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[bookmark: _Toc1340573450]Executive Summary
This report critically evaluates the role of organisational culture in shaping organisational structure, decision-making, adaptability, and performance at British Airways (BA). Organisational culture is a significant determinant of how organisations function, particularly in industries such as aviation where safety, customer experience, efficiency, and regulatory compliance are central to success. British Airways provides a valuable case study because it operates in a complex global environment while balancing a legacy reputation for premium service with the demands of cost control, digital transformation, sustainability, and workforce management.
The report applies three major theoretical perspectives on organisational culture: Schein’s Model of Organisational Culture, Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions, and Handy’s Cultural Types. These frameworks suggest that British Airways is characterised predominantly by a hierarchical, role-based, and control-oriented culture, shaped by the operational realities of the airline industry. At the same time, there is evidence of emerging task-oriented and adaptive cultural elements, particularly in areas such as digital transformation, sustainability, and customer experience innovation.

[bookmark: _Toc1653440585]1. Introduction
Organisational culture is widely recognised as one of the most influential factors affecting how organisations operate, compete, and respond to change. Culture shapes not only employee behaviour and internal relationships, but also strategic choices, leadership styles, communication patterns, and organisational effectiveness. Mullins and Christy (2016) define organisational culture as “the way things are done around here,” highlighting its role in shaping everyday assumptions, behaviours, and practices. In increasingly globalised and uncertain business environments, culture has become even more important because organisations must respond quickly to technological change, shifting customer expectations, regulatory pressures, and workforce diversity.
British Airways (BA), one of the United Kingdom’s best-known airlines and part of International Airlines Group (IAG), offers a strong case for analysing these issues. BA has historically positioned itself as a premium international airline associated with professionalism, heritage, reliability, and service quality. However, it also faces intense pressures from low-cost competition, technological disruption, customer scrutiny, labour relations challenges, and sustainability expectations. As a result, British Airways must maintain operational discipline while also adapting to a rapidly changing external environment.

[bookmark: _Toc1211561289]2. Organisational Culture and Its Influence on Structure and Decision-Making at British Airways
Historically, British Airways has operated through a relatively bureaucratic and hierarchical structure. This is not unusual for a large airline, as aviation depends on clear procedures, accountability, and chain-of-command systems to ensure safety and operational reliability. Pilots, cabin crew, engineers, operations teams, and customer service staff all perform specialised roles that must be coordinated precisely. Such conditions naturally encourage a culture that values discipline, order, professionalism, and procedural adherence.
This culture strongly influences BA’s decision-making processes. Strategic and operational decisions have traditionally been made through a top-down model, where authority is concentrated at senior and middle management levels. This can be beneficial in a safety-critical environment because it promotes consistency, control, and risk reduction. Standardisation is essential in aviation, and centralised decision-making helps ensure compliance with regulatory requirements and organisational policies.
However, while this culture and structure support control, they can also limit organisational responsiveness. In dynamic situations—such as service disruptions, IT failures, customer complaints, or operational crises—a highly centralised decision-making system may slow response times and reduce local flexibility. Frontline employees, who are often best positioned to respond to customer needs in real time, may lack the autonomy to resolve issues independently. This can negatively affect customer satisfaction and service recovery.
A clear example of the limitations of rigid structure and culture can be seen in the 2017 British Airways IT system failure, which caused widespread flight cancellations and major operational disruption. Although the immediate cause was technical, the event also raised questions about resilience, contingency planning, and organisational responsiveness. It demonstrated how over-reliance on centralised systems and rigid structures can magnify operational vulnerability. In this sense, culture is not merely a background influence; it can actively shape how effectively the organisation responds under pressure.
At the same time, British Airways has increasingly recognised the need to become more flexible and customer-focused. There have been efforts to improve service quality, strengthen digital capability, and enhance employee contribution to customer experience. These developments suggest that BA is attempting to shift from a purely control-oriented model toward a more balanced structure in which some decision-making is delegated and responsiveness is improved. Nevertheless, the organisation still appears to be navigating a tension between its traditional bureaucratic culture and the growing need for adaptability.

[bookmark: _Toc2080193880]3. Identifying British Airways’ Organisational Culture Using Theoretical Frameworks
To critically evaluate British Airways’ organisational culture, it is useful to apply established theoretical frameworks. This section uses Schein’s Model of Organisational Culture, Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions, and Handy’s Cultural Types to identify and analyse the dominant cultural characteristics of the organisation.

[bookmark: _Toc1587090005]3.1 Schein’s Model of Organisational Culture
Schein (2010) argues that organisational culture exists at three levels: artefacts, espoused values, and basic underlying assumptions. This model is especially useful because it goes beyond visible organisational features and explores the deeper beliefs that shape behaviour.
[bookmark: _Toc478177286]Artefacts
At the most visible level, British Airways presents a highly professional and premium image. Its artefacts include uniforms, branding, aircraft design, customer service rituals, and airport lounge environments. These visible elements communicate prestige, order, and consistency. BA’s external presentation reinforces its identity as a flagship airline associated with quality and international professionalism.
[bookmark: _Toc1714354714]Espoused Values
At the second level, BA’s espoused values include customer service, safety, operational excellence, innovation, and global connectivity. These values are consistent with the demands of the airline industry and support BA’s strategic positioning in the premium market.
These assumptions are understandable in aviation, where errors can have serious consequences. However, they also create a culture that may undervalue experimentation, challenge, and flexibility. In other words, the same assumptions that support operational reliability can also discourage innovation and responsiveness.
Schein’s model therefore suggests that British Airways has a culture rooted in control, professionalism, and formal authority, with some tension between its traditional assumptions and the demands of a more dynamic business environment.

[bookmark: _Toc983093500]3.2 Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions
Hofstede’s (2001) framework helps explain how broader national cultural characteristics may influence organisational behaviour. Although organisations develop unique internal cultures, they are often shaped by national cultural norms, especially in leadership style, communication, and authority relationships.
[bookmark: _Toc1551109608]Individualism
The United Kingdom is considered a highly individualistic society, and this is reflected to some extent in British Airways. Professional expertise, individual accountability, and role clarity are important within the organisation. Employees are expected to perform their designated responsibilities competently and independently.
[bookmark: _Toc864478216]Power Distance
The UK generally has moderate power distance, meaning that authority is recognised but not accepted unquestioningly. However, within British Airways, power distance appears relatively higher than in many UK organisations because of the nature of the industry. Chain-of-command systems are deeply embedded, particularly in operational and safety-critical functions.
[bookmark: _Toc118091090]Uncertainty Avoidance
The UK is often characterised as relatively low in uncertainty avoidance, meaning it is generally open to ambiguity and change. British Airways, however, operates in a sector where uncertainty must be carefully managed. As a result, BA appears to demonstrate a much stronger preference for structure, rules, and standardisation than might be expected from national culture alone.
Overall, Hofstede’s framework suggests that British Airways reflects a combination of broader British cultural influences and industry-specific operational demands, producing a culture that is more hierarchical and risk-conscious than the wider national context might imply.

[bookmark: _Toc1636084112]3.3 Handy’s Cultural Types
Handy (1993) identifies four main organisational culture types: power culture, role culture, task culture, and person culture. Of these, British Airways most clearly reflects a role culture, with some limited elements of task culture.
[bookmark: _Toc1925631746]Role Culture
Role culture is characterised by formal structures, clearly defined responsibilities, policies, procedures, and bureaucratic coordination. This is highly evident in BA. The airline depends on job specialisation, operational protocols, and formal reporting lines. Role culture is efficient in environments where consistency, predictability, and control are essential.
For British Airways, role culture offers several advantages:
· it supports safety and compliance, 
· it ensures service standardisation, 
· it reduces ambiguity in complex operations, 
· it helps coordinate a large and geographically dispersed workforce. 
However, role culture can also create rigidity. It may encourage employees to focus narrowly on their assigned roles rather than broader organisational goals. It can also reduce creativity and make change more difficult because systems become deeply embedded.
[bookmark: _Toc1210193638]Task Culture
Task culture, by contrast, is more flexible, team-based, and problem-solving oriented. British Airways demonstrates some elements of task culture in areas such as:
· digital transformation, 
· sustainability programmes, 
· customer experience redesign, 
· innovation and strategic change initiatives. 
These activities require cross-functional collaboration and adaptability, suggesting that BA is not exclusively role-based. However, these task-oriented elements often appear to exist within a broader role-based system rather than replacing it.
Handy’s framework therefore suggests that British Airways is fundamentally a role culture organisation attempting to incorporate selective task culture features in response to environmental change. This hybrid model may be necessary, but it can also create internal tensions if the broader culture does not fully support flexibility and collaboration.

[bookmark: _Toc1486291643]4. Organisational Culture and Adaptation to the External Environment
British Airways operates in an external environment characterised by volatility, complexity, and high stakeholder expectations. Economic instability, geopolitical uncertainty, environmental pressures, technological change, labour market challenges, and customer expectations all require the organisation to adapt continuously. Organisational culture plays a critical role in determining whether such adaptation is effective.
The COVID-19 pandemic illustrated both the strengths and weaknesses of BA’s culture. On one hand, the organisation’s structured and disciplined approach supported rapid operational changes, cost reductions, restructuring, and safety-related adjustments. On the other hand, the period also exposed tensions around employee relations, morale, and organisational trust. Crisis situations often reveal whether culture is genuinely cohesive or whether underlying fractures exist beneath formal systems.
Similarly, industrial disputes and workforce tensions at BA have highlighted the importance of cultural alignment between management and employees. If staff feel excluded, undervalued, or overly controlled, the organisation may struggle to implement change effectively. In this sense, adaptation is not just a structural or strategic issue—it is also cultural. Change is more likely to succeed when employees feel psychologically engaged and included in the organisation’s direction.
In recent years, British Airways has also faced increasing pressure to improve digital capability and sustainability performance. These areas require a culture that is more experimental, collaborative, and future-oriented. Digital transformation, for example, depends not only on investment in systems but also on openness to new ways of working. Sustainability similarly requires long-term strategic alignment and cross-functional commitment.

[bookmark: _Toc621674287]5. Organisational Culture at British Airways: Barrier or Enabler?
A critical evaluation of British Airways suggests that organisational culture functions as both an enabler and a barrier. This duality is important because culture is rarely wholly positive or wholly negative. Instead, its effectiveness depends on context, strategic fit, and how well it evolves over time.
However, the same cultural characteristics can also act as a barrier. Hierarchy, bureaucracy, and excessive control may reduce responsiveness and discourage employee initiative. In customer-facing situations, this can lead to poor service recovery and slow problem-solving. In strategic contexts, it may limit innovation and delay transformation.
Another important barrier concerns employee relations. Culture is only effective when it is experienced as legitimate and meaningful by employees. If staff perceive a disconnect between leadership rhetoric and organisational reality, trust can weaken. BA’s industrial relations history suggests that cultural alignment has not always been strong. Where there is tension between managerial priorities and employee expectations, culture may become a source of conflict rather than cohesion.
Critically, whether culture is an enabler or barrier is not fixed. A culture that was highly effective in one period may become less effective when environmental conditions change. British Airways’ traditional culture may have been especially well suited to a stable, prestige-driven airline model, but today’s environment requires greater agility, employee engagement, and digital responsiveness.
Therefore, British Airways’ culture should not be viewed simply as “good” or “bad.” Rather, it is a strategically significant asset that contains both enabling and constraining features. The key challenge is to manage culture so that its strengths are preserved while its limitations are addressed.

[bookmark: _Toc912118441]6. Impact of Organisational Culture on Performance
Organisational culture has a direct impact on British Airways’ performance across operational, financial, employee, and customer dimensions.
On the positive side, BA’s culture contributes to service consistency, brand reputation, and operational discipline. In a premium airline context, these are major performance drivers. A strong service identity can enhance customer trust, loyalty, and market positioning. Likewise, a disciplined operational culture helps maintain compliance and reduce risk, which are critical to long-term performance.
However, cultural weaknesses can also significantly damage performance. The 2017 IT collapse is a useful example because it demonstrates how organisational resilience is shaped not only by systems but by culture. A culture that is overly centralised, underprepared for disruption, or insufficiently adaptive can magnify the impact of operational failures. Similarly, customer dissatisfaction, negative publicity, and employee disputes can all damage both short-term results and long-term reputation.
Employee engagement is another major performance issue. Research consistently shows that engaged employees are more productive, more customer-focused, and more willing to support organisational change. If British Airways’ culture is perceived as overly bureaucratic or disconnected from employee needs, this can undermine morale and reduce organisational effectiveness.
Innovation performance is also culturally dependent. As the airline industry becomes more digital, customer-driven, and sustainability-focused, organisations must innovate in areas such as operations, service delivery, data use, and environmental strategy. A culture that discourages experimentation or slows decision-making may limit BA’s ability to compete effectively.
In summary, organisational culture is not a “soft” issue separate from business outcomes. At British Airways, it has a clear and measurable influence on customer experience, employee commitment, strategic agility, operational resilience, and competitive performance.

[bookmark: _Toc1969996745]7. Recommendations for Improvement
To strengthen long-term organisational effectiveness, British Airways should continue evolving its culture in ways that preserve operational discipline while increasing agility and engagement.
[bookmark: _Toc2133082897]1. Promote a More Agile and Empowering Culture
British Airways should decentralise selected decision-making processes, particularly in customer-facing and operational support roles. Frontline employees should have greater authority to resolve service issues quickly and effectively. This would improve responsiveness and enhance customer satisfaction without compromising safety-critical control.
[bookmark: _Toc1317821621]2. Strengthen Employee Engagement and Trust
The organisation should improve communication, consultation, and employee involvement in change initiatives. Greater transparency and two-way dialogue would help reduce resistance to change and improve cultural alignment. Employee voice mechanisms should be strengthened so that staff feel heard and valued.
[bookmark: _Toc920573434]3. Foster Innovation Through Cross-Functional Collaboration
BA should create more opportunities for cross-functional teams, pilot projects, and innovation-led problem-solving. This would help build stronger task-culture elements within the organisation and support digital transformation, customer experience improvement, and sustainability initiatives.
[bookmark: _Toc2020362966]4. Align Culture More Clearly with Strategic Priorities
Cultural values should be explicitly linked to BA’s long-term strategy, particularly in relation to digitalisation, customer experience, and environmental responsibility. Leaders should communicate how these priorities connect to day-to-day behaviours and decision-making.
[bookmark: _Toc1993333339]5. Invest in Leadership Development
Managers and leaders should be trained to balance operational control with flexibility, inclusion, and collaboration. Leadership capability is central to cultural change, and BA’s future competitiveness will depend heavily on whether leaders can model a more adaptive and empowering culture.

[bookmark: _Toc1867390430]8. Conclusion
Organisational culture plays a central role in shaping British Airways’ structure, decision-making, adaptability, and performance. The analysis in this report shows that BA’s culture is predominantly hierarchical, role-based, and control-oriented, reflecting the demands of a safety-critical and highly regulated industry. Using Schein’s Model, Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions, and Handy’s Cultural Types, it is evident that British Airways’ culture strongly supports reliability, professionalism, and operational consistency.
Therefore, British Airways’ culture should be understood as both a strategic strength and a potential limitation. Its long-term success will depend on whether it can retain the benefits of discipline and control while developing a more agile, collaborative, and adaptive organisational environment.
Ultimately, culture is not simply an internal characteristic of British Airways; it is a critical factor shaping how effectively the organisation competes, changes, and performs in a dynamic global industry. For BA to remain successful in the future, cultural evolution will be just as important as strategic planning or operational efficiency.
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