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[bookmark: _Toc861105089][bookmark: _Toc212992886][bookmark: _Toc213605034]1. Introduction
[bookmark: _Toc931262652][bookmark: _Toc212992887][bookmark: _Toc213605035]1.1 Defining Organisational Culture
Organisational culture refers to the shared beliefs, values, and norms that shape how individuals behave and interact within a company (Schein, 1985). It affects not only formal processes such as leadership and communication but also influences motivation, collaboration, and decision-making. Culture provides a framework through which people interpret their roles and expectations, ultimately shaping organisational performance and adaptability.
[bookmark: _Toc1405537349][bookmark: _Toc212992888][bookmark: _Toc213605036]1.2 Walmart’s Cultural Background
Walmart, founded by Sam Walton in 1962, has become the world’s largest retail corporation. Its culture has been heavily shaped by Walton’s principles of frugality, discipline and customer focus (Walton, 1992). The company has built a reputation for operational efficiency and cost leadership, supported by strong centralised control and a performance-driven work environment. While this culture has enabled Walmart to scale globally, it has also raised concerns related to employee satisfaction and responsiveness in diverse markets (Lichtenstein, 2025).
[bookmark: _Toc759637664][bookmark: _Toc212992889][bookmark: _Toc213605037]1.3 Aims and Structure of the Report
This report examines Walmart’s organisational culture using recognised academic models, including Schein’s three levels of culture, Hofstede’s cultural dimensions, and Handy’s cultural typology. Each theory will be applied directly to Walmart’s practices. The report will evaluate how culture influences the company’s structure, leadership, and decision-making, and will assess the positive and negative outcomes associated with these cultural traits.
Furthermore, it will explore how culture affects Walmart’s ability to adapt in a globalised and digital retail environment. The final sections will offer recommendations for cultural improvements to support long-term effectiveness and sustainability.
[bookmark: _Toc690948531][bookmark: _Toc212992890][bookmark: _Toc213605038]2. Organisational Culture: Theoretical Frameworks and Application to Walmart
[bookmark: _Toc1620022513][bookmark: _Toc212992891][bookmark: _Toc213605039]2.1 Schein’s Three Levels of Culture
Schein (1985) categorised organisational culture into three levels: artefacts, espoused values, and basic assumptions. Artefacts are the visible signs of an organisation’s culture, such as physical layout, uniforms, or procedures. Espoused values are the strategies and philosophies that an organisation claims to uphold. Basic assumptions are deeply embedded beliefs that are often unconscious yet guide behaviour.
In Walmart’s case, artefacts include the standardised store design, hierarchical communication channels, and strict dress codes. Espoused values are presented through the company’s motto “Save Money. Live Better” and principles like respect for the individual and customer service excellence. However, these stated values sometimes diverge from employee experiences, especially regarding labour conditions (Fishman, 2006). Basic assumptions at Walmart revolve around cost-efficiency, centralised control, and relentless productivity. These foundational beliefs strongly influence managerial decisions and employee expectations.

[bookmark: _Toc653569060][bookmark: _Toc212992892][bookmark: _Toc213605040]2.2 Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions
Hofstede’s framework (2001) evaluates culture through six dimensions. Relevant to Walmart are power distance, individualism versus collectivism, masculinity versus femininity, and uncertainty avoidance. Walmart demonstrates high power distance, where top management makes most decisions with limited involvement from lower levels. This centralised control is evident across both domestic and international operations.
The company’s culture also leans towards individualism, rewarding personal performance and efficiency, especially in its U.S. branches. It scores high in masculinity, emphasising achievement, performance metrics, and competitiveness. In Germany, this cultural style clashed with local norms that value equality and participative decision-making, contributing to Walmart’s failure in that market (Hamza and Nizam, 2016).
[bookmark: _Toc733339653][bookmark: _Toc212992893][bookmark: _Toc213605041]2.3 Handy’s Typology of Culture
Handy (1993) identified four cultural types: power, role, task, and person. Walmart’s culture is largely a role culture, defined by clear structures, rules, and formal procedures. Employees follow specific job descriptions, and performance is monitored through standardised metrics. This promotes efficiency but can discourage creativity and flexibility.
There are also elements of power culture present, especially in strategic decision-making led by top executives. The legacy of founder Sam Walton still influences cultural expectations, reinforcing central control and top-down leadership (Lichtenstein, 2025). While this mix has helped scale operations globally, it limits local responsiveness and employee autonomy.
Applying these three models shows that Walmart’s culture is highly structured, centralised, and performance driven. While this provides consistency and operational strength, it also restricts adaptability, innovation, and employee input. Understanding these dynamics is essential for assessing Walmart’s broader organisational effectiveness, which will be explored in the following sections.
[bookmark: _Toc1869234349][bookmark: _Toc212992894][bookmark: _Toc213605042]3. The Influence of Culture on Structure, Leadership and Decision-Making
Continuing from the theoretical frameworks presented in the previous section, this part explores how Walmart’s organisational culture directly shapes its internal structure, leadership style, and approach to decision-making. These three elements are closely connected and help explain the company’s operational strategies and day-to-day management.
[bookmark: _Toc1841406150][bookmark: _Toc212992895][bookmark: _Toc213605043]3.1 Cultural Influence on Organisational Structure
Walmart’s structure is deeply influenced by its strong role-based culture, as discussed earlier. The company operates under a functional hierarchical structure, where authority flows from the top, and departments are specialised by function (Daft, 2015). This form of structure complements the company’s cultural focus on efficiency, control, and cost management.
Employees at lower levels have clearly defined roles, but limited autonomy. Decision-making is often centralised, with top executives setting company-wide policies. This ensures consistency across thousands of stores globally but limits local responsiveness. The organisational structure reinforces the culture of control and performance monitoring, with systems in place to track employee productivity, stock levels, and customer satisfaction in real time.
[bookmark: _Toc1167016040][bookmark: _Toc212992896][bookmark: _Toc213605044]3.2 Leadership Styles Aligned with Culture
Leadership at Walmart historically reflects a transactional style, where leaders set specific goals and employees are rewarded or disciplined based on outcomes (Mullins, 2007). This leadership model is well-suited to Walmart’s culture, which values order, discipline, and measurable performance.
The influence of Sam Walton’s leadership is still present in the company’s cultural DNA. His “servant leadership” philosophy encouraged managers to stay connected with frontline workers, promoting a hands-on style. However, in recent decades, this has shifted towards a more top-down, metrics-driven leadership approach, particularly as Walmart scaled globally and invested in technology.
While effective for operational control, this leadership model may demotivate employees seeking engagement, development, or autonomy especially in younger and international workforces that value participation and innovation (Greenhouse, 2009).
[bookmark: _Toc628577290][bookmark: _Toc212992897][bookmark: _Toc213605045]3.3 Decision-Making Patterns at Walmart
Walmart’s decision-making process is characterised by centralisation and standardisation. Most major decisions are made at corporate headquarters, then disseminated through the organisation via strict operational guidelines. This approach ensures consistency, especially in inventory control, logistics, and pricing strategy.
However, centralised decision-making can hinder responsiveness to local needs or emerging trends. In global markets, this has created challenges, as seen in Germany and South Korea, where rigid policies failed to adapt to cultural expectations (Christopherson, 2007). Thus, while Walmart’s culture supports efficient decision-making, it may limit innovation and customer-centricity in certain contexts.
[bookmark: _Toc1721203855][bookmark: _Toc212992898][bookmark: _Toc213605046]3.4 Implications for Efficiency and Innovation
Walmart’s culture and structure together foster operational efficiency, which has been central to its global success. However, the same cultural traits may create barriers to innovation and adaptability. Encouraging more participative leadership and decentralised decision-making could enhance responsiveness and employee morale.
These cultural influences on structure and leadership are foundational to understanding how Walmart operates on a global scale. The next section evaluates both the strengths and limitations of these cultural characteristics in more detail.
[bookmark: _Toc1350956671][bookmark: _Toc212992899][bookmark: _Toc213605047]4. Positive and Negative Effects of Walmart’s Organisational Culture
Walmart’s organisational culture has both strengths and weaknesses that influence how the company operates and how employees experience their work. This section explains both sides of that impact.
[bookmark: _Toc835405626][bookmark: _Toc212992900][bookmark: _Toc213605048]4.1 Positive Effects on Performance and Efficiency
Walmart’s focus on cost control, discipline, and productivity has led to strong operational results. The culture encourages efficiency at all levels, with clear goals and performance standards. These values help the company maintain low prices and fast customer service, which are key to its competitive advantage (Barney, 1986). 
Employees follow well-defined roles, and work processes are highly standardised, which supports consistency across stores. Managers are trained to focus on meeting targets and controlling expenses. According to Lichtenstein (2025), this has allowed Walmart to expand globally with a consistent business model. 
In addition, a culture of accountability and reward for results can increase motivation among staff who perform well. When aligned with business goals, such a culture can improve productivity and profitability (Schein, 2010).
[bookmark: _Toc1822634078][bookmark: _Toc212992901][bookmark: _Toc213605049]4.2 Negative Effects on Innovation and Employee Engagement
However, the same culture also presents challenges. Walmart’s centralised control and strict policies can limit employee input. Workers may feel they lack a voice in decisions, especially at lower levels. This can lead to low engagement and limited innovation (Koca-Helvaci, 2015).
The pressure to reduce costs sometimes creates a stressful environment, where speed is valued over creativity. In such a setting, employees may avoid taking risks or sharing new ideas. Wood (2015) also suggests that limited employee voice and rigid structures often reduce motivation, particularly in large retail organisations.
Furthermore, the culture may not adapt easily to diverse local markets or changing expectations. A one-size-fits-all approach can overlook cultural differences and lead to disconnect with staff and customers.
Overall, Walmart’s culture supports efficiency and results, but it also creates limitations. To stay competitive, the company must find a balance between control and flexibility, and ensure employees feel valued and heard.  
The next section explores how Walmart’s culture influences its capacity to adapt to external environmental changes.
[bookmark: _Toc1423903358][bookmark: _Toc212992903][bookmark: _Toc213605050]5. Cultural Influence on External Adaptability
Following the discussion on the internal effects of Walmart’s organisational culture, this section examines how that culture shapes the company’s ability to respond to external changes. These include shifts in consumer behaviour, technological innovation, market competition, and regulatory environments. Organisational adaptability is essential for long-term success, especially in the fast-evolving global retail industry.
[bookmark: _Toc526989683][bookmark: _Toc212992904][bookmark: _Toc213605051]5.1 Responsiveness to Market Changes
Walmart’s culture of operational efficiency enables it to react quickly to changes in pricing and supply chain dynamics. For instance, the company has effectively adjusted its sourcing strategies during times of inflation and supply chain disruptions (McKinsey, 2022). However, Walmart’s traditional culture, focused on stability and predictability, can limit its ability to innovate in response to rapidly changing consumer expectations, such as the demand for sustainability or personalisation.
The company’s rigid hierarchy may delay decision-making in fast-paced environments, where more flexible and decentralised competitors can adapt faster. In contrast, retailers like Amazon benefit from agile cultures that empower teams to experiment and respond to emerging trends (Barney, 1986).
[bookmark: _Toc144138166][bookmark: _Toc212992905][bookmark: _Toc213605052]5.2 Adaptation to Technological Shifts
Walmart has made major investments in technology to modernise its operations. From automated distribution centres to data-driven inventory systems and online shopping platforms, the company is shifting to meet digital demands. However, culture plays a key role in how successfully such technologies are adopted internally.
A performance-centric and centralised culture can slow down adoption if employees perceive new systems as threats to their routines or roles. Moreover, digital transformation requires a culture that supports innovation, collaboration, and calculated risk-taking traits that are not yet fully embedded in Walmart’s traditional operating model (Deloitte, 2023). This tension affects how efficiently Walmart can integrate digital tools across all levels of its business.
[bookmark: _Toc1673529973][bookmark: _Toc212992906][bookmark: _Toc213605053]5.3 Cultural Fit in Global Markets
Walmart’s failure in Germany and South Korea highlighted the risks of transferring a rigid U.S.-based culture into vastly different contexts without adaptation (Christopherson, 2007). In both cases, local employees and consumers reacted negatively to practices perceived as intrusive or inappropriate.
Successful global adaptation requires cultural sensitivity and the ability to localise management approaches. Walmart’s culture of standardisation, while beneficial in maintaining consistency, can be a barrier when local flexibility is essential for market entry and growth.
Overall, Walmart’s culture supports strong operational control and stability, but it presents limitations in fast-changing environments. For greater adaptability, the company needs to embed cultural elements that promote learning, experimentation, and decentralised decision-making.
The following section examines whether Walmart’s culture acts as a barrier to long-term effectiveness, particularly in areas such as innovation, global expansion, and employee development.
[bookmark: _Toc1886916021][bookmark: _Toc212992907][bookmark: _Toc213605054]6. Organisational Culture as a Barrier to Effectiveness
While earlier sections discussed the strengths of Walmart’s organisational culture, this section explores how elements such as centralisation, rigidity and top-down control may limit strategic flexibility, especially when adaptation, innovation or greater employee involvement are required.
[bookmark: _Toc1728985536][bookmark: _Toc212992908][bookmark: _Toc213605055]6.1 Resistance to Change and Innovation
A highly structured and rules-based culture often results in risk aversion. At Walmart, the emphasis on standardisation and cost efficiency discourages experimentation and creativity at lower levels (Schein, 2010). Employees are expected to follow protocols rather than question them, making it difficult to introduce new ideas or respond to change from within.
For example, while the retail industry is undergoing rapid digital transformation, internal cultural resistance may slow down Walmart’s ability to implement technological innovation beyond the corporate level (Deloitte, 2023). Unlike more agile organisations, Walmart’s innovation is often driven from the top and may not reflect grassroots insights or customer-facing realities.
[bookmark: _Toc2114755965][bookmark: _Toc212992909][bookmark: _Toc213605056]6.2 Employee Motivation and Turnover
Another barrier stems from employee dissatisfaction. Walmart’s culture of tight control and surveillance can negatively impact motivation and morale. Performance tracking systems, combined with limited participation in decision-making, may lead to employee disengagement (Mullins, 2007).
High turnover among hourly employees remains a persistent issue, particularly in regions where workers have higher expectations for autonomy and personal development. The disconnect between espoused values such as “respect for the individual” and actual practices has been frequently criticised by both academics and the media (Greenhouse, 2009). This inconsistency undermines trust and loyalty, which are vital for long-term effectiveness.
[bookmark: _Toc1693961815][bookmark: _Toc212992910][bookmark: _Toc213605057]6.3 Cultural Rigidity in International Operations
Walmart’s cultural rigidity has created significant barriers in international markets. As previously discussed, the company’s failures in Germany and South Korea were partly due to imposing U.S. management practices in contexts where collaboration and egalitarianism were more highly valued (Christopherson, 2007).
Instead of adapting its practices to local norms, Walmart often prioritised cultural consistency over cultural integration. This approach led to customer alienation, employee dissatisfaction, and ultimately, market withdrawal. As a global company, the inability to culturally adapt limits strategic options and reduces competitiveness abroad.
Walmart’s culture, while effective in sustaining operational excellence, can hinder long-term organisational effectiveness in a dynamic business environment. Resistance to change, low employee empowerment, and international cultural clashes all present significant risks. These cultural limitations need to be addressed if the company is to remain agile, innovative, and globally competitive.
In the next section, we explore how Walmart’s culture influences its actual organisational performance, connecting cultural traits with measurable outcomes.
[bookmark: _Toc1443338413][bookmark: _Toc212992911][bookmark: _Toc213605058]7. The Impact of Culture on Organisational Performance
This section builds on the earlier discussion of culture as both a strength and a constraint by evaluating how Walmart’s organisational culture affects its actual business performance. Organisational performance can be assessed through financial outcomes, customer satisfaction, innovation capacity, and employee retention. Walmart’s culture has complex effects across these dimensions.
[bookmark: _Toc1836741226][bookmark: _Toc212992912][bookmark: _Toc213605059]7.1 Financial Performance and Operational Outcomes
Walmart’s focus on efficiency, discipline, and centralised control has supported remarkable financial growth. Its cost leadership strategy driven by a culture of frugality and tight operational control enables it to offer low prices and maintain strong market share in competitive retail sectors (Barney, 1986).
The use of advanced logistics and inventory systems is made more effective by a culture that supports consistency and data-driven management. As a result, Walmart frequently leads industry benchmarks in supply chain efficiency, gross margin returns on investment (GMROI), and return on assets (ROA) (Statista, 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc1007328615][bookmark: _Toc212992913][bookmark: _Toc213605060]7.2 Employee Retention and Performance
However, the same cultural traits that support efficiency can damage employee well-being. A performance-based culture that heavily relies on surveillance and metrics may reduce intrinsic motivation. Studies have shown that Walmart’s hourly staff often feel overworked and undervalued, with limited opportunities for advancement (Magdalena, 2015). This contributes to high employee turnover, which increases recruitment and training costs and disrupts service quality.
In contrast, organisations with people-focused cultures tend to have higher retention, lower absenteeism, and improved performance outcomes (Mullins, 2007). Walmart’s challenge lies in aligning its performance expectations with a more supportive internal environment.
[bookmark: _Toc922947463][bookmark: _Toc212992914][bookmark: _Toc213605061]7.3 Innovation and Long-Term Growth
Innovation is another critical area affected by culture. While Walmart has made investments in e-commerce and digital infrastructure, its culture does not naturally support bottom-up innovation or entrepreneurial thinking (Deloitte, 2023). Most initiatives are still centrally controlled, and employee voices are rarely included in product or service design.
Companies that outperform over the long term typically have cultures that promote learning, experimentation, and collaboration. Walmart’s traditional top-down model may restrict its capacity to evolve with customer expectations and technological advancements.
[bookmark: _Toc282393887][bookmark: _Toc212992915][bookmark: _Toc213605062]7.4 Customer Satisfaction and Brand Perception
Walmart’s culture of standardisation helps deliver a consistent customer experience. However, critics argue that this comes at the expense of personalisation and customer service quality. In global markets, the brand has struggled to adapt its offerings to local tastes and cultural preferences, reducing customer loyalty in some regions (Christopherson, 2007).
While low prices remain a strength, customer expectations are shifting toward experience and sustainability areas where Walmart must align its cultural priorities to maintain long-term competitiveness.
[bookmark: _Toc1964355992][bookmark: _Toc212992916][bookmark: _Toc213605063]8. Recommendations for Cultural Improvement
Considering the previous analysis, it is evident that while Walmart’s culture drives efficiency and consistency, it also creates significant limitations in areas such as innovation, employee satisfaction, and adaptability. This section offers evidence-based recommendations to improve Walmart’s organisational culture, with a focus on long-term sustainability and competitiveness.
[bookmark: _Toc852008441][bookmark: _Toc212992917][bookmark: _Toc213605064]8.1 Encourage Employee Empowerment
To increase motivation and reduce turnover, Walmart should adopt a more participative culture. This can be achieved by giving employees greater voice in operational decisions and recognising their contributions beyond performance metrics. Employee engagement programmes, leadership development pathways, and team-based decision-making structures can help build trust and commitment (Jiang, 2018).
Empowered employees are more likely to identify improvements, innovate in customer service, and contribute to a positive working environment. This shift would also support a more inclusive interpretation of Walmart’s espoused value of “respect for the individual”.
[bookmark: _Toc1408173019][bookmark: _Toc212992918][bookmark: _Toc213605065]8.2 Foster a Culture of Innovation
Walmart should move beyond top-down innovation by cultivating a culture that supports experimentation and learning. Establishing cross-functional innovation teams at the regional or store level would allow ideas to emerge closer to the customer (Barney, 1986). Small-scale pilot programmes can test new technologies or services with minimal risk, allowing the organisation to learn from failure without threatening core operations.
A culture of innovation is especially important as Walmart continues to expand its digital presence and compete with agile tech-driven retailers.
[bookmark: _Toc607514831][bookmark: _Toc212992919][bookmark: _Toc213605066]8.3 Adapt Cultural Practices for Global Markets
As Walmart operates across diverse cultural contexts, it must tailor its organisational practices accordingly. Local leadership teams should be empowered to modify policies in line with cultural expectations and employee norms. Walmart should also invest in cross-cultural training for managers to avoid imposing U.S. practices where they are likely to clash with local values (Christopherson, 2007).
This approach promotes cultural integration rather than cultural imposition, supporting both employee satisfaction and market success.
[bookmark: _Toc693053305][bookmark: _Toc212992920][bookmark: _Toc213605067]9. Conclusion
This report set out to critically examine Walmart’s organisational culture by applying various theoretical models and practical perspectives. Using frameworks such as Schein’s levels of culture, Hofstede’s dimensions, and Handy’s typology, it became evident that Walmart operates through a highly centralised, performance-focused culture rooted in the legacy of
its founder. These cultural foundations have shaped how the company is structured, how leadership functions, and how decisions are made across the business.
The analysis demonstrated that this culture brings both strengths and challenges. On one side, Walmart benefits from operational efficiency, cost control, and consistency, which support its ability to compete globally and offer low prices to a wide customer base. On the other side, these same characteristics can restrict innovation, reduce adaptability, and negatively affect employee engagement and retention.
Cultural rigidity has also limited the company’s success in international markets, where local values often clash with standardised corporate practices. This highlights the importance of cultural awareness and flexibility when expanding globally.
To address these challenges, the report proposed measures such as encouraging innovation, empowering staff, and fostering a more adaptive mindset. These changes involve deeper cultural adjustments rather than surface-level improvements.
In conclusion, Walmart’s culture has contributed significantly to its growth and global success. However, if the company wants to continue performing well in the future, it needs to become more open to change. Building a culture that is flexible, people-focused, and supports learning will help Walmart stay competitive in an increasingly complex and fast-changing global market.
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