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[bookmark: _Toc1819946412]INTRODUCTION

Organisational culture represents the collective values, beliefs and principles that shapes employees’ behaviour and attitudes toward working within a company. It is often described as ‘the way things are done around here’, and it serves as a kind of social glue that binds an organisation together. According to Schein (1986), culture exists on multiple levels, from visible artifacts to deeply ingrained unconscious attitudes. Its importance is enormous, as a strong, positive culture can enhance employee motivation, foster innovation, improve customer satisfaction, and ultimately drive sustained organisational performance. Inversely, a weak and misaligned culture can lead to internal conflict, poor morale and strategic failure.
A shining example of an organisation with a distinctive and widely recognised culture is the John Lewis Partnership (JLP). Founded in 1864, JLP is a major British retailer, operating John Lewis department stores and Waitrose supermarkets. Its distinctive feature is its unique ownership structure: the company is owned by its employees, known as “Partners” (John Lewis Partnership Plc, 2025a). This structure is more than just a financial arrangement; it underpins an entire organisational culture rooted in the principles of the democracy, fairness, and shared success. The partnership model influences every aspect of the company’s operations, from governance to outstanding customer service.
This report will provide a detailed analysis of the organisational culture within the JLP. It will begin by examining the specific cultural characteristics that define the company, paying particular attention to how the co-ownership model shapes employee behaviour and organisational identity. The report will then explore the profound impact of this culture on the company's structure and decision-making processes, demonstrating how democratic principles are embedded within its management hierarchy. The cultural landscape of John Lewis will then be classified using established models and concepts, such as Handy's typologies of cultures, to provide a theoretical understanding of the company's working style.
Furthermore, the interaction between the partnership's culture and the external environment will be assessed, considering how the company navigates the highly competitive retail sector. The analysis will also consider the potential drawbacks of such a strong culture. Finally, the report will evaluate the overall impact of the John Lewis Partnership's culture on its organisational effectiveness, summarising the arguments to present a holistic view of how its unique ethos contributes to both challenges and acknowledged successes in the market.

[bookmark: _Toc336337853]1. ORGANISATIONAL CULTURE OF JOHN LEWIS PARTNERSHIP (JLP)

The organisational culture of JPL is widely regarded as unique and is fundamental to its identity and operations.
The culture of JPL - built on democracy, fairness, and success for all - stems from its unique ownership structure. Instead of being run by outside shareholders like most major retailers, JLP is a partnership entirely owned by its employees, who are known as “Partners”.
A central element of JLP's culture is democratic governance and the concept of co-ownership. Since every employee is a co-owner, great emphasis is placed on collective responsibility and participation in the business's success. The company's constitution states that its goal is the happiness of all its members (John Lewis Partnership Plc, 2025b). This is implemented through structures such as the Partnership Council, composed of elected partners and empowered to hold the chairman and senior management accountable. This system fosters a sense of belonging and ensures that employees' voices are heard at the highest levels, creating a culture of mutual respect and collaboration, rather than a traditional hierarchical top-down management style (Kazantzi, 2010).
This culture of participation is designed to ensure a high level of employee engagement and commitment. Partners are encouraged to think and act like owners, because they are, in fact, owners. This is reinforced by a profit-sharing scheme, under which a portion of the annual profits is distributed among all partners as a bonus. This benefit directly links individual and collective performance to reward, reinforcing the cultural norm of working towards a common goal. It is believed that engaged and motivated employees will provide superior customer service, which in turn contributes to commercial success (Mygind and Poulsen, 2021).
However, maintaining this culture presents significant challenges, particularly in a competitive and fast-changing retail environment. Pressures to remain profitable can sometimes conflict with the democratic ideals of the partnership and its commitment to investing in employee well-being. For example, difficult decisions such as store closures or staff reductions, while necessary for commercial survival, can undermine the trust and sense of shared destiny that underpin this culture. Overcoming these contradictions requires careful communication and a constant effort to balance commercial realities with the organisation’s founding principles.
In conclusion, the organisational culture of the JLP is a direct result of its employee-owned structure. It is characterised by democratic governance, high employee engagement, and a strong sense of collective purpose. While this culture is a key source of competitive advantage and brand differentiation, it is constantly tested by the need to adapt to challenging market conditions.

[bookmark: _Toc613451132] 2. INFLUENCE OF CULTURE ON STRUCTURE AND DECISION-MAKING

JLP provides a compelling example of how a strong organisational culture directly shapes its formal structure and decision-making processes. As an employee-owned enterprise, its foundational culture is built on principles of democracy, partnership, and mutual benefit, which in turn define its unique structural and governance model.
The culture of partnership and collective ownership at JLP necessitates a particular organisational structure. Unlike traditional corporate hierarchies with a clear separation between management and employees, JLP's structure is flatter and more inclusive. All permanent employees are "Partners" and co-owners of the business. This cultural belief that owners should have a voice is structurally embedded through democratic bodies such as the Partnership Council, whose elected representatives can influence company-wide policies (Paranque and Willmott, 2014). Thus, the structure is not a traditional top-down pyramid, but a more complex system designed to facilitate communication and accountability between management and partner-owners.
The Partnership Council is the main representative body for all the “Partners” (employees) at JLP. Most members are elected by the Partners themselves, with each Partner getting one vote. The remaining members are appointed by the Partnership Board. Council members are there to represent all “Partners” and speak their collective opinion. They discuss and recommend policy ideas, help the Board and Chairman make decisions about how the Partnership is run (governance) and they can ask the Board for explanations and propose strategies. The Partnership Board and its Chairman must respond to the Council's requests and proposals. The Board can choose not to respond if they believe doing so would harm the Partnership's business interests. The relationships between the Constitution, the Board and the Council are summarised in Figure 1.
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	Figure 1. Constitution, Council and Board (Paranque and Willmott, 2014).


This demonstrates how the cultural value of democracy creates a formal structure that institutionalises employee voice.
[bookmark: _Toc1594851166]2.1 Decision-Making and Structure
· Democracy and Ownership: Unlike traditional retail companies focused on shareholder profit, JLP's culture of workplace democracy dictates that all co-owners must be involved in the decision-making process. This is manifested in formal structures such as the Partnership Council and the Partnership Board, where elected partners influence business strategy and hold the chairman and management accountable (Cathcart, 2013).
· Inherently Decentralised Structure: Power and decision-making authority are distributed away from a central, single point (e.g., the CEO's office) to different levels, departments, or groups within the company. This is the opposite of a traditional "centralised" hierarchy where all major decisions are made from the top down (Cathcart, 2013).
· Participation: The structure actively encourages and requires members (employees, stakeholders, etc.) to participate in governance and decision-making processes. Their input is not merely advisory. It is a formal part of the structure (Cathcart, 2013).
· Separation of Powers in the Company's Constitution: The concept of separation of powers is not just a management policy, it is established in the company's foundational legal document (constitution or articles of association). This makes the separation of powers mandatory and legally binding, making it difficult to change without broad consensus (Cathcart, 2013).
· Prevents Independent Top-down Management Decisions: No single person or small group at the top can make important decisions independently. Management must consult, reach consensus, or obtain formal approval from other parts of the decentralised structure before implementing significant changes (Cathcart, 2013).
The company is structured in such a way that power is distributed, and everyone has a formal vote or a right to express their opinion on how things are run. Company rules make it illegal for one boss to simply tell everyone what to do. This structure aims to create a more democratic, sustainable, and transparent organisation.

[bookmark: _Toc252004937]3. IDENTIFYING CULTURAL TYPES: MODELS AND FRAMEWORKS

Understanding an organisation's culture is a key to analysing its behaviour and performance. For the JLP, its unique ownership structure makes this particularly interesting. By applying established cultural models, we can classify and understand specific cultural landscape within which the company operates.
[bookmark: _Toc58734890]3.1 Handy’s Typology of Cultures
One of the most influential frameworks is Handy's typology of cultures, which identifies four main types: Power, Role, Task, and Person cultures. Each has its own structure, power distribution, and management style (Handy, 2020).
	Culture Type
	Key Characteristic

	Power Culture
	Centralised power – decisions flow from the centre

	Role Culture
	Highly structured, bureaucratic with clear roles and rules

	Task Culture
	Job or project oriented, power and resources are task-driven

	Person Culture
	The individual is the central focus, the organisation exists to serve its members


The model is useful for diagnosing an organisation's existing culture and assessing its suitability for the current business environment, as different cultures thrive in different conditions (e.g., a Power Culture might be quick to act, while a Role Culture prioritises stability and order).
JLP does not fit into just one category but demonstrates a combination of several types. Primarily, its culture aligns closely with a Role culture, characterised by a clear hierarchy, formal rules, and defined procedures. This is evident in its structured management levels and well-documented operational processes across its Waitrose and John Lewis stores (John Lewis Partnership Plc, 2025c). However, this is powerfully moderated by a dominant Person culture ethos. The fact that the company is owned in trust for its employees, known as Partners, means the organisation's purpose is fundamentally oriented towards the well-being and engagement of its individual members. This creates a unique environment where a large, bureaucratic structure is designed to serve its staff, a reversal of the typical corporate model.
[bookmark: _Toc2088152000]3.2 Schein’s Typology of Culture
This combination can be better understood using Schein's model of organisational culture, which divides culture into three levels: artifacts, espoused values, and basic underlying assumptions (Schein, 2010).
Schein's typology of organisational culture is a multi-layered structure, often compared to an iceberg, with three distinct levels of visibility and influence. The most superficial and visible level is that of artifacts, which include elements such as office design, dress code, rituals, and company logos. These are easy to observe but difficult to interpret without context. Beneath this surface lie espoused values, which represent the stated beliefs, philosophy, goals, and mission of the organisation, usually contained in official documents or public statements. At the deepest and most influential level are basic underlying assumptions, which represent unconscious, taken-for-granted beliefs and perceptions about the world and human nature that shape behaviour. These assumptions are the ultimate source of values and artifacts, and they are the most difficult to identify and change, yet they are the main driving force of the true culture of the organisation (Schein, 1990).
At the level of artifacts - visible structures and processes - we see the embodiment of "partnership" in action through democratic structures such as the Partnership Council and profit sharing through annual bonuses. The espoused value, clearly stated in its constitution, is the happiness of its members (John Lewis Partnership, 2025b). The underlying assumption is that commercial success is achieved through employee satisfaction and co-ownership of the company, rather than at the expense of their interests.
[bookmark: _Toc1665278303]3.3 Deal and Kennedy’s Typology of Culture 
Deal and Kennedy's (2000) cultural typology classifies organisational culture based on two main market factors: the degree of risk associated with the organisation's activities and the speed of feedback/reward for the success of those actions. The combination of these parameters creates four different types of culture:
1. Tough Guy/Macho (high risk, fast feedback, e.g., surgeons, brokers, sports), characterised by individualism and high-stakes decision-making;
2. Work Hard/Play Hard (low risk, fast feedback, e.g., sales, large retail chains), which is focused on high activity, sales volume, and teamwork;
3. Bet-Your-Company (high risk, slow feedback, e.g., oil companies, aerospace industry), which emphasizes careful, long-term decision-making, the results of which may only become apparent years later;
4. Process (low risk, slow feedback, e.g., government agencies, banks, insurance companies), which is characterized by technical excellence, bureaucracy, and a focus on how things are done rather than on results.
The UK retail sector is fast-paced and highly competitive, suggesting a "Work Hard/Play Hard" culture with rapid feedback from customers. JLP must operate within this context, demanding efficiency and responsiveness. Yet, its employee-owned model injects a level of stability and long-term thinking, softening the high-stress environment often associated with such a market. This creates a hybrid culture of high customer-service action supported by a foundation of internal partnership and security.

In conclusion, the JLP culture represents a unique combination where formal structure and rules (Handy's Role culture) are purposefully implemented for the benefit of each employee-owner (Handy's Person culture). This entire system is based on the key, unspoken belief (Schein's basic underlying assumption) that the satisfaction of employee-owners is the main guarantee of the company's success. This unique democratic structure allows JLP to operate effectively in the demanding, rapidly changing world of retail (Deal and Kennedy's "Work Hard/Play Hard" environment) while maintaining its distinctive character focused on partnership and co-ownership.

[bookmark: _Toc787953257]4. CULTURE AND THE EXTERNAL ENVIRONMENT

JLP leverages its unique organisational culture as a primary mechanism to navigate an external environment characterised by intense competition, regulatory changes, and globalisation pressures. Its specific model of employee ownership, where all staff are Partners and share in the profits, fosters a culture of high commitment and shared responsibility (Rosen, Klein and Young, 2005). This internal culture directly enhances JLP's external adaptability.
Applying Denison’s Traits Theory, JLP’s culture exhibits strong traits that contribute to the adaptation. The high level of involvement and consistency among Partners creates a stable and engaged workforce. This internal stability provides a foundation for responding to external shocks, such as economic downturns or supply chain disruptions, as employees are more likely to collaborate on solutions (Denison, 1990). Furthermore, JLP’s culture is strong in mission, with a clear, co-owned purpose to uphold its reputation for quality and customer service. This provides strategic clarity when facing competition from low-cost retailers and online giants. JLP competes on trust and value rather than price alone. Finally, the trait of adaptability is evident in how the Partnership consults its Partners on major strategic shifts, enabling it to pivot its operations and product offerings in response to changing consumer trends and regulatory demands, such as sustainability reporting (John Lewis Partnership Plc, 2025d). Therefore, JLP’s deeply embedded culture is not an internal relic but a dynamic tool for external engagement and resilience.

[bookmark: _Toc1242323956] 5. ORGANISATIONAL CULTURE AS A BARRIER

JLP's unique culture, based on a partnership model where employees are "Partners" and co-owners, is often highly praised for fostering loyalty and high service standards. However, the same culture can become a significant obstacle or act as a great barrier to the company's effective functioning, especially in the rapidly changing retail environment. The democratic nature of the organisation and the pursuit of consensus can slow down decision-making processes.
As one analysis notes, the need for consultation and building consensus among the partnership can make it difficult to implement rapid strategic changes, leaving the business less mobile and flexible than its competitors (Tasoulis, et al., 2024).
Furthermore, the established nature of the partnership model can create a culture resistant to necessary change. Partners, who have a rightful interest in the status quo, may be hesitant to support radical restructuring or cost-cutting measures, even when they are essential for long-term survival. This internal resistance can hold back innovation and prevent the company from adapting rapidly to market pressures (Empson and Chapman, 2006). The emphasis on job security and high welfare standards, while commendable, can also lead to higher fixed costs, making the organisation less financially flexible during economic downturns.

[bookmark: _Toc2108599621] 6. IMPACT OF CULTURE ON ORGANISATIONAL PERFORMANCE

JLP's unique organisational culture is a fundamental factor in its commercial effectiveness and sustainability. Based on an original employee co-ownership model, its culture is intentionally designed to stimulate a strong sense of collective responsibility and shared success. This is established in its constitution, which aims for "the happiness of its members”.
This employee-owned structure directly translates into noticeable performance advantages. Partners, who are also employees, have a direct stake in the business's success through annual partner bonuses that motivate productivity, exceptional customer service, and cost efficiency. The culture of democratic participation, implemented through elected partner councils, also contributes to higher levels of engagement, lower staff turnover, and greater operational accountability. This creates a cycle where engaged partners provide superior service, leading to increased customer loyalty and, ultimately, improved financial results (John Lewis Partnership, 2023a).

[bookmark: _Toc446060548]7. CONCLUSION

The John Lewis Partnership's (JLP) unique company culture, built on the idea that employees co-own the business, pursues the main goal of achieving both high financial performance and long-term success.
This special model is written into the company's main rules (its constitution), which states that the business should aim for the "well-being of its members." This structure directly contributes to increased company productivity. Since each employee is a "Partner" and co-owner, they have a personal interest in the company’s success. This is reinforced by annual bonuses (profit sharing) for Partners, which is a clear financial reward for increased productivity, exceptional customer service, and cost efficiency.
The culture of democratic involvement, implemented through structures such as the Partnership Council, ensures that partners' voices are heard. This leads to employees feeling highly involved and respected, increasing accountability and reducing employee turnover compared to other companies in the industry.
JLP’s success is driven by this cycle: engaged and motivated partners provide superior customer service, which fosters customer loyalty, strengthens a strong brand reputation, and ultimately leads to improved financial results. While this culture may present certain challenges in terms of flexibility and resistance to radical change, its core ideas of shared success and collective responsibility are still an important source of advantage and help the company remain competitive in the challenging retail market.
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