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Organisational culture is the traditional and customary way of doing things, it is the set of shared values, beliefs, and behaviours that guide how people in a company work together, make decisions, and achieve goals. It affects leadership, teamwork, ethics, and how well a business responds to change. A strong culture helps employees understand expectations and work towards a common mission, while a weak or misaligned culture can block progress and innovation.
This report looks at the culture of John Lewis Partnership, a well-known UK retailer that owns department stores and supermarkets. John Lewis is unique because it is employee-owned staff are called “Partners” and share responsibility for how the business runs. Its culture is based on integrity, empowerment, excellent service, and sustainability, which shape its decisions and long-term plans.
The report will explore:
· What John Lewis’s culture looks like in everyday work
· How culture affects its structure and decision-making
· How models like Schein, Hofstede, and Handy help explain its culture
· How culture helps the company respond to external challenges
· What cultural barriers might slow down change or innovation
· How culture influences performance and ethical behaviour
John Lewis’s culture stands out not only for its ethical foundation but also for its practical impact on everyday operations. The employee-owned model fosters a sense of shared purpose, where staff are not just workers but active contributors to the company’s direction. This creates a culture of accountability, openness, and long-term thinking. Unlike traditional hierarchies, John Lewis’s approach encourages collaboration and value-led decision making. By embedding integrity and empowerment into its structure, the organization builds resilience and trust. This introduction sets the stage for a deeper analysis of how culture influences strategy, performance, and the ability to adapt in a changing environment. The goal is to assess how effective John Lewis’s culture is and suggest ways to strengthen it for the future.
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John Lewis has a unique and people-focused culture. Because it’s employee-owned, staff are called partners and have a real say in how the business runs. This creates a strong sense of trust, fairness, and teamwork across the company.
The company’s main purpose is to make its Partners happy through meaningful work in a successful business. This goal shapes how decisions are made and how employees are treated. It also helps build strong relationships with customers, who feel valued and respected. (Geraghty, 2025).
John Lewis’s culture is based on seven key values, including:
· Being honest with customers
· Acting with integrity in business
· Supporting local communities
These values are part of everyday work and help guide how the company behaves. For example, most employees say they enjoy working there, and most customers say they feel appreciated when shopping.
Research also shows that employee-owned businesses like John Lewis tend to grow faster and create more jobs during tough times. This shows how a strong culture can help a company stay successful even when the economy is struggling. (Storey and Salaman, 2017).
Overall, John Lewis’s culture helps it perform well, treat people fairly, and stay true to its values.
John Lewis Partnership’s culture strongly supports ethical behavior and social responsibility. As an employee-owned shared business, it promotes fairness, transparency, and care for stakeholders. The company’s code of ethics guides employees to act with integrity, treat customers respectfully, and support local communities (John Lewis Partnership, 2025). This culture encourages ethical sourcing, fair wages, and inclusive practices, which help build trust and long-term loyalty. According to Mullins and Christy (2016), ethical values influence motivation, job satisfaction, and decision-making. 
At John Lewis, these values are part of everyday work from how products are chosen to how staff are treated. The company also shows environmental responsibility by reducing waste and supporting sustainable suppliers. These actions reflect a culture that goes beyond profit and focuses on doing what’s right. By embedding ethics into its culture, John Lewis strengthens its reputation and creates a positive impact on society.
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John Lewis Partnership’s organisational culture is deeply rooted in shared ownership, fairness, and ethical values. Because all employees are co-owners, known as “Partners,” the company has a flat and democratic structure. This means that instead of decisions being made only by top managers, employees are actively involved through councils and forums. This structure encourages open communication, shared responsibility, and a strong sense of belonging.
The culture also shapes how decisions are made. Choices are guided by values like honesty, integrity, and sustainability not just profit. For example, the company often invests in ethical sourcing and community support, even if it costs more. Employees are regularly asked for feedback and ideas, which helps the business stay connected to what’s happening on the ground. This inclusive approach also makes it easier for the company to adapt to changes in the market or economy, because staff are already engaged and informed. (John Lewis Partnership, 2023).
Theories like Schein’s model help explain this culture, as John Lewis shows all three layers: visible practices like Partner forums, shared values such as fairness, and deep beliefs such as collective ownership (Schein, 2010). Handy’s model also fits, as the company blends role culture, with clear responsibilities, and task culture, which emphasises teamwork and problem-solving (Handy, 1999). Studies of the John Lewis Partnership confirm that its culture shapes both how the company is built and how it makes decisions, creating a workplace that is ethical, inclusive, and built for long-term success (Storey and Salaman, 2017).
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To identify the organizational culture at John Lewis Partnership, several key frameworks can be applied. Schein’s model reveals three levels of culture: visible artefacts such as the use of the term “Partner” and collaborative team practices; espoused values like fairness, empowerment, and service excellence; and deeper assumptions, including the belief that employees should co-own the business and be treated with respect (Schein, 1990).
Handy’s typology further helps classify John Lewis’s culture as a blend of role and task cultures, where clear responsibilities are balanced with teamwork and problem-solving (Handy, 1993).
Hofstede’s cultural dimensions also highlight the company’s low power distance, collectivist approach, and employee‑oriented values, reflecting a culture that values equality, cooperation, and wellbeing (Hofstede, 2010).
Additionally, Johnson and Scholes’ Cultural Web illustrate how stories, rituals, symbols, and power structures reinforce the company’s inclusive and ethical culture (Johnson and Scholes, 1992). Together, these models show that John Lewis fosters a collaborative, value driven environment that shapes how employees behave, interact, and contribute to the organization’s success.
Another helpful framework is Denison’s Traits Theory, which looks at four traits of effective cultures: involvement, consistency, adaptability, and mission (Denison, 1990). John Lewis shows strong involvement through Partner councils and shared decision-making. Consistency is reflected in its ethical values and clear expectations. The company’s mission is also well defined, focusing on service, sustainability, and community. However, adaptability is weaker, especially when responding to digital changes or market pressures. This model helps explain why John Lewis performs well in areas like trust and engagement but may struggle with innovation. It links culture directly to performance and shows where improvements could be made. Alongside this, the Organisational Health Index (McKinsey, 2024) can be used to compare John Lewis with other firms. It shows strengths in alignment and execution but highlights the need for renewal. These models add depth to the analysis and show how culture affects both behaviour and business outcomes.
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The John Lewis Partnership draws on its inclusive, values‑led culture to navigate external pressures such as competition, regulation, globalization, and digital transformation. As an employee‑owned business, its structure encourages staff involvement and ethical behavior, enabling the organization to respond effectively to market shifts and evolving customer expectations (John Lewis Partnership, 2025; Storey and Salaman, 2017). 
For instance, when facing growing competition from online retailers, John Lewis leverages its strong customer service ethos and Partner feedback to refine its offerings. Its commitment to fairness and sustainability not only ensures compliance with regulatory demands but also strengthens public trust, while ethical sourcing demonstrates adaptability to global supply chain challenges. 
Denison’s Traits Theory provides a useful lens for understanding how culture underpins performance: involvement through Partner councils supports responsiveness to competition, consistency through shared values reinforces regulatory compliance, adaptability through staff and customer input drives digital innovation, and mission through a purpose‑driven approach sustains long‑term resilience (Denison, 1990). Taken together, these traits illustrate how John Lewis’s culture equips the organization to remain ethical, competitive, and responsive in a changing environment.
John Lewis’s culture doesn’t sit apart from external pressures it actively shapes how the company responds to them. Political and economic uncertainty, for example, is met with transparency and fairness, thanks to its value-led governance. When consumer confidence dips, Partners help drive creative solutions in promotions and service, keeping the business resilient. Social trends like ethical shopping and digital habits align naturally with the company’s focus on inclusivity and quality. Technology isn’t seen as a threat but as a chance to evolve, with staff involved in shaping digital strategies. Legal and environmental responsibilities are built into everyday practices, reinforcing trust and purpose. Through Denison’s lens, traits like involvement, consistency, adaptability, and mission aren’t just theory they’re visible in how John Lewis navigates change. This shows that culture isn’t just internal; it’s a tool for staying competitive, ethical, and responsive in a fast-moving world.
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The John Lewis Partnership has built a culture grounded in shared ownership, fairness, and teamwork. This approach has supported its long‑term success, but it can also act as a barrier when rapid change is required. Because decisions are made collectively and values are deeply embedded, the organization sometimes struggles to respond quickly to challenges such as online competition or declining profits (Tasoulis, Papachroni and Heracleous, 2023). 
Over time, the Partnership has preserved much of its traditional culture, which demonstrates a reluctance to alter its identity and can limit agility. Denison’s Traits Theory suggests that effective organizations balance involvement, consistency, adaptability, and mission (Denison, 1990). 
John Lewis performs strongly in involvement and mission, but adaptability is weaker, which slows its response to external pressures. Although the company has attempted to modernize through investment in digital tools and by reviewing its business model, these initiatives have progressed cautiously. This shows that while the culture reinforces fairness and teamwork, it can also constrain the speed of organizational change.
When companies merge, differences in values and leadership styles can cause problems. The Pharmacia and Upjohn case shows how clashes can lead to confusion and poor performance (Mullins and Christy, 2016). John Lewis hasn’t faced this issue because its culture is stable and inclusive. Shared ownership and strong values help avoid conflict and keep trust across teams.
To overcome cultural barriers, organizations can focus on selection, socialization, and leadership. Hiring people who fit the culture and giving them a clear idea of what to expect helps. At John Lewis, induction programs and Partner forums support this. Leaders also play a key role by modelling the right behaviors (Schein, 1990).
Sometimes older employees resist change because they’re used to doing things a certain way. John Lewis handles this by involving staff of all ages in discussions and decisions. This helps create change together, rather than forcing it, and keeps everyone engaged (Alvesson, 2016).
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Organizational culture plays a decisive role in shaping performance because it influences how employees behave, make decisions, and collaborate. At the John Lewis Partnership, the culture of shared ownership, ethical values, and teamwork fosters trust, motivation, and commitment among staff, which in turn strengthens customer service, employee engagement, and long‑term loyalty (John Lewis Partnership, 2025). This demonstrates a clear link between culture and performance: when employees feel valued and involved, they are more likely to deliver high standards and remain committed to the organization. A positive culture also encourages innovation and adaptability, both of which are essential for competitiveness in a rapidly changing market.
Denison’s Traits Theory highlights that, high‑performing organisations balance involvement, consistency, adaptability, and mission (Denison, 1990). John Lewis shows strength in involvement and mission through Partner councils, clear values, and a purpose‑driven approach, which supports productivity and alignment with strategy. However, adaptability is weaker, as slow decision‑making and resistance to change can limit innovation and responsiveness. The Organisational Health Index (OHI) reinforces this point by showing that performance depends on how well a company aligns, executes, and renews itself (McKinsey, 2024). John Lewis’s culture supports alignment and execution but needs greater flexibility to renew effectively.
A good culture supports wellbeing as well as performance. John Lewis encourages open communication and shared responsibility, which helps reduce stress and build trust. According to McKinsey (2024), mental health and resilience are key parts of organizational health.
McKinsey’s Organizational Health Index (OHI) shows four types of culture: leadership-driven, market-focused, execution-oriented, and talent-driven. John Lewis could use this to compare itself with other companies and find areas to improve, like adaptability or innovation (McKinsey, 2024).  
Overall, the impact of culture on performance is twofold: it drives trust, engagement, and long‑term success, but if it becomes too rigid, it can act as a barrier to innovation. This evaluation shows that while John Lewis’s culture has been a source of strength, balancing tradition with adaptability is essential for sustaining high performance in the future.
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This report has explored the organisational culture of John Lewis Partnership, focusing on how its employee-owned structure and values-led approach shape the way the business operates. By using established models such as Schein’s cultural layers, Handy’s typology, Hofstede’s dimensions, and Denison’s Traits Theory, the analysis has shown that John Lewis fosters a collaborative and ethical culture that supports long-term performance and stakeholder trust.
The culture at John Lewis is clearly rooted in fairness, empowerment, and shared responsibility. These principles are reflected not only in its formal structures such as Partner councils and inclusive decision-making but also in the everyday behaviours and attitudes of staff. The company’s emphasis on integrity and service excellence has helped it maintain strong relationships with customers and communities, even during periods of economic uncertainty.
However, the report also highlights that this deeply embedded culture can present challenges. While the values of inclusivity and collective ownership promote engagement and ethical behaviour, they can also slow down decision-making and limit the organisation’s ability to respond quickly to external pressures. This tension between tradition and adaptability is particularly evident in the company’s cautious approach to digital transformation and innovation.
Models such as Denison’s Traits Theory and the Organisational Health Index suggest that high-performing organisations balance involvement and consistency with adaptability and renewal. John Lewis demonstrates strength in the first two areas but needs to develop greater flexibility to remain competitive in a fast-changing retail environment. This does not mean abandoning its core values but rather finding ways to evolve its culture to support innovation while preserving its ethical foundation.
In summary, John Lewis Partnership’s culture is a strategic asset that has contributed to its reputation, employee satisfaction, and customer loyalty. To sustain this success, the organisation must continue to reflect on how its cultural strengths can be leveraged while addressing areas that may hinder agility. Encouraging cross-functional collaboration, investing in digital capabilities, and creating space for experimentation could help the company adapt without compromising its identity.
By applying theory to practice and critically evaluating both strengths and limitations, this report demonstrates how organisational culture can be both a source of resilience and a potential barrier. The key for John Lewis lies in maintaining its values while embracing the changes needed to thrive in the future.
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