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Introduction

Organisational culture plays an important role in shaping how businesses operate, make decisions and respond to change. It refers to the shared values, beliefs, behaviours and ways of working that influence employees and guide everyday activities within an organisation (Schein and Schein, 2021). Culture is reflected not only in formal policies but also in leadership style, communication, employee relationships and decision-making. A positive organisational culture can improve employee engagement, encourage innovation and strengthen customer satisfaction, while a weak culture may lead to poor communication, resistance to change and lower organisational performance.
Today's organisations operate in an increasingly competitive and unpredictable environment. Advances in technology, changing customer expectations, economic uncertainty and growing pressure to operate sustainably mean that businesses must be able to adapt quickly while maintaining clear organisational values. A strong culture can provide stability during periods of change by encouraging collaboration, supporting employee commitment and helping organisations respond effectively to new challenges.
This report examines the organisational culture of the John Lewis Partnership (JLP), one of the UK's largest employee-owned retailers. Since becoming employee owned in 1929, the Partnership has developed a distinctive culture based on shared ownership, trust and collaboration. Employees, known as Partners, play an active role in the business through participation in decision-making and governance. Alongside commercial success, the organisation places considerable importance on employee wellbeing, excellent customer service and responsible business practices.
The report analyses how this culture influences the Partnership's organisational structure and decision-making processes using recognised models, including Schein's Three Levels of Organisational Culture, Handy's Cultural Types, Hofstede's Cultural Dimensions and Denison's Organisational Culture Model. It also evaluates how culture helps the organisation respond to external challenges such as digital transformation, sustainability and increased competition. Finally, the report considers whether the Partnership's culture acts as a strength or a barrier to performance before presenting recommendations to support its future success.
[bookmark: _Toc234813554]Organisational Culture of the John Lewis Partnership
The organisational culture of the John Lewis Partnership is closely linked to its employee ownership model, which sets it apart from most UK retailers. Every permanent employee is known as a Partner, reflecting the belief that everyone contributes to the success of the business. This creates a culture built on shared responsibility, trust, collaboration and accountability, encouraging employees to feel valued and committed to the organisation.
Unlike businesses that focus mainly on profit, the Partnership aims to balance commercial success with employee wellbeing, customer satisfaction and ethical business practices. Its constitution highlights the importance of providing worthwhile employment while operating a successful business, shaping a culture that values fairness, openness and long-term sustainability.
Employee involvement is one of the Partnership's strongest cultural features. Partners can contribute to decision-making through representative councils, staff surveys and internal communication channels. This participative approach gives employees a voice in how the business operates and creates a greater sense of ownership. Research suggests that involving employees in decision-making increases motivation, job satisfaction and organisational commitment because individuals feel their views are respected.
Customer service is another core aspect of the organisation's culture. Rather than focusing only on sales targets, employees are encouraged to build long-term relationships with customers by providing knowledgeable and personalised service. This customer-first approach has helped John Lewis establish a strong reputation for quality and trust within the competitive UK retail market.
The Partnership also places considerable importance on ethical and sustainable business practices. Initiatives such as responsible sourcing, environmental sustainability, diversity and inclusion, and community investment demonstrate its commitment to corporate social responsibility. These values reflect changing stakeholder expectations while strengthening the organisation's public reputation.
Despite these strengths, the Partnership faces challenges in today's retail environment. Growth in online shopping, rising operating costs and intense competition require quicker decision-making and greater flexibility. Although the organisation has invested in digital transformation and restructuring to remain competitive, it must continue balancing its traditional employee-focused culture with the need for commercial performance.
Overall, the John Lewis Partnership has developed a collaborative, ethical and customer-focused culture that supports employee engagement and long-term success. While adapting to a rapidly changing retail industry presents ongoing challenges, its employee ownership model remains a major strength that shapes leadership, decision-making and organisational identity.
[bookmark: _Toc234813555]Influence of Culture on Structure and Decision-Making
Organisational culture has a significant influence on how businesses are structured and how decisions are made. According to Schein and Schein (2021), culture shapes employees' behaviours, attitudes and assumptions, which in turn affect leadership, communication and organisational effectiveness. At the John Lewis Partnership (JLP), the employee-owned business model has created a collaborative culture that strongly influences both its organisational structure and decision-making processes.
Unlike many retailers that use a traditional top-down management structure, John Lewis encourages employee participation through its unique governance system. Every permanent employee is a Partner, giving them a sense of ownership and responsibility for the organisation's success. This approach promotes trust, openness and accountability while encouraging employees to share ideas and contribute to decisions that affect the business.
The Partnership's governance includes the Chairman, Partnership Board and Partnership Council. While senior leaders are responsible for strategic decisions, the Partnership Council represents employees and provides an opportunity for Partners to question management, offer feedback and influence company policies. This creates a more transparent decision-making process and strengthens trust between employees and leadership.
Collaboration is another important feature of the organisational structure. Departments work together rather than operating independently, allowing knowledge and ideas to be shared more effectively. This teamwork supports problem-solving, improves communication and helps the organisation deliver a consistent customer experience across its stores and services.
The employee-owned culture also has a positive impact on motivation. Self-Determination Theory suggests that employees are more engaged when they experience autonomy, competence and a sense of belonging. At John Lewis, employees are encouraged to contribute to decision-making and are rewarded through benefits such as profit-sharing bonuses and career development opportunities. This creates a stronger commitment to organisational goals because employees feel they have a genuine stake in the business.
Communication reflects this collaborative culture. Instead of relying only on instructions from senior management, the organisation encourages two-way communication through staff forums, surveys, representative councils and digital platforms. This allows management to understand employee concerns while giving staff opportunities to suggest improvements and contribute to innovation.
However, this democratic approach can also create challenges. Because many decisions involve consultation with employees, strategic changes may take longer than in organisations with more centralised leadership. In a fast-moving retail industry, delays in responding to market changes or introducing new strategies may reduce competitiveness. Management must also balance employee expectations with commercial priorities, particularly during restructuring or cost-saving programmes, which can make decision-making more complex.
Despite these challenges, the benefits of the Partnership's culture outweigh its limitations. Employee participation strengthens engagement, trust and organisational commitment while supporting responsible leadership and transparency. Although consultation may occasionally slow decision-making, it encourages better-quality decisions and helps maintain a positive working environment.
Overall, the culture of the John Lewis Partnership has created a participative organisational structure that supports collaboration, open communication and employee engagement. These qualities contribute to long-term organisational success and remain one of the company's greatest competitive strengths.
[bookmark: _Toc234813556]Identifying Cultural Types: Models and Frameworks
Understanding the culture of the John Lewis Partnership is easier when viewed through recognised organisational culture theories. Schein's Three Levels of Organisational Culture, Handy's Cultural Types and Hofstede's Cultural Dimensions provide useful frameworks for explaining the organisation's values, behaviours and working practices.
[bookmark: _Toc234813557]Schein's Three Levels of Organisational Culture
Schein and Schein (2021) argue that organisational culture exists at three levels: artefacts, espoused values and basic underlying assumptions.
The first level, artefacts, includes the visible features of an organisation. At John Lewis, these include referring to employees as Partners, employee councils, democratic governance, profit-sharing and open communication. The company's commitment to customer service, sustainability and ethical sourcing also reflects its culture and values.
The second level, espoused values, refers to the beliefs that guide behaviour. John Lewis promotes trust, fairness, integrity, inclusion and responsibility throughout the organisation. These values influence recruitment, employee development and leadership while supporting the Partnership's aim of balancing commercial success with employee wellbeing and customer satisfaction.
The deepest level is basic underlying assumptions, which are the shared beliefs employees rarely question. At John Lewis, there is a strong belief that collaboration leads to better outcomes than internal competition and that employees should play an active role in decision-making because they are owners of the business. These assumptions help explain the high levels of commitment and engagement found across the Partnership.
Overall, Schein's model demonstrates that the visible practices at John Lewis are supported by deeply rooted beliefs, helping to maintain a consistent organisational culture over time.
[bookmark: _Toc234813558]Handy's Cultural Types
Handy (1999) identified four culture types: Power, Role, Task and Person Culture. John Lewis is mainly characterised by a Task Culture, where teamwork, flexibility and problem-solving are encouraged. Employees work across departments to improve customer service and achieve shared goals, with decisions often based on expertise rather than position.
At the same time, the organisation also displays elements of Role Culture. As a large retailer, it relies on clear procedures, defined responsibilities and formal governance to ensure efficient operations and compliance. Rather than relying on one dominant leader, authority is shared across different governance structures, creating a balance between flexibility and stability.
[bookmark: _Toc234813559]Hofstede's Cultural Dimensions
Hofstede's Cultural Dimensions also help explain the Partnership's culture. John Lewis demonstrates low power distance, with employees encouraged to communicate openly with senior leaders and contribute to organisational decisions. The business also reflects high collectivism, as teamwork and shared success are valued above individual achievement.
In addition, the organisation shows relatively low uncertainty avoidance by embracing innovation, digital transformation and continuous improvement while adapting to changes in the retail sector. Finally, John Lewis demonstrates a long-term orientation through its investment in sustainability, employee development and lasting customer relationships instead of focusing solely on short-term profits.
Together, these three models show that the John Lewis Partnership has built a collaborative, ethical and employee-centred culture. Its employee ownership model underpins many of its values and helps explain why the organisation has maintained a strong and distinctive identity within the UK retail industry.
[bookmark: _Toc234813560]Culture and the External Environment
The retail industry is constantly changing due to advances in technology, changing consumer expectations, economic uncertainty and increasing pressure to operate sustainably. To remain competitive, organisations must be able to adapt while maintaining their core values. At the John Lewis Partnership (JLP), organisational culture plays an important role in helping the business respond to these external challenges without losing its employee-focused identity.
One of the biggest influences on the Partnership has been the growth of online shopping and digital technology. Customers now expect convenient online services, fast delivery and personalised shopping experiences. In response, John Lewis has invested heavily in digital retailing and omnichannel services. Rather than viewing technology as a replacement for employees, the organisation encourages Partners to embrace innovation while continuing to deliver high-quality customer service. This balance allows the business to modernise without losing the personal service for which it is known.
Economic conditions have also created challenges. Rising inflation, increasing operating costs and changing spending habits have affected retailers across the UK. To remain financially sustainable, John Lewis has reviewed its store portfolio, improved operational efficiency and invested in business transformation. Although these changes have sometimes involved difficult decisions, the organisation has maintained open communication with employees, reflecting its culture of trust and transparency.
Environmental sustainability has become another important external influence. Customers, governments and investors increasingly expect organisations to reduce their environmental impact and operate responsibly. John Lewis has responded by promoting ethical sourcing, reducing waste and committing to net-zero carbon emissions. Embedding sustainability into everyday business practices demonstrates how the organisation's values support long-term adaptation to changing stakeholder expectations.
Global supply chains and changing regulations also influence the Partnership's operations. Working with international suppliers requires ethical sourcing and compliance with employment, consumer protection and environmental legislation. The organisation's emphasis on fairness, integrity and responsible business practices helps maintain strong relationships with stakeholders while reducing organisational risk.
Denison's Organisational Culture Model provides another useful way to assess how the Partnership responds to external change. The model identifies four key traits: involvement, consistency, adaptability and mission. John Lewis demonstrates high involvement by encouraging employees to participate in governance and decision-making, increasing engagement and commitment. Consistency is reflected in the organisation's strong values of trust, fairness and customer service, which continue to guide behaviour despite changing market conditions. Adaptability can be seen through investment in digital transformation, sustainability and innovation, while a clear organisational mission centred on employee ownership and long-term success helps align employee behaviour with business objectives.
Overall, the John Lewis Partnership uses its organisational culture as a strategic advantage when responding to external pressures. By combining strong organisational values with a willingness to innovate, the Partnership has been able to adapt to technological, economic and environmental changes while maintaining the employee-centred culture that distinguishes it from many competitors.
[bookmark: _Toc234813561]Organisational Culture as a Barrier
Although organisational culture is generally a strength for the John Lewis Partnership, it can sometimes create challenges. The employee ownership model encourages trust, collaboration and shared decision-making, but these same qualities can slow the organisation's ability to respond quickly to change.
One challenge is the Partnership's participative approach to decision-making. Consulting employees improves transparency and engagement, but it can also delay strategic decisions. In a fast-moving retail industry, organisations often need to react quickly to changes in technology, consumer behaviour and competition. Compared with businesses that have more centralised leadership, John Lewis may take longer to implement major changes.
The employee ownership model can also make organisational change more difficult. Partners naturally value job security and stability, so restructuring, store closures or operational changes may face greater resistance. As a result, management must spend more time communicating the reasons behind difficult decisions and gaining employee support.
Another challenge is balancing commercial success with employee wellbeing. While this people-centred approach is a key strength, it can create tension when cost-cutting measures or operational changes affect staff. Leaders must balance financial performance with maintaining employee trust and motivation.
Despite these limitations, the benefits of the Partnership's culture outweigh the drawbacks. High levels of employee engagement, ethical leadership and customer loyalty provide long-term advantages that many competitors struggle to achieve. Although decision-making may sometimes be slower, the organisation's culture remains a valuable strategic asset that supports sustainable success.
[bookmark: _Toc234813562]Impact of Culture on Organisational Performance
Organisational culture has a significant impact on the performance of the John Lewis Partnership. Its employee ownership model encourages engagement, commitment and teamwork, leading employees to contribute ideas, provide excellent customer service and take greater responsibility for organisational success. This also helps reduce staff turnover and retain valuable knowledge within the business.
The Partnership's strong focus on customer service has built a reputation for trust and quality. By encouraging employees to prioritise long-term customer relationships rather than short-term sales, the organisation has developed high levels of customer loyalty and a strong competitive position.
Innovation has become increasingly important as the retail industry continues to evolve. John Lewis has invested in digital technology, online services and sustainability while encouraging employees to contribute ideas for continuous improvement. This combination of innovation and employee involvement helps the organisation remain competitive despite changing market conditions.
The organisation's commitment to ethical business practices and sustainability also strengthens its reputation among customers, employees and suppliers. Although financial performance is influenced by external factors, a positive organisational culture improves motivation, productivity and organisational resilience, supporting long-term success.
[bookmark: _Toc234813563]Recommendations
To strengthen its organisational culture further, the John Lewis Partnership should continue investing in leadership development so managers can maintain employee involvement while making decisions more efficiently. Expanding digital training would also help employees adapt to new technologies and support ongoing business transformation.
The organisation should encourage greater innovation by promoting cross-functional collaboration and giving employees more opportunities to contribute new ideas. At the same time, maintaining open communication during periods of change will help preserve trust and reduce resistance to organisational restructuring.
Finally, John Lewis should continue embedding sustainability into everyday operations while regularly reviewing its governance processes to ensure employee participation remains effective without slowing strategic decision-making.
[bookmark: _Toc234813564]Conclusion
Organisational culture is one of the main factors behind the long-term success of the John Lewis Partnership. Its employee-owned business model has created a culture based on trust, collaboration, fairness and excellent customer service, influencing leadership, organisational structure and decision-making throughout the business.
Applying Schein's, Handy's, Hofstede's and Denison's models demonstrates that the Partnership has successfully embedded these values into both its everyday practices and the beliefs shared by employees. This strong culture has helped the organisation adapt to technological change, economic pressures and increasing competition while maintaining high levels of employee engagement and customer loyalty.
Although the Partnership's participative approach can sometimes slow decision-making, the overall benefits outweigh these challenges. Continued investment in leadership, innovation, employee development and sustainability will help ensure the organisation remains competitive while preserving the values that make it unique within the UK retail sector.
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