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[bookmark: _Toc224299071]A Case Study of Tesco
[bookmark: _Toc224299072]Introduction
Organisational culture is widely recognised as a critical factor shaping how organisations function, make decisions and achieve strategic objectives. Culture refers to the shared values, beliefs, and behaviours that influence how individuals within an organisation interact with one another and approach their work. Mullins and Christy (2016) describe organisational culture as the set of assumptions and practices that determine “how things are done around here”. These cultural norms influence leadership styles, organisational structures, decision-making processes and employee behaviour.
In modern business environments characterised by rapid technological change, global competition and shifting consumer expectations, organisational culture has become increasingly important. Organisations must ensure that their culture supports adaptability, innovation and ethical conduct. Strong organisational cultures can improve employee engagement and organisational performance, whereas weak or misaligned cultures can lead to operational challenges and reputational damage (Schein, 2010).
Tesco provides a useful example of how organisational culture operates within a large retail organisation. Founded in 1919, Tesco has developed into one of the largest supermarket retailers in the United Kingdom and Europe. As of 2024, Tesco employs over 330,000 people worldwide and operates thousands of stores across several countries (Tesco PLC, 2024). The company’s strategy has traditionally centred on providing value, convenience and quality to customers.
However, Tesco has also experienced significant organisational change, particularly following the accounting scandal in 2014 and the subsequent restructuring of its corporate governance and leadership practices. These developments highlight the importance of organisational culture in shaping both positive outcomes and organisational challenges.
This report critically evaluates how organisational culture influences Tesco’s organisational structure and decision-making processes. The analysis applies established theoretical frameworks, including Schein’s model of organisational culture, Handy’s cultural typology and Hofstede’s cultural dimensions. The report further examines how Tesco uses its culture to adapt to external environmental pressures and evaluates whether culture acts as an enabler or barrier to organisational effectiveness. Finally, the report assesses the impact of culture on Tesco’s overall performance and proposes recommendations for improvement.

[bookmark: _Toc224299073]Organisational Culture and Its Influence on Structure and Decision-Making
Organisational culture significantly influences how organisations design their structures and make decisions. Culture shapes managerial behaviour, communication patterns and expectations regarding authority and responsibility within organisations (Schein, 2010). In large organisations such as Tesco, culture provides a framework that guides behaviour across different departments and geographical locations.
Tesco operates within a structured organisational framework typical of large retail corporations. The company maintains a hierarchical structure with clearly defined roles and responsibilities. Senior executives at corporate headquarters are responsible for strategic decision-making, while regional and store managers implement policies at operational levels (Tesco PLC, 2024). This structure helps ensure consistency across stores while allowing flexibility in responding to local customer needs.
Organisational culture supports this structural arrangement by reinforcing key values and behaviours. Tesco’s long-standing corporate philosophy, “Every Little Helps”, reflects a culture focused on incremental improvements in customer service and operational efficiency. Employees are encouraged to prioritise customer satisfaction and maintain high service standards in daily operations.
Decision-making processes within Tesco are also influenced by cultural expectations related to accountability and transparency. Following the accounting scandal in 2014, Tesco introduced significant governance reforms aimed at strengthening internal controls and rebuilding trust among stakeholders (Wood, Coe and Wrigley, 2018). These reforms included greater oversight mechanisms, clearer reporting structures and stronger ethical guidelines.
Cultural change within Tesco has therefore influenced how decisions are made at different organisational levels. Senior leaders have emphasised responsible leadership and improved communication across departments. According to the Tesco Annual Report (2024), leadership initiatives have focused on encouraging open communication and empowering employees to contribute ideas for improving operational performance.
Nevertheless, tensions sometimes arise between efficiency-driven organisational structures and employee empowerment. Retail organisations often face pressure to reduce costs and maximise productivity, which can limit employee autonomy. This illustrates the complex relationship between organisational culture and structural arrangements.
Overall, Tesco’s organisational structure and decision-making processes demonstrate how culture functions as a guiding mechanism that shapes behaviour and strategic direction within large organisations.

[bookmark: _Toc224299074]Cultural Models and Framework Analysis
Understanding Tesco’s organisational culture requires the application of established theoretical frameworks. Cultural models help identify underlying assumptions, values and behavioural patterns within organisations.
[bookmark: _Toc224299075]Schein’s Model of Organisational Culture
Schein’s (2010) model suggests that organisational culture operates at three interconnected levels: artefacts, espoused values and basic underlying assumptions.
The first level, artefacts, represents visible elements of organisational culture such as physical environments, corporate branding and employee behaviour. In Tesco stores, artefacts include store layouts, employee uniforms, customer service procedures and digital checkout technologies. These visible features reflect the organisation’s emphasis on accessibility, efficiency and convenience.
The second level, espoused values, refers to the stated principles and strategies promoted by organisational leaders. Tesco emphasises several core values including customer focus, teamwork, responsibility and innovation (Tesco PLC, 2024). These values are communicated through corporate reports, internal training programmes and leadership messaging.
The deepest level of Schein’s model involves basic underlying assumptions. These assumptions represent deeply embedded beliefs that influence organisational behaviour. Within Tesco, one fundamental assumption is that customer satisfaction drives long-term profitability. Another assumption is that operational efficiency is essential in the highly competitive retail sector.
Together, these cultural layers help explain how Tesco’s values influence employee behaviour and organisational decision-making.
[bookmark: _Toc224299076]Handy’s Cultural Typology
Handy (1999) identified four types of organisational culture: power culture, role culture, task culture and person culture.
Tesco’s organisational culture is largely characterised by role culture. Role cultures are common in large organisations where formal procedures and clearly defined responsibilities support organisational stability. In Tesco, employees operate within structured departments such as supply chain management, finance, marketing and store operations.
However, Tesco also demonstrates elements of task culture, particularly within project teams responsible for technological innovation and digital development. Task cultures encourage collaboration among specialists who work together to achieve specific objectives.
For example, Tesco’s expansion into online grocery delivery required collaboration between logistics specialists, data analysts and software developers. This project-based teamwork reflects task-oriented cultural characteristics.
[bookmark: _Toc224299077]Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions
Hofstede’s (2001) cultural dimensions framework provides further insights into organisational behaviour.
Tesco appears to operate with relatively low power distance, meaning that employees are encouraged to communicate with managers and provide feedback. Staff surveys and engagement programmes allow employees to share opinions about workplace practices.
Additionally, Tesco reflects moderate individualism, where employees are accountable for individual performance but also expected to collaborate with colleagues to achieve organisational goals.
Applying these cultural frameworks demonstrates that Tesco’s organisational culture combines hierarchical coordination with elements of collaboration and customer orientation.

[bookmark: _Toc224299078]Culture and External Environmental Adaptation
Organisations must continuously adapt to changes in their external environment. These changes may include technological innovation, economic conditions, regulatory requirements and evolving consumer expectations. Organisational culture can either support or hinder such adaptation.
The retail industry has undergone significant transformation in recent years due to the rapid growth of e-commerce and digital technology. Tesco has responded by investing heavily in online retail platforms and data analytics to improve customer experiences (Rigby, 2019). Cultural support for innovation and experimentation has played an important role in enabling these technological developments.
Tesco’s online grocery service has become one of the largest in the United Kingdom. The company has integrated digital platforms with its physical store network to provide flexible shopping options for customers. This strategy demonstrates how organisational culture can encourage innovation while maintaining operational stability.
Another major environmental influence relates to sustainability and environmental responsibility. Consumers increasingly expect retailers to demonstrate ethical sourcing, environmental protection and social responsibility. Tesco has introduced several sustainability initiatives including commitments to reduce plastic packaging, improve energy efficiency in stores and achieve net-zero emissions across its operations (Tesco PLC, 2024).
These initiatives reflect a cultural shift towards responsible business practices. Organisational culture increasingly emphasises environmental awareness and long-term sustainability.
The COVID-19 pandemic also highlighted the importance of organisational culture in responding to external challenges. Tesco had to rapidly adapt supply chain operations, implement health and safety procedures and manage increased demand for essential goods. Cultural values emphasising teamwork and resilience enabled employees to maintain operations during a period of significant uncertainty.
Overall, Tesco’s organisational culture has supported its ability to respond to external environmental pressures, demonstrating the importance of cultural adaptability in modern business environments.

[bookmark: _Toc224299079]Culture as a Barrier or Enabler to Organisational Effectiveness
Organisational culture can act both as a facilitator and a barrier to effective organisational performance. The impact depends on whether cultural values align with organisational goals and ethical standards.
In Tesco’s case, customer-focused cultural values have historically supported strong market performance. The company’s emphasis on value, convenience and service quality has helped maintain customer loyalty and competitive advantage within the UK retail sector (Jones and Comfort, 2020).
Furthermore, shared cultural expectations regarding operational efficiency support Tesco’s large supply chain networks. Coordinated processes across distribution centres, stores and suppliers depend heavily on consistent organisational practices.
However, organisational culture can also create risks. Prior to the 2014 accounting scandal, critics suggested that Tesco’s internal culture placed excessive emphasis on financial performance targets. Such pressures may have encouraged unethical behaviour and poor managerial judgement.
This example illustrates how cultural norms can unintentionally encourage undesirable behaviours when performance pressures become dominant. Organisations must therefore ensure that cultural values emphasise ethical responsibility alongside performance objectives.
Another potential barrier arises from organisational size and complexity. Large corporations often develop bureaucratic procedures that can slow innovation and reduce organisational flexibility. Although Tesco has invested in digital innovation, hierarchical structures may sometimes limit rapid decision-making.
Therefore, Tesco’s organisational culture contains both enabling and constraining elements. The key challenge for management is maintaining positive cultural values while addressing structural and behavioural weaknesses.

[bookmark: _Toc224299080]Impact of Organisational Culture on Performance and Recommendations
Organisational culture plays a crucial role in shaping organisational performance. Culture influences employee motivation, leadership behaviour, innovation capacity and customer satisfaction (Kotter and Heskett, 1992).
Tesco’s customer-oriented culture has contributed significantly to its market success. By focusing on customer needs, the company has developed strong brand recognition and a large customer base within the United Kingdom.
Employee engagement also influences organisational performance. Retail organisations depend heavily on frontline employees who interact directly with customers. A supportive organisational culture can improve employee motivation and service quality.
Despite these strengths, several improvements could further strengthen Tesco’s organisational culture.
First, Tesco should continue strengthening its ethical culture. Transparent governance systems and clear accountability mechanisms can help prevent future misconduct. Regular ethics training and open communication channels may reinforce ethical behaviour across the organisation.
Second, Tesco should encourage greater innovation within its organisational culture. Retail markets are increasingly shaped by technological disruption, including artificial intelligence, automated logistics and digital platforms. Encouraging experimentation and cross-functional collaboration may enhance the company’s adaptability.
Third, leadership development should remain a strategic priority. Leaders play a central role in shaping organisational culture through their behaviour and communication. Training programmes focused on ethical leadership, inclusivity and strategic thinking could strengthen cultural alignment.
Finally, Tesco should continue investing in employee engagement initiatives. Employees who feel valued and respected are more likely to contribute positively to organisational performance and customer satisfaction.
Implementing these recommendations would help Tesco maintain a strong organisational culture while improving organisational effectiveness in a rapidly evolving retail environment.

[bookmark: _Toc224299081]Leadership, Employee Engagement and Cultural Development at Tesco
Leadership plays a central role in shaping and maintaining organisational culture. Leaders influence cultural norms through their decisions, communication styles and the behaviours they model within the organisation. According to Schein (2010), organisational leaders are one of the most significant drivers of cultural development because employees often interpret leadership behaviour as an indication of acceptable organisational conduct.
In the case of Tesco, leadership has played an important role in redefining organisational culture, particularly following the financial and reputational challenges experienced in 2014. The leadership team implemented a number of cultural reforms designed to rebuild trust with employees, customers and investors. These reforms included greater emphasis on transparency, ethical behaviour and long-term value creation rather than short-term performance targets (Wood, Coe and Wrigley, 2018).
Leadership initiatives within Tesco have increasingly focused on employee engagement and inclusive management practices. Employee engagement is widely recognised as a key factor influencing organisational performance and service quality. Retail organisations rely heavily on frontline employees who interact directly with customers, making employee motivation particularly important. Engaged employees are more likely to demonstrate commitment, provide better customer service and contribute positively to organisational culture (Kotter and Heskett, 1992).
Tesco has introduced several initiatives aimed at improving employee engagement and workplace culture. For example, the company regularly conducts employee surveys that allow staff to provide feedback on management practices and working conditions. These surveys help leaders identify areas where organisational culture may require improvement. According to Tesco’s corporate reporting, the organisation places strong emphasis on listening to employee concerns and incorporating feedback into management decisions (Tesco PLC, 2024).
Another important element of cultural development within Tesco involves diversity and inclusion. Modern organisations increasingly recognise that diverse workforces can improve innovation, creativity and decision-making. Tesco has implemented policies designed to promote equality and ensure that employees from different backgrounds feel valued and respected within the organisation.
For instance, Tesco has introduced programmes aimed at supporting gender equality and increasing representation of women in leadership positions. The company has also developed initiatives that support employees from minority ethnic backgrounds and promote inclusive workplace practices. Such initiatives demonstrate how organisational culture can influence not only operational practices but also broader social responsibilities.
Training and development programmes also play an important role in reinforcing organisational culture. Tesco invests in leadership development initiatives designed to equip managers with the skills necessary to lead diverse teams and manage organisational change. These programmes emphasise communication, ethical decision-making and collaborative leadership.
Developing leadership capabilities is particularly important in large organisations where cultural values must be communicated consistently across multiple departments and geographic locations. When managers demonstrate behaviours aligned with organisational values, employees are more likely to internalise those values and incorporate them into their daily work practices.
However, maintaining a strong organisational culture in a large retail organisation such as Tesco can present challenges. The company operates thousands of stores and employs hundreds of thousands of staff across different regions. Cultural consistency may therefore be difficult to achieve because employees operate in diverse contexts with varying managerial practices.
Additionally, retail environments are often characterised by high employee turnover rates. When employees frequently leave and new staff join the organisation, maintaining consistent cultural values can become challenging. Tesco must therefore continuously reinforce cultural expectations through training programmes, internal communications and leadership behaviour.
Despite these challenges, Tesco’s leadership initiatives demonstrate a commitment to strengthening organisational culture and improving employee engagement. By investing in leadership development, diversity initiatives and employee feedback systems, the company aims to create a workplace environment that supports both organisational performance and employee wellbeing.
In the long term, effective leadership and strong organisational culture can provide a competitive advantage for Tesco. Organisations with positive workplace cultures are more likely to attract talented employees, retain experienced staff and maintain strong relationships with customers and stakeholders. As the retail sector continues to evolve due to technological innovation and changing consumer expectations, maintaining a resilient and adaptive organisational culture will remain essential for Tesco’s continued success.

[bookmark: _Toc224299082]Conclusion
Organisational culture is a critical factor influencing organisational structures, decision-making processes and overall organisational performance. The case of Tesco demonstrates how culture shapes behaviour and strategic direction within large organisations.
Tesco’s organisational culture combines hierarchical coordination, customer focus and operational efficiency. Applying cultural frameworks such as Schein’s model, Handy’s typology and Hofstede’s dimensions reveals a culture characterised by structured roles, collaborative practices and strong customer orientation.
The company has demonstrated the ability to adapt its culture in response to external environmental pressures including digital transformation, sustainability challenges and global disruptions such as the COVID-19 pandemic. At the same time, Tesco’s experience illustrates that organisational culture can act both as an enabler and a barrier to effective functioning.
While Tesco’s customer-focused culture has supported organisational success, past challenges highlight the importance of ethical governance and balanced performance priorities. By strengthening ethical leadership, encouraging innovation and enhancing employee engagement, Tesco can further develop its organisational culture and maintain long-term competitiveness.
In conclusion, organisational culture remains a strategic asset for Tesco. Effective cultural management enables organisations to navigate complex environments, enhance employee commitment and maintain customer trust.
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