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[bookmark: _Toc224126561]Executive summary.

British Airways (BA), the UK’s flagship carrier, operates in a highly regulated and globally competitive sector where organisational culture plays a decisive role in shaping decision‑making, performance, and strategic direction. As Mullins and Christy (2016) argue, culture permeates organisational systems and becomes increasingly significant as globalisation and workforce diversity intensify structural complexity. BA’s culture can be understood as a hybrid system: hierarchical and role‑based in safety‑critical operations, yet increasingly customer‑centric and task‑oriented within commercial and digital functions.
This report critically evaluates how BA’s culture influences its structural configuration, managerial processes, and capacity to respond to external pressures. Using three analytical frameworks, it examines how cultural characteristics shape adaptation to regulatory demands, technological change, and competitive dynamics. The analysis also assesses whether BA’s culture functions as an enabler supporting safety, service quality, and innovation or as a barrier, particularly where hierarchy, fragmentation, or value misalignment restrict organisational agility.
The report concludes by synthesising key findings on the impact of culture on BA’s overall performance and presents evidence‑based recommendations to strengthen cultural alignment, enhance adaptability, and support long‑term strategic effectiveness.
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[bookmark: _Toc224126562]Introduction.

Organisational culture is widely recognised as a core influence on employee behaviour, decision‑making, and everyday organisational functioning. Mullins and Christy (2016) argue that culture operates as an invisible but powerful force shaping structural design, management control, motivation, communication, and group dynamics. In global sectors such as aviation, rising complexity and rapid change heighten the importance of culture, as organisations must manage diverse workforces, maintain operational stability, and respond to international competitive pressures.
British Airways (BA) provides a strong context for examining the relationship between culture, structure, and organisational effectiveness. Over several decades, BA has undergone major cultural transitions from a bureaucratic state‑run carrier, through privatisation and commercial repositioning, to its current role within the International Airlines Group (IAG). Each phase has reshaped its cultural identity, influencing leadership practices, employee relations, and strategic priorities.
[bookmark: _Toc224126563]Historical Development and cultural shifts.
British Airways’ cultural development has been shaped by a series of significant organisational transitions. Following its establishment in 1974 (Statista, 2024) through the merger of BOAC and BEA, the airline inherited a culture characteristic of state‑owned enterprises-highly formalised, bureaucratic, and governed by strict procedural rules. This early cultural configuration aligns closely with Handy’s (1993) conception of a role culture, in which stability, predictability, and adherence to established procedures dominate organisational behaviour and shape employee expectations.
The privatisation of British Airways in 1987 marked a pivotal moment in its cultural evolution. Under the leadership of Lord King and Sir Colin Marshall, BA shifted from a bureaucratic, state‑run organisation to a commercially driven, customer‑focused global carrier, requiring a fundamental cultural transformation (The Independent, 2012). The transformation involved restructuring, new performance expectations, stronger emphasis on service quality (Brown, 1998).
British Airways’ cultural landscape evolved further following its integration into the International Airlines Group (IAG) in 2011, introducing an additional organisational layer that reshaped its cultural dynamics. As a subsidiary within a multinational holding structure, BA now operates within a dual cultural framework comprising its own established organisational identity and the broader corporate culture imposed by IAG. This duality has significant implications for governance and strategic alignment, particularly in areas such as financial planning, fleet investment, and long‑term strategic direction, where decision‑making is increasingly influenced by IAG’s overarching priorities and performance expectations (IAG Annual Report, 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc224126564]Influence of Organisational Culture on Structure and Decision-making at British Airways.
Organisational culture plays a leading role in shaping both the structural configuration of a company and the processes through which decisions are developed and enacted. According to Mullins and Christy (2016), culture establishes the behavioural norms, shared meanings, and expectations that underpin organisational life, influencing patterns of authority, communication, and interaction. These cultural foundations not only guide how individuals behave within the organisation but also determine how strategic choices are interpreted, prioritised, and operationalised across different levels of the hierarchy.
British Airways (BA), with its long history and complex operational environment, provides a clear example of how cultural forces shape structural design and managerial decision-making.
[bookmark: _Toc224126565]Cultural Influence on Organisational Structure.
Despite efforts to modernise, BA retains a pronounced hierarchical structure, especially in operational areas such as flight operations, engineering, and safety. These functions require strict compliance with regulatory standards, making hierarchy an essential structural feature. This reflects the aviation industry’s high-risk environment, where standardisation and control are necessary for safety (Authority, 2026) The persistence of hierarchy demonstrates how cultural expectations around authority and compliance shape structural design. This structural rigidity creates a tension within BA’s broader cultural transformation efforts: while hierarchy supports operational reliability, it can restrict communication, limit employee autonomy, and slow the adoption of more collaborative practices. As part of the wider cultural analysis,
[bookmark: _Toc224126566]Hybrid Structural Arrangements.
BA’s structure combines functional and divisional elements. Traditional functional departments such as HR, finance, and operations exist with divisional structures shaped by IAG multi airline model this hybrid arrangement reflects cultural tensions between BA's historical preference for centralised control and the need for greater flexibility in commercial and customer-facing areas.
[bookmark: _Toc224126567]Structural adaptations driven by customer-centric culture.
in response to competitive pressures, BA has reconfigured parts of its structure to support a more customer-focused culture establishment, and 2015 is a clear example of structural change driven by cultural priorities, this shift reflects a move towards a more collaborative task-oriented culture in areas where innovation and responsiveness are essential.
[bookmark: _Toc224126568]Cultural influence on decision-making processes.
[bookmark: _Toc224126569]centralization in safety-critical areas.
BA's decision-making process is very across the organisation. In safety-critical functions decision-making remains highly centralised. This is consistent with Hofstede’s (2001) observation that industries with high-uncertainty avoidance rely heavily on rules and formal authority. BA's operational culture reinforces this by prioritising consistency, compliance, and risk-minimization.
[bookmark: _Toc224126570]Decentralisation in customer and commercial functions.
In contrast, BA has gradually decentralised decision-making in customer service, marketing, and digital innovation. Employees are encouraged in these areas to exercise discretion and respond quickly to customer needs. This reflects A cultural shift towards empowerment and adaptability, aligning with contemporary expectations of service-oriented organisations.
[bookmark: _Toc224126571]Influence of IAG on Strategic Decision-Making.
As part of IAG, group-level governance shapes BA’s strategic decisions. Decisions related to capital investment, long-term planning, and financial performance must align with IAG’s corporate priorities. This introduces a layer of cultural complexity, as BA must balance its own organisational identity with the expectations of the parent company.
[bookmark: _Toc224126572]Cultural Fragmentation and its Structural Implications.
BA’s culture is not a uniform; it contains multiple subcultures that influence structure and decision-making in many different ways. The following table references these four categories of subcultures and their emphasis on areas of focus for implementing decision- making strategies.


Table 1:1, referencing recognition of sub-cultures at British Airways.
These subcultures can generate tensions that affect organisational functioning. Industrial disputes between management and cabin crew often reflect deeper cultural misalignments rather than purely economic issues (Taylor and Moore, 2019). BA’s culture therefore plays a decisive role in shaping its structural arrangements and decision‑making processes. The interaction between hierarchical operational norms, emerging customer‑centric values, and IAG’s corporate culture creates a complex organisational environment. This complexity reinforces Mullins and Christy’s (2016) argument that culture is deeply embedded in organisational processes and exerts a pervasive influence on how organisations function.

[bookmark: _Toc224126573]Applying Cultural frameworks to British Airways.
To understand cultural attributes within a web of complexities, it is apparent that we need to use frameworks that provide clarity and an unobstructed vision to interpret the deeper assumptions, values, and behavioural norms that contribute to the end markers of organisational culture and its core functionality. 
Using the Schein’s three-level model, the analysis indicates that BA’s visible artifacts, state values, and deeply embedded assumptions collectively reinforce a strong safety ethos, professional identity, and commitment to service quality. Hofstede’s cultural dimensions further illuminate how national cultural characteristics, such as high individualism and moderate power distance aid to-shape employee expectations and managerial behaviour-roles. Handy’s typology highlights the coexistence of role, task, and power culture across different platforms of the organisational setting. By applying these frameworks, it provides a comprehensive analysis of BA’s cultural characteristics and identify the dominant cultural patterns within the organisation.
[bookmark: _Toc224126574]Schein’s Three Levels of Culture at British Airways
Edgar Schein’s (2010) model conceptualizes culture as existing at three interconnected levels: visible artifacts, espoused values, and basic underlying assumptions. This framework is particularly useful for analyzing BA because of its long history, complex subcultures, and multiple phases of cultural transformation.
[bookmark: _Toc224126575]1. Visible Artefacts
British Airways’ observable culture is reflected in its branding, uniforms, service rituals, and hierarchical structures, particularly in-flight operations and engineering. Investments in digital tools such as mobile apps, automated check‑in, and upgraded fleet technologies signal a shift toward innovation, efficiency, and customer responsiveness.
[bookmark: _Toc224126576]2. Espoused Values
BA publicly emphasises customer service, reliability, innovation, inclusion, and safety (BA Annual Report, 2023). These values express its strategic intentions around service quality, digital transformation, sustainability, and employee empowerment, though their consistency in practice is sometimes questioned during industrial disputes.
[bookmark: _Toc224126577]3. Underlying Assumptions
Deep cultural beliefs centre on safety as a non‑negotiable priority, strong professional identity, the inevitability of change in a volatile industry, and hierarchy as the foundation of reliability and operational control. These assumptions shape decision‑making and guide organisational behaviour.
Summary
Together, these three layers reveal a culture that values safety, professionalism, and structured reliability while striving for innovation and customer focus, yet tensions between espoused values and lived experiences continue to influence how BA responds to challenges and opportunities.

[bookmark: _Toc224126578]Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions and British Airways.
Hofstede’s (2001) reflects on cultural dimensions that help explain broader societal value influences organisational behaviour. Although BA is a global airline its cultural foundations keep to UK society norms. Below is a table expressing how the Hofstede’s dimensions include the influential factors that contribute towards organisational behaviour shifts within its structure.

	
	Power Distance: Moderately High
	Individualism: Very High
	Uncertainty avoidance:
High
	Masculinity: High

	Areas-Highlighted:
	· Clear hierarchical structure
· Strong management authority in safety-critical functions
· Formal communication channels
	· Personal accountability
· Performance-based evaluation
· Autonomy in customer-facing roles
	· Strict procedural compliance
· Standardised training
· Detailed operational manuals
	· Emphasis on achievement and results
· Engaging focus on operational performance
· Pressure-driven work environments during financial strain

	Role-Culture:
Explanation
	BA exhibits a moderately elevated level of power distance, consistent with UK norms. The areas explain why BA maintains centralised decision-making in operational areas.
	The areas highlight BA’s individualism score to be high-factor; however, this orientation may clash with collectivist identity of unionised staff.
	Aviation is inherently risk-sensitive, BA’s culture reflects through these areas to reinforce BA’s hierarchical structure.
	BA’s competitive performance culture aligns with the UK’s moderately high masculinity that reflects on these areas mentioned.


Table 1:2, A grid showing Hofstedes dimension of Organisational behaviour at BA’s.
Long term projection.
Historically, BA’s culture has relied on short-term financial performance. However recent indicators show a forward shift in sustainability and digital transformations which is reshaping Ba’s culture to a more longer-term strategic thinking process.

[bookmark: _Toc224126579]Handys Cultural Types and British Airways.
Handys (1993) typology identifies four cultural types as role culture, task culture, power culture, and person culture, BA exhibits a blend of these to reflect its complexities within the organisational environment.


Table 1:3, handy model of organisational environment of cultural role types at British Airways.

The table references the model that was invented by Dr Charles Handy, who was known as a organisational theorist, the author through his book ‘God of Management’ (1978) (Riley, 2024) mentions the framework, this model has a profound impact on modern societies organisational culture by allowing leaders to be able to analyse and reshape organisational behaviour norms. In the table above it projects BA’s culturists attributes and, how leaders use this projection to direct their organisation towards a stronger future.
[bookmark: _Toc224126580]Organisational culture adaptations and external environmental pressures.
Organisational culture does not operate in isolation; it continually interacts with external forces. Mullins and Christy (2018) argue that globalisation, technological change, and workforce diversity require cultures capable of responding to environmental pressures is an essential requirement for British Airways (BA), operating in one of the world’s most volatile industries. BA uses culture as a strategic mechanism for adaptation, relying on customer‑centricity and digital investment to align with shifting market expectations, consistent with Kotter’s (2012) view of adaptive cultures. Operating amid intense competition, fuel‑price volatility, geopolitical instability, and economic cycles, BA depends on cultural responsiveness to maintain competitiveness (Doganis, 2019). Its digital transformation strengthens the dynamic capabilities needed to manage technological disruption (Teece, 2018). Regulatory demands reinforce a hierarchical, safety‑driven culture grounded in Schein’s (2010) deeply embedded assumptions, while workforce diversity generates tensions between managerial efficiency and employee autonomy, reflecting Hofstede’s (2001) individualism dimension. Sustainability pressures and technological change have encouraged more task‑oriented collaboration (Handy, 1993). Global shocks such as COVID‑19 highlight this duality: hierarchy enables rapid operational control, yet labour tensions persist. BA’s strongest enabler remains its safety culture, supported by customer‑centricity, innovation, and professional identity, but hierarchical rigidity and subcultural conflict continue to limit its responsiveness to external change.
[bookmark: _Toc224126581]Culture as a Barrier to Effective Functioning
Alongside its strengths, British Airways’ culture also creates constraints that limit organisational effectiveness, particularly within its hierarchical structure. While this hierarchy is essential for maintaining safety and regulatory compliance, it often slows decision‑making, restricts innovation, and weakens cross‑departmental communication.
This reflects Hofstede’s (2001) moderately high power‑distance tendency, where employees defer to authority rather than challenge assumptions or propose innovative ideas, reducing agility in customer‑facing and commercial areas.
Cultural fragmentation further undermines cohesion. Operational, commercial, corporate IAG, and union subcultures frequently clash, producing resistance to change, industrial disputes, and misalignment between strategic goals and employee expectations. Taylor and Moore (2019) argue that such fragmentation weakens organisational performance, a pattern evident in BA’s recurring labour tensions.
Misalignment between BA’s espoused values such as empowerment and fairness, and employees lived experiences during restructuring can erode trust and morale. Schein (2010) notes that such inconsistencies damage psychological safety and impede effective functioning. Legacy norms, including attachment to traditional processes and scepticism toward digital transformation, also slow modernisation, and limit BA’s ability to compete with more agile carriers.
Overall, BA’s cultural barriers stem from hierarchical rigidity, subcultural conflict, and value misalignment, all of which constrain the organisation’s capacity for strategic adaptation.
Summary of Cultural Enablers and Barriers at British Airways
British Airways’ organisational culture functions as both a strategic asset and a constraint. Key enablers include its deeply embedded safety culture, which ensures consistent compliance with CAA, EASA, and IATA standards and reflects Schein’s (2010) argument that core assumptions underpin reliability in high‑risk sectors. BA’s customer‑centric cultural shift also strengthens service quality and external alignment, consistent with Kotter’s (2012) view of adaptive cultures. In addition, emerging task‑oriented collaboration in digital and innovation teams mirrors Handy’s (1993) task culture, supporting agility, while strong professional identity among pilots, engineers, and long‑serving crew reinforces service standards and organisational cohesion (Mullins & Christy, 2016).

[bookmark: _Toc224126582]Impact of Culture on Organisational performance.
British Airways’ organisational culture emerges as a complex, multilayered system shaped by its historical evolution, regulatory environment, competitive pressures, and internal dynamics. As demonstrated throughout this report, culture is not a peripheral attribute but a central determinant of how BA structures its operations, manages its workforce, and responds to external challenges. Mullins and Christy’s (2016) assertion that culture permeates all organisational processes is strongly reflected in BA’s case, where cultural norms influence everything from safety protocols and leadership behaviour to innovation capacity and employee relations.
Using Schein’s (2010) three‑level model, the analysis revealed that BA’s visible artefacts-uniforms, service rituals, hierarchical structures, and digital interfaces signal a culture rooted in discipline, professionalism, and modernisation. These artefacts are supported by espoused values centred on safety, customer service, innovation, and inclusion, although inconsistencies between stated values and lived experiences remain a recurring challenge. At the deepest level, BA’s underlying assumptions, particularly the non‑negotiability of safety, the importance of professional identity, and the belief in hierarchical reliability to continue shape organisational behaviour in powerful ways.
Hofstede’s (2001) cultural dimensions further illuminate BA’s moderately high power‑distance tendencies, which reinforce hierarchical control but can inhibit upward communication and innovation. Handy’s (1993) cultural typology also helps explain the coexistence of a dominant role culture in operational areas and emerging task cultures in digital and commercial functions. This hybrid configuration provides both stability and adaptability, yet the tension between these cultural logics often constrains organisational coherence.
The analysis of external environmental influences demonstrated that BA’s culture is both shaped by and used to navigate regulatory demands, technological disruption, global crises, and sustainability pressures. BA’s strong safety culture enables compliance with CAA, EASA, and IATA standards, supporting operational reliability in a high‑risk sector. Its customer‑centric and digitally oriented cultural shifts reflect Kotter’s (2012) argument that adaptive cultures prioritise external alignment, while its investment in digital transformation aligns with Teece’s (2018) dynamic capabilities framework. However, global shocks such as COVID‑19 exposed cultural vulnerabilities, including strained labour relations and resistance to rapid organisational change.
The evaluation of cultural enablers and barriers revealed a dual reality. On one hand, BA’s culture supports operational excellence, service quality, and innovation through its safety orientation, customer‑centric initiatives, and pockets of task‑oriented collaboration. Strong professional identity among pilots, engineers, and long‑serving crew also reinforces cohesion and service standards (Mullins & Christy, 2016). On the other hand, hierarchical rigidity, cultural fragmentation, and misalignment between espoused and lived values continue to impede agility, slow decision‑making, and fuel industrial conflict (Taylor & Moore, 2019). These barriers limit BA’s ability to modernise at the pace required by technological and competitive pressures.
Overall Assessment
Overall, BA’s organisational culture is a strategic asset with significant potential, but it remains constrained by structural and relational tensions. The culture provides a solid foundation for safety, reliability, and customer service are critical pillars in the aviation industry. Yet, for BA to thrive in an increasingly complex global environment, it must address the cultural misalignments and legacy norms that restrict adaptability and innovation. The organisation’s future competitiveness will depend on its ability to harmonise its hierarchical strengths with more flexible, collaborative, and inclusive cultural practices.

[bookmark: _Toc224126583]Evidence‑Based Recommendations for Strengthening Organisational Culture at BA
1. Strengthen Cross‑Functional Collaboration
• 	Expand task‑oriented teams across digital, commercial, and operational areas to reduce siloed decision‑making.
• 	Encourage joint problem‑solving initiatives that integrate engineering, cabin crew, customer experience, and data analytics teams.
• 	This aligns with Handy’s (1993) task culture and supports agility in fast‑changing environments.
2. Enhance Leadership Capability and Cultural Alignment
• 	Invest in leadership development programmes that emphasise inclusive leadership, psychological safety, and adaptive decision‑making.
• 	Leaders should be trained to bridge hierarchical and collaborative cultural elements, reducing power‑distance effects (Hofstede, 2001).
3. Improve Employee Engagement and Trust
• 	Address misalignment between espoused values and lived experiences by strengthening communication, transparency, and involvement in change processes.
• 	Implement structured feedback mechanisms to ensure employee concerns inform strategic decisions.
4. Reduce Cultural Fragmentation Across IAG
• 	Develop shared cultural principles across BA and IAG to minimise conflict between corporate and operational subcultures.
• 	Promote cross‑airline learning and mobility programmes to build cohesion and shared identity.
5. Embed Sustainability into Cultural Practices
• 	Integrate sustainability values into training, performance metrics, and leadership expectations.
• 	Reinforce BA’s commitments to net‑zero emissions, sustainable aviation fuel, and fleet modernisation as core cultural priorities.
6. Modernise Legacy Norms and Processes
• 	Review outdated procedures that hinder innovation and digital adoption.
• 	Encourage experimentation and controlled risk‑taking in non‑safety‑critical areas to foster a more adaptive culture.

[bookmark: _Toc224126584]Final Reflection (Conclusion)
British Airways stands at a cultural crossroads. Its strong safety heritage, professional identity, and emerging customer‑centric and digital orientations provide a solid foundation for future success. However, sustaining competitiveness in an increasingly turbulent aviation landscape requires more than operational reliability; it demands a culture capable of continuous learning, cross‑functional collaboration, and strategic agility. BA’s historical reliance on hierarchy has delivered consistency and regulatory compliance, yet this same rigidity can inhibit innovation, slow decision‑making, and weaken employee engagement. As global aviation becomes more technologically driven and customer expectations evolve, BA must cultivate a culture that empowers employees, encourages constructive challenge, and supports experimentation in non‑safety‑critical areas.
The airline’s future resilience will depend on its ability to harmonise its traditional strengths with more flexible and inclusive cultural practices. This includes addressing subcultural fragmentation, strengthening alignment across IAG, and ensuring that espoused values such as empowerment, fairness, and innovation are genuinely reflected in everyday organisational life. A culture that balances safety with adaptability, and professionalism with openness to change, will enable BA to navigate regulatory pressures, technological disruption, sustainability demands, and global crises more effectively. By proactively reshaping its cultural foundations, BA can unlock the full potential of its workforce, enhance organisational performance, and secure long‑term strategic relevance in an increasingly complex global environment.
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Role Culture (Dominant)


   (1) flight operations (2) Engineering 
(3) Safety and compliance


Role culture provides support to rigid safety procedures and ensures critical assesments and tasks are accomplished.


Task Culture (growing influence)


(1) Customer experience initiatives (2) Digital Transformation teams (3) Sustainability projects


Task culture injects a team or task force with managing projects to achieve operational targets


(1) Senior pilots (2) highly skilled engineers


Person culture adds value and increased focus to individual contributions


Person Culture (Limited)


Power Culture (Reduced but Present)


(1) Executive decision-making (2) IAG's influence over strategic priorities.


Power culture to engage the upper level management and shareholders to implement strategic decisions for operational progress.



Sub-cultures in BA's 




Operational Emphasis:
- Discipline
- Heirarchy
- and procedural compliance.




Commercial Emphasis:
- Innovation
-Customer responsiveness
- and market competivitiness.



Corporate Emphasis:
- Financial discipline
- and Shareholder values.


Union Emphasis:
- Solidarity
- Fairness
- and collective identity.
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