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Introduction

Tesco, founded by Jack Cohen in 1919, has grown from a modest market stall in Hackney into one of the world’s most influential multinational retailers. The Tesco name, formed from the initials of tea supplier Thomas Edward Stockwell (TES) and the first two letters of Cohen’s surname (CO), was first used in 1924, symbolising the early partnerships that shaped its commercial identity (Humby et al., 2007). Today, Tesco runs more than 2,300 stores globally and is recognised as the UK’s largest private‑sector employer and leading food retailer (Tesco PLC, 2023). Its diverse portfolio, spanning multiple store formats, online retail channels, and services such as banking and mobile communications, reflects a strategic commitment to accessibility and customer convenience.
Understanding Tesco’s evolution requires recognising the role of organisational culture in shaping strategic direction. As Schein (2010, p. 18) defines it, culture is “a pattern of shared basic assumptions learned by a group as it solved its problems of external adaptation and internal integration.” This definition is reflected in Tesco’s long‑standing focus on value, efficiency, and mass‑market appeal, rooted in Cohen’s early business model of selling surplus groceries (Burt & Sparks, 2003). Over time, Tesco expanded through organic growth, acquisitions, and pioneering innovations such as the Clubcard loyalty scheme and advanced supply‑chain technologies, positioning it at the forefront of retail modernization.
In the contemporary marketplace, Tesco continues to diversify and adapt. Its strategic emphasis on sustainability, digital transformation, and customer‑centric innovation proves responsiveness to societal expectations and shifting consumer behaviours (Jones et al., 2021). As a result, Tesco stands not only as a dominant retailer but also as a key actor shaping the future of responsible, technologically enabled retailing.

            Organisational Culture of Tesco

Tesco’s organisational culture is shaped by its scale, customer‑centric strategy, and structured operational model. As one of the UK’s largest retailers, its culture blends hierarchical control with collaborative practices to sustain efficiency, innovation, and service quality. Using Schein’s (2010) Organizational Cultural Framework, Tesco proves a hybrid of power, role, and task cultures, each influencing behaviour, performance, and strategic alignment.
Tesco exhibits feature of a power culture, with decision‑making authority concentrated among senior leaders. This centralisation enables rapid strategic responses in a competitive retail environment, particularly on pricing, supply chain adjustments, and market positioning. However, such concentration of authority may limit autonomy and innovation at the store level, as employees have reduced influence over operational decisions. Leadership, therefore, plays a critical role in shaping organisational priorities and cultural expectations.
A dominant characteristic of Tesco’s culture is its role culture, defined by clear responsibilities, departmental structures, and formal procedures. For a retailer of Tesco’s scale, standardisation is essential to ensure consistency, predictability, and efficiency across thousands of stores. Uniform processes support reliable customer service, smooth supply chain operations, and coherent strategic decision‑making. This structured environment underpins Tesco’s operational excellence and competitive strength.
Tesco also incorporates elements of task culture, particularly within project teams focused on innovation, digital transformation, and service development. Cross‑functional collaboration enables the organisation to respond to emerging consumer trends, including online shopping, sustainability expectations, and personalised experiences. Project‑based teamwork fosters creativity and problem‑solving, supporting Tesco’s adaptability and complementing the stability provided by role culture.
Beyond Handy’s framework, Tesco’s culture is shaped by its emphasis on motivation, behaviour, and employee engagement. Motivational approaches are used to enhance performance, recognising that engaged employees contribute to improved customer service and organisational outcomes. Teamwork and communication are central to Tesco’s behavioural culture, influencing how employees collaborate, resolve problems, and deliver value. These behavioural dimensions highlight both strengths and challenges in team dynamics.
Tesco’s culture is further influenced by organisational power, politics, and behavioural norms, which shape individual and team performance. Cultural expectations guide decision‑making, interpersonal relationships, and productivity. Dimensions such as power distance and organisational politics affect how employees perceive leadership and their roles within the company.
Tesco’s organisational culture is a hybrid system balancing structure with adaptability. The interplay of power, role, and task cultures enables Tesco to support operational excellence while fostering innovation and responsiveness. This cultural blend supports strategic aims, strengthens customer loyalty, and underpins long‑term organisational success.

Tesco’s Structure and Decision‑Making.
Tesco’s organisational culture significantly shapes both its structural design and decision‑making processes. Using Schein’s (2010) three‑level model, it becomes clear that Tesco’s assumptions, espoused values, and visible artifacts directly influence how authority is distributed, how information flows, and how strategic and operational decisions are made.
Cultural Assumptions and Structural Design
Tesco’s underlying assumptions emphasise efficiency, standardisation, and customer‑centricity. These beliefs support a hierarchical yet functionally integrated structure, with clearly defined departmental responsibilities across operations, logistics, HR, and marketing. The assumption that consistency drives customer satisfaction leads to formalised procedures and tight coordination across thousands of stores, reflecting Schein’s (2010) argument that assumptions shape organisational views on stability and control.
Tesco’s belief in evidence‑based decision‑making further reinforces a structure that prioritises data-driven functions. Centralised analytics teams and planning units hold significant influence because the culture assumes that data leads to superior decisions. This results in strong central data systems and cross-functional collaboration that support informed strategic choices.
Espoused Values and Decision-Making
Tesco’s espoused values of customer service, innovation, and community responsibility guide decision-making by shaping organisational priorities. The “Every Little Helps” ethos ensures that decisions focus on enhancing the customer experience, not solely on financial outcomes. Values relating to sustainability and digital transformation also influence strategic choices, such as investment in online retail, carbon reduction, and employee development. As Schein (2010) notes, espoused values act as guiding principles that shape behaviour even under external pressure.
Artifacts and Operational Decision-Making
At the artifact level, Tesco’s visible systems performance dashboards, standard operating procedures, and communication platforms reinforce accountability and transparency. These tools shape daily decisions by providing clear expectations and measurable targets. Store managers rely on real-time data to make decisions about staffing, stock levels, and customer service.
Technological artifacts, including self-checkout systems and automated inventory tools, reflect a culture that values innovation and efficiency. These systems enable decentralised operational decisions while supporting central oversight, proving how culture and structure interact to balance autonomy and control.
Cultural Influence on Strategic and Operational Decisions
Tesco’s culture supports a hybrid decision-making model. Strategic decisions, pricing, market expansion, and digital investment are centralised due to the organisation’s hierarchical structure and emphasis on consistency. In contrast, operational decisions are decentralised, empowering store managers to respond to local needs. This balance enhances agility while keeping coherence. As Schein (2010) argues, culture stabilises decision-making by providing shared meaning.
Overall, Tesco’s organisational culture shapes its structure and decision-making by embedding assumptions of efficiency, customer focus, and evidence-based practice into its hierarchy and processes, enabling operational excellence and adaptability in a dynamic retail environment.

Tesco’s Organisational Structure Model



Chairman



Tesco PLC Board of Directors



Nomination Committee
Disclosure Committee
Renumeration Committee
Audit Committee
Corporate responsible Committee



Fig. 1. Organisational Structure Model Chart.

Schein’s Model Framework
Edgar Schein’s (2010) Three Levels of Culture model provides a powerful lens for analysing Tesco’s organisational culture by examining the organisation at the levels of artifacts, espoused values, and basic underlying assumptions. Applying this framework reveals how Tesco’s culture has evolved to support operational efficiency, customer-centricity, and continuous improvement within a highly competitive retail environment.
1. Artifacts
Artifacts are the visible and tangible elements of culture. In Tesco, these are clear in its store layouts, employee uniforms, digital systems, and customer service practices. The company’s emphasis on efficiency is reflected in the widespread use of self‑checkout machines, automated stock‑replenishment systems, and data-driven loyalty programmes such as Clubcard. These artifacts signal a culture that values innovation, speed, and customer convenience. Tesco’s internal communication tools, such as colleague apps and digital noticeboards, further reinforce transparency and alignment across its large workforce. Additionally, the “Every Little Helps” slogan displayed prominently across stores and corporate materials acts as a symbolic artifact that communicates Tesco’s commitment to incremental improvement and customer focus.
2. Espoused Values
Espoused values are the stated principles and strategies that guide organisational behaviour. Tesco’s values, “No one tries harder for customers” and “We treat people how they want to be treated,” show a strong orientation towards service quality and employee respect. These values shape expectations around teamwork, ethical conduct, and customer engagement. Tesco’s strategic focus on sustainability, digital transformation, and community engagement also reflects its espoused commitment to responsible business practices. For example, initiatives to reduce food waste, promote healthier choices, and support local charities align with the organisation’s stated values of social responsibility and long-term stewardship. Leadership communication consistently reinforces these values, embedding them into performance management, training, and reward systems.
3. Basic Underlying Assumptions
At the deepest level, Tesco’s culture is driven by core assumptions that have become taken for granted over time. One fundamental assumption is that customer satisfaction is the primary driver of organisational success. This belief underpins decision-making across all levels, from product development to store operations. Another deeply ingrained assumption is that data and technology are essential for achieving a competitive advantage. Tesco’s long-standing investment in analytics, supply chain optimisation, and digital retailing reflects a belief that innovation is not optional but necessary for survival in the retail sector. A further assumption is that employees are central to delivering value, which explains the organisation’s emphasis on training, internal progression, and colleague engagement.

Integration of the Three Levels
Schein’s model highlights how alignment across the three levels strengthens cultural coherence. Tesco’s artifacts—such as digital tools and customer service practices—are consistent with its espoused values of customer focus and respect. These, in turn, reflect deeper assumptions about the importance of customer satisfaction, innovation, and employee contribution. This alignment has enabled Tesco to keep a strong market position, adapt to environmental pressures, and recover from past challenges such as the 2014 accounting scandal. The cultural emphasis on transparency, accountability, and continuous improvement played a crucial role in rebuilding trust and stabilising performance.
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Tesco’s Adaptation to the External Environment 
Tesco’s organisational culture plays a central role in shaping how the company responds to external environmental pressures, including economic volatility, technological change, regulatory demands, and shifting consumer expectations. As one of the UK’s largest retailers, Tesco uses dynamic environments, and its culture, defined by Schein (2010) as shared assumptions, values, and norms, provides the interpretive framework through which the organisation adapts and supports long‑term resilience.
A defining feature of Tesco’s culture is its strong customer‑centric orientation, embodied in the motto “Every Little Helps.” This value has enabled Tesco to respond effectively to evolving consumer behaviours, such as increased demand for convenience, online shopping, and value‑driven purchasing. During economic downturns, including the 2008 financial crisis and recent cost-of-living pressures, Tesco reinforced its value proposition through price matching, expanded discount ranges, and loyalty‑based promotions (Wood et al., 2016). These actions reflect a cultural assumption that affordability and customer satisfaction are essential for competitive advantage.
Technological change is another major external pressure. Tesco’s culture of innovation and data‑driven decision-making, rooted in its early adoption of the Clubcard loyalty programme, has supported its transition into digital retailing (Humby et al., 2008). This cultural foundation enabled the rapid expansion of online delivery, click‑and‑collect services, and digital payment systems. During the COVID‑19 pandemic, Tesco’s agile cultural mindset allowed it to increase online capacity by more than 100% within months (Tesco PLC, 2021), proving how cultural adaptability supports operational flexibility during external shocks.
Regulatory and societal expectations around sustainability and ethical responsibility have also shaped Tesco’s cultural evolution. The organisation has increasingly embedded sustainability into its core values, implementing initiatives to reduce carbon emissions, stop the use of single-use plastics, and minimise food waste (Jones et al., 2021). These actions reflect cultural alignment with societal norms and regulatory frameworks, helping Tesco keep legitimacy and stakeholder trust.
Competitive pressures, particularly from discount retailers such as Aldi and Lidl, have further influenced Tesco’s cultural adaptation. In response, Tesco has strengthened a culture of cost efficiency and operational discipline, streamlined processes, and adjusted store formats to remain competitive (Fraser, 2015). This cultural shift has been essential in an increasingly price‑sensitive market.
Tesco’s organisational culture has been a critical enabler of its ability to navigate external environmental pressures. Its customer-centric values, data‑driven mindset, commitment to innovation, and growing emphasis on sustainability have supported proactive responses to economic, technological, regulatory, and competitive challenges. This alignment between culture and environmental demands underpins Tesco’s resilience, strategic agility, and sustained market leadership.

Effective Functioning of Tesco
Tesco’s organisational culture plays a fundamental role in supporting the effective functioning of the business, influencing employee behaviour, operational efficiency, service quality, and overall organisational performance. As one of the UK’s leading retailers, Tesco runs in a complex and competitive environment, and its culture provides the shared values, norms, and behavioural expectations that enable coordinated action across its extensive workforce. Organisational culture, as defined by Schein (2010), shapes how employees interpret their roles and how the organisation collectively responds to internal and external demands. Tesco’s culture, characterised by customer focus, innovation, collaboration, and continuous improvement, has been central to its operational success.
A core cultural attribute that enhances Tesco’s functioning is its customer‑centric orientation. The long‑standing motto “Every Little Helps” reflects a deeply embedded belief that incremental improvements in service quality and customer experience contribute significantly to organisational success. This cultural emphasis ensures that employees prioritise customer needs, leading to consistent service delivery and high levels of customer satisfaction (Tesco PLC, 2023). By embedding customer focus into training, performance management, and reward systems, Tesco ensures alignment between employee behaviour and organisational goals, thereby strengthening operational effectiveness.
Tesco’s culture also supports effective functioning through its commitment to innovation and data‑driven decision‑making. The organisation has cultivated a culture that values technological advancement and evidence‑based practice, enabling it to streamline operations and enhance productivity. The development of the Clubcard loyalty programme set up a cultural norm of using customer data to inform strategic decisions (Humby et al., 2008). More recently, Tesco has expanded its digital capabilities through automated stock systems, online delivery platforms, and AI‑enabled forecasting tools, all of which contribute to operational efficiency and improved resource allocation (Wood & McCarthy, 2022). This cultural orientation towards innovation ensures that Tesco stays competitive and responsive to market changes.
Another important cultural dimension is Tesco’s emphasis on employee engagement and collaboration. The organisation promotes a culture of teamwork, open communication, and mutual respect, which enhances coordination across departments and store locations. Tesco’s investment in colleague development, internal progression, and wellbeing initiatives reflects a belief that motivated and skilled employees are essential for effective functioning (Jones et al., 2021). This cultural focus has been linked to improved employee morale, reduced turnover, and higher productivity, all of which contribute to organisational stability and performance.
Tesco’s culture also supports effective functioning through its growing commitment to ethical responsibility and sustainability. The organisation has embedded environmental and social responsibility into its cultural values, reflected in initiatives to reduce carbon emissions, minimise food waste, and promote healthier product choices (Tesco PLC, 2023). This cultural shift not only enhances Tesco’s reputation but also strengthens operational resilience by aligning the organisation with regulatory expectations and stakeholder demands.
Overall, Tesco’s organisational culture is a critical enabler of effective functioning. Its customer‑focused values, innovative mindset, collaborative practices, and commitment to responsibility create a cohesive environment that supports strategic alignment and operational excellence. By embedding these cultural attributes across the organisation, Tesco has been able to keep high performance, adapt to industry challenges, and sustain its position as a market leader.


Evaluation and Organisational Performance

Tesco’s organisational culture has a significant influence on its overall performance, shaping employee behaviour, strategic decision‑making, customer experience, and long‑term competitiveness. Culture, defined by Schein (2010) as the shared assumptions and values guiding organisational action, provides the foundation for Tesco’s performance outcomes. The company’s culture, centred on customer focus, innovation, collaboration, and operational discipline, has been central to both financial and non‑financial success.
A major cultural driver of Tesco’s performance is its strong customer‑centric orientation. The long-standing ethos “Every Little Helps” reflects a belief that continuous improvement enhances customer satisfaction and organisational success. This cultural commitment has contributed to customer loyalty, high service quality, and sustained market share (Tesco PLC, 2023). Research indicates that customer-focused cultures are linked to enhanced sales performance and a stronger brand reputation (Homburg et al., 2020). Tesco’s ability to keep its position as the UK’s leading supermarket is partly due to this cultural emphasis, particularly during economic uncertainty when value and service become key performance differentiators.
Tesco’s culture of innovation and data‑driven decision‑making also enhances organisational performance. The early adoption of the Clubcard loyalty programme embedded a culture valuing analytics and evidence-based strategy (Humby et al., 2008). This orientation has enabled Tesco to optimise pricing, personalise promotions, and improve supply chain efficiency. Studies show that data‑driven cultures improve organisational agility and operational performance (McAfee & Brynjolfsson, 2022). Tesco’s investment in digital transformation—including automated stock systems, AI‑enabled forecasting, and expanded online delivery—has strengthened its competitive advantage and supported revenue growth, particularly in the post‑pandemic retail landscape.
Employee engagement and collaboration form another cultural dimension that positively influences performance. Tesco promotes teamwork, open communication, and mutual respect, enhancing morale and productivity. Research proves that engaged employees deliver higher service quality and contribute to improved organisational outcomes (Bailey et al., 2017). Tesco’s investment in colleague development and wellbeing has reduced turnover and strengthened workforce capability, supporting operational stability.
Tesco’s growing cultural commitment to ethical responsibility and sustainability further enhances performance by strengthening stakeholder trust and regulatory compliance. Initiatives to reduce carbon emissions, minimise food waste, and promote healthier choices align with societal expectations and improve corporate reputation (Jones et al., 2021). Ethical cultures are linked to long‑term financial performance and reduced reputational risk (Kaptein, 2019).
However, cultural misalignment has at times undermined performance. The 2014 accounting scandal exposed weaknesses in transparency and accountability, proving how cultural drift can damage organisational integrity (Fraser, 2015). Later reforms strengthened governance and ethical standards, helping restore performance and stakeholder confidence.
Overall, Tesco’s organisational culture has had a predominantly positive impact on performance. Its customer‑focused values, innovative mindset, collaborative practices, and ethical orientation have enhanced operational efficiency, competitiveness, and long‑term sustainability, while cultural realignment has been crucial during periods of organisational challenge.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Tesco’s organisational culture plays a critical role in shaping its strategic direction, operational effectiveness, and long‑term performance. Consistent with Schein’s (2010) multi‑level framework, Tesco shows strong alignment between its visible practices, stated values, and underlying assumptions, enabling resilience in a competitive retail environment. Its customer‑centric ethos, reflected in the principle “Every Little Helps,” continues to guide employee behaviour and service delivery, reinforcing loyalty and supporting market leadership (Tesco PLC, 2023). This cultural orientation has been particularly valuable during periods of economic uncertainty, where responsiveness to customer needs has been essential for sustaining performance.
Tesco’s culture of innovation and data‑driven decision‑making further strengthens its capacity to adapt to technological change and evolving consumer expectations. Investments in digital transformation and analytics reflect a deeply ingrained belief in the strategic value of technology, which enhances efficiency and competitive advantage (Wood & McCarthy, 2022). Likewise, the organisation’s emphasis on collaboration, employee engagement, and internal development supports workforce capability and service quality (Jones et al., 2021).
Tesco’s increasing commitment to sustainability and ethical responsibility also enhances organisational legitimacy and stakeholder trust, aligning cultural values with societal expectations (Kaptein, 2019). Although challenges such as the 2014 accounting scandal exposed risks of cultural misalignment, later reforms proved Tesco’s ability to realign its culture to restore credibility (Fraser, 2015). Overall, Tesco’s coherent culture underpins its strategic agility and sustained organisational performance.
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