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[bookmark: _Toc237381944]1. Executive Summary
This report looks at organisational culture at Severn Trent Water. Culture means how things are done in a company. It affects decisions and structure (Mullins and Christy, 2016). The report examines how Severn Trent's culture affects its operations.
The report uses Schein's Three Levels of Culture. Severn Trent's culture is built on values like Doing the Right Thing, Having Courage, Showing Care, Taking Pride, and Embracing Curiosity (Severn Trent PLC, 2025).
The report asks if culture helps or hurts. The evidence suggests culture mostly helps. The company has performed well for six years (Environment Agency, 2024). It has also worked well with regulators (Ofwat, 2026). But, there are still challenges.
The report includes reflections from my experience in the water industry. This adds practical insight. The report gives recommendations. These include making culture more employee-focused, improving leadership, and embedding continuous improvement.

[bookmark: _Toc237381945]2. Introduction
Organisational culture is very important. It shapes how companies work. Mullins and Christy (2016, p. 574) say culture affects decisions, structure, group behaviour, work organisation, motivation, and management control.
The UK water sector is challenging. Water companies face many rules, high costs, and public demands. Giffoni et al. (2022) say water companies need to become more resilient. In this context, culture becomes very important.
This report looks at Severn Trent Water. The company has done better than competitors (Environment Agency, 2024). 
This report examine:
· Look at how culture affects structure and decision-making
· Apply Schein's Three Levels of Culture
· Look at how culture helps adapt to external changes
· Ask whether culture is a barrier or enabler
· Look at how culture affects performance and give recommendations
In this report I used academic articles, industry reports, and company documents. It also includes reflections from my practical experience in the water industry.

[bookmark: _Toc237381946]3. Company Overview
Severn Trent Water is one of the UK's largest water companies. It serves about 4.8 million homes and businesses (Hoover's Company Records, 2026). The company has 46,000 kilometres of water pipes and 80,000 kilometres of sewer pipes (Severn Trent PLC, 2025). With more than 9,800 employees, it provides essential services.
The company is regulated by Ofwat, the Environment Agency, and the Drinking Water Inspectorate. There are fines for poor performance and rewards for good performance. AMP8 (2025-2030) involves £14.9 billion investment (Severn Trent PLC, 2025).
Severn Trent's values are: "Having Courage, Showing Care, Taking Pride, and Embracing Curiosity" (Severn Trent PLC, 2025). These are part of the "Doing the Right Thing" framework.
The company has received 4-star ratings for six years. It is the only water company to achieve this (Environment Agency, 2024). This has led to £434 million in rewards (Severn Trent PLC, 2025).
Neil Morrison, HR Director, says the workforce genuinely cares. He says engagement is high and turnover is low (Morrison, 2025).

[bookmark: _Toc237381947]4. Reflections from Industry Experience
I have worked in the water industry through Stonbury with companies like Portsmouth Water and South East Water. This experience provides practical insight into how water companies operate. It also helps connect theory to practice.
Working on-site, one thing becomes clear quickly. The culture that companies talk about is not always the culture you see on the ground. There is often a gap between what senior leaders say and what happens at the operational level.
At Portsmouth Water, the focus on safety was very strong. Every site visit started with a safety briefing. Personal protective equipment was strictly enforced. This was not just about following rules. It felt like a genuine culture of care. Workers looked out for each other. This is what Schein calls an underlying assumption. Safety was not just a policy. It was a belief.
At South East Water, the culture felt different. It was more about getting the job done quickly. Efficiency was the priority. This sometimes meant safety was not always the first consideration. This shows culture can vary within the same industry.
Working with Stonbury, I saw how subcontractors interact with water companies. Severn Trent's "Doing the Right Thing" framework applies to subcontractors as well. In practice, this meant subcontractors were expected to follow the same values and standards. This creates consistency. But it can also create tension.
One thing that stood out was the importance of communication. On-site, decisions often had to be made quickly. This is where culture matters. If the culture is clear, people know what to do even without instructions. This is what Schein means by underlying assumptions.
I got qualifications like EUSR water, Confined spaces entry, Abrasive wheel, Manual handling. These show that training is taken seriously in the water sector. This reflects the "Embracing Curiosity" value. People are encouraged to learn, develop and work safe.
However, there were also challenges. Some sites had a culture of blame. When things went wrong, people looked for someone to blame rather than looking for solutions. This creates fear. It stops people from reporting problems. This shows that even in good companies, culture can have negative aspects.
These observations show that culture is not just about values on a website. It is about how people actually behave. This is why Schein's model is useful. It helps us look beyond the surface.

[bookmark: _Toc237381948]5. How Culture Affects Structure and Decision-Making
Culture and structure affect each other. Mullins and Christy (2016, p. 574) argue that culture affects organisational structure and decision-making.
[bookmark: _Toc237381949]5.1 How Culture Affects Structure
Severn Trent's structure reflects its values. The company has divisions for water treatment, wastewater, networks, and customer services. The cultural focus on engagement gives this structure special characteristics.
The Board is involved in culture. It does site visits and reviews surveys (Severn Trent PLC, 2025). This is unusual. Most companies do not have the Board so involved. This reflects Yukl and Gardner's (2020) argument that leadership commitment helps embed culture.
This aligns with what the author observed. When senior leaders visit sites, it sends a message. It shows that culture matters to them.
In 2023, Severn Trent insourced its Waste Infra Response Team. This gave more control over quality (Severn Trent PLC, 2025). This shows culture can shape structure.
Koohborfardhaghighi, Altmann, and Heshmati (2022) say there is limited understanding of how employee skills interact with culture and structure. Their research shows social tolerance affects trust among colleagues (Koohborfardhaghighi et al., 2022). Severn Trent must ensure its structure builds trust.
[bookmark: _Toc237381950]5.2 How Culture Affects Decisions
Decision-making at Severn Trent reflects a focus on employee voice. The employee survey, Quest, informs Board decisions (Severn Trent PLC, 2025). This is different from more hierarchical decision-making in other utilities.
The "Doing the Right Thing" framework guides decisions. The Ofwat enforcement case (2026) shows this. Severn Trent found problems and started fixing them. But Ofwat still found breaches. This shows culture supports proactive identification but does not prevent all failures (Ofwat, 2026).
Tennant, Warwood, and Chiang (2002) looked at continuous improvement. They found barriers like weaknesses in leadership, training, and communication (Tennant et al., 2002).
Giffoni et al. (2022) found some utilities face challenges like limited innovation and inconsistent leadership. Severn Trent has overcome many challenges. But the company must remain alert.

[bookmark: _Toc237381951]6. Understanding Culture Through Schein's Model
This section uses Schein's Three Levels of Culture. This model provides a structured way to understand culture (Schein and Schein, 2017).
[bookmark: _Toc237381952]6.1 Artifacts
Artifacts are visible things. At Severn Trent, these include:
· Physical infrastructure
· Corporate communications
· The "Wonderfully You" Diversity campaign (Business in the Community, 2025)
· Annual Reports
· Employee uniforms
These artifacts are what outsiders see. But they do not reveal deeper meaning. From my prospect of view sometimes the artifacts can be misleading. A branded uniform does not always mean a worker shares the company's values.
[bookmark: _Toc237381953]6.2 Espoused Beliefs and Values
Espoused beliefs are what the company says. Severn Trent says its values are "Having Courage, Showing Care, Taking Pride, and Embracing Curiosity" (Severn Trent PLC, 2025). The "Doing the Right Thing" framework is the formal statement.
The Diversity strategy reinforces these values (Business in the Community, 2025). Morrison (2025) also reinforces these values.
But the Ofwat case (2026) shows failures still occurred. This shows implementing values perfectly is difficult.
[bookmark: _Toc237381954]6.3 Basic Underlying Assumptions
Basic underlying assumptions are deep beliefs. At Severn Trent:
Assumption of Public Service: The company works hard to serve communities (Morrison, 2025). Based on my experience in the water industry, this appears to be common across water companies, with many employees taking pride in providing essential services to the public.
Assumption of Accountability: The company identifies and fixes problems (Ofwat, 2026). But failures still occurred.
Assumption of Continuous Improvement: The company has focused on improvement for many years (Tennant et al., 2002).
The alignment between levels suggests a coherent culture. But the Ofwat case shows coherence does not mean perfection.

[bookmark: _Toc237381955]7. How Culture Helps Adapt to External Changes
Companies must adapt to changes. This section looks at how Severn Trent uses culture to adapt.
7.1 Adapting to Rules
The water sector faces many rules. Severn Trent's "Doing the Right Thing" culture has helped it adapt proactively.
The Ofwat case (2026) shows both strengths and weaknesses. The company found problems and started fixing them. But Ofwat still found breaches. This shows culture supports proactive identification but does not prevent all failures. The company's shareholders had already invested £98 million (Ofwat, 2026). This reflects accountability.
Vinnari and Laine (2013) offer a cautionary lesson from Finland. They found environmental reporting can decline due to internal factors. This suggests cultural adaptation can be temporary.
7.2 Adapting to Society
Society wants reliable water, environmental care, and community engagement. Severn Trent's "Wonderfully You" strategy responds to these pressures.
After signing the Race at Work Charter, Severn Trent implemented its strategy (Business in the Community, 2025). The 90% diversity disclosure rate positions Severn Trent to respond to diverse communities.
Morrison (2025) reinforces this community focus. Lau (2026) found CSR must be embedded into culture to drive positive outcomes. This validates Severn Trent's approach.
7.3 Adapting to the Environment
Climate change is the biggest challenge. Severn Trent's AMP8 investment (£14.9 billion) responds to these pressures (Severn Trent PLC, 2025).
The 41% reduction in spills in 2025 shows how accountability translates into outcomes (Ofwat, 2026). The Environment Agency (2024) finding that Severn Trent is the only company to achieve 4 stars for six years provides validation.
Giffoni et al. (2022) say water utilities need to advance resilience. Severn Trent's cultural framework provides motivation. But climate change presents challenges no culture can fully resolve.

8. Is Culture a Barrier or an Enabler?
The evidence in this report suggests that Severn Trent's organisational culture is mainly an enabler, although there are also some areas where it can become a barrier. The Environment Agency (2024) found that Severn Trent was the only water company to achieve a four-star environmental rating for six consecutive years. This suggests strong and consistent performance, although correlation does not prove that culture alone caused these results. Employee engagement also appears to be a strength, with Morrison (2025) reporting high engagement and low turnover, while Business in the Community (2025) places Severn Trent within the top 5% globally for employee engagement. The company's approach to compliance provides further evidence of culture acting as an enabler. Ofwat (2026) found that Severn Trent had proactively identified problems and had already invested £98 million to address them. Ofwat also recognised a 41% reduction in spills, showing that organisational values can contribute to practical improvements (Ofwat, 2026). In addition, Severn Trent has received £434 million in performance rewards, which shows that good performance can also produce financial benefits (Severn Trent PLC, 2025). However, culture does not always prevent problems. Ofwat (2026) still found regulatory breaches, showing that there can be a gap between the values promoted by an organisation and what happens in practice. This is important because Severn Trent is a large organisation and maintaining the same culture across different teams and operational areas can be difficult. The wider water industry also faces challenges around resilience, leadership and responding to change (Giffoni et al., 2022). Tennant, Warwood, and Chiang (2002) also identified weaknesses in leadership and communication when examining continuous improvement at Severn Trent Water. Although this research is older, it shows why strong communication and leadership remain important for maintaining a positive culture. Morrison (2025) also acknowledges the public perception that water companies can be mainly interested in profits, which creates a reputational challenge for Severn Trent. There is also a possible risk of becoming too rigid. Galamiton et al. (2025) found high uncertainty avoidance in a Philippine water utility, which may provide a useful comparison for water organisations. If employees become too focused on avoiding risk and following existing procedures, this could reduce innovation. Severn Trent has also faced public criticism over sewage spills, executive pay and environmental prosecutions. Overall, I believe the evidence shows that Severn Trent's culture is more of an enabler than a barrier. However, the findings of Giffoni et al. (2022), Vinnari and Laine (2013), and the Ofwat case (2026) show that strong cultural values do not remove all organisational problems. Alotaibi and Campbell's (2022) finding that innovation can suffer in autocratic cultures is also a useful warning that Severn Trent needs to maintain employee involvement, open communication and flexibility.

[bookmark: _Toc237381956]9. Performance and Recommendations
9.1 How Culture Affects Performance
Organisational culture can influence performance by shaping employee commitment, behaviour and willingness to contribute beyond formal job requirements. Morrison (2025) observes that discretionary effort is high, suggesting that a positive organisational culture can encourage employees to demonstrate greater commitment to their work.
This interpretation is supported by Galamiton et al. (2025), who found a moderate positive relationship between organisational culture and employee engagement. Similarly, Lau (2026) found that an employee-oriented culture had the strongest effect on employee loyalty. Together, these findings suggest that cultures which value employees and encourage engagement can contribute to stronger organisational performance.
My experience in the water industry also suggests that employees who identify strongly with the organisation's purpose can demonstrate a high level of commitment, particularly because water companies provide essential services to the public. However, culture should not be considered the sole explanation for organisational performance, as factors such as investment, technology, leadership and regulatory requirements can also influence outcomes.
9.2 Recommendations
Recommendation 1: Strengthen Employee-Oriented Culture
Lau (2026) found employee-oriented culture has the strongest effect on loyalty. Severn Trent should strengthen career development, work-life balance, and psychological safety. The author's experience suggests workers value training and development.
Recommendation 2: Embed Continuous Improvement
Tennant, Warwood, and Chiang (2002) found Severn Trent needed a culture to support improvement. Management should focus on team-based performance.
Recommendation 3: Develop Transformational Leadership
Yukl and Gardner (2020) say leadership development depends on readiness, learning activities, and supportive conditions. Severn Trent should invest in programmes that build transformational leadership. This responds to Giffoni et al.'s (2022) concern about inconsistent leadership.
Recommendation 4: Reduce Innovation Constraints
Severn Trent should establish innovation labs and pilot programmes. This would create safe spaces for experimentation while maintaining reliability. The author's experience shows water companies can be slow to change.
Recommendation 5: Maintain Proactive Regulatory Engagement
The Ofwat case (2026) showed the effectiveness of proactive compliance. Severn Trent should maintain this approach.
Recommendation 6: Address Reputational Challenges
The company should address public criticism over sewage spills, executive pay, and environmental prosecutions. Transparent communication would help.

[bookmark: _Toc237381957]10. Conclusion
This report has looked at organisational culture at Severn Trent Water. Mullins and Christy (2016) argued culture affects decision-making, structure, motivation, and control. The analysis shows Severn Trent's culture is a significant enabler.
Schein's Three Levels revealed a coherent culture. But the Ofwat case (2026) shows coherence does not mean perfection. Failures still occur.
The analysis of external adaptation showed how culture enables proactive engagement. But caution is needed when inferring causation from correlation.
Critical assessment concluded culture is mainly an enabler. But industry-wide challenges require ongoing attention.
The author's practical experience adds weight to these findings. The gap between theory and practice is real. Culture is not just about values on a website. It is about what happens on the ground.
Performance evaluation established a positive relationship between culture and outcomes. Recommendations focus on strengthening employee-oriented culture, improving leadership, reducing innovation constraints, and sustaining regulatory engagement.
As Severn Trent begins its £14.9 billion AMP8 programme, the cultural foundations position the company well. But the challenge lies in sustaining excellence while acknowledging failures.
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