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Introduction
Organisational culture is often described as the “invisible force” that shapes how organisations function on a day-to-day basis. While formal structures, policies and strategies define how organisations are supposed to operate, culture determines how things get done. Mullins and Christy (2016) argue that culture influences a wide range of organisational processes, including decision-making, motivation, communication, and control. As organisations become more complex and globally integrated, understanding and managing culture becomes increasingly important.
Tesco, one of the largest retailers in the United Kingdom, provides a particularly relevant example of how organisational culture operates in practice. Over several decades, Tesco has grown from a domestic supermarket chain into a multinational organisation with a strong market presence. Its success has often been attributed to its customer-focused approach, operational efficiency, and ability to adapt to changing market conditions. However, Tesco has also experienced significant challenges, most notably the 2014 accounting scandal, which raised questions about its internal culture and governance.
These contrasting experiences make Tesco a valuable case for examining the role of organisational culture. The company’s culture has clearly contributed to its success, but it has also created pressures and behaviours that have, at times, undermined organisational effectiveness. This highlights the complexity of culture as both a source of strength and a potential risk.
This report critically examines how organisational culture influences Tesco’s organisational structure and decision-making processes. It applies key theoretical frameworks, including Schein’s model of organisational culture, Handy’s cultural typology and Hofstede’s cultural dimensions, to identify and analyse Tesco’s prevailing culture. The report also explores how Tesco uses its culture to respond to external environmental pressures, assesses whether culture acts as an enabler or barrier, and evaluates its impact on organisational performance. Finally, theory-informed recommendations are proposed to enhance Tesco’s cultural effectiveness and long-term sustainability.


Organisational Culture, Structure and Decision-Making
Organisational culture and structure are closely intertwined. While structure provides a formal framework for organising activities, culture shapes how individuals behave within that framework. In practice, the effectiveness of any organisational structure depends heavily on the underlying culture that supports it.
Influence on Organisational Structure: Tesco’s organisational structure reflects its size, complexity, and strategic priorities. As a large retail organisation operating across multiple locations, Tesco has traditionally relied on a hierarchical structure with clearly defined roles and responsibilities. This structure enables efficient coordination and control across a vast network of stores, ensuring consistency in service delivery and operational standards.
However, describing Tesco as purely hierarchical would be an oversimplification. The organisation has adopted a hybrid structure that combines centralised control with elements of decentralisation. Strategic decisions, such as pricing policies, supplier relationships and long-term planning, are largely centralised at head office. In contrast, operational decisions are often delegated to regional and store managers, allowing them to respond to local customer needs and market conditions.
This balance reflects an organisational culture that values both efficiency and responsiveness. On one hand, standardisation ensures that customers receive consistent experience regardless of location. On the other hand, decentralisation allows for flexibility and local adaptation, which is particularly important in a diverse and competitive retail environment.
From a theoretical perspective, Mintzberg (1980) argues that organisational structures must align with both internal capabilities and external demands. Tesco’s structure supports its strategy of delivering value and convenience to customers while maintaining tight control over costs and operations. The emphasis on clear roles, procedures, and performance monitoring reflects a culture that prioritises accountability and efficiency.
Nevertheless, there are inherent tensions within this structure. Highly formalised systems can limit flexibility and slow down decision-making, particularly in situations that require rapid responses. As the retail sector becomes increasingly dynamic, with the rise of e-commerce and changing consumer expectations, Tesco’s traditional structure may need to evolve further. This suggests that organisational culture must also adapt to support new ways of working, such as greater collaboration, innovation, and agility.

Influence on Decision-Making: Decision-making within Tesco is strongly influenced by its organisational culture, particularly its emphasis on data and performance. The company has developed advanced data analytics capabilities, enabling it to gather detailed insights into customer behaviour. These insights are used to inform decisions about pricing, promotions, product placement, and inventory management.
This data-driven approach reflects a rational model of decision-making, where choices are based on systematic analysis rather than intuition (Robbins and Judge, 2017). It allows Tesco to reduce uncertainty and make more informed decisions, which is particularly important in a highly competitive market.
However, decision-making is not purely a technical process. Cultural factors, such as values, norms, and expectations, also play a significant role. Tesco’s strong emphasis on performance and targets has historically shaped how decisions are made at all levels of the organisation. While this focus has driven efficiency and growth, it has also created pressures that can influence behaviour in unintended ways.
The 2014 accounting scandal provides a clear example of how culture can affect decision-making. In this case, the desire to meet financial targets contributed to the overstatement of profits. This suggests that the organisation’s culture placed significant emphasis on achieving results, potentially at the expense of ethical considerations.
Schein (2010) argues that underlying assumptions within an organisation often have a greater influence on behaviour than formal policies. In Tesco’s case, the implicit belief that performance must be maintained may have shaped decision-making practices more strongly than the organisation’s stated commitment to integrity and transparency.
This highlights the dual nature of organisational culture. On one hand, it provides a framework for decision-making, promoting consistency, and alignment with organisational goals. On the other hand, it can create pressures that lead to biased or unethical decisions if not carefully managed.
Identifying Tesco’s Organisational Culture
To fully understand Tesco’s organisational culture, it is necessary to analyse it using established theoretical frameworks.
Schein’s Model of Organisational Culture: Schein (1985) conceptualises organisational culture as consisting of three levels: artifacts, espoused values and underlying assumptions.
At the most visible level, artifacts include physical and behavioural elements such as store layouts, branding, employee uniforms, and customer service practices. Tesco’s stores are designed to be accessible, efficient, and customer-friendly, reflecting its commitment to convenience and value. Employees are trained to provide consistent service, reinforcing the organisation’s customer-oriented identity.
Espoused values represent the organisation’s stated beliefs and priorities. Tesco emphasises customer satisfaction, teamwork, and continuous improvement. These values are communicated through corporate messaging, training programmes and performance management systems. The slogan “Every Little Helps” encapsulates the idea that small improvements can collectively enhance the customer experience.
However, the most significant level of culture lies in underlying assumptions. These are the deeply embedded beliefs that guide behaviour, often unconsciously. In Tesco’s case, these assumptions include the importance of efficiency, competitiveness and market leadership. While these beliefs have contributed to the organisation’s success, they have also created a strong focus on performance.
A key strength of Schein’s model is that it highlights potential inconsistencies between espoused values and actual practices. The 2014 scandal suggests that there may have been a gap between Tesco’s stated commitment to integrity and the behaviours that were rewarded within the organisation. This underscores the importance of aligning all levels of culture.
Handy’s Cultural Types: Handy (1993) identifies four types of organisational culture: power, role, task, and person. Tesco is most closely aligned with a role of culture, characterised by clearly defined roles, procedures, and hierarchical authority.
Role culture is particularly suited to large organisations where efficiency and predictability are important. In Tesco’s case, it supports consistent operations across a wide network of stores. However, role culture can also be inflexible, making it difficult to respond quickly to change.
Tesco also demonstrates elements of task culture, particularly in areas such as innovation and digital transformation. Teams are often formed to address specific projects, allowing for greater collaboration and flexibility. This suggests that Tesco’s culture is evolving to incorporate more adaptive elements.
Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions: Hofstede’s (2001) framework provides additional insight into Tesco’s culture.
Tesco operates in a relatively low power distance environment, where employees are encouraged to contribute ideas. However, hierarchical structures remain important, particularly in strategic decision-making.
The organisation exhibits moderate individualism, balancing individual performance with teamwork. Employees are rewarded for achieving targets, but collaboration is also emphasised.
Tesco also demonstrates relatively high uncertainty avoidance, reflected in its reliance on systems, processes and data. While this reduces risk, it may limit flexibility and innovation.
Overall, these dimensions highlight a culture that prioritises control, performance and structure, while also incorporating elements of participation.
Culture and Adaptation to External Environment
In today’s dynamic business environment, organisations must be able to adapt to changing conditions. Tesco’s organisational culture has played a significant role in shaping its response to external challenges.
Competitive Pressures: The UK retail market is highly competitive, with pressure from both traditional supermarkets and discount retailers. Tesco has responded by adjusting its pricing strategies, improving product quality, and enhancing customer experience. Its culture of continuous improvement has enabled it to remain competitive.
Digital Transformation: The rise in e-commerce has transformed the retail sector. Tesco has responded by investing in online shopping platforms and delivery services. This required changes not only in technology but also in organisational culture.
Cameron and Quinn (2011) argue that organisations must often shift from hierarchical cultures to more flexible and innovative cultures to adapt. Tesco’s efforts to embrace digital transformation suggest a gradual cultural shift towards greater agility.

International Expansion: Tesco’s attempts to expand internationally have produced mixed results. While the company has been successful in some markets, it has struggled in others. These challenges highlight the difficulty of transferring organisational culture across different national contexts.
Hofstede (2001) emphasises that cultural differences can have a significant impact on organisational practices. Tesco’s experience suggests that a strong internal culture may need to be adapted to suit local conditions.
While its customer-focused and performance-driven culture has enabled success, it has also created pressures that have led to problems. By aligning its culture more closely with ethical practices and adaptability, Tesco can enhance its effectiveness and maintain its competitive position.
Culture as an Enabler or Barrier to Organisational Effectiveness
Organisational culture within Tesco operates as both an enabler and a constraint, depending on how its core values are applied in practice. On the one hand, Tesco’s strong emphasis on customer focus, efficiency, and performance has supported its long-term success. Its philosophy of continuous improvement has encouraged incremental changes that enhance customer experience and operational effectiveness. This aligns with Denison’s (1990) argument that cultures emphasising adaptability and customer orientation contribute positively to organisational performance. Additionally, Tesco’s structured approach, characteristic of a role culture (Handy, 1993), promotes consistency and clarity, which are essential in a large retail organisation.
However, the same cultural characteristics can also act as barriers. The strong focus on performance and targets has, at times, created pressure that influences behaviour in negative ways. The 2014 accounting scandal illustrates how an overemphasis on results can lead to ethical issues, suggesting a disconnect between espoused values and underlying assumptions (Schein, 2010). Furthermore, the structured nature of Tesco’s culture may limit flexibility and innovation, particularly in a rapidly changing retail environment. Hierarchical systems can also restrict communication, reducing the organisation’s ability to respond quickly to emerging challenges.
Overall, Tesco’s culture should be understood as a double-edged sword. While it provides stability and drives performance, it can also create rigidity and pressure if not carefully managed. Its effectiveness therefore depends on achieving a balance between control and flexibility, and between performance and ethical responsibility.
Impact of Organisational Culture on Organisational Performance
The relationship between organisational culture and performance is widely recognised in organisational theory, with many scholars arguing that culture can be a source of sustained competitive advantage. In Tesco’s case, culture has played a significant role in shaping both its operational success and its periods of difficulty.
One of the most notable positive impacts of Tesco’s culture is its contribution to customer loyalty and market leadership. The organisation’s consistent focus on meeting customer needs has enabled it to build strong relationships with consumers. By using data-driven insights to understand purchasing behaviour, Tesco has been able to tailor its offerings and improve customer satisfaction. This reflects a culture that aligns closely with market demands, which Denison (1990) identifies as a key factor in high-performing organisations.
Tesco’s culture has also supported operational efficiency. The emphasis on clear processes, defined roles, and performance measurement has enabled the organisation to manage its large-scale operations effectively. This has contributed to cost control and consistency across its store network, both of which are critical in the retail sector. The structured nature of Tesco’s culture ensures that employees understand expectations and can perform their roles efficiently.
However, the impact of culture on performance is not entirely positive. The same focus on performance and efficiency that drives success can also create vulnerabilities. The 2014 accounting scandal had a significant negative impact on Tesco’s financial performance and reputation. It reduced stakeholder trust and highlighted weaknesses in governance and ethical oversight. This suggests that while a strong performance culture can enhance productivity, it can also lead to short-term thinking and unethical behaviour if not balanced by strong ethical values.
In addition, Tesco’s cultural characteristics have influenced its ability to adapt to change. While the organisation has made progress in areas such as digital transformation, its traditionally structured culture may have slowed its response compared to more agile competitors. Cameron and Quinn (2011) argue that organisations must develop flexible and innovative cultures to remain competitive in dynamic environments. Tesco’s experience suggests that maintaining a balance between stability and adaptability is essential for sustained performance.
Tesco’s international performance further illustrates the impact of culture. The organisation has experienced mixed results in global markets, with success in some regions and failure in others. This highlights the importance of aligning organisational culture with local contexts. A strong internal culture can be a strength, but if it is not adapted appropriately, it can hinder performance in different cultural environments (Hofstede, 2001).
Overall, Tesco’s organisational culture has had a profound impact on its performance. It has contributed to efficiency, customer satisfaction, and market leadership, but it has also created risks related to ethics, adaptability, and global expansion. This reinforces the idea that culture must be actively managed and continuously aligned with organisational strategy and external conditions.
In conclusion, organisational culture at Tesco has been both a driver of success and a source of challenge. Its impact on performance depends largely on how effectively it is balanced and adapted to changing circumstances. Strengthening ethical foundations, promoting flexibility, and aligning culture with strategic goals will be essential for sustaining long-term organisational performance.
Recommendations
To enhance organisational effectiveness, Tesco should adopt a more balanced approach to managing its organisational culture, ensuring alignment between performance, ethics, and adaptability.
Firstly, Tesco needs to strengthen its ethical culture through consistent leadership. As Schein (2010) highlights, leaders shape organisational values through their behaviour. Embedding ethical performance indicators into appraisal systems and reinforcing transparency can reduce the risk of misconduct driven by performance pressure.
Secondly, Tesco should increase cultural flexibility to support innovation. While its role culture provides stability, it may limit responsiveness in a rapidly evolving retail environment. Drawing on Cameron and Quinn (2011), Tesco should incorporate elements of an adhocracy culture by encouraging cross-functional collaboration and empowering employees to contribute ideas.
Thirdly, the organisation should rebalance its performance management systems. Overemphasis on short-term targets can lead to stress and unethical decision-making. A broader set of metrics, including employee well-being and customer satisfaction, would support more sustainable performance (Denison, 1990).
Finally, Tesco should strengthen its approach to cultural diversity, particularly in international markets. Adapting organisational practices to local contexts, as suggested by Hofstede (2001), would improve effectiveness and reduce the risk of strategic misalignment.
Overall, these recommendations emphasise the need for active cultural management to ensure long-term organisational success.
Conclusion
This report has examined the influence of organisational culture on Tesco’s structure, decision-making, and performance. Consistent with Mullins and Christy (2016), culture is shown to be a central factor shaping organisational behaviour and outcomes.
Tesco’s culture, characterised by customer focus, efficiency and performance orientation, has played a significant role in its success. However, the analysis also highlights its limitations, particularly the risks associated with excessive performance pressure and structural rigidity. The application of Schein’s, Handy’s, and Hofstede’s frameworks demonstrates that culture operates at multiple levels and can produce both positive and negative effects.
Importantly, Tesco’s experience illustrates that organisational culture acts as both an enabler and a barrier. While it supports consistency and operational effectiveness, it can also constrain flexibility and influence decision-making in problematic ways if not carefully managed.
In conclusion, Tesco’s long-term success will depend on its ability to evolve its organisational culture. By strengthening ethical leadership, promoting adaptability, and aligning culture with strategic objectives, Tesco can enhance its effectiveness and remain competitive in a dynamic business environment.
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