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[bookmark: _Toc237093732][bookmark: _Toc237094203]1. Introduction
Organisational culture is a key management concept because it explains how shared assumptions, values, behaviours and routines shape how employees work. In British Airways, culture is especially important because safety, customer service, operational reliability and decision-making depend on coordinated action across pilots, cabin crew, engineers, ground staff and managers. This report examines British Airways as the United Kingdom’s flag carrier and part of International Airlines Group, focusing on its role-based, safety-led and customer-centred culture. It applies Level 5 organisational behaviour theory, including Schein’s three levels of culture and Handy’s cultural typology, to analyse how culture influences structure, leadership, communication, employee commitment, innovation, sustainability, and organisational performance. The report also considers external pressures such as digital transformation, competition, customer expectations and environmental responsibility. Overall, it argues that British Airways’ culture supports reliability and service quality, but further employee voice, agility and leadership communication are needed for long-term competitiveness.
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Organisational culture refers to the shared values, expectations, behaviours and assumptions that shape how employees work and how an organisation performs. At British Airways (BA), culture has developed from its history as the United Kingdom’s flag carrier, its position within a highly regulated global aviation industry and the need to deliver consistent international service. Its culture combines safety discipline, professional service, operational control, teamwork, commercial adaptability and customer service excellence. These values are reinforced through training, standard operating procedures, leadership communication and BA’s brand identity.
British Airways’ culture is strongly influenced by safety, customer service, diversity and inclusion, innovation, continuous improvement and sustainability. Customer service is central because BA competes through routes, pricing and passenger experience. Cabin crew, pilots, engineers, airport staff and digital support teams contribute to the customer journey, making shared service standards essential. A customer-focused culture strengthens brand reputation through effective check-in, boarding, disruption handling, onboard service and baggage performance. Investment in digital booking, mobile services and customer support demonstrates that customer experience is both an operational priority and cultural expectation.
Safety is a defining organisational value. As aviation is a high-risk industry, BA requires employees to follow procedures, report concerns, communicate risks and prioritise regulatory compliance over short-term commercial pressures. Decisions such as delaying flights for technical checks or adverse weather may inconvenience passengers but protect customers, employees and organisational reputation. Safety therefore supports trust, operational reliability and organisational performance.
Diversity, equality and inclusion are important because BA employs a diverse workforce and serves global customers. Diversity can improve service quality by increasing understanding of different passenger needs, while inclusion can strengthen employee commitment, loyalty and engagement with organisational change. However, inclusion must be demonstrated through leadership behaviour, recruitment, progression and everyday management rather than corporate statements alone.
Innovation and continuous improvement are increasingly important as customers expect digital booking, real-time updates, mobile check-in and rapid disruption communication. BA’s technology-led developments demonstrate attempts to combine traditional role culture with greater agility and respond to competitors offering lower fares, stronger digital platforms or personalised services.
However, BA has experienced cultural challenges involving employee relations, industrial disputes, pay concerns, operational disruption and criticism of service quality. These highlight a potential gap between stated organisational values and employee or customer experience. Culture should therefore be evaluated through behaviour, trust, communication and outcomes rather than official values alone. Poor consultation during organisational change can create defensive or fragmented cultures.
Overall, British Airways demonstrates a professional culture centred on safety, customer service, operational reliability, diversity and inclusion, innovation, sustainability and organisational performance. However, tensions exist between hierarchy and empowerment, cost control and employee wellbeing, and traditional procedures and digital transformation. Its culture remains a strategic asset when leadership maintains trust, communicates effectively and aligns employee experience with stated organisational values.
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Organisational culture influences structure and decision-making by shaping how authority is distributed, work is coordinated and employees understand responsibilities. British Airways (BA) operates in a highly regulated industry where reliability depends on technical expertise, regulatory compliance and clear roles. Its culture therefore supports a functional structure comprising specialist areas such as flight operations, engineering, safety, customer service, finance, human resources, technology and ground operations.
This functional structure is reinforced by a role culture in which employees understand job boundaries, follow procedures and escalate issues appropriately. This supports safety, punctuality and customer service because pilots, cabin crew, engineers and ground staff must coordinate effectively before flights operate safely. However, functional structures can create organisational silos when departments prioritise individual targets over the overall passenger experience, potentially weakening cross-functional collaboration.
Decision-making is particularly influenced by BA’s safety culture. While commercial pressures encourage efficiency, cost control and profitability, safety remains a dominant decision criterion. Aircraft maintenance, crew readiness, weather disruption, security and route operations require regulatory compliance and effective risk management. Employees must identify hazards, follow procedures and communicate concerns even when this delays operations. Therefore, safety culture protects passengers, employees, organisational reputation and BA’s licence to operate.
BA also applies evidence-based decision-making through data on punctuality, baggage performance, customer satisfaction, fuel efficiency, maintenance and complaints. A culture of continuous improvement enables managers to identify weaknesses and implement corrective action. For example, recurring delays may justify redesigned procedures, technological investment or additional training. Data-driven decisions reduce dependence on intuition and support objective performance management.
Culture also shapes communication and employee empowerment. Airline operations require real-time coordination between geographically dispersed teams, particularly during weather disruption, air-traffic restrictions or industrial action. Effective communication supports rapid passenger updates and operational recovery. However, excessive hierarchy can restrict frontline discretion, creating tension between standardisation and empowerment.
Employee relations further demonstrate how culture affects decision-making. Industrial disputes indicate that strategic decisions may not always be perceived as fair or inclusive. Limited employee voice can reduce trust and increase resistance to organisational change. Consultation, engagement and transparent leadership are therefore operationally important because BA depends on employee cooperation and discretionary effort.
Sustainability increasingly influences strategic decisions. BA’s Better World programme and commitment to net zero by 2050 or sooner incorporate environmental responsibility into organisational culture. Operational efficiency, newer aircraft and sustainable aviation fuel can reduce emissions, but require substantial investment, creating trade-offs between sustainability, cost control and commercial performance.
Overall, BA’s culture reinforces role clarity, safety discipline, operational coordination and evidence-based management. Although its functional structure supports reliability, it can reinforce hierarchy, bureaucracy and silos. BA must therefore balance its safety-led role culture with greater agility, employee participation and cross-functional collaboration to respond effectively to changing customer expectations, sustainability pressures and digital transformation.

[bookmark: _Toc237084004][bookmark: _Toc237093259][bookmark: _Toc237093403][bookmark: _Toc237093735][bookmark: _Toc237094206]4. Relevant Frameworks and Theories Applied to British Airways
Academic analysis of organisational culture requires recognised theoretical frameworks. For British Airways, Schein’s three levels of organisational culture and Handy’s cultural typology are especially useful because they connect visible behaviour with deeper assumptions and structural patterns. These models help explain why British Airways is both highly procedural and increasingly innovation focused. They also show why culture can support performance while creating challenges if hierarchy reduces flexibility or employee voice.
[bookmark: _Toc237084005][bookmark: _Toc237093260][bookmark: _Toc237093404][bookmark: _Toc237093736][bookmark: _Toc237094207]4.1 Schein’s Three Levels of Organisational Culture
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Figure 1: Adapted from Schein (2017).
According to Schein (2017), organisational culture exists at three levels. The first level consists of artefacts, which are the visible elements of an organisation. At British Airways these include employee uniforms, customer service standards, aircraft branding, airport lounges, digital self-service technology, and strict operational procedures. These visible features demonstrate professionalism and consistency, which customers associate with the airline's reputation.
The second level is espoused values, which represent the organisation's stated beliefs and objectives. British Airways promotes values such as customer satisfaction, teamwork, safety, innovation, diversity, and sustainability (British Airways, 2024). These values guide employee behaviour and influence how services are delivered to passengers worldwide.
The deepest level consists of basic assumptions, which employees accept without questioning. At British Airways, safety is regarded as the highest priority regardless of commercial pressure. Employees understand that protecting passengers and complying with aviation regulations must always come before financial considerations. This assumption influences every operational decision made within the organisation (IATA, 2024).
Schein's model demonstrates that British Airways' culture extends beyond visible practices. The airline's commitment to safety, professionalism, and customer service is deeply embedded in employee attitudes and organisational behaviour. However, maintaining these cultural values requires continuous leadership commitment, employee engagement, and effective communication, especially during organisational change.

Figure 2: Handy's Cultural Typology
                Handy's Organisational Culture
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Figure 2: Adapted from Handy (1993).
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As an international airline, British Airways operates through specialist departments such as flight operations, engineering, customer service, finance, human resources, and safety management. Employees understand their individual responsibilities and follow standard operating procedures. This structured approach supports consistency, regulatory compliance, and operational reliability.
However, Role Culture can sometimes reduce flexibility. Decision-making may become slower because approval often passes through several management levels. During unexpected events such as severe weather disruption or industrial action, excessive bureaucracy may delay responses. Therefore, British Airways must balance structured procedures with greater flexibility and employee empowerment.
Overall, both Schein's and Handy's models demonstrate that British Airways has developed a professional, safety-focused organisational culture that supports high-quality service delivery while recognising the need for continuous adaptation in a competitive global aviation industry.
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The aviation industry is one of the most dynamic business environments in the world. Airlines must respond to economic changes, technological innovation, environmental concerns, customer expectations, government regulations, and international competition. British Airways has adapted its organisational culture to respond effectively to these external influences while maintaining high service standards.
One of the most significant external influences has been technological advancement. Customers increasingly expect digital services that are quick, dependable, and convenient. British Airways has introduced online booking, mobile boarding passes, biometric boarding, self-service baggage facilities, and improved mobile applications to enhance customer experience (British Airways, 2024). These developments reflect an organisational culture that encourages innovation and continuous improvement.
Environmental sustainability has become another major external pressure. Governments, customers, and environmental organisations expect airlines to reduce carbon emissions and improve environmental performance. British Airways has invested in sustainable aviation fuel, modern fuel-efficient aircraft, and carbon reduction initiatives through its parent company, International Airlines Group (IAG, 2024). These actions demonstrate a culture that increasingly values environmental responsibility alongside commercial success.
The COVID-19 pandemic significantly changed the aviation industry. British Airways was required to reduce operations, restructure parts of the business, introduce new health procedures, and rebuild customer confidence. During this period, organisational culture played a significant role in supporting employees through uncertainty while maintaining essential services. Although complex decisions such as workforce reductions created challenges, the organisation also demonstrated resilience by adapting its operations to changing travel requirements (IAG, 2024).
Customer expectations continue to evolve. Modern passengers expect personalised services, digital communication, flexible booking options, and rapid responses to complaints. British Airways has responded by investing in digital customer service channels, loyalty programmes, and improved operational technology. This reflects a customer-centred organisational culture that recognises service quality as a competitive advantage.
Global competition also influences organisational culture. Airlines such as Emirates, Qatar Airways, Virgin Atlantic, Ryanair, and easyJet continually compete on price, customer service, and innovation. British Airways therefore encourages continuous improvement, employee development, and operational efficiency to remain competitive (Johnson et al., 2020).
However, adapting to external change is not without challenges. Rapid technological change requires employees to develop new skills. Sustainability investments require significant financial resources. Global economic uncertainty can also reduce passenger demand. These pressures mean organisational culture must remain flexible rather than relying solely on traditional practices.
Overall, British Airways demonstrates an adaptive organisational culture that embraces technology, sustainability, innovation, and customer service while responding to the changing demands of the global aviation environment. Its willingness to invest in new technologies and improve operational processes strengthens its long-term competitiveness, although continued employee engagement and effective leadership remain essential for future success.
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Organisational culture has a direct influence on how effectively British Airways achieves its objectives. According to Mullins and Christy (2016), culture can either support or hinder organisational performance depending on how well it aligns with organisational goals. In British Airways, culture acts as both an enabler and, at times, a barrier to effective organisational functioning.
Figure 3: Organisational Culture as an Enabler or Barrier
         	 Organisational Culture
               
  
Enabler               		       Barrier
Safety                     		Resistance to change
Teamwork                   		Industrial disputes
Customer focus            		Poor communication
Innovation                 		Bureaucratic delays
Employee commitment         	Low staff morale
Figure 3: Organisational Culture and Organisational Functioning.

British Airways' culture enables effective organisational functioning by promoting safety, professionalism, teamwork, and customer service. Safety is deeply embedded in daily operations and influences every level of decision-making. Employees understand that compliance with aviation regulations and operational procedures protects passengers, colleagues, and the organisation's reputation (IATA, 2024). This shared understanding creates consistency across departments and strengthens organisational reliability.
Another positive aspect of British Airways' culture is teamwork. Successful airline operations require close cooperation between pilots, cabin crew, engineers, baggage handlers, air traffic services, and customer service staff. Employees rely on one another to deliver safe and efficient flights. This collaborative culture improves communication and helps solve operational problems quickly (British Airways, 2024).
The organisation also promotes continuous learning and innovation. Staff receive regular training to develop technical knowledge, customer service skills, and safety awareness. Investment in digital technologies such as biometric boarding, mobile applications, and automated baggage tracking demonstrates a culture that encourages improvement and responds to changing customer expectations (IAG, 2024).
However, organisational culture can also create barriers. British Airways has experienced industrial disputes involving cabin crew and ground staff over pay, working conditions, and organisational restructuring. These disputes affected customer confidence, delayed flights, and reduced employee morale. Such situations suggest that communication between management and employees has not always been effective (ACAS, 2023).
Another potential barrier is bureaucracy. As a large international airline, British Airways has several management levels and strict operational procedures. Although these controls improve safety, they may slow decision-making during rapidly changing situations. Employees may also become reluctant to suggest new ideas if they believe decisions are controlled only by senior management.
Overall, organisational culture acts mainly as an enabler within British Airways because it supports safety, professionalism, customer service, and operational consistency. Nevertheless, improving employee engagement and communication will help reduce the barriers that occasionally affect organisational effectiveness.
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Organisational performance refers to how successfully an organisation achieves its objectives in areas such as customer satisfaction, financial performance, employee engagement, operational efficiency, innovation, and sustainability. Culture plays an important role because it influences employee behaviour, motivation, service quality, and organisational reputation (Mullins and Christy, 2016).
British Airways' organisational culture has contributed positively to its performance in several ways. The organisation's strong safety culture has helped maintain high operational standards and international credibility. Passengers are more likely to trust an airline that consistently demonstrates commitment to safety and regulatory compliance. This trust contributes to customer loyalty and protects the company's reputation (IATA, 2024).
Customer service culture also supports organisational performance. British Airways continues to invest in employee development, digital customer services, and premium travel experiences. Improvements such as online check-in, digital boarding passes, and upgraded airport lounges have enhanced customer satisfaction while improving operational efficiency (British Airways, 2024).
Innovation has become another important contributor to performance. Investment in digital technology allows managers to make faster decisions using operational data. Artificial intelligence, predictive maintenance, and improved customer analytics help the organisation respond more effectively to market demands and operational challenges (IAG, 2024).
However, organisational culture has also affected performance negatively in some situations. Industrial action has disrupted flights, increased operational costs, and damaged customer confidence. Negative publicity associated with employee disputes can reduce customer trust and weaken employee commitment. This demonstrates that organisational culture must balance business objectives with employee wellbeing and effective communication (ACAS, 2023).
Sustainability has become another measure of organisational performance. British Airways has invested in sustainable aviation fuel, carbon reduction programmes, and modern aircraft to reduce environmental impact. These initiatives strengthen the company's reputation among environmentally conscious customers while supporting long-term business sustainability (British Airways, 2024).
Recommendations
To strengthen organisational performance further, British Airways should consider the following recommendations:
· Improve employee engagement by involving staff more actively in organisational decision-making through regular consultation and feedback sessions.
· Strengthen leadership development by providing continuous management training focused on communication, emotional intelligence, conflict resolution, and change management.
· Increase investment in digital transformation, particularly artificial intelligence, predictive analytics, and customer relationship technologies to improve operational efficiency.
· Enhance employee wellbeing programmes by expanding mental health support, flexible working arrangements where possible, and career development opportunities.
· Continue sustainability initiatives through increased investment in sustainable aviation fuel, carbon reduction strategies, and environmentally friendly airport operations.
These recommendations are supported by organisational behaviour theory, which suggests that engaged employees, effective leadership, continuous learning, and adaptive cultures contribute directly to improved organisational performance (CIPD, 2024).
Overall, British Airways' organisational culture remains one of its strongest strategic assets. Continued investment in people, leadership, innovation, and sustainability will enable the organisation to remain competitive within the global aviation industry.

[bookmark: _Toc237084010][bookmark: _Toc237093265][bookmark: _Toc237093409][bookmark: _Toc237093741][bookmark: _Toc237094212]8. Conclusion
This report has demonstrated that organisational culture plays a significant role in shaping the success of British Airways. Guided by the views of Mullins and Christy (2016), the report has shown that culture influences organisational structure, employee behaviour, leadership, decision-making, innovation, and overall organisational performance.
The application of Schein's Three Levels of Organisational Culture and Handy's Role Culture has shown that British Airways possesses a strong culture based on safety, professionalism, customer service, teamwork, and continuous improvement. These cultural characteristics enable the organisation to maintain high operational standards while responding to changes within the global aviation industry.
Although challenges such as industrial disputes and organisational bureaucracy occasionally reduce effectiveness, British Airways has demonstrated resilience through investment in technology, sustainability, and employee development. By strengthening communication, increasing employee involvement, and continuing digital innovation, the organisation can further improve performance and maintain its position as one of the world's leading international airlines. Overall, organisational culture remains a valuable strategic resource that supports both organisational success and long-term competitiveness.
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