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1. Introduction
Organisational culture plays a fundamental role in influencing how organisations operate, make decisions, and achieve strategic objectives. At John Lewis Partnership (JLP), culture is particularly significant due to its unique employee-ownership model, where employees, known as Partners, share responsibility, profits, and organisational success (John Lewis Partnership, 2023). This model creates a culture based on trust, fairness, and participation, influencing leadership, communication, and performance.
In a highly competitive retail environment characterised by digital transformation and changing consumer expectations, JLP’s culture is a key factor in maintaining its market position.
This report analyses how organisational culture influences John Lewis’s structure and decision-making processes. Using frameworks such as Schein, Handy, Hofstede, and Denison, it evaluates the nature of JLP’s culture, its role in adapting to external pressures, and its impact on organisational performance.
2. Organisational Culture of John Lewis
The organisational culture of John Lewis Partnership (JLP) is shaped by its distinctive employee-ownership model, which differentiates it from conventional retail organisations. Established in 1929, the organisation operates under a formal constitution that positions employees as “partners,” drive in shared ownership into its control structure (John Lewis Partnership, 2023). Organisational culture refers to shared values, beliefs, and assumptions that guide behaviour (Schein, 2017). In JLP, these cultural elements are deeply institutionalised, creating a organised and value-driven environment, while also generating potential tensions between inclusivity and efficiency.



· Employee Ownership and Cultural Frameworks
A defining feature of JLP’s culture is its importance on employee ownership and participative governance. Structures such as the Partnership Council enable employees to influence decision-making, promoting engagement and commitment (John Lewis Partnership, 2023). This reflects Schein’s (2017) three levels of culture, were underlying assumptions of equality and shared responsibility shape visible practices such as democratic participation.
Additionally, JLP aligns with Hofstede’s (2011) low power distance dimension, as hierarchical barriers are reduced and employees are empowered to contribute. While this participative model develops motivation (Mullins and Christy, 2016), it may also reduce organisational agility, as extensive consultation can delay decision-making in a highly competitive retail environment.
· Ethical Values and Normative Control
JLP’s culture is reinforced by strong ethical values, including fairness, transparency, and equality. Practices such as profit-sharing and open communication reinforce trust and organisational integrity. These reflect normative control, where behaviour is guided by shared values rather than formal rules (Mullins and Christy, 2016).
From Schein’s (2017) perspective, these values represent deeply set in assumptions that sustain organisational identity. However, such a strong culture may also create cultural inactivity, limiting the organisation’s ability to implement radical change, particularly in response to digital transformation and market disruption.
· Communication, Customer Focus, and Performance
JLP promotes open communication and psychological safety, enabling employees to express ideas and contribute to continuous improvement. While this enhances collaboration, it may also result in inefficiencies due to persistent consultation processes.


Additionally, the organisation’s strong highlighting on customer service excellence demonstrates support between internal culture and external performance. Kotter and Heskett (1992) argue that adaptive and customer-focused cultures are linked to superior performance outcomes. However, maintaining high service standards can increase operational costs, potentially reducing competitiveness against cost-leadership retailers.
In conclusion, JLP’s organisational culture represents a significant source of competitive advantage, characterised by participation, ethical integrity, and strong employee engagement. However, its long-term effectiveness depends on balancing cultural inclusivity with strategic agility. Without this balance, the very strengths of the culture may limit responsiveness in an increasingly dynamic retail environment.
3. Influence of Culture on Structure and Decision-Making – John Lewis
Organisational culture plays a fundamental role in shaping both the structural configuration of an organisation and its decision-making processes. Within John Lewis Partnership (JLP), culture operates as a principal organising principle rather than an abstract concept, influencing how authority is distributed, how communication flows, and how decisions are developed and implemented. Rooted in employee ownership, democratic participation, transparency, and trust, JLP’s culture directly informs its governance model and operational practices (John Lewis Partnership, 2023). According to Schein (2017), culture shapes organisational systems by embedding shared assumptions into everyday practices, which is clear in JLP.
· Influence of Culture on Organisational Structure
JLP adopts a hybrid organisational structure that combines traditional hierarchical elements with democratic governance. Strategic oversight is maintained by the Board of Directors, while the Partnership Council ensures employee representation within decision-making processes (John Lewis Partnership, 2023). This reflects a deliberate effort to reduce power distance and set in inclusivity into the organisational framework.
From a theoretical perspective, this aligns with Hofstede’s (2011) low power distance dimension, where authority is reorganised and employees are empowered to contribute. Mullins and Christy (2016) argue that organisational culture significantly influences whether structures are centralised or decentralised. In the case of JLP, its emphasis on equality and participation promotes a decentralised structure, particularly at operational levels, where managers are empowered to make context-specific decisions. While this enhances flexibility and responsiveness at local levels, it may also create contradictions in decision implementation across the organisation.
· Communication and Cultural Influence
The influence of culture is also evident in JLP’s communication systems, which are characterised by openness, transparency, and multidirectional information flow. The organisation facilitates communication through formal and informal mechanisms, including digital platforms, employee surveys, and regular meetings (John Lewis Partnership, 2023).
This reflects a culture of psychological safety, where employees feel confident to express ideas and challenge decisions. According to Schein (2017), such communication patterns represent observable cultural products that reinforce deeper values of trust and respect. These practices enhance organisational learning and collaboration; however, extensive communication processes may lead to information overload and slower coordination.
· Influence on Decision-Making Processes
JLP demonstrates a participative and consultative approach to decision-making, consistent with its partnership ethos. Employees are encouraged to contribute ideas and provide feedback, leading to more informed decisions that incorporate diverse perspectives (Mullins and Christy, 2016). This approach enhances decision quality, legitimacy, and employee commitment to implementation.

However, participative decision-making also introduces limitations. The condition for consultation can slow down strategic decisions, reducing organisational responsiveness in a competitive retail environment. As Kotter and Heskett (1992) highlight, while strong cultures enhance performance, they may also hinder responsiveness if not balanced with flexibility.
In conclusion, the organisational culture of JLP significantly shapes both its structure and decision-making processes. Its emphasis on participation, transparency, and equality promotes decentralisation, collaboration, and high-quality decision-making. However, these strengths must be carefully balanced against the need for efficiency and responsiveness. Without this balance, the organisation risks compromising agility in a rapidly evolving retail environment.

4. Identifying Cultural Types: Models and Frameworks – John Lewis
Identifying the organisational culture of John Lewis Partnership (JLP) requires the application of established theoretical frameworks that enable systematic and critical analysis of organisational values, behaviours, and underlying assumptions. These frameworks provide deeper insight into how culture is embedded within organisational structures and practices, moving beyond surface-level observations. By applying multiple models, it is possible to develop a comprehensive understanding of the cultural characteristics that define JLP (Schein, 2017; Mullins and Christy, 2016).
A. Schein’s Three Levels of Culture
Schein’s (2017) model is an organisational culture across three levels: artefacts, embraced values, and underlying assumptions.
At the level of artefacts, JLP demonstrates visible practices such as employee ownership, profit-sharing, and democratic governance structures, including the Partnership Council (John Lewis Partnership, 2023). These elements reflect a culture of equality and shared responsibility.
At the level of promoted values, the organisation promotes fairness, trust, respect, customer focus, and sustainability, which are communicated through organisational strategies and policies (Schein, 2017).
At the deepest level, underlying beliefs reflect beliefs that employee ownership enhances motivation, trust improves performance, and collaboration is more effective than hierarchical control. The alignment across these levels indicates a strong and coherent organisational culture (Schein, 2017).
B.  Handy’s Cultural Types
Handy’s (1993) framework highlights the hybrid nature of JLP’s culture. The organisation combines elements of person culture, highlighting employee voice and participation, with task culture, focused on teamwork and problem-solving.
Elements of role culture are also present in structured processes required for operational efficiency, while power culture is limited due to decentralised authority. This reflects a balanced cultural structure that supports both flexibility and organisational control (Mullins and Christy, 2016).
C.  Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions
Hofstede’s (2011) model shows that JLP reflects low power distance, encouraging employee participation in decision-making. The organisation demonstrates a collectivist orientation, emphasising teamwork and shared success. Additionally, JLP reflects low masculinity, prioritising cooperation and employee wellbeing, alongside a strong long-term orientation through sustainability and ethical practices (Hofstede, 2011).

D. Johnson and Scholes’ Cultural Web
The Cultural Web explains how culture is reinforced through everyday practices (Johnson and Scholes, 2002). In JLP, stories of customer service excellence, strong organisational symbols such as the Partnership brand, and decentralised power structures reinforce principal values.
Control systems focus on ethical performance and customer satisfaction, while routines and rituals, including training and performance management, drive in organisational values. These elements collectively support a central cultural model of fairness and shared success (Johnson and Scholes, 2002).
E.  Deal and Kennedy’s Cultural Typology
According to Deal and Kennedy (1982), JLP aligns primarily with a work-hard culture, characterised by strong customer interaction, teamwork, and rapid feedback. This is particularly evident in its retail operations. However, elements of bet-your-company culture may also be present in long-term strategic decisions involving higher levels of risk (Deal and Kennedy, 1982).







	Model
	Key Features
	Application to John Lewis
	Strengths
	Limitations

	Schein (2017)
	Artefacts, values, assumptions
	Strong alignment between practices (profit-sharing), values (fairness), and beliefs (trust)
	Deep, holistic understanding
	Difficult to measure assumptions

	Handy (1993)
	Power, Role, Task, Person cultures
	Hybrid of person + task culture with some role structure
	Highlights cultural mix
	Oversimplifies complexity

	Hofstede (2011)
	Power distance, collectivism, etc.
	Low power distance, collectivist, long-term focus
	Useful behavioural insight
	Designed for national culture

	Johnson & Scholes (2002)
	Stories, symbols, routines, control
	Strong reinforcement through practices and systems
	Practical and easy to apply
	Limited depth

	Deal & Kennedy (1982)
	Culture types based on risk/feedback
	Work-hard/play-hard retail culture
	Links culture to performance
	Too simplistic



Table 1. Comparison of Cultural Models
Critical Evaluation of Models
Each framework offers partial insight into JLP’s culture. Schein (2017) provides depth but miss measurability, while Handy (1993) oversimplifies complexity. Hofstede (2011) is limited to national contexts, and the Cultural Web (Johnson and Scholes, 2002) miss depth. Deal and Kennedy (1982) is simplistic, supporting a multi-model approach (Mullins and Christy, 2016).




Applying the Organisational Health Index (OHI) to John Lewis
The Organisational Health Index (OHI) evaluates how effectively organisations perform across leadership, execution, and renewal dimensions (McKinsey & Company, 2014).
	Dimension
	Application to John Lewis
	Evaluation

	Leadership
	Ethical, partnership-based leadership
	Strength

	Direction
	Clear focus on quality and service
	Strength

	Culture & Climate
	High engagement via ownership
	Very Strong

	Accountability
	Shared roles may reduce clarity
	Moderate

	Coordination & Control
	Structured but complex systems
	Moderate

	Capabilities
	Strong training and service skills
	Strength

	Motivation
	High via profit-sharing
	Very Strong

	Innovation & Learning
	Slower digital adaptation
	Moderate

	External Orientation
	Strong brand but competitive pressure
	Moderate


Table 2. Organisational Health Index (OHI) to John Lewis
Overall, JLP demonstrates strong cultural health but requires improved agility and innovation to remain competitive.

5. Culture and the External Environment – John Lewis
The external retail environment is characterised by intense competition, rapid digitalisation, economic uncertainty, and increasing regulatory and ethical expectations. Organisational culture plays a critical role in shaping how firms respond to these pressures (Mullins and Christy, 2016). At John Lewis Partnership (JLP), culture acts as a strategic arranger, supporting adaptation while maintaining principal values of fairness, quality, and trust (John Lewis Partnership, 2023).
Cultural Response to External Pressures
JLP influences its culture to enhance customer service excellence, a key differentiator in a competitive market. The partnership model promotes employee ownership, encouraging accountability and consistency in service delivery across physical and digital platforms. This strengthens customer loyalty and competitive positioning (Kotter and Heskett, 1992).
In terms of digital transformation, JLP utilises a culture of collaboration and learning to support innovation. Investment in e-commerce and digital systems is reinforced through employee training and engagement, reducing resistance to change (Schein, 2017).
Additionally, JLP’s culture supports compliance with regulatory and ethical expectations. The organisation adopts sustainable practices such as ethical sourcing and carbon reduction, reflecting a values-driven approach to corporate responsibility (Johnson and Scholes, 2002).


	Factor
	Key External Pressures
	Impact on John Lewis
	Cultural Response
	Strategic Implication

	Political
	Government regulations, labour laws, taxation policies
	Increased compliance costs and operational constraints
	Strong ethical culture ensures adherence to regulations and fair employment practices
	Enhances corporate reputation but may reduce operational flexibility

	Economic
	Inflation, cost-of-living crisis, fluctuating consumer demand
	Pressure on pricing strategies and reduced consumer spending
	Culture emphasises value, quality, and long-term customer trust over short-term profit
	Supports brand loyalty but limits aggressive price competition

	Social
	Changing consumer expectations, demand for ethical products
	Shift towards personalised, ethical, and experience-based retail
	Customer-centric and values-driven culture enhances service quality and trust
	Strengthens brand positioning in premium and ethical segments

	Technological
	Rapid growth of e-commerce, AI, and digital platforms
	Need for continuous innovation and digital transformation
	Collaborative culture supports learning, training, and digital adoption
	Improves competitiveness but slower adaptation may be a risk

	Legal
	Consumer protection, data protection (GDPR), employment law
	Increased accountability and need for transparency
	Culture of trust and transparency supports compliance and ethical conduct
	Reduces legal risk but increases operational complexity

	Environmental
	Climate change policies, sustainability expectations
	Pressure to adopt sustainable sourcing and reduce carbon footprint
	Strong commitment to sustainability and ethical responsibility
	Enhances brand image but may increase operational costs



Table 3. PESTLE Analysis of External Environment

Denison’s Model and Cultural Adaptability
Denison’s model highlights key cultural traits influencing performance (Denison, 1990). JLP demonstrates strong involvement through employee participation and consistency through shared values. However, adaptability is less developed due to consent-driven decision-making, while a clear mission supports strategic alignment.
JLP’s culture supports resilience, ethical credibility, and long-term performance. However, balancing cultural stability with agility remains essential to respond effectively to a rapidly changing retail environment (Mullins and Christy, 2016).













6.  Organisational Culture as a Barrier – John Lewis
While the organisational culture of John Lewis Partnership (JLP) is a significant strength, it may also act as a barrier if not continuously adapted. Its emphasis on employee ownership, democratic participation, and ethical values promotes engagement but can limit agility in a dynamic retail environment (Mullins and Christy, 2016)
	Barrier
	Cultural Cause
	Impact on John Lewis
	Strategic Risk

	Barrier to Change
	Participative decision-making and consensus culture
	Slower implementation of strategic and digital initiatives
	Reduced organisational agility in a fast-changing retail environment

	Barrier to Diversity
	Strong shared values and cultural cohesion
	Limited diversity of thought and resistance to new perspectives
	Reduced innovation and adaptability

	Barrier to Acquisitions & Mergers
	Unique partnership model and strong internal identity
	Difficulty integrating external organisations with different cultures
	Cultural clashes and reduced synergy

	Barrier to Cost Efficiency
	Focus on employee wellbeing and profit-sharing
	Constraints in implementing cost-reduction strategies
	Reduced financial flexibility

	Barrier to Innovation
	Attachment to tradition and legacy practices
	Slower adoption of new technologies and business models
	Competitive disadvantage in digital retail


Table 4. Culture as a Liability
Critical Evaluation
JLP’s participative culture improves inclusivity but reduces decision-making speed, limiting responsiveness to market changes (Kotter and Heskett, 1992). Strong cultural consistency may restrict diversity of thought (Schein, 2017), while its unique partnership model complicates combinations (Johnson and Scholes, 2002). Additionally, commitment to employee wellbeing can constrain cost efficiency.
[image: ]
Fig.2 Culture as a barrier – John Lewis
Overall, JLP’s culture supports engagement and ethical performance but may limit agility and innovation. Sustained success depends on balancing cultural stability with adaptability (Mullins and Christy, 2016).

7. Impact of Organisational Culture on Performance John Lewis
Positive and Negative Impacts of Culture – John Lewis
JLP’s culture promotes high employee motivation and engagement through its partnership model, enhancing productivity and teamwork (Schein, 2017). 
It also strengthens customer satisfaction and brand loyalty through service excellence, while its ethical values support trust and long-term differentiation (Kotter and Heskett, 1992; Johnson and Scholes, 2002).
However, this culture also presents challenges, including higher operational costs due to employee benefits and slower decision-making resulting from participative processes, which may limit agility and innovation in a competitive retail environment (Mullins and Christy, 2016).
	Cultural Dimension
	Mechanism of Influence
	Positive Performance Outcome
	Negative Performance Outcome
	Strategic Implication

	Employee Ownership
	Shared financial interest and psychological ownership
	Increased motivation, commitment, and productivity
	Higher labour and reward costs
	Enhances engagement but pressures profit margins

	Democratic Participation
	Inclusive decision-making and employee voice
	Strong trust, collaboration, and organisational commitment
	Slower decision-making and reduced responsiveness
	Improves decision quality but limits agility

	Customer-Centric Values
	Focus on service excellence and quality
	High customer satisfaction, loyalty, and brand differentiation
	Increased pressure to maintain consistently high standards
	Strengthens competitive positioning but raises operational demands

	Ethical & Sustainable Orientation
	Emphasis on fairness, transparency, and responsibility
	Strong corporate reputation and stakeholder trust
	Higher compliance and operational costs
	Builds long-term brand equity but impacts short-term profitability

	Long-Term Strategic Orientation
	Focus on sustainability and stability over short-term gains
	Organisational resilience and sustainable growth
	Reduced financial flexibility and slower adaptation
	Supports long-term success but may limit rapid strategic shifts


Table 5. Impact of Organisational Culture on Performance
In conclusion, JLP’s organisational culture enhances engagement, customer loyalty, and long-term resilience; however, it also constrains agility and cost efficiency. Sustained performance therefore depends on balancing its strong value-driven culture with the need for flexibility and strategic responsiveness (Mullins and Christy, 2016).
8.  Conclusion
This report has demonstrated that organisational culture plays a central role in shaping the structure, decision-making processes, and overall performance of John Lewis Partnership (JLP). The organisation’s distinctive employee-ownership model creates a strong, value-driven culture characterised by trust, fairness, and participation, which improves employee engagement, customer satisfaction, and long-term brand reputation. The application of theoretical frameworks, including Schein’s model, Hofstede’s dimensions, and Denison’s theory, highlights the depth, reason, and strategic significance of JLP’s culture.
However, the analysis also reveals that this strong culture presents inherent challenges. The emphasis on democratic participation and consensus can limit decision-making speed, reduce organisational agility, and slow innovation in a highly competitive and rapidly evolving retail environment. Additionally, the commitment to employee wellbeing and ethical practices, while beneficial for reputation and sustainability, may increase operational costs and constrain financial flexibility.
Furthermore, the interaction between culture and the external environment demonstrates that while JLP’s values support resilience and ethical credibility, continuous adaptation is essential to remain competitive. Overall, the effectiveness of JLP’s organisational culture depends on its ability to balance stability with change. Maintaining core values while enhancing flexibility, innovation, and responsiveness will be critical to sustaining long-term organisational success.
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