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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This report examines the organisational culture of Emirates Airline and analyses how culture
shapes the company’s structure, decision-making, external adaptability and overall
performance. Organisational culture influences communication, leadership, teamwork and
strategic choices, and is therefore central to how effectively an organisation operates
(Mullins and Christy, 2016). Emirates Airline, one of the world’s largest and most globally
recognised carriers, offers a rich context for cultural analysis due to its multicultural

workforce, centralised operational structure and commitment to premium service.

Using Edgar Schein’s Three-Level Model of Organisational Culture and Geert Hofstede’s
Cultural Dimensions, the report evaluates the visible and invisible cultural elements within
Emirates. Schein’s model explains the company’s artefacts, values and deep assumptions
(Schein, 2010), while Hofstede’s framework highlights the influence of the United Arab
Emirates’ (UAE) national culture on organisational behaviour (Hofstede Insights, 2024). The
analysis shows that Emirates emphasises cultural values such as service excellence,

modernity, innovation, hospitality, safety and respect for hierarchical authority.

The report finds that cultural values influence the airline’s centralised structure and top-down
decision-making style while supporting teamwork, service differentiation and international
coordination. Emirates culture strengthens its ability to respond to market competition, global
customer expectations and technological change. However, the analysis also identifies
cultural barriers, including challenges linked to hierarchical decision-making, high power
distance, cultural diversity management and communication differences among employees

of more than 100 nationalities.

The impact of culture on Emirates’ performance is largely positive, supporting its strong
brand, customer service reputation, safety record and global expansion. Nevertheless,
improvements are needed in employee involvement, communication processes and cultural
integration. The report recommends strengthening cross-cultural training, increasing
transparency, encouraging innovation and giving employees greater voice in decision-

making to ensure the culture remains adaptive and supportive of long-term strategic goals.
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INTRODUCTION

Organisational culture is one of the most influential factors in shaping how an organisation
functions. It affects leadership style, communication, teamwork, motivation and the way
decisions are made (Mullins and Christy, 2016). A strong culture can enhance performance,
support strategic direction and enable organisational adaptability, while a weak or misaligned
culture can create barriers to effectiveness. In the aviation sector, culture is especially
important because airlines operate in complex, highly regulated and culturally diverse

environments.

Emirates Airline is one of the world’s largest international carriers and the flagship airline of
Dubai, United Arab Emirates. Established in 1985 with two leased aircraft, Emirates has
grown into a global brand serving more than 150 destinations across six continents
(Emirates, 2024). Its rapid expansion is often regarded as one of the most successful stories
in aviation, supported by strong investment, strategic leadership and a commitment to high
service standards. The airline operates from Dubai International Airport, now one of the

busiest global aviation hubs.

Emirates employs over 100,000 people from more than 160 nationalities, making it one of
the most diverse workforces in the world (Emirates Group Annual Report, 2023). This
diversity plays a major role in shaping organisational culture, communication, teamwork and
employee expectations. The airline positions itself as a premium, service-driven brand,
emphasising luxury, hospitality and world-class customer experience. These values

influence training, service design and employee behaviour.

The United Arab Emirates’ cultural context also influences Emirates’ organisational culture.
The UAE scores high in power distance and collectivism, which emphasise hierarchy,
respect for authority and harmony within groups (Hofstede Insights, 2024). These national

traits shape leadership practices and decision-making at Emirates.

Because Emirates operates in a turbulent and highly competitive industry-facing constant
technological change, rising customer expectations, geopolitical shifts, sustainability
pressures and global competition-understanding its organisational culture is essential. This
report uses Schein’s cultural model and Hofstede’s cultural dimensions to analyse how
culture shapes the airline’s structure, decision-making, adaptability and overall performance.

Recommendations are provided to strengthen cultural alignment with Emirates’ strategy.
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A. HOW ORGANISATIONAL CULTURE SHAPES STRUCTURE AND DECISION-
MAKING IN EMIRATES AIRLINE

Organisational culture plays a pivotal role in shaping both the structure of an organisation
and the way decisions are made. According to Schein (2010), culture influences behaviour at
every level of an organisation through shared values, norms and underlying assumptions. In
large, global and highly regulated industries such as aviation, culture is not simply a
background element; it is an active force that determines how systems operate and how
employees behave. Emirates Airline demonstrates this clearly, as its culture significantly

shapes its organisational structure, leadership style and decision-making practices.

1. Hierarchical Structure Influenced by National Culture

Emirates Airline operates within the cultural context of the United Arab Emirates (UAE), a
country characterised by high power distance, according to Hofstede Insights (2024). High
power distance cultures value hierarchy, authority and clear distinctions between levels of
responsibility. This cultural feature strongly influences Emirates’ organisational structure,
which is traditionally hierarchical. Employees understand and accept leadership authority,
and decision-making is predominantly top-down. Senior executives, including the Chairman
and Chief Executive, are highly influential figures whose directions guide strategic and

operational decisions.

This hierarchical structure provides clarity, reduces ambiguity and ensures consistency
across the airline’s global operations. In a highly regulated environment where safety and
compliance are critical, such clarity and control are essential. Emirates’ structure reflects
these cultural expectations by establishing clear reporting lines, strong managerial oversight
and centralised decision-making, particularly in areas such as safety, engineering and flight

operations (Organimi, 2025).

2. Decision-Making Driven by Safety Culture

Safety is the highest priority within aviation. Emirates’ culture emphasises safety as a core
organisational value, which directly shapes both structural arrangements and decision-
making processes. The airline communicates that safety “underpins every aspect of
operations” (Emirates, 2024). This cultural commitment results in decisions being carefully

evaluated through strict procedures designed to minimise operational risk.
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Safety-sensitive decisions typically follow a formal and centralised process. Engineers,
pilots, safety managers and senior leadership are involved in detailed reviews,
demonstrating how safety culture dictates deliberative and structured decision-making. In
this way, culture supports a disciplined approach in which decisions cannot be rushed or

based solely on commercial interests.

3. Service Excellence Influencing Structural Design

Emirates is known for its premium service, luxury branding and customer-focused identity.
This cultural emphasis on excellence influences how teams are structured and how
decisions are made, especially in customer service units, onboard services and hospitality.
The airline’s crew training programmes are designed not only to impart technical skills but
also to reinforce cultural expectations of professionalism, courtesy and hospitality (Shafique,
2019).

As a result, the organisational structure includes specialised teams dedicated to experience
design, premium cabin service, catering, and customer relations. Decisions in these areas
prioritise maintaining a consistent global customer experience. Investment decisions
regarding aircraft interiors, in-flight entertainment and cabin crew uniforms reflect this cultural
value of service excellence (Kamarudeen et al., 2019). Thus, culture directly influences
structural choices related to customer experience and maintains emirates’ reputation as a

premium brand.

4. Innovation and Centralised Leadership

Emirates has built a reputation for innovation, with ongoing investment in advanced aircraft
technology, digital solutions and world-leading entertainment systems. However, the cultural
context determines how innovation happens within the organisation. Despite being
hierarchical, Emirates supports controlled innovation, where new ideas are encouraged but

approved centrally.

Employees can propose ideas through structured internal channels, but senior
management’s approval remains essential (Business-Essay.com, 2023). This shows how
culture shapes an innovation process that balances creativity with hierarchical oversight.
Major innovations such as aircraft acquisitions, technology upgrades or new service
concepts are typically driven from the top, reflecting cultural expectations of strong

leadership and strategic direction.
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5. Multicultural Workforce and Cultural Integration

Emirates employs people from over 160 nationalities, which makes cultural integration an
important organisational priority (Emirates Group Annual Report, 2023). This diversity
influences team structures, communication practices and decision-making styles. While the
hierarchical structure remains, decision-making often requires input from culturally diverse

teams to ensure operational harmony.

Emirates’ values of respect, hospitality and inclusiveness encourage collaboration across
cultures. These values influence decision-making by promoting teamwork, tolerance and
sensitivity to different perspectives. Leaders are expected to understand and respect cultural

differences, which helps maintain harmony within teams and reduces conflict.

B. IDENTIFYING TYPES OF CULTURE USING SCHEIN AND HOFSTEDE: A
CULTURAL ANALYSIS OF EMIRATES AIRLINE

Understanding organisational culture requires the use of robust theoretical frameworks that
explain how culture operates at both visible and invisible levels. This section uses Edgar
Schein’s Three-Level Model of Organisational Culture and Geert Hofstede’s Cultural
Dimensions Framework to analyse the cultural characteristics of Emirates Airline. Together,
these models provide a deep understanding of how Emirates’ culture has been shaped, how

it functions and how it influences employee behaviour and organisational outcomes.

1. Schein’s Three-Level Model Applied to Emirates Airline

Schein (2010) argues that organisational culture exists at three interconnected levels:
artefacts, espoused values and underlying assumptions. Applying this model to Emirates

reveals how the airline’s culture is expressed externally and internally.
> Artefacts: The Visible and Tangible Elements of Culture

Artefacts represent the most visible and surface-level expressions of culture, including
symbols, structures, language, rituals and processes (Schein, 2010). Emirates Airline’s

artefacts are highly distinctive and strongly linked to its premium global brand.
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Examples of key artefacts at Emirates include:

. The Emirates uniform, symbolising professionalism, hospitality and cultural

respect.

. The luxury aircraft interiors of the Airbus A380 and Boeing 777, reinforcing the

airline’s focus on premium service and comfort (Kamarudeen et al., 2019).

. Diversity within the workforce, with employees from more than 160

nationalities (Emirates Group Annual Report, 2023).

. Service rituals, such as structured boarding processes, in-flight hospitality

routines and personalised customer service.

. Formal hierarchical communication patterns, reflecting the UAE’s cultural

emphasis on authority and respect.

These artefacts make Emirates’ culture highly visible to passengers and employees. They

collectively create an image of modernity, luxury and multiculturalism.

» Espoused Values: Stated Principles and Organisational Ideals

Espoused values represent the organisation’s stated beliefs and norms—what leadership
claims to value (Schein, 2010). Emirates’ published values include innovation, excellence,

customer focus, teamwork, respect and safety (Emirates, 2024).

These values are communicated through:

. training programmes,

. marketing and branding,

. corporate communication,

. leadership speeches,

. Emirates Group Annual Report.

Key espoused values highlighted by Emirates include:

. Service Excellence: The commitment to delivering “world-class service” is

central to the airline’s identity (Emirates, 2024).
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. Innovation: Continuous investment in new aircraft, technology and

entertainment systems reflects this value.
. Safety: Safety is positioned as a core non-negotiable value.

. Multicultural Respect: Emirates promotes inclusiveness and respect for

cultural differences.

. Customer Orientation: The organisation emphasises attention to customer

needs and expectations.

These espoused values set expectations for staff behaviour and shape internal culture.

» Underlying Assumptions: Deep, Unconscious Cultural Drivers

Underlying assumptions are the deepest level of culture, beliefs that are taken for granted
and guide behaviour unconsciously (Schein, 2010). These are often unstated but strongly
embedded.

For Emirates, underlying assumptions include:

. Respect for authority: Employees assume that leadership decisions are final

and not to be openly challenged.

. Hierarchy ensures stability: The belief that a clear chain of command is

crucial for safety and coordination.

. Premium service equals competitive advantage: Staff assume that high-

quality customer service is the foundation of organisational success.

. Multicultural cooperation is essential: Working harmoniously across cultures

is assumed to be necessary for operational efficiency.

. Safety above all else: Employees internalise the belief that safety supersedes

commercial or operational priorities.

These deeply rooted assumptions explain why Emirates consistently behaves in particular

ways, regardless of external conditions.
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2. Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions Applied to the UAE and Emirates Airline

Hofstede’s model assesses how national cultural dimensions influence organisational
behaviour. The UAE scores distinctively on these dimensions, which has a direct impact on

Emirates Airline’s organisational culture.
» High Power Distance

The UAE scores high on power distance, meaning that society accepts unequal distribution

of power (Hofstede Insights, 2024). This cultural trait strongly influences Emirates, resulting

in:
. Clear hierarchical structure
. Top-down decision-making
. Strong respect for leadership authority
. Limited upward challenge from employees

This aligns with organisational observations by Organimi (2025), which describe Emirates as

a traditionally hierarchical airline with centralised control.

> Collectivism

Despite being an international environment, the UAE’s collectivist tendencies influence

Emirates’ culture through:

. strong team orientation,

. emphasis on harmony,

. loyalty to the organisation,

. encouragement of cooperation.

Emirates’ diverse teams rely on these collectivist norms to overcome language and cultural
barriers (Shafique, 2019).

» High Uncertainty Avoidance

The UAE shows a moderately high uncertainty avoidance score, meaning rules, procedures

and structure are valued (Hofstede Insights, 2024). In Emirates, this translates to:

. strict safety protocols,
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. standardised service routines,
. comprehensive training programmes,
. risk-averse decision-making.

In aviation, this cultural dimension strongly supports operational consistency and safety

performance.

» Masculinity

The UAE demonstrates a relatively masculine cultural orientation, emphasising ambition and

achievement (Hofstede Insights, 2024). Emirates reflects this through its:

. focus on excellence,

. competitive branding,

. drive for global leadership in aviation,
. investment in innovation and growth.

» Long-Term Orientation

The UAE’s moderate long-term orientation influences Emirates’ strategic decision-making.

Long-term planning is evident in:

. continuous fleet investment,

. infrastructure development,

. commitment to brand reputation,

. sustainability initiatives (Emirates, 2024).

Discussion: What These Models Reveal About Emirates’ Culture

Using both Schein and Hofstede provides a comprehensive picture of Emirates’

organisational culture.
Emirates’ culture is:

1. Hierarchical yet supportive
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. Schein’s underlying assumptions and Hofstede’s power distance illustrate a

strong hierarchical structure.

. Employees respect authority and follow structured processes.

. Despite hierarchy, leadership promotes support, training and cultural respect.
2. Service-driven and customer-centric

. Both artefacts (uniforms, procedures) and espoused values highlight premium

service.
. Customer focus is ingrained at all cultural levels.
3. Highly multicultural

. Artefacts (global workforce), values (respect), and assumptions (team

harmony) all support multicultural integration.
. Diversity is a strength but requires continuous management.
4. Innovation-oriented

. Despite hierarchical decision-making, innovation is encouraged within

controlled boundaries.

. This reflects the UAE’s national ambition and Emirates’ brand strategy.
5. Safety-dominated

. Safety is deeply embedded at all three cultural levels.

. This aligns with high uncertainty avoidance and industry requirements.
6. Stable yet adaptable

. Long-term planning and strong leadership create stability.

. Multinational workforce and innovation enable adaptability.
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C. HOW EMIRATES AIRLINE USES ORGANISATIONAL CULTURE TO ADAPT TO
ITS EXTERNAL ENVIRONMENT

Organisations must constantly adapt to their external environment to survive and remain
competitive, particularly in global industries that experience rapid change. According to
Mullins and Christy (2016), organisational culture plays an essential role in shaping how
effectively an organisation responds to external pressures, opportunities and threats.
Emirates Airline operates in one of the most unpredictable and globally connected industries
and therefore relies heavily on its organisational culture to enable adaptability, resilience and
strategic alignment. Emirates uses its cultural strengths—including service excellence,
innovation, hierarchy, safety, multiculturalism and long-term thinking—to navigate a wide

range of external environmental challenges.

1. Adapting to Global Competition Through a Culture of Service Excellence

The airline industry is highly competitive, with global carriers such as Qatar Airways, Etihad
Airways, Singapore Airlines, British Airways and Lufthansa constantly improving their
products and services. Emirates uses its organisational culture to differentiate itself through
a strong focus on service excellence. As part of its cultural identity, the airline promotes
world-class hospitality, premium customer experience and continuous improvement
(Emirates, 2024). These cultural values shape organisational decisions about customer

service design, cabin crew training and investment in inflight products.

This culture of excellence helps Emirates remain competitive in an industry where customer
loyalty is heavily influenced by service quality. Kamarudeen et al. (2019) argue that Emirates’
service culture is a crucial factor in maintaining customer satisfaction, strong brand
reputation and market share. By embedding service excellence into the organisational
culture, the company ensures its employees uphold high standards even when operating in

different countries and cultural contexts.

2. Responding to Global Workforce Diversity Through Inclusiveness and Respect

With over 160 nationalities represented in its workforce, Emirates must navigate a highly

diverse employee base (Emirates Group Annual Report, 2023). Such diversity introduces
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challenges related to communication, teamwork and cultural integration. Emirates uses its
values of inclusiveness, respect and multicultural harmony to support effective cooperation

among employees.

The company’s culture encourages tolerance, teamwork and respectful communication—
values that help minimise cultural misunderstandings and conflict. Shafique (2019)
emphasises that Emirates has invested significantly in communication strategies and cross-
cultural training to support integration. This cultural foundation helps the airline operate
smoothly in multinational teams, adapt to cultural differences among employees and deliver

consistent service worldwide.

3. Managing Technological Change Through a Culture of Innovation

The aviation industry is undergoing major technological transformation, including
digitalisation, smart airport systems, improved aircraft efficiency and enhanced customer
service platforms. Emirates’ culture of innovation enables it to adapt to these technological
shifts. The airline encourages innovation by investing in modern aircraft, digital services,

mobile technologies and advanced entertainment systems (Emirates, 2024).

Although decision-making is hierarchical, the culture still promotes employee contributions to
innovation through structured channels (Business-Essay.com, 2023). This balance allows
Emirates to adopt new technologies while maintaining operational reliability and regulatory
compliance. The organisation’s ability to innovate has been crucial to maintaining

competitive advantage and meeting modern customer expectations.

4. Adapting to Economic and Geopolitical Challenges Through Hierarchy and Stability

Airlines are vulnerable to political instability, fuel price fluctuations, regulatory changes,
pandemics and economic downturns. Emirates’ hierarchical and long-term oriented culture
helps the company respond to these challenges with stability and clarity. In times of
uncertainty, centralised leadership provides quick decision-making and clear direction,

reducing confusion among staff.

This cultural emphasis on strong leadership and long-term thinking aligns with the UAE’s
national culture (Hofstede Insights, 2024) and supports strategic resilience. The airline’s
approach during economic fluctuations demonstrates its ability to adjust operations while

preserving brand identity and high service standards.
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5. Meeting Sustainability Pressures Through Cultural Commitment to Innovation and

Responsibility

Environmental sustainability is a growing external pressure, with airlines facing public
scrutiny for carbon emissions. Emirates uses its culture of innovation and responsibility to
respond to sustainability concerns. The airline invests in fuel-efficient aircraft, sustainable

aviation fuel trials, waste reduction initiatives and environmental reporting (Emirates, 2024).

The cultural focus on long-term success encourages leaders to adopt sustainable practices
even when short-term costs are high. This approach reflects both a strategic and cultural

commitment to responsible operations.

D. IS ORGANISATIONAL CULTURE A BARRIER TO EFFECTIVE FUNCTIONING IN
EMIRATES AIRLINE?

Organisational culture can support or restrict effective functioning depending on how well it
aligns with an organisation’s needs. Emirates Airline benefits from a strong culture of
excellence, safety and hospitality, but some aspects of its cultural environment also create
barriers that limit performance. A key challenge arises from the organisation’s hierarchical
structure, which is deeply influenced by the high-power distance in the United Arab Emirates
(Hofstede Insights, 2024). In such cultures, employees typically avoid challenging authority
or offering critical feedback, meaning that innovative ideas or concerns may not reach senior
leaders. As Shafique (2019) notes, employees in Emirates are sometimes hesitant to
question decisions, which can reduce organisational responsiveness and restrict bottom-up

innovation.

Cultural diversity also introduces potential barriers. With employees representing more than
160 nationalities (Emirates Group Annual Report, 2023), communication differences may
result in misunderstandings, inconsistent service delivery and slower teamwork. Although
Emirates invests in cross-cultural training, these challenges can still affect internal
collaboration (Shafique, 2019).

Furthermore, the organisation’s strong emphasis on service excellence places high pressure

on employees to maintain flawless performance. The demanding appearance standards,
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intensive flight schedules and constant customer-facing responsibilities can contribute to
stress and fatigue, which may negatively impact morale and productivity (Kamarudeen et al.,
2019).

Finally, Emirates’ hierarchical decision-making model can slow organisational change,
particularly in areas requiring rapid adaptation. Approval often moves through several
management layers (Organimi, 2025), making the organisation less agile during unexpected

industry disruptions.

E. IMPACT OF CULTURE ON PERFORMANCE AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Emirates’ organisational culture significantly influences its overall performance. On the
positive side, the strong service-oriented culture has helped the airline build a reputation for
excellence, which enhances customer satisfaction, loyalty and brand differentiation
(Emirates, 2024). The deeply embedded safety culture also contributes to operational
reliability and compliance, strengthening passenger trust and supporting global recognition.
Additionally, the multicultural environment encourages creativity, adaptability and the ability

to connect with international customers (Emirates Group Annual Report, 2023).

However, cultural limitations can hinder performance. The hierarchical leadership style often
slows decision-making, reducing the organisation’s ability to adapt quickly in competitive
markets (Organimi, 2025). Communication barriers arising from multicultural differences may
affect teamwork, while excessive performance pressure can lead to burnout and higher
turnover among cabin crew and frontline employees (Kamarudeen et al., 2019). These
issues can undermine service quality and employee well-being, both of which are central to

Emirates’ competitive identity.

To improve cultural effectiveness and organisational performance, several recommendations
can be implemented. First, Emirates should encourage greater employee participation by
offering anonymous feedback systems, employee forums and innovation platforms. This
would reduce power-distance barriers and enable staff to contribute to decision-making.
Second, the organisation should strengthen cross-cultural communication training to improve
teamwork and minimise misunderstandings. Third, Emirates would benefit from expanding
its employee well-being initiatives, including mental health support and fatigue management
programmes, to reduce stress and improve retention. Finally, granting more controlled
autonomy to teams, particularly in innovation and customer experience, would enhance

agility without compromising hierarchical strengths.
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CONCLUSION

In conclusion, Emirates Airline’s organisational culture is a powerful force that influences
structure, decision-making, performance and employee behaviour. The culture supports
excellence, safety, innovation and global service quality, all of which contribute to the airline’s
international success. However, challenges such as hierarchical limitations, communication
barriers in a multicultural workforce and high-performance pressures can restrict
effectiveness if not properly managed. By adopting the recommended improvements—
enhancing participation, strengthening communication, supporting well-being and
encouraging innovation, Emirates can create a more adaptive and inclusive culture. This will
enable the airline to maintain its competitive advantage while improving internal cohesion
and employee satisfaction. Overall, culture remains both a foundation of strength and an
area requiring continuous development to meet the evolving demands of the global aviation

industry.
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