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[bookmark: _Toc213531913]1.0 Introduction 
The culture of an organisation can be defined as social and managerial premises of an organisation, which includes its core values, norms and beliefs and behaviours that an organisation anticipates from its employees. Interactions made and the manner in which they understand roles portray an organisation’s culture. According to Mullins and Christy (2016), culture is central to an organisation’s work design, communication, motivation and behaviours, decision making, satisfaction, and the entire managerial control. Globally, in the current age of business, the ability to understand, shape, and manage the culture of an organisation is crucial in the business world. This is particularly because of increased globalisation, technological change, and diversity of workforces. An organisation’s coherence, employee alignment, and strategic effectiveness in the contemporary age of diverse employees in different departments also hinges on their understanding of the culture of the organisation. This report focuses on the organisational culture of one of the UK's famous retailers, John Lewis Partnership, which is characterised by unique employee ownership governance structure fostering shared responsibility among employees, democratic decision making and collective unity. The report examines how the culture of John Lewis impacts the organization’s structure, and strategic decision-making, describes the organization's cultural attributes applying relevant theory, and assesses the influence of the prevailing culture on the organization’s ability to cope with external environmental factors, such as market competition, consumer demand, and evolution in retailing. Furthermore, the report analyses whether John Lewis’s culture acts as a constraint or a facilitator to the organization’s effectiveness, flexibility, and sustained viability in the digital age, with special emphasis on the prevailing conditions in retailing and the transformed consumer behaviour. The report’s final section analyses how deeply the culture of John Lewis penetrates the organization and offers productive, innovative, and competitive solutions that aim to enhance the performance culture of the organization.
[bookmark: _Toc213531914]2.0 Organisational Culture, Structure, and Decision-Making in John Lewis
The culture of John Lewis is deeply impacted by the company's cooperative model of ownership, with every employee, or “partner,” as a stakeholder of the company's success and direction. This model forms a distinctive culture, promoting a cohesive workplace of teamwork, egalitarianism, and shared responsibility. 
Rather than conducting business exclusively through top-down hierarchies, the company employs participatory governance frameworks like the Partnership Council and the many Partner Voice platforms that allow associates to contribute to strategy and send up concerns and ideas to the executives directly. These practices, along with the Practices Sense-Of-Ownership, contribute to an increased the feeling of shared responsibility which strengthens trust and openness the organisation as a whole. Managers and executives thus are to practice consultative leadership, which involves that before major shifts, a significant amount of dialogue and input is required, as opposed to top-down orders, which have to be avoided (Kouzelis, 2020). This greatly determines the company culture as well as the structure of John Lewis. In John Lewis, authority is more evenly distributed and leadership is shared with the assumed ethical obligations to the workforce which are the obligations them to.
The emphasis put on shared ownership and partnership is the reason why, historically, the company has enjoyed high motivation, job satisfaction and employee commitment which has increased the company also well-known for its outstanding customer service and the strong brand loyalty. Employees are more likely to provide attentive service and feel pride in the professionalism of the work they do when they feel appreciated, kept in the loop and are willing to work to the results of their efforts. 
Because of their culture, John Lewis has remained stable, performing well over time, and has become synonymous with retail honesty, dependability, and concern for customers. But the same decision processes that promote inclusiveness can create difficulties in retail environments that change rapidly. Agreement and collaboration can delay the speed of strategic actions, which is problematic if competitors are leveraging advanced analytics and nimble management to quickly respond to changes in technology and shifts in consumer behavior. Digital transformation, along with the growth of online competitors and changes in the market, demand work to be done far beyond the speed that collaborative frameworks can impose (Nolan, 2018). This creates a need for an organisation to reconcile democratic decision making with efficiency of operations.  
In organisational culture there are values which can enable a business to remain competitive. These values help John Lewis retain its market position as the business is less willing to sacrifice its values for the short term. This is achieved through the company's vision, which focuses on the sustainability and ethical practices of the company rather than the retail market short term profits. The partnership structure creates attitudes where people don't just think about the profits but about the organisation, making it possible for the company to remain strong as the economy shifts.
Moreover, the culture incentivizes creativity that has shared value, where new ideas and improvements to the operations of the business are not only related to its growth, but also to the wellbeing of employees and the satisfaction of customers. While changes to governance are probably required to enhance responsiveness and agility of decision making, the enduring elements of trust and mutual collaboration and shared ownership continue to anchor the organisation. Therefore, the John Lewis business culture is not only a set of internal philosophies but an organism that actively influences structural choices, dominant leadership approaches, strategy focus, and the business itself in relation to other players in the retail market. 
[bookmark: _Toc213531915]3.0 Identifying and Discussing Organisational Culture in John Lewis Using Theoretical Models
[bookmark: _Toc213531916]3.1 Schein’s Model of Organisational Culture
Edgar Schein’s organisational culture model identifies three levels that are interconnected—artefacts, espoused values and basic underlying assumptions. These are all present in John Lewis. The artefacts are elements of the company culture that are visible and tangible, such as the intentional use of the work ‘partner’ instead of ‘employee’, the time-honoured employee-owned governance structures, the upward internal communication and the practice of profit sharing through annual partnership bonuses. These bonuses have not been distributed in the previous years due to the financial situation.
These artefacts are more than symbolic acts; they strengthen the sense of shared ownership and common obligation. The John Lewis espoused values are more visible in the formal organisational documents and particularly in the John Lewis Constitution, which captures the principles of equity, dignity at work, service excellence, teamwork, and shared achievement rather than gain in isolation. These values shape the governing principles of the organisation in terms of how it wishes to function and what it considers to be of utmost importance. In all these, the fundamental underlying assumptions represent the deepest cultural level. For John Lewis, these include the central belief that a long-term corporate success is best attained by empowering employees, fostering collaboration, and putting collective responsibility over unrestrained profit gaining shareholder capitalism (Milsome, 2019). These assumptions shape people’s behaviours across the organization in terms of fostering corporate integrity, collaboration, and a customer centric approach.
[bookmark: _Toc213531917]3.2 Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions
Though Hofstede’s cultural dimensions are mostly applied at the level of countries, they can also be used to explain organisational settings. The culture at John Lewis is a good example of this. People in the organisation work together and do not take on self-centred behaviour. The organisation rewards teamwork over individual accomplishments and emphasises collaboration. Employees at all positions do not work in isolation and are invited to share in the company’s profits and strategic direction. Workers are considered partners and gain profit share due to the company’s profit-sharing structure (Rao, 2021). This demonstrates the organization’s collectivist culture. John Lewis demonstrates comprising ethical conduct; trust in brand, and sustainable growth rather than only focusing on short-term profits. Strong social cohesion and brand trust are the outcomes of sustained investments in retention, internally conducted staff development, and customer loyalty programs. This stable brand identity and cohesive loyalty are results of the long-term collectivist and ethical approach an organisation holds. Loyalty and commitment to an organisation suffered because it took too long to shift product market strategy and adapt to changes in flexible operational approaches in a competitive and volatile retail sector.  
[bookmark: _Toc213531918]3.3 Handy’s Cultural Types
When an organisation is trying to understand its structure and the relationship between the people, Handy (2019) defines four branches of culture including a person, power, role, and task culture. In the case of John Lewis, the organization exhibits predominantly practitioner culture which is demonstrated in the employee-owned business structure, which is partner and employee oriented, and positions employees as core partners in the mission and identity of the organization. This aspect of the culture embodies shared responsibility, shared rewards, and the promotion of the sense of belonging and community with the organizational focus on employee welfare, nurturing, and participation as central priorities. At the same time, some elements of role culture are evident, especially with the company's formal governance systems, defined ladders of authority, and operational systems which are designed to eliminate variation in governance and responsibility, decision-making and accountability, and orderly arrangements in the cross-sectional and cross-department decision-making systems. This combination of person and role cultures has, historically, reinforced stability, trust, and strong organizational identity anchored on tradition and cooperative values. The competing elements of these cultures, however, have, in the context of the rapid transformation of the UK retail sector, brought in particular challenges as a result of the digitalization of the sector, changing customer expectations, and intense competition (Handy, 2019). The pressure to sustain and support innovation as well as the need to adapt to these changes is in direct contradiction with the established strong cultural elements, which give rise to the paradox of the need to preserve organizational heritage and the change that is very often required.  
In summary, these theoretical models demonstrate that John Lewis has a culture which is fundamentally based on partnership, shared ownership and sharing of values like collectivism, service to the customer, and fairness which are fairly dominant and have shaped the practices and the identity of the organization.
[bookmark: _Toc213531919]4.0 Culture and External Environment Adaptation
The UK external retail environment is shaped by technology, e-commerce, macroeconomic conditions, and consumer expectations. Customers expect speed, personalization, and frictionless retail shopping across channels all at the same time. In these circumstances, John Lewis has relied on its historical company culture to be competitive. John Lewis has a unique culture based on values of inclusivity, participation, and shared ownership. Employees are partners and are encouraged to commit, both emotionally and professionally, to the company’s success. Having a culture of ownership has empowered John Lewis to sustain its customer service excellence, values of quality, trust, and reliability, and to keep passing the brand’s values to new generations of employees. Employees will be willing to defend the values of the brand. Employees are assigned floors of the retail space and are encouraged to suggest service improvements (Dawson & Lord, 2022). In hybrid retailing, employees guide the consumer in the physical retail space while serving them with the digital platform. Changes in retailing are complex in the company, and customer experience is the focus.  
Over the years, John Lewis has experienced challenges and made the necessary changes like closing some of their physical locations, changing leadership structures and adjusting some of their strategies. These changes impacted the strain of the organisational culture when the partnership bonus was lowered. This, coupled with the economic changes, raised concerns and anger from multitasking employees, and while the strain on culture was unprecedented, the culture of the organisation provided an anchor and a conduit through which employees and organisational challenges could be bypassed (Bloomfield, 2023). Partnership culture spoke of mutual respect, responsibility, and communication, which meant employees would keep the organisational service standards high even during the chaos; the changes resulted and employees would keep chaos and high standards would focusing on service. John Lewis maintained a high service culture and the culture functioned as an anchor and as a support system that provided strong adaptation layers, and through the layers, strong expectations of the organisational and John Lewis stood strong with their changes visible externally.
[bookmark: _Toc213531920]5.0 Culture as a Barrier or Enabler in John Lewis
The specific organisational culture of John Lewis continues to be regarded positively and as a source of identity, stability, and competitive advantage, particularly due to the unique partnership model of shared ownership, employee voice, and collective responsibility. It has historically engendered high employee engagement, with partners emotionally committed to the organisation’s success. This culture focused on the emotional and psychological needs of partners, also fostered high standards of customer service, as motivated employees willing to go the extra mile to help a customer. However, the same relational and emotional culture that enhanced organisational success may act as a hindrance to success in the case of transformations in the retail industry. An excessive focus on consensus around decision-making may limit the pace of strategic responses to tight and evolving markets, including economic recessions, changes in consumer spending, and heightened competition from online retailers. An overemphasis on consultation and consensus may also limit the pace of reforms geared toward improving competitiveness. Traditional partnership values at the same time may limit the pace of positive change. 
Actions taken to modernise, restructure, or cut costs may be viewed as threats to cultural identity, especially when confronting long-held expectations regarding the security of jobs, the pooling of benefits, and the mutuality of respect (Simpson, 2022). Such tensions may result in a mismatched balance between strategic and cultural expectations, which makes the management of change all the more complicated and delicate. 
The organisational culture of the John Lewis Partnership continues to be one of the most impactful legacies in providing the organisation with a significant and robust intangible asset which builds and sustains trust, credibility, and reputation with employees as well as customers. The trust and goodwill of customers and the public were needed most during financially challenging times. The cultural legacy of the Partnership provided a differentiating asset during the more recent periods of aggressive consumer focus on ethical behaviour and corporative social responsibility. The partnership culture arguably serves to reinforce a narrative of fairness and transparency in social relationships which boosts and sustains morale and loyalty and trust of customers in more volatile market conditions. The organisation’s culture requires a dynamic approach in the context of active change management and organisational evolution, to avoid it becoming a blind tradition.
This entails appreciating the importance of employee participation, as well as having more flexible and adaptive approaches to decision-making to foster innovation and respond to changes in strategy more quickly. There should also be thoughtful communication that explains the evolution of flexible partnership relations as a means of ensuring the organisation can preserve its values and sustain itself in the future. In that context, culture does not serve merely as a barrier to change. Instead, it enables John Lewis to continue balancing its heritage with innovation and respond to competitive challenges while retaining the integrity of its identity.
[bookmark: _Toc213531921]6.0 Impact of Culture on Organisational Performance and Recommendations
The strong culture of partnership has historically contributed to high levels of employee motivation, loyalty, customer satisfaction, and service excellence, which in turn reinforced John Lewis’s competitive advantage (Caulkin, 2021). However, economic pressures, market competition, and operational restructuring have highlighted the need for cultural and strategic renewal. To sustain performance, John Lewis should consider the following recommendations:
1. Enhance Cultural Flexibility: The organisation should maintain its core partnership values while promoting adaptability and agility in decision-making. This may involve streamlining consultation procedures and developing faster strategic execution frameworks.
2. Strengthen Communication During Change: Transparent and frequent communication will help manage expectations and minimise cultural resistance when restructuring is required.
3. Reinforce Cultural Identity Through Training: Leadership development and employee training should emphasise how cultural principles align with contemporary performance goals.
4. Encourage Innovation and Digital Integration: Cultural support for creativity should be expanded through collaborative innovation labs and digital training programs.
By sustaining its core cultural identity while evolving operational practices, John Lewis can maintain organisational cohesion and enhance performance in a rapidly changing retail environment.
[bookmark: _Toc213531922]7.0 Conclusion 
The distinctive partnership model of ownership embraced by John Lewis has resulted in a unique orientation as employees as partners remain custodians of varying degrees of responsibility and receive commensurate rewards in Return. This orientation, remarkable in the retail sector, gives John Lewis a strong identity as a hospitality company, Embedding Schein's Model has a focus on culture and the axioms, reflective of order and praxis in the organisation. At John Lewis, the operationalization of shared partnership ownership is a cultural norm. It significantly influences the decision-making processes and interactions of employees. Viewed through Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions, John Lewis has an environment with low power distance and high collectivism. It fosters trust, collaboration, and commitment through the erosion of competition. Koestler and Hofstede's model emphasises collectivism and the erosion of competition. Handy’s Cultural Types predicates that the organisation has a person or role culture ascribed as ‘fair culture,’ as it shifts the discourse in strategy and operationalization from top-down decision-making to consultation and co-creation. The resulting ethical environment with employee engagement in customer service may contrast with the imperative to rapidly respond to market dynamics. The resulting culture may prove counterproductive to fast-paced market dynamics due to protracted consultation. John Lewis aims to balance its traditional values and culture with contemporary needs and demands as one of many high performers in the retail sector, with its challenges. Integration of new strategies in an efficient manner in relation to the fourth industrial revolution, and changes in customer behaviour and competition, requires a tilt in the retail sector to newer challenges. Long-term effectiveness demands a balance in partnership culture with increasing emphasis on flexibility, digital integration, and multi-channel innovation. Therefore, the challenges of adaptation, innovation, and digital integration in an effectively embedded tradition of partnership culture should be the primary challenges of the business.
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