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Research Context and Problem
Environmental language is now embedded in the marketing of consumer-facing businesses. Claims about recycled content, carbon, circularity, renewable materials, ethical sourcing, and future targets can help consumers understand a brand's environmental positioning. Yet these claims can be difficult to assess when they are broad, dependent on conditions, or expressed more widely than the accompanying evidence supports. This does not mean that a business has acted unlawfully. It means that the relationship between marketing claims, disclosed evidence, and regulatory expectations deserves careful examination.
In the UK, the Competition and Markets Authority's (CMA) Green Claims Code provides a useful benchmark. It states that environmental claims should be truthful and accurate, clear and unambiguous, should not omit material information, should make fair and meaningful comparisons, should consider the full lifecycle of the product or service, and should be substantiated (CMA, 2021). The CAP Code adds a marketing-communications perspective: the basis of an environmental claim should be clear, unqualified claims may mislead by omission, absolute claims require a high standard of substantiation, and lifecycle boundaries should be made clear (ASA, n.d.). These are practical principles for evaluating compliance risk, but they are not a substitute for a regulator's formal decision. Accordingly, this study will not accuse Primark of greenwashing or non-compliance. It will identify claim features that may indicate stronger or weaker alignment with the relevant principles.
Primark is an appropriate single case because its public reporting pages, sustainability materials and consumer-facing communications provide a substantial documentary trail across materials, products, circularity, climate, sourcing and future commitments (Primark, 2025). This range allows the study to examine sustainability and green marketing strategy claims within one organisational and sectoral context. A single-case design also makes it possible to apply consistent selection rules and manual coding in sufficient depth without attempting to measure consumer attitudes or actual corporate environmental performance.
The research problem is therefore not whether Primark is "green". Rather, it is how Primark's sustainability and green marketing strategy claims are communicated and supported in public materials, and what potential green-claims compliance-risk indicators arise when those claims are assessed against established UK principles. This focus is feasible through public secondary data, produces a clear management contribution, and avoids unsupported legal or reputational allegations.
Aim, Objectives and Research Questions
Aim
To evaluate how Primark communicates and substantiates sustainability and green marketing strategy claims, and to assess potential green-claims compliance risk through a secondary qualitative thematic analysis of public documentary evidence.
Objectives and Research Questions
	Objective
	Matching research question

	1. To identify and categorise sustainability and green marketing strategy claims made by Primark in selected public communications.
	RQ1. What types of sustainability and green marketing strategy claims does Primark make in selected public communications?

	2. To examine how Primark's claims are framed, qualified, scoped, and supported by documentary evidence.
	RQ2. How are Primark's claims framed, qualified, scoped, and supported by documentary evidence?

	3. To assess Primark's claims against a green-claims compliance-risk framework informed by the CMA Green Claims Code and CAP environmental-claims rules.
	RQ3. What potential alignment and compliance-risk indicators emerge when Primark's claims are assessed against the CMA Green Claims Code and CAP environmental-claims rules?

	4. To develop practical implications for clearer and better-evidenced sustainability marketing communication.
	RQ4. What practical implications arise for the design and substantiation of Primark's sustainability marketing communications?



The objectives are deliberately restricted to Primark's public claims, their documentary support, and a transparent regulatory-risk framework. They do not require consumer surveys, interviews, confidential data, laboratory testing, or a legal finding. Each objective can therefore be addressed with an auditable corpus of publicly available documents.


Literature-Led Analytical Position
Sustainability claims, greenwashing, and evidential discipline
The literature treats greenwashing as a contested and heterogeneous phenomenon rather than a simple synonym for any sustainability claim. Delmas and Burbano (2011) identify market, institutional, organisational, and individual factors that can create incentives for misleading environmental communication. Lyon and Montgomery (2015) similarly call for greater precision in identifying and measuring different forms of greenwash. In a systematic review, de Freitas Netto et al. (2020) distinguish firm-level and product-level forms, as well as claim- and execution-level forms. This diversity matters because an academically responsible study should not apply a broad accusation merely because a claim is aspirational, brand-owned, or incomplete.
The present study will consequently use the term green-claims compliance risk rather than treating greenwashing as an outcome. A compliance-risk indicator is a documented feature of a claim that may require closer scrutiny under the Code or CAP rules: for example, broad language without a stated basis, a future target presented beside current performance, a comparison without a stated benchmark, or a benefit whose lifecycle boundary is unclear. This approach is supported by scholarship that distinguishes communication effects and accusations from verified corporate conduct (Seele and Gatti, 2017). It also recognises that Primark-controlled sustainability material is a form of communication data, not independent evidence that the underlying environmental outcome has occurred.
Research on perceived greenwashing reinforces the importance of examining the relationship between advertising and evidence, even though the present research will not measure consumer response. Nyilasy, Gangadharbatla and Paladino (2014) show that green advertising can interact with perceived corporate environmental performance in shaping reactions. The implication for this proposal is methodological rather than behavioural: claims should be read with attention to what is stated, what is qualified, what evidence is offered, and what remains outside the claim's stated scope.
Regulation as an analytical lens
The CMA and ASA provide the study with an externally defined framework that is more precise than an unstructured judgement of whether a message seems credible. The CMA's six principles permit systematic questions: Is the claim precise? Is the material scope visible? Is a comparison meaningful? Does the evidence supplied support the wording? The CAP Code complements this by emphasising the clear basis of claims, the high substantiation expected for absolute claims, and the importance of lifecycle context (CMA, 2021; ASA, n.d.).
Using regulation as an analytical lens does not turn this dissertation into legal analysis. It will not determine whether an advertisement breaches the CAP Code or consumer law, because such findings depend on a regulator's jurisdiction, evidence, and procedural assessment. Instead, it makes the qualitative assessment more disciplined. The study will use the terms apparent alignment, qualification, evidence signal, and potential risk indicator to distinguish an interpretive thematic assessment from a legal conclusion.
Gap and contribution
Existing research often examines greenwashing at an aggregate level, focuses on consumer trust or purchase intention, or evaluates corporate reporting rather than public-facing marketing claims. This study addresses the more bounded question of how one major fashion retailer communicates sustainability and green marketing strategy claims across its public materials. It treats Primark's materials as claim data and applies a transparent claim-evidence-regulation framework rather than evaluating consumer behaviour, ESG reporting quality, brand equity, or audited environmental performance.
The proposed contribution is therefore a practical analytical model for managers: sustainability communication should be checked not only for positive environmental language, but also for scope, qualification, evidence, comparison, lifecycle framing, and the difference between present performance and future ambition. It contributes academically by showing how documentary thematic analysis can connect marketing claims with regulatory principles without making unverified accusations.


Method and Evidence Plan
Research design
The study will adopt a qualitative single-case design using public secondary documents. A critical-realist-informed position is appropriate: sustainability claims are communicative constructions that need interpretation, yet their wording and disclosed evidence can be assessed against external regulatory principles. The study is abductive. Initial codes will be informed deductively by the CMA and CAP criteria, while additional patterns in claim framing and evidence will be developed inductively from the material.
Document analysis is suitable because the evidence consists of public records created independently of the researcher. Bowen (2009) notes that documents can be used as qualitative data when their provenance, context, and limitations are considered explicitly. The analysis will examine what Primark communicates; it will not claim to verify Primark's environmental performance beyond what reliable external evidence expressly supports.
Documentary corpus and sampling
The proposed corpus will contain approximately 20 to 30 recent, publicly accessible documents. It will comprise approximately 12 to 16 claim-bearing Primark documents, four to six regulatory documents, and four to eight independent contextual sources. Academic literature will inform the conceptual and methodological framework but will not be coded as Primark claim data.
Eligible case documents will include sustainability or ESG reports, reporting-basis documents, dedicated sustainability webpages, packaging or product pages, climate or circularity pages, FAQs where they substantively explain a claim, and relevant public campaign material. Regulatory data will include the CMA Green Claims Code, relevant CMA sector guidance, CAP Code Section 11, and ASA guidance or rulings only where directly relevant. Independent contextual material will be limited to credible media, industry, NGO, or watchdog sources that identify the provenance and date of a claim. Documents will be excluded where they are undated and cannot be contextualised, are purely promotional without a sustainability claim, duplicate another item, concern internal confidential data, or make a legal allegation without a primary source.
The source matrix will record provenance, claim context, relevant section, and limitation. Primark-owned material will be labelled as claim data: it shows what was communicated, not independent proof of environmental effect.
Analysis procedure
Manual thematic analysis will follow the structured logic described by Braun and Clarke (2006): familiarisation with the corpus; initial coding; generation of candidate themes; review of themes; definition and naming of themes; and evidence-led reporting. A codebook will be maintained before and during analysis. It will include a deductive regulatory component and an inductive claim-framing component.
	Coding family
	Illustrative indicators
	Analytical purpose

	Claim type
	material, packaging, circularity, climate, sourcing, target
	Addresses RQ1 by mapping the claim repertoire.

	Claim framing
	broad or specific language, imagery, future orientation, moral or natural cues
	Addresses RQ2 by examining how the claim is presented.

	Evidence and qualification
	metrics, methodology, certifications, caveats, scope statements, reporting basis
	Addresses RQ2 by identifying substantiation signals and limits.

	Regulatory-risk lens
	clarity, accuracy, omitted information, comparison, lifecycle, substantiation
	Addresses RQ3 without making a legal determination.

	Strategic implication
	recurring communication pattern, evidence gap, qualification, practical implication
	Addresses RQ4.



The final analysis will examine recurring themes within the Primark case rather than rank companies as better or worse. Quality will be supported through a saved audit trail, transparent sampling, a claim ledger linking each important observation to evidence, and explicit separation of source statement, regulatory criterion, and researcher interpretation. The researcher will keep reflexive notes about assumptions, particularly when reading broad terms such as "sustainable", "green", or "responsible".
Limitations
The study analyses communication rather than audited environmental performance and cannot statistically generalise. It will retain webpage extracts and use regulatory guidance only as a potential-risk framework, not evidence of a breach. These limits support transparent, non-accusatory interpretation.
Ethics, Timetable and Expected Contribution
The project is low-risk secondary research. It will use publicly available corporate, regulatory, academic, and independent documents, and will not recruit participants, collect personal data, access confidential information, conduct interviews, or use deception. Its main ethical consideration is reputational and interpretive accuracy. The study will avoid accusatory language, preserve source context, distinguish claims from verified facts, and present compliance risk as an analytical indicator rather than a legal conclusion. Documents and coding records will be stored in password-protected university-approved cloud storage and an encrypted device, with access limited to the researcher and supervisor. The ethics application follows the same title, aim, objectives, questions, data sources, manual analysis, and low-risk classification.
	Project phase
	Project sequence
	Output

	Finalise protocol and corpus criteria
	First
	Registered source plan and sampling log

	Collect and verify documents
	Next
	Source matrix and evidence bank

	Manual coding and theme development
	Then
	Codebook, theme map, reflexive notes

	Findings and discussion
	After coding
	Findings matrix and objective-response map

	Write, review, and revise dissertation chapters
	Final stage
	Referenced chapters and audit trail



The expected contribution is a usable management framework that links sustainability marketing language to the evidence and qualifications needed to communicate more responsibly. For scholars, the research provides a bounded single-company example of how public documents can be analysed thematically through a claim-evidence-regulation lens. For practitioners, it highlights the practical value of making the basis, scope, timeframe, and substantiation of environmental claims visible to consumers.
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