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[bookmark: _sa79mgjmulbu][bookmark: _Toc243584242]Introduction
Primark is an international value fashion company owned by Associated British Foods (ABF) which has a business model that focuses on low prices, high sales volume, and operating cost efficiency (Primark, 2022). Organisational culture is especially significant at an international scale, as consistent practice needs to be maintained, and different markets and workforces need to be responded to. Culture plays a key role in the decision-making process, structure, group behaviour, motivation, and management control of the organisation, as suggested by Mullins and Christy (2016).

This is consistent with Schein (2017), who defines culture as a system of shared assumptions that affects the perception and response of the members of the organisation to workplace situations. Thus, in this report, the focus will be on the effects that Primark's culture has on the structure of the company, how they adapt to external pressure and its impact on organisational performance. The Three Levels of Culture by Schein and Cultural Types by Handy are used to identify and analyse Primark's dominant culture.

[bookmark: _Toc243584243]Influence of Organisational Culture on Primark’s Structure and Decision-Making
[bookmark: _uwsh1sw5ailo][bookmark: _Toc243584244]Organisational Culture and Structure

Figure 1: Simplified Organisational Structure of Primark (Source: Created by Author)
The culture of cost-consciousness and uniformity is evident in Primark's structured organisational model, which links the retailer with its parent company ABF and provides clear accountability to Primark's top management, its regional management, and individual stores. Hundreds of stores in Western Europe and North America follow standard operating procedures (SOPs) for various aspects of store operations, including inventory turnover, the way items are displayed and staff ratios, among others (ABF, 2026).

The structure echoes the argument of Mullins and Christy (2016), who stated that the organisational culture affects authority, coordination and control in the management of the organisation, as shared expectations will form how responsibility will be allocated and how employees will be expected to act. At store level, defined managerial roles and standard operating procedures can help ensure that stock management, customer service, visual merchandising, and operational controls are the same across the Primark estate in international stores.

However, González-Zapatero et al. (2021) state that formalised structures are more concerned with efficiency than with being environment-oriented. Dekker (2021) emphasises that centralised structural control has implications for scale economies but also discourages local store discretion and is bound to inhibit rapid response to regional trends or micro-economic changes at the frontline. This poses a challenge for Primark as they must balance between being consistent with their brand and meeting local needs.

Moreover, Schein (2017) believes that norms can be self-reinforcing within an organisation when they become automatic and part of the authority systems. In addition, strong vertical hierarchies create psychological barriers for lower-level employees and can make it harder for them to challenge existing norms in the organisation or report inefficiencies in the value chain (Liu et al., 2025). Therefore, Primark's formal structure, which puts too much emphasis on standardisation and compliance, may be discouraging workers from questioning accepted processes or suggesting ways to make things better, reducing the flexibility needed for Primark to grow internationally.

[bookmark: _h8fgzs3fql7d][bookmark: _Toc243584245]Organisational Culture and Decision-Making
Primark's value-for-money culture directly impacts the decision-making criteria during commerce, which in turn includes pricing, buying, merchandising, inventory management, and cost control. Its business plan relies on providing fashionable products at affordable prices, which leaves little margin for error when it comes to sourcing and operational costs. Primark reiterated its commitment to value for customers as it dealt with the challenge of inflationary cost pressures, and affordability became a strategic decision that goes beyond just a marketing message (Primark, 2022).

This culture is also impacting the buying and merchandising decisions, as product ranges need to adapt to retailers' fashion demand whilst not compromising Primark's value offer. Organisational culture has an impact on decision-making, as it forms shared assumptions about appropriate organisational behaviours (Mullins and Christy, 2016), and as Primark values value and efficiency, this is likely to influence managerial behaviours.

However, Adilova (2026) states there is an increasing emphasis on the need for responsiveness in chains supplying a volatile demand. Additionally, an over-reliance on cost decisions may hinder Primark's ability to be responsive to fluctuating customer demands. Some balance between central and local authority is thus essential. The central level of management needs to ensure consistency between strategic investment decisions regarding brand positioning, commercial priorities, and the value proposition.

At the same time, decisions at store level about customer service, stock presentation, and day-to-day operations are best made by the people who work there. Too much centralisation can hinder the response of the organisation by making decisions further from those that need to be taken (Altamimi et al., 2023). Standardised, top-down decision criteria are an effective way to protect Primark's low-cost angle and help ensure consistency of the brand in global markets, but it also has its drawbacks.

[bookmark: _7w42q5wg3qet][bookmark: _Toc243584246]Identifying and Analysing Primark’s Organisational Culture
[bookmark: _Toc243584247]Schein Organisational Culture
[bookmark: _do072iqu6zu2]Schein (2017) describes organisational culture as consisting of three levels: artefacts, espoused values, and underlying assumptions, which can be used to analyse the culture of Primark and to extend beyond its stated identity. At the artefact level, Primark's big format stores, multi-storeyed product lines, and value-fashion advertising overtly promote an approach of accessibility and business efficiency. Similarly, the company's Responsible Sourcing and Environmental impacts policy and its public communications and marketing indicate a growing focus on responsible sourcing and impact on the environment (Primark, 2022).


Figure 2: Schein Organisational Culture (Source: Created by Author)

Primark states in its espoused values that affordability, customer value and responsible business are key organisational priorities, whereas ABF (2026) confirms that value and operational performance remain a focus for Primark. However, as Schein (2017) claims, stated values are not necessarily underlying assumptions that drive actual behaviour.

The degree of control that Primark exercises over its purchasing, sourcing and operating costs seem to be the basis of its insistence on buying products that are fashionable but not expensive. This poses a huge cultural conflict. The low-price proposition of Primark puts constant pressure on costs, while the need for the company to think more about the materials, supplier practices and environmental impacts is highlighted (Primark, 2025).

As fast fashion relies on a low-cost, high-consumption model, there are inherent sustainability issues, as raised by Marroncelli (2024), and questions remain as to whether a responsible approach to sourcing can be achieved within current commercial business models. Therefore, Primark's artefacts and espoused values show cultural change, but the fundamental cost and scale assumptions will be critical in deciding whether these commitments are acted upon either practically or substantively in terms of operational behaviour.

[bookmark: _e6wv6cxnmf9][bookmark: _Toc243584248]Handy’s Cultural Types and Primark’s Prevailing Culture
According to Bayramzade (2021), there are four types of cultural typology, including role culture, task culture, power culture, and person culture, where role culture is defined as a culture with well-defined roles, procedures, and authority embedded in the roles. Primark exhibits well-developed role culture characteristics, as it has standardised store processes, clear managerial responsibilities, and clear accountability for sales, stock, customer service, and operational performance as part of its international retail operations.

Primark's involvement with Associated British Foods (ABF, 2026) also establishes a governance framework, within which the key priorities are converted into the responsibility of retailing these within its stores. Customers of fast-moving fashion look for products when they need them, but to keep products available in line with customer demand, task-based collaboration between the buying, merchandising, supply-chain and retail teams is essential for Primark to sustain its commercial performance (Primark, 2022).

McGilp et al. (2023) suggest that task culture emphasises the skills and the way one manages to solve problems in relation to specific goals, not the strict occupational boundaries and stereotyped jobs; thus, it is greatly applicable to Primark's cross-functional operations. This combination of roles gives roles clarity, so that they are consistent and have control, and task collaboration allows coordinated responses to fashion demand that changes rapidly.

A strongly role-oriented culture can, however, limit autonomy if workers are more concerned with doing things the way they are supposed to be done than with questioning and challenging the process. Similarly, deeply entrenched cultural values can perpetuate existing patterns of actions in the organisation, making it more difficult to change (Schein 2017). Hence, Primark can most appropriately be described as mainly role-based and performance-oriented with task-culture practices.
[bookmark: _m1h71lt2eb4z]
[bookmark: _oiyhx25uzovc][bookmark: _Toc243584249]How Primark Uses Organisational Culture to Adapt to External Pressures
[bookmark: _y9e3vi9cynok][bookmark: _Toc243584250]Sustainability and Ethical Supply Chains
The Primark Cares strategy defines clear environmental goals: to use 100% recycled or more sustainably sourced materials in all clothing by 2030, to design for the circular economy, and to reduce carbon emissions by 50% across its value chain (Primark, 2025). These commitments are backed by changes in daily operations, including the scaling of the ABF sustainable cotton programme and increased wash-testing procedures to ensure the durability of garments, among others, as confirmed in the ABF corporate disclosures.

The pledges involve more than communicating; they entail a transformation of procurement criteria, supplier selection, material sourcing, and product development. For Abidin et al. (2025), sustainability should involve organisations integrating environmental issues into their core value-creation activities and no longer putting these in a secondary position. However, Vega (2024) maintains that their low price is a core aspect of high throughput, and that despite using sustainable materials, this incentive will encourage overconsumption of resources.

Scholars challenge and encourage greater changes and efficiency improvements at Primark, drawing attention to the reduction of energy used in the store and the need to remove the use of plastic bags, etc. Kaplan (2022) highlights that if commercial success values persist in the focus on low margins and high turnover, then big cultural change is limited, and there is a constant tension between the moral aspirations and the business practice of the company. The key issue is whether sustainability is fully integrated into business decision-making or remains an independent corporate goal.

[bookmark: _twx1hr2t1xjk][bookmark: _Toc243584251]Consumer Demand and International Competition
Primark's value proposition is more relevant considering rising inflation and shrinking household incomes, as consumers are pushing for cheaper garments but continue to face an array of competition from H&M, Zara and other international fashion retailers in Europe and North America. Primark's culture, which is centred on affordability, underlies tight pricing policies, a high-store-footfall strategy, and lean operational disciplines that keep the retail volume (Primark, 2022).

Cohen and Kouvelis (2021) state that value chains that emphasise value create competitive resilience in times of inflation by implementing lean cost architectures and fast inventory cycles. By operating in a cost culture, Primark is absorbing the volatility of raw materials, reinforcing its status as a very affordable fashion brand. Reyes-Sánchez et al. (2026) suggest that national cultural differences can have an impact on consumer attitudes and behaviours, which means that a uniform organisational approach does not translate the same in every market.

This poses a dilemma for Primark as while it is important to keep its brand consistent globally, it also needs to be flexible enough for the local market. However, according to Penchev and Kenarova-Pencheva (2025), responsiveness is becoming more critical when customers' requirements are changing frequently, and cost efficiency alone is not enough to ensure competitiveness. Standardisation can inhibit local experimentation or innovation, and local experimentation or innovation can slow execution when demand coincides with the existing value model of Primark.

[bookmark: _pkjqg93vv520][bookmark: _Toc243584252]Organisational Culture as a Barrier or Enabler at Primark
[bookmark: _jkakrexa15ct][bookmark: _Toc243584253]Culture as an Enabler
The role-based culture, coupled with a cost-effective mindset and operational discipline, helps to coordinate within Primark's international retail operations and sets clear expectations and responsibilities. For any business with a large store estate, where the standard of customer service, stock management and merchandising needs to be uniform, while maintaining the affordable-fashion value proposition, this is most important. Similarly, Primark has continued to perform well and reported revenue of £9.5 billion and adjusted operating profit of £1.1 billion in 2024/25 (ABF, 2025).

It is also possible to harmonise employee action with such measurable goals as cost control, customer value, and operational efficiency in the light of shared cultural expectations. While cultural characteristics that foster consistency and participation can have a positive impact on the effectiveness of an organisation, there is also evidence that indicates adaptability can be important for ongoing effectiveness (Mujtaba, 2026). Primark's culture thus gives the assurance of the reliability of execution and commercial discipline.

[bookmark: _x2w8jabh3y1i][bookmark: _Toc243584254]Culture as a Barrier
Standardisation can be a strength of a culture, but it can also turn into excessive control for Primark. Routine procedures may limit local decision-making, narrow the scope of employee decision-making, and confine innovation, especially when store staff see opportunities outside the norm. Consistency alone is not enough to guarantee sustaining organisational effectiveness, as Care Collective (2026) identifies that adaptability and involvement are also important cultural traits.

The current business model is one that looks at low unit costs, which puts structural tensions on the Primark Cares commitment. The low-cost, high wear-and-tear manufacturing of fast fashion poses major sustainability issues. However, more environmental transformation could run counter to existing commercial assumptions, as described by Peters et al. (2021). In addition, strategic changes that raise costs and/or change operating (sourcing) conventions can lead to cultural resistance if there is a strong value-for-money identity.

To support this concern, Schein (2017) states that deeply entrenched assumptions can be more difficult to change. However, the culture should be assessed with the positive spin of being an enabler, as it is the discipline and consistency that support the competitive model that should be considered as the main positive attribute of Primark's culture.

[bookmark: _3rhtg5dx3knd][bookmark: _Toc243584255]Impact of Organisational Culture on Primark’s Performance
[bookmark: _uirk63qn6x6v][bookmark: _Toc243584256]Operational and Financial Performance
The focus on cost reduction is integral to Primark's efficient function, which operates under high-volume retailing. The retailer operates at a large scale, keeps its value proposition, and has tight cost control, standardised processes, and disciplined purchasing. Refer to ABF's (2025) Annual Report for details relevant to Primark 2024/25, such as revenue of around £9.5 billion, adjusted operating profit of around £1.1 billion and international store growth.

The results show that operational consistency has translated into good commercial performance regarding competitive pricing and efficient use of resources. For Primark, the importance of having a consistent culture stem from the suggestions of Pathiranage et al. (2026) that cultural consistency contributes to Organisational effectiveness by establishing shared expectations and coordinated behaviours.

Nevertheless, culture is not the only factor for financial success. Consumer demand, inflation rates, exchange rates, and expansion of stores and broader investment decisions, among other factors, influence sales. Thus, Primark's culture should be viewed as a necessary condition for profitability and should not be the actual cause of profitability.

[bookmark: _m58wlut6i2ye][bookmark: _Toc243584257]Employee, Customer and Sustainability Performance
Standardised procedures and clearly defined responsibilities can assist in maintaining consistent customer experiences by setting expectations for merchandising, stock, and store operations at Primark. However, research into organisational behaviour shows that consistency requires balance with employee participation. Galeazzo et al. (2021) noted that all three of these factors, such as involvement, adaptability, and consistency, are significant factors for an effective organisation, implying that if too much control is enforced in the procedures.

This is especially true if the frontline agents operate with knowledge about customers’ needs not captured by centralised procedures. Sustainability can also be considered an important measure of cultural effectiveness. Progress towards its commitments under Primark Cares is detailed in Primark (2022), such as using more sustainable materials and product durability work. This improvement can gain the trust of stakeholders; however, Mikalauskienė et al. (2026) highlighted that fast-fashion consumption bears deep-rooted sustainability concerns within the structures of the economy.

[bookmark: _4phqv4rgo1sn][bookmark: _Toc243584258]Recommendations for Improving Primark’s Organisational Culture
[bookmark: _erly59tpmv6i][bookmark: _Toc243584259]Increase Local Decision-Making
The introduction of local autonomy for reconfigured operational decisions for store and regional managers, combined with central control of brand positioning and pricing principles and core standards, should be an improvement for Primark. This would deal with the lack of flexibility that comes with the role one is identified by the culture, according to Handy's nine ways to look at the role (Shaik et al., 2021).

The proponents of decentralisation are interested in the potential to enhance responsiveness by moving decision-making nearer to the operational situation (Butsch et al., 2025). Based on metrics such as customer feedback, goods availability and the responsiveness of stores, Primark could set specific decision points regarding customer service, merchandising adaptations and local/place operational improvements.

[bookmark: _y7y2uw2wahuk][bookmark: _Toc243584260]Strengthen Employee Participation
[bookmark: _oznrjtnjabb1]Primark can ensure the involvement of its employees through formal feedback methods and improvement teams at each store as well as a means through which employees can make suggestions for improvement. The above suggestion addresses Schein’s (2017) idea that cultural assumptions affect behavior in an organisation and Sulaiman et al. (2023) observation that the involvement of employees enhances organisational effectiveness.

Primark can have formal employee feedback sessions and measure the number of suggestions that are adopted as well as employee engagement and retention measures. Involvement will help to counter a compliance-based culture by involving the employees in improving the organisation.

[bookmark: _up3h3auxzlkp][bookmark: _Toc243584261]Integrate Sustainability into Commercial Decisions
Primark should integrate measurable sustainability metrics into the buying, sourcing and managerial performance goals and not consider Primark Cares as a separate responsibility agenda. Manninen et al. (2024) state that ‘environmental consideration must become part of core value creation activities to make SB models possible.

Primark could then measure Buyers' and Managers' performance against, for example, sustainable-material usage, supplier compliance, product durability, and progress towards published Primark Cares targets. This would make sustainability more consistent with its successful cost-conscious culture and mellow the potential tension between cost and sustainability. 

[bookmark: _34xjo8pbd4cc][bookmark: _Toc243584262]Conclusion
The culture of the organisation has a considerable influence on the structure of a business, the decision-making process, and the international operations of firms like Primark, given that it has a firm focus on role clarity, operational discipline, affordability, and commercial performance. These characteristics are manifested through discernible practices (as shown by Schein) and codified values and underlying assumptions (as pointed out by Handy) and thus are deeply integrated into the culture of the organisation.

This culture fosters uniformity, cost-effective working, and global competitiveness, while limiting local responsiveness, autonomy of employees and change in terms of sustainability. Therefore, the ability to sustain performance would require Primark to continue to safeguard its value proposition and increase the adaptability, employee involvement and embedding of responsible business practice.
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Level 1: Artifacts
Visible practices,
store layouts and 
Primark Cares communications.


Level 2: Espoused Values
Affordability, customer value and responsible business commitments.


Level 3: Underlying Assumptions
Low prices depend on scale, sourcing discipline and cost efficiency.



Associated British Foods (ABF)
Parent company and group-level governance 


Primark Senior Leadership
Retail strategy and commercial priorities


Regional Management
Regional performance and coordination


Central Functions
Buying, merchandising, sourcing and support


Store Management
Daily operations, staff and customer service


Store Employees
Sales, stock handling and customer support


