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1. Introduction 
Organisational culture plays a significant role in shaping how organisations operate, make decisions and respond to internal and external challenges. According to Mullins and Christy (2016), organisational culture reflects “how things are done around here,” influencing decision-making processes, organisational structure, employee behaviour and management control. In highly regulated and globally competitive industries such as aviation, organisational culture becomes particularly important, as companies must balance operational efficiency, safety standards, customer service and strategic adaptability.
British Airways is one of the United Kingdom’s leading international airlines and operates within a complex global environment characterised by strict regulatory requirements, intense market competition and increasing sustainability expectations. As part of International Airlines Group (IAG), British Airways functions within a structured corporate framework while maintaining its own organisational identity and operational culture. Over time, the airline has faced several challenges including restructuring initiatives, industrial relations issues and technological transformation, highlighting the influence of organisational culture on management practices and decision-making.
This report critically evaluates how organisational culture influences the structure and decision-making processes at British Airways. Using theoretical frameworks such as Schein’s Model of Organisational Culture, Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions and Handy’s Cultural Types, the report analyses the prevailing culture within the organisation. It also examines how culture enables the company to respond to external environmental pressures and evaluates its impact on overall organisational performance.

2. Organisational Culture, Structure and Decision-Making at British Airways
Organisational culture strongly influences how authority is distributed, how decisions are made and how organisational structures are designed. Mullins and Christy (2016) argue that culture shapes behavioural norms as well as structural arrangements and management control systems within organisations. In the case of British Airways, organisational culture has historically supported a hierarchical and highly structured system consistent with the safety-critical and regulated nature of the aviation industry.
British Airways operates within a largely mechanistic organisational structure characterised by formal procedures, clear reporting lines and centralised decision-making. According to Burns and Stalker (1961), mechanistic systems are more suitable for environments requiring efficiency, control and stability. Aviation operations demand strict compliance with safety standards and regulatory requirements, therefore British Airways emphasises discipline, operational reliability and procedural consistency. This reflects a role-based structure aligned with bureaucratic organisational principles.
As part of International Airlines Group (IAG), strategic decisions related to finance, fleet investment and long-term planning are often centralised. Mintzberg’s theory of organisational configurations suggests that British Airways resembles a machine bureaucracy where standardisation of work processes is dominant. While this structure supports operational consistency and risk management, it can also limit flexibility and employee autonomy.
Decision-making at British Airways is typically top-down, particularly during periods of organisational change. For instance, restructuring decisions during the COVID-19 pandemic were implemented through centralised leadership. Although this approach allowed rapid financial response, it also created tensions with employees and trade unions.
Overall, the organisational culture at British Airways reinforces hierarchical control and structured decision-making. While this supports safety and operational stability, it may also reduce flexibility and employee participation if not balanced with more inclusive management practices

3. Identifying Organisational Culture at British Airways Using Theoretical Models
Understanding the organisational culture of British Airways requires the application of established theoretical frameworks. While culture can be observed through behaviours and organisational practices, its deeper characteristics are best examined through conceptual models such as Schein’s Model of Organisational Culture, Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions, and Handy’s Cultural Types. Each model offers a distinct analytical lens, though each also presents limitations when applied to complex multinational organisations.


3.1 Schein’s Model of Organisational Culture
Schein (2010) conceptualises culture across three levels: artefacts, espoused values and basic underlying assumptions. This layered framework is particularly useful in distinguishing visible organisational features from deeper psychological drivers.
Artefacts represent the visible manifestations of culture. At British Airways, artefacts include formal uniforms, structured service protocols, branding that emphasises heritage and professionalism, and clearly defined operational procedures. The airline’s strong visual identity and emphasis on premium service presentation reinforce an image of reliability and prestige. Additionally, strict safety and operational compliance procedures reflect an institutionalised culture of control and precision.
However, artefacts alone do not explain why these practices exist. At the level of espoused values, British Airways publicly promotes commitments to customer service excellence, safety leadership, global connectivity and corporate responsibility. These values are consistently articulated in corporate communications and sustainability strategies. The emphasis on professionalism and global reputation aligns with its positioning as a premium international carrier.
The most revealing level lies in basic underlying assumptions, which operate unconsciously and guide behaviour. At British Airways, there appears to be a deeply embedded assumption that operational control, cost discipline and hierarchical authority are necessary to sustain competitiveness in a volatile industry. This assumption is evident in top-down restructuring decisions and cost-management strategies implemented during periods of financial pressure. While such assumptions may enhance resilience and accountability, they may also contribute to strained employee relations if perceived as prioritising financial performance over workforce wellbeing.
Schein’s model effectively highlights potential tensions between espoused values (e.g., valuing employees) and lived experiences (e.g., industrial disputes). However, the model has limitations. It can be difficult to empirically verify basic assumptions without direct internal access, and it may oversimplify cultural complexity within multinational organisations operating across diverse contexts.

3.2 Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions
Hofstede’s framework provides insight into how national culture influences organisational behaviour. Although primarily developed to compare national cultures, it remains relevant when analysing organisations embedded within specific cultural environments.
As a UK-based organisation, British Airways reflects characteristics associated with British cultural norms. The United Kingdom is generally characterised by relatively low to moderate power distance, suggesting some acceptance of hierarchical authority but with expectations of accountability and fairness. However, within British Airways’ operational structure, power distance may be experienced as higher due to formal hierarchy and centralised strategic control.
The UK also scores highly on individualism, indicating emphasis on personal achievement and individual responsibility. This may align with performance management systems and professional accountability structures within British Airways. At the same time, the aviation industry demands strong collective coordination, meaning that team-based operational performance is essential. This creates an interesting tension between individualistic performance culture and collective operational requirements.
In terms of uncertainty avoidance, the UK traditionally demonstrates relatively low levels compared to some European countries. However, aviation as an industry inherently demands high procedural control and risk minimisation. Therefore, organisational practices within British Airways may exhibit higher uncertainty avoidance than broader national culture suggests. This illustrates an important limitation of Hofstede’s framework: organisational culture is shaped not only by national culture but also by industry regulation, global governance structures and corporate history.
Critically, Hofstede’s model risks cultural determinism by attributing organisational characteristics too heavily to national norms. British Airways operates across numerous countries and employs a diverse workforce, meaning its culture cannot be fully explained by UK cultural dimensions alone. Nevertheless, the framework provides useful context for understanding leadership expectations and employee relations within a British corporate setting.

3.3 Handy’s Cultural Types
Handy (1993) categorises organisational culture into four types: power culture, role culture, task culture and person culture. Among these, British Airways most closely aligns with role culture, though elements of power culture are also observable.
Role culture is characterised by bureaucracy, defined job descriptions, formal procedures and hierarchical authority. This aligns strongly with the airline’s structured reporting systems, regulatory compliance frameworks and standardised operational processes. Decision-making authority is often linked to position rather than personal influence, reflecting bureaucratic stability. In safety-critical environments such as aviation, role culture supports consistency and predictability.
However, elements of power culture may be present at senior leadership levels, particularly in strategic restructuring decisions. During periods of crisis, executive authority has appeared highly centralised, suggesting that power can become concentrated when rapid decision-making is required.
There is also limited evidence of task culture within project-based initiatives such as digital innovation or sustainability transformation. These cross-functional programmes require collaboration and expertise rather than strict hierarchical authority. This indicates that British Airways may exhibit a hybrid cultural form rather than a pure typology.
Handy’s model is useful for categorisation but may oversimplify organisational realities. Large multinational organisations rarely fit neatly into one cultural type. Furthermore, culture may vary between departments, such as flight operations, customer service and corporate management.

3.4 Prevailing Culture within British Airways
Synthesising these frameworks suggests that British Airways demonstrates a predominantly bureaucratic, control-oriented culture reinforced by hierarchical structure and performance discipline. Schein’s deeper assumptions of control and accountability align with Handy’s role culture typology. Hofstede’s national framework provides contextual explanation but cannot fully account for organisational complexity.
The prevailing culture appears to prioritise operational excellence and brand consistency. While this supports safety, reliability and global credibility, it may simultaneously limit participative engagement and adaptability if not balanced with inclusive leadership practices.
Overall, applying multiple frameworks reveals that British Airways’ culture is neither static nor singular. It reflects an interplay between regulatory demands, national context, historical legacy and strategic priorities. Understanding this complexity is essential in evaluating whether its culture serves as a strategic advantage or organisational constraint.

4. Organisational Culture and Adaptation to the External Environment
Organisations do not operate in isolation; they are continuously shaped by political, economic, social, technological, legal and environmental (PESTLE) forces. According to Mullins and Christy (2016), organisational culture influences how effectively a company responds to such external pressures. In the case of British Airways, its culture of operational discipline and managerial control has played a significant role in determining how it adapts to environmental turbulence.
The aviation industry is highly sensitive to economic volatility, fuel price fluctuations and geopolitical instability. British Airways’ culture, which emphasises cost control and structured decision-making, has enabled the organisation to implement rapid financial responses during periods of economic uncertainty. For example, during the COVID-19 pandemic, the airline undertook extensive restructuring measures, workforce reductions and operational consolidation. This demonstrates that a control-oriented culture can facilitate decisive strategic action in crisis situations. The ability to centralise authority during periods of instability may enhance financial resilience.
However, while this approach supported short-term survival, it also generated criticism and strained employee relations. Cultural emphasis on performance and cost efficiency arguably limited participative consultation, highlighting the tension between economic responsiveness and workforce engagement. This illustrates that culture can both enable and constrain adaptive capacity depending on stakeholder perspective.
From a technological standpoint, the airline industry has undergone significant digital transformation, including online booking platforms, automated check-in systems and data-driven customer personalisation. British Airways has invested in digital innovation initiatives aimed at enhancing operational efficiency and passenger experience. Yet the success of technological adaptation depends not only on financial investment but also on cultural openness to change. Bureaucratic structures may slow the implementation of innovation if approval processes are overly centralised. Therefore, while British Airways’ culture supports procedural consistency, it may require greater flexibility to maximise technological agility.
Environmental and sustainability pressures represent another major external influence. Increasing regulatory requirements and public concern regarding carbon emissions have forced airlines to adopt more sustainable practices. British Airways has introduced commitments to carbon reduction and sustainable aviation fuel initiatives. A culture that values brand reputation and global responsibility can support sustainability strategies. However, long-term environmental transformation requires embedding sustainability within underlying assumptions rather than treating it as a compliance requirement. Cultural integration is therefore essential for authentic environmental adaptation.
In terms of regulatory and legal factors, aviation remains one of the most tightly controlled industries globally. Safety compliance is non-negotiable. Here, British Airways’ hierarchical and rule-based culture acts as a clear enabler. Strong standardisation, procedural discipline and formal accountability systems reduce operational risk and ensure compliance with international aviation standards. In this context, bureaucratic culture aligns positively with environmental demands.
Social expectations have also evolved, with increasing emphasis on diversity, inclusion and employee wellbeing. Cultural adaptation to these societal changes requires leadership commitment beyond operational efficiency. If underlying assumptions prioritise performance metrics over employee voice, adaptation to social change may be slower. Therefore, cultural evolution must accompany structural reform to remain aligned with contemporary workforce expectations.
Overall, British Airways’ organisational culture has enabled decisive responses to economic and regulatory pressures while simultaneously presenting challenges in areas requiring flexibility, employee engagement and innovation. The organisation’s ability to balance control with adaptability will determine whether its culture continues to support long-term competitiveness in an increasingly complex global environment.

5. Organisational Culture as a Barrier or Enabler to Effective Functioning
Organisational culture can serve as both a strategic asset and a structural constraint. In the case of British Airways, its culture demonstrates characteristics that simultaneously enable operational excellence while potentially limiting organisational flexibility and employee engagement.
As an enabler, British Airways’ culture strongly supports operational reliability and safety compliance. The aviation industry requires precision, standardisation and adherence to strict regulatory frameworks. A role-based, hierarchical culture reinforces accountability, procedural discipline and consistency in service delivery. Such cultural characteristics reduce operational risk and contribute to brand credibility. Furthermore, a performance-driven mindset can strengthen financial resilience during periods of economic turbulence. The decisive restructuring actions taken during crises illustrate how centralised authority may facilitate rapid strategic implementation.
Additionally, a strong corporate identity built around professionalism and global service standards enhances customer trust. Cultural alignment with brand positioning is essential in premium service sectors, and British Airways’ emphasis on heritage and quality reinforces its competitive differentiation within the airline industry.
However, organisational culture may also operate as a barrier. Hierarchical structures and centralised decision-making can reduce employee voice and participative engagement. Research in organisational behaviour consistently demonstrates that employee involvement enhances commitment, innovation and morale. Where decision-making is perceived as top-down, resistance to change may intensify. Historical industrial disputes within British Airways indicate that cultural tensions can undermine internal cohesion and damage external reputation.
Furthermore, bureaucratic cultures may struggle with rapid innovation. In increasingly digital and customer-centric markets, agility is essential. If cultural assumptions prioritise control over experimentation, innovation initiatives may encounter structural resistance. The challenge lies in balancing procedural consistency with adaptive learning.
Another potential limitation concerns organisational trust. Where cost management dominates cultural narratives, employees may perceive misalignment between espoused values and lived realities. Schein’s model highlights the risk of inconsistency between articulated values and underlying assumptions. If employees experience cultural dissonance, organisational effectiveness may decline despite formal structural strength.
Critically, whether culture acts as a barrier or enabler depends on environmental conditions. In stable, regulation-heavy contexts, British Airways’ culture is largely enabling. In periods requiring transformational change and workforce collaboration, the same cultural characteristics may hinder effectiveness.
Overall, British Airways’ organisational culture functions as a dual-edged mechanism. It underpins safety, operational discipline and brand strength, yet it may constrain adaptability and participative engagement if not continually recalibrated. The effectiveness of this culture therefore depends on leadership’s capacity to evolve underlying assumptions in response to emerging strategic demands.

6. Impact of Organisational Culture on Performance and Recommendations for Improvement
Organisational culture has a direct and indirect influence on overall performance. In the case of British Airways, culture affects financial stability, operational reliability, employee engagement and brand reputation. Evaluating these dimensions demonstrates that culture is not merely a behavioural concept but a strategic determinant of competitive advantage.
From a financial performance perspective, British Airways’ control-oriented and performance-driven culture has contributed to disciplined cost management and strategic restructuring during periods of economic volatility. The airline industry operates on narrow profit margins and is highly sensitive to fuel prices, geopolitical uncertainty and demand fluctuations. A culture that prioritises efficiency and centralised decision-making can enhance rapid cost containment and strategic alignment. This was evident during post-pandemic restructuring, where leadership implemented significant operational consolidation to stabilise the organisation’s financial position.
However, financial recovery does not automatically equate to holistic performance. Employee engagement and morale are equally critical to sustainable effectiveness. Research in organisational behaviour suggests that cultures characterised by participative leadership and psychological safety are more likely to foster commitment and discretionary effort. Historical tensions between management and workforce representatives at British Airways suggest that cultural emphasis on top-down authority may negatively affect employee trust. Reduced engagement can lead to lower productivity, service inconsistency and reputational risk.
In terms of customer performance, culture plays a vital role in shaping service delivery. British Airways positions itself as a premium international carrier, and its culture of professionalism and procedural consistency supports service standardisation. Strong service protocols enhance reliability and predictability, which are essential in aviation. However, service excellence increasingly depends on emotional intelligence, empowerment and responsiveness. A rigid hierarchy may limit frontline employees’ autonomy to resolve customer concerns creatively, potentially affecting customer satisfaction scores.
Regarding reputational performance, organisational culture significantly influences public perception. Industrial disputes and restructuring controversies have periodically affected British Airways’ public image. In highly visible industries, cultural misalignment can quickly translate into reputational damage. Therefore, performance should be evaluated not only through financial indicators but also through stakeholder trust and corporate legitimacy.
Overall, British Airways’ culture has contributed positively to operational stability and financial resilience, yet it presents risks in relation to engagement, innovation and long-term cultural cohesion. To strengthen organisational performance, targeted cultural development is required.






Evidence-Based Recommendations
1. Increase Participative Decision-Making Mechanisms
Introducing structured consultation platforms and cross-functional advisory groups would reduce perceived power distance and enhance employee voice. Research indicates that participative leadership improves commitment and organisational trust. This does not require eliminating hierarchy but recalibrating decision-making processes to incorporate broader stakeholder input.
2. Develop Transformational Leadership Capability
Investment in leadership development programmes that emphasise transformational leadership behaviours—such as inspiration, empowerment and shared vision—would support cultural evolution. Transformational leadership is associated with higher innovation and employee engagement, which are essential for adaptation in competitive service industries.
3. Embed Cultural Alignment in Change Management
Future restructuring or strategic initiatives should integrate cultural impact assessments alongside financial planning. Aligning espoused values with lived employee experience will reduce cultural dissonance. Applying structured change management models, such as Kotter’s framework, could strengthen communication transparency and stakeholder commitment.
4. Encourage Innovation within Controlled Parameters
Creating protected innovation forums or pilot project environments would enable experimentation without undermining safety compliance. This hybrid approach allows British Airways to maintain operational discipline while fostering adaptive capacity.

In conclusion, organisational culture at British Airways exerts substantial influence on multidimensional performance outcomes. While its structured, control-oriented culture enhances stability and regulatory compliance, sustainable competitiveness requires greater emphasis on engagement, empowerment and adaptive leadership. Strategic refinement of cultural assumptions will therefore be essential for long-term organisational effectiveness.
7. Conclusion
This report critically evaluated the organisational culture of British Airways and its influence on structure, decision-making processes and organisational performance. Drawing on Mullins and Christy (2016) alongside key theoretical frameworks such as Schein’s Model, Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions and Handy’s Cultural Types, the analysis identified that British Airways operates within a predominantly hierarchical and role-oriented culture. This culture supports operational discipline, regulatory compliance and consistent service delivery within the highly regulated aviation industry.
However, the evaluation also highlighted that strong hierarchical control and centralised decision-making may limit employee participation, innovation and organisational flexibility. While the organisation’s culture strengthens reliability and brand reputation, it can also create challenges when responding to rapid environmental changes. Overall, organisational culture at British Airways functions as both an enabler and a constraint. To remain competitive in an evolving global environment, the airline must maintain its operational strengths while encouraging greater employee engagement, adaptive leadership and cultural flexibility
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