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Organisational Culture of John Lewis Partnership: 

Abstract

Organisational culture is a fundamental determinant of organisational effectiveness, influencing employee behaviour, decision-making, and long-term sustainability. This report examines the organisational culture of the John Lewis Partnership (JLP) through the lens of Edgar Schein’s three-level model: artefacts, espoused values, and basic underlying assumptions. As the largest employee-owned business in the United Kingdom, John Lewis presents a unique case where ownership structure and organisational culture are closely intertwined. The report critically analyses how visible practices, declared values, and deep-rooted assumptions shape organisational performance. While the partnership model fosters high employee engagement, strong customer service, and ethical business practices, it also presents challenges such as slower decision-making and resistance to change. The findings suggest that although John Lewis benefits from a strong and aligned culture, its long-term success depends on its ability to adapt to a rapidly evolving retail environment.
 

Introduction
Organisational culture refers to the shared values, beliefs, and practices that shape how individuals behave within an organisation (Schein, 2004). It is widely recognised as a key factor influencing organisational performance, employee satisfaction, and competitive advantage (Alvesson, 2013). In modern organisations, culture is not only a reflection of internal dynamics but also a strategic tool that can enhance adaptability and innovation.
The John Lewis Partnership (JLP) is a distinctive organisation within the UK retail sector due to its employee-owned structure. Established on principles of shared ownership and democratic governance, JLP operates differently from traditional shareholder-driven firms. Employees, referred to as “Partners,” share in the organisation’s profits and have a voice in decision-making processes. This unique structure significantly shapes the organisation’s culture.
This report aims to analyse the organisational culture of John Lewis using Schein’s three-level model. It explores how artefacts, espoused values, and basic assumptions interact to create a cohesive culture. Furthermore, the report critically evaluates the strengths and limitations of this culture in the context of a dynamic and competitive retail environment.

John Lewis and Partner Background.
The John Lewis Partnership (JLP) is one of the United Kingdom’s most distinctive and historically significant retail organisations. Established in the early twentieth century, the Partnership operates two major retail brands: John Lewis, a department store chain, and Waitrose, a premium supermarket chain. What sets JLP apart from conventional retail businesses is its employee‑owned structure, which has shaped its identity, governance, and organisational culture for over a century.
The origins of the Partnership can be traced to John Lewis, who opened his first drapery shop on Oxford Street in 1864. However, the organisation’s modern form is largely attributed to his son, John Spedan Lewis, whose dissatisfaction with traditional capitalist models led him to experiment with a radically different approach to business ownership and management. Spedan Lewis believed that the concentration of power and profits in the hands of a few owners was both economically inefficient and socially unjust. In response, he began transferring ownership of the company to its employees, culminating in the creation of the John Lewis Partnership Trust in 1929.



1.How the Organisational culture shaped John Lewis and Partners.
Organisational culture plays a central role in shaping both the structure and decision-making processes of the John Lewis Partnership (JLP). As an employee-owned organisation, its culture is rooted in shared ownership, trust, and democratic participation, which directly influence how the company is organised and how decisions are made (John Lewis Partnership, 2023).
Firstly, JLP’s culture of employee ownership strongly influences its organisational structure. Employees are known as “partners,” reflecting a cultural emphasis on equality and collective responsibility. This has resulted in a relatively flatter structure compared to traditional hierarchical organisations. Although management levels still exist, there is less rigidity, and communication flows more openly across levels. Governance structures such as the Partnership Council and branch forums allow partners to contribute to discussions and influence decisions. This reflects Schein’s (2010) view that organisational culture shapes assumptions about authority and relationships, encouraging a more inclusive and participative structure within JLP.
Secondly, the culture of trust and respect shapes decision-making processes by promoting collaboration rather than a purely top-down approach. Managers are encouraged to consult employees, particularly on matters affecting daily operations and customer service. This aligns with Handy’s (1995) perspective that cultures valuing people and tasks encourage involvement and shared responsibility. As a result, decision-making becomes more informed and practical, as it incorporates insights from partners who are directly engaged with customers and operations. In addition, transparency is a key feature of JLP’s culture, reinforcing accountability in decision-making. The organisational regularly shares financial performance and strategic information with partners, promoting a sense of ownership and responsibility. This openness helps employees understand the reasoning behind decisions, which increases trust and engagement (Mullin,2019). It also improves implementation, as partners are more likely to support decisions, they feel informed about. Overall, the organisational culture of JLP significantly shapes both its structure and decision-making processes. Its emphasis on employee ownership, trust, ethical values, and transparency promotes a participative organisational structure and collaborative decision-making. This alignment between culture and organisational practices enhances employee engagement and supports long-term success.
2. Theoretical Framework: Schein’s Model of Organisational Culture
Edgar Schein (2010) conceptualises organisational culture as a multi-layered phenomenon consisting of three distinct but interconnected levels.
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2.1 Artefacts
Artefacts are the most visible elements of organisational culture. These include physical structures, language, symbols, rituals, and observable behaviours. While artefacts are easy to identify, they are often difficult to interpret without understanding the deeper cultural context.

2.2 Espoused Values
Espoused values represent the organisation’s stated beliefs, strategies, and goals. These are typically communicated through mission statements, policies, and leadership discourse. However, there may be inconsistencies between espoused values and actual practices.

2.3 Basic Underlying Assumptions
Basic underlying assumptions are the deepest level of culture. These are unconscious, taken-for-granted beliefs that guide behaviour and decision-making. They are often invisible but have a powerful influence on organisational practices.
Schein argues that a strong organisational culture exists when there is alignment between these three levels (Schein, 2004). This framework provides a useful tool for analysing complex organisations such as John Lewis.

3.Overview of John Lewis Partnership
The John Lewis Partnership is the UK’s largest employee-owned business, operating both John Lewis department stores and Waitrose supermarkets. The organisation is governed by a constitution established by its founder, John Spedan Lewis, which outlines its purpose: to ensure the happiness of its members through meaningful employment in a successful business (John Lewis Partnership, 2024).
A defining feature of JLP is its partnership model, where employees are co-owners of the business. This model includes profit-sharing schemes, democratic governance structures, and a strong emphasis on employee voice. The Partnership Council, for example, allows employees to hold leadership accountable and influence organisational decisions. This unique structure creates a culture that prioritises equality, fairness, and collaboration, distinguishing JLP from traditional retail organisations.

4. Analysis of John Lewis Culture Using Schein’s Model
4.1 Artefacts
At the surface level, John Lewis exhibits several distinctive artefacts that reflect its partnership ethos.
One of the most prominent artefacts is the terminology used within the organisation. Employees are referred to as “Partners,” which symbolises equality and shared ownership. This linguistic choice reinforces the idea that all members contribute to the organisation’s success.
Another key artefact is the governance structure. The presence of democratic bodies such as the Partnership Council and Partnership Board demonstrates a commitment to employee participation. These structures are visible manifestations of the organisation’s values and provide a platform for employee voice.
Profit-sharing is also a significant artefact. Annual bonuses distributed among Partners serve as a tangible representation of shared success. This practice not only motivates employees but also reinforces the organisation’s commitment to fairness and equality. In terms of behaviour, John Lewis promotes collaboration, customer service excellence, and open communication. These behaviours are embedded in daily operations and are reinforced through training and performance management systems. Physical artefacts, such as store layouts and branding, also reflect the organisation’s culture. Stores are designed to enhance customer experience, while branding emphasises trust, quality, and reliability.
However, artefacts alone do not fully explain organisational culture. Their meaning becomes clearer when analysed alongside espoused values and underlying assumptions.

4.2 Espoused Values
John Lewis communicates a clear set of values that guide its operations and decision-making. A central value is the commitment to employee wellbeing. The organisation believes that happy employees lead to better business outcomes. This is reflected in benefits, training opportunities, and a supportive work environment. Democratic participation is another key value. JLP encourages employees to engage in decision-making processes and hold leadership accountable. This value is evident in the organisation’s governance structures and communication practices. Fairness and equality are also fundamental values. The partnership model ensures that profits are shared among employees, promoting a sense of fairness and inclusivity. Transparency in communication further supports this value. Customer focus is a core organisational priority. John Lewis has built a strong reputation for high-quality customer service, which is driven by its engaged workforce. This value aligns with the organisation’s long-term strategy of maintaining customer loyalty. Sustainability and ethical responsibility are increasingly important values within JLP. The organisation emphasises responsible sourcing, environmental sustainability, and community engagement. While these espoused values present an idealised image of the organisation, it is important to examine whether they are consistently reflected in practice. In the case of John Lewis, there is a high degree of alignment between stated values and observable behaviours, which contributes to a strong organisational culture.






4.3 Basic Underlying Assumptions
At the deepest level, John Lewis culture is shaped by several fundamental assumptions. One key assumption is that employees are the primary drivers of organisational success. This belief underpins the organisation’s investment in employee wellbeing and engagement. It reflects a humanistic approach to management, where employees are viewed as valuable assets rather than resources.
Another assumption is that shared ownership enhances motivation and commitment. By giving employees, a stake in the business, JLP assumes that they will be more engaged and accountable. This assumption is supported by research suggesting that employee ownership can improve performance (Pendleton, 2011).
Trust and transparency are also central assumptions. The organisation operates on the belief that open communication and mutual trust lead to better decision-making and stronger relationships.
Additionally, John Lewis assumes that ethical behaviour contributes to long-term sustainability. This belief influences its approach to corporate responsibility and stakeholder management.
These underlying assumptions are deeply embedded and guide organisational behaviour. They are rarely questioned, making them difficult to change. However, they play a crucial role in maintaining cultural consistency.


5. Critical Evaluation
5.1 Strengths of John Lewis Culture
One of the main strengths of John Lewis culture is high employee engagement. The partnership model fosters a sense of ownership and belonging, which leads to increased motivation and job satisfaction. Engaged employees are more likely to contribute positively to organisational performance.
Another strength is the organisation’s strong customer service. The link between employee satisfaction and customer satisfaction is well established (Heskett et al., 1994). At John Lewis, motivated employees deliver high-quality service, enhancing the organisation’s reputation. The alignment between organisational values and practices is also a significant strength. According to Schein (2004), cultural alignment enhances organisational effectiveness. In JLP, the consistency between artefacts, values, and assumptions creates a cohesive and stable culture.
Furthermore, the organisation’s emphasis on fairness and inclusion promotes diversity and innovation. An inclusive culture encourages different perspectives, which can enhance problem-solving and creativity.

5.2 Limitations of John Lewis Culture

Despite its strengths, John Lewis culture also presents several challenges. One major limitation is slow decision-making. The democratic governance structure, while inclusive, can delay decision-making processes. In a fast-paced retail environment, this can hinder responsiveness to market changes. Another challenge is the complexity of managing an employee-owned organisation. Balancing the interests of multiple stakeholders can create tensions and complicate decision-making.
Cultural rigidity is also a concern. Strong organisational cultures can resist change, making it difficult to adapt to new circumstances (Alvesson, 2013). In the context of increasing competition and digital transformation, this can be a significant disadvantage.
Recent financial pressures faced by John Lewis highlight the limitations of the partnership model. The need to remain competitive may require changes that challenge existing cultural assumptions.



                           SCHEIN’S ORGANISATIONAL CULTURE MODEL
                               APPLIED TO JOHN LEWIS PARTNERSHIP

 ┌────────────────────────────────────────────────────────────────────────────┐
 │                                LEVEL 1: ARTEFACTS                          
 │                         (Visible structures, processes, behaviours)        
 │                                                                            
 │   • “& Partners” branding                                                   
 │   • Partner Bonus (symbol of shared success)                               
 │   • Partnership Council & democratic forums                                 
 │   • The Gazette (internal communication newspaper)                        
 │   • High‑service retail environment (John Lewis & Waitrose)               
 │   • Transparent leadership communication                                   
 │   • Uniforms, store layout, customer‑first rituals                          
 │                                                                            
 │   → What we can *see* in JLP’s culture                                     
 └────────────────────────────────────────────────────────────────────────────┘
                                        │
                                        ▼
 ┌────────────────────────────────────────────────────────────────────────────┐
 │                              LEVEL 2: ESPOUSED VALUES                      
 │                     (Stated values, strategies, philosophies)             
 │                                                                            
 │   • Co‑ownership & shared responsibility                                    
 │   • Fairness, dignity, respect                                              
 │   • Long‑termism (sustainable decision‑making)                             
 │   • Democratic participation & Partner voice                                
 │   • High performance with humanity                                          
 │   • Ethical business & social responsibility                                
 │                                                                            
 │   → What JLP *says* it values                                               
 └────────────────────────────────────────────────────────────────────────────┘
                                        │
                                        ▼
 ┌────────────────────────────────────────────────────────────────────────────┐
 │                         LEVEL 3: BASIC UNDERLYING ASSUMPTIONS              
 │                     (Deep, unconscious beliefs that drive behaviour)       
 │                                                                            
 │   • Employees are co‑owners, not subordinates                               
 │   • Shared power leads to better decisions                                  
 │   • People are the organisation’s primary competitive advantage             
 │   • Fairness and trust are essential for organisational success             
 │   • The organisation exists for collective benefit, not shareholder gain    
 │   • Work should be meaningful and participatory                             
 │                                                                            
 │   → What JLP *truly believes* (often unspoken)                             
└────────────────────────────────────────────────────────────────────────────┘


6. Organisational Culture and adaptation to the external environment of JLP

Organisational culture plays a critical role in how firms adapt to changes in the external environment. In the case of John Lewis Partnership (JLP), its distinctive culture—rooted in employee ownership, democratic participation, and long-term thinking—enables the organisation to respond effectively to market dynamics. According to Schein (2010), culture consists of shared assumptions that guide how organisations perceive and react to external challenges. At John Lewis, these assumptions are reflected in its commitment to fairness, customer service, and partner (employee) engagement.
The retail sector in the UK has undergone significant transformation due to digitalisation, changing consumer preferences, and economic uncertainty. John Lewis has adapted by integrating its cultural values into strategic decisions, such as investing in omnichannel retailing and enhancing customer experience. For instance, its culture of trust and empowerment allows employees to contribute ideas that improve service delivery, thereby strengthening its competitive position (Griffin, 2017).
Furthermore, the organisation’s cooperative structure enables flexibility in decision-making. Unlike traditional shareholder-driven companies, John Lewis prioritises long-term sustainability over short-term profit. This has supported its adaptation to external pressures such as economic downturns and increased competition from online retailers like Amazon. The partnership model fosters resilience, as employees are more committed to organisational success due to shared ownership (Johnson et al., 2020).
However, the same culture can also present challenges. The consensus-driven approach may slow decision-making in a rapidly changing environment, potentially limiting agility. Despite this, John Lewis has demonstrated an ability to evolve by restructuring operations and investing in digital capabilities, showing that its culture, while traditional, is not static.


7.Organisational Culture and Effective Functioning of JLP

The organisational culture of John Lewis is central to its effective functioning. Its partnership model, where employees are co-owners, creates a strong sense of belonging and accountability. This aligns with Deal and Kennedy’s (2000) perspective that strong cultures enhance organisational performance by aligning employee behaviour with organisational goals.
At John Lewis, the culture emphasises equality, transparency, and shared rewards. Employees, referred to as “partners,” receive a share of profits, which motivates them to contribute actively to organisational success. This system enhances productivity and service quality, as employees feel directly connected to outcomes (Armstrong, 2021).
Communication is another key strength. The organisation encourages open dialogue through forums and councils, ensuring that employees have a voice in decision-making. This participative approach improves morale and fosters trust between management and staff, which is essential for effective functioning. According to Schein (2010), such cultural mechanisms reinforce shared values and improve coordination.

8. Evaluation of the Impact of Organisational Culture on performance JLP

Organisational culture has a profound impact on performance, influencing both financial outcomes and employee satisfaction. At John Lewis, the partnership culture contributes significantly to its overall performance by fostering motivation, loyalty, and high service standards.
One of the key positive impacts is employee engagement. Research suggests that engaged employees are more productive and deliver better customer service (Armstrong, 2021). At John Lewis, the profit-sharing model and inclusive culture encourage employees to take ownership of their roles, resulting in improved operational performance and customer satisfaction.
The organisation’s strong ethical values also enhance its reputation, which is crucial in the competitive retail sector. Customers often associate John Lewis with quality, trust, and reliability, which drives brand loyalty and repeat business (Johnson et al., 2020). This demonstrates how culture can serve as a strategic asset that differentiates the organisation from competitors.

9. Discussion
The analysis demonstrates that John Lewis has a strong, highly culture and well-integrated organisational culture. The alignment between artefacts, espoused values, and underlying assumptions contributes to organisational stability and performance are closely aligned. However, the dynamic nature of the retail industry requires organisations to be adaptable. While the partnership model provides a strong foundation, it may need to evolve to address emerging challenges such as digital disruption and changing consumer behaviour. Schein’s model highlights the difficulty of changing underlying assumptions. For John Lewis, any cultural transformation must be carefully managed to preserve its core values while enhancing adaptability.



10. Conclusion
This report has analysed the organisational culture of John Lewis using Schein’s three-level model. The findings indicate that the organisation’s culture is a key source of competitive advantage, driven by its unique partnership structure. The findings indicate that the organisation’s culture is a key strength, driven its partnership structure and emphasis on employee engagement.
The alignment between cultural levels supports employee engagement, customer satisfaction, and ethical business practices. However, challenges such as decision-making complexity and resistance to change highlight the need for cultural evolution, organisational effectiveness, particularly in terms of employee motivation and customer service. However, challenges such as decision-making complexity and market pressures highlight the need for cultural adaptability. Overall, John Lewis demonstrates the importance of organisational culture as both a strategic asset and a potential constraint. Its future success will depend on its ability to balance cultural stability with adaptability in a changing business environment. (Johnson et al.,2020)
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