to enhance future performance.

Organisational Culture of British Airways
Organisational culture refers to the collective values, beliefs, norms, and behaviours that guide how employees relate to each other and carry out their work within an organisation. Mullins and Christy (2016) state that culture shapes employee attitudes, management approaches, communication, and the overall effectiveness of the organisation by setting the tone for "how things are done around here." In the airline industry, where customer service, operational safety, and efficiency are vital, organisational culture is especially important for sustaining service quality and meeting strategic goals.
British Airways (BA), established in 1974 and currently functioning as a subsidiary of International Airlines Group (IAG), has built a culture that focuses on safety, customer service, professionalism, and operational excellence. The airline encourages teamwork, integrity, accountability, and ongoing improvement so that staff in various departments can work together to deliver dependable services to customers (British Airways, 2023).
A key aspect of British Airways' organisational culture is its focus on customer experience. The company puts significant resources into training and developing employees so that cabin crew, pilots, engineers, and customer service staff can maintain high service standards. Staff members are expected to show professionalism, empathy, and responsiveness, strengthening the airline's image as a leading global carrier.
However, British Airways' organisational culture has encountered difficulties, including industrial disputes involving employee unions over pay, working conditions, and organisational changes. The global IT system failure in 2017 also revealed gaps in organisational coordination, communication, and crisis management. The COVID-19 pandemic placed further strain on the airline's culture, influencing employee engagement and trust.
Despite these challenges, British Airways has emphasised cultural transformation through digital innovation, sustainability, diversity and inclusion, and employee engagement. As a result, British Airways' culture can be described as balancing operational discipline with ongoing improvement, innovation, and customer service, although maintaining employee trust and engagement remains a challenge.

How Organisational Culture Helps Shape British Airways' Structure and Decision-Making
Organisational culture plays a major role in shaping an organisation's structure and the way decisions are made, as it affects leadership styles, communication habits, and how employees interact. Mullins and Christy (2016) state that organisational structure sets out the formal system for organising authority, responsibilities, and communication, but it is organisational culture that influences how well these systems function. At British Airways (BA), the culture aligns with a hierarchical structure that emphasises safety, efficient operations, following regulations, and delivering high-quality customer service.
British Airways uses a traditional hierarchical organisational structure, as the aviation industry demands clearly defined reporting lines and strict adherence to international safety rules. Senior executives handle strategic choices, while operational managers supervise departments such as flight operations, engineering, customer services, and cabin crew. This setup helps maintain accountability, consistency, and strong risk management. The company's culture supports this structure by encouraging staff to follow procedures, observe safety protocols, and uphold professional standards.
The company's focus on safety is a significant feature of its organisational culture. Employees must follow detailed operational procedures set by aviation regulators and company management. As a result, decision-making tends to be based on evidence and risk rather than personal judgment. Management considers safety implications, regulatory demands, financial factors, and customer effects before making operational changes. This helps reduce operational risks and meet standards set by bodies such as the UK Civil Aviation Authority (CAA) and the International Civil Aviation Organization (ICAO).
British Airways also shows aspects of participative decision-making despite its hierarchical structure. Management increasingly involves employees through consultation, performance feedback, and engagement initiatives. Frontline employees, particularly cabin crew and customer service teams, provide useful perspectives on customer expectations and operational difficulties. However, employee involvement in major strategic decisions remains limited, as key decisions about restructuring, investment, and corporate strategy are usually made by senior management and the International Airlines Group (IAG).
Despite these strengths, British Airways' organisational culture has sometimes limited effective decision-making. The 2017 global IT system failure revealed weaknesses in communication, crisis management, and coordination. Workforce restructuring during the COVID-19 pandemic also drew criticism from employees and trade unions, showing that management's decision-making was viewed as insufficiently consultative. These cases demonstrate that although the structured culture supports operational reliability, it can sometimes reduce flexibility and employee trust.
Overall, British Airways' organisational culture is central to its hierarchical structure and decision-making. It encourages accountability, safety, professionalism, and customer service. However, BA should continue developing a more collaborative culture that combines strong leadership with increased employee participation in strategic decision-making.

Relevant Frameworks, Models or Theories Applied to British Airways
Organisational culture theories offer useful frameworks for examining how shared values, beliefs, and behaviours shape organisational performance. This section uses Schein's Three Levels of Organisational Culture (2017) and Handy's Cultural Types (1993) to assess the dominant culture at British Airways (BA). These models help to show how the airline's organisational culture contributes to operational efficiency, while also pointing out areas where additional cultural development might strengthen organisational effectiveness.

1. Schein's Three Levels of Organisational Culture
Edgar Schein's framework proposes that organisational culture is present at three related levels: artefacts, espoused values, and basic underlying assumptions (Schein and Schein, 2017).

Artefacts
Artefacts are the outward and observable features of an organisation, such as uniforms, branding, workplace routines, and employee behaviour. At British Airways, this can be seen in formal cabin crew uniforms, airport lounges, aircraft branding, customer service protocols, and detailed operational rules. These features strengthen the airline's reputation as a safe, dependable, and high-quality international airline.
Espoused Values
Espoused values refer to the organisation's declared principles and strategic aims. British Airways highlights values such as customer focus, safety, teamwork, integrity, innovation, and sustainability. These values are shown through employee training, investments in digital technology, and environmental projects targeting lower carbon emissions (British Airways, 2023).
Basic Underlying Assumptions
Basic underlying assumptions are unconscious beliefs that shape how employees act and how decisions are made. At British Airways, a key assumption is that passenger safety should always come before commercial goals. There is also an assumption that consistent operations and following regulations are vital for earning customer trust and achieving organisational success. These beliefs support reliability and safety but can also lead to cautious choices that may reduce flexibility.

2. Handy's Cultural Types
Charles Handy (1993) described four types of organisational culture: power culture, role culture, task culture, and person culture.
British Airways most closely matches a role culture, where duties are well defined, authority follows a hierarchy, and staff work according to set procedures. This culture fits the aviation sector because safety rules demand consistency, accountability, and compliance. Employees know their responsibilities and who they report to, which supports reliable service.
However, British Airways also shows signs of task culture in areas such as digital transformation, sustainability projects, and operational changes. Cross-functional teams promote innovation and knowledge sharing, helping the airline adapt to new challenges.

Critical Evaluation of the Models
Both models offer useful perspectives on British Airways' organisational culture. Schein's framework shows how visible practices, stated values, and underlying assumptions shape employee behaviour and organisational performance. Handy's model highlights the strong presence of role culture while recognising the growing importance of task culture.
Overall, British Airways' structured culture supports safety, accountability, and operational excellence. However, relying too much on hierarchy can limit agility and employee involvement. Greater collaboration and emphasis on task culture could therefore improve innovation, adaptability, and employee engagement while maintaining the high standards required in aviation.

Organisational culture and adaptation to the external environment of British Airways
Organisational culture plays a major role in shaping an organisation's structure and the way decisions are made, as it affects leadership styles, communication habits, and how employees interact. Mullins and Christy (2016) state that organisational structure sets out the formal system for organising authority, responsibilities, and communication, but organisational culture influences how well these systems function. At British Airways (BA), the culture aligns with a hierarchical structure that emphasises safety, efficient operations, regulations, and high-quality customer service.
British Airways uses a traditional hierarchical organisational structure because the aviation industry demands clearly defined reporting lines and strict adherence to international safety rules. Senior executives handle strategic choices, while operational managers supervise departments such as flight operations, engineering, customer services, and cabin crew. This structure helps maintain accountability, consistency, and risk management. The company's culture supports this by encouraging staff to follow procedures, observe safety protocols, and maintain professional standards.
Safety is a significant feature of BA's organisational culture. Employees must follow detailed operational procedures set by aviation regulators and company management. As a result, decision-making tends to be based on evidence and risk rather than personal judgment. Management considers safety implications, regulatory demands, financial factors, and customer effects before making operational changes. This helps reduce risks and meet standards set by bodies such as the UK Civil Aviation Authority (CAA) and the International Civil Aviation Organization (ICAO).
British Airways also shows aspects of participative decision-making despite its hierarchical structure. Management involves employees through consultation, performance feedback, and engagement initiatives. Frontline employees, particularly cabin crew and customer service teams, provide useful perspectives on customer expectations and operational difficulties. However, employee involvement in major strategic decisions remains limited, as key decisions about restructuring, investment, and corporate strategy are usually made by senior management and the International Airlines Group (IAG).
Despite these strengths, British Airways' organisational culture has sometimes limited effective decision-making. The 2017 global IT system failure revealed weaknesses in communication, crisis management, and coordination. Workforce restructuring during COVID-19 also drew criticism from employees and trade unions, showing that management's decision-making was viewed as insufficiently consultative.
Overall, British Airways' culture supports accountability, safety, professionalism, and customer service. However, BA should continue developing a more collaborative culture that combines strong leadership with increased employee participation in strategic decision-making.

Organisational culture and effective functioning of British Airways
Organisational culture can support or limit how well an organisation works. At British Airways, culture shapes how employees act, communicate, work together, and provide service, as well as how the company maintains a steady customer experience. This matters because an airline relies on cooperation among pilots, cabin crew, engineers, airport staff, customer-service teams, managers, and outside partners. Therefore, having shared organisational values is important for coordinating work between these different groups.
BA’s approach to its staff shows a growing focus on employee wellbeing, inclusion, and a sense of belonging. The company says it values what employees bring and wants to build a workplace where people can do well. It also runs wellbeing programmes and has set up a network of wellbeing champions and sponsors throughout the organisation. These efforts may help the organisation function better, since employees who feel appreciated and supported are likely to be more ready to work together, communicate, and help achieve organisational goals.
However, there can be a gap between the cultural values an organisation claims and what employees experience. Organisational culture is not established just by official statements; it is maintained through how managers act, reward systems, communication methods, and daily practices. Schein (2017) suggests that leadership and organisational culture are strongly linked, since leaders help form culture and are shaped by the culture that emerges. This means BA's senior managers must make sure their focus on people, customer service, and inclusion is shown in their management decisions.
Employee relations are also significant. BA has faced tensions over pay and working conditions, showing conflict between management and employee expectations. In April 2026, British Airways pilots turned down a proposed change to their long-term pay structure, with just under 51% voting against it. Ongoing conflict can weaken trust between management and employees, which may impact morale and organisational effectiveness.
Overall, organisational culture can help or hinder BA’s ability to function well. A culture focused on teamwork, customer needs, employee wellbeing, and ongoing improvement can boost service quality and operational reliability. However, if staff notice a gap between what management says and what it does, trust and engagement might suffer. Therefore, BA must ensure its cultural values are reflected in consistent management actions and daily organisational practices.

Evaluation of the impact of organisational culture on organisational performance of British Airways
Organisational culture plays a major role in shaping British Airways' organisational performance, as it affects employee behaviour, customer service, operational reliability, and the company’s ability to carry out strategic changes. Mullins and Christy (2016) point out that culture influences motivation, job satisfaction, group behaviour, work organisation, and management control. Therefore, BA’s performance cannot be judged by financial results alone; relationships between employees, management, and customers must also be considered.
A strong organisational culture can give BA a competitive advantage. Airline services rely heavily on employee behaviour because customers interact directly with cabin crew, airport staff, and customer-service teams. A culture promoting professionalism, teamwork, and customer focus can improve customer experience and strengthen brand reputation. BA’s commitment to improving customer experience through digital services, cabin improvements, and better connectivity shows that its culture and service offering support its premium brand image.
Employee wellbeing and inclusion can also have a positive effect on performance. BA seeks to create a diverse and inclusive environment that encourages wellbeing and belonging. These efforts can increase employee engagement and strengthen teamwork. Shared values, leadership, communication, and learning are also important ways organisational culture can affect employee performance.
However, BA’s history shows negative outcomes when organisational culture fails to adapt. Past cost-cutting and limited investment have contributed to outdated technology and operational problems. This suggests that a culture too focused on short-term efficiency can harm long-term performance if it prevents sufficient investment in technology, people, and customer service.
The link between culture and performance is not always simple. A strong culture can improve coordination and provide employees with a shared sense of purpose, but it can also create problems if staff become attached to old ways of working. Schein’s (2010) view is important because organisational culture can become deeply rooted and influence how members understand problems and choose responses. BA’s main challenge is therefore to build an adaptive culture that responds to changing customer needs, technology, and environmental demands.
Overall, organisational culture has had both positive and negative effects on BA’s performance, but its influence has become more positive over time. BA should continue developing a culture based on adaptability, employee participation, innovation, and customer focus.

Recommendations for improving organisational culture and performance
Based on the analysis, British Airways should aim to develop an organisational culture that blends its traditional strengths—such as safety, professionalism, and operational discipline—with stronger employee involvement, innovation, and customer focus. These recommendations are shaped by the connection between organisational culture, leadership, and performance described by Schein (2010), as well as Mullins and Christy (2016), who argue that culture shapes organisational behaviour and processes.
First, BA should increase employee participation in decision-making. Employees who interact directly with passengers and operational systems often have important knowledge about issues that may not be apparent to senior management. BA should improve feedback processes, employee forums, and two-way communication between frontline staff and management. This could create a culture where employees feel their knowledge is valued and reduce resistance to change.
Second, BA should align management behaviour with its people-centred values. The company values employee wellbeing, inclusion, and belonging. These values should be reflected in leadership decisions about rewards, career development, communication, and employee relations. Schein (2010) notes that leaders play a key role in shaping organisational culture. Therefore, managers should be assessed on employee engagement, teamwork, and customer service as well as financial and operational results. 
Third, BA should continue investing in technology and customer service innovation. Employees should receive appropriate training and enough autonomy to use new systems effectively, ensuring technological investments achieve their full benefits.
Fourth, sustainability should be further integrated into organisational culture. BA should involve employees in sustainability goals through training, operational projects, and measurable team targets. This would make sustainability part of daily activities rather than simply a corporate objective.
Finally, BA should regularly measure cultural effectiveness. Employee engagement, staff turnover, customer satisfaction, complaints, operational reliability, and internal communication should be monitored to identify whether cultural changes are improving organisational outcomes.
Overall, these recommendations would help BA develop a more adaptive organisational culture, strengthen employee commitment, and improve long-term organisational performance.

Conclusion
In conclusion, organisational culture plays a major role in shaping the structure, decision-making, adaptation, and overall performance of British Airways. The analysis shows that BA has certain cultural strengths, especially its focus on professionalism, customer service, employee wellbeing, inclusion, and sustainability. Still, past cost pressures, operational complexity, and technological shortcomings reveal how long-standing cultural assumptions can act as obstacles to effective organisational functioning. BA's recent focus on customer experience, technology, employees, and sustainability suggests an effort to build a more adaptive culture. This aligns with Schein's (201) view that leadership is central to both maintaining and changing organisational culture. For BA to reach sustainable performance, cultural change needs to go further than official statements and become part of management behaviour, employee involvement, and daily organisational practices. More employee participation, clearer communication, ongoing investment in technology, and making sustainability a real part of organisational behaviour would help British Airways develop a culture that is more flexible and focused on performance.
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