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1. Introduction


Organisational culture is one of the essential elements of organisational success. Organisational culture consists of values, beliefs, assumptions and behaviours that govern how employees carry out their activities, interact and make decisions in an organisation (Schein, 2017). Organisational culture can influence employee behavior through leadership, communication and other aspects that are not limited to the organisational policies and procedures.
According to Mullins and Christy (2016), organisational culture impacts structure, motivation of employees, control of management and decision-making process. In today's world of business, good organisational culture can help integrate diversified workforces while ensuring sustainable competitive advantage (Johnson et al., 2020).
Aviation industry highlights the need for a strong organisational culture considering the priority of safety, efficiency and quality of customer service. Air companies need to coordinate work of a multicultural workforce, maintaining the same level of quality while meeting strict international regulations.
British Airways (BA), flag airline company of Great Britain and a member of the International Airlines Group (IAG), serves as an example in this case because of organisational transformation and innovations in the use of digital technologies and reactions to increasing competition and customers' changing requirements (IAG, 2024).
In this paper, organisational culture of BA will be analysed using Three Levels of Organizational Culture Model proposed by Schein (2017) and based on artifacts, espoused values and underlying assumptions.





2. Overview of British Airways

British Airways is an internationally recognised airline that represents the national flag carrier of the United Kingdom. Founded in 1974 as the result of a consolidation between British Overseas Airways Corporation (BOAC) and British European Airways (BEA), currently, the company runs its business within International Airlines Group (IAG) alongside Iberia, Aer Lingus, Vueling and LEVEL (British Airways, 2024).
The company serves over 200 destinations worldwide in more than 75 countries employing about 40,000 staff members in various functions (IAG, 2024). The priorities of the company are related to the following issues: safety, customer service, innovation, sustainability, and development of the workforce as is seen from the implementation of the Better BA transformation programme.
Despite its international significance, the company faced many difficulties in terms of industrial strikes, disruption, IT systems problems and consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic (CAPA, 2023). Such facts reveal the significant role played by organisational culture in employee engagement and organisational performance. Therefore, Schein’s three-layered model of organisational culture can be considered an appropriate basis for the discussion of the culture at British Airways.











3. Organisational Culture at British Airways: Analysis Using Schein’s Three Levels of Organisational Culture 


Organisational culture is described by Edgar Schein (2017) as comprising three inter-related layers: artefacts, espoused values and basic underlying assumptions. These layers give an overall explanation of how organisational culture affects the behaviour of employees and performance of the organisation. While other theories of culture concentrate on observable actions of individuals, Schein’s theory looks at both visible organisational features and invisible beliefs that guide actions of individuals unconsciously. This theory, when applied to British Airways, can be useful in critically assessing how the culture in the airline helps achieve organisational excellence and how cultural shortcomings have affected performance.

3.1 Artefacts
Artefacts are the manifestations of organisational culture which are observable but not easy to interpret due to the need for understanding the associated values (Schein and Schein, 2017). The artefacts of British Airways include the attire of its employees, aircraft branding, airport lounges, organisational structure, customer services procedure, training sessions and safety protocol.
The company has created a premium corporate image through the use of its artefacts such as premium cabins, executive lounges, modern interiors of aircraft and appearance of employees (British Airways, 2024).
Safety procedure is another important artefact of the organisation. Prior to each flight, the employees of the airline conduct strict standard operating procedures, safety briefings and other procedures related to the adherence to regulatory requirements. These procedures demonstrate the fact that safety is an integral part of activities of the organisation and not only its policy. According to the International Air Transport Association (IATA, 2024), the safety culture is one of the most important criteria of performance of airlines since adherence to operational procedures minimises the organisational risks.
The use of technology by British Airways also demonstrates the organisational culture. Self-service check-in systems, biometric boarding, digital customer communications, mobile applications and data-driven operation management have been created by the airline (British Airways, 2024).
On the other hand, artefacts demonstrate organisational weaknesses. In 2017, the airline had an IT disaster which caused cancellation of thousands of flights and significant damage to reputation of the company (BBC News, 2017). Although the use of technology showed the commitment to innovation, it revealed vulnerabilities of its operational systems. Industrial dispute of cabin crew also was an artefact which demonstrated the cultural conflicts between the management and employees of the airline.
In conclusion, artefacts of British Airways demonstrate professionalism, customer service and operational discipline of the company.

3.2 Espoused Values

An espoused value refers to the stated beliefs, principles, and strategic goals of an organisation (Schein and Schein, 2017). It entails what an organisation says it believes in and how employee behaviour can be shaped through such values as organisational policies, leadership expectations, and strategic goals.
There are various values that are espoused by British Airways, which include:
	Safety
	Customer First
	 Responsibility
	Teamwork
	Respect

	Excellence
	Integrity
	Sustainability
	Diversity
	Inclusion



The values guide the strategic goal of becoming the airline of choice for premium international travel (British Airways, 2024).
Safety has been regarded as the most important organisational value in this context. All decisions made by the organisation prioritise passenger and employee safety above financial matters. This value has been reinforced through training, compliance monitoring and the acquisition of modern aircraft.
Customer service is one other organisational value in this regard. British Airways has invested heavily in training employees to ensure that they offer professional customer services. This has led to customer loyalty and differentiation from the numerous low-cost airline carriers. As explained by Kotter (2012), an organisation with clear values will always benefit from higher levels of employee commitment since they understand how their contributions can lead to organisational success.
In addition, British Airways has been placing more emphasis on sustainability. The organisation has made a commitment to becoming net-zero on carbon emissions by 2050 through investment in sustainable aviation fuel, more fuel-efficient aircraft and carbon reduction (IAG, 2024).
Another organisational value that has become very important is diversity and inclusion. The organisation has recruited employees from various nationalities, ethnic groups and cultures. Organisational diversity aims at ensuring equal employment opportunities while making decision-making and innovation better through diversity of perspectives (CIPD, 2023).

However, critics have pointed out that the inconsistency between organisational values and industrial relations practices of the past has meant that the organisation did not have a good culture of practice. The organisation has experienced various disagreements over working conditions, pay and restructuring in the past and the employees have asked whether organisational decisions were being driven by values such as respect and teamwork (Taylor and Moore, 2019).


3.3 Basic Underlying Assumptions
Basic underlying assumptions constitute the deepest level of organisational culture. They are unconscious beliefs shared by employees that are regarded as natural and not questioned (Schein and Schein, 2017). Such assumptions evolve over time and have an important impact on organisational processes, behaviour and decision making.
A fundamental assumption that is shared by employees of British Airways is that safety cannot be compromised. It is an implicit understanding that operational safety comes before commercial goals in any situation. All the processes of British Airways are influenced by this assumption, including aircraft maintenance and pilot training.
Customer satisfaction is another assumption shared by the company's employees. It is widely known that the reputation of British Airways has been built for decades as a company which guarantees the highest standards of service to customers. Employees' implicit assumption that customer trust is crucial for the existence of British Airways is reflected in their behaviour and high expectations concerning services.
An underlying assumption that continuous improvement is required in order to stay competitive exists within the company. In this case, the assumption is caused by the nature of the industry where the company operates since it is competitive and fast-changing. Investment in digitalisation and sustainability is the reflection of the assumption.
However, the history of organisational restructuring of British Airways is also responsible for the underlying assumptions related to organisational decision making. Due to redundancy programmes and industrial disputes, employees may believe that the company puts the profit above the well-being of its employees (Taylor and Moore, 2019). Such assumptions can lower organisational trust and commitment.
Schein (2017) suggests that changing basic assumptions is the hardest task for organisational leaders since they have evolved over many years. Leadership development, organisational communication and engagement of employees of British Airways reflect such attempts.



















4. Influence of Organisational Culture on Organisational Structure and Decision-Making



The organisational culture plays a significant role in the structuring and making of decisions in the organisations since the organisational culture determines the ways in which organisations will exercise authority, communicate, implement leadership styles and behave, which allows organisations to be effective in the achievement of their strategic goals.
British Airways uses hierarchical structure of an organisation as it is justified by the industry in which it operates. The structure implies the clarity of the lines of authority among various divisions including executive leaders, management, engineering, flights and customer services. The hierarchy is justified by the need for compliance with regulations and consistency and safety management since all employees know to whom they have to report.
Hierarchical structures may slow down the innovative process, but it is justified in the case of highly regulated industry since the decisions must be made according to safety standards that must be followed consistently as set by such organisations as Civil Aviation Authority (CAA) and the International Civil Aviation Organization (ICAO).
As far as strategy is concerned, the culture encourages to take the decisions related to long-term investments aimed at improving customer experience, digital transformation and sustainability. For instance, British Airways has invested billions of pounds into the development of the fleet and technology, development of lounges, application of AI technologies and implementation of employee development programmes under the Better BA transformation programme (British Airways, 2024). These decisions reflect the values of the culture aimed at ensuring operational efficiency.
Also, the culture of leadership impacts on the decision-making process as British Airways encourages collaborative approach among managers who engage employees in the process of improvement. According to Yukl (2020), the participation of employees makes them committed since they know that their knowledge helps the organisation succeed.
Nevertheless, the organisational culture did not always help in making the right decisions in the past. During the previous cost-cutting measures, the decisions of the management relating to restructuring resulted in industrial conflict with trade unions. In this way, the conflict revealed the contradiction between the financial objectives and the cultural values of the organisation based on collaboration and mutual respect (Taylor and Moore, 2019).
Therefore, one may state that the organisational culture of British Airways directly impacts the organisational structure since it supports hierarchy, safety, accountability and operational discipline. At the same time, the culture impacts the strategic and operational decisions taken by the organisation.




























5. Organisational Culture and Adaptation to External Environmental Influences

Aviation is one of the dynamic and highly regulated industries, which must respond to volatility of economy, development of new technologies, changes in customer expectations, legislation, political relations and outbreaks of diseases. Organizational culture becomes essential for coping with all external factors (Johnson et al., 2020).
The example of organization in which the importance of organizational culture in dealing with external challenges can be clearly seen is British Airways, which belongs to the International Airlines Group (IAG). It has always been working towards building the culture of innovation, resilience, and constant improvement. Schein and Schein (2017) claim that companies with adaptive culture succeed because people perceive change as an opportunity but not as a threat.
The first important external challenge faced by British Airways is the development of new technologies. For instance, it has adopted digital check-ins, biometric boardings, applications, AI and predictive maintenance to improve efficiency of operations and customer service, thus showing its innovative and learning culture (IAG, 2024).
The second external factor to consider is environment and corporate responsibility. In order to be environmentally sustainable, British Airways invests in fuel-efficient aircraft, SAF and programs related to zero-net carbon emissions until 2050 (British Airways, 2024).
The third external factor is the need to respond to the COVID-19 pandemic in terms of rapid change in its operations while ensuring high level of safety and service provision. However, such processes as restructuring and redundancy affected employees' satisfaction and motivation (ICAO, 2022; Kotter, 2012).
Finally, increase in competition of British Airways due to the emergence of new airlines also makes it focus on customer services and innovations to compete successfully.
Therefore, British Airways is a good illustration of how organizational culture helps to adapt through innovation, learning and resilience. At the same time, continued success requires balance between organizational performance and well-being of employees.



5.1 PESTEL Analysis of British Airways

	Factor
	Impact on British Airways
	Cultural Response

	Political
	Aviation regulations, Brexit and international policies affect airline operations.
	Promotes a culture of safety, compliance and accountability.

	Economic
	Fuel prices, inflation and economic downturns influence operating costs and passenger demand.
	Encourages efficiency, cost control and operational excellence.

	Social
	Customers expect high-quality service, diversity and personalised experiences.
	Focuses on customer service, teamwork and inclusion.

	Technological
	Digital innovation, AI and biometric systems improve operations and customer experience.
	Supports innovation, learning and digital transformation.

	Environmental
	Climate change and carbon reduction targets require sustainable operations.
	Promotes sustainability through greener technologies and responsible practices.

	Legal
	Employment law, GDPR and aviation regulations require strict compliance.
	Reinforces ethical behaviour, training and regulatory compliance.




6. Organisational Culture as an Enabler and Barrier to Effective Organisational Functioning

The British Airways' example shows that organisational culture can assist and hinder organisational performance. Organisational culture contributes to efficient performance when it is congruent with customer service, safety, teamwork and employee development (CIPD, 2022; CIPD, 2025).
However, organisational culture can become an obstacle in case of changes within the organisation, labour disputes and poor communication that have affected the morale of employees and service quality. It shows that low levels of employee engagement and lack of effective communication can hinder organisational efficiency and change management (CIPD, 2022).
In general, the example of British Airways proves that organisational culture can be both a facilitator and constraint to performance. Development of culture based on trust, cooperation and employee participation is crucial for successful performance of the organisation (CIPD, 2025).











7. Impact of Organisational Culture on Organisational Performance

Organisational culture impacts on employee motivation, satisfaction of customers, efficiency, innovations and financial performance. Extensive literature shows that organisations with effective cultures perform better than their rivals because employees work in accordance with organisational goals and are highly committed (Cameron & Quinn, 2011).
In the case of British Airways, organisational culture positively impacts performance in several aspects.
First, commitment of the company to safety enhances operational reliability and protection of customers, employees, and reputation of the company. The absence of accidents contributes to smooth operations and builds up the confidence of stakeholders.
Second, the company focuses on customer orientation, which helps improve the satisfaction of its customers and build the brand. Significant investments in modernising cabins, digitalisation, and training of employees contribute to achieving this goal (British Airways, 2024).
Third, the organisational culture promotes innovations thanks to investments in digital transformation, which improves performance and customer convenience and increases competitiveness.
However, organisational culture can negatively impact performance in case of conflicts and restructuring of the company. Dissatisfied employees result in lower quality of services, absenteeism and poor reputation. Gallup (2023) claims that companies with engaged employees are more productive, profitable, and satisfied with customers than disengaged ones.
In conclusion, British Airways provides an example of the importance of organisational culture for organisational performance. When organisational values correspond with the behaviour of leadership and employees' expectations, then culture provides an advantage to the company. Otherwise, the discrepancies in values can impair organisational performance.







8. Recommendations

It is advised that British Airways continue improving its organizational culture through increasing engagement among the employees, encouraging communication, and developing leaders. Digital innovation, cooperation between departments, and sustainability efforts are other actions that can help the firm improve its performance and satisfaction level of its clients. It would be beneficial for the organization to collect feedback from its employees and conduct cultural evaluations on a regular basis. Here is an overview of the recommendations:
· Improve communication between management and employees
· Increase employee engagement 
· Continue investing in digital innovation 
· Expand leadership development programs 
· Strengthen diversity and inclusion initiatives
· Encourage continuous learning and training 
· Increase sustainability initiatives 









9. Conclusion

The organisational culture plays an important role in determining the organizational structure, decision making process and the success of the British Airways. Use of the Schein’s framework helps us understand the way in which values, behaviour and assumptions together form the success of the organization. Despite having made some impressive strides, continued efforts in areas such as human resource development will ensure continued success.
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