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Executive Summary
This report critically evaluates how organisational culture influence’s structure and decision-making at Severn Trent Water, a major UK water and wastewater utility. Drawing upon relevant frameworks (Schein’s Model, Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions, and Handy’s Cultural Types), it identifies Severn Trent’s prevailing culture and assesses how culture shapes organisational responses to external environments. The report then examines whether culture is a barrier or enabler and evaluates its impact on performance. Finally, it provides evidence-based recommendations for improving organisational culture.
1. Introduction
Organisational culture plays a central role in shaping how organisations function, influencing behaviour, decision-making, leadership styles, and overall performance. It represents the shared values, beliefs, assumptions, and norms that guide how employees think and act within a workplace (Schein, 2010). Mullins and Christy (2016) argue that culture defines “how things are done around here” and exerts a powerful influence over organisational processes such as structure, motivation, communication, and management control. In an increasingly globalised and regulated business environment, organisations must manage complex cultural dynamics while responding to technological, social, and environmental change.
This report critically examines the role of organisational culture within Severn Trent Water, one of the UK’s largest water and wastewater service providers. Operating within a highly regulated and environmentally sensitive industry, Severn Trent faces unique pressures relating to compliance, sustainability, customer service, and long-term infrastructure investment. As such, its organisational culture plays a vital role in shaping strategic priorities, operational effectiveness, and stakeholder relationships.
The purpose of this report is to evaluate how organisational culture influences Severn Trent Water’s structure and decision-making processes, how it enables adaptation to external environmental forces, and whether it acts as a barrier or an enabler to organisational effectiveness. Drawing upon established theoretical frameworks such as Schein’s Model of Organisational Culture, Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions, and Handy’s Cultural Typology, the report also assesses the impact of culture on organisational performance and provides evidence-based recommendations for improvement.
2. Organisational Culture at Severn Trent Water
2.1 Understanding Organisational Culture
Organisational culture is defined as “the way things are done around here” and encompasses behavioural norms, artefacts, values, and underlying assumptions (Schein, 2010). Culture arises from shared history, leadership values, and organisational strategy (Hatch & Cunliffe, 2013). Three dominant models are used in this report:
· Schein’s Model of Organisational Culture
Schein (2010) classifies culture into three layers: artefacts, espoused values, and basic underlying assumptions.
· Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions
Hofstede’s framework analyses cultural values along dimensions such as power distance and uncertainty avoidance (Hofstede, 2001).
· Handy’s Typology of Culture
Handy (1993) identifies four types of organisational culture: power, role, task, and person cultures.
2.2 Severn Trent Water: Background
Severn Trent Water operates in England and Wales, providing potable water and wastewater services to over eight million customers (Severn Trent Annual Report, 2024). As a regulated utility, the company faces significant external pressures from regulators, environmental constraints, and customer expectations.
3. Organisational Culture’s Influence on Structure and Decision-Making
Organisational structure and decision-making processes do not exist independently of organisational culture; rather, they are deeply embedded within and shaped by the shared values, beliefs, and assumptions that prevail within the organisation (Schein, 2010). Mullins and Christy (2016) argue that culture provides the social framework through which authority, responsibility, and communication are interpreted and enacted. In highly regulated industries such as the UK water sector, the interaction between culture and structure becomes even more pronounced, as organisations must balance control, accountability, and operational flexibility.
3.1 Influence on Organisational Structure 
Severn Trent Water’s organisational structure has traditionally reflected a bureaucratic and functionally differentiated model, characterised by clear hierarchies, formal reporting lines, and well-defined roles. This structural configuration aligns closely with Handy’s role culture, where stability, predictability, and procedural clarity are prioritised (Handy, 1993). From a cultural perspective, this approach reinforces consistency, risk management, and regulatory compliance key requirements for a public utility responsible for essential services and environmental protection.
However, Burns and Stalker (1961) argue that mechanistic structures, while efficient in stable environments, can limit responsiveness and innovation in more dynamic contexts. This tension is increasingly evident at Severn Trent, as the organisation faces pressures arising from climate change, technological disruption, rising customer expectations, and evolving regulatory frameworks. In response, Severn Trent has begun to adopt more project-based and cross-functional working practices, indicating a gradual cultural shift toward Handy’s task culture, where expertise and problem-solving capability take precedence over rigid hierarchical authority.
  3.2 Influence on Decision-Making Processes 
Decision-making processes within Severn Trent further illustrate the influence of organisational culture. Historically, decision-making has been predominantly top-down, reflecting moderate to high levels of power distance as described by Hofstede (2001). Senior leadership has traditionally retained control over strategic decisions, while operational levels focus on implementation and compliance. This cultural orientation supports governance, accountability, and risk control, but can also reduce organisational agility and slow response times.
Severn Trent exhibits a strong degree of uncertainty avoidance, which is typical of safety-critical and infrastructure-intensive industries (Hofstede, 2001). This cultural characteristic is evident in the organisation’s reliance on formal procedures, extensive risk assessments, and long-term planning cycles. While this approach enhances reliability and reduces the likelihood of service failures or regulatory breaches, it can also discourage experimentation and innovative thinking (Schein, 2010).
Using Schein’s (2010) three-level model of culture, it is possible to see how deep underlying assumptions about public responsibility, safety, and compliance shape both structure and decision-making. At the artefact level, these assumptions are reflected in formal governance systems, performance metrics, and compliance reporting structures. At the level of espoused values, Severn Trent publicly emphasises customer service, environmental responsibility, and operational excellence. At the deepest level, there exists a fundamental belief that failure in service delivery is unacceptable, reinforcing a conservative and risk-averse decision culture.
Nevertheless, recent organisational initiatives suggest an attempt to rebalance this cultural orientation. Increased emphasis on innovation, digital transformation, and employee empowerment indicates a strategic effort to create a more adaptive and learning-oriented culture (Severn Trent Annual Report, 2024). This transition reflects what Cameron and Quinn (2011) describe as a movement from a hierarchy-dominated culture toward a more clan- and adhocracy-influenced culture, where collaboration and innovation are more strongly valued.
In summary, organisational culture at Severn Trent Water continues to exert a powerful influence over both structure and decision-making. While the existing culture supports control, reliability, and regulatory compliance, it also constrains speed, flexibility, and innovation. The organisation’s current challenge lies in achieving a balanced cultural configuration that preserves its strengths in governance and risk management while enabling more agile, participative, and forward-looking decision-making processes.
4. Identifying Cultural Types at Severn Trent Water
Understanding organisational culture requires a strong theoretical foundation, as culture is a complex and multi-layered concept that influences how individuals interpret their roles, relationships, and responsibilities within an organisation (Alvesson, 2012). Mullins and Christy (2016) argue that culture acts as a social glue that binds organisational members together, shaping behaviour more powerfully than formal rules or structures alone. To critically analyse the cultural dynamics of Severn Trent Water, this report draws upon three widely recognised theoretical frameworks: Schein’s Model of Organisational Culture, Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions, and Handy’s Cultural Typology. Each provides a distinct but complementary lens for examining how culture manifests, how it is sustained, and how it influences organisational effectiveness.


4.1 Schein’s Levels of Culture   
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Schein (2010) conceptualises organisational culture as existing at three interconnected levels: artefacts, espoused values, and basic underlying assumptions. This model is particularly useful because it highlights that culture is not limited to visible behaviours or corporate slogans but is deeply embedded in unconscious beliefs that shape decision-making and organisational priorities.
Artefacts represent the visible and tangible manifestations of culture, such as organisational structures, office layouts, formal policies, performance metrics, dress codes, and corporate communications. While artefacts are easy to observe, they are often difficult to interpret without understanding the deeper values that underpin them (Schein, 2010). In organisations such as Severn Trent Water, artefacts include formal governance systems, safety procedures, customer service standards, and sustainability reporting mechanisms, all of which signal a strong emphasis on control, accountability, and public responsibility.
Espoused values refer to the strategies, goals, and philosophies that the organisation claims to uphold. These values are often articulated through mission statements, leadership communications, and corporate strategies. Severn Trent’s stated commitments to environmental stewardship, customer service excellence, and operational resilience reflect these espoused values. However, Schein (2010) cautions that there can be a gap between what organisations say they value and what they prioritise in practice.
Basic underlying assumptions form the deepest and most powerful level of culture. These are unconscious beliefs that are taken for granted and rarely questioned. In highly regulated utilities, such as Severn Trent, there is often a deeply embedded assumption that service failure is unacceptable, and that compliance and risk management must take precedence over experimentation. These assumptions strongly influence organisational structure, leadership behaviour, and strategic decision-making, often reinforcing conservative and risk-averse cultures.
A key strength of Schein’s model is its ability to explain why cultural change is difficult. Because underlying assumptions are deeply embedded, attempts to change surface-level behaviours without addressing core beliefs often fail (Schein, 2010).
4.2 Hofstede’s Cultural Analysis
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While Schein focuses on internal organisational culture, Hofstede (2001) provides a framework for understanding how broader societal and national cultural values influence organisational behaviour. His model identifies several dimensions along which cultures differ, including power distance, uncertainty avoidance, individualism versus collectivism, and long-term orientation.
Power distance refers to the extent to which unequal distributions of power are accepted within an organisation. In organisations with higher power distance, hierarchies are respected, and decision-making authority is concentrated at the top. Severn Trent’s historically hierarchical structure and formal governance processes suggest a moderate level of power distance, although recent initiatives toward employee engagement and empowerment indicate a gradual cultural shift.
Uncertainty avoidance describes the degree to which organisations seek to avoid ambiguity and risk through rules, procedures, and controls. The water industry operates in a high-risk and safety-critical environment, and Severn Trent exhibits strong uncertainty avoidance through extensive regulation, compliance frameworks, and risk management systems. While this supports reliability and public trust, it can also constrain innovation and organisational flexibility (Hofstede, 2001).
Individualism versus collectivism concerns whether people see themselves primarily as individuals or as part of a group. Severn Trent’s emphasis on teamwork, shared responsibility, and collective performance targets reflects a predominantly collectivist orientation, which supports collaboration but may sometimes dilute individual accountability.
Long-term orientation is particularly relevant in infrastructure-based organisations. Severn Trent’s long-term investment planning, sustainability strategies, and asset management programmes demonstrate a strong future-oriented cultural perspective.
Hofstede’s model is valuable because it helps explain why certain cultural patterns- such as risk aversion and hierarchical decision-making- are persistent and deeply institutionalised.
4.3 Handy’s Cultural Types
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Handy (1993) offers a practical and accessible framework that categorises organisational cultures into four main types: power culture, role culture, task culture, and person culture. This typology is particularly useful for linking culture to organisational structure and management style.
A power culture is centred around a small group or individual with centralised authority. Decisions are made quickly, but this culture can become dependent on personalities rather than systems.
A role culture is based on clearly defined roles, rules, and procedures. Authority derives from position rather than expertise. This culture is typical of bureaucratic and highly regulated organisations and is strongly evident in many aspects of Severn Trent’s operations.
A task culture focuses on problem-solving and teamwork, with influence based on expertise rather than hierarchy. This culture is increasingly visible in Severn Trent’s project teams, particularly in areas related to innovation, digital transformation, and customer service improvement.
A person culture places the individual at the centre and is rare in large corporate organisations, particularly in utilities where collective goals dominate.
Overall, Severn Trent demonstrates a hybrid culture, dominated by role culture but increasingly supplemented by task culture. This hybrid configuration reflects the organisation’s need to balance control and compliance with adaptability and performance improvement.
5. Culture and External Environmental Influences
Organisational culture plays a crucial role in how Severn Trent adapts to external pressures such as regulation, sustainability demands, and technological change.
5.1 Regulatory Environment
The water sector in the UK is highly regulated by Ofwat, environmental agencies, and health & safety standards. A strong compliance culture ensures that organisational behaviour aligns with regulatory expectations. Cultural norms of procedural correctness mean that regulatory changes are integrated systematically (Ofwat, 2023). Regulatory risk management is embedded in decision frameworks, shaping priorities like investment in leakage reduction and infrastructure resilience.
5.2 Sustainability and Environmental Pressures
Cultural emphasis on environmental stewardship has enabled Severn Trent to adopt proactive sustainability strategies. For example, the company has invested in carbon reduction initiatives and biodiversity projects. This demonstrates how culture enables responsiveness to societal expectations beyond regulatory compliance (Severn Trent Sustainability Report, 2023).
5.3 Workforce Diversity and Inclusion
Globalisation and workforce diversity present both challenges and opportunities. Severn Trent has adopted policies that promote inclusive behaviour and cultural competence. Although culture historically reflected homogeneous norms, recent efforts such as diversity training and inclusive leadership initiatives indicate adaptation to a diverse workforce.
6. Organisational Culture: Barrier or Enabler?
6.1 Culture as an Enabler
Several factors confirm that organisational culture at Severn Trent enables effective functioning:
· Regulatory Compliance: A culture of adherence ensures reliability and safety in service delivery.
· Employee Engagement: Shared values and teamwork strengthen collaboration and workplace cohesion.
· Risk Management: Collective assumptions about risk shape robust planning and minimise operational failures.
· Customer Focus: Cultural emphasis on service quality drives customer-centric strategies.
These cultural strengths align with literature that positions strong culture as a source of competitive advantage in regulated utilities (Hartmann & Loyens, 2005).
6.2 Culture as a Barrier
Nevertheless, cultural attributes can constrain performance:
· Resistance to Change: High uncertainty avoidance and role-oriented culture can inhibit innovation and rapid adaptation.
· Hierarchical Decision-Making: Despite improvements, residual top-down processes can slow responsiveness.
· Risk Aversion: Overemphasis on safety and compliance may reduce experimentation with new technologies.
These barriers align with findings that overly conservative cultures can impede transformational change (Schein, 2010).
7. Impact of Organisational Culture on Performance
7.1 Performance Metrics
Severn Trent’s annual performance reports show strong outcomes in reliability, customer satisfaction, and environmental indicators (Severn Trent Annual Report, 2024). Culture’s influence is visible in:
· Operational Stability: Fewer service failures and strong compliance outcomes.
· Customer Satisfaction: Culture supporting responsiveness and service quality correlates with higher satisfaction scores.
· Financial Performance: Steady returns and regulated asset base growth.
7.2 Relationship Between Culture and Performance
Empirical literature shows that organisational culture correlates with performance outcomes. Cameron and Quinn (2011) argue that adaptive, collaborative cultures enhance performance. Severn Trent’s cultural emphasis on collaboration and collective purpose aligns with improved customer and operational outcomes.

8. Recommendations for Improvement
Based on analysis, the following evidence-based recommendations are proposed:
8.1 Cultivate Innovation Culture
· Introduce innovation labs and reward systems that encourage experimentation.
· Develop cross-functional innovation teams with autonomy to test new ideas.
This supports transition from role to task and adhocracy cultures linked with adaptability (Cameron & Quinn, 2011).
8.2 Strengthen Inclusive Leadership
· Implement leadership training focused on diversity, cultural intelligence, and collaborative decision-making.
Inclusive leadership improves organisational agility and employee engagement (Shen et al., 2009).
8.3 Enhance Internal Communication
· Deploy integrated communication platforms to facilitate transparency and ease decision flows across hierarchy.
Open communication reduces misinterpretation of organisational values and accelerates change (Hatch & Cunliffe, 2013).
8.4 Embed Learning and Development
· Design continuous learning programs that emphasise adaptive competencies and digital literacy.
A learning culture supports resilience in the face of external shocks (Senge, 1990).





9. Conclusion
This report has critically examined the influence of organisational culture on Severn Trent Water’s structure, decision-making processes, adaptability, and overall performance. Drawing upon the theoretical perspectives of Schein (2010), Hofstede (2001), and Handy (1993), the analysis demonstrates that organisational culture plays a fundamental role in shaping both formal systems and informal behaviours within the organisation. Severn Trent’s prevailing culture reflects a blend of role and task orientations, characterised by strong compliance, teamwork, customer focus, and a long-term strategic outlook shaped by regulatory and environmental responsibilities.
The findings indicate that organisational culture largely acts as an enabler of effective functioning within Severn Trent Water. Its emphasis on safety, accountability, and collective responsibility supports operational reliability, regulatory compliance, and customer trust. However, the report also highlights that certain cultural characteristics particularly risk aversion, hierarchical decision-making structures, and resistance to change can limit innovation and organisational agility in a rapidly evolving external environment.
Furthermore, the analysis shows that culture significantly influences how Severn Trent responds to external pressures such as regulatory reform, sustainability demands, technological advancement, and workforce diversity. While the organisation has made progress in developing a more adaptive and inclusive culture, further cultural evolution is necessary to maintain long-term competitiveness and performance.
In conclusion, organisational culture at Severn Trent Water represents a strategic asset, but one that requires continuous development. By fostering a more innovation-oriented, learning-driven, and inclusive culture, the organisation can strengthen its ability to respond to future challenges while maintaining its core strengths in service quality, governance, and environmental stewardship.
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