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1. Introduction
Organisational culture is widely recognised as a fundamental factor shaping organisational behaviour, decision-making and long-term performance. Culture represents a pattern of shared assumptions, beliefs and values that shape how organisational members interpret situations and respond to challenges within the organisation (Schein, 2010). However, organisational culture is not static; it evolves through interactions between leadership, organisational structures and external environmental pressures (Alvesson, 2013). Within contemporary organisations, culture has become a key strategic resource. Kotter and Heskett (1992) argue that strong cultures can significantly improve organisational performance when they promote adaptability and align with organisational strategy. Conversely, cultures that resist change may hinder organisational responsiveness and innovation. This report critically evaluates the organisational culture of John Lewis Partnership, a major UK retail organisation known for its employee-ownership model. The report analyses how culture shapes the company’s structure and decision-making processes and examines the dominant cultural characteristics using established theoretical frameworks including Schein’s organisational culture model, Hofstede’s cultural dimensions and Handy’s cultural typology. Handy’s cultural typology categorises organisational culture into power, role, task and person cultures (Handy, 1993). Furthermore, the report critically analyses how the organisation’s culture influences its ability to respond to external environmental pressures. The discussion also evaluates whether culture acts as an enabler or barrier to organisational effectiveness and proposes evidence-based recommendations to enhance organisational performance. 
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John Lewis Partnership is one of the United Kingdom’s most distinctive retail organisations, operating both John Lewis department stores and Waitrose supermarkets. The company is unique because it operates as an employee-owned partnership in which employees are referred to as “partners” and share profits through annual bonuses (John Lewis Partnership, 2024). This ownership structure has shaped a distinctive organisational culture emphasising fairness, shared responsibility, transparency and employee participation. Unlike many traditional retail organisations with hierarchical governance structures, John Lewis has developed participative governance mechanisms including the Partnership Council, which enables employees to contribute to organisational decision-making. However, while employee ownership is often presented as a cultural strength, scholars argue that partnership models can also create managerial complexity and slower strategic responsiveness (Pencavel, 2013). Therefore, analysing the culture of John Lewis requires not only recognising its strengths but also critically examining its potential limitations.
[bookmark: _Toc224467215]3. Influence of Organisational Culture on Structure and Decision-Making
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Organisational structure refers to the formal system through which authority, communication and responsibilities are distributed within an organisation (Mullins and Christy, 2016). Culture significantly influences structural design because organisational values shape leadership practices and patterns of authority. John Lewis demonstrates characteristics of an organic organisational structure, which is typically associated with decentralised decision-making and flexible communication networks (Burns and Stalker, 1961). Organic structures tend to emerge in organisations where collaboration, innovation and adaptability are prioritised. The employee-ownership model encourages a relatively decentralised organisational structure where employees participate in decision-making processes. Such structures can increase employee motivation because individuals perceive greater autonomy and organisational commitment (Robbins and Judge, 2022).				     		    However, organisational theorists caution that decentralisation is not always beneficial. Mintzberg (1983) suggests that highly participative structures may reduce organisational efficiency when coordination becomes difficult or when decision-making authority becomes fragmented. In the context of John Lewis, the participative structure may contribute to slower responses to rapidly changing retail markets. Therefore, while the organisational culture of partnership supports employee engagement, it may also create structural complexity that influences organisational agility. Organisational culture also interacts with organisational structure and strategy to influence organisational performance (Zheng, et al., 2010).
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Decision-making processes are strongly influenced by organisational culture because cultural values shape how leaders interpret information and evaluate alternatives (Schein, 2010). In the case of John Lewis, decision-making is characterised by a participative approach in which employees can contribute through representative bodies and internal consultation processes. Participative decision-making can generate several advantages. Research indicates that employees who participate in decision-making processes demonstrate higher levels of job satisfaction and organisational commitment (O’Reilly, Chatman and Caldwell, 1991). In addition, participatory cultures can encourage knowledge sharing and collaborative problem-solving. However, participative cultures also present potential drawbacks. Janis (1982) suggests that highly cohesive organisational cultures may produce groupthink, a phenomenon in which the desire for consensus discourages critical evaluation of alternative perspectives. When organisations prioritise harmony and agreement, strategic decisions may become less rigorous. For John Lewis, this issue may be particularly relevant because the partnership culture emphasises consensus and collective decision-making. While this approach strengthens organisational cohesion, it may also reduce strategic risk-taking in an increasingly competitive retail environment. Consequently, effective leadership within John Lewis must ensure that participative decision-making processes remain balanced with strategic clarity and managerial accountability.
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Figure 1. Edgar Schein’s Cultural Framework
Source:  McMahon et al.,( 2022)

Schein’s (2010) model provides a useful framework for analysing organisational culture by distinguishing between artefacts, espoused values and basic underlying assumptions.
Artefacts
Artefacts represent visible aspects of organisational culture such as behaviours, symbols and organisational practices. Within John Lewis, several artefacts illustrate its partnership culture. Employees are referred to as “partners”, profit-sharing schemes distribute financial rewards among staff and communication channels emphasise transparency. These artefacts reinforce the organisation’s identity as a democratic and employee-centred organisation. 
[bookmark: _Toc224467220]Espoused Values
Espoused values represent the official principles organisations claim to uphold. At John Lewis these include fairness, respect and customer service excellence, which are reinforced through practices such as profit-sharing. However, scholars note that espoused values do not always align with actual organisational practices (Argyris and Schön, 1978). Organisations may promote values rhetorically while operating differently in practice. Therefore, analysing organisational culture requires examining whether these values genuinely influence organisational behaviour.
[bookmark: _Toc224467221]Basic Underlying Assumptions
The deepest level of culture involves unconscious assumptions that shape how organisational members interpret organisational reality. In the case of John Lewis, a key underlying assumption is that employees should be treated as co-owners rather than traditional employees. This belief influences governance structures, communication practices and leadership styles. However, critics argue that such assumptions may also create expectations that organisations cannot always fulfil, particularly during periods of economic pressure when profit-sharing bonuses decline. Thus, Schein’s model highlights the importance of examining both visible cultural practices and deeper assumptions when analysing organisational culture.
[bookmark: _Toc224467222]4.2 Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions
Hofstede’s framework examines how cultural values influence organisational behaviour (Hofstede, 2001). While the framework was originally developed to analyse national cultures, it can also provide insights into organisational cultures. However, Hofstede’s framework has been criticised for oversimplifying cultural differences and assuming cultural stability over time (Martin, 2002).
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Power distance refers to the extent to which inequalities in authority are accepted. John Lewis demonstrates relatively low power distance, as employees participate in decision-making and governance structures. Low power distance cultures can encourage open communication and collaboration. However, they may also create ambiguity regarding authority and leadership responsibilities.
[bookmark: _Toc224467224]Individualism versus Collectivism
John Lewis demonstrates strong elements of collectivism. Profit-sharing schemes and collaborative governance encourage employees to prioritise collective organisational success rather than individual performance. Collectivist cultures often promote cooperation and organisational loyalty. However, they may also reduce incentives for individual innovation if group consensus becomes prioritised over individual initiative.
[bookmark: _Toc224467225]Long-Term Orientation
The organisation’s strategic focus reflects a long-term orientation, emphasising sustainability and responsible governance rather than short-term profitability. Long-term orientation can strengthen organisational resilience. However, excessive focus on stability may limit strategic risk-taking in rapidly evolving industries. While Schein’s (2010) model focuses on the underlying assumptions that shape organisational behaviour, Hofstede’s (2001) framework emphasises broader cultural values that influence how authority, collaboration and long-term strategy are perceived within organisations. Combining these perspectives provides a more comprehensive understanding of organisational culture.

[bookmark: _Toc224467226]5. Organisational Culture and Adaptation to the External Environment
Organisations must continuously respond to changes in the external environment, including technological developments, economic conditions and evolving consumer expectations. The retail sector has experienced rapid change due to digital competition and evolving consumer expectations. John Lewis has attempted to adapt to these challenges, although the pace of change has been slower than many digital competitors, through digital transformation initiatives and investments in online retail platforms. In recent years, John Lewis has experienced declining profits and announced store closures as part of its restructuring strategy, highlighting the pressure on traditional retail models to adapt to digital competition (John Lewis Partnership, 2024). From a cultural perspective, the partnership model provides both strengths and challenges. On one hand, employee involvement can encourage innovation and organisational learning. On the other hand, strong cultural traditions may slow strategic transformation. To further understand the complexity of organisational culture within John Lewis Partnership, it is useful to examine additional theoretical perspectives that extend beyond traditional cultural frameworks. Models such as Johnson and Scholes’ Cultural Web and Denison’s organisational culture model provide deeper insights into how cultural elements influence organisational performance and strategic behaviour.
[bookmark: _Toc224467227]5.1 Johnson and Scholes’ Cultural Web
Johnson and Scholes (1992) developed the Cultural Web as a framework for analysing the cultural elements that shape organisational assumptions and behaviours. The model suggests that organisational culture is reinforced through six interconnected elements: stories, symbols, power structures, organisational structures, control systems and rituals and routines. Within John Lewis Partnership, these elements can be clearly identified. Narratives surrounding the company’s founder, John Spedan Lewis, and his vision of employee ownership are frequently referenced within the organisation. Symbols such as referring to employees as “partners” reinforce the organisation’s emphasis on equality and shared responsibility. Organisational symbols such as internal governance forums and profit-sharing schemes further reinforce the partnership philosophy. Rituals and routines represent daily behaviours that communicate acceptable organisational practices. In John Lewis, open communication and employee consultation are common routines. The organisation’s power structures also illustrate its cultural orientation. Unlike traditional hierarchical organisations where authority is concentrated among senior executives, power within John Lewis is distributed through governance structures such as the Partnership Council. This system allows employees to influence strategic decisions. Control systems within the organisation further reinforce cultural values. Performance evaluation systems emphasise both financial outcomes and customer satisfaction. These systems demonstrate that organisational success is measured not only through profitability but also through service quality and employee engagement. 	However, while the Cultural Web framework highlights the strength of John Lewis’ cultural identity, it also reveals potential limitations. Strong cultural narratives and traditions may make organisational change more difficult when strategic transformation becomes necessary. Johnson and Scholes (1992) argue that deeply embedded cultural assumptions can create resistance to change, particularly when organisations face disruptive market conditions. In the case of John Lewis, the long-standing partnership tradition may limit the organisation’s willingness to adopt more radical strategic changes. Therefore, while the Cultural Web illustrates the coherence of the organisation’s culture, it also highlights the importance of ensuring cultural flexibility in changing environments. This illustrates how cultural traditions can simultaneously support organisational identity while limiting strategic flexibility. 
[bookmark: _Toc224467228]5.2 Denison’s Organisational Culture Model
Denison (1990) proposed a model linking organisational culture to organisational effectiveness. According to Denison, four cultural traits are particularly important for organisational performance: involvement, consistency, adaptability and mission. The first trait, involvement, refers to the extent to which employees participate in organisational decision-making. John Lewis demonstrates strong involvement through its employee-ownership model and participative governance structures, which encourage employees to contribute ideas and organisational feedback. The second trait, consistency, refers to the presence of shared values that guide organisational behaviour. John Lewis exhibits strong cultural consistency because its partnership values are widely understood and reinforced across the organisation. However, while cultural consistency can strengthen organisational cohesion, it may also reduce organisational flexibility. When values become deeply embedded, organisations may struggle to challenge established assumptions. The third trait, adaptability, refers to an organisation’s ability to respond effectively to environmental changes. Organisations with adaptive cultures encourage innovation and learning. While John Lewis has made efforts to invest in digital transformation and new retail strategies, some analysts argue that the organisation has responded more slowly to technological disruption compared with purely digital competitors. Finally, mission refers to the organisation’s long-term strategic direction and sense of purpose. John Lewis possesses a clear organisational mission centred on shared prosperity and sustainable success. This mission provides employees with a strong sense of identity and purpose. Denison’s model therefore highlights an important tension within the culture of John Lewis. The organisation demonstrates strong involvement, consistency and mission, but adaptability may be more challenging in highly competitive retail markets. Therefore, organisational culture must evolve alongside external environmental conditions to ensure continued organisational competitiveness. 
This comparison suggests that while Schein’s model explains the deeper assumptions shaping organisational behaviour, Denison’s framework focuses more directly on how cultural traits influence organisational effectiveness.
[bookmark: _Toc224467229]6. Organisational Culture as an Enabler or Barrier
Organisational culture reflects the shared values, beliefs and assumptions that guide behaviour within organisations (Cacciattolo, 2014). It can either facilitate organisational effectiveness or act as a constraint on change. A critical aspect of organisational culture analysis involves examining whether cultural values remain aligned with organisational strategy. While strong cultures can enhance organisational effectiveness, they may also become rigid if they fail to evolve alongside environmental changes (Kotter and Heskett, 1992). In the case of John Lewis, the partnership culture has historically been a significant source of competitive advantage. Employee engagement and strong organisational values have contributed to high levels of customer trust and brand reputation. However, the retail sector has undergone rapid transformation due to technological innovation and the growth of e-commerce platforms. Competitors such as Amazon and other digital retailers have adopted highly data-driven decision-making systems and flexible organisational structures. These organisations often prioritise speed, experimentation and technological capability. Consequently, retail organisations with more traditional cultural structures may struggle to respond quickly to digital disruption. John Lewis has attempted to address these challenges through investments in online retail platforms and logistics infrastructure. However, cultural transformation may be necessary to fully support digital innovation. From a strategic perspective, organisations must ensure that their cultures support rather than constrain strategic priorities. Schein (2010) argues that leaders play a critical role in shaping organisational culture by reinforcing behaviours that align with strategic objectives. Therefore, the leadership of John Lewis must continue to evaluate whether the organisation’s cultural traditions support innovation and strategic agility. While maintaining the partnership ethos remains important, cultural adaptation may be required to ensure long-term organisational sustainability.
Culture as an Enabler
First, employee ownership promotes high levels of organisational commitment and motivation. Research suggests that employee-owned organisations often demonstrate higher productivity and job satisfaction (Pencavel, 2013). 
Second, the organisation’s emphasis on ethical values strengthens stakeholder trust and brand reputation. Third, collaborative cultural practices encourage knowledge sharing and teamwork.
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Despite these strengths, organisational culture can also create limitations. Strong cultures may resist organisational change because employees become attached to established practices and traditions (Kotter and Heskett, 1992). For John Lewis, the partnership culture may make large-scale organisational restructuring more complex. Furthermore, participative decision-making structures may slow organisational responses to rapidly changing market conditions. Therefore, maintaining cultural flexibility is essential for sustaining organisational competitiveness. 
[bookmark: _Toc224467231]7. Impact of Organisational Culture on Organisational Performance
[bookmark: _Toc224467232]Organisational culture plays a critical role in shaping organisational performance. Empirical research demonstrates that organisations with strong, adaptive cultures tend to outperform those with weak or misaligned cultures (Denison, 1990). Leadership plays a fundamental role in shaping and maintaining organisational culture. Leaders communicate organisational values, establish behavioural expectations and reinforce cultural norms through their decisions and actions (Schein, 2010). In the context of John Lewis, leadership must balance two important responsibilities. First, leaders must preserve the organisation’s traditional partnership culture, which represents a key element of its identity and stakeholder trust. Second, leaders must guide cultural transformation in response to environmental changes. Transformational leadership theory suggests that leaders who articulate a compelling vision and encourage employee empowerment can successfully guide cultural change (Bass and Riggio, 2006). Transformational leaders motivate employees to embrace new ideas while maintaining commitment to organisational values.  For John Lewis, transformational leadership may be particularly important in promoting innovation and digital transformation. Leaders who encourage experimentation and learning can help ensure that organisational culture remains dynamic and adaptable. At the same time, maintaining trust and transparency remains essential. Employee ownership creates expectations that employees will remain informed and involved in organisational decisions. Therefore, leadership must ensure that cultural transformation occurs in a way that maintains the organisation’s participative ethos. John Lewis’ culture has historically supported high employee engagement and strong customer service. However, recent financial challenges highlight the need for cultural evolution. Retail organisations must increasingly prioritise innovation, digital transformation and operational efficiency. Consequently, organisational culture should be viewed as a dynamic system that must evolve alongside organisational strategies and environmental conditions. Empirical research shows that organisational culture significantly influences organisational effectiveness and employee attitudes (Gregory et al., 2009).  This suggests that organisational culture should be viewed not only as a social or behavioural phenomenon, but also as a strategic resource that can influence long-term organisational competitiveness.
8. Recommendations
Strengthen Innovation Culture: Leadership should encourage experimentation and innovation by supporting digital initiatives and new business models. This would enable the organisation to respond more effectively to technological disruption and evolving consumer expectations within the retail sector.
Improve Strategic Agility: Decision-making processes should be streamlined to enable faster responses to competitive pressures. Faster decision-making would allow the organisation to adapt more quickly to market changes and strengthen its competitive position in the retail industry. 
Align Culture with Digital Transformation: Organisational culture should emphasise technological capability and data-driven decision-making. Encouraging digital skills development and technological awareness among employees could support the organisation’s transition toward more innovative retail strategies.
Encourage Constructive Dissent: Leaders should encourage diverse perspectives to reduce the risk of groupthink in participative decision-making structures. Creating an environment where employees feel comfortable challenging ideas may improve the quality of strategic decisions and promote organisational learning.
When the different theoretical perspectives are combined, several important conclusions emerge regarding the culture of John Lewis. First, the organisation demonstrates a strong and distinctive culture that has historically supported employee engagement and customer loyalty. The partnership model represents a unique cultural system that differentiates the organisation from many competitors. Second, theoretical frameworks such as Schein’s model, Hofstede’s dimensions and the Cultural Web illustrate the complexity of organisational culture and the multiple factors that influence organisational behaviour. Third, while strong cultures can enhance organisational effectiveness, they must remain adaptable in response to environmental changes. The retail industry’s rapid transformation requires organisations to continuously evaluate whether cultural traditions remain aligned with strategic priorities. Ultimately, the culture of John Lewis represents both a strategic asset and a managerial challenge. Preserving the organisation’s distinctive partnership identity while promoting innovation and adaptability will remain essential for sustaining long-term organisational performance.
[bookmark: _Toc224467233]9. Conclusion
This report critically evaluated the organisational culture of John Lewis Partnership and its influence on organisational structure, decision-making and organisational performance. Using theoretical frameworks including Schein’s cultural model, Hofstede’s cultural dimensions and Handy’s cultural typology, the analysis demonstrated that John Lewis operates a distinctive partnership culture emphasising collaboration, fairness and employee participation. While this culture has historically contributed to strong employee engagement and customer loyalty, it may also present challenges related to decision-making efficiency and adaptability. In an increasingly competitive and digitalised retail environment, the organisation must ensure that its culture supports innovation and strategic agility. The use of multiple theoretical frameworks, including Schein’s cultural model, Hofstede’s cultural dimensions, the Cultural Web and Denison’s model, demonstrates that organisational culture is a multi-layered phenomenon that cannot be fully understood through a single theoretical perspective. Ultimately, organisational culture remains a critical determinant  of organisational success and long-term strategic adaptability. 
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