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1. Introduction
Organisational culture refers to the shared values, beliefs and assumptions that shape how individuals behave within an organisation. It plays a central role in key organisational processes, including decision-making, structure and performance, and provides a foundation for alignment and long-term success in increasingly complex and competitive environments.
The John Lewis Partnership represents a distinctive example of a culture-led organisation. As an employee-owned business, it operates on principles of shared responsibility, trust and collective success, which are embedded within both its internal practices and external identity. This report critically examines how organisational culture at John Lewis influences its structure and decision-making processes. It applies Schein’s model of organisational culture to analyse its characteristics and evaluates how culture supports adaptation, effective functioning and organisational performance. The report also assesses whether organisational culture acts as an enabler or a barrier to organisational effectiveness, drawing on the argument by Mullins and Christy (2016) that culture significantly shapes key organisational processes.
2. Organisational Culture at John Lewis
The organisational culture of John Lewis is shaped by its partnership model, where employees are referred to as “partners” and share collective responsibility for the organisation’s success. This ownership structure is central to its identity and distinguishes it from traditional retail models. By positioning employees as stakeholders rather than simply workers, the model fosters accountability, commitment and a long-term orientation. Partners are encouraged to engage in organisational processes, including contributing ideas and participating in governance structures, reinforcing a sense of belonging and shared purpose.
This culture is underpinned by values such as fairness, trust and shared success, which influence both internal behaviours and external perceptions. These are reflected in practices such as employee participation in decision-making and approaches to customer service. For example, the slogan “Never Knowingly Undersold” signals a commitment to fairness and value, reinforcing customer trust while shaping expectations around service quality and conduct. Such expressions link internal values with external brand identity.
These values are reinforced through defined organisational behaviours that emphasise collaboration, accountability and continuous improvement. For instance, behaviours such as “in this together” and “owning it” promote teamwork and responsibility, while “democracy for all” reflects a commitment to employee voice (John Lewis Partnership, n.d.). This demonstrates how cultural values are translated into everyday behaviours, ensuring consistency across the organisation.
From an academic perspective, organisational culture can be understood as a system of shared meanings that guide behaviour and shape outcomes. It has also been identified as a mechanism for resolving organisational “identity crises” and improving performance (Bogale and Debela, 2024). At John Lewis, the partnership model provides a clear organisational identity, often referred to as the “Partner Difference”, where employees are co-owners with a direct voice in decision-making (John Lewis Partnership, n.d.). This alignment between values and practices enhances engagement, supporting collaboration, trust and a focus on long-term success.
However, culture is not always experienced uniformly. As Alvesson (2013) argues, it has “a much broader and more complex influence on thinking, feeling and sense-making”, and may be interpreted differently across the organisation. In a large organisation such as John Lewis, variations may occur across departments and roles, particularly in levels of empowerment and involvement in decision-making.
A strong values-driven culture can therefore create both advantages and constraints. While it promotes engagement and cohesion, it also requires continuous alignment, especially in a dynamic retail environment where external pressures may challenge internal values. This highlights the need for organisations to actively manage culture to ensure it remains effective.
Overall, the organisational culture of John Lewis can be characterised as strong, values-driven and centred on employee involvement, supporting engagement while reflecting the complexity of sustaining culture within a large organisation.
3. The Influence of Organisational Culture on Structure and Decision-Making
The organisational structure of John Lewis is closely aligned with its cultural emphasis on participation, shared responsibility and employee involvement. The organisation operates within a functional hierarchical structure, with clearly defined roles across departments such as retail, finance, operations and supply chain. This framework ensures clarity, accountability and coordination. However, unlike traditional hierarchies, John Lewis integrates democratic elements, reflecting its partnership culture and commitment to employee voice.
Governance is structured through key bodies, including the Partnership Council, Partnership Board and Chairman. These collectively balance strategic leadership with employee representation, ensuring decision-making is not solely concentrated at the top and reflecting a partnership model in which employees have a formal voice and share responsibility for the organisation’s direction (John Lewis Partnership, n.d.). The Partnership Council provides a formal mechanism for employees to influence decisions and hold leadership accountable. This integration of employee voice demonstrates how culture directly shapes structural design, embedding participation into core operations.
As a result, the structure can be described as a hybrid model combining mechanistic and organic characteristics. Mechanistic elements include formal hierarchy and clear reporting lines that support efficiency and control, while organic elements are reflected in flexible communication, cross-department collaboration and employee involvement in decision-making. This hybrid approach enables the organisation to maintain operational stability while also supporting adaptability and engagement.
The influence of culture on decision-making is particularly significant. Decision-making is not purely top-down but involves both managerial authority and employee input. Managers lead strategic and operational decisions, while employees contribute ideas through governance channels. This inclusive approach enhances decision quality by incorporating diverse perspectives and increasing commitment to outcomes, demonstrating how culture shapes not only structure but also decision-making processes.
Browaeys and Price (2019) argue that organisational structures must align with cultural values and environmental demands, noting that “culture is also a source of behaviour and, therefore, a source of performance”. At John Lewis, the structure reflects values of trust and shared responsibility through its partnership model, ensuring that decision-making remains aligned with organisational objectives.
This structure offers advantages, including improved communication, stronger engagement and enhanced decision quality. Employees involved in decision-making are more likely to feel valued, positively influencing motivation and performance. However, it also presents challenges. The involvement of multiple stakeholders can slow decision-making, particularly in a fast-paced retail environment. In addition, balancing managerial authority with employee input may create complexity and reduce organisational agility.
Overall, the structure of John Lewis demonstrates how organisational culture shapes both organisational design and decision-making processes. While employee involvement supports engagement and alignment, it also introduces challenges related to efficiency and responsiveness, highlighting the need to balance participation with control.
4. Application of Schein’s Model of Organisational Culture
Schein’s model provides a comprehensive framework for analysing organisational culture by identifying three interconnected levels: artefacts, espoused values and underlying assumptions (Schein, 2010). This model enables culture to be examined beyond visible behaviours, capturing the deeper beliefs that influence how organisations operate and make decisions. By distinguishing between what is seen, what is stated and what is assumed, it offers a structured approach to understanding how culture is embedded within John Lewis. This provides a useful framework for identifying the prevailing culture within the organisation.
4.1 Artefacts
At the most visible level, artefacts represent the observable elements of organisational culture, including structures, symbols, language and behaviours. Within John Lewis, artefacts can be identified through its partnership model, governance structures and branding. The partnership model itself is a visible indicator of culture, demonstrating how employees are positioned as partners rather than simply staff, reflecting an emphasis on shared responsibility and participation.
In addition, the organisation’s slogan, “Never Knowingly Undersold”, acts as a key cultural artefact, communicating fairness, value and customer focus. Governance structures that incorporate employee representation further demonstrate how participation is embedded within visible practices. These artefacts provide insight into organisational priorities and values, making culture observable to both employees and stakeholders. However, while artefacts are easily identifiable, they do not fully explain the underlying reasons for behaviour. This demonstrates that visible elements act as signals of deeper organisational values but require interpretation through the underlying levels of culture.
4.2 Espoused Values
Espoused values represent the stated beliefs and principles that guide behaviour within an organisation. At John Lewis, these include fairness, trust, shared responsibility and long-term thinking. These principles are reflected in organisational practices and directly shape expected behaviours, particularly through the partnership model, which encourages employee involvement and collective accountability.
The emphasis on shared success promotes collaboration and strengthens organisational cohesion. Employees are encouraged to contribute to decision-making, reinforcing a culture of inclusivity and participation. This alignment between stated values and behaviour enhances credibility and ensures that culture is consistently reinforced across the organisation.
Furthermore, these values influence decision-making, with a focus on balancing commercial performance with ethical considerations. This demonstrates how espoused values extend beyond communication and actively shape organisational practices.
4.3 Underlying Assumptions
Underlying assumptions represent the unconscious beliefs that are taken for granted and shape behaviour within the organisation. At John Lewis, a key assumption is that employees perform more effectively when they are trusted, valued and involved in organisational processes. This belief underpins the partnership model and explains the organisation’s emphasis on employee voice and participation.
Another important assumption is the prioritisation of long-term outcomes over short-term gains. This is reflected in decision-making, where maintaining customer trust and organisational integrity is prioritised. These assumptions guide behaviour across the organisation and influence how employees interpret values and practices.
The alignment between artefacts, espoused values and underlying assumptions contributes to a strong and coherent organisational culture. However, deeply embedded assumptions may also create resistance to change, potentially limiting the organisation’s ability to respond quickly to external pressures.
5. Organisational Culture and Adaptation to the External Environment
Organisational culture plays a significant role in shaping how organisations respond to external environmental pressures, including competition, technological change and shifting consumer expectations. Culture influences not only internal behaviours but also how organisations interpret and react to external challenges. As Mullins (2019) highlights, “if the organisation operates within a dynamic environment it requires a structure and culture that are readily adaptable to change”, emphasising the importance of aligning organisational culture with external demands to support adaptability and long-term success.
In the case of John Lewis, its culture is rooted in principles of fairness, trust and shared responsibility, which shape how it engages with the external environment. The retail sector is highly competitive and characterised by rapid changes in consumer behaviour, particularly in relation to digital transformation and the growth of online retail. A culture that emphasises collaboration and employee involvement can support adaptability by encouraging the sharing of ideas and collective problem-solving. This enables the organisation to respond more effectively to external pressures and evolving market conditions.
Ethical leadership and corporate social responsibility are also important aspects of organisational culture that influence external adaptation. Ayoko (2022) suggests that ethical leadership fosters ethical cultures that build trust with stakeholders and strengthen relationships with customers, employees and the wider community. In the context of John Lewis, its emphasis on fairness and long-term relationships supports a reputation for trustworthiness, which can provide a competitive advantage. This demonstrates how culture extends beyond internal processes to influence external perceptions and organisational positioning.
However, while a strong values-driven culture can support stability and trust, it may also create challenges when responding to external change. Smollan and Mooney (2024) suggest that cultures characterised by strong norms and high expectations can place pressure on employees and limit flexibility. In a fast-paced retail environment, the need for rapid decision-making may conflict with a culture that prioritises inclusivity and consensus. This tension highlights how culture can act as both an enabler and a constraint in responding to external demands.
Furthermore, external pressures may require organisations to balance ethical considerations with financial performance. While a culture that prioritises fairness and responsibility can enhance long-term sustainability, it may also limit the organisation’s ability to respond aggressively to competitive pressures. This creates a complex dynamic in which cultural values must be carefully managed to ensure they support, rather than hinder, organisational adaptability.
Overall, the organisational culture of John Lewis plays a critical role in shaping its interaction with the external environment. While its ethical and collaborative culture supports trust, innovation and long-term relationships, it may also introduce challenges in terms of flexibility and responsiveness. This reinforces the importance of actively managing culture to maintain alignment with external demands while preserving core organisational values.
6. Organisational Culture and Effective Functioning
Organisational culture plays a crucial role in determining how effectively an organisation operates, influencing employee behaviour, engagement and performance. Culture shapes how individuals interact, communicate and align with organisational goals, making it a key driver of efficiency and long-term success. It can be understood as a complex system requiring alignment across multiple values and perspectives. As Cocozza (2023) states, organisations operate as “complex universes that contain a myriad of subtle links and a network of different values that need to be valued and integrated into a common vision of the development of the organisation”. This highlights the importance of integrating diverse perspectives to support effective organisational functioning.
In the case of John Lewis, the partnership model supports a culture of collaboration, trust and shared responsibility. Employees are encouraged to participate in decision-making and contribute to organisational outcomes, enhancing engagement and commitment. This environment facilitates knowledge sharing and coordination across the organisation, improving efficiency and alignment. The emphasis on shared ownership reinforces accountability, as employees are more likely to take responsibility when they feel connected to organisational success.
The relationship between organisational culture and effective functioning is supported by empirical research. Su, Baird and Munir (2023) demonstrate that cultural dimensions such as respect for people, teamwork and innovation are positively associated with organisational resilience. Cultures that promote collaboration and employee involvement enhance an organisation’s ability to respond to challenges and adapt to change. This suggests that organisational culture supports not only internal coordination but also long-term performance, resilience and stability.
However, achieving alignment across diverse values can be challenging in practice. In large organisations, differing priorities may create tension, making consistency in behaviour and decision-making difficult. While a collaborative culture enhances engagement, it may also reduce efficiency. Decision-making involving multiple stakeholders can slow processes, limiting responsiveness in fast-moving environments. This creates a tension between inclusivity and efficiency that must be carefully managed.
Maintaining a strong organisational culture also requires continuous reinforcement through leadership, communication and organisational practices. Without alignment between values and behaviour, culture may become fragmented, reducing effectiveness. Therefore, organisations must actively manage culture to ensure it continues to support both internal functioning and external competitiveness.
Overall, organisational culture plays a fundamental role in shaping effective functioning within John Lewis. While its collaborative culture supports engagement, coordination and resilience, it requires careful management to ensure it does not limit efficiency or responsiveness.
7. Evaluation of the Impact of Organisational Culture on Organisational Performance
Organisational culture has a significant impact on performance, influencing employee behaviour, coordination and the ability to achieve strategic objectives. A strong culture can enhance alignment, motivation and collaboration, enabling organisations to operate more effectively. However, the relationship between culture and performance is complex and shaped by organisational and environmental factors.
Research highlights that organisational culture can improve performance by facilitating coordination and collective action. For example, O’Reilly, Cao and Sull (2024) note that “widely shared norms may make focused and coordinated actions easier and more likely”. When employees share common values and expectations, behaviour becomes more aligned, reducing inefficiencies and improving performance. In this sense, culture acts as a form of social control, supporting coordination and enhancing collective output.
In the case of John Lewis, the partnership model promotes shared norms around trust, collaboration and accountability, contributing to high levels of engagement and organisational alignment. This can positively influence performance by increasing motivation and encouraging employees to work towards common goals. The emphasis on shared responsibility also supports long-term performance, as employees are more likely to contribute effectively when they feel a sense of ownership.
However, organisational culture does not always guarantee improved performance. Its effectiveness depends on alignment with organisational strategy and external context. A culture that emphasises collaboration and inclusivity may enhance engagement but can also slow decision-making and reduce organisational agility. In fast-paced environments, delays in decision-making may negatively affect performance, particularly where rapid responses are required.
Evidence from the CIPD supports this view, highlighting that culture influences behaviour and organisational effectiveness, but its impact depends on alignment with organisational goals, leadership and operational processes (CIPD, 2023). This reinforces that culture alone is insufficient and must be supported by effective management and strategic alignment.
Furthermore, the impact of organisational culture on performance can be both direct and indirect. While shared norms improve coordination and efficiency, culture also shapes employee outcomes such as satisfaction, commitment and retention. These factors contribute to long-term organisational success, even if their effects on short-term financial performance are less immediately visible. This highlights the importance of evaluating performance beyond purely financial measures.
Overall, organisational culture acts as both an enabler and a constraint on performance. While it can enhance coordination, engagement and long-term success, it may also limit flexibility and responsiveness if not carefully managed. Therefore, organisations must ensure that culture remains aligned with strategic objectives and adaptable to changing environmental conditions.
To address this, it is recommended that John Lewis strengthens the balance between employee involvement and operational efficiency by streamlining decision-making processes where appropriate, while maintaining its collaborative ethos. In addition, continued investment in leadership and communication will be essential to ensure consistency across the organisation. This balanced approach will enable the organisation to sustain performance while remaining adaptable in a changing environment.
8. Conclusion
This report has demonstrated that organisational culture is a key influence on organisational processes and outcomes within John Lewis. The partnership model establishes a strong, values-driven culture based on trust, fairness and shared responsibility, which underpins employee engagement, organisational alignment and decision-making. Through the application of Schein’s model, it is evident that culture operates across multiple levels, shaping both visible practices and underlying assumptions that guide behaviour.
The analysis highlights that culture functions as both an enabler and a constraint. While it supports coordination, collaboration and long-term performance, it may also reduce flexibility and slow decision-making in a dynamic retail environment. This reflects the complexity of managing culture within large organisations, where consistency and adaptability must be balanced. Furthermore, the effectiveness of culture depends on its alignment with organisational strategy and the external environment.
Overall, organisational culture plays a critical role in shaping structure, decision-making and performance at John Lewis. To sustain organisational effectiveness, it is essential that the organisation continues to actively manage this balance by maintaining its collaborative ethos while enhancing operational responsiveness. This will enable John Lewis to remain competitive and adaptable while sustaining the cultural strengths that underpin its long-term success.
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