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 A critical analysis of organisational Culture at John Lewis Partnership 

This report examinates of the organisational culture within John Lewis Partnership (JLP), with particular attention given to the way its employee-owned business model affects organisational structure, decision-making, external adaptation and business performance. Culture has a significant role within JLP because its employees, known as Partners, are also co-owners of the organisation. This model encourages employees to be involve in the business and take shared responsibility for its long-term development (John Lewis Partnership, 2026).

Several organisational culture theories are applied throughout the report, including Schein’s Model of Organisational Culture, Handy’s Cultural Types and Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions. These frameworks help to examine important characteristics of JLP’s culture, such as employee participation, shared responsibility, democratic involvement and long-term thinking.

The analysis suggests that JLP’s culture generally acts as an enabler of organisational effectiveness. Employee involvement can contribute to stronger commitment, cooperation and customer service. However, the Partnership model can also present difficulties. For example, extensive consultation and a strong attachment to established organisational traditions may affect the speed at which important commercial decisions are made.

The report therefore recommends that JLP maintain the fundamental principles of employee ownership while developing greater flexibility and responsiveness. Particular attention should be given to improving digital capabilities, supporting innovation, encouraging employees to challenge established practices and maintaining meaningful Partner participation during organisational change.

1. Introduction

Organisational culture shared beliefs, values, behaviours and expectations that influence how people operate within an organisation. It can structure relationships between employees and management and affect how individuals respond to organisational objectives and workplace challenges. According to Mullins and 
Christy (2016), culture is connected to several important aspects of organisational behaviour, including leadership, motivation, communication, management practices and decision-making. A positive and appropriate culture can therefore contribute to organisational effectiveness. However, when cultural beliefs become too deeply established, they may also make it more difficult for an organisation to respond to changing circumstances.

John Lewis Partnership is particularly relevant when examining organisational culture because its ownership model differs considerably from that of many traditional UK retailers. The Partnership operates the John Lewis and Waitrose brands and is owned in trust for its employees. Instead of being referred to simply as employees, members of the workforce are known as Partners. This reflects the organisation’s philosophy that employees should have a voice in the business and share responsibility for its success. Employee ownership, democratic participation and long-term thinking are therefore central features of the Partnership model (John Lewis Partnership, 2026).

The development of this distinctive culture is closely associated with John Spedan Lewis. His approach to business was based on the belief that commercial success could operate alongside greater employee participation. Rather than concentrating organisational benefits and authority exclusively at senior levels, the Partnership model was developed to provide employees with greater involvement in the organisation. These ideas later became embedded within the Partnership’s Constitution, which continues to emphasise the sharing of responsibility, knowledge, power and organisational success (John Lewis Partnership, 2025).



This report therefore critically examines the relationship between organisational culture, structure and decision-making at John Lewis Partnership. Schein’s Model will be used to explore the visible and underlying aspects of JLP’s culture, while Handy’s Cultural Types will assist in identifying its dominant cultural characteristics. Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions will provide an additional perspective on hierarchy, collective behaviour and long-term orientation. The report will also examine how culture influences JLP’s response to external pressures, determine whether it primarily enables or restricts organisational effectiveness and assess its influence on business performance. Finally, recommendations will be provided to identify how JLP can maintain the strengths of its Partnership culture while improving its ability to respond to future challenges.

The John Lewis Partnership differs in fundamental ways, from the prevailing conception of how firms should be organised and structured and led, and what purposes they assist them. It with respect to strategies and ambitions, the nature and distribution of power, the ways in which employees and managers relate, the ways
in which and the principles by the salaries are determined, the relationship with suppliers, and essentially with shareholders

















2. Organisational Culture, Structure and Decision-Making

2.1 Organisational Culture at John Lewis Partnership

Employee ownership is one of the main factors shaping the organisational culture of John Lewis Partnership. The relationship between the organisation and its workforce differs from a conventional employer-employee relationship because members of staff are recognised as Partners and co-owners of the business. This approach encourages employees to view themselves as participants in the organisation rather than simply individuals carrying out assigned duties. As a result, concepts such as shared responsibility, participation and collective success have become important aspects of JLP’s organisational identity.

This participative approach can offer several advantages. Employees working directly with customers often understand practical operational issues and changing customer expectations. Providing these employees with opportunities to communicate their experiences can therefore give managers useful information when considering organisational improvements. Collaboration can also help employees feel that their contribution is recognised, potentially strengthening their commitment to organisational objectives.




2.2 Influence of Culture on Organisational Structure

The culture of John Lewis Partnership has a direct influence on the way the organisation is structured. Unlike many traditional companies where authority is mainly concentrated among senior managers and shareholders, JLP combines formal management with employee representation. This reflects the Partnership’s belief that employees should have an opportunity to contribute to the organisation they collectively own.

The governance system assists this approach through bodies such as the Partnership Council, Partnership Board and Chairman. The Partnership Council represents Partners from different parts of the organisation and provides opportunities for employees to express their opinions about issues affecting the business. At the same time, the Partnership Board is responsible for important matters such as strategy and the long-term financial health of the organisation (John Lewis Partnership, 2025).

This structure can strengthen communication between different organisational levels. Employees working in John Lewis and Waitrose stores have direct contact with customers and may identify operational problems before senior managers become aware of them. Allowing Partners to communicate their views can therefore help the organisation benefit from knowledge that exists throughout the workforce.

Nevertheless, employee participation does not remove hierarchy. JLP still requires senior managers to make strategic decisions and take responsibility for organisational performance. This creates a balance between democracy and managerial authority. While the Partnership structure can improve employee involvement, it may also increase the complexity of governance. During periods of rapid change, management may need to act quickly even when there is disagreement among Partners.

Therefore, JLP’s structure demonstrates both the benefits and limitations of its culture. Its participative approach can strengthen employee voice and organisational commitment, but clear responsibilities remain necessary to ensure effective leadership and timely decision-making.

2.3 Influence of Culture on Decision-Making

Decision-making at JLP is also influenced by the organisation’s Partnership philosophy. Employee voice is an important cultural principle, meaning that decisions are not viewed exclusively as the responsibility of senior management. Partners have mechanisms through which they can raise concerns, contribute ideas and question organisational decisions.

This approach can improve decision quality because employees working in different areas of the business possess different forms of knowledge. For instance, shop-floor Partners interact directly with customers and can provide information about changing customer expectations. This knowledge can support management when decisions are being made about products, services and customer experience.

Participation can also increase employee acceptance of organisational decisions. When employees believe that their opinions have been considered, they may be more willing to support change. However, participative decision-making is not always efficient. Consultation can take additional time, and disagreements may occur between management priorities and Partner expectations.

This challenge is particularly relevant when difficult financial decisions are required. For example, JLP decided not to award a Partnership Bonus for 2024/25, explaining that investment in its retail businesses and Partner base pay was a greater priority during its transformation. At the same time, it announced a £114 million increase in Partner pay for 2025 (John Lewis Partnership, 2025). This illustrates the complexity of balancing the expectations associated with employee ownership against the long-term financial requirements of the business.





















3. Theoretical Analysis of John Lewis Partnership’s Culture

3.1 Schein’s Model of Organisational Culture

Schein’s model provides a useful framework for examining JLP because it explains organisational culture through three interconnected levels: artifacts, espoused values and basic underlying assumptions. Schein argues that artifacts are the most visible elements of culture, whereas underlying assumptions exist at a deeper level and may be difficult to recognise directly (Schein, 2016).

At JLP, several artifacts demonstrate its distinctive culture. One of the clearest examples is the use of the term Partner rather than employee. Other visible characteristics include elected Partner representatives, the Partnership Council and the written Constitution. These practices communicate the idea that employee involvement is an important part of the organisation.

The second level concerns espoused values, which represent the principles that an organisation claims to support. At JLP, these include shared responsibility, fairness, employee voice and long-term organisational success. The organisation’s Partnership model demonstrates an intention to combine commercial performance with responsibilities towards Partners and other stakeholders.

The deepest level of Schein’s framework concerns underlying assumptions. Within JLP, an important assumption can be identified in the belief that employees should have a meaningful relationship with the organisation rather than simply exchanging labour for wages. Another underlying belief is that involving Partners can contribute to the long-term sustainability of the business.


Therefore, the strength of JLP’s culture depends partly on whether its visible practices remain consistent with its stated Partnership values. If employees perceive a significant difference between the organisation’s values and management behaviour, the credibility of the Partnership culture could be weakened.

3.2 Handy’s Cultural Types

Handy’s framework identifies four main types of organisational culture: power, role, task and person culture. Although these categories can help identify dominant organisational characteristics, large businesses such as JLP are unlikely to fit completely into a single category.

JLP demonstrates important characteristics associated with task culture. Employees frequently work collectively to achieve organisational objectives, particularly in areas such as customer service, retail operations and organisational improvement. Collaboration between individuals with different responsibilities can support problem-solving and organisational performance.

There are also significant elements of role culture. Despite its employee-owned identity, JLP is a large organisation operating John Lewis and Waitrose and therefore requires formal job responsibilities, management structures, policies and procedures. The Partnership Board and senior management maintain responsibilities that cannot simply be distributed equally among all Partners.

Some aspects of JLP might appear like Handy’s person culture because the organisation places significant emphasis on its Partners. However, it would be inaccurate to classify JLP as a pure person culture. In Handy’s model, person culture generally places the individual at the centre of the organisation and is more commonly associated with organisations consisting of relatively autonomous professionals. JLP instead requires employees to work collectively towards wider organisational objectives.

JLP is therefore better understood as having a hybrid culture, particularly combining task and role characteristics while maintaining a strong people-focused philosophy. This also demonstrates a limitation of Handy’s framework: organisations are complex and their cultural characteristics may change between departments, hierarchical levels and situations.


3.3 Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions

Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions provide another perspective through which JLP’s organisational environment can be considered. Relevant dimensions include power distance, individualism versus collectivism, uncertainty avoidance and long-term orientation.

JLP’s emphasis on Partner voice may indicate characteristics associated with relatively lower power distance. Although organisational hierarchy exists, employees have formal opportunities to express their views and challenge decisions. This reduces the idea that organisational authority should remain entirely unquestioned.

The Partnership model also demonstrates characteristics associated with collectivism. Employees are described collectively as Partners, and the organisation emphasises shared responsibility for long-term success. This may encourage employees to consider wider organisational interests rather than focusing entirely on individual objectives.

.

Nevertheless, Hofstede’s framework has significant limitations in this context. The model was primarily developed to compare national cultures, rather than diagnose the culture of individual organisations. Later research has also challenged aspects of Hofstede’s methodology and the assumption that national populations can be represented through relatively fixed cultural dimensions. Therefore, Hofstede should be treated as an additional analytical perspective rather than as a complete explanation of JLP’s organisational culture.

4. Organisational Culture and the External Environment

JLP operates in a highly competitive environment, meaning that its culture cannot remain isolated from external change. Economic pressures, technological development, changing consumer behaviour, sustainability expectations and competition from online and traditional retailers all influence the organisation.

Economic conditions represent an important challenge. Changes in household spending, inflation and employment costs can affect both customers and JLP’s operating expenses. The Partnership must therefore balance its commitment to employees with the need to remain financially sustainable. This demonstrates why an employee-focused culture must also include commercial discipline.

Technology represents another major external influence. Customers increasingly expect retailers to provide convenient experiences across physical stores and digital channels. JLP has consequently continued investing in technology, stores and its supply chain as part of its transformation. In 2025/26, the Partnership reported that investment increased by 26% compared with the previous year, alongside improvements in customer satisfaction and loyalty (John Lewis Partnership, 2026).



5. Organisational Culture: Enabler or Barrier?

JLP’s culture can be considered from two perspectives because it can both enable and potentially restrict organisational effectiveness.

As an enabler, the Partnership model can create a strong sense of organisational identity. Employees who consider themselves co-owners may feel a greater connection with organisational objectives. Partner participation can also support knowledge sharing because employees have opportunities to communicate their experience and suggest improvements.

The culture may also support customer service. Frontline Partners represent the organisation directly to customers, meaning their attitudes and behaviour can influence customer satisfaction and brand reputation. A culture based on responsibility and involvement can therefore potentially encourage employees to take greater ownership of customer experiences.


However, the culture can become a barrier if strong traditions make the organisation resistant to change. The retail sector requires rapid responses to digital competitors, economic pressures and changing customer expectations. A highly consultative environment may create difficulties if managers become reluctant to make unpopular but commercially necessary decisions.


6. Impact of Organisational Culture on Performance

Organisational culture can affect JLP’s performance through employee behaviour, customer experience, innovation, productivity and organisational reputation. However, it is important not to assume that culture alone determines financial success.

Recent performance provides some evidence of improvement. For the financial year ending January 2026, Partnership sales increased by 5% to £13.4 billion, while profit before tax, Partnership Bonus and exceptional items increased by 6% to £134 million. JLP also reported record customer satisfaction and increased membership of both My Waitrose and My John Lewis (John Lewis Partnership, 2026).

These results cannot be attributed entirely to organisational culture. Investments in stores, technology, product availability, supply chains and operational productivity also contributed to performance. Nevertheless, JLP itself identifies Partners as central to delivering customer experience and organisational transformation.

Culture may particularly influence performance through customer service. Employees who feel connected to the organisation may be more willing to provide high-quality service, solve customer problems and maintain long-term customer relationships. This can strengthen customer loyalty and brand reputation.



7. Recommendations

First, JLP should continue strengthening meaningful Partner voice. Employee consultation should demonstrate clearly how Partner feedback contributes to organisational decisions. This would reinforce the relationship between the Partnership’s stated values and employees’ everyday experience.

Second, the organisation should improve decision-making agility. Democratic participation should remain an important principle, but managers should have clear authority to respond rapidly when competitive or technological conditions require immediate action.

Third, JLP should continue developing a digital and innovative culture. Investment in technology should be supported by training that enables Partners to develop relevant digital capabilities. Employees should also be encouraged to contribute ideas about how technology could improve customer experience and operational efficiency.

Fourth, management should encourage constructive challenge. Schein’s model demonstrates that deeply established assumptions can be difficult to identify and change. Partners should therefore feel comfortable questioning traditional practices when alternative approaches could improve performance.

Finally, JLP should protect its Partnership identity during transformation. Modernisation should not require abandoning the principles that differentiate the

organisation. Instead, employee ownership, responsibility and participation should be adapted to support a more flexible and competitive organisation.





8. Conclusion

This report has critically examined how organisational culture influences the structure, decision-making and performance of John Lewis Partnership. The employee-owned model has created a distinctive culture based on Partner participation, shared responsibility and long-term organisational success.

The application of Schein’s framework demonstrates that JLP’s visible Partnership practices are connected to deeper organisational values and assumptions. Handy’s framework suggests that the organisation combines characteristics of task and role cultures, while Hofstede provides an additional, although limited, perspective on participation, collectivism and long-term orientation.

Overall, JLP’s culture can be considered predominantly an enabler of organisational effectiveness. Employee ownership can strengthen participation, organisational identity and customer focus. However, a strong culture may become a barrier when established traditions interfere with rapid organisational change. JLP should therefore preserve its Partnership principles while strengthening agility, innovation and digital capability. Achieving this balance will be important in ensuring that its distinctive culture continues to contribute to sustainable performance within a changing retail environment.
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