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[bookmark: _Toc236182399]1. Introduction
Organisational culture refers to the shared values, assumptions and expected behaviours that influence how employees interpret situations and act. Mullins and Christy (2016) argue that culture affects organisational structure, decision-making, motivation, control and performance. Tesco is an appropriate organisation for this analysis because it must coordinate a large multichannel retail system while responding quickly to customers, competitors, technology, regulation and social expectations. This report critically examines Tesco’s culture and its influence on structure, decisions, external adaptation, effective functioning and performance. It applies two complementary frameworks: Schein’s Three Levels of Culture and the Competing Values Framework. The analysis uses academic literature together with Tesco’s corporate reports, values and governance materials, while recognising that public evidence cannot fully represent every employee’s experience. The central argument is that Tesco’s customer-focused and performance-oriented culture is mainly an enabler of effective operation. However, it may become a barrier when commercial targets dominate ethical judgement, employee voice, supplier relationships or local operational knowledge.
[bookmark: _Toc236182400]2. Organisational Culture of Tesco
Tesco’s organisational culture can be described as customer-focused, commercially disciplined and operationally practical. Its stated purpose and values emphasise working hard for customers, treating people fairly and recognising that small improvements can create significant results (Tesco PLC, n.d.a). These principles support the familiar idea of “every little help”, which presents service and incremental improvement as normal organisational expectations rather than occasional initiatives. The values are relevant because Tesco’s strategy is delivered through thousands of routine interactions involving stores, online fulfilment, distribution, procurement, technology and customer service. Tesco’s annual report presents values as central to how the business operates, while its governance materials connect decision-making with responsibilities to major stakeholders (Tesco PLC, 2026a; n.d.b).
The enacted culture also reflects the competitive conditions of grocery retail. Tesco operates in a market where customers compare price, availability, convenience and quality, while the organisation must manage high volumes and relatively narrow margins. Consequently, performance measures, standard operating procedures, customer data, labour planning and cost control are prominent features of daily work. The culture rewards practical execution and measurable results. This creates clarity, but it can also communicate that what is easily measured is more important than less visible outcomes such as trust, psychological safety or supplier resilience.
Tesco does not have a completely uniform culture. Store colleagues may experience a strong service and teamwork culture, whereas commercial, finance and data functions may place greater emphasis on targets, analysis and control. Technology teams may value experimentation, while food safety and compliance teams require consistency and low tolerance for deviation. These occupational and local subcultures are not necessarily weaknesses. Giorgi, Lockwood and Glynn (2015) explain that organisational culture is complex and can contain different meanings across groups. Schneider, Ehrhart and Macey (2013) further distinguish deeper culture from employees’ perceptions of current practices, showing why both stated assumptions and everyday experience matter. The managerial challenge is to ensure that subcultures remain connected to common principles and do not create conflicting priorities.
A critical distinction must therefore be made between espoused culture and experienced culture. Published values cannot prove that employees, suppliers or customers consistently experience fair treatment. Culture is demonstrated when leaders make difficult trade-offs, respond to challenge and allocate resources. For example, a commitment to customers may require more staffing or local discretion, while fair treatment may conflict with short-term productivity targets. Tesco’s culture should therefore be judged by the consistency between its stated values, managerial behaviour, reward systems and actual outcomes. Overall, the prevailing culture combines customer orientation, competitive performance, standardisation and incremental improvement, with collaboration and innovation playing supporting roles. This combination is understandable for a retailer of Tesco’s scale, but it creates a permanent tension between efficiency and responsiveness. Senior leadership must therefore ensure that respect and customer focus remain decision criteria when they require investment, rather than functioning only as positive language. Cultural strength should be assessed by whether employees can use the values to resolve real operational conflicts consistently.
[bookmark: _Toc236182401]3. How Organisational Culture Shapes Tesco’s Structure and Decision-Making
Tesco’s culture supports a structure that combines central control with local operational responsibility. Central functions provide scale in procurement, finance, brand, technology, data and strategic planning. Stores, fulfilment centres and distribution operations then implement priorities through defined roles, routines and performance measures. This arrangement reflects a cultural belief that consistency and scale create customer value. Standard processes are especially important for food safety, legal compliance, pricing accuracy, stock control and brand protection. Without this discipline, a large retailer would produce inconsistent service and expose customers and the organisation to unacceptable risk.
At the same time, Tesco’s customer-focused culture requires local responsiveness. Store managers and frontline colleagues encounter customer needs, delivery failures, equipment problems, staffing shortages and local demand changes that cannot always be resolved through central instructions. Effective decision-making therefore depends on bounded discretion: local teams need authority to solve problems, while fixed standards remain in areas such as safety, law, finance and data protection. If the structure becomes excessively centralised, information may travel slowly and local knowledge may be ignored. If it becomes excessively decentralised, consistency and control may weaken.
Culture also shapes what information decision-makers consider legitimate. Tesco has extensive customer, loyalty, supply-chain and workforce data. This strengthens analytical decision-making and can reduce reliance on individual intuition. However, it can produce “data authority”, where numerical indicators are automatically treated as more reliable than frontline observation or ethical concern. Schein and Schein (2017) argue that leaders embed culture through what they monitor, reward and react to. If leaders repeatedly ask only about sales, productivity or cost, employees may learn that customer vulnerability, workload or supplier fairness are secondary, even when official values suggest otherwise.
The design of targets is therefore culturally significant. Clear measures can improve accountability and coordination, but narrow or unrealistic targets can encourage gaming, silence or short-term decisions. Tesco’s historical accounting crisis remains a warning that intense commercial pressure can distort information and escalation. This does not mean the present culture is identical, but it demonstrates why challenge, transparency and balanced measures are essential. Tesco’s people operating model, which combines central expertise, shared services and business-facing support, may improve efficiency and consistency (CIPD, 2024). Nevertheless, it will function effectively only when line managers are capable, employees can obtain timely support and local issues influence central policy. Tesco’s culture therefore shapes a hybrid structure: centrally coordinated, data-informed and standardised, but dependent on local judgement and trustworthy upward communication. Decision rights should be documented more clearly so employees know which rules are non-negotiable and where experimentation is expected. Escalation routes should also protect colleagues who question commercial assumptions. These mechanisms would prevent decentralisation from becoming inconsistency while reducing the risk that central authority blocks timely solutions or filters out inconvenient information.
[bookmark: _Toc236182402]4. Relevant Frameworks, Models or Theories Applied to Tesco
Schein’s Three Levels of Culture provides the first analytical framework. The model distinguishes artefacts, espoused values and basic underlying assumptions (Schein and Schein, 2017). Tesco’s artefacts include store layouts, uniforms, colleague briefings, customer measures, Clubcard information, performance dashboards, standard routines and the language of “every little help”. These visible features communicate practicality, customer attention and operational control. However, artefacts are ambiguous. A dashboard may support learning, or it may create pressure to present favourable results. Therefore, visible practices must be interpreted alongside values and behaviour.
Tesco’s espoused values stress customer effort, fair treatment and the cumulative importance of small improvements (Tesco PLC, n.d.a). At the level of deeper assumptions, Tesco appears to value scale, evidence, cost awareness, practical execution and continuous incremental change. These assumptions support grocery retail performance because availability, waste, service and price depend on repeated operational discipline. A possible dysfunctional assumption is that measurable performance is more credible than relational or ethical evidence. Another is that central solutions are normally superior to local knowledge. Schein’s framework is useful because it exposes potential gaps between what Tesco says and what its systems teach employees. Its limitation is that external observers cannot confidently identify unconscious assumptions from corporate documents alone.
The second framework is the Competing Values Framework, which identifies market, hierarchy, clan and adhocracy orientations (Cameron and Quinn, 2011). Tesco’s dominant orientation is market culture because customer choice, competition, sales, value, productivity and achievement are central. A strong hierarchy orientation is also present through procedures, formal accountability and standardisation. Clan culture appears in teamwork, colleague participation and respect, while adhocracy supports digital development, online retail, data innovation and sustainability initiatives.
The framework is particularly useful because it shows that effective culture requires balance rather than one “best” type. Research by Hartnell, Ou and Kinicki (2011) indicates that different cultural orientations support different outcomes. Tesco needs market discipline to compete and hierarchy to provide reliable execution, but it also needs clan characteristics to maintain engagement and adhocracy to adapt. Excessive market culture may create target fixation; excessive hierarchy may slow local response; excessive clan culture may avoid difficult accountability; and uncontrolled adhocracy may increase inconsistency. The model’s limitation is that it simplifies a large organisation into four categories and may understate local subcultures. Used together, Schein explains the depth and credibility of Tesco’s culture, while the Competing Values Framework explains its dominant orientation and internal tensions. The two models are therefore complementary rather than competing. Schein is stronger for investigating whether values are genuinely embedded; the Competing Values Framework is stronger for comparing priorities and diagnosing imbalance. Neither model directly measures performance or proves causation. Their conclusions must consequently be tested against employee evidence, operational outcomes and stakeholder experience rather than accepted from company language alone.
[bookmark: _Toc236182403]5. Organisational Culture and Adaptation to Tesco’s External Environment
Tesco faces continuous pressure from discount competitors, changing consumer expectations, inflation, digital technology, environmental obligations, labour-market conditions and supply-chain disruption. Its culture supports adaptation by linking customer attention with practical execution. A strong external market orientation encourages Tesco to observe price, convenience, loyalty and service expectations and to respond through product, channel and operational decisions. The belief that small improvements matter also supports incremental adaptation, because thousands of changes to availability, waste, delivery or store processes can collectively strengthen competitiveness.
Data capability is another cultural resource. Clubcard and operational information enable Tesco to identify patterns in demand and tailor decisions at scale. This supports online retail, personalisation and more accurate planning. However, adaptation should not be confused with data-driven centralisation. Customer data shows past behaviour but may not fully explain emerging needs, local disadvantage or why customers lose trust. Frontline employees and suppliers can provide early warning of changes that are not yet visible in central metrics. An adaptive culture must therefore combine analytical evidence with local observation and protected challenge.
Environmental and social expectations create broader demands. Tesco’s sustainability reporting connects commercial activity with climate, food waste, health and supply-chain responsibilities (Tesco PLC, 2026b). Adaptation in these areas may require decisions that increase short-term cost but protect legitimacy and long-term resilience. A narrowly market-driven culture may treat sustainability mainly as reputation management, whereas a balanced culture integrates it into procurement, operations and investment. Similarly, pressure to maintain low prices can affect suppliers and workforce conditions. Cultural commitment to fair treatment is credible only when it constrains commercial behaviour during difficult periods.
Organisational agility research emphasises the importance of learning, flexible coordination and rapid response (Nguyen et al., 2025). Tesco’s scale provides resources and bargaining power, but scale can also create path dependence. Successful routines may become difficult to question, particularly when current financial performance is strong. Tesco should therefore institutionalise “disconfirming evidence” reviews in which teams present lost customers, failed experiments, supplier concerns and unexpected data that challenge the current plan. It should also allow controlled local experiments, with clear safety and financial boundaries and rapid sharing of successful results. Culture enables external adaptation when it treats customer focus as active learning rather than simply repeating established processes. Tesco’s culture is therefore a significant adaptive asset, but only if central confidence and performance pressure do not suppress weak signals from employees, customers, suppliers and communities. Adaptation also requires resources: local experiments need time, data access and managerial protection, while sustainability commitments need investment and accountable ownership. Without these conditions, an organisation may celebrate learning rhetorically while rewarding only immediate delivery. Tesco should therefore evaluate managers partly on how well they identify emerging risks, share unsuccessful experiments and convert external feedback into changes in routines.
[bookmark: _Toc236182404]6. Organisational Culture and Tesco’s Effective Functioning
Tesco’s culture is primarily an enabler of effective functioning because it provides common priorities across a dispersed and complex organisation. Customer focus gives employees a practical reference point, while standard routines make service more predictable. Performance discipline helps coordinate stock, labour, pricing, promotions and distribution. Shared expectations reduce the need for senior managers to specify every action, which is one of the central ways culture supports organisational control (Mullins and Christy, 2016). A strong culture can also improve person–organisation fit when employees understand expected behaviour and feel connected to organisational purpose (O’Reilly, Chatman and Caldwell, 1991).
Nevertheless, strong culture is not automatically positive. Chatman and O’Reilly (2016) warn that culture research should examine specific behaviours and outcomes rather than assume that strength produces effectiveness. At Tesco, customer and performance orientation can become a barrier if targets discourage challenge or if employees believe that listening mechanisms do not influence decisions. Employee surveys and communication channels have limited value unless leaders visibly explain what changed, what did not change and why. Psychological safety is especially important in food safety, finance, data use and employee welfare because silence can allow small problems to develop into systemic failures.
Effective functioning also depends on cultural consistency across employment groups and organisational boundaries. Customers experience the combined work of permanent colleagues, temporary or agency workers, logistics partners and suppliers. If values apply only to direct employees or head-office processes, the customer promise may be undermined elsewhere in the system. Supplier relationships are particularly significant because excessive commercial pressure can weaken resilience, product quality and innovation. Fairness should therefore be treated as an operational requirement, not only a reputational statement.
Subcultures create another tension. Compliance teams may appropriately prioritise control, while technology teams need experimentation and stores require rapid problem-solving. Effective functioning does not require these groups to behave identically. It requires a shared method for resolving conflicts. Tesco should specify non-negotiable standards and areas where local variation is encouraged. Major productivity changes should also include a cultural impact assessment covering workload, discretion, safety to challenge, customer vulnerability and supplier behaviour.
Overall, Tesco’s culture functions as a conditional enabler. It supports coordination, accountability and customer alignment, but effectiveness declines when commercial urgency overrides respect, ethical judgement or learning. The important managerial task is not to weaken performance culture. It is to balance it with employee voice, responsible data use, supplier fairness and local decision-making so that control remains intelligent rather than rigid. Leadership behaviour is decisive because employees observe what happens after bad news is raised. When challenge is welcomed and investigated, trust and learning increase; when the messenger is blamed, formal values lose credibility. Effective functioning therefore requires leaders at every level to model respectful challenge, explain trade-offs and correct systems that produce repeated pressure or unintended behaviour.
[bookmark: _Toc236182405]7. Evaluation of the Impact of Organisational Culture on Tesco’s Performance
Organisational culture affects Tesco’s performance through operational reliability, customer trust, employee behaviour, innovation and strategic resilience. A customer-oriented culture can improve service and loyalty because employees understand that price, availability and convenience are central to value. Standardisation supports accurate execution across a large network, while incremental improvement can reduce waste and improve productivity. Culture may also be difficult for competitors to imitate when it is embedded in relationships, routines and shared knowledge, creating a potential source of sustained advantage (Barney, 1986).
Academic evidence supports a relationship between culture and organisational outcomes, but the relationship is not simple. Denison and Mishra (1995) connect effectiveness with involvement, consistency, adaptability and mission. Hartnell et al. (2019) similarly show that culture is associated with multiple elements of organisational systems and performance. These findings suggest that Tesco should not maximise only market orientation. Commercial achievement must be supported by consistency, participation and adaptation. A culture that produces strong short-term sales but weakens trust, wellbeing or supplier resilience may damage future performance.
Performance should therefore be evaluated across several stakeholder outcomes. For customers, relevant results include trust, service, availability and responsible use of data. For employees, they include engagement, fair scheduling, retention and confidence to raise concerns. For suppliers, they include predictable relationships, concern resolution and capacity to innovate. Environmental performance includes waste and progress against sustainability commitments. Financial results remain essential, but they should be interpreted together with these cultural indicators because poor social or ethical outcomes may create future operational, legal and reputational costs.
Tesco should introduce a balanced customer-and-ethics scorecard for major decisions. Sales, price and productivity should be reviewed alongside customer trust, colleague impact, supplier fairness, data ethics and environmental consequences. This would reduce the risk that market culture crowds out other priorities. A controlled store-experiment programme should allow local teams to test service, availability or waste improvements within clear boundaries. Successful practices could then be scaled using evidence rather than hierarchy alone.
Tesco should also strengthen visible closure of employee voice by publishing key themes, actions and reasons for non-action. Managers should be assessed not only on survey participation but on response quality and safety to disagree. High-impact data uses, including personalisation or automated labour decisions, should receive ethical and operational review. Finally, supplier escalation and workforce consistency should be audited across stores, logistics and contracted work. These recommendations preserve Tesco’s performance discipline while reducing target fixation. Their effectiveness could be assessed through regional pilots comparing customer outcomes, voice confidence, decision speed, supplier concerns and unintended effects over six to twelve months. Evaluation should examine whether improvements are sustained rather than relying on initial enthusiasm. Tesco should remove measures that generate gaming, publish lessons from unsuccessful pilots and scale only those practices that improve both commercial and stakeholder outcomes. This would make cultural improvement evidence-based and reduce the risk that additional indicators simply create another layer of bureaucracy.
[bookmark: _Toc236182406]8. Conclusion
Tesco demonstrates the pervasive influence of organisational culture described by Mullins and Christy (2016). Its prevailing culture combines strong customer and market orientation with hierarchy, standardisation and incremental improvement. Schein’s model shows that the credibility of Tesco’s stated values depends on the deeper assumptions communicated through targets, leadership attention and responses to challenge. The Competing Values Framework shows that market and hierarchy strengths must be balanced by collaboration and innovation. Overall, culture is more of an enabler than a barrier because it supports coordination, customer alignment and reliable execution. However, it can restrict effectiveness when commercial pressure suppresses employee voice, supplier fairness, ethical judgement or local knowledge. Tesco should retain its performance discipline while using balanced measures, controlled experimentation, visible voice closure and stronger ethical governance to support sustainable organisational performance. The central conclusion is therefore conditional: Tesco’s culture creates value when discipline is combined with learning and fairness, but the same culture can undermine long-term results when targets become more influential than the organisation’s stated purpose and values.
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