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Organisational Culture and Its Influence on Structure, Decision-Making, and Performance at John Lewis
[bookmark: _Toc232957802]1. Introduction
Organisational culture is widely recognised as a central determinant of organisational behaviour, shaping how employees think, act and interact within the workplace. Mullins and Christy (2016) emphasise that culture influences “how things are done around here,” affecting decision‑making, organisational structure, motivation, job satisfaction and management control. As organisations operate in increasingly complex and globalised environments, the ability to understand and manage culture becomes essential for maintaining coherence, ensuring effective functioning and achieving strategic objectives. Culture is not merely an abstract concept; it is a powerful social force that guides behaviour beyond formal rules and procedures, shaping the assumptions, values and norms that underpin organisational life (Schein, 1992).
This report critically examines the organisational culture of the John Lewis Partnership (JLP), one of the United Kingdom’s most distinctive retail organisations. John Lewis provides a rich context for cultural analysis because of its unique employee‑ownership model, democratic governance structures and long‑standing commitment to ethical business practices. Using Mullins and Christy’s (2016) argument as a foundation, the report evaluates how culture influences the organisation’s structure and decision‑making processes, applies relevant theoretical frameworks to identify the prevailing culture, analyses how culture shapes responses to external environmental influences and assesses whether culture acts as a barrier or an enabler to organisational functioning. The report concludes with evidence‑based recommendations for improving cultural alignment and organisational performance.
[bookmark: _Toc232957803]2. Overview of John Lewis
The John Lewis Partnership operates John Lewis department stores and Waitrose supermarkets and is one of the largest employees‑owned businesses in the world. Its organisational model is built on the principle that all employees, known as “Partners,” share responsibility for the organisation’s success. This ownership structure is embedded in the organisation’s governance, reward systems and cultural identity. The Partnership Constitution outlines the organisation’s purpose, values and expectations, emphasising fairness, respect, quality and shared responsibility. These values have historically shaped the organisation’s reputation for ethical conduct, high levels of employee engagement and strong customer service (Gregory et al., 2009).
However, the organisation has faced significant challenges in recent years, including increased competition from online retailers, economic pressures, shifts in consumer behaviour and the need for digital transformation. These challenges make it particularly important to understand how culture influences organisational behaviour and performance, as culture can either support or hinder the organisation’s ability to adapt and remain competitive (Hogan and Coote, 2014).
[bookmark: _Toc232957804]3. Influence of Organisational Culture on Structure and Decision-Making
[bookmark: _Toc232957805]3.1 Influence on Organisational Structure
Organisational culture plays a central role in shaping organisational structure, as cultural values influence how work is organised, how authority is distributed and how employees interact. Mullins and Christy (2016) argue that structure is not simply a technical arrangement of roles and responsibilities but is deeply intertwined with cultural expectations and behavioural norms. This is clearly evident in the structure of the John Lewis Partnership, which combines democratic principles with operational hierarchy.
The organisation’s culture of employee ownership has led to a structure that incorporates formal mechanisms for employee voice, such as the Partnership Council, elected representatives and regular consultative forums. These structures reflect the organisation’s commitment to participation, transparency and shared responsibility. The democratic ethos embedded in the organisation’s culture encourages employees to contribute to decision‑making processes and reinforces the belief that employees are capable, trustworthy and deserving of influence (O’Reilly, Chatman and Caldwell, 1991).
At the same time, John Lewis maintains a functional hierarchical structure within its retail operations, with clear departmental divisions such as human resources, merchandising, operations and customer service. This reflects the need for efficiency, coordination and accountability in a large retail organisation. Mullins and Christy (2016) note that organisations often adopt hybrid structures to balance flexibility with control, and John Lewis demonstrates this balance by combining democratic governance with operational hierarchy. The organisation’s culture supports decentralisation at the operational level, enabling managers and teams to respond to local customer needs, while strategic decisions remain centralised at senior leadership level to ensure coherence and long‑term planning.
The organisation’s culture also influences the degree of formalisation within its structure. The emphasis on trust, respect and empowerment reduces the need for excessive rules and procedures, as employees are expected to act responsibly and in alignment with organisational values. This cultural expectation supports a more flexible and adaptive structure, which is essential in a dynamic retail environment. However, the organisation’s commitment to high‑quality customer service and consistent brand standards necessitates some degree of formalisation, particularly in areas such as customer service protocols, product presentation and operational processes. The interplay between cultural values and structural requirements creates a distinctive organisational design that reflects both the organisation’s heritage and its strategic needs.
[bookmark: _Toc232957806]3.2 Influence on Decision-Making Processes
Organisational culture significantly shapes decision‑making processes at John Lewis. Mullins and Christy (2016) argue that culture influences not only what decisions are made but also how they are made, who is involved and what criteria are prioritised. At John Lewis, decision‑making is strongly influenced by the organisation’s democratic ethos and commitment to shared responsibility. The Partnership Council and other participatory mechanisms ensure that employees have a voice in major organisational decisions, reinforcing the belief that employees are valued contributors to organisational success.
This participatory approach reflects elements of Handy’s (1993) Person Culture, where individuals are valued and empowered, as well as Task Culture, where teams collaborate to solve problems. The organisation’s cultural emphasis on consultation, collaboration and open communication shapes decision‑making processes by encouraging managers to seek input from employees and consider diverse perspectives. This approach fosters a sense of ownership and commitment among employees, which can enhance motivation and engagement (Homburg and Pflesser, 2000).
However, the democratic nature of the organisation can also slow decision‑making. Mullins and Christy (2016) caution that strong cultures can sometimes hinder organisational agility, particularly when cultural norms prioritise consensus over speed. This is evident in John Lewis’s approach to strategic change, where extensive consultation processes can delay the implementation of new initiatives. The organisation’s cultural attachment to tradition and stability can also create resistance to change, particularly when proposed changes challenge long‑standing practices or values (Kotter, 1996).
Despite these challenges, the organisation’s culture also supports ethical and long‑term decision‑making. John Lewis has a strong reputation for integrity, fairness and customer focus, and these values influence strategic decisions. The organisation has historically prioritised long‑term sustainability over short‑term profit, reflecting a cultural commitment to responsible business practices. This long‑term orientation aligns with Mullins and Christy’s (2016) argument that culture shapes organisational priorities and influences the criteria used in decision‑making.
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[bookmark: _Toc232957808]4.1 Schein’s Three Levels of Organisational Culture
Schein’s (1992) model provides a comprehensive framework for analysing organisational culture by distinguishing between artefacts, espoused values and basic underlying assumptions. This model is particularly useful for understanding the depth and complexity of John Lewis’s culture.
At the level of artefacts, John Lewis exhibits numerous visible expressions of its culture. These include the employee‑ownership model, democratic governance structures, formal communication channels and the organisation’s emphasis on high‑quality customer service. These artefacts reflect the organisation’s values of fairness, respect and shared responsibility and provide tangible evidence of the organisation’s cultural identity (Alvesson, 2013).
At the level of espoused values, the organisation articulates a clear set of principles in the Partnership Constitution, including integrity, quality, respect and collective responsibility. These values guide organisational behaviour and decision‑making and are consistently communicated to employees and customers. Mullins and Christy (2016) emphasise that espoused values play a critical role in shaping organisational identity and expectations, and John Lewis demonstrates strong alignment between its stated values and its operational practices.
At the deepest level, John Lewis’s culture is shaped by basic underlying assumptions, which are the unconscious beliefs that guide behaviour. These assumptions include the belief that employees are trustworthy and capable, that collective ownership leads to better organisational outcomes and that ethical behaviour is essential for long‑term success. These assumptions are deeply embedded in the organisation’s identity and influence behaviour even in the absence of formal rules. Schein (1992) argues that these underlying assumptions are the most powerful elements of culture, and at John Lewis, they create a strong sense of shared purpose and identity.
[bookmark: _Toc232957809]4.2 Handy’s Cultural Types
Handy’s (1993) typology identifies four types of organisational culture: Power, Role, Task and Person Culture. John Lewis exhibits a hybrid culture that incorporates elements of Task Culture, Person Culture and Role Culture. Task Culture is evident in the organisation’s emphasis on teamwork, collaboration and problem‑solving. Employees are encouraged to work together to deliver high‑quality customer service and to contribute to organisational improvement. Person Culture is reflected in the organisation’s commitment to employee empowerment and autonomy. The employee‑ownership model gives individuals a sense of personal responsibility and influence, and the organisation’s democratic structures ensure that employees have a voice in decision‑making. Role Culture is also present, particularly in the organisation’s functional structure and standardised retail processes. Clear roles, responsibilities and procedures ensure consistency and efficiency across stores.
The dominant culture at John Lewis can therefore be described as a Task‑Person hybrid, with strong democratic values and a commitment to collaboration, empowerment and ethical behaviour. This hybrid culture reflects the organisation’s unique identity and supports both operational effectiveness and employee engagement (Deal and Kennedy, 2000).
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Hofstede’s (1980) cultural dimensions provide additional insight into the cultural characteristics of John Lewis. The organisation exhibits low power distance, as employees are encouraged to participate in decision‑making and leaders are expected to be approachable and transparent. This aligns with the organisation’s democratic ethos and employee‑ownership model. The organisation also demonstrates a balance between individualism and collectivism. While employees have autonomy and personal responsibility, the collective ownership model fosters a strong sense of group identity and shared purpose. John Lewis exhibits relatively high uncertainty avoidance, as the organisation places strong emphasis on stability, long‑term planning and ethical behaviour. Finally, the organisation demonstrates long‑term orientation, as decisions are guided by long‑term sustainability rather than short‑term profit.
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Organisations do not operate in isolation; they are continually shaped by external environmental forces such as economic conditions, technological developments, social expectations, political pressures and competitive dynamics. Mullins and Christy (2016) argue that organisational culture plays a crucial role in determining how effectively an organisation interprets and responds to these external influences. In the case of the John Lewis Partnership, culture has historically been a source of resilience, enabling the organisation to navigate environmental uncertainty while maintaining its ethical identity and commitment to employee welfare.
One of the most significant external pressures facing John Lewis in recent years has been the rapid growth of online retail and the digital transformation of the retail sector. The organisation’s culture, which emphasises quality, customer service and long‑term thinking, has influenced its approach to technological change. Rather than adopting a purely cost‑driven or efficiency‑driven strategy, John Lewis has sought to integrate digital innovation with its existing service ethos. This cultural orientation has encouraged investment in online platforms, click‑and‑collect services and digital customer engagement tools, while maintaining a focus on personalised service (Zheng, Yang and McLean, 2010). Although this approach has helped the organisation remain competitive, it has also revealed cultural tensions, as the organisation’s traditional emphasis on face‑to‑face service and physical retail environments has sometimes slowed the pace of digital adoption.
Economic pressures have also tested the organisation’s cultural foundations. The cost‑of‑living crisis, inflation and increased competition from discount retailers have placed significant strain on profitability. John Lewis’s culture of employee ownership and commitment to fair treatment has influenced its response to these pressures. For example, during periods of financial difficulty, the organisation has prioritised job security and employee welfare, even when this has required reducing or suspending the annual Partnership Bonus. This decision reflects the organisation’s long‑term orientation and ethical values, but it also highlights the cultural challenge of balancing employee expectations with financial realities (Spar and Healy, 2024).
Social and political expectations regarding corporate responsibility have further shaped the organisation’s strategic responses. John Lewis has long been associated with ethical business practices, sustainability and community engagement. These cultural values have supported the organisation’s efforts to respond to increasing public concern about environmental sustainability, supply chain transparency and responsible sourcing. The organisation’s culture has therefore acted as a guiding framework for developing sustainability initiatives, reducing environmental impact and maintaining trust with customers and stakeholders (Johnson, 2013).
Overall, John Lewis’s culture has played a central role in shaping its responses to external environmental influences. While the culture has supported ethical decision‑making, customer focus and long‑term thinking, it has also created challenges in adapting quickly to technological and economic change. This duality highlights the complex relationship between culture and organisational adaptability.
[bookmark: _Toc232957812]6. Organisational Culture as a Barrier or an Enabler
Organisational culture can function as both a powerful enabler of effective organisational functioning and a significant barrier to change. Mullins and Christy (2016) emphasise that culture can enhance motivation, cohesion and performance when aligned with organisational goals, but it can also inhibit innovation and responsiveness when overly rigid or deeply entrenched. The John Lewis Partnership provides a clear example of this dual role.
As an enabler, the organisation’s culture has historically fostered high levels of employee engagement, loyalty and commitment. The employee‑ownership model creates a strong sense of shared purpose and responsibility, which enhances motivation and encourages employees to act in the organisation’s best interests. This cultural foundation has contributed to the organisation’s reputation for exceptional customer service, as employees feel personally invested in delivering high‑quality experiences. The culture also supports ethical behaviour, transparency and trust, which strengthen relationships with customers, suppliers and stakeholders (Gregory et al., 2009). These cultural strengths have been central to the organisation’s long‑term success and have differentiated it from competitors.
However, the same cultural characteristics can also act as barriers. The organisation’s democratic ethos, while valuable for promoting participation and fairness, can slow decision‑making and reduce organisational agility. In a rapidly changing retail environment, the need for consultation and consensus can delay the implementation of strategic initiatives, particularly those requiring significant transformation. The organisation’s strong attachment to tradition and stability can also create resistance to change, as employees may be reluctant to abandon long‑standing practices or adopt new ways of working. This cultural inertia has been evident in the organisation’s response to digital transformation, where cultural preferences for personal service and physical retail environments have sometimes hindered the adoption of innovative technologies (Hogan and Coote, 2014).
Furthermore, the organisation’s commitment to employee welfare and ethical behaviour, while admirable, can limit its ability to make difficult decisions during periods of financial pressure. For example, the reluctance to close stores, reduce staff numbers or significantly alter the Partnership Bonus structure reflects a cultural preference for stability and fairness, but these decisions can constrain financial flexibility. Mullins and Christy (2016) note that strong cultures can become liabilities when they prevent organisations from adapting to new realities, and John Lewis’s experience illustrates this risk.
In summary, John Lewis’s culture acts as both an enabler and a barrier. It enhances employee engagement, ethical behaviour and customer service, but it can also slow decision‑making, hinder innovation and limit organisational agility. The challenge for the organisation is to preserve the positive aspects of its culture while addressing the elements that constrain adaptability.
[bookmark: _Toc232957813]7. Impact of Organisational Culture on Performance
The impact of organisational culture on performance is well‑documented in organisational behaviour literature. Mullins and Christy (2016) argue that culture influences performance through its effects on motivation, communication, coordination and decision‑making. In the case of John Lewis, culture has had both positive and negative impacts on organisational performance.
On the positive side, the organisation’s culture has historically contributed to strong customer satisfaction, high employee engagement and a positive corporate reputation. The emphasis on quality, service and ethical behaviour has differentiated the organisation in a competitive retail market and has supported long‑term customer loyalty. The employee‑ownership model has enhanced motivation and reduced turnover, contributing to operational stability and service consistency (O’Reilly, Chatman and Caldwell, 1991). These cultural strengths have been central to the organisation’s brand identity and have supported its long‑term performance.
However, the organisation’s culture has also contributed to performance challenges. The emphasis on democratic decision‑making and consensus has sometimes slowed strategic responses to market changes, reducing competitiveness in a rapidly evolving retail environment. The cultural attachment to tradition and stability has hindered the adoption of digital technologies and innovative business models, limiting the organisation’s ability to compete with online retailers. Financial performance has also been affected by cultural commitments to employee welfare and ethical behaviour, which can increase costs and reduce flexibility during economic downturns (Homburg and Pflesser, 2000).
The relationship between culture and performance at John Lewis is therefore complex. While the culture has supported strong customer relationships, employee engagement and ethical conduct, it has also constrained innovation, agility and financial resilience. The organisation’s recent financial difficulties highlight the need to reassess cultural practices that may be limiting performance, while preserving the values that underpin its identity and reputation.
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To strengthen organisational performance while preserving the positive aspects of its culture, John Lewis should consider several evidence‑based recommendations. First, the organisation should enhance cultural adaptability by fostering a more flexible and responsive approach to decision‑making. This could involve streamlining governance processes, reducing the number of consultative layers and empowering managers to make timely decisions within clear strategic frameworks. Such changes would preserve the organisation’s democratic ethos while improving agility (Kotter, 1996).
Second, the organisation should modernise its approach to employee ownership by integrating contemporary leadership practices that support innovation and change. This may include leadership development programmes focused on adaptive leadership, change management and digital literacy. By equipping leaders with the skills needed to navigate complexity, the organisation can strengthen its capacity for transformation without undermining its cultural foundations (Heifetz, 1994).
Third, John Lewis should strengthen its digital culture by promoting innovation, experimentation and cross‑functional collaboration. Establishing innovation hubs, digital training programmes and cross‑departmental project teams could help embed digital thinking across the organisation. This cultural shift would support the adoption of new technologies and enhance competitiveness in the digital retail environment (Zheng, Yang and McLean, 2010).
Fourth, the organisation should rebalance its cultural emphasis on tradition with a stronger focus on strategic renewal. This may involve challenging long‑standing assumptions, encourage constructive dissent and promote a culture of continuous improvement. Schein’s (1992) cultural analysis framework could be used to identify deeply embedded assumptions that may be hindering change. By making these assumptions explicit, the organisation can begin to challenge cultural norms that no longer align with strategic priorities. 
Finally, the organisation should strengthen its performance culture by introducing clearer performance metrics, aligning rewards with strategic objectives and recognising innovation and efficiency. While the Partnership Bonus has historically been a powerful motivator, it is not directly linked to individual or team performance. Introducing complementary reward mechanisms that recognise high performance, creativity and problem‑solving would help reinforce behaviours that support organisational success. This approach aligns with research suggesting that cultures combining strong values with performance‑oriented practices achieve superior outcomes (Hogan and Coote, 2014).
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The organisational culture of the John Lewis Partnership is one of its most distinctive and influential features. Using Mullins and Christy’s (2016) argument as a foundation, this report has demonstrated that culture plays a central role in shaping the organisation’s structure, decision‑making processes, adaptability and performance. 
This culture has historically supported strong customer service, employee engagement and ethical conduct, contributing to the organisation’s long‑standing reputation and competitive advantage. However, the same cultural characteristics have also created challenges, particularly in relation to organisational agility, digital transformation and financial resilience. The organisation’s democratic ethos, while valuable, can slow decision‑making and hinder rapid adaptation. Similarly, the cultural attachment to tradition and stability can limit innovation and responsiveness in a dynamic retail environment.
The report concludes that John Lewis’s culture acts as both an enabler and a barrier to effective organisational functioning. To remain competitive, the organisation must preserve the positive aspects of its culture such as its commitment to fairness, quality and shared responsibility while addressing cultural elements that constrain adaptability and performance. The recommendations provided offer a pathway for strengthening cultural alignment, enhancing organisational agility and ensuring long‑term sustainability.
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