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[bookmark: _Toc235887069]Executive Summary 
The report critically analyses the impact of organisational culture on the structure of John Lewis Partnership, decision making and organisational performance. Based on John Lewis as the case organisation, the report utilises the existing theories of organisational culture, such as the Three Levels of Culture by Schein, the Cultural Types by Handy and the Cultural Dimensions created by Hofstede to determine the dominant organisational culture and evaluate its success. It is also analysed how organisational culture facilitates the Partnership to adapt to external environmental challenges and it is also assessed whether its organisational culture is more of an organisational enabler or an organisational barrier.
The conclusion suggests that employee-owned Partnership model by John Lewis encourages teamwork, trust and employee involvement, which contributes to high rates of customer service, innovation and organisational performance over the long term. Nevertheless, the report also cites weaknesses such as slower decision-making based on consensus and lack of organisational flexibility in a highly competitive retail environment. In general, the facts indicate that the advantages of the Partnership culture are more than its limitations.
The report suggests enhancing a digital-first organisational culture, implementing a more agile decision-making process and increasing employee-led innovation. These proposals are based on the organisational culture theory, and they should enhance organisational adaptability and maintain the competitive edge of John Lewis and retain the essence of the value of employee ownership and collaborative governance.
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[bookmark: _Toc235887070]1.Introduction 
[bookmark: _Toc235887071]1.1 Background
Organisational culture is defined as the shared values, assumptions and behavioural expectations that affect the situation interpretation and behaviour of employees in an organisation. Culture is important since it has the potential to influence employee behaviour, cooperation, decision-making and resilience of an organisation. Nevertheless, its impacts are not necessarily beneficial; they are conditional on the existence of the appropriate leadership, structures, and management practices (Srivastava et al., 2025).
[bookmark: _Toc235887072]1.2 John Lewis Overview
John Lewis Partnership deals in the retail industry in the UK under John Lewis and Waitrose. It operates under a Partnership model which is based on employee ownership where employees are termed as Partners and have an official place in the governance structure of the organisation. The model is supposed to align the interests of the employees with long term organisational success and participation, accountability and commitment (John Lewis Partnership plc, 2026). It has been indicated that employee ownership has the potential to facilitate productivity, job security and organisational existence, but the advantages require meaningful employee involvement and not ownership (Kruse, 2022).
[bookmark: _Toc235887073]1.3 Aim
The report critically discusses the effect of organisational culture on the organisational structure and decision-making at John Lewis, the current organisational culture as it is identified by the relevant theoretical models, how the organisation has responded to the pressure exerted by the environment, whether the organisational culture is a hindrance or a facilitator, and evidence-based recommendations to enhance organisational performance.
[bookmark: _Toc235887074]2. Organisational Culture's Influence on Structure and Decision-Making
[bookmark: _Toc235887075]2.1 Organisational Structure at John Lewis
The organisational culture is also evident in the way authority, governance and decision-making are structured as well as employee behaviour. Schein and Schein (2017) indicate that culture influences the distribution of power in organisations, activity coordination and the formation of relationships between the leader and the employees. This is the viewpoint as seen at John Lewis Partnership where its employee-owned model has developed a system of governance based on participation, accountability and shared responsibility, instead of the traditional hierarchical control.
The Partnership governance system at John Lewis is unique and includes the Partnership Board, the Chairman and the democratically elected Partnership Council. The Partnership Council also allows employee representatives to shape organisational policy but not only functions as an advisory body, but they can also hold senior management to account and challenge leaders in making strategic decisions (John Lewis Partnership, 2025). This type of governance shows how organisational culture is integrated into formal structures and not living in a form of organisational values.
The Partnership model too indicates a decentralised organisational structure. Although executive leadership still has strategic authority, operational responsibility is distributed throughout the levels of management, with Partners being able to share ideas and engage in organisational betterment. Burns and Stalker (1961) believe that organic structure is more adaptable to the changeable environment since it embraces communication, cooperation, and adaptability. By promoting shared responsibility and commitment to organisational goals in the long term, John Lewis employee ownership model strengthens these attributes.
[bookmark: _Toc235887076]2.2 Organisational Culture and Decision-Making
The organisational culture of John Lewis has a great impact on strategic and operational decision making. The Partnership also considers the employees, customers and other stakeholders unlike most publicly listed retailers which focus on shareholder returns at the expense of commercial performance. Its democratic leadership allows employee views to shape strategic decisions and hold executives accountable (John Lewis Partnership, 2025).
At the strategic level, the Partnership has been making investments in stores, online capabilities, technology and employee development despite the challenging economic times. In 2025/26, it made 26% more investment, contributing to the customer satisfaction record, increased employee compensation and ongoing business change (John Lewis Partnership, 2026). The decisions are examples of a long-term strategic orientation, which demonstrates the organisational culture of sustainable value creation instead of short-term financial performance.
Operational decision-making is similarly influenced by employee participation. Partners are also urged to come up with ideas, find operation improvements and direct response to customer needs. The studies indicate that organisations with high employee engagement generally enjoy enhanced organisational commitment, better knowledge sharing and enhanced problem-solving power especially where participation is facilitated by a clear leadership and communication (Rouen and Weiss, 2026). Therefore, the culture at John Lewis promotes making decisions which utilize the expertise of employees as opposed to top-down management.
[bookmark: _Toc235887077]2.3 Critical Evaluation
The organisational culture of John Lewis gives it some competitive advantages. Employee ownership enhances commitment to organisations since employees have a share in the burden as well as the fruits of organisational success. Democratic leadership also enhances transparency and trust, which enables leaders to tap in operational knowledge of employees that deal with customers directly. This will enhance the quality of decisions as more than one opinion is factored into strategic decisions before they are implemented.
But the participative cultures can also decrease organisational agility. The consultations by John Lewis take longer than the organisational change and therefore stakeholders should be involved widely before a major change is achieved unlike in traditional hierarchical retailers like Tesco where the top management can make strategic decisions and implement them within a short time. This can enhance legitimacy and commitment among employees, but this can also hamper the effectiveness in responding to fast-evolving market conditions.
Moreover, the ownership by the employees is not a sufficient measure to ensure the best organisational performance. According to recent studies posted by Harvard Business Review, ownership can only provide sustainable performance when backed by open communication, caring leadership and organised control of organisational culture (Rouen and Weiss, 2026). This implies that the competitive advantage to John Lewis is not merely on employee ownership but rather a combination of ownership and good governance and management practices.
[bookmark: _Toc235887078]3. Identifying John Lewis' Organisational Culture Using Organisational Culture Theories
[bookmark: _Toc235887079]3.1 Schein's Three Levels of Organisational Culture
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The three-level model by Schein (2017) would be a helpful framework to explain how the organisational culture of John Lewis manifests not only in its visible practices but also beliefs. The artefact level has observable cultural elements such as employee ownership, democratic leadership by Partnership Council and the use of the term Partners instead of employees. Such practices strengthen teamwork and differentiate the organisation to the traditional shareholder-owned retailers (John Lewis Partnership, 2025).
The espoused values of the organisation are trust, fairness, sustainability and outstanding customer service. These principles are embodied in the responsible business practices, employee welfare, and long-term stakeholder value of John Lewis that does not only aim at providing a short-term financial performance (John Lewis Partnership, 2025). Nevertheless, researchers believe that organisational values can only impact behaviour when they are consistently reinforced by the means of leadership and organisational systems (Groysberg et al., 2018). The governance structure in which John Lewis is governed helps in this alignment by integrating employee participation in decision making.
On the lowest level, underlying assumptions are the belief that shared ownership causes employees to be more dedicated to organisational success and customer performance. This is the assumption, which underlines the Partnership model and forms the relations between the managers and the e mployees, fostering cooperation instead of dominance over the employees.
[bookmark: _Toc235887080]3.2 Handy's Cultural Types
[image: Introduction to Charles Handy's Model of Organisational Culture]
The cultural typology that Handy (1993) offers is a valuable tool to assess the prevailing traits of the organisational culture at John Lewis. The model recognizes four types of cultures, and they include Power Culture, Role Culture, Task Culture and Person Culture. Although John Lewis has some characteristics of other types of cultures, the dominant culture is best characterized by a mix of both Task Culture and Role Culture, with the former prevailing.
The Task Culture is typified with collaboration, teamwork and problem-solving, in which expertise and common goal is given priority over the hierarchy of authority (Handy, 1993). This is very much like the Partnership model of John Lewis which motivates employees to share ideas, engage in decision making and collaborate as a team to enhance customer experience and organisational performance. This culture is further enhanced by the employee ownership structure of the organisation that aligns the interests of employees to the long-term organisational success and fosters collective responsibility (John Lewis Partnership, 2025). This type of collaboration has seen the Partnership invest in innovation, digital transformation and customer service and has been able to sustain high levels of employee engagement.
However, John Lewis also demonstrates characteristics of Role Culture. Retail businesses need to have well-established roles, governance systems and accountability to maintain uniformity of stores and business operations. The use of formal structures like the Partnership Board and the Partnership Council is an example of how formal roles contribute to good governance (John Lewis Partnership, 2025). However, these structures are in an environment that believes in consultation and not strict managerial control.
[bookmark: _Toc235887081]3.3 Hofstede's Cultural Dimensions
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Even though the Cultural Dimensions developed by Hofstede were initially intended to compare the national cultures, but not the organisational cultures, some of the dimensions that are chosen to offer valuable information about the organisational practices of John Lewis. Specifically, individualism vs. collectivism and power distance contribute to the understanding of the impact of the Partnership model on relations between management and employees (Hofstede, Hofstede and Minkov, 2010).
John Lewis exhibits relatively low power distance because workers are motivated to contribute to the governance of the organisation by representative bodies like the Partnership Council. This minimizes hierarchical controls and encourages free interaction of senior leadership and Partners and enhances a culture of trust and shared responsibility (John Lewis Partnership, 2025). A collectivist orientation is also evident in the organisation, as organisational success is more valued than individual success. This approach is strengthened by employee ownership which leads to collaboration, and employee interest which are aligned with the long-term goals of the Partnership.
The framework created by Hofstede also gives a bit of understanding as to why John Lewis is dedicated to diversity of employees and responsible international sourcing. The organisation operates with suppliers worldwide and fosters ethical values, inclusion and responsible business, and this is based on the necessity to address cultural differences in the global business partnerships (John Lewis Partnership, 2025b).
Nevertheless, there are weaknesses in the model of Hofstede in the context of John Lewis. It concentrates more on the national differences in culture and thus, it only gives a partial account on the internal culture in the organisation. In comparison to the model by Schein (2017), it provides less information about the shared assumptions and values which support employee ownership and democratic participation. The Hofstede framework in turn ought to be considered as a supplementary model, as opposed to a core one in the analysis of the organisational culture at John Lewis.
[bookmark: _Toc235887082]3.4 Determining the Prevailing Culture
Even though each of the frameworks has something beneficial to say, the model by Schein is the most detailed description of the organisational culture at John Lewis as it links the visible organisational practices to the assumptions that maintain the employee ownership and participation. Handy elucidates the kind of collaborative working style adopted by the organisation, whilst Hofstede adds a larger perspective of the leadership relations. In sum, John Lewis can be described as a team-player, employee-focused organisation and the culture that permeates the organisation can best be described using the three-level model of Schein.
[bookmark: _Toc235887083]4. Is Organisational Culture a Barrier or an Enabler? 
[bookmark: _Toc235887084]4.1 Culture as an Enabler
The organisational culture of John Lewis is another important enabler as it contributes to the commitment and trust of employees, innovation and quality customer service. Its Partnership model that employees own promotes a sense of organisational success as a collective responsibility, enhancing the engagement and commitment to the organisation (John Lewis Partnership, 2025). Studies show that cultures with a high degree of trust and empowered employees are more motivating, more collaborative and perform better in organisations since employees are more ready to exchange information and are more involved in decision-making (Knies, Jacobsen and Tummers, 2024). This teamwork culture also helps in the field of innovation as it encourages the employees to propose any improvements on products and services and even on the way things are done. Since frontline employees are the ones in direct contact with the customers, their participation can help John Lewis to keep the service standards high and react to the evolving customer expectations.
[bookmark: _Toc235887085]4.2 Culture as a Barrier
In spite of these advantages, these cultural attributes can also bring about challenges within the organisation. The focus of consultation and consensus by John Lewis may slow down strategic decision-making especially in retail sector where quick responses to changes in the market may be necessary. The involvement of employees enhances the aspect of transparency but could take longer time to bring about significant organisational changes. In addition, the employee ownership entails significant spending on employee benefits, corporate governance, and employee engagement, which add to the greater operating costs in comparison with many shareholder-owned firms (John Lewis Partnership, 2025). Research further indicates that organisational cultures that are strong may inadvertently develop resistance to change, especially where the employees desire to continue with the old organisational values and practices (Errida and Lotfi, 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc235887086]4.3 Critical Judgement
In general, the organisational culture at John Lewis plays the role of an enabler, not a barrier. Though participative decision-making can diminish organisational agility in times of fast market change, the rewards of employee commitment, trust and customer-oriented behaviour, offer more substantial basis to sustainable competitive advantage. The recent financial recovery, growth in investment and customer satisfaction rates of the organisation show that its collaborative culture still helps maintain its long-term organisational performance even though the operational issues of employee ownership are involved (John Lewis Partnership, 2025). As such, the evidence indicates that the culture of John Lewis generates more strategic value than constraint, so long as the organisation keeps adjusting its governance and decision-making processes to more competitive retail landscape.
[bookmark: _Toc235887087]5. Organisational Culture, Performance and Recommendations 
[bookmark: _Toc235887088]5.1 Organisational Culture and Organisational Performance
The organisational culture of John Lewis plays a very big role in the organisational performance through employee engagement, customer satisfaction, innovativeness and corporate image. The Partnership model of employee-owned organisation fosters employees to see organisational success as a collective effort, establishing greater degrees of commitment and discretionary effort than is generally experienced in conventional shareholder-owned retailers. In the John Lewis Partnership Annual Report, employee pay, training and wellbeing investment has helped to achieve better employee engagement and record customer satisfaction in 2025/26, and this is part of the long-term business strategy (John Lewis Partnership, 2026).
Customer satisfaction is also fostered by the collaborative culture in the organisation, as Partners are empowered to solve customer problems and ensure high standards of service. Deloitte (2024) posits that organisations that have high customer-centric cultures are in a better position to develop customer loyalty and sustainable competitive advantage. Moreover, the value of teamwork that John Lewis practices promote knowledge exchange and improvement, fostering innovation in both retail business and online services.
Cultural investment has also gone with improvement in financial performance. After struggling with financial difficulties, the Partnership registered its high profitability and increased investment in business transformation in 2025/26 (John Lewis Partnership, 2026). Nevertheless, organisational culture cannot be a warranty of the long-term financial success. The organisational performance is still affected by external factors such as inflation, shifting consumer behaviour and competition posed by more online retailers. Culture can therefore be considered as a valuable strategic ability that promotes but does not dictate business success.
[bookmark: _Toc235887089]5.2 Evidence-Based Recommendations
Recommendation 1: Strengthen a digital-first organisational culture
Even though John Lewis has made substantial investments in digital transformation, it needs to be more integrated with digital capabilities across all levels of the organisation to be competitive. The model of Schein (2017) proposes that sustainable organisational change should be achieved when the new behaviours are integrated into the underlying assumptions and not isolated programs. Increasing digital learning programmes and promoting cross-functional digital teamwork would enhance organisational flexibility, enhance staff capacity and customer satisfaction.

Recommendation 2: Develop more agile decision-making processes
Previous discussion has determined that consensus-based governance can postpone strategic decisions. The theory of organisational learning posits that organisations become better at their performance through constant learning and quick response to environmental change (Argyris, 1999). John Lewis ought to implement agile project teams that have the delegated decision-making authority when it comes to introducing innovation and operational improvements. This would maintain the involvement of employees and enhance the reaction to the altering market environment.

Recommendation 3: Increase employee-driven innovation
Even though employee involvement is key to the Partnership model, more attention is to be given to systematic innovation programmes. CIPD (2023) emphasizes the role of employee voice as the most effective contributor when organisations have formal systems of generating and implementing new ideas. By creating organisation-wide innovation platforms, with the help of recognition and reward systems, to promote continuous improvement, more employee engagement and deepen the long-term competitive advantage of John Lewis would be encouraged.
All in all, the recommendations are evidence-based and theoretically informed, which can help the organisation to achieve better performance and retain the original values of employee ownership and collaborative form of governance.
[bookmark: _Toc235887090]6.Conclusion 
This report has indicated that organisational culture is one of the primary factors that affect the structure of John Lewis Partnership, decision-making and performance in general. In the analysis, Partnership model has been shown to encourage employee participation, trust and shared accountability, which helps in encouraging collaborative decision making, customer service and long-term organisational sustainability. The application of the theories of Schein, Handy and Hofstede revealed that the three-level model suggested by Schein offers the most detailed description of the culture of John Lewis as it connects the visible practices to the assumptions that the company makes to determine how its employees should act. Though the report admitted that decision-making through consensus and employee ownership can decrease the agility of the organisation and raise the operating costs, the evidence shows that the drawbacks are compensated by the advantage of higher employee commitment, better stakeholder relationships as well as enhanced organisational resilience. The recommendations on how to build a stronger digital culture, enhance agile decision-making and employee-led innovation, offer a viable solution to remaining competitive and holding on to the core values of the Partnership. In general, the organisational culture of John Lewis is still a strategic resource that sustains the sustainable organisational performance in the progressively competitive retail market.
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