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Executive Summary

This report critically evaluates organisational culture at Primark, an international fashion retailer owned by Associated British Foods (ABF). Organisational culture refers to the shared values, beliefs and behaviours that influence how employees work and how managers make decisions. Primark’s business model focuses on affordable fashion, operational efficiency and consistent store standards.
The report applies Schein’s three levels of culture, Handy’s cultural types and Hofstede’s cultural dimensions. It examines how culture influences organisational structure, decision-making, employees and business performance. It also considers external pressures, including competition, globalisation and sustainability.
The analysis suggests that Primark’s emphasis on efficiency and affordability can support its competitive position. However, excessive control could restrict employee involvement, flexibility and innovation. Primark’s 2025 results reported revenue of £9.489 billion and adjusted operating profit of £1.126 billion, although like-for-like sales declined by 2.3% (Associated British Foods plc, 2025).
The report recommends improving employee feedback, balancing financial and employee-related targets, developing managers, encouraging local innovation and strengthening sustainability monitoring. These changes could help Primark maintain its competitive advantages while supporting employees and responding to changing customer expectations.







Introduction
Organisational culture is the shared values, beliefs and assumptions that influence how people behave within a workplace. Mullins and Christy (2016) explain that culture affects decision-making, organisational structure, teamwork, motivation and job satisfaction. It can therefore influence how effectively an organisation achieves its objectives.
Primark is a major fashion retailer that sells clothing, accessories and home products at affordable prices. It operates in a competitive retail market where customers expect attractive products, reasonable prices and good service. To support its business model, Primark needs effective stock management, clear responsibilities and coordination between employees, managers and suppliers.
The purpose of this report is to evaluate critically how organisational culture influences Primark’s structure, decision-making and performance. It applies Schein’s, Handy’s and Hofstede’s theories to examine the relationship between culture and management. It also considers how external pressures affect the company and whether its culture supports or limits success.
The report argues that Primark’s culture can be an advantage because shared priorities support efficiency and consistency. However, the company must balance these priorities with employee wellbeing, innovation, diversity and ethical responsibilities.









Organisational Culture, Structure and Decision-Making
Organisational structure establishes responsibilities, authority and reporting relationships. Culture influences how employees understand and carry out these responsibilities. According to Mullins and Christy (2016), culture affects the way people work together and how management decisions are implemented.
Primark requires a clear structure because it operates many stores and employs a large workforce. Store managers, department managers and shop-floor employees have different duties. Employees need to understand their responsibilities for customer service, stock management and maintaining store standards. Clear expectations can reduce confusion and help different stores operate consistently.
Handy’s (1993) role culture is useful for understanding this approach. Role culture involves defined responsibilities, rules and procedures. It can benefit Primark because employees need guidance on completing tasks and managers need to coordinate activities. For example, standard stock procedures can help employees manage deliveries and keep products available for customers.
However, role culture can become a disadvantage when employees focus too heavily on rules. Workers may feel unable to make decisions or suggest improvements without management approval. This could slow down customer service and reduce motivation. Therefore, procedures should provide guidance without preventing employees from using reasonable judgement.
Decision-making is particularly important for Primark because its business model depends on controlling costs. Managers need to consider purchasing, staffing, stock levels and store operations. Centralised decisions can help maintain consistent standards and support the company’s overall strategy. However, local store managers may understand their customers and local competition better than senior managers.
If decisions are too centralised, local knowledge may be overlooked. On the other hand, allowing every store to operate independently could increase costs and create inconsistent standards. Primark should therefore combine central guidance with appropriate local flexibility. Senior management can establish company-wide policies while store managers make suitable decisions about customer service and team organisation.
Culture also influences communication. Employees who feel comfortable speaking to managers may identify problems and suggest improvements earlier. If employees believe that their opinions are not valued, important information may never reach decision-makers.
Overall, Primark benefits from clear responsibilities and consistent procedures. However, its culture will be more effective if managers also encourage communication, employee involvement and sensible decision-making at store level.
Applying Organisational Culture Theories
Schein’s Three Levels of Culture
Schein (2010) identifies three levels of organisational culture: artefacts, espoused values and underlying assumptions. His model helps explain both the visible features of a workplace and the deeper beliefs that influence behaviour.
Artefacts are the visible aspects of culture. At Primark, these may include store layouts, product displays, staff dress expectations, communication methods and operational procedures. These features help communicate how employees should work and how customers should experience the brand. However, visible practices do not always explain what employees think or feel about their workplace.
Espoused values are the values an organisation communicates publicly. Primark’s reporting highlights affordability, ethical trade and sustainability. Its Sustainability and Ethics Progress Report 2024/25 states that 74% of clothing units sold contained recycled or more sustainably sourced fibres (Primark, 2025a). This is an example of a public commitment supported by a measurable indicator.
Underlying assumptions are the deeper beliefs that influence decisions. Primark’s business model suggests that affordable fashion is central to its understanding of customer needs. This helps explain the importance of cost control, purchasing at scale and efficient store operations.
Schein’s model also highlights the possible difference between stated values and actual experiences. For example, a company may promote employee wellbeing, but employees will judge this commitment through their workload, treatment and support from managers. Similarly, sustainability statements need to be supported by real decisions and measurable progress.
Primark should therefore evaluate whether its daily practices match its stated values. Schein’s model is useful because it shows that culture cannot be judged only through company statements or visible store standards.

Handy’s Cultural Types
Handy (1993) identifies four cultural types: power, role, task and person culture. These describe different approaches to authority, responsibilities and teamwork.
Role culture is relevant to Primark because clear responsibilities and procedures are important in a large retail organisation. This can improve coordination and help employees understand their duties. However, too many rules can create bureaucracy and make it harder to respond quickly to problems.
Task culture is also relevant because retail work often requires teamwork. Employees responsible for stock, sales and product displays may need to cooperate to achieve shared objectives. Teamwork can improve communication and help staff solve operational problems.
However, task culture requires sufficient time, resources and authority. If employees already have heavy workloads, additional team responsibilities may increase pressure instead of improving performance.
It would be inaccurate to claim that Primark follows only one cultural type. Different departments and stores may have different working practices. Handy’s model should therefore be used to analyse possible cultural characteristics rather than as proof of the company’s exact internal culture.
 Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions
Hofstede, Hofstede and Minkov (2010) explain how national cultural values may influence workplace expectations. Their dimensions include power distance and individualism versus collectivism.
Power distance concerns how people view differences in authority. In a structured organisation, employees may expect managers to make important decisions. However, if staff have little opportunity to question decisions, management may miss useful feedback. Primark can maintain clear authority while encouraging respectful discussion.
Individualism and collectivism concern the importance placed on individual achievement and group membership. Some employees may value personal recognition, while others may prefer team-based recognition. Managers can respond by acknowledging individual contributions and collective achievements.
These ideas are relevant to Primark because it operates internationally and works with people from different backgrounds. However, national cultural averages cannot predict every individual’s behaviour. Employees are also influenced by their personality, experience and workplace environment. Primark should therefore develop inclusive management practices instead of making assumptions about employees based on nationality.
Together, the theories provide different perspectives. Schein explains the depth of culture, Handy examines cultural types, and Hofstede highlights differences in workplace expectations. Their value lies in helping managers ask better questions rather than assuming that one theory explains every aspect of Primark.
External Influences and Cultural Adaptation
Organisational culture is influenced by external conditions such as competition, customer expectations, technology, legislation and social change. Primark needs to respond to these influences while protecting its affordable-fashion business model.
Competition and Customer Expectations
Retail competition places pressure on businesses to offer attractive products, affordable prices and good customer service. Customers can compare prices and fashion trends across different retailers. Changes in the economy can also affect how much customers are willing to spend.
Primark’s emphasis on affordability can be an advantage when customers want to manage their budgets. A culture that values cost awareness and efficient operations can help the company maintain competitive prices. However, low prices alone are not enough to guarantee success. Customers also expect suitable quality, attractive designs and products to be available when needed.
Primark needs to balance efficiency with responsiveness. Employees who interact with customers can identify changing preferences and recurring complaints. Their feedback should reach managers who make decisions about products and operations. If the culture focuses only on established procedures, Primark may respond too slowly to customer needs.




Sustainability and Ethical Responsibilities
Sustainability has become an important issue for fashion retailers because clothing production can create environmental impacts and supply chains can involve labour risks. Businesses are increasingly expected to explain how they source products and manage their environmental responsibilities.
Primark reported that its value-chain greenhouse gas emissions were 5.7% lower than its 2018/19 baseline. It also reported that all clothing, textile and footwear suppliers had been onboarded to its traceability programme (Primark, 2025a).
These figures indicate progress towards stated commitments, but they should be interpreted carefully. Supplier onboarding does not necessarily prove that every stage of the supply chain is fully transparent or free from labour problems. Similarly, reduced emissions do not remove the environmental impact of producing clothing.
A strong focus on low costs may create tension with sustainability if responsible materials or improved working conditions increase short-term expenses. Primark needs to consider ethical responsibilities when making purchasing decisions, rather than treating sustainability only as a reporting requirement.
Globalisation and Diversity
Globalisation creates opportunities for Primark to expand into different markets, but it also increases the complexity of managing employees and suppliers across countries. Differences in language, laws and workplace expectations can affect communication and management.
Company-wide standards help protect consistency, but managers may need to adapt how they communicate and support employees. Primark should maintain clear expectations for safety, ethical conduct and operational quality while respecting local differences.
Inclusive management training could help managers understand different perspectives and handle disagreements fairly. This would support a shared company culture without assuming that all employees from a particular background behave in the same way.
Overall, Primark needs a culture that combines stability with adaptability. Efficiency and affordability remain important, but the company must also respond to customer expectations, environmental concerns and workforce diversity.

Culture as an Enabler and a Barrier
Organisational culture can support performance by giving employees shared goals and clear expectations. However, it can become a barrier when established beliefs discourage change or prevent employees from expressing concerns.
Primark’s focus on affordability and operational efficiency can act as an enabler. Employees who understand the importance of stock availability, cost control and customer service can contribute to the company’s objectives. Consistent standards can also support coordination across stores.
Denison and Mishra (1995) identify involvement, consistency, adaptability and mission as important cultural characteristics associated with organisational effectiveness. These ideas help assess Primark’s possible strengths and weaknesses.
Involvement means employees have opportunities to contribute. Primark may benefit when staff share ideas and raise concerns. If employees feel ignored, their motivation and commitment may decline.
Consistency involves shared values and coordinated practices. It is valuable for maintaining reliable store standards, but excessive consistency may prevent managers from responding to local needs.
Adaptability concerns responding to change. Primark must react to customer preferences, economic conditions and sustainability expectations. A rigid culture could make this difficult.
Mission means employees understand the organisation’s direction. Primark’s affordable-fashion positioning gives the company a clear commercial focus. However, its objectives should also recognise employee wellbeing, customer experience and ethical responsibilities.
These theories provide useful ways to evaluate culture, but public reports cannot reveal every employee’s experience. Employee surveys, interviews and store-level evidence would be needed to assess whether Primark’s intended culture is consistently experienced in practice.
Overall, Primark’s culture can be an enabler, but its benefits depend on how managers balance clear standards with involvement, flexibility and learning.

Impact of Culture on Organisational Performance

Organisational culture can influence performance through productivity, employee motivation, customer service and decision-making. However, financial performance is also affected by external conditions, so results should not be attributed to culture alone.
Associated British Foods plc (2025) reported Primark revenue of £9.489 billion and adjusted operating profit of £1.126 billion. Like-for-like sales declined by 2.3%, while store expansion contributed to overall growth. These results show the importance of considering several measures when evaluating performance.
A culture focused on efficiency can help Primark manage costs and resources. Clear procedures may reduce errors, support stock management and help employees understand priorities. Teamwork can also improve coordination during busy periods. These practices may contribute to performance, although internal evidence would be needed to establish their precise effect.
Employee motivation is another important factor. Employees who receive fair treatment, constructive feedback and appropriate support may be more committed to their work. This can help service quality and retention. In contrast, excessive workloads, poor communication or limited recognition may reduce morale and increase staff turnover.
Culture also influences innovation. Employees who can suggest improvements may help identify better ways to organise stock or serve customers. If managers reject ideas simply because they differ from established practices, the company may miss opportunities to improve.
Ethical and environmental performance is also important. Traceability and responsible sourcing can help Primark identify supply-chain risks and respond to stakeholder expectations. However, targets and reported progress should be supported by reliable monitoring and transparent evidence.
The main limitation is that revenue and profit do not directly measure employee satisfaction, customer loyalty or cultural strength. A stronger assessment would combine financial results with employee surveys, customer feedback, operational data and supply-chain monitoring.

Therefore, Primark’s culture may support performance through efficiency and shared priorities, but sustainable success requires attention to employees, customers and ethical responsibilities as well as financial results.
Improve Employee Voice
Primark should give employees regular opportunities to share ideas and raise concerns. Short team meetings, anonymous feedback channels and employee surveys could help managers identify problems. This reflects Denison and Mishra’s (1995) emphasis on involvement.
Managers should communicate what action has been taken following feedback. Progress could be measured through employee engagement scores, survey participation and the number of agreed actions completed.
Balance Financial and Employee Measures
Store performance should consider sales and costs alongside customer satisfaction, employee wellbeing, training and staff retention. Financial targets remain important, but employees need suitable support and resources to achieve them.
Reviewing these measures together would help managers identify stores where financial results are strong but employee concerns may be developing. Progress could be evaluated by monitoring trends over time.
 Develop Inclusive Managers
Primark should provide management training in communication, cultural awareness, conflict resolution and employee coaching. Managers should learn to explain expectations clearly, listen to concerns and provide constructive feedback.
This would support clear management responsibilities while encouraging employee involvement. Success could be measured through employee feedback about management support and changes in engagement or retention.
Encourage Local Innovation
Primark should maintain company-wide standards while allowing store teams to test appropriate improvements. Employees could suggest changes to stock processes, customer service or team communication. Successful ideas could then be shared with other stores.

The company could measure the number of suggestions received, the proportion tested and the results of successful changes. This would encourage initiative without losing control of essential standards.
 Strengthen Sustainability Monitoring
Primark should continue improving supply-chain traceability and reporting sustainability progress clearly. Reports should distinguish between targets, actions completed and independently verified outcomes.
Commercial and sourcing teams should consider ethical working conditions alongside cost and delivery requirements. Progress could be measured through traceability coverage, supplier audit findings, corrective actions and emissions against the stated baseline.
Together, these recommendations would help Primark retain the benefits of efficiency while improving employee involvement, adaptability and accountability.















Conclusion
This report has evaluated how organisational culture influences Primark’s structure, decision-making and performance. The analysis suggests that affordability, efficiency and consistent standards are important to the company’s business model. Clear responsibilities can support coordination, while teamwork can help employees achieve shared objectives.
Schein’s model explains the visible and deeper levels of culture, Handy’s framework helps analyse role-based procedures and task-focused teamwork, and Hofstede’s dimensions highlight the importance of understanding different workplace expectations. However, these theories are analytical tools and do not prove that every Primark employee experiences the culture in the same way.
Culture can be both an enabler and a barrier. Efficiency and consistency may support competitive prices, but excessive control can restrict employee voice, innovation and local flexibility. Primark’s 2025 financial results show substantial revenue and operating profit, alongside a decline in like-for-like sales. This demonstrates why performance should be assessed through several measures rather than financial results alone.
Primark should strengthen employee feedback, balance financial targets with people-related measures, develop inclusive managers, encourage local innovation and improve sustainability monitoring. These changes would help the company maintain its competitive position while responding to employee needs and external pressures. Ultimately, an effective organisational culture must connect commercial objectives with responsible management, employee contribution and continuous improvement.
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