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[bookmark: _Toc224414359]1. Introduction
Organisational culture represents the shared values, beliefs, and behavioural norms that influence how employees interact and how work is conducted within an organisation (Schein, 2010). Mullins and Christy (2016) emphasise that culture shapes organisational processes including decision-making, structure, employee motivation, and management control. In increasingly globalised business environments, organisations must manage diverse workforces while maintaining a coherent organisational culture.
This report critically evaluates the role of organisational culture within John Lewis Partnership (JLP), a well-known British retail organisation operating department stores and supermarkets under the Waitrose brand. The company is distinctive due to its employee-owned partnership structure, where employees are referred to as “partners” and share in organisational profits.
The report analyses how organisational culture influences the company’s structure and decision-making processes. It further applies theoretical frameworks including Schein’s Model of Organisational Culture, Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions, and Handy’s Cultural Types to identify the prevailing culture within the organisation. Additionally, the report examines how John Lewis leverages its culture to adapt to external environmental pressures. Finally, the analysis evaluates whether organisational culture functions as a barrier or enabler to organisational effectiveness and assesses its impact on company performance, concluding with evidence-based recommendations.

[bookmark: _Toc224414360]2. Influence of Organisational Culture on Structure and Decision-Making
Organisational culture plays a significant role in shaping how organisations are structured and how decisions are made. According to Robbins and Judge (2017), organisational culture provides employees with behavioural guidelines that influence everyday decision-making.
At John Lewis Partnership, the culture is strongly shaped by its partnership model, where employees are co-owners of the business. This structure promotes participative decision-making, collaboration, and transparency.
One key feature of the company’s structure is the democratic governance system. Employees elect representatives to the Partnership Council, which provides a mechanism for partners to influence organisational decisions and hold management accountable (John Lewis Partnership, 2023). This governance system reflects a culture that values employee voice and participation, contrasting with traditional hierarchical corporate structures.
Furthermore, decision-making within the organisation tends to emphasise long-term sustainability rather than short-term profit maximisation. Because employees share profits, organisational decisions often prioritise employee welfare, customer satisfaction, and brand reputation.
However, while participative structures can enhance engagement and commitment, they may also slow decision-making processes. In highly competitive retail environments where rapid responses to market trends are required, extensive consultation may create organisational inertia (Burnes, 2017).
Therefore, organisational culture within John Lewis simultaneously promotes democratic governance and employee empowerment while potentially creating challenges related to decision-making efficiency.
[bookmark: _Toc224414361]3. Identifying Organisational Culture Using Theoretical Models
Understanding organisational culture requires the application of conceptual frameworks that enable researchers to interpret how shared values, norms, and behaviours develop within organisations and influence employee behaviour. Organisational culture is not always directly observable; rather, it operates through visible practices, formal structures, and deeper assumptions that guide how individuals perceive and respond to organisational challenges (Schein, 2010). Consequently, the use of established theoretical models provides a structured approach to analysing the underlying cultural characteristics of organisations. In the context of John Lewis Partnership, several cultural frameworks can be applied to identify how its distinctive partnership model shapes employee behaviour, governance structures, and organisational priorities. This section critically examines the company’s organisational culture using Schein’s Model of Organisational Culture, Handy’s Cultural Types, and Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions, providing insight into the prevailing cultural dynamics within the organisation.
[bookmark: _Toc224414362]3.1 Schein’s Model of Organisational Culture
Schein (2010) conceptualises organisational culture as existing across three interconnected levels: artifacts, espoused values, and basic underlying assumptions. This model is widely regarded as one of the most comprehensive frameworks for analysing organisational culture because it recognises that visible behaviours often reflect deeper underlying beliefs and assumptions that shape organisational practices.
[bookmark: _Toc224414363]Artifacts
Artifacts represent the most visible manifestations of organisational culture, including physical symbols, organisational structures, policies, and observable behaviours (Schein, 2010). Although artifacts are easily observable, they can be difficult to interpret without understanding the underlying values that drive them.
Within John Lewis Partnership, several artifacts clearly reflect the organisation’s distinctive partnership culture. One prominent example is the terminology used within the organisation, where employees are referred to as “partners” rather than staff members. This linguistic choice reinforces the organisation’s identity as an employee-owned enterprise and symbolically emphasises shared responsibility and collective ownership.
Another important artifact is the organisation’s profit-sharing scheme, through which partners receive an annual bonus based on the company’s financial performance. This practice reinforces the principle that employees are directly connected to organisational outcomes and encourages a sense of shared accountability for business success.
Additionally, John Lewis has established democratic governance structures, such as the Partnership Council and various internal forums, which allow partners to express opinions on organisational decisions and hold leadership accountable. These structures reflect an organisational commitment to transparency and employee voice.
The organisation’s strong emphasis on customer service excellence also functions as a visible cultural artifact. The brand has historically positioned itself around high-quality service and trust, which is reinforced through employee training and operational practices.
However, it is important to recognise that artifacts alone do not fully explain organisational culture. As Schein (2010) argues, observable practices must be interpreted in relation to the deeper values and assumptions that sustain them.

[bookmark: _Toc224414364]Espoused Values
The second level of Schein’s model focuses on espoused values, which refer to the stated strategies, goals, and philosophies that organisations claim to prioritise. These values are often communicated through mission statements, corporate policies, and leadership narratives.
Within John Lewis Partnership, several core values are explicitly emphasised, including fairness, mutual respect, long-term sustainability, and customer trust. These values are embedded within the organisation’s Partnership Constitution, a foundational document that outlines the guiding principles of the partnership model and establishes the rights and responsibilities of partners.
The constitution emphasises that the organisation exists to create “the happiness of its members through worthwhile and satisfying employment in a successful business.” This principle highlights the organisation’s commitment to balancing commercial success with employee well-being.
From a critical perspective, espoused values may not always perfectly align with organisational practices. Scholars have argued that organisations sometimes use value statements as symbolic tools to enhance corporate legitimacy rather than as genuine behavioural guidelines (Alvesson and Sveningsson, 2016). In the case of John Lewis, however, the alignment between espoused values and operational practices appears relatively strong due to the institutionalised partnership model and profit-sharing arrangements.
Nevertheless, maintaining this alignment can become increasingly challenging in highly competitive retail markets where financial pressures may force organisations to prioritise efficiency and cost reduction. Consequently, sustaining the organisation’s espoused values requires ongoing commitment from leadership and continuous reinforcement through organisational practices.

[bookmark: _Toc224414365]Basic Underlying Assumptions
The deepest level of Schein’s model consists of basic underlying assumptions, which represent the unconscious beliefs and perceptions that organisational members take for granted. These assumptions shape how individuals interpret organisational realities and influence decision-making processes (Schein, 2010).
Within John Lewis Partnership, a central underlying assumption is that employee ownership enhances organisational commitment and improves business performance. This belief forms the foundation of the partnership structure and shapes the organisation’s governance model, reward systems, and decision-making processes.
Another implicit assumption within the organisation is that employee engagement leads to superior customer service. By treating employees as partners with a financial stake in the organisation, the company assumes that partners will demonstrate higher levels of motivation, accountability, and dedication to delivering high-quality customer experiences.
From a critical perspective, these assumptions reflect a normative belief in the benefits of participative management and employee ownership. While empirical research suggests that employee ownership can improve motivation and organisational commitment (Blasi, Freeman and Kruse, 2018), the effectiveness of such models may vary depending on external market conditions and organisational leadership practices.
In the context of the retail sector, where organisations face intense competition and rapidly changing consumer behaviour, maintaining a partnership model may require balancing democratic governance with the need for strategic agility. Therefore, while the underlying assumptions of the John Lewis model provide strong cultural cohesion, they may also create tensions when rapid organisational change is required.

[bookmark: _Toc224414366]3.2 Handy’s Cultural Types
Handy (1993) proposed a typology of organisational culture consisting of four primary cultural types: power culture, role culture, task culture, and person culture. Each type reflects different organisational structures and management approaches.
Within John Lewis Partnership, elements of both task culture and role culture are evident.
Task culture emphasises teamwork, collaboration, and the flexible allocation of resources to achieve organisational objectives. Organisations characterised by task culture typically prioritise problem-solving and innovation through cross-functional collaboration (Handy, 1993).
In the case of John Lewis, task culture is evident in the organisation’s emphasis on collective responsibility and teamwork in delivering high-quality customer experiences. Retail operations require close collaboration between departments such as merchandising, logistics, customer service, and store management. The partnership structure further reinforces this collaborative environment by encouraging employees to view organisational success as a shared objective.
However, the organisation also demonstrates characteristics of role culture, which is typically associated with bureaucratic structures, clearly defined responsibilities, and formal procedures. Retail operations require standardised processes for inventory management, store operations, and customer service delivery, which necessitate clearly defined roles and hierarchical coordination.
The coexistence of task and role cultures creates a hybrid organisational structure that combines operational stability with collaborative engagement. While role culture provides organisational efficiency and clarity of responsibility, task culture fosters teamwork and adaptability.
Critically, maintaining this balance can be challenging. Excessive reliance on bureaucratic procedures may limit organisational flexibility, while overly informal collaboration may reduce operational efficiency. Consequently, the effectiveness of this cultural combination depends largely on leadership practices and the organisation’s ability to adapt its management approach in response to environmental changes.

[bookmark: _Toc224414367]3.3 Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions
Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions framework is traditionally applied to analyse differences in national cultures, but it can also provide insights into organisational values and management practices (Hofstede, Hofstede and Minkov, 2010). Several of Hofstede’s dimensions are particularly relevant when analysing the organisational culture of John Lewis Partnership.
One key dimension is power distance, which refers to the extent to which hierarchical inequalities are accepted within an organisation. John Lewis demonstrates characteristics of low power distance, as the partnership model reduces hierarchical barriers between management and employees. The existence of democratic forums and elected partner representatives encourages open communication and employee participation in organisational governance.
Another relevant dimension is collectivism versus individualism. The organisational culture of John Lewis reflects strong collectivist values, as employees operate as partners working toward shared organisational goals. Profit-sharing arrangements reinforce collective responsibility for organisational outcomes and encourage collaboration rather than individual competition.
The organisation also demonstrates characteristics of long-term orientation, which reflects a focus on sustainability, perseverance, and future rewards. Strategic decisions within the partnership often prioritise long-term organisational stability and brand reputation rather than short-term financial gains. This approach is consistent with the organisation’s emphasis on customer trust and sustainable business practices.
While Hofstede’s framework provides useful insights, it is important to acknowledge its limitations. Critics argue that the model may oversimplify cultural complexity and fail to capture the dynamic nature of organisational culture (McSweeney, 2002). Additionally, organisational culture may evolve over time in response to leadership changes and market pressures.
Nevertheless, applying Hofstede’s dimensions helps highlight how the partnership model at John Lewis promotes relatively egalitarian organisational relationships, collective responsibility, and a long-term strategic orientation.

[bookmark: _Toc224414368]4. Organisational Culture and Adaptation to External Environment
Organisations must continuously adapt to external environmental influences such as technological change, economic pressures, and evolving consumer expectations.
John Lewis has leveraged its organisational culture to respond to significant challenges in the retail sector, including the growth of e-commerce and increased competition from online retailers.
The partnership culture supports adaptation in several ways.
Firstly, high levels of employee engagement encourage innovation and continuous improvement. Engaged employees are more likely to contribute ideas that improve operational efficiency and customer experience.
Secondly, the company’s emphasis on customer trust and service quality has helped maintain strong brand loyalty despite increasing competition.
However, adapting to digital transformation has presented challenges for the organisation. The partnership model, while beneficial for employee engagement, can make strategic change more complex due to the need for consultation and consensus among stakeholders (Burnes, 2017).
Despite these challenges, John Lewis has implemented significant digital transformation initiatives including investments in online retail platforms and omnichannel shopping experiences.

[bookmark: _Toc224414369]5. Organisational Culture as a Barrier or Enabler
Organisational culture can function either as an enabler of organisational effectiveness or as a constraint that limits adaptability and strategic change. Culture influences employee behaviour, managerial decision-making, and organisational performance by shaping the norms and expectations that guide workplace interactions (Schein, 2010). In the context of John Lewis Partnership, organisational culture has historically operated as a significant enabler of organisational effectiveness, largely due to its distinctive partnership model.
The employee-owned structure of the organisation fosters high levels of commitment and engagement among partners. Because employees share directly in the company’s financial performance through profit-sharing schemes, they possess a tangible incentive to contribute to organisational success. This ownership structure strengthens psychological attachment to the organisation and encourages employees to align their individual goals with organisational objectives. Empirical research suggests that employee ownership models are associated with higher levels of productivity, improved job satisfaction, and stronger organisational commitment (Blasi, Freeman and Kruse, 2018).
Furthermore, the partnership model promotes trust and collaboration within the organisation. The existence of democratic governance mechanisms, such as the Partnership Council and internal consultative forums, provides employees with a voice in organisational decision-making. Such participative structures contribute to a culture characterised by transparency, fairness, and mutual respect. In turn, this organisational climate supports the development of strong customer service orientation, which has historically been a key component of the company’s competitive advantage within the UK retail sector.
However, while organisational culture within John Lewis functions largely as an enabler, it may also present certain structural and strategic challenges. One potential limitation arises from the consensus-oriented nature of the partnership governance model. Extensive consultation and participative decision-making processes, although beneficial for employee engagement, may reduce organisational agility when rapid strategic decisions are required. In highly competitive retail environments characterised by technological disruption and changing consumer behaviour, the ability to respond quickly to market pressures is increasingly important.

[bookmark: _Toc224414370]6. Impact of Organisational Culture on Performance
Organizational culture is widely recognized as a significant determinant of organizational performance, as it influences employee behaviour, motivation, and the effectiveness of organizational processes. A strong and coherent culture can enhance organizational performance by aligning employee attitudes with organizational goals, fostering commitment, and supporting the delivery of consistent service quality (Schein, 2010). In the case of John Lewis Partnership, organizational culture has historically played a central role in shaping both employee engagement and customer perceptions of the brand.
One of the most significant ways in which culture influences performance at John Lewis is through the partnership model, which positions employees as co-owners of the business. This structure encourages higher levels of employee engagement and accountability because partners share directly in the organization's financial outcomes through profit-sharing arrangements. As a result, employees have a stronger incentive to contribute to operational efficiency, customer satisfaction, and overall organizational success. Research suggests that organizations characterized by high levels of employee engagement and participatory management practices often demonstrate improved productivity and service quality (Robbins and Judge, 2017).
The partnership culture has also contributed to the organization's strong brand reputation within the UK retail sector. John Lewis has long been associated with values ​​such as trust, quality, and exceptional customer service. These cultural values ​​are reinforced through employee training, organizational policies, and everyday interactions with customers. Consequently, the company has historically performed well in customer satisfaction surveys and has maintained a loyal customer base despite increasing competition within the retail market.
[bookmark: _Toc224414371]7. Recommendations
To strengthen organisational effectiveness, several recommendations can be proposed.
Firstly, the organisation should continue investing in digital transformation initiatives to remain competitive within the evolving retail landscape.
Secondly, leadership should ensure that participative governance structures remain efficient by streamlining decision-making processes where necessary.
Thirdly, the company should strengthen leadership development programmes to ensure that managers effectively balance democratic participation with strategic agility.
Finally, maintaining strong communication channels between management and partners will be essential to preserve trust during periods of organisational change.

[bookmark: _Toc224414372]8. Conclusion
This report has critically evaluated the influence of organisational culture within John Lewis Partnership. The analysis demonstrates that organisational culture significantly shapes the company’s structure, governance systems, and decision-making processes.
Using frameworks such as Schein’s Model, Handy’s Cultural Types, and Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions, the report identified a culture characterised by employee ownership, collaboration, and long-term orientation.
While the partnership culture may occasionally slow decision-making, it largely functions as an enabler by promoting employee engagement, trust, and strong customer service values. Ultimately, the company’s distinctive culture continues to play a central role in shaping organisational performance and competitive advantage.
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