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Organisational culture is an important part of how businesses operate as it influences the way employees behave, communicate, make decisions & respond to changes. It can be understood as the shared values, beliefs, attitudes & everyday practices that shape “how things are done” within an organisation. Dimitrakaki (2022) explains that organisational culture is often the less visible side of an organisation, but it still has a strong effect on employee perceptions, behaviour, job satisfaction & overall performance. This suggests that culture is not just about official policies or written values, but also about what employees experience in their day-to-day working environments.
Founded in 1864, John Lewis Partnership is one of the United Kingdom's largest employee-owned businesses, operating through the John Lewis & Waitrose brands. The organisation has developed a reputation for customer service, employee engagement & shared ownership, making it a suitable organisation for analysing the relationship between organisational culture, performance & decision-making. The culture of John Lewis Partnership can be traced back to the vision of John Spedan Lewis, who believed employees should share in the success of the business. This philosophy led to the development of an employee-owned structure & profit-sharing arrangements that remain central to the organisation's culture today (John Lewis Partnership, n.d.; John Lewis, n.d.).
Mullins & Christy (2016) also highlights that organisational culture has a wide influence across modern organisations, affecting structure, leadership, communication, motivation & management control. This is important because a strong culture can help employees work towards shared goals, while a weak or unclear culture may create confusion, resistance or poor performance.
The report will apply relevant theories & frameworks, including Schein’s model, Hofstede’s cultural dimensions & McKinsey’s Organisational Health Index / 7 S model, Deal & Kennedys culture model alongside Denison’s traits theory, to evaluate whether John Lewis’s culture supports organisational success or creates barriers that may need improvement.

[bookmark: _Toc235103113]Analysis of Organisational Culture
According to Edgar Schein model, (Naylor, 2025) suggests that organisational culture can be understood through three interconnected levels: artefacts, espoused values & underlying assumptions. Linking this model to John Lewis Partnership provides insight into how its employee-owned structure influences behavior, decision-making & organisational operation.
For the artefact level, John Lewis demonstrates culture through visible practices & structures, including employee ownership, profit-sharing schemes, the Partnership Council utilising the use of the term “Partners” when referring to employees. These observable features communicate the organisation's commitment to employee involvement & shared responsibility.
The level of espoused values, John Lewis promotes principles such as fairness, respect, accountability & long-term sustainability. These values are reflected in the organisation's commitment to employee engagement whilst maintaining customer service excellence. The organisation's stated purpose emphasises the happiness of members through worthwhile & satisfying employment, reinforcing a culture based on mutual benefits & shared success (John Lewis Partnership, n.d.).
Concluding at deepest level, Schein identifies underlying assumptions that unconsciously shape organisational behaviour. Within John Lewis, a fundamental assumption is that employees who have a stake in the business will be more motivated, productive & committed to delivering excellent customer service. This belief has remained central to the organisation since the vision of John Spedan Lewis & continues to influence organisational practices today (Naylor, 2025).
[bookmark: _Toc235103114]Organisational Health Index of John Lewis
The Organisational Health Index (OHI) is a data-driven diagnostic framework developed by McKinsey & Company. It evaluates an organisation’s ability to align & execute its strategy whilst renewing itself over time. The index combines employees’ & managers’ views of the management practices & workplace experiences that influence the organisations performance. 
The success criteria is assessed across nine dimensions: direction, leadership accountability, coordination & control, capabilities, motivation, external orientation, innovation & learning, & the work environment (Camp et al., 2024). McKinsey describes OHI as a diagnostic tool rather than a theory & confirms that it evaluates organisational performance across nine dimensions. Organisational health can also be considered through complementary indicators such as organisational culture, employee experience & pay equity. These factors may influence several OHI dimensions, particularly motivation, accountability & the work environment.
Applying McKinsey’s OHI to John Lewis involves assessing whether the Partnership’s employee-owned structure produces effective leadership, motivation, accountability & coordination in practice. John Lewis has several characteristics associated with organisational health, including a shared purpose, democratic governance, Partner participation & a strong customer orientation. Its representative network enables Partners to influence organisational strategy, challenge decisions & hold senior leadership to account (John Lewis Partnership, n.d.). 
However, the existence of these formal structures does not automatically demonstrate that every Partner experiences the organisation positively. An OHI diagnostic would therefore examine whether Partners within John Lewis understand their strategy, trust the leaders, possess the necessary capabilities & feel supported within their working environment. The results would be used to identify specific behavioural or management changes required to improve the overall organisational performance. This is supported by John Lewis’s own employee feedback data. In 2024 a happiness survey received over 9,000 D&I-related Partner comments & measured how the Partners felt about their roles, contribution to service, health & wellbeing, inclusion, & organisational change. The report also found that shops with higher inclusiveness satisfaction scores had the best customer satisfaction scores, suggesting that a healthier internal culture positively influences external performance (John Lewis Partnership, 2024).
[bookmark: _Toc235103115]Impact on Structure & Decision-Making
Organisational culture helps shape the structure & decision-making processes of John Lewis because the business is built around an employee-owned Partnership model. Unlike a traditional shareholder-owned organisation, John Lewis describes its employees as “Partners”, meaning they have a voice, a stake & shared responsibility in how the business is run. This cultural belief in shared ownership influences the organisation’s structure because power is not only located within senior management but is also formally connected to Partner representation and democratic governance. The Partnership’s Constitution states that the organisation is built on democratic principles, with Partners sharing the responsibilities & rewards of ownership through knowledge, power & profit. 
This culture is reflected in John Lewis’s formal structure through its three governing authorities: the Partnership Council, the Partnership Board & the Chairman. Partner opinion is described as important in shaping the actions of these governing authorities, which shows that culture directly influences how the organisation is designed. The Partnership Council provides a route for Partner voice, while the Board & Chairman remain responsible for strategic direction, financial performance & the overall leadership. This creates a structure that combines democratic participation with formal managerial control. Using McKinsey’s 7S model, John Lewis’s shared values appear to sit at the centre of its structure. The values of fairness, shared responsibility, customer service & long-term thinking influence the organisation’s systems, leadership style and staff involvement. For example, decisions are not only shaped by profit, but also by the need to protect the Partnership’s purpose, independence & responsibilities to the customers, suppliers & wider communities. This suggests that culture affects strategic decisions by encouraging the organisation to consider wider stakeholder interests rather than focusing only on short-term financial gain. 
However, this structure may also create challenges. A culture based on participation and consultation can support trust and commitment, but it may also make decision-making slower or more complex, especially during periods of change. John Lewis still needs clear leadership, accountability & commercial discipline to compete in a difficult retail environment. Therefore, the culture of employee ownership shapes John Lewis’s structure in a positive way by encouraging involvement & shared responsibility, but it also creates a need to balance strategy with efficient decision-making.

[bookmark: _Toc235103116]Identifying Cultural Types: Models & Frameworks
Charles Handy, was a philosopher who specialised in organisation culture, he identified that there are 4 types of culture in organisations. Power culture, role culture, task culture & person culture. John Lewis does not fit neatly into one category because it operates as both a large formal retail organisation & an employee-owned Partnership.

Organisational culture helps shape the structure & decision-making processes of John Lewis because the business is built around an employee-owned Partnership model. Different to traditional shareholder-owned organisations, John Lewis describes its employees as “Partners”, meaning they have a voice, a stake & shared responsibility in how the business is run. This cultural belief in shared ownership influences the organisation’s structure because power is not only located within senior management but is also formally connected to Partner representation & democratic governance. The Partnership’s Constitution states that the organisation is built on specific democratic principles, with Partners sharing the responsibilities and rewards of ownership through knowledge, power & profit. 
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Figure 1: Introduction to the John Lewis Partnership Constitution, highlighting Partner ownership, shared responsibility & formal governance through written rules (John Lewis Partnership, 2025, p. 4). 
This extract from their constitution supports the application of Handy’s cultural types because it shows that John Lewis operates through formal rules & responsibilities, which reflects a role culture. However, the emphasis on Partners working together for the success of the business also suggests elements of task culture, while Partner ownership reflects limited features of person culture. John Lewis appears to have a hybrid culture. Its strongest cultural type is role culture because of its formal Constitution, governance structure & defined decision-making responsibilities. Whilst simultaneously stating that the partners share knowledge, power & profit which alludes aspects of the power culture. Emphasis is focused on the importance of Partner decisions that influence the actions of the Partnership Council, Partnership Board & Chairman. Confirming that, John Lewis cannot be described as fully person, task or power culture centered, even though it remains a major commercial organisation with formal leadership, financial targets & customer responsibilities.
Deal & Kennedy’s culture model can also be used to add further understanding of John Lewis’s cultural type. The model classifies organisational culture according to the level of risk involved in decision-making & the speed of feedback received from the business environment. The four culture types are tough-guy/macho, work-hard/play-hard, bet-your-company & process culture (Deal and Kennedy, 1983).
John Lewis appears to show features of a work-hard/play-hard culture because retail work involves frequent customer interaction, quick feedback & continuous pressure to deliver good service. Partners are expected to contribute to customer happiness, work together & support the success of the business. The John Lewis Partnership Constitution states that Partners work together for the success of the business and that the organisation aims to create a successful business for Partners, customers, suppliers & communities. This supports the idea that the culture encourages active participation, teamwork & service performance. John Lewis also reflects a process culture because it is a large organisation governed through formal structures, written rules & established procedures. This shows that John Lewis does not rely only on informal teamwork; its culture is also shaped by procedures, accountability & governance.
Therefore, Deal & Kennedy’s model suggests that John Lewis has a mixed cultural profile. Its retail environment reflects work-hard/play-hard culture because employees receive regular feedback through customers & service performance. At the same time, its written Constitution & governance reflect process culture. This supports the earlier Handy analysis by showing that John Lewis combines structure & formal roles with employee participation combined with shared responsibility.
[bookmark: _Toc235103117]Culture & The External Environment
Organisational culture does not operate independently from the external environment, as changes in political, economic, social, technological, legal & environmental conditions can influence organisational priorities & behaviour. At the John Lewis Partnership, the principles of employee ownership/ shared responsibility & long-term sustainability shape how the organisation responds to these pressures. PESTLE evaluation can be used to identify the external factors affecting the Partnership, while cultural frameworks such as Hofstede’s dimensions help explain the values & behaviours that influence its response.
The PESTLE analysis examines macro-environmental factors that will ultimately determine which strategies the Partners within John Lewis must implement to ensure success.
Political factors: Government policies concerning business taxation, employment, trade & public spending can influence John Lewis’s operating environment. Changes to import duties, tariffs or post-Brexit trading arrangements globally may increase the cost of goods sourced from overseas, while changes to the National Minimum Wage can raise staffing costs. Political instability may also weaken consumer confidence & reduce consumer spending. John Lewis must therefore respond through careful sourcing, pricing, customer incentives to spend & workforce planning. Its partnership culture may encourage employees to support difficult organisational decisions, although the expectation to protect Partner interests could create tension when cost reductions are required.
Economic factors: Economic conditions influence both consumers’ purchasing power and the operating costs faced by John Lewis. John Lewis is affected by inflation, interest rates, taxation, supplier costs and changes in consumers’ disposable income. During periods of economic uncertainty, customers may reduce spending on non-essential or premium-priced goods, which can negatively affect the Partnership’s sales & profitability. Rising energy, wages & supply-chain costs may also increase operational pressure. John Lewis must therefore adapt its pricing, product range and investment decisions while remaining competitive against lower-cost retailers. Its partnership culture may support this response by encouraging shared responsibility & employee commitment; however, the need to balance l efficiency with the interests of its Partners may make restructuring & cost-reduction decisions more complex.
Social Factors: Changes in consumer lifestyles, values & expectations influence what customers purchase & how they expect to shop. Consumers increasingly value convenience, personalised service, ethical sourcing, inclusion & responsible business behaviour. John Lewis must therefore adapt its products, marketing & customer experience while maintaining its reputation for quality & service. Its employee-owned culture may strengthen customer service because Partners have a direct interest in the organisation’s success. However, changing customer preferences may require the business to modernise traditions that have historically formed part of its identity.
Technological Factors: The growth of online retail, mobile shopping, artificial intelligence, automation & data analytics has transformed the retail industry. John Lewis must continue investing in digital platforms, delivery systems & personalised online services to compete with technology-led retailers. Technology can improve efficiency & customer convenience, but it may also reduce the need for some traditional roles or require employees to develop new skills. The Partnership’s culture of involvement & shared responsibility may support learning & adaptation, although established working practices could create resistance if technological change is introduced too quickly.
Legal Factors: John Lewis must comply with employment law, consumer protection legislation, equality requirements, health & safety regulations & data protection laws. As a large employer & retailer, failures in these areas could result in financial penalties & reputational damage. Legal expectations relating to fair treatment & employee wellbeing are particularly relevant to its partnership structure, which presents Partners as central stakeholders. Its culture may encourage stronger accountability & ethical conduct, although the organisation must ensure that its stated values are consistently reflected in its actual employment & business practices.
Environmental Factors: Increasing concern about climate change, waste, carbon emissions & sustainable sourcing places pressure on retailers to reduce their environmental impact. John Lewis may need to reconsider packaging, transport, energy use, product sourcing & the durability/ longevity of the goods it sells. Customers may also favour businesses that demonstrate credible environmental responsibility. The Partnership’s long-term & stakeholder-focused culture may support sustainability initiatives because decisions are not based solely on short-term profit. However, environmentally responsible changes can increase costs & may conflict with immediate commercial pressures.
Denison’s Traits Theory can assess how John Lewis’s culture supports performance through adaptability, mission, involvement & consistency (Denison Consulting, 2019). It is possible to assess the performance metrics of John Lewis which include: sales growth, return of equity (ROE) & return of investments (ROI). Customer satisfaction, innovation & employee satisfaction (Denison Consulting, 2019). Its partnership culture promotes employee involvement, shared responsibility & a clear long-term purpose, which may help the organisation respond to changing customer expectations, technology and sustainability pressures. However, its strong traditions and consultative decision-making may reduce the speed of change. Overall, John Lewis uses its culture to balance internal stability with external adaptability, although this balance may become difficult during periods of intense competition and economic uncertainty.
[bookmark: _Toc235103118]Organisational Culture as a Barrier 
John Lewis’s culture can become a barrier if its democratic Partnership model slows decision-making during periods of pressure or economic uncertainty. The Constitution emphasises shared power, Partner voice & collective responsibility, which supports fairness & involvement, but this may also make fast commercial decisions more challenging. In a competitive retail environment, too much reliance on traditional values & consultation could reduce flexibility. While John Lewis’s culture creates trust & loyalty, it may also limit rapid adaptation if the organisation struggles to balance democracy with efficiency.
[bookmark: _Toc235103119]Impact of Culture on Organisational Performance 
John Lewis’s culture has a direct impact on performance because its Partnership model encourages employee involvement, shared responsibility & long-term thinking. This can improve motivation, customer service & commitment because Partners are positioned as co-owners rather than ordinary employees. The Constitution supports engagement & accountability. Culture alone does not guarantee strong performance. John Lewis must still respond to external pressures such as competition, technology, inflation & ever-changing customer habits. Therefore, the organisation’s culture can support sustainable performance, if their values are matched by effective leadership, innovation & decision-making.
[bookmark: _Toc235103120]Conclusion
John Lewis possesses a distinctive organisational culture, shaped by employee ownership, democratic participation & shared values. This culture supports connection, trust and long-term responsibility, making it a potential strength for organisational performance. Yet, the same culture may also create barriers if decision-making becomes slow or if traditional values limit the flexibility required for change. John Lewis’s culture should be seen as both an asset & a challenge. Its continued success depends on effective leadership, adaptability & commercial efficiency.
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1 The John Lewis Partnership was established by John Specan Lewis and is
‘owned for the benefit of its members, who are known as Partners.

2 The Partnership is the general body of Partners, working together for
the success of the business to fulfil the purpose and principles of this
Constitution.

3 The Partnership is governed according to  written Constitution, which
applies to al Partners (and to al other employees as described in their
contracts of employment) and in al units of the Partnerships business,
except when:

() the Rules specifically provide for a more limited application; or
() the Chairman has excluded specific parts of the Partnership’s
business from specific Rules.

4 Every Partner is responsible for knowing, complying with and upholding
the Partnership's Principles and those Rules which concern them. The
Principles define the Partnerships aims and utimate purpose and the
Rules are statements of general policy.




