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[bookmark: _Toc235896927]1.0. Introduction
This report analyses John Lewis Partnership’s organisational culture, a premier brand operating in the retail industry of the United Kingdom (UK), using the argument put forward by Mullins and Christy (2016). Established based on co-ownership standards, the organisation adopts a contemporary business model, where more than 74,000 high-skilled talents are considered as Partners, who share governance power, job responsibilities, as well as profits (John Lewis Partnership Plc, 2026a). This highly differentiated organisational structure at corporate level critically influences John Lewis’s internal operational dynamics. As the current business environment demonstrate acute market instability, technological advancements, as well as changing behaviours of customers, comprehending its cultural landscape is important. Based on such context, this report examines the ways John Lewis’s unique co-ownership philosophies proactively share its cultural design, tactical decision-making, and ability to adapt to external environmental shifts. By using relevant organisational models/theories, this report assesses if John Lewis’s intensely integrated culture acts as a key facilitator or a strict resistance to operational efficiency. Finally, this report proposes theory informed evidence-based recommendations for improving John Lewis’s fiscal performance alongside explicit retail competitive edge.
[bookmark: _Toc235896928]2.0. Ways Organisational Culture Influences the Organisation’s Structure and Decision Making Processes
As stated by Mullins and Christy (2016), organisational culture and design are critically interlinked, as the key values govern organisations’ internal operational structure. In the case of John Lewis, the core culture of decentralisation alongside co-ownership significantly influences a distinct, blended organisational structure, as highlighted in the figure below.
Figure 1: Decentralised Governance Structure



	Responsible to Council and Selected by Board
(Chairman)


	5 Appointed by Council + 1 Chairman + 5 Selected by Board
(Governing: Partnership Board)


	58 Members: Representative of 74,000 Partner 
(Democratic: Partnership Council)



Source: (Self-developed based on desk research)
[bookmark: _Toc235896929]2.1. Double-Identity Model
Compared to historical retail rivals that use mere hierarchical structure, John Lewis’s shared and clan-driven culture needs a double-structured matrix organisational mechanism.
· Decentralised structure: Within the commercial level, an influential decentralised ecosystem is observed. As identified in the figure above, power is distributed within three governance bodies: the chairman, the Partnership Board, as well as the Partnership Council (John Lewis Partnership Plc, 2026b).
· Commercial top-down structure: On an operational note, John Lewis sustains an unconventional corporate structure encompassing of store supervisors, Chairman, as well as departmental executives to guarantee regular retail effectiveness within Waitrose along with the brand John Lewis (John Lewis Partnership Plc, 2026a).
This structure democratises responsibility by offering the 58 appointed members by the council the final legal power to query, challenge, and/or reject the Chairman (John Lewis Partnership Plc, 2026b). As a result, the culture severs as a driver, shaping a mere corporate top-down structure into a collaborative, increasingly visible ecosystem. 
[bookmark: _Toc235896930]2.2. Decision-Making Systems
The human-driven culture at John Lewis critically changes its decision-making processes, transforming authoritarian process with democratised and collaborative stakeholder approach. This collaborative power context induces key advantages as well as disadvantages:
· Democratic constraint: The extensive emphasis on harmony induces an intense barrier to corporate flexibility. As the retail industry is fast-paced and increasingly influenced by digital disruptions, John Lewis’s participative decision-making approach delays the capability respond quickly. In addition, the rivals listed in the public stock market such as Tesco can quickly mandate layoffs and initiate huge capital investments for digital transformations in a day (McKinsey & Company, 2020). This suggests that John Lewis’s focus on dealing with democratic accusations to insulate wellbeing of its partners has the potential to stall important structural changes. 
· Improved trust: As employees are considered as authentic Partners, key tactical decision goes through intense scrutiny, which is driven by the Partnership Council (John Lewis Partnership Plc, 2026c). This links with Mullins and Christy’s (2016) emphasis on team morale, which highlights that in case partners consult in influencing strategy, front-stage adoption resistance tend to decline while builds trust and loyalty in the workplace.
Finally, the decentralised organisational culture at John Lewis effectively results in increased level of employee engagement and motivation. Conversely, it has the potential to affect decision-making capability of the organisation due to slow-paced participative model, which can affect rapid structural changes needed to survive in the current retail industry.
[bookmark: _Toc235896931]3.0. Analysis of the Ways Organisational Culture can be Identified within John Lewis and Determining the Prevailing Culture
In order to comprehend how the co-ownership values of John Lewis are implemented within its regular operational activities, its corporate culture needs to be critically accessed. 
[bookmark: _Toc235896932]3.1. Schein’s Three Levels of Culture Model
It has been well argued by Asare Obeng et al. (2025), the three levels of culture model by Edgar Schein highlights that culture is a complex stance, which ranges from intensely subtle subconscious postulations to increasingly transparent expressions.
Table 1: Schein’s three Levels of Culture Model at John Lewis
	Level
	Proof and Evaluation within John Lewis’s Context

	Assumed and lack of consciousness philosophies (Underlying Assumptions)
	An intensely integrated shared philosophy that capital capitalism is highly important for a human-centric approach along with a performance of the organisation driven by personnel equipped with authentic co-ownership, a straight-forward voice, as well as equality (Pearce, 2025).

	Transparent signs (Artefacts)
	The standard utilisation of Partner as title of a job within different levels of management, the establishment of the regular Gazette encompassing secret employee reviews, decentralised voting systems, and announcements of equal share of profits (Hoffmire, 2020).

	Directed goals or beliefs (Espoused Values)
	1st Principle of John Lewis Partnership Constitution clearly highlights that the main goal of this co-ownership is for the satisfaction and loyalty of each employee, which drives operational efficiency and business continuity in the long run (John Lewis Partnership Plc, 2026b).


Source: (Self-developed based on desk research)
As indicated in the table above, it highlights that the transparent artefacts at John Lewis are highly manifested through its key philosophies. The employee reviews at Gazette confirms that John Lewis’s decentralised philosophies are not just marketing bluffs; rather, they are proactive, pure approaches developed to sustain accountability of corporate management.
[bookmark: _Toc235896933]3.2. Evaluating the Existing Culture using Handy’s Cultural Types
Figure 2: Existing Cultural Types at John Lewis
	Emphasis on Growth of Partners and Collaborative Harmony
(Person Culture)


	Increased Level of Loyalty, Collective Decisions, and Emphasis on Internal Stakeholder 
(Clan Culture)



Source: (Self-developed based on desk research)
By assessing using the Handy’s model, John Lewis has adopted a distinct blended cultural approach. For instance, although primary supermarkets depend extensively on rigid functions, standards, and dimensions (Role Culture), John Lewis functions primarily as a junction of a Task Culture as well as a Person Culture, shifting to a Clan Culture (Refer to the figure above) (Woodward, 2024). 
Within the context of authentic Person Culture, John Lewis exists mainly to cater individual needs of its Partners. The organisation implements this via its corporate obligatory agenda of “member happiness”, since its establishment (O’Higgins, 2017). Rather than vertical integration, a horizontal approach has been considered for sharing power; where employees are considered as collective agents of the organisation and not a cost to minimise. 
Conversely, as John Lewis operates in an intense, competitive retail landscape, this Person Culture should mix with the Task Culture in order to emphasise on operational continuity alongside high-quality service delivery to customers. The outcome is an increasingly shared and collective landscape established on loyalty of staff, collective group work, as well as a collective sense of community, which resulted in 3.8/5 stars in employee satisfaction rate in the UK (Glassdoor, 2026). This resilient arrangement effectively aids Mullins and Christy’s (2016) notion that culture sets the collective behaviours along with values that govern behaviour of teams. Finally, the existing identity of John Lewis is established on decentralised, human-first philosophies that makes it entirely unique from convention commercial rivals.
[bookmark: _Toc235896934]4.0. The Ways John Lewis Leverages its Culture to Adapt to External Environmental Influences
In order to address market instabilities, contemporary organisations should consistently link their internal resources with changing external environmental strains. Utilising Mullins and Christy’s (2016) culture-based theories along with key external environmental forces, this section highlights the ways John Lewis uses its distinct decentralised philosophies to respond macro-environmental shifts.
Figure 3: Cultural Adaptation Strategy to Address Macro-Environmental Shifts



	External Environmental Changes
· Shifting expectations of customers
· Technological advancements and e-commerce
· Rising inflationary strain after COVID-19 crisis


	Cultural Adaptation at John Lewis
· United restructuring of the employee base
· Collective sacrifices, such as bonus reduction
· Increased front-stage brand stewardship


	Strategic Result 
· Consistent stability in operations
· Strong customer experience


Source: (Self-developed based on desk research)
[bookmark: _Toc235896935]4.1. Environmental Strains and Cultural Adaptation
The retail environment has struggled with intense shifts, driven by a fast-paced rise of e-commerce, changing spending behaviour of customers, as well as acute inflationary strains. Within the context of standard, stockholder-based firms, management frequently navigates these economic vulnerabilities with strict, hierarchical strategies, such as instant layoffs and/or intense cost-reduction measures (Dekimpe and van Heerde, 2023). These strategies often erodes staff motivation while affect stability in operations. 
Conversely, John Lewis capitalises on its co-ownership ethos as an adaptive strategy (Refer to Figure 3). As its staff members are considered as Partners who critically gains advantage from profitability and organisational success, they reflect a distinct effort to aid continuity of operations for the organisation, especially at the times of strains.
Table 2: Cultural Responsiveness of John Lewis to Core External Environmental Strains
	Macro-Environmental Factors
	Strategy to Cultural Adaptation
	Operational Result

	Changing customer demands towards elite, increasingly sustainable as well as ethical delivery of services. (Social)
	Intensely integrated customer-first approach stemmed in collective respect alongside satisfaction of ownership, indicating brand advocacy strategy.
	Offers a sustained, premium customer experience that safeguards market share, estimated £3.64 billion revenue for the brand John Lewis itself, and increases loyalty of customers towards the brand (Statista, 2026).

	Increasing inflationary strain, declining profits, and minimised spending behaviour of customers. (Economic) 
	Partners collaboratively vote to minimise or entirely eliminate the percentage of yearly bonus, which highlights distributed fiscal compromise.
	Safeguards important cash reserves at the times of recessions, which help eliminate the last-minute job cuts (Woodward, 2024).

	Increasing transition from physical retail stores towards e-commerce platforms. (Technological)
	Shared cross-training initiatives for Partners, indicating flexible skill developments.
	Improves technological capability of the organisation while improves front-stage use of employee base (O’Higgins, 2017). 


Source: (Self-developed based on desk research)
[bookmark: _Toc235896936]4.2. The Cultural Leverage
Based on the table above, the capability of John Lewis to adapt systematically is driven by its collective cultural approach. During the times of intense economic strain, the clear communication process using the Partnership Gazette enables corporate leaders to transparently highlight the requirement of eliminating the bonus for Partners (Espiner, 2025). As the employees perceive that they are being valued and informed, this challenging decision is well implemented through shared solidarity, which assist to eliminate resistances and industrial unrests evident in conventional retail landscapes.
In addition, because technological transformations needed structured shift towards digital sales alongside omnichannel approach. John Lewis capitalised on its elevated trust of employee base for upskilling in order to shift them towards skilled technical roles (O’Higgins, 2017). This increased level of agility is well-aligned with Mullins and Christy’s (2016) notion that a collective culture acts as a strong engine for managing a diverse employee base, especially at the times of acute structural transformations. By considering external threats as a collective responsibility, John Lewis utilises its decentralised ethos to sustain stability in operations while safeguard its position in the marketplace in the current retail crises.
[bookmark: _Toc235896937]5.0. Assessment of Whether Organisational Culture Acts as a Barrier or an Enabler to Effective Organisational Functioning
In order to assess the operational effectiveness of John Lewis, it is important to critically evaluate if it’s decentralised organisational culture act as a barrier or an enabler. This assessment focuses on the key friction indicated by Mullins and Christy’s (2016) based on how intensely integrated ethos influence functioning and effectiveness of organisations.
 Figure 4: Co-Ownership Culture Impact on Functioning at John Lewis
	The Critical Cultural Friction



	Barrier:
· Financial limitation
· Decentralised grad
· A lack of risk-taking behaviour
	Enabler:
· Increased levels of pride and trust
· Outstanding service delivery
· Low employee turnover driven expenses


Source: (Self-developed based on desk research)
[bookmark: _Toc235896938]5.1. The Enabler
The co-ownership culture at John Lewis acts as a strong enabler of operational continuity by promoting increased levels of engagement across workforce while fostering intense trust towards the organisation. As front-stage personnel consider themselves as Partners, their psychological agreement changes towards active commitment. This strong alignment results in different benefits:
· Positive operational health: Shared responsibility reduces expenses linked with employee attrition and minimised the requirement for costly, high-level management surveillance (Espiner, 2025).
· Outstanding service delivery: Co-owners take pride in the organisation, effectively boosting high-quality service delivery towards customers that uniquely positions the brand in the competitive retail environment (Vizard, 2020).
This links with the viewpoint of Mullins and Christy (2016) that a united culture can improve team attitude and elevate morale, especially at the times of stagnant economic situations.
[bookmark: _Toc235896939]5.2. The Barrier
On the other hand, the co-ownership culture of John Lewis has the potential to serve as a key barrier, especially at the times of fast-paced market shifts due to decentralise drag, as highlighted in the Figure 4.
Table 3: Impact of Co-Ownership Culture towards John Lewis
	Cultural Dimension
	Enabler towards Functioning
	Barrier towards Malfunctioning

	Legacy heritage
	Fosters a collaborative, inclusive, as well as increased level of security in the work environment (Reyes and Hurt, 2024).
	Has the potential to stem self-satisfaction, a lack of risk-taking behaviour, and resistances towards structural innovation.

	Decentralised agreement 
	Creates expansive solidarity, prevents industrial unrest due to unionisation, and guarantees just representation.
	Triggers time-consuming consultation approaches, delaying tactical measures to deal with rivalry threats, especially form flexible digital competitors (Vafeas, Little, and Vafeas, 2025). 

	Pledge towards co-owners’ well-being
	Reduces employee turnover, sustaining loyalty in the long run, and safeguards employee welfare (Green, 2024).
	Threatens democracy at the corporate level in adopting required, rapid store shutdowns or fast-paced restructuring of the employee base.


Source: (Self-developed based on desk research)
As indicated in the table above, the absolute cultural ethos that present John Lewis a well-recognised employer can directly affect its competitive positioning in the marketplace. As the retail sector is changing rapidly due to the rise of e-commerce rivals such as Amazon that has the capability to transform rapidly, John Lewis’s focus on organisation-wide decentralised consultative practice delays tactical changes (Reyes and Hurt, 2024).
In addition, its ethical commitment to safeguard co-owners’ employment status makes the organisation ineffective to minimise number of physical stores. This resistance has conventionally affected cash reserves while slowed the firms to carry out important changes, such as saving 40% of profits from unrelated retail streams by closing key retail shops (Partridge, 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc235896940]5.3. Assessment and Rationale
The above assessment highlights that although the culture of John Lewis serves as an effective enabler of increasing loyalty towards brand alongside high-quality service delivery at the front-stage operations; however, it concurrently serves as a financial barrier to tactical flexibility and fast-paced innovation.
Within a consistent economic landscape, the enabler attributes smoothly eliminates the barriers. Conversely, at the times of acute major digital disruption alongside market strain, the current culture at John Lewis has the possibility to slow-down decision-making process, which can affect its market positioning. Thus, the culture is an aggregate enabler to strengthen customer bonds for John Lewis in the long run; however a proactive barrier to affect its competitive positioning in the market.

[bookmark: _Toc235896941]6.0. The Impact of Organisational Culture on Organisational Performance and Evidence-Based Recommendations 
The bond between John Lewis’s performance and its organisational culture is effectively transparent in its current financial recovery (Partridge, 2023). Conventionally, a delayed, agreement-based culture resulted in the financial losses of £88 million, especially post the COVID-19 crisis (Simpson, 2025). Conversely, current data highlights the strength of the Partner approach, as highlighted in the figure below.
Figure 5: Sales Curve of John Lewis
	£14.0 billion

	13.4 billion

	£13.0 billion

	                        £12.8 billion

	£12.0 billion

	                          2024/25                                                          2025/26


Source: (Self-developed based on the data from Statista, 2026 and Lewis Partnership Plc, 2026d)
Based on the figure above, John Lewis’s sales increased by 5% (approximately £13.4 billion) and it’s before tax profit margin elevated by 6% (approximately £134 million) (Lewis Partnership Plc, 2026d). This fiscal recovery enabled the organisation to obtain £1.6 billion cash reserve alongside restore its bonus scheme for Partners at 2%. This turnaround confirms that increased level of employee engagement significantly increases financial performance of the organisation.
[bookmark: _Toc235896942]6.1. Theory-Informed, Evidence-Based Recommendations
Recommendation 1: Redesign appraisals surrounding co-ownership indicators
· Theory: Goal-setting theory by Locke (Asare Obeng et al. 2025)
· Act: Align appraisals of each co-owner to Net Promote Score (NPS) based on customer indicators and sales across omnichannel platforms. This directly links regular accountability consideration of individual partner with the corporate financial growth of John Lewis.
Recommendation 2: Adopt a flexible digital drive
· Theory: Dual operating system by Kotter (Reyes and Hurt, 2024)
· Act: Establish a dedicated digital functional unit, holding the authority to initiate instant e-commerce strategies. This transcends lengthy debates of the council members, safeguarding decentralised votes for corporate governance and surpassing digital competitors rapidly. 
[bookmark: _Toc235896943]7.0. Conclusion
In conclusion, it was evaluated that decentralised co-ownership organisational culture at John Lewis Partnership critically influences its operational model, fulfilling the organisational objective highlighted by Mullins and Christy (2016). Although the shared structure outperforms at cultivating organisational trust, improving front-stage customer service delivery performance, as well as helps handle economic challenges using shared compromise, it concurrently creates complete agreement-based delays that affect tactical actions at the times of crises. Finally, John Lewis’s Partner culture acts as a strong enabler for the brand; however, an explicit financial barrier was observed that lacks digital flexibility. Thus, integrating flexible digital drive while redesigning appraisals surrounding co-ownership indicators are highly important for John Lewis in order to promote its key decentralised ethos, in line with attainment of important competitive edge in the marketplace. In addition, corporate management should consistently align financial performance with employee wellbeing to survive in the contemporary business environment. 
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