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[bookmark: _Toc225361981]1. Introduction
According to Robbins and Coulter (2021‚ p․402)‚ communication means the transfer and understanding of meaning․ This definition indicates that communication is more than just the transmission of information․ The information must be understood for the communication to be effective․ This report will focus on communication in the workplace with specific focus on the John Lewis Partnership (JLP)․ JLP is an employee-owned retail business‚ bringing in estimated revenues of £12․4 billion․ It has two major divisions: John Lewis and Partners and Waitrose and Partners (JLP‚ 2024)․ JLP operates a hybrid divisional-functional structure with decentralised divisions supported by a centralised shared service function‚ as evidenced in Component 1․ These complexities also mean that effective vertical and horizontal information flows across the organisation are particularly important․ The report identifies key forms of communication and typical problems and makes practical recommendations․
[bookmark: _Toc225361982]2. Communication and Methods
[bookmark: _Toc225361983]2.1 Defining Business Communication
Communication is the intentional exchange of information between individuals‚ teams and at different levels in the organization to ease coordination and planned decisions (Mullins‚ 2019‚ p․168)․ Griffin (2022‚ p․490) adds that effective communication is not about the amount of information exchanged but how clearly‚ accurately and timely it is communicated․ With a workforce of around 80‚000 Partners in JLP's different retail environments‚ effective communication is particularly important to ensure alignment and a common purpose․
[bookmark: _Toc225361984]2.2 Formal Communication Channels
Organisations use both formal and informal communication channels․ Formal communication follows the organisational hierarchy; it is three-directional: downward (from managers to staff)‚ upward (from staff to managers) and horizontal․ This typically includes strategy and goals‚ policies and procedures‚ performance expectations․ Upward Communication‚ on the other hand‚ involves the transfer of information from employees to management․ The purpose of this type of communication is to keep management informed of working conditions‚ employee morale‚ and similar issues (Robbins and Coulter‚ 2021‚ p․403)․ With regard to upward communication‚ JLP has the institutionalised Partner Voice mechanism in its democratic constitution‚ whereby representatives elected from Partners' ranks can raise Partners' issues and concerns with the senior management (JLP‚ 2024)․ Horizontal communication refers to communication between colleagues at the same organisational level․ As for all divisional organization forms‚ communication between John Lewis and Waitrose is an important horizontal channel for coordinating shared services and avoiding redundancy․ Table 1 below summarises such communication in JLP practice (Daft‚ 2021‚ p․204)․


	Channel
	Direction
	Description
	JLP Example

	Downward
	Top-down
	Transmits strategy‚ policy and performance expectations from management to staff (Robbins and Coulter‚ 2021‚ p․403)․
	Partnership Board announcements‚ Partnership News bulletin‚ and line manager briefings․

	Upward
	Bottom-up
	Brings employee feedback and operational intelligence to senior leadership (Mullins‚ 2019‚ p․170)․
	Partner Voice: concerns raised by elected representatives are communicated directly to the Board (JLP‚ 2024)․

	Lateral
	Horizontal
	Connects peers at the same level to coordinate cross-functional work (Daft‚ 2021‚ p․204)․
	Cross-divisional working groups with John Lewis and Waitrose shared services teams․

	Informal (grapevine)
	Multi-directional
	Unofficial networks of information‚ which spread quickly but can also be susceptible to disseminating rumour and distortion (Mullins‚ 2019‚ p․182)․
	Speculation on store closures preceded the official announcement during the 2023-24 restructuring․



Table 1: Formal and Informal Communication Channels at JLP (adapted from Robbins and Coulter, 2021; Mullins, 2019; JLP, 2024)
[bookmark: _Toc225361985]2.3 Communication Media and Methods
Written forms of communication are still highly valued‚ including emails‚ reports‚ policy documents and the company intranet․ Verbal media like meetings and town hall forums have a high richness because tone can convey meaning (Buchanan & Huczynski‚ 2019‚ p․215)․ High-richness communication at JLP occurs when the store's Chief Executive holds store-level town hall forums․ Store-level town halls evidence JLP's transparency and shared ownership belief․
Media richness theory proposes face-to-face communication is 'richest' because verbal and non-verbal cues are used simultaneously‚ while written documents are better suited to unambiguous‚ routine information (Daft and Lengel‚ 1986)․ At JLP's scale‚ the choice of medium to match the message remains a central managerial issue (Daft‚ 2021‚ p․203)․
[bookmark: _Toc225361986]3. Common Communication Issues
[bookmark: _Toc225361987]3.1 Overview
Five significant challenges are identified below and summarised in Table 2.
[bookmark: _Toc225361988]3.2 Issue Analysis
Information overload occurs when the amount of digital content generated by an organization grows faster than attempts to process it․ Employees may be unable to process information meaningfully (Griffin‚ 2022‚ p․496) and may miss important changes within the organization (Buchanan and Huczynski‚ 2019‚ p․221)․ The amount of internal messaging undertaken by the JLP Partners who serve customers is comparable․
Second‚ there is filtering through hierarchy․ Here‚ information is filtered or delayed as it passes through the various levels of management hierarchy (Robbins and Coulter‚ 2021‚ p․410)․ Below that‚ hierarchical filtering can occur‚ despite the JLP's Partnership Board's attempts to prevent this․
Third‚ JLP's diverse urban workforce is also culturally and linguistically complex‚ (Buchanan & Huczynski‚ 2019‚ p․218)‚ meaning communication constraints exist․ Fourth‚ divisions of John Lewis and Waitrose operations have developed independent silo-based information ecosystems (Jones‚ 2020‚ p․189) that are also distinct in their vocabularies․ Finally‚ miscommunication due to the absence of non-verbal cues from electronic communications (Mullins‚ 2019‚ p․175) can be a challenge; during JLP's cost-cutting initiative insensitive digital communications measurably reduced Partner engagement scores (JLP‚ 2024)․

	Issue
	Root Cause
	Impact at JLP

	Information overload
	High volumes of messages across multiple digital channels compete with the busy agenda of frontline service (Griffin‚ 2022‚ p․496)․
	Partners are on the front line of business‚ but are sometimes excluded from important communications․

	Hierarchical filtering
	These distortions as the information passes through multiple management levels are known as upward filtering (Robbins and Coulter‚ 2021‚ p․410)․
	The Partnership Board may not receive an accurate picture of sensitive operational material‚ or strategies may be inaccurate․

	Cultural and linguistic barriers
	Assuming a common culture is problematic‚ because employees' language skill varies (Buchanan and Huczynski‚ 2019‚ p․218)․
	Partners in some large city department stores misinterpreted briefing materials and failed to enforce service policies․

	Divisional silos
	Separate divisional systems‚ vocabulary and subcultures inhibit lateral knowledge transfer (Jones‚ 2020‚ p․189)‚
	John Lewis and Waitrose teams have separate information ecosystems‚ preventing collaboration and knowledge sharing between the brands․

	Digital miscommunication
	In electronic communication‚ there are no visual cues and tone may be misunderstood (Mullins‚ 2019‚ p․175)․
	Cost reduction communications were seen as clinical‚ and Partner engagement scores decreased as a result (JLP‚ 2024)․


Table 2: Communication Issues, Root Causes and Organisational Impact at JLP
[bookmark: _Toc225361989]4. Recommendations
[bookmark: _Toc225361990]4.1 Strategic Recommendations
The four recommendations are summarised in Table 3 below․
First‚ JLP could strengthen Partner Voice by formally acknowledging feedback from elected representatives within a specified timeframe‚ and then providing quarterly updates on how this feedback has been utilised in decision-making processes (Robbins and Coulter‚ 2021‚ p․425)․ Second‚ a unified digital platform for both businesses could alleviate silo effect and promote lateral knowledge sharing (Daft‚ 2021‚ p․208)․
Third‚ intercultural communication training for line managers could be provided‚ and cross-cultural communication and plain-language writing strategies could be used for written communications (Buchanan and Huczynski‚ 2019‚ p․230)․ Fourth‚ the use of standard weekly briefing templates could help reduce filtering in the hierarchy‚ and allow messages from the Partnership Board to reach all levels․

	Recommendation
	Rationale
	Priority

	Strengthen Partner Voice accountability
	Publish quarterly accountability reports on how Partner Voice submissions have been used to inform decision making‚ to reinforce the credibility of the upward channel (Robbins and Coulter‚ 2021‚ p․425)․
	High – addresses filtering and engagement.

	Unified cross-divisional digital platform
	A shared intranet system with company news and collaborative tools erodes the division's separate silos and enables lateral information transfer (Daft‚ 2021‚ p․208)․
	High – reduces silos and overload.

	Intercultural communication training for line managers
	Mandatory training in plain-language writing and cross-cultural briefing techniques can reduce these linguistic and cultural barriers (Buchanan and Huczynski‚ 2019‚ p․230)․
	Medium – builds long-term capability.

	Standardised weekly briefing templates
	To maintain consistent messaging‚ templates must mass-filter messages on multiple levels of management and limit reliance on communication skills and distortion․
	Medium – quick to implement.


Table 3: Recommendations, Rationale and Priority for JLP
[bookmark: _Toc225361991]5. Conclusion
This report has examined internal business communications using John Lewis Partnership as a case study․ Given the Partnership's democratic co-ownership model‚ JLP has a wide range of formal and informal channels which include Partner Voice‚ digital intranet platforms‚ and town hall style meetings․ Five challenges - information overload‚ hierarchical filtering‚ cultural and linguistic barriers‚ siloed divisions and digital miscommunication - are identified․ Recommendations are made for the upward feedback system‚ digital infrastructure‚ intercultural training‚ and the standardisation of briefing formats․ Continuing to invest and improve communications to ensure Partner engagement and the on-going success of the organisation․
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