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Introduction

Organisational culture represents the shared values, beliefs, and behaviours that shape how people work together and make decisions inside an organisation (Serpa and Ferreira, 2015). It gives identity, direction, and meaning to employees, helping them understand “how things are done” (Schein, 1992). A strong and positive culture encourages teamwork, innovation, and commitment, while a weak one can limit growth and adaptability (Van den Berg and Wilderom, 2004).
This report examines the organisational culture of John Lewis Partnership (JLP)  one of the most respected retail organisations in the United Kingdom. The company was founded in 1864 by John Lewis as a small drapery shop in London and later transformed by his son, John Spedan Lewis, who introduced the employee ownership model in 1929. Under this unique system, all employees are called partners and share both profits and decision-making responsibilities.
John Lewis has built its reputation on fairness, trust, and long-term thinking. Its culture focuses on openness, ethical business, and a sense of belonging, where every partner feels responsible for the company’s success (Brown, 2021). These values make it a powerful example of how culture can drive both performance and social responsibility.
The report will explore how John Lewis’s culture shapes its structure and decision-making, identify its main cultural traits using key theories such as Schein’s, Hofstede’s, and Handy’s models, and discuss how this culture helps (or sometimes limits) its ability to adapt to external challenges.
Organisational Culture of John Lewis

The organisational culture of John Lewis Partnership (JLP) is widely recognised as one of the most distinctive and people-oriented cultures in the UK retail sector. Founded on the principle of employee ownership, JLP promotes a shared sense of responsibility, trust, and equality among its workforce. This culture stems from the vision of John Spedan Lewis, who believed that a business should exist for the happiness and benefit of all its members, not just shareholders (John Lewis Partnership, 2024).
Research suggests that organisational culture plays a critical role in influencing behaviour, decision-making, and overall business performance (Lok and Crawford, 2004). JLP’s culture reflects these dynamics through its participatory decision-making system, where employees known as “partners” contribute to strategic discussions and share in the company’s profits. According to Jardioui (2020), such inclusive systems enhance employee motivation, commitment, and innovation, particularly when trust and transparency are embedded within the culture.
Core values such as integrity, fairness, respect, and service excellence are deeply integrated into daily operations. These are not merely slogans but guiding principles that shape leadership and teamwork. A study by Bhuiyan, Baird and Munir (2020) indicates that strong value-based cultures foster ethical behaviour and corporate responsibility, leading to improved customer satisfaction and brand loyalty. JLP demonstrates this through open communication, regular partner feedback, and a strong emphasis on social and environmental responsibility.
Moreover, the organisation operates under a low power-distance structure, consistent with Hofstede’s (2011) cultural dimensions, where employees are encouraged to voice opinions and challenge decisions respectfully. This approach supports a collaborative and psychologically safe workplace—an essential factor for innovation and adaptability (Serpa and Ferreira, 2015).
However, like many large organisations, JLP faces challenges in maintaining its participatory ethos amid increasing competition and digital transformation. As Mullins (2016) notes, sustaining a people-centred culture requires continuous reinforcement of shared values and leadership behaviours that align with them. Despite these pressures, JLP’s enduring commitment to employee ownership and collective decision-making continues to define its identity and success.
In summary, the organisational culture of John Lewis Partnership is built upon inclusivity, democratic participation, and ethical integrity principles that distinguish it as a model of sustainable, human-centred business practice.

Influence of Culture on Structure and Decision-Making


Organisational culture has a major influence on how a company’s structure is designed and how decisions are made at all levels. Culture establishes shared assumptions and behavioural norms that guide how people think and act in an organisation (Schein, 1992). In the case of John Lewis Partnership (JLP), its employee ownership model promotes a participatory and decentralised structure where partners  employees who co-own the business are actively involved in both strategic and operational decisions (John Lewis Partnership, 2024).
JLP operates under what is known as an organic structure, which allows flexibility, open communication and collaboration across departments (Burns and Stalker, 1961). This structure supports the company’s cultural values of fairness, trust and inclusivity. Decision-making in JLP is therefore collective and transparent, reflecting a culture that values equality and shared responsibility (Glazer, 2016).
Research shows that organisational culture directly affects managerial reasoning and the way leaders assess risk and make strategic choices (Hitt and Tyler, 1991). In JLP, managers are encouraged to prioritise long-term and ethical decisions rather than short-term profit, demonstrating a culture guided by integrity and mutual respect (Bhuiyan, Baird and Munir, 2020).
The partnership also reflects low power distance and collectivism, two dimensions of Hofstede’s cultural model, where authority is distributed evenly, and consensus plays a central role in the decision-making process (Hofstede, 2011). This approach aligns with the organisation’s democratic governance structure, where councils and committees allow employees to voice opinions freely and influence major decisions (Schein, 1992).
Open communication is another key aspect of JLP’s culture, ensuring that information flows easily between management and staff. Studies show that transparent communication improves both the accuracy and acceptance of strategic decisions (Zheng, Zhang and Du, 2016). Such openness increases trust, engagement, and innovation within the organisation.
In conclusion, the culture of John Lewis Partnership defines both its flat, collaborative structure and its inclusive, ethically driven decision-making process. By embedding shared ownership, trust, and transparency into everyday operations, JLP demonstrates how organisational culture can act as both a structural foundation and a guiding principle for sustainable success.





Identifying Cultural Types: Models and Frameworks


To understand the organisational culture of John Lewis Partnership (JLP), it is important to analyse it through well-known theoretical frameworks that reveal both its visible characteristics and its deeper values. JLP is an employee-owned company where all workers are referred to as “partners.” This ownership system creates a distinctive sense of belonging and shared purpose that defines how people behave and interact within the organisation (John Lewis Partnership, 2024).
One of the most useful frameworks for analysing culture is Schein’s (1992) model of the three levels of culture: artefacts, espoused values and basic underlying assumptions.
· At the artefact level, JLP’s culture is visible in the way the company operates. For example, every employee is called a partner, profit is shared equally through the annual bonus scheme, and major decisions are discussed through internal councils. These practices send a clear message of equality and participation.
· At the espoused values level, the company publicly promotes values such as honesty, respect, integrity, fairness and service to others (Mullins, 2016). These are evident in its ethical business policies and focus on long-term customer relationships.
· Finally, the basic underlying assumptions  the beliefs that truly drive behaviour—include the idea that business should exist to make life better for everyone involved, not just for shareholders (Schein, 1992). This belief has shaped the company’s philosophy since John Spedan Lewis introduced the partnership model in 1929.
Another way to look at JLP’s culture is through Handy’s (1993) four culture types: power, role, task, and person. Within JLP, we can see a combination of role and task cultures.
· In day-to-day store operations, the structure follows a role culture  employees have clear responsibilities, reporting lines and procedures to ensure efficiency.
· However, in decision-making and teamwork, JLP is more of a task culture, where collaboration and expertise matter more than formal position. Teams are encouraged to solve problems together, and managers often rely on the input of staff from different departments when making decisions.
· Additionally, because the company values people’s well-being and happiness, there are elements of a person culture too. Training programmes, flexible working policies and open communication reflect that individual development is seen as key to the organisation’s success.
From Hofstede’s (2011) cultural dimensions, JLP clearly demonstrates low power distance and collectivism. This means that there are fewer barriers between managers and employees, and teamwork is prioritised over individual competition. For example, partners are regularly invited to attend meetings and provide feedback directly to senior management, a practice that would be rare in most traditional retail companies. The company also exhibits a “feminine” culture, focused on relationships, care and quality of life rather than aggression or short-term success (Hofstede, 2011).
The Cultural Web model by Johnson and Scholes (1999) helps explain how these values are maintained. JLP’s internal stories celebrate the founder’s vision and the partnership legacy. Symbols include the use of the word “partner” and the sharing of profits. Rituals and routines include open discussions, partner voice forums and regular feedback sessions. Power structures are decentralised, meaning authority is shared across councils rather than concentrated at the top. This reinforces transparency and inclusiveness in everyday work.
Finally, Denison’s (2012) model identifies four traits of effective cultures: involvement, consistency, adaptability, and mission. JLP clearly demonstrates all four: partners are deeply involved in decision-making; shared values ensure consistency; adaptability is visible in how the company responds to market challenges; and the mission of improving partners’ happiness provides long-term purpose.
In summary, John Lewis Partnership represents a culture that is participative, ethical and people-focused. It blends task and person cultures with strong democratic and collectivist traits. These frameworks show that JLP’s success lies not only in its structure or leadership but in a culture that empowers individuals, values collaboration, and connects business success with human well-being

Culture and the External Environment


Every organisation operates within a constantly changing environment that includes competition, technology, government regulations and global trends (Mullins, 2016). A company’s ability to survive depends largely on how effectively it adapts to these changes, and organisational culture often determines that ability (Alvesson, 2013). In the case of John Lewis Partnership (JLP), its unique culture of employee ownership and shared responsibility enables it to adapt to external pressures while maintaining strong ethical values and social purpose.
One of the key strengths of JLP’s culture is the active involvement of its partners the employees who co-own the business. Because they are directly connected to customers, they can quickly identify new market expectations and communicate them back to management. For example, as online shopping began to dominate UK retail, partners played a crucial role in shaping JLP’s e-commerce strategy by sharing customer feedback and identifying service gaps. This participatory approach aligns with Denison’s Involvement trait, which argues that employee engagement increases an organisation’s ability to respond to environmental change (Denison, 2012).
Another important element is value consistency. Even during economic challenges and rising competition, JLP continues to make decisions based on fairness, integrity and long-term relationships rather than short-term profit (John Lewis Partnership, 2024). For instance, during the COVID-19 pandemic, the company chose to prioritise employee safety and mental well-being, even when it meant temporary store closures and lower profits. This reflects Denison’s Consistency dimension, which provides stability and trust during turbulent times (Denison, 2012).
Adaptability is also deeply embedded in JLP’s culture. The retail sector has faced rapid digitalisation, new discount competitors and post-Brexit supply chain disruptions. JLP responded by diversifying its operations, expanding its online platform, and even launching rental and resale services to appeal to more sustainable consumers (BBC, 2023). These moves were supported by a culture that encourages open communication, experimentation and feedback traits that Denison (2012) identifies as essential for adapting successfully to external pressures.
Finally, JLP’s mission “the happiness of its members through worthwhile and satisfying employment in a successful business”, gives the company a clear direction (John Lewis Partnership, 2024). This long-term purpose helps the business align with social and environmental expectations, such as the UK’s growing demand for ethical retailing and sustainability (Bhuiyan, Baird and Munir, 2020). For example, the company invests in reducing its carbon footprint and supporting fair trade suppliers, demonstrating how its culture drives compliance and innovation simultaneously.
In summary, John Lewis Partnership uses its culture as a bridge between internal values and external realities. Through employee involvement, value consistency, adaptability and a strong mission, the company continues to face competition, digital transformation and regulatory change without losing its identity. Its culture does not simply respond to the environment it actively shapes how the organisation evolves within it.

Organisational Culture as a Barrier


Although a strong organisational culture can be a major strength, it can also act as a barrier to change and innovation when values or traditions become too rigid (Alvesson, 2013). In the case of John Lewis Partnership (JLP), its culture of employee ownership and democracy has created high levels of trust and engagement, but at times it has also slowed down decision-making and adaptation to new business realities.
One of the main cultural barriers within JLP is slow decision-making due to consensus-based governance. Every major change requires approval through councils and committees, as all partners are entitled to express opinions and vote on proposals. While this approach encourages inclusion, it can delay strategic decisions—especially in a fast-changing retail market (John Lewis Partnership, 2024). According to Burnes and Jackson (2011), participative cultures often face difficulty in implementing rapid changes because leaders prioritise agreement over speed. This was visible when JLP took longer than its competitors to develop its digital retail platform and restructure its stores.
Another challenge is resistance to structural change. Employees at JLP value the company’s partnership model so strongly that any alteration to its governance or reward system can be perceived as a threat to its identity. Research shows that when employees are emotionally attached to an organisation’s culture, they may unintentionally resist necessary transformations (Bridges, 2009). For instance, when JLP announced plans to close some underperforming department stores in 2021, many partners expressed concern that such decisions contradicted the company’s founding values of stability and fairness (BBC, 2021). This emotional attachment, while a sign of loyalty, also makes adaptation more complex.
Communication can also become a cultural barrier. JLP’s democratic communication style promotes openness, but it sometimes results in over-consultation and ambiguity about final accountability. According to Appelbaum et al. (2015), when too many voices are involved, messages can become diluted, and change initiatives lose momentum. This can lead to “analysis paralysis,” where the desire to maintain consensus prevents bold or timely decisions.
Furthermore, JLP’s strong people-oriented culture can occasionally limit focus on commercial realities. The company’s leadership often prioritises partner welfare and social values over profitability, which, although ethical, can weaken its competitive edge (Bhuiyan, Baird and Munir, 2020). For example, JLP was slower to introduce cost-cutting measures compared to other UK retailers, partly due to its commitment to avoiding redundancies and maintaining employee morale.
Despite these challenges, the company has recognised the need to balance its democratic ideals with business agility. Leadership has introduced new management structures that preserve partner involvement but allow quicker operational decisions. This approach reflects efforts to overcome cultural rigidity through strategic alignment and open dialogue (Mullins, 2016).
In conclusion, while the organisational culture of John Lewis Partnership is admired for its inclusiveness, ethics, and trust, these same qualities can also create barriers to fast adaptation, communication clarity, and commercial flexibility. The challenge for JLP is not to abandon its culture but to evolve it maintaining its core values while embracing the speed and responsiveness required in the modern retail environment.
Impact of Culture on Organisational Performance


Organisational culture plays a vital role in determining how effectively a company performs. It influences motivation, communication, innovation and the overall quality of decision-making (Schein, 1992). In John Lewis Partnership (JLP), the culture of employee ownership has become the central driver of both individual and organisational performance. Partners view themselves as co-owners of the business, which increases motivation, accountability and pride in their work (John Lewis Partnership, 2024).
This strong sense of belonging contributes to high levels of employee engagement, which directly improves customer experience and productivity. When partners feel valued and involved, they are more likely to provide better service and identify opportunities for improvement. According to Denison (2012), such involvement creates a culture of commitment that enhances both efficiency and innovation. For instance, many of JLP’s operational improvements and service innovations such as personalised shopping support and flexible delivery options originated from employee feedback and ideas shared through partner councils.
The company’s focus on ethical values and fairness also has a positive impact on performance. Transparent communication and trust-based leadership have built a reputation for honesty and reliability, which in turn strengthens customer loyalty (Mullins, 2016). This alignment between culture and brand identity provides JLP with a competitive advantage in an industry where reputation and customer experience are crucial.
However, while the partnership model supports motivation and trust, it can occasionally limit strategic agility. Decision-making processes that require consensus can slow down responses to market changes, reducing short-term competitiveness (Burnes and Jackson, 2011). Despite this, the long-term benefits employee retention, ethical reputation and customer satisfaction outweigh the drawbacks.
In summary, the organisational culture of John Lewis Partnership enhances performance by building engagement, trust and shared purpose. Its challenge moving forward is to maintain these values while improving adaptability and speed in an increasingly dynamic retail environment.



Conclusion


The analysis of John Lewis Partnership (JLP) demonstrates that organisational culture is not only a reflection of company values but also a critical driver of long-term success. JLP’s employee ownership model has created a distinctive culture of participation, trust and ethical responsibility that directly influences its structure, decision-making and overall performance. This culture has helped the company maintain an exceptional level of employee engagement and customer loyalty over many decades (John Lewis Partnership, 2024).
Using theoretical frameworks such as Schein’s model, Handy’s culture types, and Hofstede’s dimensions, the report showed that JLP’s culture is characterised by low power distance, collaboration and a strong sense of shared purpose. The application of Denison’s Traits Theory further highlighted how involvement, consistency, adaptability and mission work together to support organisational stability and responsiveness to external challenges.
However, the report also identified that the same qualities which make JLP’s culture admirable can sometimes act as barriers to rapid change. The democratic decision-making process, while inclusive, can lead to slower responses in a highly competitive and digital retail market (Burnes and Jackson, 2011). In addition, a strong emotional attachment to tradition may occasionally make employees resistant to necessary structural or strategic adjustments.
To ensure sustainability and growth, JLP should continue to evolve its culture without compromising its core principles. The company could achieve this by simplifying decision-making channels, investing more in leadership training, and promoting innovation at every level. Encouraging partners to think entrepreneurially  while preserving fairness and transparency will help maintain competitiveness in the modern marketplace.
In conclusion, the culture of John Lewis Partnership remains its greatest strength. If managed with flexibility and foresight, it will continue to serve as a foundation for ethical leadership, high performance and long-term organisational resilience.
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