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The organisational culture can be defined as values, assumptions and beliefs commonly held by employees and how they relate and behave in an organisation (Mullins and Christy, 2016). A well structured organisational culture can help to improve all of the following; collaboration, innovation and customer satisfaction; on the other hand a poorly structured or misaligned culture can impede the organisational performance. The report is about John Lewis Partnership, which is a major UK-based, employee-owned retailer noted because of its partnership structure, customer service and dedication to common ownership. The report will critically analyse the impact of organisational culture on the structure and the decision making processes of the organisation, the most upheld organisational culture based on a suitable theoretical model, the effectiveness of organisational culture in support of changes in the external environment, the effectiveness of organisational culture as an enabler or inhibitor of organisational effectiveness, and its contribution to organisational performance. At the end of the report, evidence-based findings can be found on the extent to which the organisational culture of John Lewis is effective.
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Figure 1: John Lewis
(Source: John Lewis, 2026)
John Lewis Partnership is an organisation with a unique organisational culture, which is based on employee ownership, shared responsibility, and value creation in the long term. As opposed to normal retailers, the organisation has a partnership model where employees are referred to as Partners and jointly own the business. This form of ownership also encourages a culture of responsibility, dedication and mutual respect since the workforce has direct benefits from organisational success (Boulesnam et al., 2025). 
Core values emphasise promoting the culture of the organisation through promoting respect, integrity, fairness and outstanding customer service. The values have an impact on daily behaviours and strategic priorities, in which the employees get motivated to provide high-quality service in ethical business practices. The partnership philosophy also allows transparency and open communication, which allows employees to provide ideas and engage in organisational discussions via representative forums. Such a working environment enhances knowledge sharing and makes employees feel a sense of belonging, which can help organisations to be more resilient and deliver quality services.
Employee engagement can be considered one of the attributes of the culture of John Lewis. Companies promote partners in decision making, ongoing improvement programs and cross functional teamwork, which entails the development of an atmosphere in which shared accountability is made an important priority as compared to control (Tasoulis et al., 2024). Nevertheless, keeping a large number of employees involved can also lead to further consultation, and this might delay decision-making when an organisation is in need of rapid change.
Another element of the organisational culture is customer focus. Instead of considering customer service an independent operation, John Lewis incorporates the aspect of customer satisfaction in both its organisational values and employee accountability. This congruence helps in maintaining high standards in services offered and enhances the reputation of quality and reliability of the company. As a whole, the existing organisational culture approximates a collaborative and values-based partnership model which includes involvement of employees, ethical leadership, shared ownership and commitment to providing sustainable value to employees and customers (Alemu, 2025).
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The organisational structure is heavily supported by the organisational culture of John Lewis as it helps to strengthen the ownership of the employees, their involvement and partnership in the work (Boulesnam et al., 2025). The Partnership model establishes a form of governance where the employees known as Partners are not only performance oriented to the operations of a business but they are also involved in the governance of the organisation under the Representative entities. It is this unique structure that is based on the organisational faith that shared ownership will facilitate higher levels of accountability and long-term commitment as compared to a conventional hierarchical structure.
With this kind of participation, it would promote the exchange of knowledge and increase the sense of commitment of employees due to their sense that they are participants and not receivers of the decisions made by managers. 
The culture also enhances decentralisation by making managers and frontline employees more discretionary in dealing with customer needs and operational problems. Instead of having the authority concentrated at the very senior management level, the authority of decision is spread throughout the business functions where it may be most responsive to local knowledge (Pucik et al., 2024). This decentralised approach is also improved by strong interdepartmental collaboration, and teams are able to set themselves up to regionalise the operations and share their experiences of how they can provide the same customer experience. The participative structure, however, will enhance employee engagement and organisational commitment, yet may increase the need to coordinate more and structural stiffness in situations in which a faster organisational adaptation proved to be necessary, proving organisational cultural advantages such as collaboration and inclusivity to introduce operational complexity.
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John Lewis has an organisational culture that is very strong, in that it influences how it makes decisions and therefore, it will favour democratic involvement, shared leadership and consultation with employees (Tasoulis et al., 2024). As opposed to organisations, where decisions are largely made by just a few people in the organisation (usually senior executives), the Partnership model helps the Partners to express their own views before an organisation makes important decisions. 
The consultation of the employees takes place in the form of well-organised communication lines, as well as representative organisations and groups, specifically the Partnership Council, whereby the representatives of the employees are allowed to deliberate on strategic and operational issues with the top management. The Council enhances accountability in organisations, as the management decision is open to employee audit and positive feedback (Boufounou et al., 2024). This culture is also supported by shared leadership, which helps to prompt managers to facilitate collaboration as opposed to their hierarchy animating authority only. As a result, leadership is more accommodative, fostering trust and enhancing employees' commitment to organisational goals.
This has a number of benefits when it comes to this democratic approach to decision making. Increasing employee participation enhances the quality of decisions made by including a wide range of views; commitment levels on the part of the employees increase in support of organisational change, as they will know they have been consulted. Nonetheless, there can also be constraints due to the great consultation. A consensus can be achieved with time, and that can hamper the implementation of decisions, which may not augur well in a very competitive retailing environment where decisions must be delivered immediately. Moreover, employee expectations and commercial considerations might come into conflict, making strategic decisions complex (Hyatt and Gruenglas, 2023). The participative culture boosts legitimacy, trust and participation but must be handled with much care to ensure that inclusive governance does not reduce the responsiveness and agility of the organisation.
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Figure 2: Schein's Three Levels of Organisational Culture
(Source: Psychsafety, 2023)
The Three Levels of Organisational Culture by Edgar Schein creates a systemic way of discovering the ways in which culture is established and maintained in organisations (Coghlan, 2026). According to the model, organisational culture has three related levels, which include artefacts, espoused values and underlying assumptions. This framework of analysing John Lewis shows that employee-owned is supported by visible organisational practices, shared values and deep-seated assumptions that all influence the behaviour of its employees and its organisational performance.
At level one, artefacts are the observable aspects of an organisational culture that can be seen but do not necessarily tell the story behind it. In John Lewis, one artefact, which is still a prominent one, is the Partnership model itself, where the employees are not referred to as staff but Partners. The other observable signs are the Partnership Council, team spirit at work, employee communication forums, accessibility of leadership and a high degree of customer focus throughout the retail operations (Bhasin, 2025). These practices, which can be noticed, strengthen an organisational culture that is open-minded, participative and shared responsibility. Nevertheless, artefacts are not sufficient to explain why employees exhibit such behaviours without analysing the values that endorse these behaviours.
The second level is comprised of the espoused values; these are the values that are officially posted to govern the organisational behaviour. Ideas that are always encouraged by John Lewis are trust, fairness, integrity, respect and excellent customer service. These values are embodied within organisational policies that promote participation of the staff, ethical decision making as well as long-term relationships between staff and the stakeholders instead of traditional financial rewards. The partnership philosophy aligns workers to the organisational goals, as it focuses on success together and a sense of responsibility (Armstrong, 2025). However, these values rely on whether these values are actually implemented into day to day managerial practises and daily employee behaviour and make them effective or not, instead of remaining aspirational statements only.
The lowest tier is that of basic underlying assumptions, which are unconscious beliefs in which organisational members perceive situations and arrive at decisions. In John Lewis, one of the key assumptions made is that common ownership among employees will enhance dedication, accountability and enthusiasm among employees as compared to those who are employed under the customary employment agreements. The other assumption is that through collaboration and employee involvement, there has been increased organisational performance and more sustainable customer relationships (Das and Hassan, 2022). Such ingrained ideologies can be observed in the fact that even in shifting market conditions, democratic participation and shared governance are still vital in the organisation. On balance, Schein's model suggests that John Lewis has a consistent organisational culture where visible practices, articulated values and unarticulated assumptions are well integrated to enhance organisational consistency and effectiveness over time.
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Figure 3: Handy's Four Organisational Culture Types
(Source: Stock, 2025)
Charles Handy's cultural types are a handy way to assess the pre-eminent features of organisational culture (Innis, 2022). John Lewis exhibits the aspects of each of the four types of cultures, but these are reflected to different extents. Role culture manifests in the well defined responsibilities of the organisation, governance structure and formal policies, which ensure that there is consistency in the running of the stores and business functions. Even though structured roles aid in accountability, they are evened out with staff involvement instead of being dictated by bureaucracy.
The cross-functional collaboration and teamwork that are directed towards attaining organisational goals and providing quality customer service are also manifestations of task culture. The staff is urged to share ideas and resolve operational issues together, helping to facilitate the innovation process and promote the idea of continuous improvement (Tan et al., 2023). Alternatively, person culture is not as strong as it is in an organisational context, since organisational objectives are aimed at reaching the aims of collective partnership, but not individual sovereignty and individual success. Though employees are treated as Partners, the organisation as a whole seems to benefit the most.
Also, the culture of power has reduced power in John Lewis. This form of culture lowers the concentration of power that is often conferred to senior leadership, but the decision-making is moderated by consulting employees and allowing representative governance, which means there is no concentration of power that is often attributed to this type of culture. In sum, in most respects, there are some elements of role, person and power cultures, but task culture is the most obvious since teamwork, joint responsibility and group problem solving are continually influencing organisational behaviour and helping the Partnership to value the customer and achieve long-term success.
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According to John Lewis, the framework put forward by Handy suggests that task culture is the most appropriate one, as the success of organisations is reliant on teamwork, collaboration, and the contribution of the Partners as a unit rather than higher authority and the power of individual personalities. Partnership form of employee ownership promotes cooperation between different functions, collaborating in the attainment of organisational goals, exchange of knowledge and sharing of accountability, which are all hallmarks of the task culture (Selvakumar et al., 2025). Even though components of role culture offer operational structure and governance, they do not act dominantly over organisational behaviour. As a result, a task-oriented culture marked by collaboration, shared ownership and customer-oriented performance is the dominant feature of John Lewis culture that, in turn, leads to sustainable organisational performance.
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John Lewis is in a dynamic retail business that is marked by a fast changing technological environment, stiff competition and consumer expectations (John Lewis, 2026). Its organisational culture facilitates adaptation through fostering employee involvement, cooperation, as well as constant improvement, resulting in the organisation being able to effectively adapt to any external pressures. Such a relationship can be vaguely understood on the basis of the Traits Theory proposed by Denison, according to which organisations that exhibit high involvement and flexibility tend to be more prepared to maintain long-term performance in a changing environment.
Digital transformation has since been a strategic choice because consumers are becoming more demanding of online and offline shopping experiences. By increasing omnichannel services, enhancing its online platform, and incorporating digital technologies in retail activities, John Lewis has enhanced its digital capabilities. A collaborative organisational culture can motivate employees to use new technologies and share ideas on how to enhance customer experiences to reduce organisational change resistance.
The development of e-commerce has escalated competition with online stores and multichannel competitors (Lin et al., 2022). Instead of considering digitalisation a threat, the customer-oriented culture of the organisation contributes to service innovation through a combination of individualised customer care with digital convenience. On the same note, sustainability has emerged as a significant external expectation. John Lewis has launched programs intended to curb the negative effects on the environment, enhance responsible sourcing and adopt a circular economy approach. These efforts are fortified by common organisational values that encourage employees to serve sustainable environmental and social goals.
The economic uncertainty caused by inflation, the shifting consumer spending behaviour and so on have put even greater pressure on retail organisations to ensure efficiency, whilst ensuring that they retain or keep their customers. The partnership culture promoted in John Lewis facilitates flexibility through providing employees with the motivation to find ways of improving operations as well as taking an initiative whenever there is a shift in the market. Simultaneously, the increased customer demands in terms of convenience, ethical business conduct and service quality demand permanent organisational learning. Employee ownership promotes accountability to provide the same customer experiences and organisational resilience (Selvakumar et al., 2025). As a result, the integration of adaptability, employee involvement and customer orientation helps John Lewis to be receptive to external environmental pressures whilst ensuring that its long term competitiveness is safeguarded.
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Despite the critical benefits of the organisational culture at John Lewis, there are cases when it can obstruct efficient organisational operations. Partnership in which employees are owners facilitates consultation and governance by the masses but the majority of people can slow down decision making when the company needs fast strategic responses. The agility of the organisation, particularly to technological changes, shifting consumer tastes or unforeseen market shocks, in the fiercely competitive retail sector can be hampered by the delays brought about by the nature of consultation processes (Penchev and Kenarova-Pencheva, 2025). 
The culture can also be helpful in resisting when there is a high rate of change in the organisation. Employees with high levels of identification with set values of partnership can be hesitant in terms of restructuring, operational changes or changes in technology that can be seen as endangering the usual way of operation. Through the participation of employees, the organisation is likely to be better committed, but very varied stakeholder-based viewpoints may make it difficult to enact important strategic policies.
There are other challenges associated with employee ownership. The belief that organisational decisions need to represent shared interests can be a source of tension between business goals and the expectations of the employees, especially when there are financial pressures necessitating cost-cutting or, alternatively, a replication of the organisational structure. This may hamper the ability of management to introduce unpopular and required decisions.
However, such obstacles do not overshadow the organisational culture advantages. There are still high levels of trust, employee commitment and collaboration that assist in organisational resilience, customer service and long-term sustainability (Yan et al., 2022). So, one must consider the culture in John Lewis as an enabler of organisational performance, albeit at the cost of remaining competitive, necessitating responsible decision-making that is timely and commercial.
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The organisational culture of John Lewis has a strong impact on organisational performance because it enhances employee engagement, customer satisfaction and competitiveness in the long run (Balaji, 2025). High levels of commitment are promoted by the Partnership model of employee ownership in that the Partners are directly interested in the success of the organisation. 
The customer-oriented culture at the organisation enhances the standard of consistent services offered by the organisation, benefiting in keeping customers loyal and trusting in an extremely competitive retail market. Innovation is also enhanced because insights and contributions offered by the employee to the organisation prompt frontline staff to create ideas that will enhance the experiences of various customers and operations within the organisation.
Financially, organisational culture also helps to ensure long-term sustainability, ensuring responsible decision processes and efficient use of resources, but performance is preconditioned by the overall economic situation and competition (Purbawangsa, Baskara, and Artini, 2024). Moreover, the ethical business practices, employee ownership and quality customer treatment portrayed by John Lewis have reinforced its brand in the market, as compared to many of its competitors. On the whole, the evidence shows that John Lewis' organisational culture has a positive impact on organisational performance by incorporating employee commitment, operational performance and customer value into sustainability competitive advantage.
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The discussion shows that the organisational culture of John Lewis plays a significant role in its structure, decision-making, flexibility and overall organisational performance. The partnership model that is employee-owned also encourages Teamwork, a participatory attitude among employees and attention to customers, which provides a good basis for sustainable performance. The culture mainly acts as an organisational strength, even though the level of consultation sometimes diminishes organisational agility. In total, the values-based and collaborative culture of John Lewis helps the organisation to become more successful over the long term by making it more resilient, committed to its stakeholders and with a competitive advantage.
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