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Organisational culture highlights the beliefs, shared values, practices, and norms that shape how people behave within a firm (Akpa, Asikhia & Nneji, 2021). Organisational culture further allows entities to make decisions and influences all aspects, such as communication, leadership, and performance. A strong culture fosters motivation, provides direction, and aligns the behaviour of the employees with company goals (Ned & Umesi, 2023). On the contrary, a fragmented culture leads to confusion, conflict, and hinders progress within a firm. The rise in globalisation has led to firms facing challenges in integrating workers from diverse backgrounds and creating a unified culture.
Emirates is one of the largest airline firms in the UAE (Emirates, 2025a). The headquarters of the firm is located in Garhoud, Dubai, and the company is the flagship carrier of the UAE. The organisation is renowned for its innovation, customer-centric services, and global connectivity. The airline firm operates in over 80 countries and has to manage a diverse workforce while ensuring consistency in operational standards and service delivery. This report intends to assess how the organisational culture of Emirates Airlines would influence its structure and decision-making aspects. Several theories, like Hofstede’s cultural dimensions theory and Schein’s model, are used to evaluate the culture of the entity and how it adapts to the challenges in the external environment. Moreover, barriers would be identified towards the effective functioning of the airlines, and certain recommendations would be provided to ensure alignment between strategic objectives and the culture of the firm.
[bookmark: _Toc209455892]Organisational Culture of Emirates Airlines
The culture of Emirates Airlines can be termed as performance-driven and service-based. It is shaped mainly by its international outlook and Middle Eastern roots. Since the company is the flagship airline of Dubai, it embodies traditional values of hospitality and respect within its culture. Moreover, the principles of excellence, innovation, and efficiency ensure fulfilment of company objectives. The duality indicates the regional identity of the Emirates along with its ability to compete in the global aviation sector.
A defining aspect of the culture of the Emirates is that it is customer-focused (Morgan, 2023). The employees are encouraged to abide by passenger needs, such as luxury, quality services, and reliability, and enhance their experiences. However, increased reliance on a luxury-focused culture can affect the company in the case of economic downturns. During such a crisis, passengers might prioritise affordability rather than premium services. Cultural orientation is enforced through continuous training, performance management, and strict service standards. The company promotes a hierarchical structure, but maintains collaboration with the employees while making decisions. However, the optimum decision-making authority rests with the leaders at the centralised level.
Diversity is another aspect of the culture of the Emirates. The company employs more than 60000 employees from diverse nationalities. Therefore, integrating inclusivity and fairness for different cultural perspectives is essential for the firm. The multicultural environment not only drives creativity, but it also allows for resolving problems effectively. The culture of the entity is shaped by visionary and authoritative leadership of the top management, especially in growth initiatives and strategic decision-making aspects. Therefore, the culture indicates a balance between several aspects, such as:
· Modernity and tradition
· Local identity and global standards
· Diversity and centralisation.
These are the key drivers of competitive advantage for Emirates Airlines in the global aviation sector.
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Organisational culture influences how firms are structured and decisions are taken within a firm. For Emirates Airlines, the culture of innovation, excellence, and consumer orientation has shared the decision-making and hierarchical processes. The structure is adaptive and centralised and follows top leadership in a dynamic airline industry. The culture further emphasises quality and high performance and is characterised by clear lines of accountability. For example, the EGA (Emirates Global Aluminium) ensure accountability by making declarations for all staff members for the Code of Ethics, which guides ethical practices and behaviour within the firm (ICSOBA, 2023). The culture is aligned with regulatory compliance and risk management strategies and hence, supports cautious data-driven and top-down decision-making aspects. This reduces operational risks for the firm. Moreover, the structured decision-making strategy emphasises service quality and organisational performance. For example, decisions related to safety and customer service protocols are undertaken without any ambiguity. This showcases an existing culture of consistency and discipline within the firm. Furthermore, the culture of the entity fosters global competitiveness and innovation. For example, ForsaTEK, the annual flagship and technology forum of the firm, focuses on developing technology partnerships and dynamic start-up opportunities to support the airline firm (Emirates, 2025b). Managers in these teams are encouraged to tailor initiatives and propose creative solutions based on the local market needs. The decision of Emirates Airlines to invest around $1.5 billion in its fleet of A380 further indicates the leader's willingness to embrace innovative and bold decisions that are rooted in the cultural aspirations of the company (Emirates, 2023a). All these strategies, along with maintaining diversity and respecting others within the organisation, are an essential part of the decision-making and leadership strategy of Emirates. However, despite all the positive aspects, a hierarchical culture and decision-making strategy can be time-consuming for the firm. Centralised control means that high-level operational strategies and strategic decisions are dependent on the approval of the top management. This can create a delay in a volatile external market, especially during crises like the COVID-19 pandemic. Furthermore, increased focus on centralised decision-making strategies affects the localised strategies of a firm. On the contrary, a similar hierarchical process can ensure stability and direction during uncertainty. For example, during the pandemic, Emirates adjusted its routes, followed safety protocols, and engaged in efficient staffing to overcome its challenges.
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To understand the culture of Emirates Airlines, there is a need for the application of models that provide diverse lenses for interpretation. The models would help identify the strengths of the present culture and areas that need improvement for the organisation to compete in the global industry. Three relevant models are considered for evaluating the culture of the Emirates, which are Hofstede’s, Schein’s model, and Handy’s typology model.
Three-Level Model of Edward Schein
This model describes organisational culture in three distinct and interconnected levels, which are espoused values, artefacts, and basic assumptions (Field, 2017). At Emirates Airlines, artefacts are evident in the multicultural workforce, premium services, and inclusivity of the firm. These visible elements indicate luxury, global connectivity, and discipline. The espoused values of the company are recognised as it promotes safety, customer-centricity, and an innovative workplace. Moreover, explicitly communicating to all stakeholders through the corporate statements and training employees is essential for the firm and indicates its values. Lastly, the underlying assumptions of the firm indicate a deeper orientation for hierarchy, excellence, and control. This reflects the cultural context of the UAE and the ability to meet regulatory demands of the aviation industry. Therefore, Schein’s model suggests that ambition and visionary leadership are essential to drive operations within the firm. One weakness of Schein’s model is that although it shows an alignment between behaviour and values, tensions would arise in case artefacts such as luxury services become unsustainable during a crisis period. For example, external shocks like the COVID-19 pandemic can create a risk between operational reality and espoused values.
Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions Theory
The theory of Hofstede helps understand cultural differences across diverse nations (Chang et al., 2017). The dimensions align with the culture of a host nation and compare it with any other country or company. The UAE has a high score on the power distance matrix. This reflects the academic debate on whether high power distance can stifle innovation. Some scholars suggest that centralisation ensures stability, whereas others indicate that it reduces responsiveness in the case of volatile markets. This tension is relevant for Emirates, where adaptation is essential. The population of the UAE follow a collectivist culture, and it represents the workforce of the Emirates. For example, the company has a diverse workforce, and the stakeholders support each other in achieving coordinated goals. Moreover, the leaders mitigate clashes by creating a collectivist identity that stresses unity and teamwork. Uncertainty avoidance index is low in the culture of the UAE and is witnessed within the structured processes and safety measures adopted by Emirates Airlines. The gender ratio in the UAE is skewed towards a masculine society, with 177 males working in comparison to 100 females (Statistics Times, 2024). This distinction is noticed within Emirates, with mostly men holding senior leadership and decision-making positions. Lastly, an indulgent society allows leaders to support employees at every stage, and the same is witnessed within the workforce management tactics of Emirates Airlines. Although Hofstede’s framework suggests that the organisational culture of Emirates aligns with the values of the host nation, a global workforce needs balance to compete with cultural norms. Therefore, learning from a diverse workforce and implementing diverse cultures within the firm would be essential for Emirates Airlines to create innovation opportunities, whereas it would also risk cultural friction.
Handy’s Typology of Organisational Culture
 This model helps evaluate the culture of an entity and classifies it into four types, which are role culture, power culture, person culture, and task culture (Nasaireh, Abdullah & Obeidat, 2019). Emirates Airlines showcases a blend of power and role cultures. The role culture is present within the firm and can be identified from the job roles, formalised processes, and accountability of the employees. However, a case of power culture is also witnessed where the top executives shape the strategic decisions of the firm. This type of visionary leadership is common in Middle Eastern firms. However, this dual management approach has been essential for the company to take bold and strategic moves like fleet expansion, acquisition of advanced technologies, and hub development in Dubai. However, from a critical perspective, this mixing of diverse cultures might create tension for Emirates Airlines in the long run. For example, role culture might prevent innovation at lower levels, whereas the power culture can result in a lack of employee empowerment.
The three frameworks were essential in understanding the culture of Emirates Airlines, but there are several limitations. For example, Schein’s model oversimplifies cultural dynamics, Hofstede’s model risks stereotyping employees, and Handy’s model might not capture the culture of hybrid work structures. Therefore, a triangulated approach of all the frameworks would be important in understanding the culture of Emirates Airlines. Also, using Quinn and Cameron’s competing values model would have been suitable, as it would have divided the organisational culture of Emirates Airlines into several types, like ad-hocracy, clan culture, hierarchical culture, and so on (Kaur, Sharma & Verma, 2016). Therefore, the model can be used in future studies and would consider employee perception and hybrid structures while evaluating the overall work culture of Emirates Airlines. 
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Culture is not only an essential for internal dynamics of a firm, but also allows entities to engage with the external market factors like globalisation, competition, regulations, and technological changes. Emirates Airlines has a distinctive culture that allows it to adapt to external environment pressures. One external factor affecting the firm is rising global competition in the aviation sector (Rhoades, 2016). Established carriers like Qatar Airways, British Airways, and Etihad Airways in the Middle East, North America, Europe, and Asian markets are affecting the market share of Emirates Airlines. To counter the competition, Emirates follows a culture of innovation and service excellence. This works as a differentiator for the firm as the company embeds luxury and consumer-centricity in its culture. Rather than following a cost-cutting strategy, the employees of the firm are trained to provide high-quality services and maintain its global reputation. For example, Emirates provides one-to-one and personalised assistance to passengers during any emergency.
Another external issue affecting the airline sector is regulations. Given the critical nature and safety of the aviation sector, the culture of Emirates incorporates strict rules and guidelines. Emirates Airlines satisfies the regulations of international agencies like ICAO and IATA. This helps the firm create a culture of trust among its stakeholders. Therefore, the culture of the firm allows it to safeguard against risks and navigate complex regulatory landscapes.
The concept of globalisation further shapes the culture of airline firms. Emirates Airlines operates in around 80 countries and hence, diversity management and inclusion are essential for the firm. This allows the entity to overcome fragmentation while ensuring diverse viewpoints for innovation and problem-solving. This can be witnessed with the multicultural cabin crew of the company, where diversity is marketed and celebrated as a global image of the brand. Hence, the culture of Emirates Airlines is a competitive asset as it reflects the global identity of its stakeholder base.
Another external environment factor affecting Emirates Airlines is technological disruption. The company has developed an innovative and forward-looking culture that adopts change. For example, early adoption of the Airbus A380 indicates strict and suitable decisions taken by the leaders. The adoption of AI, big data, and blockchain technology further shows the existing risk-taking culture of the firm. Employees are encouraged to create an innovative spirit, use advanced technologies, and contribute to the growth of the airlines.
To analyse how Emirates Airlines is using its culture to adapt to the external environment, Denison’s trait theory can be utilised. This theory identifies four traits that link culture with organisational effectiveness (Porwal, 2024). The traits are:
Mission- The mission of Emirates Airlines is embedded within its culture, which is to ensure global connectivity and superior service.
Consistency- The standardised processes, service quality, and safety protocols of the firm ensure reliability even amidst the presence of operational pressure and regulations.
Adaptability- The ability of Emirates Airlines to adapt amidst external challenges like the COVID-19 pandemic indicates a culture of resilience and change management.
Involvement- This trait introduces challenges for Emirates Airlines. For example, teamwork and diversity are emphasised in the firm, whereas centralised decision-making might limit the creativity of workers.
The culture of Emirates Airlines allows it to thrive amidst external environment challenges. However, several challenges in volatile markets, like an increase in fuel prices, geopolitical instability, and agility in operations, can affect the firm. A company culture that exerts control might hinder adaptation to the changing needs.
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The hierarchical culture of Emirates Airlines has allowed it to thrive in global markets. However, in an industry that is undergoing rapid changes, a centralised culture can reduce overall responsiveness. For example, decision-making bottlenecks can lead to delayed responses in a crisis period like geopolitical instability. A role-oriented culture focuses on formalised processes. While this ensures regulatory adherence and safety, it can stifle employee creativity as they might feel constrained by protocols. Henceforth, the culture of Emirates Airlines works as a barrier in a competitive environment. Diversity is one of the major strengths of Emirates Airlines. However, the managers might face challenges in creating a unified identity across the entire workforce. Diverse work processes, expectations, and values can create differences between employees. Also, any act of discrimination can lead to conflicts, and hence, constant cultural integration is necessary to overcome fragmentation. Lastly, the power culture followed within Emirates Airlines can limit the role of employees. This can lead to disengagement among the workers and reduced morale as the employees are excluded from the decision-making aspects of the firm.
Table 1: Analysis of Culture as a Barrier for Emirates Airlines
	Aspect
	Strengths
	Weaknesses
	Recommendations for Improvement

	Control and Hierarchy
	Provides accountability and a clear work structure (Romme, 2019).
	Leads to decision-making bottlenecks.
	Introduction of a decentralised decision-making strategy and empowering the middle-level managers.

	Role Orientation
	Exerts control, discipline, and consistency.
	Restricts creativity
	Adoption of a bottom-up approach can provide flexibility and development of innovation programs.

	Diversity
	Promotes inclusivity
	Fragmentation and miscommunication risks
	Development of internal communication channels and cross-cultural training measures.

	Leadership
	Visionary leading to bold decisions.
	Over-reliance on top management
	Introduction of participatory leadership and employee involvement.
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The culture of Emirates Airlines has a significant effect on its overall performance. The service-oriented and customer-centric culture has contributed to the loyalty and satisfaction of the customers. For example, emphasis on hospitality and luxury led to the airlines winning awards like the “Best In-Flight Entertainment” by Skytrax and “World’s Best Airline” awards. Therefore, differentiation driven by culture translates into improved financial performance by attracting high-value customers in the industry. As per global customer reviews conducted by the firm. Emirates attained an overall rating of 4.24 out of 5, consisting of several categories like cleanliness, service, personalisation, and so on (Emirates, 2015). Moreover, the bold decisions taken by managers, such as investing in the Airbus A380 fleet, were strategic and helped Emirates Airlines increase its overall capacity. The decision was strategic and aligned with the culture of the UAE to increase global competitiveness and spread values. The diversity of the workforce of Emirates Airlines has gained recognition for the firm. For example, the linguistic diversity of the onboard cabin crew contributed to customer satisfaction and increased sales. The detailed website of the company can be translated into 28 languages (Emirates, 2023b). Also, the cabin crew are further trained to be versed in these languages. All these cultural strategies led to Emirates achieving a record profit margin of $6.2 billion during 2024-24, and are categorised as the most profitable airline (Emirates, 2025c). However, the company needs to overcome increased control by the leaders and rather empower the employees to be creative and contribute to further organisational success.  
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The report highlights the importance of culture in shaping the structure, adaptability, and overall performance of Emirates Airlines. The culture of the firm is defined by innovation, service excellence, and hierarchical control, which has contributed to the financial success of the company. However, it restricts the innovation of employees and their morale, which is a barrier. Therefore, to gain a further competitive edge over rivals in the long run, Emirates Airlines needs to cultivate a participative and adaptive culture. Participative leadership would not only help by empowering the employees, but also drive the decision-making ability of the firm. This aligns with the module outcome of understanding how culture influences organisational adaptability and performance. Moreover, empowering the middle-level managers and fostering bottom-up innovation would be suitable for the company. However, on the contrary, changing the culture can create resistance. Also, empowering the middle-level managers might lead to failed innovation and result in operational losses for the company. Therefore, balancing tradition with inclusivity and agility would allow Emirates Airlines to strengthen its global leadership while also remaining silent in the uncertain aviation industry. 
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