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1. Introduction
Organisational culture — the shared values, beliefs and assumptions that shape behaviour — is critical to strategy, structure and organisational performance (Schein, 2010). This report examines Walmart Inc.’s organisational culture, how it influences structural design and decision-making, and how it supports or limits adaptation, functioning and performance. Walmart is chosen because it is the world’s largest retailer, with a well-documented culture originating from founder Sam Walton’s values of frugality, customer service and employee involvement. Its scale and evolution over decades have generated extensive academic and practitioner studies, enabling application of cultural theory to real organisational dynamics. Sources include academic journals, corporate case studies (CIPD, Harvard/Stanford cases), practitioner material (Walmart corporate publications) and frameworks referenced through UWTSD’s research repository. The report proceeds by describing Walmart’s culture, examining structural implications, applying Schein and the Competing Values Framework (CVF), analysing adaptation to the environment, evaluating effective functioning and assessing culture’s impact on performance, followed by a conclusion.

2. Organisational culture of the selected organisation
Walmart’s culture is widely characterised as cost-driven, customer-focused and operationally disciplined, rooted in founder Sam Walton’s principles of “Everyday Low Prices” (EDLP), “respect for the individual” and “service to customers.” Academic research and practitioner case studies consistently highlight the centrality of frugality, efficiency, standardisation and people involvement within the Walmart way of working.

Core cultural elements include:
Customer orientation and value commitment
Walmart’s mission of saving customers money underpins strategic and operational decision processes. Employees — “associates” — are socialised to prioritise affordability, product availability and service. The EDLP ethos is a cultural anchor that guides merchandising, logistics and cost management.
Operational discipline and efficiency
Walmart’s culture emphasises strict operational systems, standard operating procedures and process discipline across thousands of stores. Scholars note that Walmart institutionalised one of the most advanced retail supply chains in the world, driven by a deep cultural belief in measurable efficiency and logistics excellence.
People-focused values and associate engagement
Although Walmart has faced global scrutiny regarding labour practices, its internal corporate culture stresses teamwork, recognition (“cheers” rituals, open-door policies), communication (daily briefings) and shared responsibility. Employee involvement mechanisms — such as mentoring, cross-training and performance recognition — express the cultural belief that associates are key to customer value.
Analytical, data-driven orientation
Long before “big data” became mainstream, Walmart operationalised real-time data collection and analysis through its Retail Link system. This reflects a cultural assumption that rigorous measurement and information transparency enable better decisions and long-term competitiveness.
Adaptiveness and innovation pockets
While the core culture remains highly structured and frugal, Walmart has also developed innovative areas such as Walmart Labs, e-commerce, last-mile logistics and automation initiatives. These pockets of adhocracy coexist with the traditional cost-driven core, creating a dual cultural structure similar to other large retailers.
Overall, Walmart’s culture is internally coherent and deeply institutionalised. It helps maintain global consistency and scale advantages, while creating inherent tensions between cost pressures, innovation demands and evolving labour expectations.

3. How the organisational culture helps shape the company’s structure and decision-making
Culture and structure interact mutually (Schein, 2010), and Walmart’s cost-focused, efficiency-oriented culture strongly shapes its organisational design. Walmart utilises a global hierarchical structure with clear centralised control over logistics, merchandising, purchasing and supply chain decisions — consistent with the culture of standardisation and scale.
Centralisation and functional hierarchy
Strategic decisions (pricing, sourcing, technology investment) are made centrally at corporate headquarters, reflecting the cultural emphasis on cost control, accountability and consistency. Walmart’s global procurement structure — one of the most centralised in the world — reinforces cultural values of bargaining power, frugality and process discipline.
Decentralised elements at store level
Store managers are granted discretion over staffing, local merchandising adjustments and customer service initiatives. This reflects corporate values regarding employee involvement and responsiveness to local customer needs.
Decision-making: Data-driven and metric-oriented
Walmart’s decision rules — from store operations to merchandising — are based on KPI dashboards, analytics and real-time sales data. This stems from the culturally embedded belief that measurable performance and transparency drive better decisions.
Cross-functional project teams for innovation
Digital transformation teams and e-commerce groups work within matrix structures, allowing more flexibility and experimentation. However, even these areas operate with strict ROI expectations, aligning innovation with core cultural assumptions of financial discipline.
Leadership style
Walmart leaders are expected to model cultural values such as humility, frugality, openness and customer commitment. Leadership decision-making rituals — such as store walks, daily huddles and bottom-up feedback — reinforce the founder-centric cultural identity.
Tensions and balancing mechanisms
Because Walmart’s culture strongly favours efficiency, this sometimes conflicts with local autonomy or experimentation. To manage this tension, boundary-spanning roles (regional managers, innovation champions) translate central policies into locally implementable practices.
In summary, Walmart’s structure reflects cultural imperatives: control + efficiency + frontline involvement. The result is a disciplined but adaptive hybrid design consistent with Walmart’s long-term strategic priorities.

4. Relevant frameworks, models or theories
1. Schein’s Three-Level Model
Applying Schein’s model to Walmart:
· Artefacts: store uniforms, greeters, rollback signage, rigorous SOPs, Retail Link systems, morning meetings, standard store layouts.
· Espoused values: customer service, EDLP, respect for the individual, striving for excellence, integrity — publicly communicated corporate values.
· Basic assumptions: beliefs that low prices create social value, data improves decisions, frugality is morally right for customers, and associates drive organisational success.
Schein’s model shows how Walmart’s highly consistent behaviours reflect deeply embedded beliefs dating back to founder Sam Walton’s philosophy.


2. The Competing Values Framework (CVF)
The CVF illuminates Walmart’s cultural complexity:
· Hierarchy (High): strict SOPs, structured workflows, compliance systems and process control.
· Market (High): intense focus on cost, competition, performance metrics and pricing power.
· Clan (Moderate): emphasised through teamwork, communication, mentoring and recognition rituals.
· Adhocracy (Moderate-to-Low): present in Walmart Labs, e-commerce innovation and technology experimentation.
The CVF helps explain internal contradictions: Walmart’s strong hierarchy and market orientation support performance but can limit agility. The model also suggests that strategic transformation requires enhancing adhocracy while retaining the stability of hierarchical practices.

5. Organisational culture and adaptation to the external environment
Walmart must respond to intense competitive, technological, regulatory and social pressures. Its culture influences how it senses and adapts to these changes.
Digital transformation and e-commerce expansion
Walmart has invested heavily in digital technologies, online platforms, automation and omni-channel integration. The organisation uses pilot programmes (e.g., warehouse automation, self-checkout redesigns) to test and scale innovations, reflecting a hybrid of experimental and metric-driven cultural responses.
Labour and social responsibility
Walmart’s culture emphasises people involvement, but external criticism has pushed the company to invest more in wages, training and diversity. Cultural values around employee respect have become more central to adaptation strategies, especially as Walmart competes with Amazon for talent.
Regulatory compliance
Safety, environmental and product regulations require strong central monitoring. Walmart’s hierarchical culture supports rapid compliance adjustments due to clearly defined procedures and accountability structures.
Global competition
Walmart’s efficient supply chain and data culture allow rapid responses to competitor actions (e.g., price wars with Amazon and Aldi). Real-time data analytics enable tactical adjustments in pricing and promotion.
Sustainability and societal expectations
Walmart’s environmental projects — renewable energy, waste reduction, sustainable sourcing — reflect adaptation to societal pressures. While sustainability was not originally a cultural priority, cultural norms of efficiency and frugality help justify these initiatives as cost-saving and value-adding.
Cultural limits on adaptation
· Strong cost-driven hierarchy can limit radical change.
· Associates may resist technological transitions (automation, robotics).
· Innovation teams must navigate cultural expectations for rapid ROI.
Overall, Walmart’s culture provides both resilience and constraints, shaping how effectively the firm responds to external pressures.

6. Organisational culture and effective functioning
Walmart’s culture directly contributes to organisational effectiveness in several ways:
Operational reliability
Standardisation and SOP discipline ensure global consistency in store operations, inventory control and supply chain performance.
Data-driven decision-making
Walmart’s culture normalises real-time measurement and performance dashboards, enabling efficient problem-solving and continuous improvement.
Employee engagement practices
Team meetings, open-door policies and associate recognition support communication and motivation, contributing to productivity and service quality.
Innovation supported through controlled experimentation
Pilot testing, cross-functional programmes and Walmart Labs allow incremental innovation that aligns with the broader culture of efficiency.
Leadership and cultural sensemaking
Walmart’s leadership model — frugal, humble, service-oriented — reinforces employee behaviours aligned with organisational goals, strengthening coherence and effectiveness.
Constraints
· Overemphasis on cost metrics can create short-termism.
· Rapid technological change can create instability and morale issues.
· Too much hierarchy can reduce flexibility during digital transformation.
Nevertheless, Walmart’s cultural system remains a key driver of its overall functioning.

7. Evaluation of the impact of organisational culture on organisational performance
Positive impacts
· Cost leadership success: Walmart’s strong culture of frugality and efficiency sustains its EDLP strategy and global performance.
· Supply chain excellence: Cultural discipline supports one of the world’s most advanced logistics networks.
· Customer loyalty and value: Cultural norms of service and pricing reinforce customer trust.
· Data-driven advantage: Information transparency enhances decision speed and accuracy.
· Employee involvement: Engagement practices can improve retention and service quality when implemented effectively.
Negative or limiting impacts
· Resistance to technological change: Labour tensions during automation transitions show cultural friction.
· Metric fixation: Excessive focus on KPIs can undermine long-term innovation.
· Equity and labour concerns: Cultural values can be challenged when cost pressures conflict with employee well-being.
· Innovation bottlenecks: Strong hierarchy slows bold experimentation.
Overall evaluation
Walmart’s culture has historically been a source of competitive advantage, enabling cost leadership, operational excellence and scale. However, future performance depends on maintaining balance between efficiency and innovation, central control and adaptability, and cost discipline and employee development.

8. Conclusion
Walmart’s organisational culture is a hybrid blend of hierarchical control, market-driven competitiveness, people-oriented practices and targeted areas of innovation. This cultural mix has supported Walmart’s position as a global retail leader by enabling consistent operations, disciplined decision-making and strong customer value propositions. However, the same cultural features can create constraints, especially regarding rapid innovation, labour relations and digital transformation. Applying Schein’s depth model and the CVF illustrates how Walmart’s culture operates across visible behaviours, internal values and deep assumptions, and helps diagnose areas for cultural renewal. Walmart’s ongoing challenge is to maintain its cost and operational strengths while expanding its innovative and adaptive capabilities in an increasingly digital and socially conscious environment.
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