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1. Introduction
Organisational culture has long been recognised as a fundamental determinant of how organisations function, adapt, and perform. Mullins and Christy (2016) emphasise that culture represents “how things are done around here” and encompasses shared values, beliefs, assumptions, and behavioural norms that shape organisational life. In an era characterised by rapid globalisation, technological change, and intensifying competition, organisational culture has become even more salient, particularly for multinational organisations operating across diverse national and institutional contexts.
British Airways (BA), as the United Kingdom’s flag carrier and a globally recognised airline, provides a compelling case study for examining the role of organisational culture. Operating in a highly regulated, safety-critical, and customer-centric industry, BA must continuously balance operational efficiency, service quality, employee engagement, and strategic adaptability. Furthermore, BA’s integration into the International Airlines Group (IAG) and its exposure to global labour markets, unions, and multicultural workforces amplify the complexity of managing organisational culture.
Building on the arguments advanced by Mullins and Christy (2016), this report critically analyses the role of organisational culture in shaping British Airways’ organisational structure and managerial decision-making. It employs established cultural frameworks Schein’s model, Hofstede’s dimensions, and Handy’s cultural typology to identify and interpret the dominant cultural characteristics within BA. The report further explores how organisational culture conditions BA’s responses to external environmental pressures, examines whether culture operates as an enabling resource or an organisational constraint, and evaluates its implications for organisational performance. Evidence-informed recommendations are proposed to strengthen cultural alignment and enhance organisational effectiveness.
2. Organisational Culture: Conceptual Foundations
Organisational culture has been defined in numerous ways within management literature. Schein (2017) conceptualises culture as a pattern of shared basic assumptions learned by a group as it solves problems of external adaptation and internal integration. These assumptions are taught to new members as the correct way to perceive, think, and feel in relation to organisational challenges. Similarly, Mullins and Christy (2016) argue that culture influences virtually all organisational processes, including structure, control, motivation, leadership, and decision-making.
Culture is not static; rather, it evolves in response to leadership, strategy, environmental pressures, and historical legacies (Alvesson, 2013). In service-oriented industries such as aviation, organisational culture plays a particularly critical role because employee behaviour directly shapes customer experience, safety outcomes, and brand reputation (Heskett et al., 2008).


3. Overview of British Airways
British Airways was established in 1974 following the merger of British Overseas Airways Corporation (BOAC) and British European Airways (BEA). Today, BA operates as a subsidiary of International Airlines Group (IAG), alongside Iberia, Aer Lingus, and Vueling. The airline serves over 170 destinations worldwide and employs tens of thousands of staff across flight operations, engineering, customer service, and corporate functions (British Airways, 2023).
BA’s organisational culture has been shaped by its legacy as a former state-owned enterprise, its transformation into a privatised entity in 1987, and its ongoing exposure to intense competition from low-cost carriers and Middle Eastern airlines (Grant, 2019). These historical and environmental factors provide important context for understanding the cultural dynamics within the organisation. This historical evolution has had a lasting influence on British Airways’ managerial practices, employment relations, and cultural identity. According to Mullins and Christy (2016), organisations that transition from public to private ownership often retain bureaucratic norms and formalised procedures, even as market-oriented values are introduced. At British Airways, this legacy is evident in the continued emphasis on hierarchical authority, standardised roles, and strong regulatory compliance, particularly within operational and safety-critical functions.
Furthermore, British Airways operates within a highly unionised environment, with trade unions playing a significant role in shaping employment practices and organisational culture. Bamber et al. (2009) emphasise that airlines with strong union presence often experience tensions between cost efficiency and employee engagement. This dynamic has been particularly visible at British Airways during periods of industrial action, where cultural assumptions about control and managerial authority have clashed with employee expectations of consultation and fairness.
In addition, membership of the International Airlines Group (IAG) has introduced new cultural influences, including increased financial discipline, performance benchmarking, and strategic integration across airlines operating in different national contexts. As argued by Hofstede et al. (2010), such cross-national organisational settings intensify cultural complexity and require greater cultural awareness from management. Consequently, British Airways’ culture reflects a hybrid configuration shaped by national heritage, regulatory demands, and global competitive pressures, providing a critical foundation for analysing its structure, decision-making, and performance.




4. Influence of Organisational Culture on Structure and Decision-Making at British Airways
4.1 Organisational Structure:
Mullins and Christy (2016) argue that organisational culture and structure are mutually reinforcing. At British Airways, the prevailing culture has historically supported a hierarchical and bureaucratic structure, particularly in operational and safety-critical areas. This aligns with Mintzberg’s (1983) concept of the machine bureaucracy, where formalisation, standardisation, and clear authority lines are essential for reliability and risk management.
BA’s structure reflects the airline industry’s regulatory and safety requirements, with strict reporting lines and formal procedures governing flight operations, maintenance, and safety compliance (CAA, 2022). According to Schein (2017), such structures often emerge from deeply embedded assumptions about risk aversion, accountability, and control.
However, BA has also introduced more decentralised and flexible structures in customer experience, digital innovation, and commercial functions. This shift reflects a growing recognition that excessive hierarchy can inhibit responsiveness and innovation (Burns and Stalker, 1961). Cultural emphasis on professionalism, operational excellence, and brand reputation has thus influenced BA’s structural design, balancing control with selective empowerment.
4.2 Decision-Making Processes:
Decision-making at British Airways has traditionally been top-down, reflecting its legacy culture and unionised workforce (Turner, 2020). Strategic decisions such as fleet renewal, route planning, and cost-reduction initiatives are typically centralised within senior management and the IAG corporate structure.
Mullins and Christy (2016) highlight that cultures characterised by high power distance often limit participative decision-making. This is evident at BA, where frontline employees have historically reported limited involvement in strategic decisions, contributing to industrial disputes and employee dissatisfaction (Gittell et al., 2004).
Nevertheless, BA has increasingly adopted data-driven and collaborative decision-making in areas such as revenue management and customer analytics. This evolution suggests a gradual cultural shift towards learning and adaptability, consistent with Senge’s (2006) concept of the learning organisation.


5. Identifying Organisational Culture at British Airways Using Established Frameworks
5.1 Schein’s Model of Organisational Culture:
Schein’s (2017) three-level model provides a comprehensive framework for analysing BA’s culture.
· Artefacts:
At the surface level, BA’s artefacts include its iconic uniforms, formal communication styles, and strong emphasis on safety procedures. These visible elements signal professionalism, reliability, and brand heritage.
· Espoused Values:
BA publicly emphasises values such as safety, customer service excellence, integrity, and teamwork (British Airways, 2023). According to Mullins and Christy (2016), espoused values provide insight into what organisations claim to prioritise, though they may not always align with actual behaviour.
· Basic Underlying Assumptions:
At a deeper level, BA’s culture reflects assumptions about the primacy of safety, the importance of hierarchy, and the need for cost control in a competitive market. These assumptions influence behaviour more powerfully than formal policies (Schein, 2017).
5.2 Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions:
Although Hofstede’s framework was originally developed for national cultures, it is widely applied to organisational contexts (Hofstede et al., 2010).
BA exhibits relatively high power distance, evidenced by hierarchical decision-making and formal authority structures. The organisation also demonstrates high uncertainty avoidance, consistent with strict adherence to safety regulations and standard operating procedures.
In terms of individualism versus collectivism, BA reflects a hybrid culture. While individual performance is recognised, strong union presence and teamwork norms foster collectivist tendencies (Bamber et al., 2009).
5.3 Handy’s Cultural Types:
Handy (1993) identifies four cultural types: power, role, task, and person cultures. British Airways predominantly aligns with a role culture, characterised by clearly defined roles, rules, and procedures. This is typical of large, regulated organisations and aligns with Mullins and Christy’s (2016) assertion that role cultures prioritise stability and predictability.
However, elements of task culture are increasingly evident in project-based teams focused on digital transformation and customer experience innovation, indicating cultural plurality within the organisation.
In addition to providing a descriptive lens, these cultural frameworks also enable a more critical evaluation of alignment and tension within British Airways’ organisational culture. According to Schein (2017), misalignment between artefacts, espoused values, and underlying assumptions can lead to cynicism and reduced employee trust. At British Airways, while customer service excellence is strongly espoused, operational pressures related to cost reduction and performance targets have at times resulted in service inconsistencies and employee dissatisfaction. This divergence suggests that economic imperatives may outweigh customer-centric values in practice, particularly during periods of restructuring or industrial dispute.
Hofstede’s dimensions further highlight the implications of British Airways’ relatively high power distance culture. While hierarchical authority supports safety and regulatory compliance, it may simultaneously limit upward communication and employee voice. Mullins and Christy (2016) emphasise that restricted participation can negatively affect motivation and commitment, particularly in service organisations where discretionary effort is critical. This is reinforced by findings from Bamber et al. (2009), who argue that effective airline performance depends heavily on cooperative employment relations and trust between management and staff.
Handy’s cultural typology also reveals inherent tensions within British Airways’ cultural configuration. Although the dominant role culture provides clarity, consistency, and control, it may inhibit innovation and responsiveness in an increasingly digital and customer-driven market. As noted by Handy (1993), role cultures tend to perform well in stable environments but struggle under conditions requiring rapid change. The emergence of task culture within innovation-focused teams at British Airways can therefore be interpreted as a strategic response to environmental uncertainty rather than a wholesale cultural transformation.
Overall, the application of Schein’s, Hofstede’s, and Handy’s frameworks demonstrates that British Airways possesses a complex and layered organisational culture, shaped by historical legacy, regulatory demands, and competitive pressures. As emphasised by Mullins and Christy (2016), understanding these cultural dynamics is essential for managers seeking to align structure, strategy, and people in pursuit of sustained organisational effectiveness.





6. Organisational Culture and Adaptation to External Environmental Influences
The airline industry is subject to significant external pressures, including regulatory changes, technological advancements, economic volatility, and environmental sustainability demands (IATA, 2023). Organisational culture plays a crucial role in shaping how firms respond to these challenges.
British Airways has leveraged its culture of professionalism and safety to maintain regulatory compliance and operational resilience during crises such as the COVID-19 pandemic. According to industry reports, BA’s strong safety culture facilitated rapid implementation of health protocols and operational adjustments (IATA, 2021).
However, cultural rigidity has at times constrained BA’s adaptability. For example, resistance to change among certain employee groups has slowed the implementation of cost-saving initiatives and digital innovations (Turner, 2020). Mullins and Christy (2016) argue that cultures that over-emphasise tradition may struggle in dynamic environments.
More recently, BA has sought to cultivate a more agile and customer-centric culture through leadership development programmes and digital investment. This reflects an attempt to align internal culture with external market demands. Beyond crisis response, external environmental pressures related to sustainability and technological disruption have further tested British Airways’ organisational culture. The aviation industry faces increasing scrutiny regarding carbon emissions and environmental impact, prompting airlines to adopt more sustainable operational practices (IATA, 2023). British Airways’ culture of regulatory compliance and long-term planning has enabled it to engage with environmental initiatives such as fleet modernisation and carbon reduction strategies. However, according to Grant (2019), effective environmental adaptation requires not only technical investment but also cultural acceptance of change across the organisation.
Technological advancement has also reshaped customer expectations, particularly in relation to digital service delivery, data analytics, and personalisation. As emphasised by Mullins and Christy (2016), cultures that encourage learning and innovation are better positioned to respond to such changes. While British Airways has invested in digital platforms and automation, the persistence of hierarchical decision-making has at times slowed the diffusion of innovation from project teams into core operations.
Nevertheless, recent leadership initiatives aimed at empowering middle management and fostering cross-functional collaboration suggest an emerging cultural shift. According to Schein (2017), such interventions are critical for embedding new assumptions about flexibility and customer orientation. Overall, British Airways’ experience illustrates how organisational culture can both support and constrain adaptation, reinforcing the need for deliberate cultural management in response to external environmental pressures.
7. Organisational Culture as an Enabler or Barrier to Effective Functioning:
Organisational culture at British Airways functions as both an enabler and a barrier.

7.1 Culture as an Enabler:
BA’s strong safety culture enhances operational reliability and brand trust. Research indicates that safety-oriented cultures are positively associated with performance in high-risk industries (Reason, 1997). Additionally, shared professional norms support coordination across complex operational systems.
7.2 Culture as a Barrier:
Conversely, hierarchical and bureaucratic cultural elements have contributed to industrial conflict, reduced employee engagement, and slow decision-making (Gittell et al., 2004). Mullins and Christy (2016) emphasise that misalignment between culture and strategic objectives can undermine organisational effectiveness.
Overall, BA’s culture enables stability and control but can inhibit flexibility and innovation if not actively managed. Beyond safety and control, British Airways’ organisational culture also acts as an enabler by reinforcing a strong sense of professional identity among employees. According to Schein (2017), shared assumptions about competence and responsibility can enhance role clarity and reduce ambiguity in complex organisations. At British Airways, this has supported consistent service delivery and operational coordination across geographically dispersed teams. Furthermore, Mullins and Christy (2016) argue that clearly defined cultural norms can increase predictability and reduce operational risk, which is particularly valuable in safety-critical environments such as aviation.
However, the same cultural characteristics may simultaneously operate as barriers when environmental conditions require rapid adaptation. Hierarchical authority structures and formalised procedures can discourage initiative and limit employee voice, particularly at frontline levels. As noted by Turner (2020), limited empowerment has contributed to resistance during organisational change initiatives at British Airways, reinforcing adversarial employment relations. This is consistent with Gittell et al.’s (2004) findings that relational coordination is weakened when communication is constrained by rigid hierarchies.
The dual nature of British Airways’ culture illustrates what Mullins and Christy (2016) describe as cultural ambivalence, where strengths in one context become weaknesses in another. Without deliberate cultural management, this ambivalence may reduce organisational agility and innovation capacity. Consequently, British Airways’ culture cannot be viewed as inherently positive or negative but rather as contingent on strategic alignment and leadership capability.

Cultural Characteristics: Enabling and Constraining Effects
	Cultural Characteristic
	Enabling Effects
	Constraining Effects

	Strong safety culture
	Operational reliability; regulatory compliance; brand trust
	Risk aversion; slower innovation

	Hierarchical authority
	Clear accountability; consistency
	Reduced employee voice; slow decisions

	Role clarity and procedures
	Predictability; coordination
	Bureaucracy; resistance to change

	Emerging task culture
	Innovation in digital and customer experience teams
	Cultural tension with traditional structures


8. Impact of Organisational Culture on Performance and Recommendations for Improvement:
8.1 Impact on Performance
Organisational culture has had a mixed impact on BA’s performance. While strong safety and service traditions support customer confidence, cultural challenges have affected employee relations and service consistency. Empirical studies suggest that positive organisational cultures are linked to higher productivity, customer satisfaction, and financial performance (Kotter and Heskett, 1992).
8.2 Recommendations:
Based on the analysis, the following evidence-based recommendations are proposed:
· Promote Participative Leadership:
Encouraging greater employee involvement in decision-making can enhance engagement and reduce resistance to change (Yukl, 2013).
· Strengthen Learning and Innovation Culture:
Investing in continuous learning and cross-functional collaboration can improve adaptability (Senge, 2006).
· Align Espoused and Enacted Values:
Ensuring consistency between stated values and managerial behaviour can build trust and cultural coherence (Schein, 2017).
· Cultural Integration within IAG:
Leveraging best practices across IAG subsidiaries can enhance cultural synergy while respecting local identities.
9. Conclusion
This report has critically evaluated the role of organisational culture at British Airways, drawing upon the arguments of Mullins and Christy (2016) and established cultural frameworks. The analysis demonstrates that culture profoundly influences BA’s structure, decision-making, adaptability, and performance. While BA’s culture provides stability and safety assurance, it also presents challenges related to hierarchy and change resistance. By actively managing and evolving its organisational culture, British Airways can enhance its effectiveness and sustain competitive advantage in an increasingly complex global environment. Such cultural alignment is essential for balancing operational control with innovation, improving employee engagement, strengthening customer experience, and ensuring long-term organisational resilience in the global airline industry.
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