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Organisational culture has a "pervasive nature" that can be defined as the way work is done, which influences decision making, structural arrangements, motivation and management control systems (Mullins and Christy, 2016, p. 574). This is especially significant in the case of Severn Trent Water, a water and wastewater supply company in the UK that provides services to more than 9 million people in the Midlands and Wales. In a period of significant environmental, regulatory, and societal challenges, the state of Severn Trent's culture and its potential to either support or impede organisational success merit careful consideration (Severn Trent Water, 2025).
Organisational culture is seen as a glue that holds the organisation together by bringing about structure in decision-making the shared values, beliefs and norms that drive behaviour (Schein, 1992). Cultural analysis would tell a lot about the effectiveness of the organisation for regulated organisations such as Severn Trent, where there are regulatory requirements, public interest commitments and business activity to balance. The water industry is heavily regulated, with public confidence, environmental protection and operations excellence as key pillars and none are optional (Severn Trent Plc, 2025a).
This report aims to critically analyse, in a structured way, Severn Trent Water's organisational culture and explores the linkages between the culture of an organisation and its structural and decision making process. Using Schein's Three Levels of Culture, Handy's Cultural Types, Hofstede's Dimensions, the analysis looks at the dominant cultural orientations in the organisation, how the organisation responds to outside pressures, how the culture can become a barrier or a facilitator, and offers recommended solutions that are theoretically grounded for sustainable cultural improvements.
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[bookmark: _Toc234513417]Schein's Three Levels of Culture
Today, Edgar Schein's three-layer model is still considered as a key conceptual framework to understand the role of culture at various levels in an organisation. Schein distinguishes three culture levels, artefacts, espoused values and underlying basic assumptions, all of which should be examined to gain a real understanding of culture.
Artefacts
The visible level of Severn Trent contains clear cultural markers. The water provision is of an industrial nature and the Coventry headquarters and regional operational centers are reflective of this. The Code of Conduct: ‘Doing the Right Thing the Severn Trent Way' is a tangible artefact, which clearly lists the behaviours and ethics expected of us (Severn Trent Plc, 2025a). Employees wear company uniforms, the safety equipment is clearly visible and the presence of engineering personnel further strengthens the company's brand image of a critical infrastructure provider. Structured board committees show evidence of commitment to accountability, and there is formal professionalism in the annual reports and in governing body documents (Cacciattolo, 2014).
But, artefacts, Schein cautions, are observable, but without deep understanding of the cultural level are "often not interpretable. But a visitor who looks at the formal governance structures of Severn Trent may assume it is a bureaucratic organisation that needs to be supported by espoused values and underlying assumptions.
[bookmark: _Toc234513418]Espoused Values
The values Severn Trent explicitly writes about are: "Having Courage," "Showing Care," "Embracing Curiosity" and "Taking Pride" (Severn Trent Plc, 2025b). The company expresses that: "We always do the right thing and have courage to challenge the norm. We keep our promises to customers and show care by treating everyone fairly. We search for safe, better and faster ways through innovation. We make a difference for our customers every day" (Severn Trent Water, 2025). This is further characterised by a mission statement and strategic purpose: 'To serve our customers and communities' and Taking care of one of life's essentials', respectively, which express the espoused value system (Maika and Wachira, 2020).
Importantly, Schein (1992) cautions that there may be vastly different levels of espoused values and enacted behaviours. A key tension that needs to be addressed is between the words "Embracing Curiosity" and "enabling innovation" in a highly regulated world.
[bookmark: _Toc234513419]Basic Assumptions
At Severn Trent, these assumptions are interrelated and comprise the deepest level of culture. Firstly, this company takes responsibility for water, making itself into the steward of a precious public resource, and gains legitimacy. Secondly, regulatory requirements and stakeholder responsibility cannot be negotiated; there are extensive governance structures to reflect this (Severn Trent Plc, 2025d). Third, operational excellence and continuous improvement are taken for granted as a precondition for survival and are measured by means of performance metrics and Outcome Delivery Incentives (ODIs). Fourthly, employees are presumed to be a source of competitive advantage, for which the company holds 'Meet Our Board' events and Company Forum sessions (Maika and Wachira, 2020).
These assumptions are to a large extent unconscious and taken for granted, and they define ‘how things are perceived, thought, and felt’ in the organisation, the ‘correct way' to ‘see' them, as Schein puts it. Their taken-for-granted nature makes them particularly resistant to change (Naylor, 2025).
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[bookmark: _Toc234513421]Structural Implications
Regarding its structure Severn Trent operates a formal hierarchical structure, commensurate with what Handy refers to as the Role Culture. Handy views Role Culture as a Greek temple, where roles, rules and hierarchy are all well-established, leading to predictability and stability . The company's governance structure is testament to this focus, with its Board of Directors set to guide governance in the company, its Non-Executive Directors to provide independent governance and its Board Committees which include Audit and Risk, Corporate Sustainability, Nominations, Remuneration and Treasury that support governance and accountability (Severn Trent Plc, 2025d).
As Handy (1993) states, "Security and predictability" are all about Role Culture and power comes from position and not necessarily skills or knowledge. The operation of Severn Trent is like a Greek temple; there are clearly defined roles and procedures with most activities subject to regulation. This structure is consistent with the demands of regulators: Severn Trent is a regulated water utility, as such it is subject to formal regimes of accountability through Ofwat, the Environment Agency, and Severn Trent Plc (2025c) the Drinking Water Inspectorate (DWI) (Severn Trent Plc, 2025c).
But there are also words from Handy (1993) that talk about the fact that cultures in the Role Culture organisations are "slow in recognising the need for change. This rigidity in its structure might limit its ability to adapt to the fast-changing environment and technology. Whilst the Governance Report 2025 states that the Board has a "continual focus" on driving a "high-performance culture" it recognises that this is supported by a programme of site visits and dedicated activities and not by the structure itself. Stability and adaptability are an ongoing conflict (Mullins and Christy, 2016).
[bookmark: _Toc234513422]Decision-Making Processes
Culture plays a major role in decision making at Severn Trent, and performance accountability and stakeholder engagement are key areas of focus. Performance measures that affect internal priorities and operational decisions such as Outcome Delivery Incentives (ODIs) are examples of how regulatory measures can drive change. The Board's Policy of “adding value to all stakeholders” (Severn Trent Plc, 2025a) also provides the basis for decisions.
The Company Forum, surveys, and the ‘Speak Up’ process are staff engagement mechanisms to challenge the current practice (Severn Trent Water, 2025). Employee reviews indicate a degree of autonomy and trust in getting on with their work, but also express frustration over "coordination between departments" and "red tape". Such findings reveal a discrepancy between the rhetoric of women's empowerment and limitations on women's decision-making (Saraf et al., 2022).
Importantly, the tightly monitored environment can possibly result in risk avoidance. The theme ‘Embracing Curiosity' emphasizes innovation, but the need for compliance can limit attempts at experimentation. As a result, you have to wonder whether the Board is really seeing the adaptive decision-making documented in its 2024/25 Governance Report as the kind of ‘high-performance culture' that has been embedded throughout the Group or merely efficiency-driven compliance (Nofrizal and Wardi, 2026).
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Severn Trent is a combination of several types of Handy – Role Culture is the dominant theme with some aspects of Task Culture mixed throughout. Role Culture is evident in the structured governance, defined Board committees and hierarchical authority relationships (Severn Trent Plc, 2025d). Role Culture organisations are, in Handy (1993)'s own words, 'bureaucratic' where 'structure determine authority and responsibility of individuals' and have a 'strong emphasis on hierarchy and status’.
Task Culture arises in situations of innovation and project delivery. Handy (1993) describes Task Culture as "job oriented," which is a culture in which the power is associated with expertise and the emphasis is on "getting the job done. The ‘stretching performance targets’ Severn Trent Plc (2025c) commitment to ‘smart devices, automation, machine learning and artificial intelligence' and a focus on innovation are all a reflection of this. Task Culture's focus on "safe, better and faster ways of doing things" (Severn Trent Water, 2025) aligns with the 'Embracing Curiosity' value.
Elements of Power Culture those with centralised control and autocratic decision-making seem restricted, although there is a measure of concentration of power at apex with the ultimate authority of the Board over strategic direction. However, there is no mention of Person Culture, one in which the needs of individuals are placed above those of the organisation consistent with Severn Trent's public service mission.
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Goal-oriented vs Means-oriented: Severn Trent's presentations are goal oriented, with a focus on performance expectations as referenced by the stakeholders (Severn Trent Plc, 2025c). According to Hofstede et al. (1990) goal-oriented organisations "put the greatest effort for achieving new challenges" which is evidenced by ambitious goals: leakage reduction of 30%, pollution reduction of 30%, and a 2030 Net Zero pledge.
Internally vs Externally driven: the company is well oriented to the outside and cares about Customers, Communities, Employees, Shareholders, Regulators. This external approach is evident in engagement with Ofwat, Environment Agency and Drinking Water Inspectorate (Severn Trent Plc, 2025c).
Easygoing vs Strict work discipline: Severn Trent is also pursuing strict work discipline (Hofstede et al., 1990), this is reflected in their compliance focus, regulatory adherence and governance processes. But the "challenge the norm and speak up" (Severn Trent Water, 2025) indicates flexibility in the disciplinary system.
Local vs Professional: Professional orientation is the one that speaks about the company, long planning horizons and critical self-assessment. Professional organisations have a "long-term" perspective and "critical attitude inside and outside the organisation" (Hofstede, 1984).
Open vs closed systems: Severn Trent are an open system “pleasant workplace”, where information is available to "Everybody" (Hofstede et al., 1990). There is openness towards stakeholders through transparent governance reporting, workforce engagement process and whistleblowing mechanisms, internal and external.
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Paradigm: The main paradigm is to take on the role of a trustee of valuable water resources; to be transparent to interested parties; to work in a regulated environment but to achieve superior performance.
Stories: Sector-leading performance and "ranked the best environmental performer" by the Environment Agency (achieving the top 4-star award for the past 5 years) and "kept bills the second lowest in the country" (Severn Trent Plc, 2025c) Achievement and responsibility culture is reinforced by these stories.
Symbols: Company name (referencing Severn and Trent rivers), corporate branding, and physical water treatment infrastructure throughout the region symbolically connect organisation to communities served (Nauman et al., 2025).
Power Structures: Formal structure of governance that includes a Board and Executive Committee with the final decision-making power, but there are indications of a power flow with the involvement of employees.
Organisational Structure: Formal, hierarchical structure clearly separating regulated water activities (Severn Trent Water, Hafren Dyfrdwy) from non-regulated activities.
Control Systems – multiple mechanisms: regulatory control (Ofwat), Environment Agency, financial controls, compliance reporting, performance measures (Outcome Delivery Incentives).
Routines and Rituals: The Board meetings, Committee meetings, Company Forum meetings, employee engagement surveys and annual reporting cycles are regular practices that enable the building and reinforcement of cultural values (Maika and Wachira, 2020).
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Denison's model of organisational culture offers an analytical context to analyse how Severn Trent is adapting to external pressures. The model explains that there are four cultural characteristics, namely Mission, Adaptability, Involvement and Consistency which have been shown to affect the performance of an organization (Nofrizal and Wardi, 2026).
Mission: Severn Trent is strongly Mission orientated, having clearly stated strategic purpose and ambitious goals. The Business Plan of Severn Trent Plc (2025c) is rated as "Outstanding" and depicts a level of strategic clarity. Denison's Mission, which includes strategic direction, goal and objective, and vision is, overall, very well developed and offers “purpose and meaning by defining a social role and external goals” (Maika and Wachira, 2020).
Adaptability: The business can respond to external pressures, including climate change adaptation (240 million litres of water a day saved by 2030), cost of living crisis (supporting 700,000 customers a year by 2030) and technological adoption (smart devices, automation, machine learning and AI). The organisational learning and customer focus dimensions are incorporated into the concept of adaptability as “translating the demands of the external environment into action.”
Nevertheless, the ESG rating assessment is a rating with rating steps that includes the following: "increased emissions in FY24 compared to FY21 weaken the rating" even though environmental data is disclosed. This means flexibility can be inconsistent – some pressures can lessen and others can increase (Nauman et al., 2025).
Involvement: Severn Trent clearly shows their commitment towards employee involvement through engagement initiatives, Academy investing in employees and progression opportunities. Employees' perception of the company is positive, reflected in its ranking on Glassdoor as the #29 "Best Places to Work" of 50. According to employee reviews, it has a "good level of autonomy" as well as a "friendly" atmosphere, and it provides an "ability to progress where you want. There is a strong sense of involvement “building human capabilities, ownership and responsibilities” (Nofrizal and Wardi, 2026).
Core values, governance structures and regulatory adherence are characteristics of strong Consistency orientation. Consistency offers "central source of integration, coordination and control”. But there's also some tension between formal consistency and operational integration in employee reviews; one says, ‘coordination between departments is often poor’ and another says, ‘becoming too much red tape’ (Severn Trent Plc, 2025c).
[bookmark: _Toc234513429]Regulatory Environment
The most important factor outside of Severn Trent that influences the culture is regulation. Ofwat's investment priorities and performance targets are based on a five-year price review process. The regulatory integration of PR24 Business Plan planning to the Board's involvement and rating of “outstanding” indicates this integration in the strategic processes of PR24 Business Plan (Severn Trent Plc, 2025c). Further the introduction of Water (Special Measures) Act, 2025 drives regulatory requirements. This regulatory framework encourages role culture qualities, such as formal structures, compliance orientation and risk avoidance (Maika and Wachira, 2020).
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The water-resilience and environmental performance demands are linked to climate change. In response, Severn Trent has a leak detection programme (240 million litres per day), is investing in infrastructure and has an operational commitment to Net Zero by 2030 (Severn Trent Plc, 2025c). Approximately 700,000 customers a year will be supported by affordability approach by 2030, where social pressures will play a key role in shaping affordability approach. Population growth helps inform investments for water and water storage (Nauman et al., 2025).
The innovation commitment represented by the technology adoption smart technologies, automation, machine learning, and AI is of great value. Provided by these external pressures, there is tension between Role Culture stability and Task Culture flexibility, which requires cultural ambidexterity (Saraf et al., 2022).
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In Severn Trent, most of the culture fosters performance and there are exceptional barriers that need to be critically examined. Handy's Role Culture orientation offers stability and predictability but also has its limitations. Role Culture organisations may, as Handy (1993) points out, develop a bureaucratic structure, which reduces the ability of the organisation to adapt and be flexible. The rating of "coordination between departments is often poor" and "becoming too much red tape" point to bureaucratic attributes that hinder the effectiveness of operations (Nauman et al., 2025).
Regulatory control can encourage risk-avoiding behavior, and result in a dynamic tension between conforming and innovating. We appreciate innovation in "Embracing Curiosity," but there are certain compliance requirements that limit experimental methods. A focus on "high performance culture” could (counterintuitively) deter failure learning. Denison's Adaptability trait calls for "reasonable risk taking and innovation" which may be stifled at Severn Trent by their work discipline orientation.
Hierarchical control structures can be a barrier to agility in decision-making. Employees have been found to be frustrated with managers who have “biggest egos you'll ever see in a workplace environment” and “out of touch with process and don't understand the shit we deal with.” These perceptions suggest possible gaps between formal structures of authority and what occurs on the ground (Nofrizal and Wardi, 2026).
However, five Environment Agency 4-star ratings and £55 million net ODI rewards indicate that culture creates strong results for environmental and operational sustainable success (Severn Trent Plc, 2025c). The main challenge is to ensure compliance and accountability, and foster agility in adapting to climate change, technological advancements, and shifting stakeholder demands (Nofrizal and Wardi, 2026).
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The culture is integral and directly impacts on the Severn Trent organisation's performance with measurable impacts. The company has received £55million in net ODI rewards, and Environment Agency (Severn Trent Plc, 2025c) has awarded the company with five successive 4-star environmental excellence ratings. Performance orientation is further reflected in strong customer service, relatively low bills and investment plans of £15 billion for the upcoming programme (AMP8).
According to Denison's model, the four cultural traits have a relationship with performance outcomes: Mission, Adaptability, Involvement, Consistency. The acquiescent and disciplined nature of Severn Trent, which reflects its strong Mission and Consistency features, may play a part in the firm's compliance and reliability. Adaptability and Involvement traits are related to innovation and employee involvement. Organisational and strategic commitment to cultural orientation and performance with the £15 billion investment programme that is creating 7,000 jobs (Nofrizal and Wardi, 2026).
The continuous improvement research at Severn Trent Water found 'main barriers to continuous improvement' to be: 'leadership, training, communication, motivation, teamwork and change management' and 'the company should develop an organisational culture and management style to support continuous improvement.' This indicates that cultural development is not complete (Maika and Wachira, 2020).
[bookmark: _Toc234513433]Recommendations
1. Improve Task Culture Characteristics: Form cross-functional teams with authority to affect innovation, remove barriers from processes without compromising governance. Handy's is Athena (Task Culture) oriented, meaning that its focus is on results and expertise. Cross-functional teams could speed up adaptation forced by a problem to be solved, there is no need to discard any compliance structures.
2. Foster Innovation and Regulatory Compliance: Cultivate a culture of coexistence by providing opportunities for innovation and safe experimentation alongside failure, and holding people accountable (Saraf et al., 2022). In Denison's Adaptability “creating change" and "organisational learning" are key, formal mechanisms for controlled experimentation provide a way to balance compliance and innovation (Severn Trent Plc, 2025a).
3. Empower employees: Devolve more decisions and involve employee suggestions in decision-making based on the principles of Handy's Task Culture. Denison's Involvement “empowerment, team orientation, capability development” is related to performance. When employee issues raise concerns about “managers out of touch,” true empowerment and not just consultation is the solution (Maika and Wachira, 2020).
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The culture of Severn Trent Water is a complex mix that is mostly Role Culture, with increasing Task Culture elements. Compliance, environmental leadership and customer satisfaction are very good, underpinned by the underlying philosophies of stewardship, accountability and operational excellence. Many, however, have obstacles with their bureaucratic nature in a changing climate and technology. Handy's reminder that organisations become enmeshed in one culture is spot-on. Long-term success will be achieved by Cultural ambidexterity: (Role stability, Task flexibility). In conclusion, while culture is a key enabler, intentional efforts are needed to foster adaptability for ongoing resilience and effectiveness.
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