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Organizational culture explains how people within an enterprise think, feel, and act, which affects everything that occurs within the business, including leadership, communication, performance, and innovation. It represents shared values and unwritten rules of doing things (Lewis, 2021). Culture is not merely a management tool in John Lewis Partnership (JLP), which is one of the most established retailers in Britain, but the core of the company (John Lewis Partnership, 2025). John Lewis Partnership is the first organization to pioneer a revolutionary employee ownership model that remains unique in the modern retailing sector, yet it was established in the early twentieth century by John Spedan Lewis (John Lewis Partnership, 2025).
The partners are all the workers, the co-owners of the business, and they play a role in the governance (Lewis, 2021). This ethos has facilitated the culture of openness, democracy and respect. As the retail environment gets increasingly unstable due to technology disruption and economic instability, the retail environment continues to rely on the JLP culture, determining its organization, decision-making, flexibility, and performance repercussions (Sammour et al., 2020). This report is a critical analysis of these dimensions, which employs the key organizational theories to assess the strengths and weaknesses of John Lewis culture.

[bookmark: _Toc213123356]Organisational Culture and Its Influence on Structure and Decision-Making
The John Lewis Partnership organizational culture is directly reflected in the organizational structure and decision-making style (Sammour et al., 2020). JLP is also an enterprise that is managed by the employees, unlike the other companies that are shareholder-driven and operated under the Partnership Constitution, which defines the values, the purpose and the decision-making process of the company. The main idea that the company relies on is that the business performance and the welfare of employees are interconnected. This principle guides its structure as well as its governance model, which favours a balance between profitability and the contentment of its workers, or rather, partners (Shipper and Hoffman, 2020).
JLP is structured in a decentralised yet democratically accountable structure (Shipper and Hoffman, 2020). The Partnership Council, which consists of elected representatives of the employees, is a kind of mini-parliament in the organisation. It argues about the performance of the business, challenges the executives, and may even vote out the Chairperson by a vote of no confidence. This building is a representation of cultural transparency and power sharing. There is decentralisation of decision-making power and opportunities to have multiple levels of the organisation participate in strategic dialogues. This inclusivity is a sign of a long-standing philosophy that the collective intelligence of employees is just as valuable as the intelligence of senior leaders (Sammour, 2017).
On the operational level, this participatory structure promotes teamwork and responsibility (Sammour, 2017). Store managers and department heads are also given the ability to make decisions that are specific to their context on customer service, merchandising and staffing. These choices are not only determined by financial goals but also by ethics and social factors, which align with the focus on equity and long-term value of this partnership. This structural and cultural alignment fosters a high degree of trust and respect among the employees and leadership (Akanji et al., 2020).
Nonetheless, complexity is also brought about by this very participatory decision-making process. A multi-layered consultation may delay adaptation to a fast-changing market (Akanji et al., 2020). However, the culture does not embrace profit-driven decisions but rather thoughtful decisions that are made through consensus. This aspect of emphasis on collective thinking, which was the original philosophy of John Spedan Lewis, is that every decision is moral and socially responsible, even when it makes less sense in the short term (Lewis, 2018). 
Finally, the organisational structure of John Lewis is a mirror of its culture, as well as a means to make its partnership ideals a living example (Lewis, 2018). It establishes a democratic atmosphere whereby decision-making is a collaborative task, trust is in place of fear, and integrity is given precedence over expediency (Gorzelanny et al., 2021).
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[bookmark: _Toc213123358]Schein’s Three Levels of Organisational Culture
The model created by Schein is of help in the process of deciphering both the conspicuous and unobvious elements of JLP culture (Gorzelanny et al., 2021). John Lewis practices its culture at the artefact level in the form of physical partnership symbols. These involve its open lines of communication, company publications like The Gazette newspaper, where the employees are free to air their position and also the awarding of profits in the form of partnership bonuses annually. Inclusivity and quality, cultural attributes, are even manifested in store layouts and interactions with customers (Witchlike et al., 2023).
The espoused values are clearly stated in the Constitution of the Partnership, which focuses on the happiness of the employees, making them happy due to meaningful and satisfying working conditions (Witchlike et al., 2023). It also emphasises fairness, respect, and ethical trading. The leadership communication, team meetings and internal storytelling constantly reinforce these values (Oh and Han, 2020).
The assumptions are the main pillars of the JLP culture: that human beings have the desire to do something valuable when they are trusted and respected, and that success is an affair of sharing (Oh and Han, 2020). This notion of the ethical value of labour, an heirloom of the founder, is what pushes the business to focus on human dignity and equality since ancient times. These assumptions, which are entrenched, are what make John Lewis stand out from the profit-maximising companies and justify its long-term employee retention (Liao, 2018).

[bookmark: _Toc213123359]Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions
The internal culture of John Lewis indicates low power distance, which implies there is hierarchy, but it is used to coordinate and not to control (Liao, 2018). The staff communicates with their leaders by first names, and management promotes healthy discussion. The individualism vs collectivism also demonstrates the collectivist inclinations of the partnership- workers identify themselves with the company performance and perceive themselves as a shared goal (Mahamari and Saheb, 2018).
The organisation is rated lowly on the masculinity dimension, which is associated with the characteristics of cooperative, empathetic, and community-oriented (Mahamari and Saheb, 2018). Aggressive competition is not favoured, as empathy and work-life balance are. John Lewis has a moderate level of uncertainty avoidance; though the company has a strong emphasis on stability and tradition, it has proven to be open to testing the online retailing, customer experience innovation, and sustainability. It has a strong long-term orientation- decisions are made keeping the future generations in consideration, and the orientation is based on stewardship and not exploitation (Zheng et al., 2019).
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Using the typology presented by Handy, John Lewis is a combination of role culture and person culture (Zheng et al., 2019). The role culture is used so that there is clarity and fairness since there are specific roles, procedures, and rules that have been put in place in the Partnership Constitution. It assists in service quality, reliability and consistency. In the meantime, the person culture puts the individual at the centre of the organisation – recognising that employees are owners whose input has value attached to it. The stability and moral character of the company are based on the balance between structure and humanity. These theoretical prisms ensure that it is clear that the organisational culture created by John Lewis is cohesive, democratic, and purpose-driven and continues to keep the company competitive over decades (Anning-Dorson, 2021).

[bookmark: _Toc213123361]Organisational Culture and Adaptation to the External Environment
John Lewis is an organisation that exists in a very volatile economy that has been influenced by digital disruption, changing consumer demands, and macroeconomic fluctuations (Anning-Dorson, 2021). Its culture is resilient since it has the capacity to be flexible and not to lose its founding principles (Khan et al., 2021). 
Many traditional retailers found it hard to cope when online retail started changing consumer behavior (Khan et al., 2021). John Lewis, with a culture of innovation and collaboration, reacted early on by adopting omnichannel retailing. Instead of focusing on e-commerce as a disenfranchisement, the company combined online and physical business strategies, encouraging a click and collect scheme that fulfilled convenience and customer faith. This initiative was an organizational philosophy that expressed listening to stakeholders, such as customers and employees, followed by making changes (O’Higgins, 2017).
The other dimension of flexibility is ethical and sustainable business operations (O’Higgins, 2017). The establishment of ethical values, which John Lewis had already achieved, put it in a good position with the emergence of social awareness of the environment and fair trade. Sustainability trends such as sustainable sourcing, waste management and community outreach were not a response to a trend but a rational extension of its value system. As the sustainability requirements were not imposed but rather achieved, it was not a problem to adapt to the culture of integrity and responsibility because there was no imposition (Nikpour, 2017).
This culture of transparency and shared responsibility stood strong during economic recessions like the one experienced in 2008, as well as in the recent COVID-19 pandemic (Oh and Han, 2020). Leadership favoured open communication and fair cost-cutting measures rather than opting to lay off employees in large numbers. The profit-sharing bonuses were decreased in lean years, but workers were willing to be content with it since the choices were open and viewed as equitable. This shows how flexible a culture that is based on trust, as opposed to control, can be (Zhang et al., 2023).
The learning culture also increases the flexibility of the organization (Zhang et al., 2023). Innovation and development of skills are promoted by regular training programmes and the promotion of cross-functional collaboration. Personal development is supported by the culture of the company that enables staff to move between the various retail positions, which are no longer focused on traditional sales to digital service and supply chain management (Srilatha et al., 2020).
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Despite the popularity of the culture of John Lewis, there are also challenges that this culture brings on to limit organizational effectiveness (Di Stefano et al., 2019). Its greatest weakness lies in its democratic model of governance. Decision-making processes usually involve a lot of consultation with councils, committees, and forums with employees. Although such inclusivity improves fairness, it makes strategic responsiveness slow. The consensus-based John Lewis approach to the industry can create opportunities for competitors to enter the market with digital actions or act in response to the market trends within several weeks (Fujioka and Stobart, 2018).
Moreover, the innovation may be inhibited by the cultural attachment to tradition (Fujioka and Stobart, 2018). The identity of the company is closely connected with its historical and ethical image, which sometimes causes it to be cautious in its approaches to change. Both the employees and the leaders can oppose those strategies which seem to go against the John Lewis way. An example is that restructuring attempts, like shutting down some of the poorly performing stores, are sometimes met with emotional opposition among partners who perceive the decisions as betrayals of the spirit of partnership. This indicates that cultural pride, though good, may turn to inertia when transformation is needed, which is a step that needs to be taken boldly (Kafi et al., 2022).
The employee-ownership form of structure is also complex (Kafi et al., 2022). Equal ownership promotes accountability, yet it may obscure the leadership authority lines. Differences may drag out the decision-making process when everyone holds a point. Furthermore, since the organisation has expanded, it has become more challenging to ensure that there is a sense of unified partnership amongst thousands of employees. Other partners in other regions or business units might not feel part of the decision processes at the headquarters, and thus, there is a watering down of the power of collective governance (Wu et al., 2019).
values, once not adjusted to the new economic reality, may render a restriction, instead of a strength (Tench and Topić, 2017).
Lastly, the partnership culture may cause emotional pain when making hard decisions, which is due to the emotional intensity of the culture (Tench and Topić, 2017). Leaders need to work not only around financial implications, but also the morale of employees who have a sense of ownership. This often causes tradeoffs or delayed changes, which are detrimental to agility (Lewis, 2021).
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The organisational culture of John Lewis has a multidimensional effect on the performance of the organisation, and it has an impact on financial performance, employee engagement, customer experience, and corporate reputation (Spanke, 2020). Traditionally, it has used its culture as a competitive advantage. The integrity and customer care in the company have earned the company a good reputation, as employees are intrinsically motivated due to ownership and empowerment. This employee morale is converted to high customer service, which is a hallmark of the John Lewis brand. Shared ownership has also contributed to the creation of long-term loyalty, which lowers turnover levels and gives rise to an informed and trained workforce (Jones and Livingstone, 2018).
The correlation between culture and performance has, however, changed (Jones and Livingstone, 2018). With the retail industry moving to online competition of convenience and pricing sensitivity, agility and innovation should be added to the conventional favourite of the John Lewis brand, a personalised service and ethical branding. The cultural focus on consultation, equality, and deliberation, though worthy, can occasionally act as a barrier towards prompt acquaintance with the market needs. Consequently, it is important to conserve the spirit of partnership but to incorporate, at the same time, a performance-oriented mentality (Lischinsky, 2017).
Improvement recommendations aim at realising this balance.
First, there is the need to make decision-making structures modern (Lischinsky, 2017). The coalition must remain democratic but restructure governance in order to make decisions about operations quickly. Implementing digital communication tools and analytics-based decision-making may improve the efficiency of the decisions without compromising participation. As an example, the long-term strategy and ethics could be discussed by the employee councils, and day-to-day operational authority is decentralised to managers with an accountable measurement of responsibility (Jones and Comfort, 2020).
Second, the innovation as a fundamental cultural pillar will renew the competitiveness (Jones and Comfort, 2020). The company ought to promote innovative experimentation even when the likelihood of failure is high. An organisation that encourages innovation and does not penalise failure can unleash the spirit of the entrepreneur among its workforce. Grassroots creativity might be diverted through internal pilot projects or be directed by external organisations through internal innovation challenges (Donnelly et al., 2020).
Third, employee ownership can be redefined to suit the digital era to enhance engagement (Donnelly et al., 2020). The ownership needs to go further than mere symbolic voting rights to being engaged in digital transformation. Partner training programmes that enhance their skills in data analysis, e-commerce and technology will be used to make the ownership model relevant in a market that is technology and information-driven (Jones and Comfort, 2019).
reintroducing open bonus systems that are based on the financial performance and social corporate responsibility goals (Jones and Comfort, 2020).
To sum up, the culture of John Lewis is a peculiar asset that outlines the brand name and trust of its stakeholders (Jones and Livingstone, 2018). Nevertheless, within a retail setting, where digital nimbleness, innovation, and cost-efficiency are the main prerequisites, cultural renewal is called. Combining its ethical roots with a more entrepreneurial and performance-driven perspective will help JLP maintain its traditions and ensure its success in the future (Donnelly et al., 2020).

[bookmark: _Toc213123364]Conclusion
John Lewis Partnership is one of the examples that culture is capable of shaping the identity of an organisation. The principle of fairness, democracy and shared ownership used as its pattern of cooperation has also established an amazing degree of loyalty and trust among workers and clients. With the models proposed by Schein, Hofstede and Handy, it is easy to find between the lines that this culture has impacted every aspect of its framework, decision-making, and strategic focus. However, the contemporary fluctuating retail world demands the cultural prowess to be converted to dynamic capabilities.
Innovation, speed, and digital fluency should be incorporated with the same qualities that have helped JLP to gain a reputation, namely, consultation, equality, and tradition. John Lewis cannot simply abandon the values, which belonged to it originally but instead should reinterpret them to fit a new era. By preserving its sense of right and wrong and remaining open-minded, the Partnership will be capable of continuing to demonstrate that business and ethical behavior are not opposite notions, but two sides of a coin of sustainable development.
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