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Introduction
Organisational culture is widely recognised as a fundamental determinant of organisational effectiveness, shaping behaviour, influencing decision-making, and guiding strategic direction. It consists of shared values, beliefs, and assumptions that inform how employees interact and respond to internal and external challenges (Schein, 2010). In parallel, organisational structure defines the formal configuration of roles, responsibilities, authority, and communication channels. The relationship between culture and structure is inherently reciprocal; culture influences structural design, while structure reinforces cultural norms and practices (Johnson et al., 2020).
In contemporary business environments characterised by rapid technological change, globalisation, and increasing competition, the alignment between organisational culture and structure has become more critical than ever. Recent research emphasises that organisations capable of integrating adaptive cultures with flexible structures are more likely to succeed in dynamic environments (Rensberger et al., 2024). This is particularly relevant in the retail sector, where consumer expectations and technological innovations continue to reshape industry practices.
Tesco, one of the largest multinational retailers, provides a compelling case study for examining the interaction between culture, structure, and decision-making. Its culture, centred on customer focus, operational efficiency, and data-driven decision-making, has played a significant role in shaping its organisational design and strategic processes. However, while this culture has contributed to Tesco’s success, it also presents challenges, particularly in terms of innovation and strategic agility.
This essay critically evaluates the influence of Tesco’s organisational culture on its structure and decision-making processes. It applies key theoretical frameworks, including Schein’s Model of Organisational Culture, Handy’s Cultural Types, and Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions. Furthermore, it incorporates recent academic research (2020–2025) to assess Tesco’s adaptability in a rapidly evolving retail environment. The essay also examines organisational culture as both an enabler and constraint, ultimately providing recommendations for improvement.
[bookmark: _Toc227447428][bookmark: _Toc227448105][bookmark: _Toc227448156][bookmark: _Toc227448356]The Interrelationship Between Culture and Structure
Tesco’s organisational structure has historically been hierarchical, characterised by clear lines of authority, formalised procedures, and centralised control. Such structures are typical of large-scale retail organisations, where consistency and operational efficiency are essential (Johnson et al., 2020). This hierarchical model enables Tesco to maintain standardisation across its extensive network of stores, ensuring uniform service delivery and operational reliability.
However, organisational structure cannot be understood independently of culture. Tesco’s strong emphasis on customer responsiveness has necessitated a shift towards decentralisation. Store managers and regional leaders are increasingly empowered to make decisions based on local market conditions. This reflects a move towards a more flexible and adaptive structure, aligning with contemporary management theories that advocate decentralisation in dynamic environments (Mullins and Christy, 2016).
Recent research supports this transition, suggesting that organisations undergoing digital transformation must adopt fewer rigid structures to remain competitive (Reitberger et al., 2024). In Tesco’s case, the integration of decentralised decision-making enables faster responses to consumer demands, particularly in an era of omnichannel retailing and personalised customer experiences.
Nevertheless, this hybrid structure creates inherent tensions. While centralisation ensures strategic alignment and efficiency, decentralisation introduces variability and potential inconsistencies. Furthermore, overlapping authority between central and local levels can lead to ambiguity and conflict. These tensions highlight the complexity of balancing control with flexibility in large organisations.
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Organisational culture plays a decisive role in shaping how decisions are made within Tesco, influencing not only the processes used but also the speed, quality, and strategic direction of those decisions. Tesco’s culture characterised by customer focus, efficiency, and data-driven thinking creates a structured yet evolving decision-making environment.
A defining feature of Tesco’s decision-making culture is its strong reliance on data analytics. Through systems such as its Clubcard loyalty programme, Tesco gathers extensive customer data, enabling highly informed decisions regarding pricing, promotions, product assortment, and store operations. This reflects a rational and evidence-based decision-making model, where quantitative insights are prioritised over intuition. As a result, decisions tend to be consistent, measurable, and aligned with organisational objectives, reinforcing efficiency and competitiveness.
However, this data-centric approach also introduces limitations. Over-reliance on analytics can reduce managerial discretion and constrain creativity, particularly in situations requiring innovative or unconventional solutions. Decision-makers may become dependent on historical data, which can be problematic in rapidly changing markets where past trends are not always reliable indicators of future behaviour. This highlights a tension between predictability and innovation within Tesco’s culture.
Tesco’s organisational culture also reflects a balance between centralisation and decentralisation, which directly influences decision-making authority. At the strategic level, decision-making remains relatively centralised, with senior management responsible for major corporate initiatives, financial planning, and long-term strategy. This ensures alignment with overall business objectives and maintains control across the organisation.
In contrast, operational decision-making is increasingly decentralised. Store managers and regional leaders are empowered to make decisions based on local customer needs, such as adjusting product ranges or responding to regional demand patterns. This decentralisation enhances responsiveness and allows Tesco to adapt to diverse market conditions. However, it can also create inconsistencies and potential conflicts between local and corporate priorities, particularly when local decisions diverge from central strategies.
Another important cultural influence is Tesco’s performance-oriented mindset, which emphasises efficiency, cost control, and target achievement. Decision-making is often guided by key performance indicators reinforcing accountability and measurable outcomes. While this supports operational discipline, it may also encourage short-term decision-making, where immediate performance targets take precedence over long-term strategic innovation.
Furthermore, Tesco’s culture promotes risk aversion, largely due to its focus on efficiency and uncertainty avoidance. Decisions are typically cautious and based on validated data, reducing the likelihood of failure. While this approach protects the organisation from unnecessary risks, it can also limit experimentation and slow the adoption of disruptive innovations. In highly competitive and technologically evolving markets, this cautious approach may place Tesco at a disadvantage compared to more agile competitors.
In recent years, Tesco has shown signs of evolving its decision-making culture, particularly in response to digital transformation and changing consumer expectations. The integration of digital technologies, e-commerce platforms, and real-time data analytics has improved decision speed and flexibility. Additionally, there is increasing recognition of the need to balance data with human judgment, particularly in strategic contexts where qualitative insights are crucial.
Critically, Tesco’s decision-making culture reflects a broader organisational challenge: balancing control with empowerment, efficiency with innovation, and data with intuition. While the current approach supports operational excellence and consistency, future success will depend on Tesco’s ability to foster a more flexible and innovative decision-making environment.
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Schein’s (2010) three-level model provides a useful framework for analysing Tesco’s organisational culture.
At the artefact level, Tesco’s culture is reflected in visible elements such as store layouts, branding, and customer service practices. These artefacts emphasise convenience, accessibility, and value, reinforcing the organisation’s customer-centric approach.
At the level of espoused values, Tesco promotes principles such as teamwork, respect, and customer focus. These values are communicated through training programmes and corporate messaging. However, there may be discrepancies between espoused values and actual practices. For example, the pressure to achieve efficiency targets may conflict with the value of employee well-being.
At the deepest level, underlying assumptions include a strong belief in efficiency, cost leadership, and data-driven decision-making. 
Handy’s Cultural Types
Handy’s (1993) framework identifies four types of organisational culture: power, role, task, and person culture. Tesco predominantly exhibits characteristics of role culture and task culture.
Role culture is evident in Tesco’s hierarchical structure, where roles and responsibilities are clearly defined. This ensures consistency and efficiency but can lead to bureaucracy and reduced flexibility.
Task culture is visible at the operational level, where teams collaborate to solve problems and improve service delivery. This supports adaptability and responsiveness to customer needs.
[bookmark: _Toc227447431][bookmark: _Toc227448108][bookmark: _Toc227448159][bookmark: _Toc227448359]However, the coexistence of these cultural types can create tension. Role culture may constrain task culture by imposing rigid structures and limiting autonomy. This tension reflects a broader challenge in balancing stability with innovation.
Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions
Hofstede’s (2001) framework provides further insight into Tesco’s organisational culture. Tesco demonstrates relatively low power distance at the operational level, encouraging employee participation. However, hierarchical decision-making at higher levels suggests a degree of inconsistency.
The organisation exhibits moderate individualism, balancing individual accountability with teamwork. This supports both performance and collaboration. In terms of uncertainty avoidance, Tesco displays a high level, relying on data and standardised processes to minimise risk. While this enhances efficiency, it may also discourage experimentation and innovation.
Recent studies emphasise that reducing uncertainty avoidance is essential for successful digital transformation, as it enables organisations to embrace change and innovation (Zhang et al., 2023 cited in ScienceDirect, 2023).
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Tesco operates in a highly dynamic environment characterised by technological advancements and changing consumer behaviour. Its organisational culture has played a crucial role in enabling adaptation. Digital transformation has been a key area of focus. Tesco has invested in online retail platforms, automation, and data analytics to enhance customer experience and operational efficiency. Research indicates that digital transformation requires cultural change, particularly in terms of innovation and collaboration (Reitberger et al., 2024).
The broader retail sector is undergoing significant transformation, driven by technologies such as artificial intelligence and omnichannel retailing. These developments are reshaping customer expectations and operational practices (Journal of Retailing and Consumer Services, 2025).
Tesco has also responded to sustainability challenges by implementing initiatives to reduce food waste and improve energy efficiency. These efforts reflect a growing emphasis on corporate responsibility and alignment with societal expectations.
However, adaptation is not without challenges. Cultural inertia and resistance to change can hinder transformation efforts. This highlights the importance of developing a culture that supports continuous learning and innovation.
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Tesco’s organisational culture acts as both an enabler and a constraint. As an enabler, it promotes efficiency, customer focus, and data-driven decision-making. These factors contribute to strong performance and competitive advantage.
As a constraint, the emphasis on efficiency and risk minimisation may discourage innovation. Hierarchical structures can also slow decision-making and reduce flexibility. This duality reflects a broader challenge in organisational management: balancing stability with adaptability. While strong cultures provide consistency and direction, they can also become rigid and resistant to change.
[bookmark: _Toc227447434][bookmark: _Toc227448111][bookmark: _Toc227448162][bookmark: _Toc227448362]Impact on Organisational Performance
Tesco’s organisational culture has significantly contributed to its success. Its focus on efficiency supports competitive pricing, while customer-centric values enhance satisfaction and loyalty.
However, long-term performance depends on the organisation’s ability to adapt. Research suggests that organisations with flexible and innovative cultures are more likely to achieve sustained success (Denison, 1990).
In the context of digital transformation, culture plays a critical role in enabling innovation and organisational learning. Organisations that fail to adapt their culture risk falling behind in increasingly competitive markets.
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To enhance its organisational effectiveness, Tesco should consider the following:
First, it should promote innovation by encouraging experimentation and reducing the fear of failure. This would enable employees to explore new ideas and improve organisational adaptability.
Second, Tesco should enhance structural flexibility by streamlining decision-making processes. Reducing bureaucratic barriers would improve responsiveness and agility.
Third, the organisation should strengthen alignment between espoused values and actual practices. Ensuring consistency would enhance employee trust and engagement.
Fourth, Tesco should invest in employee development and engagement. Empowering employees would improve performance and innovation.
Tesco should move beyond incremental improvements and actively foster a culture that supports innovation and experimentation. Currently, its strong emphasis on efficiency and risk minimisation can discourage creative thinking. To address this, Tesco could introduce structured innovation programmes, such as internal incubators, pilot projects, and cross-functional innovation teams.
Importantly, leadership must normalise calculated risk-taking by reframing failure as a learning opportunity rather than a performance shortfall. Without this cultural shift, innovation initiatives may exist superficially but fail to produce meaningful change. Embedding innovation into performance metrics not just efficiency—would signal a genuine strategic priority.
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[bookmark: _Toc227448365]Tesco’s reliance on analytics is a clear strength, but it should be complemented with greater emphasis on human insight and strategic intuition. Decision-making frameworks should encourage managers to combine quantitative data with qualitative inputs, such as frontline employee feedback and emerging market trends. This is particularly important in uncertain or rapidly evolving contexts where historical data may be insufficient. Training programmes focused on critical thinking and strategic decision-making could help managers interpret data more effectively rather than relying on it uncritically.



Conclusion
In conclusion, the analysis demonstrates that organisational culture is not merely a supportive element within Tesco but a central force shaping its structure, decision making processes, and long-term performance. The interplay between Tesco’s customer-centric, efficiency-driven, and data-oriented culture and its hybrid organisational structure highlights the complexity of managing large-scale retail operations in a dynamic environment.
The application of Schein’s model reveals a high degree of alignment between artefacts, espoused values, and underlying assumptions, indicating a strong and deeply embedded culture. However, this strength also presents a potential weakness, as deeply rooted assumptions particularly those centred on efficiency and risk minimisation may limit Tesco’s capacity for innovation and transformational change. Similarly, Handy’s framework illustrates the coexistence of role and task cultures, enabling both operational consistency and local responsiveness, yet also exposing tensions between control and flexibility. Hofstede’s dimensions further reinforce this duality, particularly in Tesco’s relatively high uncertainty avoidance, which supports stability but may constrain experimentation.
Critically, Tesco’s reliance on data-driven decision-making represents both a strategic advantage and a potential limitation. While it enhances precision and operational effectiveness, it may also reduce managerial discretion and inhibit creative problem-solving. In an increasingly unpredictable retail landscape, over-dependence on historical data may hinder the organisation’s ability to anticipate and respond to disruptive change. This suggests that Tesco must move beyond purely analytical approaches and embrace a more balanced decision-making model that incorporates intuition and innovation.
Furthermore, Tesco’s experience highlights the broader challenge faced by established organisations: maintaining efficiency while fostering adaptability. Its response to external pressures, including digital transformation and sustainability demands, demonstrates a capacity for cultural evolution. However, such changes often appear reactive rather than proactive, indicating that cultural transformation is not yet fully embedded as a continuous process.
Ultimately, Tesco’s organisational culture can be characterised as a source of both competitive advantage and strategic constraint. Its strengths lie in its consistency, customer focus, and operational discipline, which have enabled sustained market leadership. However, its limitations particularly in relation to innovation, agility, and risk-taking must be addressed to ensure future competitiveness.
Looking forward, Tesco’s success will depend on its ability to cultivate a more adaptive and innovation-oriented culture without undermining its existing strengths. This requires not only structural adjustments but also a shift in underlying assumptions, encouraging experimentation, learning, and strategic flexibility. In this context, organisational culture should not be viewed as static, but as an evolving capability that must continuously align with environmental demands.
Tesco’s case illustrates that while a strong organisational culture can drive performance, it must remain dynamic and open to change. can balance efficiency with innovation, control with empowerment, and data with human insight.
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