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Introduction
Organisational culture plays an important role in shaping how organisations operate, compete and maintain performance. Mullins and Christy (2016) define organisational culture as the shared values, beliefs and assumptions that influence how employees think, behave and make decisions. These cultural factors affect leadership style, communication, organisational structure and overall effectiveness. In modern business environments, organisations must balance internal stability with the need to respond to external changes such as competition, technological development and evolving customer expectations. Understanding organisational culture is therefore essential for effective organisational management.
John Lewis plc, the principal trading subsidiary of John Lewis Partnership plc, operates in the UK retail sector and offers products such as home furnishings, electrical goods, fashion and beauty items. The organisation operates under an employee-owned partnership model that combines commercial activity with shared responsibility, employee involvement and long-term sustainability. This structure makes John Lewis particularly relevant for cultural analysis.
This report examines how organisational culture influences structure and decision-making in John Lewis. It applies Cameron and Quinn’s (2006) Competing Values Framework (OCAI) to identify the main cultural types within the organisation and determine the prevailing culture. The report also evaluates how culture supports adaptation to external environmental pressures and assesses its impact on organisational performance before presenting recommendations.











1. Critically Evaluate How Organisational Culture Influences the Company’s Structure and Decision-Making Processes
Organisational culture has a major influence on how companies are structured and how decisions are made. Mullins and Christy (2016) define culture as the shared values, beliefs and assumptions that influence behaviour and determine “how things are done around here.” This means that culture acts as an informal control system which shapes leadership style, communication patterns, authority relationships and strategic priorities. In John Lewis Partnership (JLP), culture is not separate from structure. Instead, it is deeply embedded in the organisation’s governance system and strongly affects both structural design and decision-making.
John Lewis operates through an employee-owned partnership model, which makes it different from traditional shareholder-owned businesses. This ownership structure reflects a culture based on participation, collective responsibility and long-term thinking, rather than short-term profit maximisation. As a result, the organisation’s culture influences both formal structures and managerial behaviour.
1.1 Influence of Culture on Organisational Structure
Organisational structure refers to the formal arrangement of roles, responsibilities and authority within an organisation (Robbins and Judge, 2022). However, structure does not operate independently. Its effectiveness depends on the cultural values that support it. Mullins and Christy (2016) argue that while structure formalises relationships, culture determines how these relationships function in practice.
In John Lewis, the structure reflects the organisation’s partnership culture in several clear ways. Employees are referred to as “Partners,” which reinforces the idea of equality and shared ownership. The governance model allows employee voice and representation, and decision-making is shaped not only by management hierarchy but also by consultative processes. This shows that John Lewis is not a purely traditional hierarchy. Although the company has formal leadership levels, boards and reporting systems, its culture reduces excessive centralisation and encourages collaboration.
From a critical perspective, this structure has clear strengths. A participative structure can improve employee commitment, trust and internal communication. It can also create stronger alignment between organisational goals and employee interests. Denison and Mishra (1995) suggest that cultures based on involvement often support higher commitment and stronger performance outcomes.
However, this structure also has limitations. Retail environments are highly competitive and change quickly due to economic pressures, digital disruption and shifting consumer behaviour. In such conditions, fast decision-making is often necessary. A culture that values consultation and inclusion may increase legitimacy, but it can also slow response times. Therefore, the same cultural qualities that build internal cohesion may also reduce speed and flexibility.
1.2 Influence of Culture on Decision-Making Processes
Organisational culture strongly affects how decisions are framed, evaluated and implemented. Schein (2010) argues that underlying assumptions shape what leaders and employees consider appropriate, acceptable or desirable. In John Lewis, decision-making reflects cultural values such as long-term sustainability, employee welfare, ethical responsibility and customer service.
These values influence strategic choices in important ways. Unlike businesses that focus mainly on shareholder returns, John Lewis must balance financial performance with partnership principles. This means decisions are often judged not only by profitability, but also by their impact on employees, customers and the long-term reputation of the organisation.
This approach has several advantages. It can strengthen trust among employees, improve organisational legitimacy and support ethical consistency. In the retail sector, trust and reputation are valuable strategic assets. Culture therefore acts as a guide for decision-making and helps the company maintain a clear identity.
At the same time, there are potential disadvantages. Strong cultural values can limit flexibility in times of crisis or major change. For example, if rapid restructuring, cost reduction or store closures are needed, a culture built on consultation and shared responsibility may delay difficult decisions. Chatman and O’Reilly (2016) note that strong cultures can improve performance, but they can also reduce adaptability when external conditions change quickly.
Overall, in John Lewis, culture supports legitimacy, employee alignment and ethical consistency in decision-making, but it may also reduce speed, increase complexity and limit strategic risk-taking.

2. Identification and Evaluation of Organisational Culture Using Cameron and Quinn’s (2006) OCAI Framework
2.1 Defining Organisational Culture
Organisational culture refers to the shared values, beliefs, norms and assumptions that influence how individuals behave within an organisation. Mullins and Christy (2016) describe culture as “how things are done around here,” showing that culture shapes leadership style, communication, decision-making and structural relationships. Culture develops over time through shared experiences and becomes embedded in organisational practices, symbols and routines.
Schein (2010) explains that culture operates at three levels: artefacts, espoused values and underlying assumptions. Artefacts are the visible signs of culture, such as behaviours, language and structures. Espoused values are the strategies, goals and principles the organisation claims to support. Underlying assumptions are the deeper beliefs that unconsciously guide behaviour. This is useful for analysing John Lewis because visible practices, such as referring to employees as “Partners,” reflect deeper assumptions about equality, shared ownership and mutual responsibility.
2.2 Linking OCAI with Other Culture Models
While the OCAI framework provides a structured way to classify organisational culture types, other theoretical perspectives also help explain how culture operates within organisations. For example, Schein (2010) argues that organisational culture exists at three levels: artefacts, espoused values and underlying assumptions. Artefacts represent visible aspects of culture such as language, behaviour and organisational structures. In the case of John Lewis, referring to employees as “Partners” represents a visible artefact that reflects deeper organisational values related to shared ownership and employee participation. At the level of underlying assumptions, the partnership model demonstrates a belief in collaboration, trust and collective responsibility.
Similarly, Hofstede et al. (2010) suggest that organisational practices are influenced by broader cultural values such as power distance and collectivism. The governance model of John Lewis reflects relatively low power distance because employees are encouraged to participate in decision-making processes and organisational discussions. This supports the collaborative and participative culture identified through the OCAI framework.
Therefore, while the main analytical tool used in this report is Cameron and Quinn’s (2006) OCAI model, perspectives from Schein (2010) and Hofstede et al. (2010) help strengthen the understanding of how organisational culture operates within John Lewis.

2.3 Identifying Organisational Culture in John Lewis Using Cameron and Quinn’s (2006) OCAI
To identify the main culture types within John Lewis Partnership and determine the prevailing culture, this report applies Cameron and Quinn’s (2006) Organisational Culture Assessment Instrument (OCAI), also known as the Competing Values Framework. This framework is appropriate because it allows culture to be classified in a structured and practical way.
Cameron and Quinn (2006) argue that organisational culture can be understood through two dimensions: internal focus versus external focus, and flexibility versus stability and control. These dimensions create four culture types: Clan, Market, Hierarchy and Adhocracy.
Clan Culture
Clan culture is based on teamwork, shared values, employee involvement and a family-like atmosphere. Leaders are often seen as mentors, and relationships are built on trust and loyalty. John Lewis shows strong Clan culture characteristics. Employees are called “Partners,” which reinforces belonging and shared responsibility. The employee-owned structure encourages commitment, participation and a stronger sense of ownership. These features suggest that internal cohesion and employee engagement are central cultural priorities.
Market Culture
Market culture is focused on competition, productivity, target achievement and customer responsiveness. John Lewis also shows strong Market culture features because it operates in a highly competitive retail environment. The organisation must maintain service standards, respond to customer expectations and ensure commercial performance. This means that while John Lewis values internal relationships, it must also remain externally focused and results-oriented.
Hierarchy Culture
Hierarchy culture is associated with formal structures, procedures, coordination and control. John Lewis shows moderate Hierarchy culture through its governance systems, operational processes and need for consistency across stores, online services and supply chains. As a large retail business, the company requires clear standards and systems to ensure efficiency, reliability and service quality.
Adhocracy Culture
Adhocracy culture is based on innovation, creativity, flexibility and risk-taking. John Lewis shows some Adhocracy characteristics through digital development, service modernisation and adaptation to changing customer needs. However, these features appear supportive rather than dominant. Innovation exists, but it does not seem to define the organisation’s main cultural identity.
Table 1: Application of the OCAI Framework to John Lewis Partnership
	Culture Type
	Key Characteristics (Cameron & Quinn, 2006)
	Evidence in John Lewis

	Clan Culture
	Collaboration, employee involvement, strong internal relationships, leadership as mentoring
	Employees are referred to as “Partners”, reflecting shared ownership and collective responsibility. The partnership structure encourages participation and strong employee engagement.

	Market Culture
	Competitive focus, performance targets, customer orientation, results-driven strategy
	John Lewis operates in a competitive UK retail market and emphasises customer service quality, performance outcomes and commercial sustainability.

	Hierarchy Culture
	Formal procedures, stability, coordination, structured management systems
	The organisation maintains governance structures, operational standards and coordinated management systems across stores, online operations and supply chains.

	Adhocracy Culture
	Innovation, flexibility, creativity and entrepreneurial thinking
	John Lewis demonstrates some innovation through digital transformation, online retail development and service modernisation, although innovation is not the dominant cultural element.




2.4 Prevailing Culture in John Lewis
Based on the OCAI framework, the prevailing culture in John Lewis can be described as primarily Clan culture, supported by strong Market culture elements, with moderate Hierarchy culture and limited Adhocracy culture.
This combination makes sense in the context of John Lewis. The partnership model depends on employee involvement, trust and shared identity, which are clear Clan features. At the same time, the company operates in a demanding retail environment where customer focus, competitiveness and performance remain essential, reflecting Market culture. Hierarchy supports control and coordination, while Adhocracy plays a smaller supporting role.
2.5 Why OCAI Is the Most Suitable Framework for John Lewis
OCAI is especially useful for analysing John Lewis for several reasons. First, it captures the company’s dual focus on internal partnership values and external market pressures. Second, it allows a clear classification of culture rather than vague cultural description. Third, it recognises that organisations may have hybrid cultures, which is important because John Lewis combines people-focused values with commercial demands. Fourth, it links culture to leadership, structure and decision-making. Finally, it supports evaluation by allowing both strengths and weaknesses of the culture to be discussed within one framework.
For these reasons, OCAI provides the most suitable basis for identifying the types of organisational culture present in John Lewis and explaining the prevailing cultural orientation.

3. Analyse How the Company Leverages Its Organisational Culture to Adapt to External Environmental Influences
Organisations operate in environments that are constantly changing due to economic pressures, technological development, social trends and competitive market conditions. In the retail sector, these pressures have become even more significant because of digital transformation, the growth of online shopping and changes in customer expectations following the COVID-19 pandemic. As a result, organisational culture plays an important role in helping companies respond effectively to external change.
John Lewis leverages its organisational culture to adapt to these external environmental influences in several ways. First, its partnership culture encourages employee commitment, engagement and shared responsibility. Because employees are treated as “Partners,” they are more likely to feel involved in organisational change and more willing to support new initiatives. This is important during periods of transformation, as employee resistance can slow adaptation. A culture based on trust and participation can therefore strengthen the company’s ability to implement change more smoothly.
Second, John Lewis uses its culture to support customer-focused adaptation. The company has traditionally built its reputation around service quality, trust and ethical business conduct. These cultural values help the organisation respond to changing consumer expectations, particularly in a retail market where customers increasingly expect convenience, high service standards and a consistent experience across both physical and digital channels. In this sense, culture supports not only internal alignment but also external responsiveness.
Third, organisational culture has supported John Lewis in adapting to digital transformation and the rapid growth of online retail. The retail environment has shifted significantly towards e-commerce, requiring firms to invest in digital platforms, data-driven decision-making and integrated shopping experiences. A culture that values long-term sustainability and customer relationships can help guide this transition by encouraging innovation that remains consistent with the brand’s identity. Rather than changing purely for short-term advantage, John Lewis can use its culture to ensure that digital transformation aligns with its broader organisational values.
In addition, post-pandemic market conditions have increased the need for flexibility in retail operations. Consumer behaviour has changed, with greater emphasis on online purchasing, convenience, home delivery and value for money. These changes have created pressure on traditional retailers to redesign store strategies, strengthen digital channels and improve operational efficiency. John Lewis’ culture helps the organisation manage these challenges by maintaining employee involvement and customer trust during periods of uncertainty.
However, although culture supports adaptation, it may also place limits on responsiveness. A culture that values consultation, shared responsibility and long-term decision-making may reduce the speed of organisational change when urgent action is required. In highly competitive retail markets, businesses often need to respond quickly to pricing pressures, technological innovation and shifts in consumer demand. Therefore, while the organisational culture of John Lewis provides stability, trust and commitment, it may also make rapid transformation more difficult.
Overall, John Lewis leverages its organisational culture as a strategic resource to adapt to external environmental influences. Its culture strengthens employee support, customer trust and long-term alignment during periods of change. At the same time, the company must ensure that its strong partnership values do not reduce flexibility in fast-changing market conditions.


4. Assess Whether Organisational Culture Acts as a Barrier or an Enabler to Effective Functioning Within John Lewis
In John Lewis, organisational culture acts mainly as an enabler of effective functioning, although it also creates some barriers.
Culture is an enabler because it strengthens commitment, identity and coordination. The partnership model encourages employees to see themselves as part of the organisation rather than separate from it. This can increase motivation, improve cooperation and create a stronger link between employee behaviour and organisational goals. According to Schein (2010), strong cultures help employees understand expected behaviours and reduce uncertainty. In John Lewis, culture provides this guidance through clear values around responsibility, service and fairness.
Culture also supports trust and reputation. These are important in retail because customer loyalty often depends on service quality and brand perception. A culture that promotes ethical behaviour and employee commitment can therefore support effective functioning at both internal and external levels.
Nevertheless, culture can also act as a barrier. One barrier is reduced speed in decision-making. A culture that values consultation may slow action during periods of market disruption. Another barrier is the possibility of cultural rigidity. If employees and leaders become too attached to traditional ways of working, innovation and risk-taking may be limited. This is particularly important in retail, where digital transformation and changing consumer habits require ongoing flexibility.
Despite these barriers, the overall balance suggests that culture in John Lewis functions more as an enabler than an obstacle. Its strengths in commitment, trust and long-term orientation appear to outweigh its weaknesses, although the barriers become more visible during times of major external pressure.

5. Evaluate the Impact of Organisational Culture on the Company’s Overall Performance and Provide Recommendations
Organisational culture has a significant impact on the overall performance of John Lewis. Performance should not be understood only in financial terms. It also includes employee engagement, customer satisfaction, brand reputation, adaptability and long-term sustainability.
The culture of John Lewis positively influences performance in several ways. First, the partnership model can improve employee commitment and ownership. Employees who feel involved in the organisation may be more motivated to maintain service standards and support business goals. Second, the culture supports a strong brand identity based on trust, fairness and quality. This can improve customer loyalty and differentiate John Lewis in a competitive market. Third, the culture encourages ethical consistency and long-term thinking, which can strengthen organisational legitimacy.
However, the impact of culture is not entirely positive. Strong Clan culture may reduce agility and make it harder to implement major changes quickly. A limited Adhocracy orientation may also restrict innovation compared with more flexible competitors. In a fast-changing retail sector, the ability to experiment, adapt and respond quickly is increasingly linked to performance.
Overall, culture contributes positively to John Lewis’s reputation, employee engagement and long-term stability, but it may reduce speed, innovation and responsiveness in a highly dynamic external environment.
Recommendations
1. Strengthen innovation within the existing culture
John Lewis should increase Adhocracy elements without losing its partnership identity. This could include more support for experimentation, digital innovation teams and local problem-solving initiatives. This would help improve responsiveness while keeping the benefits of Clan culture.
2. Streamline decision-making during periods of change
The company should maintain employee involvement but introduce clearer processes for rapid decisions during crisis or restructuring. This would reduce the risk that consultation slows necessary action.
3. Continue investing in employee voice and cultural communication
The partnership model is one of John Lewis’s greatest strengths. The organisation should continue reinforcing the connection between employee voice, cultural values and business strategy to maintain commitment during uncertain periods.
4. Balance cultural stability with market responsiveness
John Lewis should ensure that its long-term values do not become resistance to change. Cultural training and leadership development could help managers balance tradition with adaptation.





Conclusion
This report has demonstrated that organisational culture plays a critical role in shaping the structure, decision-making processes and overall performance of John Lewis Partnership. Consistent with the argument presented by Mullins and Christy (2016), culture influences not only how organisations operate internally but also how they respond to external pressures within competitive and rapidly changing environments.
The analysis showed that the distinctive partnership model of John Lewis creates a culture built around employee involvement, shared responsibility and long-term sustainability. These cultural values strongly influence both organisational structure and managerial decision-making by promoting collaboration, ethical responsibility and stakeholder consideration.
Using Cameron and Quinn’s (2006) Competing Values Framework (OCAI), the report identified that the dominant culture within John Lewis can be described primarily as Clan culture, supported by strong Market culture elements, with moderate Hierarchy and limited Adhocracy characteristics. This hybrid cultural configuration reflects the organisation’s need to balance internal cohesion and employee engagement with the competitive demands of the retail sector.
The findings also suggest that organisational culture within John Lewis acts predominantly as an enabler of organisational effectiveness, supporting employee commitment, customer trust and long-term strategic stability. However, the analysis also highlights potential limitations, particularly in relation to organisational agility and innovation in highly dynamic retail markets.
Overall, organisational culture represents a significant strategic asset for John Lewis. Nevertheless, to remain competitive in an environment characterised by digital transformation and evolving consumer expectations, the organisation must continue to balance its strong partnership values with greater flexibility, innovation and responsiveness to external change.
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