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[bookmark: _g4zzrrh9rqra][bookmark: _Toc234679620]1. Introduction 
Organisational culture is defined as the beliefs and values that are normative within an organisation and tend to influence the behaviours of individuals. As per the views of Mullins and Christy (2016), culture is defined as the interlinked nature with commonly held values that tend to moderate behaviour of individuals. The report aims to assess the influence of organisational structure and decision-making on the dominant culture and apply a range of models and theories for evaluation of the prevailing culture. The cultural assessment of John Lewis partnership is undertaken wherein the relevance of culture on organisational performance is evaluated and theory-informed recommendations are detailed. 
Culture and Context of John Lewis  
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Figure 1: John Lewis Partnership Logo
(Source: John Lewis Partnership, 2026a)
John Lewis is one of the most prominent retail brands across the UK and operates on an employee-owned model, operating several departmental stores. The firm is a successful retail firm since its sales have increased by 5% and profit before tax is valued at £134m as of 2026 (John Lewis Partnership, 2026a). The firm’s culture is employee centric as evident from its partnership model wherein employees own majority stake in the firm. The prominent cultural traits of the firm include its adherence towards improving employee engagement and implementation of diversity and inclusion practices.



[bookmark: _b9amu1cgtek7][bookmark: _Toc234679621]2. Influence of organisational culture on firm structure and decision making process 
Culture is defined as the behavioural traits that are disposed of as a cultural norm and tend to influence the behaviour of individuals. As per the views of Mullins and Christy (2016), organisational behaviour is deemed to be culture-bound as culturally derived assumptions motivate the behavioural outputs of individuals. The prospect of culture influences firm structure by setting norms for leadership and implementation of measures that lead up to autonomous functioning. Similarly, culture influences decision-making since it improves worker engagement and incites transparency. 
Influence on firm structure
Culture influences firm structure by moderating the level of autonomy that defines structural boundaries and limits bureaucratic outcomes. As per the views of Jiang et al. (2023), job autonomy affects a firm’s culture by limiting bureaucratic hierarchy and establishing a supportive culture. Organisations with high levels of employee autonomy such as John Lewis are able to offer workers with autonomy and directive to undertake decisions, leading to improved firm efficiency. For example, John Lewis considers its employees as co-owners and its culture comprises over 69,000 such partners working on mutual trust (John Lewis Partnership, 2026). The culture of the firm is built on the value of trust and the leaders of the firm give the employees a collective purpose. The firm’s structure is quite unique wherein its majority ownership is held by its own employees through the allocation of ESOPS (Employee Stock Option Plans). The influence of the firm structure is the disposition of a culture wherein employees feel highly motivated since they have an active stake in the firm’s corporate success. However, the ESOP structure makes corporate decisions problematic since board members have minimal firm share to undertake decisions on behalf of all stakeholders. Therefore, culture positively influences firm structure by making it compliant with the needs of workers and limiting bureaucratic outcomes via autonomy.


Influence on decision-making process
Culture tends to define the acceptable norms in corporate behaviour and thus has a significant influence on decision-making process. As per the views of Gelfand et al. (2024), tight cultures detail people acting more in accordance with the norms instead of their personal values. The decision-making process of every working individual is influenced by culture since the norms set forth by a company are reflected in behaviours. For example, John Lewis Partnership’s decisions towards inclusion and diversity are strongly supported by its executive leadership as the firm aims to become the UK's most inclusive business (John Lewis Partnership, 2026). The firm has also implemented an employee ownership association, tasked with undertaking core decisions for management operations in the firm. On the contrary, corporate cultures considered loose have minimal normative behaviours and tend to allow employees to shape their corporate culture. The culture of John Lewis can be best defined as a tight culture since the employee centric values of the firm are considered as norm. Therefore, culture influences decision making by establishing a set of normative behaviours and enabling workers to decide upon alignment with said values or enabling managers of John Lewis to decide the most appropriate measure of employee management.


[bookmark: _x1b9fw14y7fy][bookmark: _Toc234679622]3. Application of frameworks, models and theories to assess culture in John Lewis and explore the prevailing culture 
Schein’s cultural Model 
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Figure 2: Schein’s cultural model
Schein’s cultural model details three core areas of corporate culture that influence firm performance and the individualistic behaviour of individuals. As per the views of Makumbe and Washaya (2022), Schein’s culture model details three varying levels of cultural disposition demonstrated by the factors of artefacts, espoused values and underlying assumptions. The artefacts constitute the tangible elements of a culture that is used to demonstrate the firm’s values. John Lewis Partnership implements a weekly magazine called the Gazette that is the longest-running internal publication of a firm (John Lewis Partnership, 2026b). The publication constitutes the artefact as its contents focus on the corporate culture and trends based on employee opinions collected. Furthermore, the values aspect of Schein’s model details the core philosophies and values that a firm represents as part of its culture. The core value promoted by John Lewis is that of partnership wherein employees are viewed as co-partners instead of just as workers. John Lewis follows a people-first ethos and regularly involves staff in decision-making to improve its operational efficiency (John Lewis Partnership, 2026). Thus, the prevailing culture in John Lewis is employee centric demonstrated from the example of publication of journals and provision of employee partnerships.


The underlying assumptions section of the model details ingrained beliefs and habits that have become norm within an organisation as part of culture. An industry report has identified that around 5.39% of employees from the UK are in a less advantageous position due to their socio-economic status (We are Creative, 2025). John Lewis’ assumptions are that most of the long-term decisions of the firm are taken by its workforce due to the partnership model. The belief that employees are a core part of the business is embedded deeply into the firm’s culture and thus the firm’s employment is managed proactively. 


Handy’s Cultural Types Model 
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Figure 3: Cultural type’s model
Handy’s cultural types model is a metaphor-based approach wherein four distinct cultural styles are detailed based on management styles and shared company values. As per the views of Willie (2023), Handy’s cultural model takes into account factors such as role, task and personal culture and details the responsibilities undertaken as part of culture. The power culture represents a hierarchical structure and the role culture represents a culture wherein individual job roles are prioritised. The task culture prioritises flexible teams and the person culture supports worker autonomy, setting forth the determinants for cultural growth. The cultural type of John Lewis Partnership as per the model is that of role culture since the job roles of employees define their work expectations and contributions. The role culture defines the formulation of teams constituting employees with shared interests or similar kinds of specialisation as part of operations. The disposition of power in such settings is centred on employees and their supervising managers. John Lewis operates over 36 retail stores across the UK and employee responsibilities are managed by store managers and supervisors (John Lewis Partnership, 2026c). The individual managers and employees are given adequate power to ensure appropriate functioning of each of John Lewis’ retail stores. However, a drawback of the role culture is that decision-making becomes slow since employees have a moderately high power and managers only offer task supervision instead of holistic leadership.  




Cultural Hegemony theory 
Cultural Hegemony is a theory of culture that emerged from socialist beliefs about the power and influence of the ruling class. As per the views of Coman et al. (2025), people with a high relative power are able to influence cultural norms and manipulate behaviour of individuals. The theory was initially tied towards the societal norms set forth by the bourgeoisie class and has emerged as a belief that people higher in the social chain are able to influence culture. The theory and its principles can be applicable to organisational contexts (John Lewis partnership) to assess the process of creating a cultural norm. For example, the theory argues that media and large-scale communication mediums help to spread a cultural norm towards the masses and make them compliant. The Gazette published by John Lewis’s employees is a representation of media and the contents of the publication denote the cultural norms to be followed by employees (John Lewis Partnership, 2026b). Similarly, it can be denoted that although employees of John Lewis are referred to as partners, yet the topmost executive decisions of the firm are still taken by executive leaders. However, a contradictory view of cultural hegemony is that it considers people to accept cultural norms and shows limited consideration for cultural resistance. John Lewis’s employees regularly voice their opinions on managerial practices and their feedback has an influence on cultural decisions.                                                              


[bookmark: _cwg9s5bdo5q0][bookmark: _Toc234679623]4. John Lewis leveraging its culture to adapt to external environment influences 
Cultural factors enable a firm such as John Lewis to adapt to external environmental influences and direct behaviour to become more coordinated. As per the views of Driskill and Mirivel (2025), organisational culture defines the value system of a firm and makes employees compliant to legal systems, improving net engagement levels. The points below demonstrate the influence of John Lewis’ culture on the adaptation towards external environment factors.
External environment of John Lewis
The external environment of John Lewis is shaped by factors such as competitive rivalry from prominent retailers such as Sainsbury’s or Tesco. The high level of inflation in the UK economy is affecting the commodity prices of the firm and has led to discounted pricing. The socio-cultural changes relevant to the firm include higher demand for healthy food and a shift towards conscious consumerism.
Employee and labour laws
The external environment of John Lewis mandates the firm to be compliant with labour laws and other legal compliances that limit discrimination. Legal compliances with Equality Act 2010 and the Employment Rights Act 1996 are two of the mandatory compliance elements followed by John Lewis’ culture. John Lewis’ human rights policy shows compliance with the external environment and demonstrates alignment with the legal requirements. For example, John Lewis’ human rights policy protects employees from discrimination and mandates all suppliers to adopt ethical and sustainable operational practices (John Lewis Partnership, 2022). The firm’s culture prioritises employee needs and thus managers make sure that every employee is compliant with legal requirements from its external environment.
Sustainable operations as per Environment Act 2021
The corporate legislation of Environment Act 2021 mandates organisations to adopt sustainable initiatives and make progress towards net zero. Compliance with the legislation has been made mandatory for all large-scale businesses and therefore firms have implemented CSR (Corporate Social Responsibility) programs to facilitate it. John Lewis has a sustainable culture and its practices are considered environmentally friendly; denoting positive ethical impact. The firm leverages its culture to adapt to external influences such as changing requirements of sustainability by implementing new CSR programs. For example, John Lewis has denoted that it has cut down 50% of its carbon emissions from transport and raised over £10.4m worth for charitable purposes (John Lewis Partnership, 2024). The firm’s culture has a significant impact on its moderation of the external environment since employees regularly participate in CSR programs. The opinions of employees are considered in CSR programs and drive the ethical management of the firm. 


Consideration for customer needs
The external environment of a firm influences its operational standards and the choices of products or services offered. The external environment of retail firms in the UK has seen a surge in demand for healthy products as consumers are shifting towards an active lifestyle. For example, the UK healthy food market has observed a 5.2% yearly growth and plant-based foods are the most demanded food type within the UK demographic (Market Research Future, 2026). The firm’s culture offers employees autonomy and the response towards such trends is significantly faster as compared to traditional brands. Furthermore, the autonomous culture of John Lewis enables the firm to take suggestions for product changes to be stocked in its retail stores as per recent trends. Therefore, the moderation of the external environment becomes simple and effective if a responsive and autonomous culture is facilitated within firms.


[bookmark: _u0z9944n9fi7][bookmark: _Toc234679624]5. Assessment of John Lewis’ culture as a barrier or enabler to effective organisational functioning with justification 
Culture is an enabling factor that enables employees to become highly complacent with organisational objectives and improve their self-behaviours. As per the views of Alsaied and McLaughlin (2024), the major factors that constitute cultural enablers include organisational capacity, knowledge management, and digital transformation effectively. Culture acts as an enabler within John Lewis as the firm’s culture is prioritised towards autonomy and enables effective functioning within the firm. The firm’s cultural value is oriented with diversity and inclusion wherein a sense of belonging is fostered among employees. For example, the vision of John Lewis Partnership is to become the UK's most inclusive business and its mission is to celebrate diversity with partners, customers, and communities (John Lewis Partnership, 2026d). The culture enables the diverse employee groups to function in the work environment without fear of bias. The firm’s culture acts as an enabler since the engagement of employees is boosted significantly due to the status of partner given to every employee. However, John Lewis is currently looking to dilute its employee owned structure by selling a stake to raise capital (Goldfingle, 2023). Thus, the culture of the firm is oriented towards being an enabler if it would limit its practice of diluting its employee owner’s structure. 
Justification
The autonomous culture of John Lewis enables it to foster collaboration between employees and dismantle any forms of departmental silos. The reason that employees are given autonomy in the stores to serve as a highly functional unit. The firm’s employee centric culture is an enabler for corporate growth since it helps to attract new talent. Moreover, John Lewis’ partners (employees) that actively engage with inclusion content or participate in CSR programs report higher levels of engagement (John Lewis Partnership, 2025). Therefore, the firm’s culture acts as an enabler that allows the firm to prioritise workforce engagement and autonomy to support its competitive objectives.



[bookmark: _xdxg4kgn3xcm][bookmark: _Toc234679625]6. Impact of firm culture on organisational performance and theory plus evidence based recommendations 
Impact of firm culture on organisational performance
Culture is responsible for shaping the practices and behaviours of individuals and thus a supportive culture has an improved chance at successful organisational performance. Culture moderates the productive outcome of employees since it serves the baseline for engagement and enables workers to become aligned with corporate objectives. For example, employees of John Lewis were awarded a 2% partnership bonus in wages due to sales having increased by 5% and operating margin by 3.2% respectively (John Lewis Partnership, 2026a). Thus, a supportive culture dictates sufficient financial performance and enables a brand to improve its brand image significantly.  
Recommendation 1: Adoption of Business intelligence systems within John Lewis
Business intelligence systems comprise technologies and software that collects data and analyses it to reveal intelligence. Business intelligence systems enable a firm to utilise its data streams to identify operational insights that can boost efficiency of management initiatives. John Lewis can utilise business intelligence systems to promote transparency within the firm’s culture and improve employee management. For example, the analysis has demonstrated that John Lewis assesses its employee engagement statistics by conducting yearly assessments of its employees. The data from employee assessments can be used to shape personalised management practices within the firm. For example, managers of John Lewis can understand the development needs of each employee and their engagement motivators to improve their alignment with corporate objectives. The contingency theory of management supports the recommendation as it demonstrates that there is no single managerial approach that fits every employee. The theory supports personalised management and dictates that personalised engagement improves motivation of workers. Therefore, adoption of business intelligence systems and personalised management of the workforce can improve the culture of John Lewis. 


Recommendation 2: Adoption of Knowledge management systems within John Lewis
Knowledge management systems (KMS) are digital platforms that store organisational data and serve as the central library wherein all kinds of knowledge is stored. KMS acts as a central repository wherein every essential corporate document or material is stored for future use and it enables recollection through use of search mechanisms. John Lewis can adopt a KMS system to dismantle any form of information silos faced by employees and preserve training material on digital platforms. For example, the assessment of the firm’s culture has demonstrated that its practices are employee centric and aligned with provision of autonomy. The KMS would allow John Lewis’ employees to access any form of training data or necessary documentation without the need to convey it to managers, reinforcing the practice of autonomy. The platform can be used to train employees as all training material can be uploaded onto it to be accessed by workers at their own convenience. The theory of Knowledge Based View (KBV) supports this recommendation since it demonstrates that a firm’s practices of strategic conservation of knowledge are essential. The theory dictates that knowledge is a primary resource of a firm’s culture and thus efforts to preserve it through digitalisation are necessary.
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It can be concluded that the report demonstrates John Lewis’s cultural orientation towards autonomy and details upon the employee-centric practices of the firm. The contents of the report demonstrate the core cultural values of the firm such as inclusivity, ethical operations, and referring to employees as partners. The recommendations suggest adoption of business intelligence and knowledge management systems to implement personalised management and support autonomy further, improving the apparent culture of the firm. 
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