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1. [bookmark: _Toc224404965]Introduction

Organisational culture refers to the shared values, beliefs, and behaviours that influence how employees interact and perform their work within an organisation. It shapes how decisions are made, how authority is exercised, and how employees respond to organisational challenges. According to Mullins and Christy (2016), organisational culture has a strong influence on management practices, organisational structure, and employee motivation. Culture therefore plays an important role in determining how effectively an organisation functions.
In contemporary organisations, culture has become increasingly important because companies operate in complex environments influenced by globalisation, technological development, and strict regulatory frameworks. Schein (2017) explains that organisational culture develops over time through shared experiences and becomes embedded in the assumptions and values of employees. When culture aligns with organisational goals and external expectations, it can support organisational stability, collaboration, and long-term performance.
This report focuses on Severn Trent Water, one of the largest water and wastewater service providers in the United Kingdom. The organisation supplies water services to millions of customers and operates within a highly regulated industry where environmental responsibility and service reliability are essential priorities (Severn Trent Plc, 2023). These conditions make organisational culture particularly important in shaping how the company structures its operations and makes strategic decisions.
The purpose of this report is to evaluate how organisational culture influences the structure and decision-making processes of Severn Trent Water. The analysis will apply several theoretical frameworks, including Schein’s model of organisational culture, Handy’s cultural types and Hofstede’s cultural dimensions, to identify the dominant cultural characteristics within the organisation. In addition, the report will examine how organisational culture supports the organisation’s ability to respond to external environmental pressures using Denison’s cultural traits theory. Finally, the report will assess whether organisational culture acts as a barrier or an enabler to organisational effectiveness and evaluate its impact on organisational performance.
2. [bookmark: _Toc224404966]Organisational Culture of Severn Trent Water

The organisational culture of Severn Trent Water is strongly influenced by its role as a public utility company. The organisation is responsible for delivering safe and reliable water services, which means that operational stability and safety are essential priorities. As a result, the culture of the organisation emphasises responsibility, accountability and professional standards.
Employees are expected to follow established procedures and safety regulations to ensure consistent service delivery. Mullins and Christy (2016) note that organisations operating in regulated industries often develop cultures that emphasise control, structure, and risk management. In the water sector, service failures can have serious consequences for public health and the environment, which explains the strong emphasis on compliance within the organisational culture.
Another key element of the organisation’s culture is environmental sustainability. Water companies face increasing pressure to manage resources responsibly and reduce environmental impact. Severn Trent Water promotes sustainability initiatives such as water conservation and infrastructure investment to protect natural resources. Schein (2017) explains that organisational culture evolves as organisations respond to environmental challenges and develop shared solutions.
Customer service and public trust are also important cultural values. Because Severn Trent Water provides services that directly affect communities, the organisation must maintain strong relationships with customers and regulators. Martin (2002) suggests that organisational culture often reflects the broader social environment in which organisations operate. In this case, the organisation’s culture reflects its responsibility to provide reliable and environmentally responsible services.
Overall, the organisational culture of Severn Trent Water can be described as structured, responsible, and mission oriented. While this culture supports reliability and accountability, it may also create challenges related to innovation and organisational flexibility.

3. [bookmark: _Toc224404967]Influence of Culture on Structure and Decision-Making

Organisational culture has a significant influence on how Severn Trent Water is structured and how decisions are made within the organisation. The company operates through a hierarchical organisational structure where responsibilities are clearly defined. This type of structure reflects what Handy (1993) describes as a role culture.
In a role of culture, authority is based on organisational position rather than individual influence. Employees are expected to perform specific tasks according to established procedures. This system allows organisations to operate efficiently and maintain control over complex operations. According to Mullins and Christy (2016), role cultures are particularly common in large organisations and regulated industries because they help ensure stability and accountability.
Decision-making in Severn Trent Water is generally centralised at senior management levels. Strategic decisions related to investment, environmental policies, and regulatory compliance are made by senior executives. Operational employees follow established guidelines to ensure that services are delivered safely and efficiently.
Decision-making processes are also supported by technical data and regulatory requirements. Managers often rely on performance indicators and engineering assessments when making decisions. This reflects Hofstede’s concept of uncertainty avoidance, where organisations rely on rules and structured procedures to reduce risk.
However, highly structured decision-making may reduce employee participation. When authority is concentrated at higher levels of management, employees may have limited opportunities to contribute to ideas or influence strategic decisions. Schein (2017) suggests that cultural assumptions about hierarchy and authority influence how information flows within organisations.
Although this structure supports reliability and regulatory compliance, it may also reduce organisational flexibility and slow innovation.
4. [bookmark: _Toc224404968]Identifying Cultural Types: Models and Frameworks
Several theoretical models can be used to understand the organisational culture of Severn Trent Water.
4.1 [bookmark: _Toc224404969]Schein’s Model of Organisational Culture
Schein’s model is one of the most widely used frameworks for understanding organisational culture. According to Schein (2017), culture exists at three different levels inside an organisation: artefacts and creations, values and beliefs, and basic underlying assumptions. 
[image: ]
                   Fig. 1 – Edgar Shein’s three levels of Organisational Culture.
These levels help explain how culture appears on the surface of an organisation and how deeper beliefs influence how people think, behave, and make decisions. Understanding these three levels allows researchers and managers to better analyse how culture affects organisational behaviour and performance.
[bookmark: _Toc224404970]4.1.1 Artefacts and Creations
Artefacts represent the visible and observable elements of organisational culture. These include the behaviours, practices and physical aspects that people can see when they interact with an organisation. Artefacts may include company policies, workplace layout, communication styles, employee behaviour, dress codes, and organisational rituals.
In the case of Severn Trent Water, several artefacts clearly reflect the organisation’s cultural priorities. For example, the company places a strong importance on health and safety practices. Employees working in operational environments often use protective equipment and follow strict safety procedures. These visible behaviours demonstrate the organisation’s strong commitment to risk management and operational safety.
Another example of artefacts can be seen in the organisation’s environmental initiatives and sustainability programmers. Severn Trent Water regularly communicates its environmental goals through public reports, sustainability campaigns and community projects. These visible activities show that environmental responsibility is an important part of the organisation’s culture.
Artefacts are also visible through the organisation’s structured management systems and reporting procedures. The company operates with clearly defined departments, formal communication channels, and performance monitoring systems. These practices demonstrate that the organisation values organisation, accountability, and operational efficiency.
However, although artefacts are easy to observe, they do not fully explain the deeper meaning behind organisational culture. Schein (2017) explains that artefacts only represent the surface level of culture. To understand why these behaviours exist, it is necessary to examine the values and beliefs that guide them.
[bookmark: _Toc224404971]4.1.2. Values and Beliefs
The second level of organisational culture includes values and beliefs. These represent the principles and priorities that guide how employees make decisions and perform their work. Values are often communicated through organisational mission statements, strategic goals, and leadership behaviour.
At Severn Trent Water, several key values influence organisational behaviour. One important value is environmental sustainability. Water companies operate in an industry where environmental protection is essential. As a result, the organisation encourages responsible use of water resources and invests in infrastructure projects designed to protect the natural environment.
Another important organisational value is service reliability. Because water supply is essential for communities, the organisation priorities maintaining stable and consistent delivery service. This value influences how employees manage operations, maintain infrastructure, and respond to service disruptions.
Customer service is also significant in organisational value. Employees are encouraged to communicate effectively with customers and address problems quickly. Maintaining strong relationships with the public helps build trust and improve the organisation’s reputation.
These shared values influence how employees behave and ensure that daily activities align with the organisation’s long-term objectives. Research also shows that clearly defined organisational values can improve organisational effectiveness and employee commitment (Denison and Mishra, 1995).
[bookmark: _Toc224404972]4.1.3 Basic Underlying Assumptions
The deepest level of organisational culture consists of basic underlying assumptions. These assumptions represent the beliefs that employees often take for granted. Because they are deeply integrated within the organisation, employees rarely question them. Schein (2017) explains that these assumptions strongly influence how individuals interpret events and respond to organisational challenges.
Within Severn Trent Water, one important underlying assumption is that water is an essential public resource that must be managed responsibly. Employees recognise that their work directly affects communities and environmental sustainability. This belief encourages careful decision-making and responsible management of water infrastructure.
Another underlying assumption is that safety and regulatory compliance are fundamental organisational priorities. Because water treatment and distribution systems involve technical risks, employees believe that following procedures and regulations is necessary to protect both employees and the environment.
There is also a strong assumption that public trust must be maintained. As a utility company, Severn Trent Water depends on maintaining credibility with regulators, customers, and government institutions. This belief encourages transparency, ethical behaviour and responsible management practices.
Research in organisational culture also shows that these deep cultural assumptions influence long-term organisational performance and organisational behaviour (Alvesson, 2013). When employees share common assumptions about organisational priorities, they are more likely to cooperate and work towards common goals.
Overall, the three levels of Schein’s model help explain how organisational culture operates within Severn Trent Water. While artefacts represent visible behaviours, values guide decision-making and underlying assumptions form the foundation of organisational beliefs. Together, these levels shape how employees behave and how the organisation responds to challenges.

4.2 [bookmark: _Toc224404973]Handy’s Cultural Types
Charles Handy developed a model that explains different types of organisational culture. According to Handy (1993), organisations can have four main cultural types: power culture, role culture, task culture, and person culture. These types help explain how authority works inside an organisation, how decisions are made, and how employees cooperate with each other.
Many large organisations show characteristics of role culture. In this type of culture, authority comes from a person’s position in the organisation rather than from personal influence. Employees have clearly defined roles and responsibilities, and their work is guided by rules and procedures. Decisions are normally made by following established processes instead of personal judgement (Handy, 1993).
In the case of Severn Trent Water, many characteristics of role culture can be seen. The organisation has clear departments, structured management levels, and formal reporting systems. Employees follow specific procedures when carrying out their work, especially in areas such as water treatment, safety checks and infrastructure maintenance. These procedures help ensure that water services are delivered safely and consistently.
Role culture is often suitable for organisations working in regulated industries. The water sector must follow strict environmental and safety regulations, which require careful monitoring and standard procedures. Because of this, the structured nature of role culture helps the organisation maintain reliability and accountability.
However, role culture may also create some challenges. Employees often focus mainly on their own responsibilities, which can sometimes limit communication between departments. This may reduce flexibility when organisations need to respond quickly to problems or changes. Handy (1993) explains that organisations with strong role cultures may benefit from including elements of task culture, where teamwork and cooperation are encouraged to solve problems more effectively. For Severn Trent Water, encouraging collaboration between departments could help improve innovation and organisational adaptability.
4.3 [bookmark: _Toc224404974]Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions
Another useful framework for understanding organisational behaviour is Hofstede’s cultural dimensions theory. This model was originally developed to explain differences between national cultures, but it can also help explain how cultural values influence behaviour within organisations.
One important dimension is power distance, which refers to how authority and hierarchy are accepted within an organisation. In organisations with high power distance, decisions are usually made by senior managers, and employees are expected to follow instructions. In organisations with low power distance, employees are more involved in decision-making and communication is more open (Hofstede, Hofstede and Minkov, 2011).
At Severn Trent Water, a moderate level of power distance can be observed. The organisation has a clear hierarchical structure where senior managers make strategic decisions. However, employees also contribute technical knowledge and practical experience when implementing these decisions. This allows the organisation to combine strong leadership with professional expertise.
Another important dimension is uncertainty avoidance, which describes how organisations deal with risk and uncertainty. Organisations with high uncertainty avoidance usually rely on rules, procedures and structured systems to reduce risks.
In the water industry, mistakes can have serious consequences for public health and the environment. For this reason, Severn Trent Water demonstrates relatively high uncertainty avoidance. The organisation follows strict operational procedures, safety standards, and regulatory requirements to minimise risk and ensure reliable delivery service.
Hofstede’s framework also includes long-term orientation, which refers to how organisations plan. Organisations with strong long-term orientation focus on sustainability, long-term investments, and gradual improvement rather than short-term results.
Severn Trent Water clearly demonstrates long-term orientation through its investments in water infrastructure, environmental protection, and resource management. These long-term strategies help ensure that water services remain reliable and sustainable for future generations.
Overall, Hofstede’s model helps explain that the organisational culture of Severn Trent Water is shaped by structured authority, careful risk management, and long-term planning. These cultural characteristics support the organisation’s ability to operate effectively in a highly regulated industry.

5. [bookmark: _Toc224404975]Culture and the External Environment

Organisations do not operate independently from the outside world. Their activities are influenced by factors in the external environment, such as government regulations, economic conditions, technological development, and social expectations. These external forces affect how organisations operate and make decisions. According to Mullins and Christy (2016), organisations must understand their external environment because it creates both opportunities and risks.
For Severn Trent Water, the external environment is especially important because the organisation provides an essential public service. Water companies operate in a highly regulated industry and must follow strict rules to ensure water quality and environmental protection. In the United Kingdom, water companies must meet regulatory standards designed to protect public health and natural resources (Water UK, 2023).
Several elements of the external environment influence the organisation. The political and regulatory environment is particularly important, because government policies and environmental regulations directly affect how water companies operate. The economic environment also influences investment decisions, as companies must invest significant resources in infrastructure such as pipelines, treatment facilities, and monitoring systems.
The technological environment is another key factor. New technologies such as digital monitoring systems and data analysis tools help water companies improve efficiency and detect problems such as water leaks more quickly. In addition, the social and environmental environment influences organisational behaviour because society increasingly expects organisations to operate sustainably and protect natural resources.
Because the external environment changes constantly, organisations must analyse it carefully. Managers often use tools such as PESTEL analysis to examine political, economic, social, technological, environmental and legal factors affecting the organisation (Mullins and Christy, 2016).
Another important concept is environmental uncertainty, which occurs when organisations cannot easily predict changes in their external environment. According to Daft (2016), organisations facing high uncertainty must develop flexible strategies to respond effectively to change.
Organisational culture helps Severn Trent Water adapt to these external pressures. A culture that emphasises responsibility, safety and sustainability support the organisation’s ability to comply with regulations and maintain public trust. Denison’s model explains that organisations with a clear mission, strong consistency, employee involvement, and adaptability are better able to respond to environmental change (Denison, 2000). In Severn Trent Water, shared values related to safety and environmental responsibility help the organisation operate effectively while responding to external challenges, and to adapt their strategies and maintain long-term performance (Denison and Mishra, 1995).

6. [bookmark: _Toc224404976]Organisational Culture as a Barrier
Although organisational culture can support organisational stability, it may also create barriers to effectiveness. In highly structured organisations like Severn Trent Water, strong emphasis on procedures may limit innovation and flexibility.
Handy (1993) explains that role cultures may become bureaucratic when employees focus mainly on following procedures rather than solving problems creatively. This can slow decision-making and reduce organisational adaptability.
Resistance to change can also occur when cultural norms become deeply embedded. Schein (2017) explains that underlying assumptions are often difficult to change because employees may not question established ways of working.
Communication barriers may also exist in hierarchical organisations. Employees may feel reluctant to challenge decisions made by senior management. Hofstede (2011) notes that power distance can influence communication patterns within organisations.
These challenges do not mean that organisational culture is ineffective, but they highlight the need for balance between stability and flexibility.
7. [bookmark: _Toc224404977]Impact of Culture on Organisational Performance

Organisational culture has a significant influence on organisational performance. In Severn Trent Water, the strong focus on safety, reliability and regulatory compliance supports consistent service delivery.
Kotter and Heskett (1992) argue that organisations with cultures aligned with their strategic objectives tend to achieve better long-term performance. In this case, the organisation’s emphasis on sustainability and environmental responsibility supports its long-term goals.
However, organisational performance also depends on adaptability and employee engagement. Denison (2000) suggests that organisations that encourage employee participation and organisational learning are more likely to improve performance.
Leadership also plays an important role in shaping organisational culture. Yukl (2013) explains that effective leaders influence organisational culture by promoting shared values and encouraging collaboration.


8. [bookmark: _Toc224404978]Conclusion
This report examines the organisational culture of Severn Trent Water and analysed how culture influences organisational structure, decision-making processes, and overall organisational performance. The analysis applied several theoretical frameworks, including Schein’s model of organisational culture, Handy’s cultural types, Hofstede’s cultural dimensions and Denison’s organisational culture traits.
The findings indicate that the organisation demonstrates many characteristics of a role-based culture. This cultural orientation is reflected in the organisation’s structured hierarchy, clearly defined responsibilities, and strong emphasis on regulatory compliance and operational reliability. These characteristics are particularly important in the water sector, where service failures can have significant consequences for public health and environmental protection. As a result, the organisation’s culture supports stability, accountability, and consistent service delivery.
However, the analysis also suggests that a highly structured culture may create certain limitations. Strong reliance on formal procedures and hierarchical decision-making may reduce employee participation and slow innovation. In industries experiencing technological and environmental change, organisations may benefit from encouraging greater collaboration and flexibility.
From a performance perspective, the organisational culture of Severn Trent Water largely acts as an enabler of effective functioning. The organisation’s shared values related to safety, sustainability, and responsibility support its strategic objectives and help maintain trust with stakeholders. Nevertheless, improving employee involvement and organisational adaptability could further strengthen long-term performance.
Overall, organisational culture plays a crucial role in shaping the effectiveness of Severn Trent Water. Maintaining a balance between operational stability and cultural adaptability will be essential for enabling the organisation to respond successfully to future environmental challenges, technological developments, and regulatory expectations.
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