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Executive summary
	This report examines Primark's organisational culture through Schein's levels of culture and the competing values framework. Primark's visible emphasis on affordable fashion, store growth and commercial execution suggests a strong market orientation, while its supplier rules, colleague programmes and Primark Cares commitments add elements of hierarchy and collaboration. 
	These are analytical interpretations of public evidence, not the result of interviews with Primark staff. The culture supports consistent value and international expansion, but the pressure to maintain low prices creates a persistent tension with labour standards, product longevity and environmental goals. The report recommends incorporating ethical and durability measures into buying decisions, strengthening employee and supplier voice, and publishing comparable outcomes so that stated commitments can be assessed against everyday practice.

1. Introduction and Scope
	Mullins and Christy (2016) argue that shared values and assumptions shape structure, decisions, motivation and control. This is particularly relevant to Primark, a fashion retailer whose promise of affordable products depends on many linked decisions in stores, sourcing, design and logistics. Primark states that it offers great value without compromise and has more than 500 stores in 20 countries and over 80,000 colleagues (Primark, 2026a). Associated British Foods (ABF), its parent company, reported Primark retail sales of £9.5 billion and adjusted operating profit of £1.126 billion in the 2025 financial year (ABF, 2025). Those figures indicate commercial scale, but they do not by themselves establish that the culture is healthy or sustainable.
	This report uses published company material and academic literature rather than internal observation. It examines how culture influences structure and decisions; identifies the likely dominant cultural orientation; assesses adaptation to external pressures; evaluates culture as an enabler and barrier; and proposes improvements. Company reports provide evidence of declared policies and selected outcomes, while their self-reporting creates a risk of favourable presentation. The analysis therefore distinguishes stated values, observable practices and plausible underlying assumptions.
2. Culture, Structure And Decision-Making
	Schein and Schein (2017) distinguish artefacts, espoused values and basic underlying assumptions. Artefacts are visible signs such as store formats, product ranges, campaigns, reporting systems and supplier codes. Espoused values are the priorities an organisation says it holds. Underlying assumptions are harder to see: the beliefs treated as obvious in everyday decisions. This framework is useful for Primark because a public sustainability pledge and an actual buying decision may operate at different levels.
	Primark's stores, price communication and expansion are visible artefacts of a value-focused retail model. Its public commitments add another layer: the Supplier Code of Conduct covers wages, health and safety, freedom of association and risks including forced labour (Primark, 2026b). The 2024/25 sustainability report describes traceability and the Primark Cares programme, while Primark states that 74% of its clothing used recycled or more sustainably sourced fibres, compared with 66% the previous year (Primark, 2025). These facts indicate formal systems and measurable objectives. They do not prove that every supplier employee experiences the stated standards. Schein's model warns against equating a published value with an embedded assumption.
	The structure visible in Primark's public material combines central coordination with geographically dispersed execution. A global sourcing and ethical trade function sets standards and works across key sourcing markets; local stores deliver the customer proposition. Primark describes an Ethical Trade and Environmental Sustainability team of 130 colleagues across more than ten sourcing markets (Primark Careers, 2026). This specialised function suggests that purchasing and compliance cannot be left to individual stores. Standardised codes can protect consistency across a large network, but central rules also need local information about factory conditions, customer preferences and operational problems.
Primark organisational structure
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Figure 1. Illustrative functional structure of Primark. Based on the functions discussed above (Primark, 2026b; Primark Careers, 2026). Arrows show coordination, not verified reporting lines.
	Culture influences decisions through what managers reward and what information they consider. A strong value proposition can speed choices about product, stock and price and give staff a clear purpose. It may also create a bias toward cost and volume when a proposed change increases the unit price.
	 A decision to use more durable materials, for example, cannot be evaluated solely through immediate buying cost; it affects garment life, customer trust and future waste. Barney (1986) argues that culture can contribute to sustained advantage when it is valuable and difficult to imitate. Yet a low-price culture is not automatically distinctive if competitors can reproduce its practices. The ability to deliver value while meeting credible labour and environmental standards is a more demanding source of advantage.
	The comparison should not imply that all Primark employees share one culture. Schneider, Ehrhart and Macey (2013) distinguish the deeper assumptions of culture from employees' perceptions of current practices, often called climate. A buyer, store colleague and supplier worker may experience different incentives and authority. Without internal interviews or survey evidence, this report cannot conclude how consistently Primark's declared values guide decisions at each level.
	Decision rights are especially important in a retailer whose products pass through several functions. Design may propose a material, buying may negotiate cost, quality teams may test durability, and sourcing specialists may identify labour concerns. If each function is judged only on its own target, a decision that looks efficient locally can produce a poor overall result. A shared culture can help these functions agree on priorities, but only when the decision process states which trade-offs require escalation. For example, a lower-priced fabric might protect an immediate price point while increasing returns or shortening product life. The question for leaders is who can challenge that choice and what evidence must be considered before it becomes a large order. Public information does not reveal Primark's internal approval thresholds, so this is an analytical risk rather than a claim about a documented failure.
3. Identifying the Prevailing Culture
	Cameron and Quinn's (2011) competing values framework compares market, hierarchy, clan and adhocracy orientations. Market culture prioritises results and external competition; hierarchy values rules and consistency; clan emphasises involvement; adhocracy favours innovation. Primark appears predominantly market-oriented because accessible prices, product appeal, store growth and financial performance are central to its public story. ABF reported that new stores in Europe and the United States contributed four percentage points to 2025 sales growth, while renewed attention to value and the product offer improved UK like-for-like trading in the second half (ABF, 2025). These decisions fit an external, performance-led orientation.
	There are also hierarchy features. The Supplier Code, sourcing map and sustainability measures impose common expectations across dispersed activities. Primark says its sourcing map covers production sites making 95% of products sold in its stores (Primark, 2026c). Formal monitoring is especially relevant when a retailer buys from independent factories rather than owning all production. Such systems may reduce inconsistency, but a factory appearing on a map is not evidence of full compliance at every moment.
	Clan elements appear in colleague development and inclusion statements. Primark describes learning, talent development and colleague networks (Primark Careers, 2026). These may support belonging and knowledge sharing, but public careers material is promotional; it cannot establish whether front-line employees feel able to challenge decisions. Morrison (2023) shows why employee voice matters: people may remain silent when they believe speaking up carries a cost or will not lead to change. A culture that invites feedback in principle still needs safe channels and visible responses.
	The framework is a heuristic rather than a diagnostic score. Hartnell, Ou and Kinicki (2011) found that culture types relate differently to outcomes, so no single type is universally best. Primark's scale makes a mixture plausible and arguably necessary: market discipline for value, hierarchy for sourcing control, and collaboration for learning. Hofstede's (2011) national cultural dimensions can prompt awareness of differing expectations across countries, but national averages must not be used to stereotype employees or to infer Primark's organisational culture. The dominant market interpretation is therefore provisional and should be tested through interviews, staff data and decision records.
	A cultural diagnosis should also consider how different groups understand success. A store manager may focus on availability, queue length and customer experience, while a buyer may focus on margin and delivery. A sourcing specialist may prioritise safety and remediation. These priorities need not conflict, but they can compete when time and resources are limited. Cameron and Quinn's framework helps identify the tension between external results and internal control; it cannot show which group has the final authority in a particular meeting. To investigate this, Primark could compare survey responses from roles and countries, then examine whether staff perceptions match decisions made after concerns are raised. This would test the proposed mix of cultural orientations rather than assigning a fixed label from public documents.
	An alternative interpretation would emphasise hierarchy because supplier standards, reporting and central controls are prominent in company publications. However, those controls appear to serve a commercial model whose public identity remains affordability and growth. A third interpretation might call the culture increasingly sustainability-led, given Primark Cares. That conclusion would need evidence that environmental and worker outcomes can override short-term sales or cost targets when the objectives conflict. The distinction matters because a statement of purpose identifies an ambition, whereas the prevailing culture is shown by repeated choices under pressure.
4. External Environment And Adaptation
	Primark faces linked economic, social, technological and environmental pressures. Customers seek attractive prices, while inflation and cost changes can squeeze margins. The 2025 results show both the strength of the value proposition and a need to adjust products and communication in response to uneven trading across markets (ABF, 2025). A culture oriented toward commercial feedback can respond quickly to sales signals. The limitation is that short-term indicators may underweight longer-term effects such as durability and supplier conditions.
	Environmental pressure is particularly significant for fashion. Niinimäki et al. (2020) describe the resource use and waste associated with fast fashion. Sahimaa et al. (2024) argue that changes in fibres alone do not solve problems caused by short product lifetimes and high volumes; systemic change requires design, use, reuse and business-model decisions. Primark's reported increase to 74% recycled or more sustainably sourced fibres indicates movement on materials, but the percentage does not measure how long garments last, whether total resource use falls, or how much clothing is sold. Bansal and Song (2017) similarly caution that corporate responsibility claims and long-term sustainability are related but distinct. Primark's culture must therefore make space for questions about absolute impacts, not only relative product attributes.
	Primark has introduced programmes on materials, circular design and ethical trade, suggesting adaptation within its affordability model. Abdelmeguid, Afy-Shararah and Salonitis (2024) emphasise that circular practices depend on behaviour across the value chain, not just a product label. Primark's challenge is to coordinate buyers, designers, suppliers, stores and customers around durability and reuse while protecting access for price-sensitive shoppers. This is a strategic tension, rather than a problem that one department can solve.
	Social expectations and supply-chain scrutiny also shape adaptation. The Supplier Code sets minimum standards, and Primark participates in collaborative living-wage initiatives (Primark, 2025). However, rules can be undermined if purchasing teams demand prices or lead times that conflict with safe working conditions. External adaptation requires alignment between sourcing promises and commercial incentives. Here the cultural question is whether staff can raise conflicts before an order is placed, and whether leaders accept a higher short-term cost when necessary. Public data is insufficient to establish how often this happens.
	Digital change adds another pressure. Primark's customer experience remains strongly connected to physical stores, but online information, inventory visibility and digital communication affect what shoppers expect. Investment in digital tools can improve stock information and feedback, yet software will not automatically change the priorities behind a buying decision. If managers are rewarded only for short-term sales, better data may simply make the existing model faster. If they are also accountable for quality and waste, the same data can reveal where products fail to meet expectations. Adaptation therefore depends on culture and incentives as well as technology.
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Figure 2. Customers and employees at Primark checkout desks, Oxford Street, London, 26 February 2016. Historical illustration of in-store selling. Credit: Luke MacGregor/Bloomberg via Getty Images (source information shown in the supplied screenshot).
	The external pressures also unfold on different timescales. A missed sales target is visible quickly, whereas the effect of poor durability or supplier pressure may emerge months later. This difference can cause rational managers to prefer the measure reported this week over the risk borne by others in the future. One practical response is to link customer complaints and product testing to future buying reviews, so long-term quality evidence reaches the people setting specifications. Primark should also examine whether a lower-cost product remains good value after expected wear, repair and disposal are considered. The underlying cultural adjustment is to treat learning from delayed outcomes as part of commercial performance. It cannot be verified solely from a sustainability target or a new digital system.
5. Culture As Enabler And Barrier
	Culture acts as an enabler when it gives people a shared purpose and a reliable way to coordinate. Primark's value focus supports clear customer positioning and repeatable decisions across a growing store network. Formal supplier and sustainability systems give colleagues common standards. Liu, Tsui and Kianto's (2021) meta-analysis associates knowledge-friendly cultures with organisational performance, suggesting that learning across functions can be valuable when a retailer needs to adapt. The relationship is not proof that Primark's own learning practices caused its financial results.
	The same culture can become a barrier if the imperative for low prices crowds out questions about product life or labour conditions. Market targets may reward rapid throughput while environmental and social costs remain less visible in ordinary reports. Sahimaa et al. (2024) argue that incremental changes may leave the high-volume logic of fast fashion intact. Primark's materials progress should thus be recognised without treating it as a complete answer to systemic criticism.
	Another potential barrier is silence within a large hierarchy. If store colleagues or suppliers see problems but cannot escalate them safely, senior management receives incomplete information. Morrison (2023) identifies organisational consequences of employee silence. Primark's public statements about inclusion and development are positive signals, yet independent evidence of voice, response rates and remedy outcomes is needed before concluding that participation is embedded. 	The most defensible judgement is conditional: Primark's culture enables scale and affordability, but its effectiveness over time depends on whether ethical, environmental and employee feedback can alter commercial decisions rather than merely accompany them.
The judgement also depends on whose interests count. For a customer with a limited budget, affordable clothes can be a genuine benefit. For a supplier worker, the relevant test may be pay, hours and safety. For the wider public, resource use and waste matter. A culture can be effective against one narrow objective and problematic against another. This is why an assessment based only on Primark's reported financial performance would be incomplete. It is also why this report avoids describing the company as wholly ethical or wholly harmful on the basis of selective public indicators.
	There is a further risk in assuming that formal compliance signals automatically change informal behaviour. A supplier may pass an audit yet still face pressure when an order changes late. Similarly, a store employee may know the escalation process but hesitate to use it if colleagues believe complaints are unwelcome. Schein and Schein (2017) suggest that repeated leadership responses teach employees what matters in practice. Managers therefore need to explain decisions made after a concern is raised, including instances where cost or timing changes as a result. Such examples would provide stronger evidence of a learning culture than training attendance alone. Equally, reports of unresolved concerns would show where cultural barriers remain. Public sources provide too little detail to determine whether these patterns occur at Primark.
6. Performance And Recommendations
Performance should be assessed across more than sales and profit. ABF's 2025 retail sales and profit show that the operating model generated substantial financial returns. They do not reveal whether garment life improved, whether supplier workers received better wages, or whether store colleagues felt able to report problems. Hartnell et al. (2011) and Schneider et al. (2013) support a multidimensional view of culture and effectiveness; financial, operational, employee and social outcomes should be considered together. This avoids claiming that a single cultural trait directly caused the reported results.
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Figure 3. Primark total sales growth by market, FY2025 versus FY2024, at constant currency. Source: ABF (2025), Annual Results Announcement, Retail operating review, p. 5.
Sales fell by 1% in the UK and Ireland but rose by 2% in the rest of Europe and 20% in the US. Total Primark sales grew by 1%. These are total sales changes, including the effects of new stores; they are not like-for-like sales figures (ABF, 2025).
	First, Primark should integrate durability and labour indicators into buying approval alongside price, margin and delivery. A cross-functional review could require buyers, quality teams and ethical-trade staff to record the expected life of a product, the supplier's working-hours risk and the commercial trade-off. Senior leaders should review exceptions before large orders proceed. This recommendation follows Schein and Schein's (2017) insight that leaders embed values through the criteria they use in decisions. Its cost is slower approval and possible price pressure, so Primark should pilot it in selected product categories and measure defect rates, returns and supplier outcomes before scaling.
	Second, Primark should strengthen voice from stores and the supply chain. It could publish how many concerns are raised, the proportion resolved, median time to resolution and examples of changes made, while protecting confidentiality. Supplier and worker representatives should be able to challenge unrealistic lead times without retaliation. Morrison (2023) provides the rationale for making voice consequential. A reporting channel alone is insufficient if commercial managers do not act on the information. Independent checks would improve credibility.
	Third, Primark should publish a balanced scorecard connecting value to longevity and absolute environmental outcomes. Useful measures include garment durability tests, repair or reuse uptake, total material volume, supplier working-hours breaches and progress on wages, alongside sales and margin. Niinimäki et al. (2020) and Sahimaa et al. (2024) show why material percentages alone are an incomplete measure of fashion sustainability. The scorecard should explain methods and limitations, because rising sales can offset improvements per item.
	The scorecard should distinguish leading indicators from final outcomes. Training buyers and testing fabrics may predict improvement, but they do not show that customers actually wear clothes longer. Primark could start with a small set of product categories, compare durability test results with return reasons and customer feedback, and refine the method before reporting a company-wide figure. For suppliers, it should separate the presence of a policy from evidence of remedy after a breach. Targets must be interpreted with context: a higher number of detected problems may reflect better monitoring. Independent assurance and consistent definitions over time would make trends easier to judge. This approach creates a clearer test of whether culture changes what the business delivers.
	Finally, Primark should use regular cross-functional reviews to compare its declared values with actual decisions. A sample of buying, supplier and store decisions can reveal whether low cost, ethical standards and customer quality were weighed consistently. This is more useful than assuming a single culture label provides an answer. The recommendations are feasible in stages, but their success should be judged by observed changes in decisions and outcomes, not by the number of new policies.





7. Conclusion
	Primark's public evidence points to a predominantly market-oriented culture supported by formal controls and some collaborative practices. This combination helps coordinate affordable fashion at international scale. It also creates a recurring tension: commercial speed and low prices can limit progress on garment longevity, worker welfare and environmental impact if those outcomes are not part of everyday decisions. The evidence does not permit a definitive claim about employees' underlying assumptions or supplier experiences. Primark can strengthen the enabling side of its culture by giving ethical and durability evidence genuine authority in buying, listening to colleagues and suppliers, and reporting outcomes that test the substance of its commitments.
	The recommended changes should be evaluated over several reporting periods. One year of improved materials or sales cannot establish a durable cultural shift. A stronger test would show that concerns raised by workers and colleagues affect product and sourcing choices, that garments last longer in use, and that progress is maintained when costs rise. This would connect the company's stated values to the decisions that culture actually shapes. Comparing those decisions with worker and customer outcomes would also help leaders identify where affordability, responsible sourcing and durability reinforce one another, and where a genuine trade-off still requires transparent judgement.
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Inside A Primark Clothing Store Operated
By Associated British Foods Plc

Customers pay employees at the checkout desks of a
Primark clothing store, operated by Associated British
Foods Plc, on Oxford Street in London, U.K., on Friday,
Feb. 26, 2016. Diversification has helped power
Primark from its birth in the 1960s as an Irish discount
clothing chain to aggressive expansion across Europe
and more recently into the U.S. Photographer: Luke
MacGregor/Bloomberg via Getty Images
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