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Organisational Culture and Its Influence on Structure and Decision-Making:
[bookmark: _Toc1201788910][bookmark: _Toc1175318725][bookmark: _Toc1171869847]1. Introduction
Organisational culture plays a significant role in shaping how businesses operate and interact internally and externally. Culture can be described as the shared values, beliefs, behaviours, and practices that influence how employees within an organisation think and act. It provides guidance for how decisions are made, how employees collaborate, and how organisations respond to external challenges. According to Mullins and Christy (2016), organisational culture reflects “how things are done around here,” highlighting the informal rules and expectations that guide workplace behaviour.
In modern organisations, culture has become increasingly important due to globalisation, technological change, and workforce diversity. Companies are no longer operating within simple or homogeneous environments; instead, they must manage diverse teams, adapt to changing markets, and maintain employee motivation. In this context, organisational culture can either support effective management and performance or act as a barrier to change.
This report examines the role of organisational culture within John Lewis, one of the most well-known retail organisations in the United Kingdom. The company operates through the John Lewis Partnership, a unique business structure in which employees are referred to as “partners” and share in the organisation’s success. This distinctive model has created a culture that emphasises collaboration, employee participation, and shared responsibility.

The report will critically evaluate how organisational culture influences the company’s structure and decision-making processes. It will also apply key theoretical frameworks, including Schein’s model of organisational culture, Hofstede’s cultural dimensions, and Handy’s cultural types, to analyse the prevailing culture within the organisation. Furthermore, the report will assess how the company uses its culture to respond to external environmental pressures and whether the culture acts as an enabler or barrier to effective performance. Finally, the report will evaluate the impact of culture on organisational performance and provide recommendations for improvement.

[bookmark: _Toc579504604][bookmark: _Toc518283670][bookmark: _Toc1715363137]2. Overview of John Lewis
John Lewis is part of the John Lewis Partnership, a large British retail organisation that operates department stores and supermarkets across the United Kingdom. Founded in 1864, the company has developed a strong reputation for quality products, excellent customer service, and ethical business practices.
One of the most distinctive aspects of John Lewis is its ownership structure. Unlike many corporations, the company is owned by a trust on behalf of its employees. This means that workers are considered partners rather than traditional employees. As partners, they share in the profits of the organisation and have a voice in decision-making processes. This approach has played a significant role in shaping the organisation’s culture.
The culture of John Lewis emphasises fairness, respect, and cooperation. The company places strong importance on employee engagement and believes that motivated staff contribute directly to better customer service and business performance. As a result, the organisation promotes values such as openness, accountability, and shared responsibility.
Because of this unique structure, John Lewis provides a useful case study for examining how organisational culture influences management practices, decision-making processes, and overall organisational performance.
Another important aspect of the organisation is its long-standing commitment to ethical business practices and social responsibility. The John Lewis Partnership has historically emphasised fairness not only within the organisation but also in its relationships with suppliers, customers and local communities. This commitment is reflected in initiatives such as responsible sourcing policies, environmental sustainability programmes and employee wellbeing initiatives. These practices reinforce the cultural values that define the organisation.
The partnership structure also contributes to a sense of shared purpose among employees. Because workers understand that the success of the organisation directly affects their own benefits, including annual partnership bonuses, they often demonstrate a higher level of engagement compared with employees in traditional corporate structures. Studies in organisational behaviour suggest that employee ownership models can strengthen motivation and organisational commitment because individuals feel that their contributions have a direct impact on organisational outcomes.
However, maintaining this unique model also requires careful management. The organisation must balance commercial competitiveness with the expectations of its partners. As the retail sector becomes increasingly competitive, John Lewis must continue to ensure that its cultural values remain aligned with business performance and long-term sustainability.


[bookmark: _Toc149139811][bookmark: _Toc1818064307][bookmark: _Toc634734539]3. Influence of Organisational Culture on Structure and Decision-Making
Organisational culture has a direct influence on the way a company structures its operations and makes decisions. In many organisations, hierarchical structures concentrate authority at the top of the organisation. However, in organisations with collaborative cultures, decision-making may be more participative and decentralised.
At John Lewis, the partnership model has created a culture that encourages employee involvement in organisational processes. Because employees are partners, they are given opportunities to contribute ideas and feedback through representative councils and internal communication systems. This structure supports participative decision-making, which can improve employee commitment and trust within the organisation.
Another important way in which organisational culture influences decision-making at John Lewis is through its emphasis on transparency and internal communication. The company actively encourages open dialogue between management and employees. Regular meetings, internal forums and partner feedback mechanisms
allow individuals to express opinions and raise concerns regarding organisational strategies and operational decisions.
This approach can enhance trust within the organisation and strengthen relationships between leadership and employees. When employees feel that their voices are heard, they are more likely to support organisational decisions and contribute positively to workplace outcomes. From a management perspective, participative decision-making can also improve the quality of decisions because it incorporates diverse perspectives and experiences from different levels of the organisation.
Nevertheless, there are potential limitations associated with highly participative cultures. In situations where rapid strategic change is required, extensive consultation processes may slow down decision-making. For example, during periods of economic uncertainty or retail restructuring, organisations may need to implement significant changes quickly in order to remain competitive. Balancing democratic participation with efficient leadership therefore represents an ongoing challenge for organisations such as John Lewis.
The organisational structure of John Lewis reflects its cultural values. While the company still maintains a formal management hierarchy, the partnership model promotes transparency and shared accountability. Employees can raise concerns or suggestions through democratic structures such as the Partnership Council. This allows workers to influence decisions that affect the organisation.
From a management perspective, this approach has several advantages. Firstly, employee participation can lead to more informed decision-making because frontline workers often possess valuable insights about customer needs and operational challenges. Secondly, involvement in decision-making can improve motivation and job satisfaction, as employees feel their contributions are recognised.

However, participative decision-making can also create challenges. Decision processes may take longer because multiple stakeholders must be consulted. In highly competitive industries such as retail, organisations must sometimes make rapid decisions to respond to market changes. Therefore, while the partnership structure supports inclusiveness, it may also reduce managerial efficiency in certain situations.
Overall, the organisational culture at John Lewis strongly influences the company’s structure and decision-making processes by promoting collaboration, transparency, and shared responsibility.

[bookmark: _Toc1528838146][bookmark: _Toc242581256][bookmark: _Toc2146108957]4. Identifying Organisational Culture Using Theoretical Models
Understanding organisational culture requires the use of theoretical frameworks that help explain how cultural values develop and operate within organisations. Three commonly used frameworks are Schein’s model of organisational culture, Hofstede’s cultural dimensions, and Handy’s cultural types.


Figure 1: Shein’s Model of Organisational Culture
Edgar Schein proposed that organisational culture operates at three different levels: artefacts, espoused values, and underlying assumptions.
Artefacts represent the visible aspects of organisational culture, such as workplace layout, dress codes, and communication practices. In John Lewis, artefacts include open communication channels, employee forums, and the use of the term “partner” instead of employee.
Espoused values represent the official principles and strategies promoted by the organisation. John Lewis emphasises values such as fairness, customer service, integrity, and teamwork. These values are communicated through company policies and internal communications.
Underlying assumptions represent the deeply embedded beliefs that guide behaviour within the organisation. In the case of John Lewis, one key assumption is that employees who feel respected and valued will perform better and contribute more effectively to organisational success.
Schein’s model helps explain how these different cultural layers work together to create a strong organisational identity.
[bookmark: _Toc455540092][bookmark: _Toc1931542535][bookmark: _Toc1224433644]Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions
Hofstede’s cultural dimensions framework is commonly used to analyse cultural differences within organisations and societies. Several of Hofstede’s dimensions are particularly relevant to John Lewis.
The organisation demonstrates relatively low power distance because employees are encouraged to contribute ideas and participate in decision-making processes. This contrasts with highly hierarchical organisations where authority is concentrated at the top.

John Lewis also reflects collectivist cultural values because teamwork and collaboration are strongly encouraged. Employees are expected to work together to achieve shared goals rather than focusing only on individual achievements.
Furthermore, the organisation demonstrates a moderate level of uncertainty avoidance. While the company follows established procedures, it also encourages innovation and adaptation in response to changing market conditions.
[bookmark: _Toc110908506][bookmark: _Toc1386533252][bookmark: _Toc220677935]Handy’s Cultural Types

Figure 2: Handy’s Cultural Type
Charles Handy identified four main types of organisational culture: power culture, role culture, task culture, and person culture.
John Lewis can be most closely associated with a combination of role culture and task culture. Role culture is characterised by clearly defined responsibilities and structured processes. This is visible in the company’s formal management systems and operational procedures.
Task culture focuses on teamwork and problem-solving, where employees collaborate to achieve organisational objectives. Because John Lewis encourages employee participation and cooperation, elements of task culture are also evident.
These frameworks demonstrate that the culture of John Lewis is strongly based on collaboration, employee involvement, and shared organisational values.
[bookmark: _Toc103622792][bookmark: _Toc228845837][bookmark: _Toc714684181]5. Organisational Culture and Adaptation to External Environmental Influences
Modern organisations must operate in rapidly changing environments influenced by technological developments, economic pressures, and changing consumer expectations. Organisational culture can play a key role in helping companies adapt to these external influences.
The retail sector has undergone significant transformation due to the growth of online shopping and digital technology. Companies such as John Lewis have had to invest heavily in e-commerce platforms and digital services to remain competitive.
The culture of employee engagement within John Lewis has helped the organisation adapt to these changes. Because employees are encouraged to share ideas and participate in organisational improvements, the company can benefit from internal innovation and feedback.
Additionally, the partnership model encourages long-term thinking rather than short-term profit maximisation. This approach allows the company to invest in sustainable business strategies, such as improving online services, enhancing customer experience, and adopting ethical sourcing practices.
However, adapting to external pressures has also created challenges. Increased competition from online retailers and changing consumer habits have placed financial pressure on traditional department stores. In recent years, the organisation has had to restructure parts of its business and close some physical stores.
These changes demonstrate that even organisations with strong cultures must continuously adapt to external market conditions.
In addition to technological developments, changing consumer expectations have also influenced the strategic direction of the organisation. Modern customers increasingly expect convenience, fast delivery services and personalised shopping experiences. Retailers must therefore integrate digital technologies with traditional store environments to create seamless customer journeys. For John Lewis, adapting to these expectations has required significant investment in logistics systems, online platforms and customer data analytics.
Organisational culture can support these changes when employees are encouraged to embrace innovation and continuous improvement. A culture that values learning and adaptability allows organisations to respond more effectively to external pressures. Within John Lewis, the emphasis on collaboration and shared responsibility can facilitate the exchange of ideas and encourage employees to participate in improvement initiatives.
However, cultural traditions can sometimes make organisational transformation more complex. Long-standing organisational values may create resistance to change if employees feel that new strategies conflict with established practices. Therefore, effective leadership is essential in communicating how organisational change aligns with the company’s core values and long-term vision.
[bookmark: _Toc1880756944][bookmark: _Toc220447361][bookmark: _Toc13296517]6. Organisational Culture as an Enabler or Barrier
Organisational culture can either support organisational effectiveness or create obstacles to improvement. In the case of John Lewis, the culture has generally acted as an enabler rather than a barrier.
One major advantage of the partnership culture is employee motivation. Because workers share in the success of the organisation, they may feel a stronger sense of commitment and loyalty. This can lead to improved customer service and stronger organisational performance.
Another benefit is the level of trust between employees and management. Transparent communication and participative decision-making can create a more positive working environment.
However, some critics argue that the partnership model can slow down organisational change. Because employees expect consultation and participation in decision-making processes, major strategic changes may take longer to implement.
Despite these challenges, the culture of John Lewis has historically contributed to strong brand reputation and customer loyalty. Many customers associate the company with ethical values, quality products, and excellent service.
[bookmark: _Toc618179110][bookmark: _Toc1893669011][bookmark: _Toc633131551]7. Impact of Organisational Culture on Performance
Organisational culture has a significant impact on performance outcomes, including employee satisfaction, productivity, and customer experience.
In the case of John Lewis, the partnership culture has contributed to high levels of employee engagement. Research suggests that organisations with engaged employees often experience higher productivity and better customer satisfaction.
The culture also supports the company’s reputation for quality customer service. Employees who feel valued and respected are more likely to provide positive interactions with customers.
In addition to employee motivation and customer satisfaction, organisational culture can also influence innovation and organisational learning. Companies that promote open communication and collaboration are often better positioned to generate new ideas and adapt to changing market conditions. Employees who feel psychologically safe within their workplace are more likely to share suggestions for improvement and identify potential operational challenges.
At John Lewis, the partnership culture encourages employees to take ownership of their roles and contribute to organisational success. This sense of responsibility can lead to proactive behaviour and greater commitment to maintaining high standards of service. Over time, these behaviours contribute to the organisation’s overall reputation and competitive advantage within the retail sector.
Nevertheless, organisational culture alone cannot guarantee strong financial performance. External factors such as economic conditions, competition, and consumer trends also play important roles. As a result, organisations must ensure that their cultural values support effective strategic decision-making and operational efficiency.
However, organisational performance is also influenced by external economic conditions and industry competition. The retail industry in the United Kingdom has faced increasing challenges due to economic uncertainty and the growth of online retail platforms.
Therefore, while organisational culture can provide competitive advantages, it must be supported by effective strategic management and continuous innovation.
[bookmark: _Toc216532990][bookmark: _Toc965863775][bookmark: _Toc550928389]8. Recommendations for Improvement
Although the organisational culture of John Lewis has many strengths, there are several areas where improvements could enhance organisational performance.
First, the company should continue investing in digital transformation to remain competitive in the evolving retail environment. Strengthening online services and integrating digital technologies into store operations can improve customer experience.
Second, the organisation should maintain its focus on employee engagement while ensuring that decision-making processes remain efficient. Clear communication channels and well-defined responsibilities can help balance participation with managerial effectiveness.
Another important recommendation is for the organisation to strengthen continuous learning and employee development initiatives. In a rapidly changing retail environment, employees need to develop new skills, particularly in areas such as digital technology, data analysis, and customer experience management. By investing in training programmes and professional development opportunities, John Lewis can ensure that its workforce remains adaptable and capable of responding to emerging industry trends. Continuous learning can also reinforce the organisation’s partnership culture by demonstrating a commitment to supporting employees’ long-term career development.
Furthermore, leadership development should be prioritised to ensure that future managers understand how to balance commercial pressures with the organisation’s traditional values. Effective leaders play a critical role in maintaining organisational culture while also guiding employees through periods of change. Developing leaders who can communicate clearly, encourage collaboration, and support innovation will help the organisation maintain its competitive position in the evolving retail sector.
Third, leadership development programmes should be strengthened to ensure that future managers understand and support the partnership culture while also promoting innovation and adaptability.
Finally, the company should continue promoting diversity and inclusion within the workplace. A diverse workforce can bring new perspectives and ideas that support organisational growth.
[bookmark: _Toc2029211868][bookmark: _Toc604992339][bookmark: _Toc1944377114]9. Conclusion
Organisational culture plays a crucial role in shaping how organisations operate, make decisions, and respond to external challenges. The case of John Lewis demonstrates how a strong culture based on employee partnership, collaboration, and shared values can influence organisational structure and decision-making processes.
Using theoretical frameworks such as Schein’s model, Hofstede’s cultural dimensions, and Handy’s cultural types, it is clear that the organisation’s culture emphasises participation, teamwork, and transparency. These cultural characteristics have contributed to high levels of employee engagement and strong customer relationships.
However, the organisation must continue adapting to external pressures such as technological change and increased competition within the retail industry. While the partnership culture provides many advantages, maintaining efficiency and responsiveness will remain important for long-term success.
Overall, the culture of John Lewis has played a significant role in shaping the organisation’s identity and performance. With continued innovation and strategic development, the company can maintain its competitive position while preserving the values that have defined its success.
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