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1. Introduction
Organisational culture it is a fundamental role in creating how organisations operate, make decisions and achieve strategic objectives. Mullins and Christy (2016) define organisational culture as the pattern of shared values, beliefs, attitudes and norms that influence behaviour and determine “how things are done around here.” Culture affects leadership style, communication, employee motivation, organisational structure and overall performance.
In today’s globalised and highly competitive business environment, organisations face increasing complexity due to digital transformation, workforce diversity, regulatory pressures and evolving customer expectations. As a result, understanding and managing organisational culture has become a critical managerial responsibility.
This report seriously examines organisational culture within the John Lewis Partnership (JLP), one of the United Kingdom’s most unique retail organisations. The Partnership operates an employee-owned business model in which employees, known as Partners, share ownership, profits and responsibility for organisational success.
The report analyses how organisational culture influences John Lewis’s structure and decision-making processes. Using recognised frameworks including Schein’s Model of Organisational Culture, Handy’s Cultural Types, Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions and Denison’s Traits Theory, the report identifies the usual culture within the organisation. It further evaluates how culture enables adaptation to external environmental influences, values whether culture acts as a barrier to effective functioning and examines its impact on organisational performance.





2. Organisational Culture of John Lewis Partnership
The organisational culture of John Lewis Partnership (JLP) is fundamentally shaped by its distinctive employee-ownership model, which differentiates it from conventional retail organisations. Established in 1929, the Partnership operates under a formal constitution that places ownership in the hands of its employees, referred to as “partners.” This structural arrangement has fostered a people-centred culture grounded in trust, fairness, equality, and shared responsibility. Rather than prioritising short-term profit maximisation, the organisation emphasises the wellbeing and satisfaction of its members, as reflected in its stated purpose: “the happiness of its members through their worthwhile and satisfying employment in a successful business.” This purpose functions as a guiding principle informing strategic decision-making, leadership behaviour, and employee relations.
A central characteristic of John Lewis’s culture is employee ownership and shared accountability, which promotes active participation in governance and organisational processes. Through formal mechanisms such as the Partnership Council, employees are encouraged to contribute ideas and influence decision-making, fostering a strong sense of belonging and organisational commitment. This participative approach enhances motivation, engagement, and loyalty, as employees perceive themselves as stakeholders rather than passive workers.
The culture is further reinforced by strong ethical values and transparency, evident in fair employment practices, open financial reporting, and equitable reward systems such as profit-sharing. These practices cultivate trust and integrity both internally and externally, strengthening the organisation’s reputation as an ethical retailer. Additionally, a strong emphasis on customer service excellence reflects a shared commitment to quality and reinforces the organisation’s market positioning.
Moreover, John Lewis promotes open communication and psychological safety, enabling employees to express ideas and concerns without fear of reprisal. As noted by Mullins and Christy (2016), culture operates as an informal control mechanism, guiding behaviour through shared norms rather than formal rules. Finally, the organisation’s commitment to long-term sustainability underscores a strategic orientation that prioritises ethical responsibility and enduring value creation. Overall, the culture of John Lewis is inclusive, participative, and value-driven, underpinning both organisational identity and long-term performance.

3. Influence of Culture on Structure and Decision-Making – John Lewis Partnership
Organisational culture plays a fundamental and pervasive role in shaping both the structural configuration of an organisation and its decision-making processes. Within John Lewis Partnership (JLP), culture is not an abstract concept but a core organising principle that underpins how authority is distributed, how communication is facilitated, and how decisions are formulated and implemented. The organisation’s culture—rooted in employee ownership, democratic participation, transparency, and trust—directly informs its governance model and operational practices.
In terms of organisational structure, John Lewis adopts a hybrid configuration that integrates elements of traditional hierarchy with democratic governance. While strategic oversight is maintained by the Board of Directors, the inclusion of the Partnership Council ensures formal representation of employee interests within the governance framework. This structural arrangement reflects a deliberate effort to reduce power distance and embed inclusivity into organisational design. Employees, referred to as partners, are not positioned merely as subordinates but as active stakeholders with the capacity to influence organisational direction. As highlighted by Mullins and Christy (2016), organisational culture significantly determines whether structures are centralised or decentralised. In the case of John Lewis, its cultural emphasis on equality and participation promotes a decentralised structure, particularly at operational levels, where branch managers are empowered to make context-specific decisions in response to local market conditions.
The influence of culture is also evident in the organisation’s communication systems, which are characterised by openness, transparency, and multidirectional information flow. John Lewis facilitates communication through a range of formal and informal mechanisms, including internal digital platforms, employee surveys, and regular meetings. This approach reflects a culture grounded in mutual respect and psychological safety, enabling employees to express views, share knowledge, and challenge managerial decisions without fear of reprisal. Such communication practices enhance organisational learning, support cross-functional collaboration, and contribute to more informed and effective decision-making.
With regard to decision-making processes, John Lewis demonstrates a participative and consultative approach consistent with its partnership ethos. Employees are actively encouraged to contribute ideas, provide feedback, and engage in organisational dialogue. This inclusive process enhances the quality of decisions by incorporating diverse perspectives, particularly from frontline employees who possess valuable operational insights. Moreover, it strengthens decision legitimacy and fosters a sense of ownership, thereby increasing the likelihood of successful implementation.
However, while participative decision-making contributes to engagement and organisational cohesion, it may also introduce limitations in terms of efficiency and responsiveness. The requirement for consultation can slow decision-making processes, which may be problematic in a highly dynamic and competitive retail environment. Consequently, John Lewis faces the ongoing challenge of balancing its democratic cultural values with the need for agility and timely strategic action. Overall, the organisation’s culture serves as a critical determinant of both structure and decision-making, illustrating the extent to which deeply embedded values shape organisational effectiveness.

4. Identifying Cultural Types: Models and Frameworks – John Lewis Partnership
Identifying the organisational culture of John Lewis Partnership (JLP) requires the application of established theoretical frameworks that enable a systematic and critical analysis of values, behaviours, and underlying assumptions. Such frameworks facilitate a deeper understanding of how culture is embedded within organisational structures and practices, moving beyond surface-level observations. The application of models such as Schein’s Three Levels of Culture, Handy’s Cultural Types, Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions, Johnson and Scholes’ Cultural Web, and Deal and Kennedy’s Cultural Typology provides a comprehensive basis for identifying the cultural characteristics that define John Lewis.
Schein’s Model of Organisational Culture (2017) conceptualises culture across three interconnected levels: artifacts, espoused values, and underlying assumptions. Within John Lewis, artifacts are observable in practices such as employee ownership, profit-sharing schemes, the use of the term “partners,” and the presence of democratic governance structures like the Partnership Council. These visible elements signal a culture grounded in equality and shared responsibility. At the level of espoused values, the organisation promotes principles such as fairness, trust, respect, customer focus, and sustainability, which are articulated through strategic objectives and corporate communications. At the deepest level, underlying assumptions reflect taken-for-granted beliefs that employees are more motivated through ownership, that trust enhances performance, and that collaboration is preferable to hierarchical control. The alignment across these levels indicates a strong, coherent, and deeply embedded organisational culture.
Handy’s Cultural Types further illustrate the hybrid nature of John Lewis’s culture. The organisation reflects elements of person culture, emphasising employee voice, dignity, and participative governance, alongside task culture, characterised by teamwork, collaboration, and problem-solving within operational contexts. Elements of role culture are also evident, particularly in structured processes required for retail compliance and efficiency. In contrast, power culture is notably limited, as authority is distributed rather than centralised, reflecting the democratic ethos of the Partnership.
Applying Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions provides additional insight into organisational behaviour. John Lewis demonstrates low power distance, where hierarchical distinctions are minimised, and employee participation is encouraged. A collectivist orientation is evident through an emphasis on teamwork and shared success. Furthermore, the organisation exhibits low masculinity, prioritising cooperation, wellbeing, and quality of life over competitive assertiveness, alongside a strong long-term orientation, reflected in its commitment to sustainability and ethical business practices.
The Johnson and Scholes’ Cultural Web offers a practical framework for analysing how culture is reinforced through everyday practices. At John Lewis, stories of customer service excellence, symbols such as the Partnership brand, decentralised power structures, and control systems focused on ethics and customer satisfaction collectively reinforce a central paradigm of fairness and shared success. Routines and rituals, including training and performance management, further embed these cultural values.
Finally, Deal and Kennedy’s Cultural Types suggest that John Lewis predominantly aligns with a Work-Hard/Play-Hard culture, characterised by high levels of customer interaction, teamwork, and rapid feedback, with occasional elements of Bet-Your-Company culture during high-risk strategic investments.
Collectively, these frameworks demonstrate that John Lewis maintains a democratic, participative, and value-driven culture, integrating collaboration, ethical responsibility, and employee empowerment to support both internal cohesion and external competitiveness.






5. Culture and the External Environment – John Lewis Partnership
The external environment of the retail sector is characterised by intense competition, rapid digitalisation, economic volatility, and increasing regulatory and ethical expectations. Within this context, organisational culture plays a critical role in shaping how firms interpret environmental changes and respond strategically. At John Lewis Partnership (JLP), organisational culture functions as a strategic enabler, supporting the organisation’s ability to adapt to external pressures while maintaining its core values of fairness, quality, and trust.
One of the primary ways in which John Lewis utilises its organisational culture to respond to competitive pressures is through its strong emphasis on customer service excellence. In a highly saturated retail market, differentiation is often achieved through superior service rather than price competition alone. The partnership model encourages employees to take ownership of the customer experience, fostering accountability and consistency in service delivery across both physical stores and digital platforms. This cultural orientation enhances customer satisfaction, strengthens brand loyalty, and reinforces competitive positioning against both domestic and global competitors.
In relation to digital transformation, John Lewis has leveraged its culture of collaboration and employee involvement to facilitate organisational change. Investments in e-commerce platforms, data analytics, and digital customer engagement tools are supported by internal training programmes and participative communication channels. This reflects a culture that promotes continuous learning and adaptability, where employees are actively engaged in the implementation of technological innovation. As such, organisational culture contributes to reducing resistance to change and supports the integration of new systems and processes.
Furthermore, John Lewis’s culture plays a significant role in responding to regulatory requirements and societal expectations, particularly in relation to sustainability and ethical business practices. The organisation consistently aligns its operations with regulatory frameworks governing employment, consumer protection, and environmental standards. Beyond compliance, it adopts proactive initiatives such as ethical sourcing, carbon reduction strategies, and community engagement programmes. These practices reflect a values-driven culture that prioritises long-term sustainability and corporate responsibility, which are increasingly important in a globalised and socially conscious marketplace.
The relationship between culture and external adaptation can be further analysed through Denison’s Traits Theory, which identifies four key dimensions: involvement, consistency, adaptability, and mission. John Lewis demonstrates strong involvement through employee participation in governance and decision-making, which enhances engagement and innovation. Consistency is reflected in shared values and ethical standards that maintain organisational stability and reinforce brand identity. A clearly defined mission, centred on customer satisfaction and partner wellbeing, provides strategic direction and alignment. However, adaptability, while present, is comparatively less developed due to the organisation’s cultural emphasis on consensus and tradition.
This highlights a critical tension between cultural stability and organisational agility. While the partnership model fosters inclusivity and trust, it may also limit the speed of strategic responses in a rapidly changing environment. Consequently, John Lewis must continuously evolve its cultural practices to enhance responsiveness without undermining its core values. Overall, the organisation’s culture remains a key mechanism through which it navigates environmental uncertainty, supporting resilience, ethical credibility, and long-term performance.

6. Organisational Culture as a Barrier – John Lewis Partnership
While the organisational culture of John Lewis Partnership (JLP) represents a significant source of strength, it may also function as a constraint on organisational effectiveness if not continually adapted. The Partnership’s culture, characterised by employee ownership, democratic participation, and strong ethical values, fosters high levels of engagement and commitment. However, these same attributes can generate structural and strategic limitations, particularly within a dynamic and highly competitive retail environment.
A primary constraint relates to decision-making speed. The participative and consultative nature of the Partnership model requires the involvement of multiple stakeholders, including partner councils and employee forums. Although this enhances inclusivity, transparency, and decision legitimacy, it can also delay the implementation of time-sensitive strategies. In an environment where rapid responses to market trends, pricing pressures, and technological developments are essential, such delays may reduce organisational agility and competitive responsiveness.
Furthermore, the culture may contribute to resistance to transformational change. The strong emphasis on tradition, fairness, and consensus can inhibit the adoption of radical strategic initiatives. Employees who are deeply aligned with established values and practices may perceive significant organisational change—such as restructuring or digital transformation—as a threat to the Partnership’s identity. Consequently, the organisation may experience slower adaptation compared to competitors operating within more flexible or performance-driven cultures.
A related limitation is the institutional attachment to historical practices, which, while reinforcing organisational identity and brand reputation, may constrain innovation. The persistence of legacy systems and traditional operational approaches can hinder the development and implementation of new business models required to address evolving consumer behaviours and technological advancements.
Additionally, the culture presents challenges in the context of cost management and financial restructuring. The commitment to employee wellbeing, equitable reward systems, and shared financial benefits—such as profit-sharing—can complicate the implementation of cost-reduction strategies. Attempts to reduce costs may risk undermining employee morale, trust, and the psychological contract between the organisation and its workforce.
As noted by Mullins and Christy (2016), strong organisational cultures can become rigid if they are not subject to continuous evaluation and adaptation. This is particularly relevant for John Lewis, where deeply embedded values, while beneficial, may inadvertently limit strategic flexibility.
In conclusion, although the organisational culture of John Lewis remains a key strategic asset, it can act as a barrier when it constrains speed, adaptability, and innovation. Effective cultural management therefore requires a balance between preserving core values and enabling organisational responsiveness to external change.

7. Impact of Organisational Culture on Performance – John Lewis Partnership
Organisational culture has a significant influence on the overall performance of John Lewis Partnership (JLP), affecting both operational efficiency and long-term sustainability. The company’s partnership model and value-driven culture contribute positively to employee behaviour, customer experience, and brand reputation, but also present certain limitations in a highly competitive retail environment.
Positive Impacts
One of the most important advantages of John Lewis’s culture is high employee motivation and loyalty. Because employees are partners who share in the organisation’s success, they demonstrate strong commitment and engagement. This leads to improved productivity, better teamwork, and a willingness to go beyond basic job requirements.
The culture also supports strong customer satisfaction, as employees are empowered to deliver high-quality service. The emphasis on trust, responsibility, and pride in work directly enhances the customer experience, which is critical in retail.
Furthermore, John Lewis benefits from an ethical reputation and public trust, as its culture promotes fairness, sustainability, and transparency. This strengthens brand loyalty and differentiates the company from competitors. Additionally, the organisation experiences low employee turnover, reducing recruitment and training costs while maintaining organisational knowledge and stability.
Negative Impacts
Despite these strengths, there are also challenges. The commitment to employee wellbeing and shared rewards contributes to higher operating costs, which can impact profitability, especially during economic downturns.
The participative nature of the culture can lead to reduced agility, as decision-making processes may be slower due to consultation requirements. This can limit the organisation’s ability to respond quickly to market changes.
Moreover, John Lewis may experience slower innovation compared to digital competitors, particularly those that operate with more flexible and risk-taking cultures.




Cultural Impact Summary Table
	Cultural Aspect
	Positive Impact on Performance
	Negative Impact on Performance

	Employee Ownership
	High motivation and engagement
	Increased cost of rewards and benefits

	Democratic Culture
	Strong trust and commitment
	Slower decision-making

	Customer-Centric Values
	High customer satisfaction and loyalty
	Pressure to maintain consistently high standards

	Ethical and Sustainable Values
	Strong brand reputation
	Higher operational and compliance costs

	Long-Term Orientation
	Stability and resilience
	Reduced short-term financial flexibility



8. Conclusion
This report has critically examined the organisational culture of John Lewis Partnership (JLP) and its influence on structure, decision-making, and overall performance. The analysis demonstrates that culture is a central determinant of organisational behaviour, supporting the argument of Mullins and Christy (2016) that shared values and norms shape how organisations operate and respond to challenges.
John Lewis’s distinctive employee-ownership model has created a strong, value-driven and participative culture, characterised by trust, fairness, transparency, and collective responsibility. This culture has positively influenced organisational performance by enhancing employee engagement, strengthening customer service, and reinforcing the company’s ethical reputation. Furthermore, the application of theoretical frameworks such as Schein, Hofstede, and Denison highlights that the organisation maintains a cohesive and deeply embedded culture aligned with long-term strategic objectives.
However, the report also identifies that culture can act as a constraint on organisational effectiveness, particularly in relation to slow decision-making, resistance to change, and reduced agility in a rapidly evolving retail environment. These challenges emphasise the importance of balancing cultural stability with adaptability.
In conclusion, while organisational culture remains a key strategic asset for John Lewis, its continued success will depend on the organisation’s ability to evolve its cultural practices, ensuring alignment with external environmental demands while preserving its core values.


9.References: 
1. Brewster, C., Carey, L., Dowling, P., Grobler, P., Holland, P. and Warnich, S. (2016) Contemporary Issues in Human Resource Management. 4th edn. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
2. Cameron, K.S. and Quinn, R.E. (2011) Diagnosing and Changing Organizational Culture. 3rd edn. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.
3. Deal, T. and Kennedy, A. (2000) Corporate Cultures. London: Penguin.
4. Denison, D. (1990) Corporate Culture and Organisational Effectiveness. New York: Wiley.
5. Denison, D.R. and Mishra, A.K. (1995) ‘Toward a theory of organizational culture and effectiveness’, Organization Science, 6(2), pp. 204–223.
6. Handy, C. (1993) Understanding Organisations. London: Penguin.
7. Hofstede, G. (2011) ‘Dimensionalizing cultures: The Hofstede model in context’, Online Readings in Psychology and Culture, 2(1), pp. 1–26.
8. Hofstede, G., Hofstede, G.J. and Minkov, M. (2010) Cultures and Organizations: Software of the Mind. 3rd edn. New York: McGraw-Hill.
9. Johnson, G., Scholes, K. and Whittington, R. (2017) Exploring Strategy. 11th edn. Harlow: Pearson.
10. John Lewis Partnership (2023) Annual Report and Accounts 2023. Available at: https://www.johnlewispartnership.co.uk (Accessed: 20 February 2026).
11. Kotter, J.P. and Heskett, J.L. (1992) Corporate Culture and Performance. New York: Free Press.
12. Mullins, L.J. and Christy, G. (2016) Management and Organisational Behaviour. 11th edn. Harlow: Pearson Education Limited.
13. Schein, E.H. (2010) Organizational Culture and Leadership. San Francisco: Wiley.
14. Schein, E.H. (2017) Organizational Culture and Leadership. 5th edn. Hoboken: Wiley.


