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[bookmark: _Toc235267302]1. Introduction
Organisational culture is a central influence on how organisations behave, make decisions and manage people. Mullins and Christy (2016) argue that culture represents shared values, beliefs and attitudes that affect decision-making, structure, group behavior, work organisation, motivation, job satisfaction and management control. This report applies that argument to British Airways, one of the United Kingdom’s most established airlines and a major operating company within International Airlines Group. British Airways is an appropriate organisation for this analysis because it operates in a highly regulated, safety-critical and internationally competitive sector.(British Airways, 2026a; International Airlines Group, 2025a)
The report evaluates how British Airways’ organisational culture influences its structure, decision-making, adaptation to external environmental pressures and overall performance. It applies Schein’s Model of Organisational Culture and Handy’s Cultural Types to identify the organisation’s prevailing culture. The report argues that British Airways’ culture is mainly a role culture, shaped by safety, hierarchy and procedures, but it also contains task-culture elements linked to transformation, customer service and innovation.
[bookmark: _Toc235267303]2. Organisational Culture of British Airways
British Airways’ organisational culture is shaped by its long history as the United Kingdom’s flag carrier, its safety-critical operating environment, and its position as a premium global airline. Culture in this context can be understood as the shared assumptions, values and behaviours that influence how employees act and how the organisation presents itself to customers, regulators and society. Mullins and Christy (2016) explains that culture influences “how things are done around here”, which is particularly important in an airline where safety, service and coordination are essential.
British Airways’ public values are “Excellence”, “Caring” and “Open-minded”, supported by an emphasis on being “safe and secure” in everything the organisation does (British Airways, 2026a). These values suggest that the organisation wants employees to combine professional standards with customer care, inclusion and awareness of others. British Airways’ careers material also connects its culture to inclusion and diversity, describing a workforce that aims to support colleagues across gender, ethnicity, generations, disability and other dimensions of difference (British Airways, 2026b).
The organisation’s culture also reflects the identity of being a British global airline. British Airways describes itself as bringing people, places and cultures closer together, which links its culture to international connectivity and customer experience (British Airways, 2026c). This cultural identity is commercially important because British Airways competes not only on price but also on brand reputation, service quality, network strength and perceived reliability.
However, British Airways’ culture is not only customer-facing. It is also deeply operational. Airlines require strict discipline, compliance and coordination. Flight operations, engineering, security, cabin crew and airport operations all depend on rules, standard operating procedures and clear authority. This means that British Airways’ culture is strongly influenced by safety and risk control. A casual or informal culture would be unsuitable for an airline because mistakes may have serious consequences (British Airways, 2026a; Handy, 1993)
At the same time, British Airways has been under pressure to modernise. IAG’s annual reporting and market communication have emphasised British Airways’ transformation programme, including investment in customer experience, technology, operations and fleet development (International Airlines Group, 2025a). This means British Airways’ culture combines tradition and transformation. It has a legacy identity based on British service and operational professionalism, however, it also needs a more adaptive culture capable of responding to market pressure, sustainability demands and digital change.
Therefore, British Airways’ culture can be described as a hybrid culture. Its core is based on safety, hierarchy, professionalism and service discipline, while its strategic direction requires adaptability, innovation and customer-centred change. This supports Mullins and Christy’s (2016) view that organisational culture affects many internal processes, because the values and assumptions of British Airways shape how employees behave, how managers lead and how the organisation responds to external pressures.
[bookmark: _Toc235267304]3. How Organisational Culture Helps Shape British Airways’ Structure and Decision-Making
British Airways’ organisational culture strongly influences both its structure and decision-making processes. Because British Airways operates in aviation, its structure must support safety, accountability and operational control. This creates a hierarchical and functionally specialised structure. Pilots, cabin crew, engineers, ground staff, security teams, customer service employees, commercial teams and senior leaders each have defined responsibilities. This is consistent with a role-based culture, where procedures, job descriptions and authority lines are important. (Handy, 1993)
The safety culture of British Airways shapes decision-making by making operational risk a central priority. In aviation, many decisions cannot be made through personal judgement alone; they must follow regulation, technical standards and internal procedures. For example, aircraft maintenance, flight readiness, crew scheduling, safety checks and security processes require formal approval and compliance. British Airways’ statement that safety and security underpin its values demonstrates that safety is not simply a technical requirement but a cultural principle (British Airways, 2026a).
This safety-led culture affects management control. Managers must ensure that employees follow established processes and that operational performance is monitored carefully. Mullins and Christy (2016) argue that culture influences management control, and British Airways demonstrates this clearly. A strong control culture is necessary because poor coordination can lead to delays, service failures or safety risks. Therefore, the organisation’s structure is shaped by the need to coordinate complex operations across airports, aircraft, crews and international routes (Mullins and Christy, 2016; Handy, 1993).
However, British Airways’ culture also shapes commercial decision-making. Its value of excellence supports strategic decisions related to premium service, lounges, customer experience, digital tools and aircraft investment. British Airways is not positioned as a purely low-cost airline, so its culture must support service differentiation. This affects decisions about product design, customer support, cabin standards and loyalty programmes. The company’s transformation programme, supported by significant investment, shows that decision-making is influenced by the desire to protect and improve the British Airways brand (International Airlines Group, 2025a).
There is also a tension between centralised decision-making and employee participation. During periods of restructuring, airlines often make difficult decisions about costs, staffing and operations. British Airways has experienced significant industrial relations challenges in the past. Eurofound (2010) described the dispute between British Airways and Unite as one of the most high-profile and protracted disputes in UK industrial relations history. This suggests that while a strong managerial culture can support fast decision-making, it can also create resistance if employees feel decisions are imposed rather than negotiated.
Therefore, British Airways’ culture shapes structure and decision-making in two main ways. First, safety and regulation create a formal, hierarchical and procedure-driven structure. Second, the organisation’s premium-service and transformation culture influences strategic decisions about investment, customer experience and brand development. The main challenge is to balance control with participation, because excessive hierarchy may reduce employee voice and weaken commitment to change (Handy, 1993; Grugulis, 2002).
[bookmark: _Toc235267305]4. Relevant Frameworks, Models or Theories Applied to British Airways
Two useful frameworks for analysing British Airways’ organisational culture are Schein’s Model of Organisational Culture and Handy’s Cultural Types.
Schein’s model explains organisational culture at three levels: artefacts, espoused values and underlying assumptions. Artefacts are visible signs of culture, espoused values are the official principles an organisation claims to follow, and underlying assumptions are the deeper beliefs that guide behaviour. Schein (2010) argues that the deepest assumptions are the most powerful and difficult to change.
At the artefact level, British Airways’ culture can be seen in its aircraft branding, uniforms, customer service routines, lounges, safety briefings, corporate language and British identity. These visible features communicate professionalism, order and premium service. They also reinforce the idea that British Airways is not just a transport provider but a national and international service brand.
At the espoused-values level, British Airways communicates values of excellence, caring and open-mindedness. These values are intended to guide employee behaviour and support the customer experience (British Airways, 2026a). The company also promotes inclusion, diversity, wellbeing and belonging through its people strategy (British Airways, 2026b).
At the underlying-assumptions level, British Airways appears to operate on several deeper assumptions. The first is that safety is non-negotiable. The second is that service quality protects the brand. The third is that British Airways’ heritage has commercial value. The fourth is that transformation is necessary for long-term survival. These assumptions explain why the organisation combines hierarchy with strategic change.
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Figure 1. Schein’s three levels of organisational culture applied to British Airways.
Source: Self-made, based on Schein (2010) and British Airways (2026a)
Handy’s model is also useful. Handy identifies four types of organisational culture: power culture, role culture, task culture and person culture. Role culture is based on rules, formal positions and clearly defined responsibilities, while task culture is based on teams, problem-solving and project work (Handy, 1993).
British Airways’ prevailing culture is mainly a role culture. This is because airline operations depend on clear procedures, authority and specialist functions. A role culture supports safety, consistency and compliance. This is necessary in departments such as engineering, flight operations and security.
However, British Airways also shows elements of task culture. Its transformation programme requires cross-functional collaboration, digital improvement and customer-focused innovation. IAG has linked British Airways’ improved performance and future strategy to transformation initiatives, investment and operational improvement (International Airlines Group, 2025a). These activities require teams to solve problems and adapt rather than simply follow existing routines.
Therefore, the most accurate assessment is that British Airways has a dominant role culture with developing task-culture elements. The role culture enables safety and operational reliability, while task culture supports transformation and adaptation. The risk is that the role culture may become too bureaucratic if it prevents innovation or employee involvement.
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Figure 2. Handy’s cultural types and the assessed British Airways culture.
Source: Self-made, based on Handy (1993) and International Airlines Group (2025a)
[bookmark: _Toc235267306]5. Organisational Culture and Adaptation to the External Environment
British Airways operates in a difficult external environment. The airline industry is affected by fuel prices, economic cycles, geopolitical risk, airport capacity limits, sustainability pressure, customer expectations, labour markets, regulation and intense competition. Organisational culture is important because adaptation requires employees to accept change and implement new ways of working.
British Airways’ culture supports adaptation through its transformation narrative. The company presents itself as an organisation that is modernising how it flies and how it serves customers. Its transformation programme has included investment in technology, customer experience, fleet development and operational improvement (International Airlines Group, 2025a). This shows that culture is being used to communicate the need for change and to connect employees to a wider strategic direction. (International Airlines Group, 2025a)
Sustainability is another external pressure. Airlines face increasing criticism because aviation contributes to carbon emissions. British Airways has responded through its BA Better World programme, which positions sustainability as part of the organisation’s future identity (British Airways, 2026d). The company states that BA Better World is aligned with global sustainability frameworks, including the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals and the World Economic Forum stakeholder capitalism framework (British Airways, 2026d). This shows how the organisation attempts to embed environmental responsibility into its culture and reputation.
The organisation’s inclusion and diversity culture also helps it respond to external social expectations. Modern customers and employees increasingly expect large companies to show fairness, representation and social responsibility. British Airways’ people strategy emphasises diversity, inclusion, wellbeing and belonging (British Airways, 2026b). This can support adaptation by helping the company attract and retain employees from different backgrounds, which is important in a global service organisation.
However, culture can also limit adaptation if change is perceived as top-down. British Airways has previously faced criticism during industrial relations disputes and during the COVID-19 period. Kassem, Salama and Ganepola (2022) examined CSR credibility and employee rights during crisis conditions, identifying concerns about CSR decoupling in the airline sector. This suggests that cultural adaptation must be credible. If employees believe that sustainability, care or inclusion are mainly public relations messages, culture may lose its ability to support change.
British Airways therefore uses culture to adapt to external pressures by promoting transformation, sustainability, inclusion and customer excellence. Nevertheless, adaptation is most effective when official values are matched by actual employment practices and genuine employee involvement. This supports Mullins and Christy’s (2016) view that managing diverse people into a coherent culture becomes more important as organisations become more global and complex. A PESTLE analysis further demonstrates how external conditions interact with culture. Politically and legally, British Airways must respond to aviation regulation, security requirements, employment law and government policy, reinforcing a culture of compliance, accountability and formal control. Economically, demand is affected by inflation, fuel costs, exchange rates and changes in business and leisure travel; the strong recovery in IAG’s 2024 results shows why commercial adaptability and cost discipline remain important (International Airlines Group, 2025b; The Guardian, 2024). Socially, passengers and employees increasingly expect inclusive employment practices, wellbeing support and responsible corporate behaviour, which strengthens the relevance of British Airways’ caring and open-minded values (British Airways, 2026b). Technological pressures require investment in digital services, operational systems and customer-facing innovation, encouraging task-culture behaviours alongside the airline’s traditional role culture (International Airlines Group, 2025a). Environmentally, pressure to reduce aviation emissions has made sustainability part of the company’s public identity through BA Better World (British Airways, 2026d). These PESTLE pressures show that British Airways must preserve procedural reliability while developing a culture capable of credible, continuous adaptation.
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Figure 3. PESTLE pressures and the cultural responses required at British Airways.
Source: Self-made, based on International Airlines Group (2025a; 2025b), British Airways (2026b; 2026d), The Guardian (2024) and Mullins and Christy (2016)
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Organisational culture has a direct impact on whether British Airways functions effectively. Effective functioning means that the organisation can coordinate work, make decisions, motivate employees, satisfy customers and meet strategic goals. In British Airways, culture is especially important because airline operations require cooperation between many interdependent teams. (Mullins and Christy, 2016)
The strongest enabler of effective functioning is British Airways’ safety culture. Safety culture creates discipline, reduces ambiguity and standardizes behaviour. Employees know that procedures must be followed and that risk must be controlled. This supports reliability and protects customers, employees and the organisation’s reputation. Without this shared cultural commitment, British Airways would not be able to operate effectively in a safety-critical industry.
The organisation’s service culture is another enabler. British Airways’ values of excellence and caring support customer-facing behaviour (British Airways, 2026a). In a service business, employee behaviour is part of the product. A passenger’s experience is shaped not only by the aircraft or route, but by the professionalism, empathy and responsiveness of employees. Therefore, culture affects customer satisfaction and brand loyalty.
Culture also supports effective functioning by creating a shared identity. British Airways’ identity as a British global airline gives employees and customers a recognisable sense of what the organisation represents. This can strengthen pride, consistency and brand recognition. In international operations, shared culture can help coordinate employees across different locations and professional groups.
However, British Airways’ culture can also create barriers. A strong role culture may become bureaucratic if employees focus too much on procedure and not enough on problem-solving. In customer service, excessive rules may prevent employees from resolving passenger problems quickly. In transformation projects, too much hierarchy may slow innovation and discourage ideas from frontline staff. (Handy, 1993; Grugulis, 2002)
Employee relations are another potential barrier. Historical disputes between British Airways and trade unions show that culture can become contested. Eurofound’s (2010) analysis of the British Airways and Unite dispute highlights the seriousness and duration of past conflict. When employees believe management decisions are unfair or inconsistent with stated values, organisational culture may reduce trust rather than strengthen it. (Eurofound, 2010; Taylor and Moore, 2014)
Therefore, British Airways’ culture enables effective functioning when it creates safety, discipline, service quality and shared identity. It becomes a barrier when hierarchy, bureaucracy or mistrust prevent employee voice and adaptation. The organisation needs to preserve its safety-led role culture while building a more participative task culture in areas such as service improvement, digital change and employee engagement (Handy, 1993).
[bookmark: _Toc235267308]7. Evaluation of the Impact of Organisational Culture on Organisational Performance
British Airways’ organisational culture affects performance through safety, service quality, employee engagement, customer loyalty, transformation and financial outcomes. Culture is not the only driver of performance, but it influences how strategy is implemented and how employees behave.
First, safety culture supports operational performance. In aviation, safety failures can lead to severe human, financial and reputational damage. A culture that prioritises safety helps reduce risk and supports regulatory compliance. British Airways’ emphasis on being safe and secure in everything it does shows that safety is embedded in its stated organisational values (British Airways, 2026a). This contributes to performance by protecting operational continuity and customer trust.
Second, service culture affects customer performance. British Airways competes in a market where passengers compare price, punctuality, comfort, service and loyalty benefits. A culture of excellence and caring can improve customer satisfaction and support premium positioning. This is important because British Airways cannot compete only as a low-cost operator; its brand depends on service differentiation. (British Airways, 2026c; International Airlines Group, 2025a)
Third, culture affects employee performance. Employees who identify with organisational values are more likely to show commitment and discretionary effort. However, if employees experience a gap between values and management practice, morale may decline. Kassem, Salama and Ganepola (2022) suggest that CSR credibility can be damaged when companies’ actions toward employees appear inconsistent with social responsibility claims. This is significant because employee trust influences service quality and change readiness.
Fourth, culture affects transformation performance. British Airways’ current strategy requires employees to adopt new technologies, improve operations and support customer-experience changes. IAG’s annual reporting indicates that British Airways has been a major focus of transformation and investment, while IAG also reported strong financial performance for 2024 (International Airlines Group, 2025a). Although these results cannot be attributed to culture alone, culture helps determine whether investment translates into actual behavioural change. (Schein, 2010; International Airlines Group, 2025a)
The main recommendation is that British Airways should strengthen alignment between its stated values and employee experience. This means improving employee voice, consultation, wellbeing and trust. Schein’s (2010) model suggests that culture is strongest when underlying assumptions match visible values. If British Airways claims to be caring and open-minded, employees must experience these values in decision-making, not only in branding. (Schein, 2010)
The second recommendation is to balance role culture and task culture. British Airways should protect role culture in safety-critical areas but expand task culture in innovation, customer recovery and digital transformation. Frontline employees should be empowered to solve customer problems within clear boundaries.
The third recommendation is to measure culture as a performance variable. British Airways should track employee engagement, safety reporting, inclusion, service recovery, customer satisfaction, punctuality and complaint resolution together. This would allow leaders to see whether cultural values are producing operational and commercial benefits.
Overall, British Airways’ culture has a significant impact on performance. It enables safety, service consistency and transformation, but it can damage performance if bureaucracy or mistrust limits employee commitment.
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British Airways demonstrates Mullins and Christy’s (2016) argument that organisational culture has a pervasive influence on structure, decision-making, motivation, control and performance. The company’s culture is shaped by safety, professionalism, British identity, customer service, inclusion and transformation. Using Schein’s model and Handy’s cultural types, British Airways can be identified as having a dominant role culture with developing task-culture elements.
This culture enables effective functioning by supporting safety, coordination and service quality. It also helps the organisation adapt to external pressures such as competition, sustainability, digitalisation and changing employee expectations. However, culture can become a barrier when hierarchy, bureaucracy or weak employee trust reduce participation and commitment. British Airways should therefore align stated values with employment practices, strengthen employee voice and measure culture as part of organisational performance. Its long-term success depends not only on strategy and investment, but also on whether its culture is credible, adaptive and consistently experienced by employees.
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Handy’s cultural types: British Airways assessment
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PESTLE pressures and British Airways’ cultural response
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