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INTRODUCTION
What is Organisational culture?
Organisational culture refers to the mindsets and behaviours of a company. Maintaining a positive workplace culture will increase employee engagement, motivation, and retention. Organisational culture is a factor in a company's success or failure (Williams, 2022).  Organisational Culture is the shared values, beliefs, norms, and practices in the workplace that guide the behaviour of its workforce. A  well-established organisational culture will lead to positive traits. A dysfunctional company culture would dismantle any move towards success, according to  Woffindin (2022).  In a workforce, organisational culture is regarded as an organisation's personality, which influences daily operations, team strategies, and more. It also includes.
· Visible elements:         dress code
                                              office layout
                                              communication style
· Invisible elements:     attitudes
                                             assumptions
                                             dynamics
                                             emotional climate
Organizational culture is the guiding framework for behaviour and decision-making.  This report provides an overview of John Lewis Partnership's history and examines how its employee-owned organisational culture influences both its structure and decision-making.  It also explains how employees become the core of the organisation, influencing the decision-making and transforming JLP into what it is today.  The report incorporates Schein’s Model of organisational culture into the JLP employee-owned model to represent its culture type. The report also shows how John Lewis Partnership's organisational culture intertwines with the Denison Trait Theory and a PESTLE analysis of the external environment affecting JLP. There is also a summary of how JLP manages the external environment, involving competition, regulations, and globalisation.  The report highlights that the external environment races like a cheetah and at the same time, the organisational mindset progresses slowly, resembling a snail,  meaning if JLP does not innovate and follow the trend set, keeping pace with emerging trends, they will become ineffective,  unethical, not fit for purpose, stuck in their own mess, and trapped in their own challenges.  The  SWOT analysis evaluates whether John Lewis Partnerships' Culture serves as a barrier or an enabler,  while outlining the key positive and negative factors that influence JLP's overall performance. The report ends with key insights into these dynamics and a conclusion. 
John Lewis Partnership Organisational Culture
John Lewis Partnership is the UK's largest employee-owned company, founded by John Lewis in 1864 as a textile and fabric retail store located on Oxford Street in the city of London.  John Lewis had two children, John Spedan Lewis and Oswald Lewis.   In 1928, John Lewis died, leaving his son, John Spedan, to implement his ideas of Partnership, as stated by Roberts (2023), which enabled his staff to benefit from having a share in the company's profits.  The ownership model shapes how people behave, make decisions, and prioritise customers, colleagues, and the long-term health of the business.   Its unique employee-owned model states that all employees are partners in the company.   The structure of John Lewis encourages a culture of inclusivity, trust, and shared responsibility, which is the foundation of the company's operations.    John Lewis employees are its partners and have never had to contend with the accusations that its employees are costly to the business and are to be used and thrown away. The employees have a say in the decision-making and a share of the profits, which increases their ability to perform well.  Rather than relying on top-down decisions, partners actively contribute ideas and influence the company's strategic direction.     The governance structure reinforces the cultural ethos.  Power is invested in three key bodies:  the Partnership Board, the Chairman, and the Partnership Council.  The Council, which comprises elected representatives from across the business, ensures that the voice of every permanent staff member is represented and considered in the decision-making. 


The Influence of Culture on  Structure and Decision Making
 Fixed in democratic ownership and shared values, the John Lewis Partnership Culture influences its governance model, leadership style, and operational design.  JLP’s values are built on shared ownership, fairness, and employee empowerment.  These values shape a decentralized, role-based, and participatory structure. Power is diluted through councils and boards, rather than concentrated at the top of the organization.    Clear responsibilities exist across departments, which aligns with Schein’s Culture Model.  Employees, referred to as partners, play a key role in guiding strategy and operational processes, as explained in  Gretton (2023). For example, the Partnership Council holds senior leaders accountable and influences key decisions, inputting democratic values into the structure.  Decision-making is guided by exposed values and underlying assumptions outlined in Schein’s cultural framework. Its employees contribute to decision-making through feedback, voting, and forums, and with exposure, their voices are more accountable.  Choices are made based on ethical -decisions, and not short-term profit.  At John Lewis Partnership, organisational culture is not separate from culture; it shapes it.  From the framework to everyday decision-making, the shared ownership and democratic participation ensure that the business remains inclusive, ethical, and strategically aligned.  

Identifying Culture Types:  
John Lewis Partnership is the UK’s iconic example of an employee-owned business model, referred to as the John Lewis model. It is a cultural philosophy that shapes everything from strategy to service.  Below, in diagram 1, are the features and description of   John Lewis' employee-owned model.




John Lewis Employee-Owned Model of Organisational Culture                                                                                     Diagram 1                                                            
	Feature
	Description                                                                                                                               

	Employee Ownership
	All staff are Partners because they co-own the business. They share profits, responsibilities, and decision-making. 

	Profit Sharing
	When the Company meets its profit threshold, Partners receive a bonus, which, according to Robinson (2021), is historically a celebration and part of the culture.

	Democratic Governance
	Employees elect representatives to councils.  Forums that influence leadership decisions.  A Partner-elected council can challenge senior management.

	Shared Purpose
	Business operates with a long-term view. Prioritizing sustainability, fairness, and community impact over short-term profit

	Transparency & Accountability
	Leadership is accountable to Partners, not external shareholders.  Creates a culture of openness and mutual respect.



Schein’s Model of organisational culture best describes the type of culture that is incorporated in John Lewis Partnership.  It explains how the company's values and behaviours are ingrained in its history, beliefs, and everyday practices.  According to Juneja (2022), Edgar Schein suggested that organisations do not embrace a culture in a single day, but develop gradually as employees respond to external challenges, embrace innovation, and solve problems.  Diagram 2  illustrates Schein's Model, which consists of three distinct levels. 
John Lewis Partnership (Schein’s Model) Diagram 2
Artifacts
(visual structures, processes, and behaviour)                                                     
Uniforms and Bonus Announcements
Partner Council
Open Plan Stores
Democratic Decision-Making                                                                               
Job Titles
Organisational Chart
Espoused Value
(stated beliefs, shared strategies, goals, and philosophies)
Partners not Employees
Roles empower.
Commitment to Employee Wellbeing and Customer Service
Shared Ownership
Long-Term Thinking
Basic Assumptions
(deeply embedded, taken-for-granted beliefs)
Everyone Deserves a Voice
Business Should Benefit Both People and Profit
Trust Drives Performance
Structure Enables Fairness, and Clear Roles Enable Employees to Contribute Effectively
 Using Schein’s three-level framework, we can acknowledge how JLP’s culture is rooted in its governance, operations, and employee experiences.  
Artifacts (Visible Structures and Practices) - John Lewis Partnership uses the term “Partner” instead of employee.  Its Partnership Council, Partner Voice Forums, and bonus announcements signal a culture of inclusion, shared responsibility, and democratic participation.
Exposed Values (Stated Beliefs and Norms) - JLP commits to values such as:
· Shared ownership and accountability
· Fairness and ethical governance
· Employee voice in decision-making
The JLP Partnership Constitution codifies the values that outline the rights and responsibilities of Partners.
Underlying Assumptions (unconscious Beliefs) – JLP is  built on assumptions such as:  
· Everyone deserves a voice in the organisation they help build.
· Trust and Transparency lead to better performance
· Business success should benefit all contributors, not just shareholders.
These beliefs are” ingrained” in the organisational culture of John Lewis Partnership, and guide behaviour and decision-making.
Culture and the External Environment
John Lewis Partnership (JLP), the UK's largest employee-owned business, operates in a competitive environment shaped by pressures, globalization, and shifting consumer expectations. JLP ownership has penetrated shared ownership, ethical governance, and democratic participation, enabling strategic adaptation to external factors.  Using John Lewis' organisational culture model (Schein's model), Denison Trait theory, and a PEST framework, you can analyse how culture acts as a strategic tool for adaptation and innovation.  Diagram 3 illustrates Denison’s Trait Theory and its application to JLP's organisational culture and identifies four traits that link JLP's culture to performance. 


Denison Trait Theory                                                                                                              Diagram 3 
                                                                                                                                                                                                          
	Trait	
	JLP Application.

	Involvement
	Partners are actively involved in governance and decision-making, which fosters innovation.

	Consistency
	Shared values and ethical standards guide responses to regulation.

	Adaptability
	Diversified in financial services and digital platforms to meet competitive and global demand.

	Mission
	The Partnership's purpose: “Working in partnership for a happier world.”                                           





Diagram 3 above shows how John Lewis' organisational culture incorporates into the Denison Trait organisational culture.
Diagram 4 is a PESTLE analysis of the External Environment of the John Lewis Partnership.                                   
JLP PESTLE Analysis
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                   Diagram 4
	                            FACTOR  
	EXTERNAL PRESSURE
	CULTURAL RESPONSE

	
POLITICAL
	Post-Brexit trade rules, employment law, and governance regulations.
	Democratic governance ensures compliance and agility in policy change.

	
ECONOMIC
	Inflation, cost-of-living crisis, and reduced consumer spending.
	Bonus schemes and shared ownership buffer morale.

	
SOCIAL
	Demand for ethical business, well-being, and inclusion.
	Well-being initiatives and inclusive branding align with societal expectations.

	
TECHNOLOGICAL
	The rise of AI and Digital Transformation.
	Investment in online platforms and A1-driven customer service enhances competitiveness.

	
LEGAL
	GDPR consumer protection and employment rights.
	Governance structures ensure that legal compliance with ethical practice is maintained.

	
ENVIRONMENTAL
	Net Zero targets, ethical sourcing, and sustainable regulations.
	JLP promotes circular design, recycled packaging, and carbon reduction strategies.


                                                                                                                                                        Team (2025)  
John Lewis Partnership PESTLE analysis factors directly address the external environment.   The PEST  identifies the main drivers behind JLP's challenges and opportunities and recommends the areas for improvement.   John Lewis doesn’t just react; it adapts to its employee-owned culture, analysed by Shein's Model and the Denison Trait Theory as indicated above.  The factors of the Denison Trait framework indicate how JLP's internal culture enables it to respond to pressures like competition, regulations, and globalization.
 How John Lewis Partnership Adapts to Its Competition: John Lewis Partnership does not face extreme pressure from discount chains and online Giants, but it still competes in a competitive market. Its culture enables differentiation through services, ethical branding, and employee engagement. Its decentralized feedback loop helps JLP respond to changing customer preferences and competitor strategies.   JLP relaunches Never Knowingly Undersold price promise, as stated in Gollasch (2024), to rebuild consumer trust and respond to competitive pressure.  Denison's adaptability and involvement trait supports innovation and customer loyalty. 
How JLP adapts to Regulatory Pressures: JLP's governance model ensures compliance with governance law and sustainability standards. JLP  Council and employees elected ensure that decisions are made transparently and with credibility.  John Lewis Partnership enforces ethical standards across its supply chain, aligning with the Ethical Trading Initiative (ETI)Base Code covering pay, working hours, and labour rights.  In  2025, JLP admitted non-compliance with the Working Time Regulations and underpayment of holiday entitlements, according to Illustrate Digital (2017),  by failing to include premiums for Sundays and Bank Holidays.  Forty million was repaid to affected employees, and thirty-six million was set aside to address the National Minimum Wage caused by annualised pay averaging.  These actions show JLP is a culture of transparency and responsibility. Shein’s exposed values and Denison's consistency reinforce ethical decision-making even when mistakes are costly.  
How JLP Adapts Globalisation: . John Lewis Partnership has embarked on a £800 million transformation plan to reshape its department stores and Waitrose stores, according to the Retail Technology Show 2025 (2025). offering a new retail experience that combines luxury, sustainability, and innovation with customer engagement. JLP spans multiple countries, especially in home goods, textiles, and food. To manage this complexity, it enforces a Responsible Sourcing Code of Practice (RS COP) aligned with the Ethical Trading Initiative (ETI) Base Code. It conducts audits to ensure suppliers meet international labour, safety, and environmental standards. JLP Christmas campaigns and digital content attract a global audience, reflecting its cultural influences beyond the UK.
John Lewis' organizational culture demonstrates that it's not just an internal asset but a tool for navigating external complexity. In the face of extensive competition, JLP leverages its employer-owned model to deliver differentiated service, ethical branding, and customer loyalty.   When JLP responds to regulatory pressures, its governance structure ensures transparency, compliance, and corrective action.  As globalization reshapes supply chains and customer expectations, JLP adapts through responsible sourcing, sustainability commitments, and cultural sensitivity.
Organizational Culture as a Barrier
John Lewis’s Partnership culture is not necessarily a barrier to effective functioning, but historically, it has been a strategic asset. However, it can create friction when the external environment changes faster than the internal mindset. Since innovation is advancing at a rapid pace, John Lewis Partnership's model, which has in the past been hailed as the exemplar of the employee-ownership model, has slowed decision-making and made it difficult to bring in new investments, according to Jones (2024). The democratic model of JLPs, while inclusive, can be cumbersome for fast-moving markets.  Emotional attachments to tradition can also be a barrier, as they can resist innovation.  The original price promise, while beloved by the customers, can become difficult to sustain in a digital, discount-driven market. At the beginning of its existence,  “Never Knowingly Undersold ", the price promise slogan stated in Dunn (2024) was originally limited only to high street competitors, but as consumers' habits changed to online shopping, JLP couldn’t match the price promise because of digital platforms, making the price promise feel outdated.  Manual price-matching processes struggled to keep pace with market changes, resulting in inconsistent application and customer frustration, particularly during peak trading periods. John Lewis Partnership sets an annual profit target of £150 million to activate staff bonuses, but, for the last three years, since COVID-19, JLP has not met its target, so no bonuses have been paid.  Trust and fairness may be damaged if Partners see profits rise, but do not receive a bonus.  The absence of the bonuses undermines the benefits of the employee-ownership model, weakening the contract between leadership and Partners.
Diagram 5 is a SWOT analysis of John Lewis Partnership's organisational culture.  This explores whether JLP acts as a barrier or an enabler for effective functioning.
		Strength
	Weaknesses

	Employee Ownership Model fosters engagement and accountability.
Value-Led Culture: fairness and inclusion build customer trust.
High Service Standards driven by partner motivation.
Ethical Supply Chain and Sustainability Focus align with global expectations.
	Consensus Driven Decision-Making -    slows down
responsiveness in fast-paced markets.
Emotional Attachment to Tradition can resist necessary innovation.
Rigid Governance Structure- may hinder agility and investment flexibility.
Generational Disconnect


	Opportunities
	Threats

	Globalisation and Cultural Adaptation through inclusive branding and ethical sourcing.
Digital Transformation-  with AI-powered pricing, omnichannel retail, and agile operations.
Reframing Tradition (e.g., reimagine price promise) to retain legacy while evolving.
Modernizing the Partnership Model
	Economic Downturns challenge the bonus culture and long-term employment promise.
Competitive Pressure from tech-driven retailers like Amazon.
Reputation Risk if governance changes class with JLP ideals.
Cultural Inertia, resisting change, may block rapid restructuring or innovation.                              
                                                                                   Team (2024)


                                                                   


   SWOT of John Lewis Culture ( A Barrier or an Enabler)                                           Diagram 5                                                                                                                                                         

	


John Lewis Partnership” is not a barrier by default”,  if legacy practices outweigh strategic agility; its weaknesses and threats are not addressed. Cultural evolution is the key to preserving values while adapting structures, incentives, and decision-making to meet modern demands.
Impact of Culture  on Organisational  Performance at JLP
Positive Impacts- JLP's employee-owned model fosters a sense of purpose and accountability among staff, leading to superior customer service and brand loyalty.  This strong organisational culture supports valuable and satisfying employment and contributes to business performance, according to Geraghty (2019).  Its value-led practices enhance brand trust and align with consumer expectations, supporting long-term revenue resilience and differentiation. JLP cultural pride empowers frontline staff to resolve issues and deliver personalized service, reducing churn and supporting repeat business. 
Negative impacts - Resistance to change: A 2023 study found that employee reactions to planned cultural change at JLP showed considerable variation, with some configurations increasing resistance and reducing change effectiveness, as highlighted in Tasoulis et al. (2023). JLP's emotional attachment to tradition (e.g., price promise, bonus culture) can hinder innovation and digital transformation.  Its inclusive-driven governance model can delay strategic decisions in the fast-paced retail environment. The recent suspension of the partnership bonus risks weakening motivation and the value of the co-ownership, potentially impacting performance. 

Conclusion
John Lewis Partnership’s organisational culture is a defining strength that has shaped its reputation, employee engagement, and customer loyalty for over a century. Rooted in values, fairness, integrity, and shared ownership, the culture supports high service standards and ethical business practices. However, in today’s fast-paced, digital-driven retail environment, aspects of this culture, such as consensus-based decision-making, emotional attachment to tradition, and resistance to cultural change, can act as barriers to agility and commercial effectiveness.  The recent suspension of the partnership bonus and the need for rapid transformation highlight the tension between legacy Values and modern demands.   For John Lewis Partnership to remain competitive and resilient, the organisation must evolve its culture, preserve its core principles, and adapt governance, incentives, and operational models to meet the challenges of globalisation, regulation, and digital disruption.
Recommendation`
Decision-making: Speed up commercial decisions while preserving partner input for major changes.
Tradition:  Update old practices (like bonuses and price promise) to fit today's needs.
Change Management:  Use tailored interventions to support digital adoption and reduce resistance.
Performance Alignment: Embed adaptability, innovation, and service excellence into KPIs and partner metrics.
Leverage of Technology for Engagement: Investment in A1-powered tools for customer service and operational efficiency while maintaining transparency and partner involvement in technology decisions. This balances innovation with cultural integrity.
Accelerate Decision-Making:  Implement a tiered decision-making structure where routine commercial decisions are delegated to operational managers, while strategic decisions retain partner input.  This will reduce delays caused by consensus-driven governance while preserving democratic values.

Enhanced Reward Systems:  Develop hybrid reward structures that combine annual profit-sharing with quarterly recognition programs.  This will maintain partner motivation even during periods when profit thresholds are not met.
Embed Cultural Agility:  Introduce change management programs focused on digital adoption and innovation. Tailored interventions such as training, partner forums, and pilot projects can reduce resistance and foster adaptability.
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