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[bookmark: _Toc216047210]Introduction
John Lewis Partnership (JLP) is one of the UK's most celebrated retail companies. However, the story with John Lewis is more than just its history and operations as a well-known chain of department stores and Waitrose supermarkets. It is also known for its distinctive corporate culture.  The company traces its history back to 1864 when John Lewis founded a small shop in Oxford Street in London. 
Much later, his son Spedan Lewis introduced this concept of a partnership where he made all his employees ‘Partners’. This made the employees co-owners and gave them a share in profits along with a say in major business decisions.A key feature of the business operations within John Lewis is its partnership structure and approach. 
The partnership structure defines the employees within the company as "Partners," thereby treating them as co-owners and including them within decision-making and profit-sharing responsibilities. This partnership approach is central to John Lewis’ corporate culture and ethos and is known for being responsible for its highly engaged employees and customers (John Lewis Partnership, 2022). 
However, for all this strength and achievement among retailers in the UK, John Lewis is challenged and hindered from functioning well and efficiently within the contemporary context and environment of this industry. These include its slow decision-making processes and failure to adopt and develop various and necessary computer and technological advancements and innovations. Further included within the restraint and hindrance context for John Lewis’ efficient and effective functioning within this industry is its high operating costs and impact on employees' moral and well-being standards (John Lewis Partnership, n.d.). Another key aspect and approach within this business is John Lewis’ and Waitrose approach and stance on corporate social responsibility (CSR), environmental sustainability, and organisational health and well-being approaches and initiatives.
[bookmark: _Toc216047211]Organisational Culture, Ethos, and Values of John Lewis 
John Lewis is known for a strong organisational culture that is built on partnership, fairness, and customer service. The ethos of the company is that all employees are “Partners,” meaning they share responsibility, profits, and decision-making. This creates a culture focused on trust, teamwork, and shared ownership (John Lewis Partnership, 2022).

Rules in John Lewis
The rules in John Lewis are determined by their Partnership Constitution. This explains how the company should be run. The rules in John Lewis put much emphasis on ethics, transparency, fairness, and customer service standards. To be particular, employees are required to adhere to a code of ethics regarding customer treatment in a respectful manner, dealing with suppliers in ethically correct ways, and maintaining a good name for the Partnership. The rules in John Lewis mandate democratic involvement. This means employees can share their views via councils and forums.

2. Roles & Responsibilities
As employees are co-owners, job roles and responsibilities prioritize shared accountability. Every Partner has a role to play in their job role but also individually in making a success of this organisation. For instance:
Frontline Partners are accountable for providing exemplary customer service.

Section managers lead teams, monitor operational standards, and facilitate staff development. The scope of responsibility of senior leaders includes decision-making and finance, as well as protecting Partnership values. The John Lewis culture requires that all employees, whoever they are and whatever their role, demonstrate commitment to fairness, courtesy, and superior service standards (Schein, 2010). 

3. Organisational Chart and Line of Authority
John Lewis is a hierarchical organization with a combination of management and worker participation for decision-making. The chain of command is: from the Board and Executive Team down to senior managers and then department managers and finally to all the John Lewis Partners. 

Despite the fact that decisions cascade from above, Partners can indirectly influence decision-making by means of elected councils and suggestions schemes. In this way, the system is accountable and retains the sense of participation advocated within the ethos of the Partnership.Overall Culture and Ethos

The culture at John Lewis is a combination of traditional hierarchical and shared ownership and provides support for a distinctive set of values founded on the principles of team-working, responsibility, and proper ethical behavior. The integration of well-defined norms, shared responsibilities, and a supportive hierarchical system give John Lewis’ culture strength and alignment with corporate values such as fairness and quality customer service.
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[bookmark: _Toc216047213]Schein’s Three Levels of Culture
ccording to the model suggested by Edgar Schein, organisational culture can be studied on three levels: artefacts, espoused values, and basic assumptions.
1. Artefacts
Artefacts are the outward and tangible aspects of culture. In John Lewis, key artifacts would be the ownership structure among employees, partner councils, collaborative decision-making platforms, and customer service methods such as "Never-Knowingly Under-Sold." These artifacts promote a culture of participation and transparency.
2. Espoused Values
These form the values and principles on which the organisation claims to operate. John Lewis is driven by a set of core values. These include fairness, democracy, integrity, mutual respect, and providing quality customer service. These values form part of the Partnership Constitution.
3. Basic Underlying Assumptions
These represent deep and unconscious beliefs that influence behavior. John Lewis is founded on the principles that employees' loyalty and commitment can be promoted by ownership, that ethical business practice is the key to sustained success, and that collaboration between all members is more valuable than inter-office rivalry. 
It can be observed from Schein’s model that there is a marked alignment between John Lewis’ visible and assumed norms and this cuts across the adoption of a culture that motivates employees and customers alike (Mullins and Christy, 2016).
However, deep-seated assumptions such as the idea that decisions take time and happen through collaboration may hinder the ability to be responsive and agile within the organisation (Alvesson, 2013).
[bookmark: _Toc216047214]Handy’s Four Cultural Types
Handy mentions four principal cultural types: power-oriented cultures, role-centered cultures, task cultures, and person cultures. However, all organizations possess a combination with one culture dominant.

1. Power Culture
It is a culture that revolves around decision-making involving a key person or small number of people. In John Lewis, power culture is not dominant, as the business operates under a democratic structure, though strategic decisions involving senior managers do display some centralized power influence—especially at the time of financial restructuring.

2. Role Culture
It relies on a culture involving formal rules and hierarchy. John Lewis provides evidence for role culture with its well-organized governance structure, partnership structure, and formal committees. The structure comprises roles that promote equity and equality throughout the organization.

3. Task Culture
Task culture is more team- and problem-solving-oriented. This is particularly well represented at John Lewis. Teams work across functions to drive improvements in customer service and business processes. Task culture encourages innovation and excellent service delivery.

4. Person Culture
Person culture focuses the culture on the person. John Lewis ’s priorities for the health and welfare, voice, and ownership of employees represent characteristics found within person culture. Individuals feel valued and empowered as a result. 

Handy’s model demonstrates that John Lewis has an optimal mix—task culture provides the benefits of versatility and teamworking, and role culture provides the benefits of stability and fairness. This is ideal for excellent service and for employees (Handy, 1985). However, having task, role, and person cultures simultaneously can lead to cultural tensions. 

For instance, the formal process aspects required by role culture might impose constraints on the flexibility promoted by task culture. Person culture might be opposed to any cost-saving initiatives running counter to employees' expectations.
[bookmark: _Toc216047215]Organisational Structure and the Influence of Culture on Structure and Decision-Making
Organisational culture plays a central role in shaping the design of an organisation’s structure and the processes through which decisions are made. In particular with regard to John Lewis, this culture of employee ownership and involvement has contributed to a more organic form of business structure than would be considered conventional in a retail business. As a contrast to a more conventional form of business structure based more directly on power structures, John Lewis instead operates with a more adaptable form of business structure that gives a prominent role to employees.

This organic form of organisation has resulted because of strong values existing in culture concerning equality, teamwork, and inclusivity. As explained by Schein, a form of organisation emerges as a function of underlying assumptions and values that organisation members hold (Mullins & Christy, 2016).. At John Lewis, the assumption that employees are co-owners rather than subordinates encourages a structure with fewer rigid layers of hierarchy and greater opportunities for participation. Similarly, Handy’s task and person culture elements support more fluid team collaboration, cross-functional working, and mutual decision-making rather than fixed role-driven authority (Handy, 1985).

In terms of decision-making, John Lewis operates a decentralised decision-making system. Decisions are not solely driven by top executives; instead, they emerge through consultations across partnership councils, committees, and employee feedback mechanisms. This decentralisation is consistent with the organisation’s underlying cultural belief that “partners should have a say in matters that affect them,” a principle embedded in the Partnership Constitution. This means that decision-making is more inclusive and time-consuming, and they tend to be driven by morals and considerations for the welfare of employees.

The fit between the democratic culture and the decentralized and organic structure at John Lewis supports enhancing employee engagement and commitment and motivation. The structure supports effective customer services and overall organisational cohesiveness and sense of shared responsibility for all employees and thereby strengthens the argument for the impact of organisational culture on structure (Mullins and Christy, 2016).

However, if the structure is overly decentralised and participative, this can generate inefficiencies from an operations point of view. It may impact negatively upon flexible strategic adaptation, which is imperative within the competitive and dynamic environment observed within the retail industry. Handy (1985) identifies that person and task cultures simultaneously promote participation and organisational change. In such contexts, cultural values may limit agility and delay responses to market pressures.

[bookmark: _Toc216047216]Key Drivers of Change in the External Environment and Their Impact on Organisational Culture
Organisations exist in constantly changing surroundings. These can be driven by factors such as technology advancements, state of the economy, and various other trends and competitions that impact the way the business functions. To analyze such factors within a business environment, one is recommended to conduct a PESTLE analysis.
Key External Drivers of Change (PESTLE)
How the Company Uses Organisational Culture to Adapt
	Political
	Employment policies and minimum wage rates and workers’ rights influence John Lewis. The culture of fairness and partnership at John Lewis helps the organization to adapt through involving workers in conversations on any modifications of policies and complying (Mullins and Christy, 2016).

	Economic
	Employment policies and minimum wage rates and workers’ rights influence John Lewis. The culture of fairness and partnership at John Lewis helps the organization to adapt through involving workers in conversations on any modifications of policies and complying (Mullins and Christy, 2016).

	Social
	John Lewis encourages the adoption of a culture of integrity and responsibility and keeps its operations within social expectations.

	Technological 
	E-commerce and web-based technologies have transformed the world of retail. John Lewis culture supports innovation and collaboration that can assist employees to come up with internet solutions such as online shopping platforms and click-and-collect services.

	Legal
	Employment law, health and safety legislation, and the law relating to consumer protection all demand strict compliance. The culture within the company ensures that formal procedural aspects can be maintained with employee participation.

	
	



[bookmark: _Toc216047217]Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR)
The John Lewis Partnership (JLP) interprets CSR from the concept "partner, community, and ethical responsibility". This is due to its perception that employees share business ownership.
1. Employee Wellbeing and Engagement
The reason all employees at this company are referred to as Partners is the fact that all employees co-own this business. JLP is investing in staff training and health/safety and mental well-being initiatives so that employees feel cared for and supported. If the business performs well financially, then the Partners receive a share of the profits made.

2. Community Support
Community Engagement: The company engages with the community through charity partnerships and volunteering. John Lewis and Waitrose Foundations: Grants for community charitable endeavors and programs concerning education, health, and inclusion. Volunteering and involvement with community-based activities are encouraged among employees and represent the Partnership's commitment to health in the community.

3. Ethical Sourcing and Fair Trade
JLP has responsible sourcing policies that require suppliers to adhere to high labor and health and safety and environment standards. Products are screened for adherence to ethical supply chain principles and for Fair Trade certification for relevant products.  It is involved with initiatives that promote the reduction of exploitation and improvement of working conditions for employees within the supply chain.

[bookmark: _Toc216047218]Social Responsibility Towards Stakeholders
The John Lewis Partnership (JLP) sees ethical and responsible behavior with all key stakeholder groups as being of great significance. As a business, the goal is to add long-term value while at the same time looking out for people and society as well. With regard to investors, the John Lewis Partnership is transparent with regard to investors and keeps them well informed about business performance and progress on sustainability. The structure and arrangement for employees as co-owners promote longevity over quick profits. 

For employees, referred to as Partners, JLP encourages fairness, equality, and respect. Employees share profits and participate in decision-making to demonstrate the company's support for a democratic way of working. With regard to ethical duties, other considerations for the employees deal with their welfare and safety at work (John Lewis Partnership, 2024).

As for consumers, the business emphasizes responsible sourcing, quality products, and truthful storytelling. John Lewis is engaged in ensuring products meet their safety and ethical production criteria and continue to be more environmentally responsible. It has been trying to lower its carbon footprint and increase the amount of sustainable materials being used within products. 

JLP is also strict with regard to suppliers.JLP also places strong expectations on suppliers. Its Responsible Sourcing Code requires suppliers to follow fair labour standards, provide safe workplaces, avoid discrimination, and protect human rights. The company works closely with suppliers to improve working conditions and reduce negative environmental impact across global supply chains.

In respect of government responsibilities and accountability, John Lewis is bound by all laws and statutory provisions such as employment law and health and safety laws. John Lewis is fully supportive of the governmental aims for controlling emission and fighting climate change.

Finally, JLP supports the local community through charity partnerships, donations, volunteering programmes, and social impact projects. In 2024/25, the company contributed £10.4 million to community causes, showing its commitment to supporting society beyond commercial operations.

[bookmark: _Toc216047219]Environmental Responsibility of John Lewis
John Lewis Partnership demonstrates a strong commitment to environmental responsibility through Circularity and Waste :
Buy Back- Offer a buy or take-back option for all John Lewis product categories by 2025
Sustainable Rental and Resale - Implement sustainable means for renting and resale for customers.
Recyclable Packaging- Reduce and make easily recyclable or reusable all own-brand primary product packaging by 2025.
The Partnership focuses on Nature and biodiversity. A science-based framework informs biodiversity observation and future targets for Nature.
Sustainable Water Management: Establish sustainable water management programs for major fresh produce sourcing geographies.
Zero deforestation Commitment – John Lewis works with World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF) to help restore ecosystems and maintain biodiversity while engaging communities in projects such as the Norfolk Landscape Recovery scheme.
Net Zero Leckford Farm- Reduce our greenhouse gas emissions across our farm at Leckford with the aim for it to be net zero well ahead of our wider 2035 commitment
Ecosystem Regenaration funding- by investing £2 million in ecosystem protection and regeneration projects,
Nature-Led Design: Integrate elements of nature and design within critical new developments and renovation work.
In terms of climate action, John Lewis is targeting net-zero operations by 2035 with goals for the year 2030 and a goal of zero deforestation by 2025. Goals for FLAG (forest, land, and agriculture) exist for John Lewis to address greenhouse gas emissions resulting from land use and to increase the potential for carbon sinks. All of this points towards a fully rounded approach with a focus on limiting negative effects on the environment.
Using Organisational Health Index (Financial and Non-financial performance) to
measure the effectiveness of the organisational culture,

[bookmark: _Toc216047220]Organisational Health Index of John Lewis
Financial measures associated with a healthy organisation include profit margins, sales performance measures, operational cost management, and productivity. A strong culture brings about better customer service provisions, low staff turnover rates, and better levels of productivity. This ultimately leads to better revenue performance (McKinsey, 2024). Customer loyalty and effective service delivery shown by John Lewis Partnership demonstrates Partner engagement and ownership (John Lewis Partnership, 2022).
Non-Financial KPIs: Employee engagement, Employee well-being, Resilience, Leadership strength, Teamwork, Trust This looks more specific to John Lewis because this company operates a partnership model where maximum levels of engagement and commitment among employees (Partners) would be extremely important for such a business (McKinsey, 2018). This organization conducts its engagement and well-being measurements for employees via Partner Voice surveys (John Lewis Partnership, 2022).
OHI also points out important characteristics of a healthy organisation for employees concerning mental health support, visible leaders, empowered staff, responsible managements, and continuous improvement. John Lewis Organization shows this through its wellness programme structures, councils being democratic, leadership development opportunities, and effective communication strategies (McKinsey, 2020).
[bookmark: _Toc216047221]Four OHI Archetypes and John Lewis
McKinsey has identified that there are four types of archetypes of organisational behaviour: Market Focus, Execution Edge, Talent/Knowledge Core, and Leadership Driven
John Lewis primarily belongs to:
•	Leadership Driven: values, leadership visibility, and open communication (John Lewis Partnership, 2022).
•	Talent/Knowledge Core: Having skilled partners with strong customer service expertise and development opportunities.
It also exhibits features of:

• Market Focus: via investment in customer experience.
• Execution Edge: although progress may be hampered somewhat by democratic decision making.
On a broad level, OHI appears to indicate that John Lewis has strong values and a strong culture but needs to focus more attention on agility and efficiency.
[bookmark: _Toc216047222]Barriers to effective functioning in the organisation and ways to overcome them.

Complex/slow decision‑making due to employee‑owned “partnership” model
John Lewis is owned by its employees (partners), and major decisions often require wide consultation, which can make implementation slow and hinder agility (The Guardian, 2023; HR Magazine, 2023).
According to a commentary, this democratic/mutual‑ownership style can make it “much harder to run a company … rather than just telling them what to do” (The Guardian, 2023).

Outdated / under‑invested digital and e‑commerce capabilities
John Lewis has been delayed in investing in digital operations, leaving it disadvantaged relative to rivals with stronger online retail presence (Osum, 2023).
The shift in consumer behaviour — more shopping online, less footfall in traditional department stores — has put pressure on its traditional retail-focused model (The Guardian, 2023; UKEssays.com, 2023).
High costs and burden of legacy store estate / head‑office overheads
Running large high‑street department stores and maintaining a broad store network has become costly, especially as footfall declines and consumers shift online (The Guardian, 2023).
The costs of staff, store maintenance, energy, and supply chain may limit flexibility or investment in innovation (HRreview, 2023).

Weak differentiation and fading “unique brand promise”
Some insiders argue John Lewis has “lost its way on the retail basics,” focusing less on core retail fundamentals (availability, price positioning, range) (The Guardian, 2023).
The reputation for excellent customer service — once a core strength — has been undermined by cost‑cutting, store closures, and dilution of what made John Lewis distinct (The Guardian, 2023; UKEssays.com, 2023).

Pressure on workforce — morale, job cuts, loss of incentives
The company has experienced heavy losses, trimming of staff bonus, and threats of redundancies (City AM, 2023; The Guardian, 2023; HRreview, 2023).
Changes to redundancy pay and perceived poorer treatment have caused internal dissatisfaction and may have damaged the “partner” ethos (HRreview, 2023).

Ways to Overcome These Barriers
	Barrier
	Possible Solutions

	Complex/slow decision‑making due to employee‑owned “partnership” model
	Reform governance processes to allow quicker, more agile decision‑making — e.g. establish a smaller executive board with delegated decision powers for fast‑moving issues, while preserving partner ownership.

	Outdated / under‑invested digital and e‑commerce capabilities
	Invest heavily and urgently in e‑commerce, online user experience, supply‑chain digitisation; adopt omnichannel retail (blending online + stores) to meet shifting consumer habits.

	High costs and burden of legacy store estate / head‑office overheads
	Rationalise store footprint: close or downsize underperforming stores, shift focus to fewer but better‑performing locations; invest savings into online and core retail operations.

	Weak differentiation and fading “unique brand promise”

	Re-focus on core strengths: exceptional customer service, curated product ranges, value‑for‑money; rebuild “brand promise” to distinguish from discount rivals; perhaps reinstate elements like a price‑promise or loyalty program.

	Pressure on workforce — morale, job cuts, loss of incentives
	Reinstate staff bonuses when financially viable; strengthen internal communication and transparency; improve working conditions, invest in training, and ensure equitable treatment to rebuild “partner” trust.



[bookmark: _Toc216047223]Conclusion 
The John Lewis Partnership exhibits a strong and integrated culture with values of partnership, collaborative responsibility, ethics, and a commitment to customer service. Tools such as Schein's Three Levels of Culture and Cultural Types developed by Handy help identify a distinct combination of task, role, and personal cultures. This inspires a cooperative and responsible culture among employees. The culture of this company has a strong effect on its structure and adaptability to external changes. However, the partnership structure and democracy can be considered as a barrier in terms of a late response to changes in the marketplace. The operational cost would be a major constraint because of democracy. Digital evolution would also be a barrier with this model. Overcoming such barriers of this type of business model with a more agile and efficient form of customer-centric e-commerce investment along with optimizing existing stores and a focus on employees and customers would help John Lewis Partnership preserve their distinct culture while making their organisation more effective.
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