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[bookmark: _Toc241846605]1. Introduction
Organisational culture is the set of shared meanings and assumptions that influence how groups and individuals understand priorities, coordinate work, exercise authority and evaluate appropriate behaviour. Mullins and Christy (2016, p. 574) suggest that culture affects decision-making, structure, group behaviour, motivation, job satisfaction and management control, and that cultural coherence is becoming more difficult in the context of globalisation in the context of a diverse workforce. Primark is a good example because it has a low-price retail strategy, is expanding quickly internationally, has a fragmented supply chain and is under increased pressure to digitalise and improve their sustainability. This report assesses the culture's impact on structure and decision making, uses the lenses of Schein, Handy and Hofstede to identify the dominant culture in Primark, reviews the culture's response to the external pressures and examines the extent to which the culture will support or hinder performance. It suggests that culture is currently facilitating Primark, but that its value relies on sustaining leadership practice, challenging constructively and embedding sustainability and digital learning into the commercial practice.
[bookmark: _Toc241846606]2. Organisational Context and Cultural Profile
Primark's organisational environment is large-scale but constantly changing. It opened its 500th store on 1 September 2026, operating across 19 countries, and with over 80,000 colleagues from around 190 nationalities (Primark, 2026a). The cultural challenge is exacerbated by this scale, with Primark needing to make thousands of decisions every day, both in store and office, across sourcing markets and partners, without introducing bureaucracy that hinders local responsiveness.
The values that Primark has are Caring, Dynamic and Together. They were co-created with over 300 colleagues and were launched due to the company's awareness that the culture needed to support its 2030 goals was not being clearly communicated (Primark, 2024). They are not just an internal brand, therefore. When values are shaped by leadership, structures, systems and everyday practice, that is when culture becomes consequential (Sackmann (2022). 
[bookmark: _Toc241846607]3. Influence of Culture on Structure and Decision-Making
Primark is part of Associated British Foods' traditional decentralised approach to management. ABF explains that objectives are designed from the bottom up and operational decisions are made at a local level by those who are closest to customers and markets. This reflects Primark's values: Dynamic supports speed, together supports coordination and Caring broadens attention away from short-term trading. Its primary benefit is that it lets local teams make decisions quickly and easily without having to go through much central approval.
Technology can, however, have a negative impact on decentralisation if it is introduced to enhance the quality of decisions. With analytical culture and information systems, it is possible to support data-driven management and at the same time to centralise decision-making, as senior managers can monitor the performance level of the local units more closely (Szukits and Moricz 2024). Primark thus has a structural dilemma: digital orders, customer data, standardised reporting can help to make things more consistent but can also lead to headquarters deciding what to do locally. It is better to have bounded decentralisation: central leaders establish ethical, safety, brand, data and financial non-negotiable standards, and markets have freedom of action in terms of the low-risk execution.
How knowledge flows within functions is also shaped by culture. Meta-analytic evidence reveals that organisational culture has an impact on knowledge creation, dissemination and application (Aichouche et al., 2022). Shared information is a key input to product, retail, digital, logistics and sustainability decisions for Primark. Together can foster integrated knowledge, while a culture of functional protectionism would impede learning. The new role of Chief Commercial Officer, which brings together product, retail, digital and customer, is driving needs for horizontal coordination (Primark, 2026b). It must be evaluated based on better cross-functional problem-solving, not by adding a new layer of senior executives.
Primark's cultural boundary also extends to its supply chain since the buying decisionss have an impact on the working conditions of the suppliers. Independent benchmarking also acts as a counter to company self-reporting: In the 2023 apparel and footwear benchmark, Primark achieved 46/100 (compared to a sector average of 21/100) for its practice, reflecting comparatively better practice but also demonstrating that there is significant room for improvement (KnowTheChain, 2023). To achieve this requires supplier voice, credible grievance channels and purchasing pressures that are not counter to public commitments in the form of a mature culture. If Caring is to be a real guide to decision, rather than a goal, it must overcome cost and time constraints.
Another structural challenge is the ABF Primark separation. In April 2026, ABF announced its plans to separate Primark into a separate business with a view to listing by the end of 2027 (Davey and Young, 2026). The change will further enhance strategic focus and accountability but will also remove some of the institutional background of how Primark grew up. Clear rights of decision, expectations of leadership and shared assumptions will therefore be of great importance to avoid that governance change creates fragmentation or short-termism.
[bookmark: _Toc241846608]4. Identifying Primark's Organisational Culture
[bookmark: _Toc241846609]4.1 Schein's Layered Model
[image: Edgar Schein's Organizational Culture Model] Schein's layered approach separates the visible artefacts, espoused values and underlying assumptions. The levels are interdependent, meaning that visible practices can indicate culture, but cannot substantiate culture as it pertains to the employees' beliefs (Sackmann, 2022). In Primark, artefacts are high volume stores, fast rate of merchandise turnover, low pricing communication, colleagues' networks, sustainability reporting and digital interfaces. It is particularly interesting that Click & Collect has been rolled out in 187 stores throughout Great Britain in May 2025, as this is an example of adaptation without giving up the store-led model (Primark, 2025a).
Caring, Dynamic and Together form a simple behavioural architecture at the espoused level. Deeper assumptions seem to be the notions that fashion should be accessible, that simplicity and scale creates value, and that growth requires orchestrated execution. Assumptions are used to conduct trade-offs and are not necessarily true. Brahm and Poblete (2024) suggest that adaptive performance can rely, at least in part, on the representation of value creation in the organisational beliefs and whether successful practices spread within the organisation. The cultural risk of Primark is rigidity, however, because the logic created based on the store model might become less true as the convenience and digital engagement of customers, along with sustainability, shape their purchasing decisions.
A similar limitation is also apparent in the model. Corporate documents primarily capture artefacts and values; they cannot make assumptions about more than 80,000 colleagues. A strong diagnosis would involve carrying out engagement surveys, turnover, promotion trends, speak-up cases, supplier feedback, observed decisions and qualitative listening. It is important that intended culture, enacted culture and experienced culture are distinguished because Primark can communicate Caring, and employees feel pressured, or they can communicate Together and dissent is discouraged.
[bookmark: _Toc241846610]4.2 Handy's Cultural Types
Handy differentiates power, role, task and person cultures. Modern use points out that role cultures are based on formal authority and procedure, whereas task cultures have a focus on problems and projects, and involve the sharing of expertise (Gasela, 2022). Primark is better viewed as a hybrid. When it's multinational in scope, it has a role dimension, because it's in the store routines, sourcing controls and compliance requirements; when it's digital, it's in the market entry, accessibility and circular-design work, it has a cross-functional task culture in which expertise can cross departmental lines.
It is more likely to be a hybrid rather than Primark having to be categorised. Too much role culture could help to reinforce consistency but delay adaptation and exacerbate silos; too much task culture could help with creativity but add to duplication and inconsistent standards. Studies on culture archetypes also reveal that there is no universally optimal culture and that culture patterns based on people, customers and performance have different associations to outcomes (O'Reilly, Cao and Sull, 2024). Primark thus seems to be best positioned as a disciplined performance culture where the roles are controlled, tasks are shared and people and customers are better protected.
[bookmark: _Toc241846611]4.3 Hofstede and International Variation
Hofstede's national-culture dimensions can be used as a tool to predict differences in hierarchy, individualism and uncertainty tolerance in Primark's markets, but should be treated as a contextual factor rather than a country label. The external validity and internal consistency of Hofstede's later scales are raised by Gerlach and Eriksson (2021) and it is not safe to extrapolate from the national level to the individual level. Therefore, the global values at Primark should remain unchanged and leadership and participation practices adjusted. Together might need to have a stronger managerial invitation to communicate in settings with high power distance, whereas low power distance teams might be expecting more autonomy.
[bookmark: _Toc241846612]4.4 Overall Judgement on the Prevailing Culture
The three frameworks complement each other and provide a stronger diagnosis than any single framework. Schein reveals discrepancies between stated values and assumptions, and between visible practices; Handy makes managers aware of the differences between procedural control and project collaboration; Hofstede brings to light differences in values across nations. The culture that prevails at Primark is therefore a hybrid culture that is performance-driven, with role discipline tempering task-oriented collaboration, as the latter becomes more adaptive and is increasingly moderated by Caring. This judgement is provisional as it is easier to see intended and observable culture in public than it is for employees' assumptions which are taken for granted.
[bookmark: _Toc241846613]5. Culture and Adaptation to the External Environment
Primark is experiencing a multi-layered economic, technological, social and environmental challenge. Its low-price proposition is still a good one economically, but it is possible that new-store growth can mask weak underlying trading. ABF's September 2026 update forecast full-year sales growth of around 2% and like-for-like sales were around 2.6% lower, especially in continental Europe (Associated British Foods, 2026). Dynamic is therefore useful only when it helps managers to pay attention to weak signals and experiment with interventions and end unsuccessful initiatives, rather than believing that activity is adaptation.
Technology is increasingly an outside force that is disruptive. Digitalisation does more than provide a sales channel, it can also fundamentally transform routines, information flows and power (Grover, Tseng and Pu, 2022). Primark has moved from website discovery to Click & Collect across the country, apps and CRM; and in September 2026 revealed plans for home delivery in Great Britain. The cultural challenge is to develop ecommerce capability without the import costs which detract from the value proposition. It doesn't have to be a retailer that is an online business to make online convenience a part of its store-led business.
Expectations for an affordable mass-market retailer are also influenced by social expectations. Caring is linked to Primark's policy of inclusion and employee voice, and its customer proposition is becoming increasingly inclusive with the introduction of accessibility and adaptive products (Primark, 2024). This is strategically important: workforce diversity can help to gain insight into a wide spectrum of customers if employees can add to the mix and not simply conform. Inclusion needs to be demonstrated in all product decisions, store decisions, career decisions and communication decisions as it becomes a way of life and is not a campaign.
The fundamental question of product design and volume is challenged by environmental regulation. The EU Action Plan on Sustainable and Circular Textiles aims at sustainable and circular textiles, which includes durable, repairable and recyclable products, and expressly covers the issue of fast-fashion consumption (European Commission, 2022). In the transition, the connection with product design, resource use, waste and business-model expectations is growing stronger (see policy analysis). In 2024/25, 74% of the Primark's clothing contained recycled or more sustainable fibres, and the company's circular design efforts are growing (Primark, 2025b). While these are significant changes, circularity research cautions against taking a piecemeal approach that cannot replace systemic change throughout the design, sourcing, use and end-of-life processes (Brydges, 2021).
Another adaptation pressure is caused by international growth. Connecting to 500 stores in 19 countries makes it even more important to have standards, but does not mean that one way of communicating is suitable for all stores. It also raises the reputational risk for local poor conduct, labour standards or customer experience. The best adaptive culture is thus not overly standardised, nor entirely localised, but a mix of brand and ethical principles that are unwavering, and local learning and authority.
[bookmark: _Toc241846614]6. Organisational Culture as Enabler and Barrier
On balance, it is more of an enabler than a hindrance, but it is a conditional judgement for Primark. It allows for effective functioning when Dynamic legitimises experimentation, Together coordinates functions, and Caring extends attention to go beyond short-term sales. Preliminary studies indicate that fostering a proactively supportive and developmental culture can boost the competitive benefit of proactively responding to environmental issues (Bortolotti, Boscari and Xiao, 2024). Culture can thus be a tool for Primark to transform external pressure into coordinated action and not compliance.
The same culture can be a barrier when there are underlying assumptions go unchallenged. Low price, high volume and store economics are still very salient with Primark. But the research on fast fashion suggests that there are structural barriers to sustainability, as growth continues to rely on increased consumption (Garcia-Ortega et al., 2023). Cultural reflexivity is therefore a requirement for Primark, as managers must be able to challenge some of the historic success formula, but not jeopardise the brand's accessibility proposition which is what sets it apart.
Another important test is the leadership credibility. Former chief executive Paul Marchant stepped down in March 2025 following an external investigation into actions that were deemed to be "below expectations" by ABF (Davey, 2025). The episode is a representation of cultural risk and enforcement. When senior status seems to be an exception to a values-led organisation, it undermines the organisation; when governance sets behavioural expectations consistently, it strengthens a values-led organisation. Asymmetric accountability along the hierarchy, particularly in times of fast strategic change, is to be avoided in the future if credibility is to be maintained.
[bookmark: _Toc241846615]7. Performance Impact and Evidence-Based Recommendations
Culture can affect Primark's performance in a variety of ways: coordination, cost discipline, customer focus, learning and legitimacy, but there is no causal relationship to be taken for granted. In 2025, the revenue of Primark was £9.489 billion, the adjusted operating profit was £1.126 billion and the adjusted operating margin was 11.9% (Associated British Foods, 2025). The results are consistent with good operational discipline and are also influenced by pricing, sourcing, expansion of stores, demand, property economics and macro-economic factors. 
The need for an adaptive, and not celebratory, culture is further reinforced in 2026 due to performance pressure. Primark needs to apply some of the lessons it has learned from its weaker like-for-like performance in parts of Europe as it expands store, online and franchise operations. Rather than cultural symbolism, the consistency of behaviour, evidence-based challenge and cross-functional learning are more important. The following recommendations are in response to the above tensions.
[bookmark: _Toc241846616]7.1 Convert values into an auditable behavioural scorecard
Primark needs to translate the words Caring, Dynamic and Together into a few meaningful metrics that can be discussed when it comes to sales and margin. These measures should include employee voice, psychological safety, internal mobility, customer access, digital adoption, supplier feedback and sustainability execution. This would help close the gap between espoused and enacted culture and enhance accountability of leadership based on evidence. As well as through the reinforcement of culture, there are stated values that help to sustain it, as highlighted by Sackmann (2022). The KPI should not be a single engagement score, but instead a quarterly culture dashboard, which includes market-level trends and named owners.
[bookmark: _Toc241846617]7.2 Institutionalise constructive challenge
Together, they should clearly state that they will disagree in a respectful way. A named challenger from another function should be included in major product, sourcing, technology and market decisions and there is evidence from stores, customers or supplier. This would prevent groupthink and enhance the beliefs of the organisation needed for adaptation (Brahm and Poblete, 2024). The KPI should be the percentage of major reviews that include the following: alternatives, assumptions and post-implementation learning.
[bookmark: _Toc241846618]7.3 Use data to empower rather than recentralise
Primark should provide trading and store teams with easy-to-use dashboards that integrate the metrics of trading, stock, digital-order and customer feedback; at the same time, allowing the teams some autonomy to run experiments at low risk. Governance design can be either central controlled or local decision quality supported, depending on the data visibility level (Szukits and Moricz, 2024). To be effective, KPIs should be a mix of local test velocity, insight-to-action cycle time and a percentage of successful experiments scaled across markets.
[bookmark: _Toc241846619]7.4 Embed sustainability in commercial governance
Sustainability should be included in mainstream range and sourcing and not be a parallel ESG workstream. Durability, preferred materials, criteria for circular design, supplier risk and wage related purchasing practices should be considered in major reviews along with price and margin. When environmental practices generate competitive value, it is more likely to happen when they are culturally aligned (Bortolotti, Boscari and Xiao, 2024). KPIs should monitor ranges to meet the criteria of a circular design, and supplier-risk closure/commercial reviews to document any sustainability trade-offs.
[bookmark: _Toc241846620]7.5 Make leadership accountability visibly symmetric
Senior leaders should be assessed in the same way as colleagues and have the same communication standards and speak-up procedures where these are in place, with clear handling principles. This is imperative for the 2025 leadership episode. When there is hierarchy, exemptions are possible, and this undermines the authority of the conduct standards, as posited by Mullins and Christy (2016) who view culture as a form of management control. Speak-up confidence, case-resolution timeliness, repeat conduct issues and percentage of senior reviews with formal culture and conduct assessment are examples of KPIs. This would enhance psychological safety and reduce reliance on personalities.
[bookmark: _Toc241846621]7.6 Implementation Priorities
Implementation needs to be sequenced and not a wide-ranging culture-change campaign. Primark should establish behavioural indicators, establish a baseline of employee and supplier voice, establish decision rights and identify pilot markets during the first six months. In the first six to 18 months, challenge routines, local digital experimentation and sustainability criteria need to be integrated into existing commercial forums as a part of the commercial process, not as a new bureaucracy. The results should then be compared between markets before broad scaling. This helps to avoid feedback loops and minimises the chance of values activity being seen as communication, but not behavioural change.
[bookmark: _Toc241846622]8. Conclusion
Mullins and Christy's proposition is well evidenced in Primark, which is saturated in culture, structure, decisions, motivation and control. It has a culture that is a blend of performance and task, supported by role discipline and task-oriented collaboration, and explicitly grounded in Caring, Dynamic and Together. Culture has helped to facilitate international expansion and adaptation, but can become problematic when togetherness stifles dissent, digital visibility centralises power, and low price/high volume models are not open to challenge. It is important that culture should be made testable and accountable, rather than replaced, by Primark. The five dimensions of behavioural metrics, protected challenge, empowered data use and commercially embedded sustainability and symmetric leadership standards can help keep Primark fast and cheap, while improving resilience, legitimacy and learning in a changing international business. This supports affordable growth without sacrificing operational efficiency or ethics or learning.
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