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In the contemporary global marketplace, the intersection of profitability and morality has become a focal point for
organizational strategy. Business ethics, defined as the application of ethical principles and moral problems to the
business environment, serves as the foundation for modern Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR). For
multinational retailers like Primark, the challenge of maintaining an ultra-low-cost pricing model while adhering to
stringent ethical standards in a complex global supply chain is a subject of intense academic and professional
scrutiny. This article provides a technical and in-depth analysis of Primark’s ethical framework, its supply chain
mechanics, and its evolution from a discount retailer to a leader in sustainable fashion initiatives.

Theoretical Framework of Business Ethics

To understand the Primark case study, one must first establish the theoretical parameters of business ethics. As
noted by Robert Solomon, business ethics is not merely a set of rules but a set of principles and a code of
conductthat defines how an organization interacts with its stakeholders, including employees, suppliers,
customers, and the environment. In the context of Primark, several ethical theories are applicable:

« Utilitarianism: This theory suggests that the most ethical choice is the one that produces the greatest good for
the greatest number. Primark’s model provides affordable clothing to millions of low-income consumers, arguably
fulfilling a utilitarian benefit, provided the costs to workers in the supply chain are minimized.

« Deontological Ethics: This framework focuses on the inherent rightness of actions based on duty. Under this
view, Primark has a moral obligation to ensure fair wages and safe conditions, regardless of the impact on profit
margins.

» Stakeholder Theory: Proposed by R. Edward Freeman, this theory posits that a company is responsible not
just to its shareholders, but to all parties affected by its operations. For Primark, this includes garment workers in
developing nations like Bangladesh, India, and Cambodia.

Core Principles of Ethical Trade

Primark operates as a member of the Ethical Trade Initiative (ETI). The ETI Base Code provides a technical
benchmark for ethical auditing, consisting of nine primary clauses that organizations must enforce within their
supply chains:

=

Employment is freely chosen (no forced labor).

Freedom of association and the right to collective bargaining are respected.
Working conditions are safe and hygienic.

Child labor shall not be used.

Living wages are paid.

Working hours are not excessive.

No discrimination is practiced.

Regular employment is provided.

No harsh or inhumane treatment is allowed.
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Technical Analysis of Primark’s Supply Chain Mechanics

Primark’s ability to maintain low prices without (ostensibly) compromising on ethics is driven by a highly optimized
operational model. This model relies on economies of scale, efficient logistics, and a unique approach to
marketing. Unlike competitors such as Zara or H&M, Primark spends minimal amounts on traditional advertising,
redirecting those funds into price reduction and ethical compliance programs.

The Lead-Time and Volume Equation

Primark’s procurement strategy utilizes a high-volume, long-lead-time approach for core products (e.g., basic t-
shirts) and a shorter lead-time for trend-based items. By ordering in massive quantities during off-peak seasons for
factories, Primark secures lower manufacturing costs. Technically, this is managed through a Linear Programming
(LP)model for supply chain optimization, where the objective function is to minimize total cost (C) subject to
constraints such as lead time (L), ethical compliance score (E), and transportation capacity (T).

Supply Chain Transparency and Mapping

Modern supply chain management at Primark involves a multi-tier mapping process. The organization distinguishes

between Tier 1 (final assembly), Tier 2 (fabric and trim suppliers), and Tier 3(raw material providers). Achieving
visibility beyond Tier 1 is one of the most significant technical challenges in the fashion industry. Primark utilizes a
centralized database to track supplier performance against the ETI Base Code, conducting over 3,000 audits
annually to ensure compliance.

Comparison of Ethical Frameworks: Primark vs. Industry Standards

The following table illustrates how Primark’s ethical initiatives compare against standard industry practices in the
fast-fashion sector.



Feature

Audit Frequency

Supplier Training

Sourcing

Transparency

Sustainability

Standard Fast Fashion

Practice

Annual or bi-annual

Compliance-based only

Lowest bidder focus

Limited public disclosure

Recycled lines as a niche

Primark Cares Framework

Frequent unannounced
audits

Capability building and
education

Long-term strategic
partnerships

Public Global Sourcing Map

Primark Sustainable
Cotton Programme

Technical Impact

Higher detection rate of
non-compliance

Long-term systemic
improvement in labor rights

Stability in the supply
chain, reducing risk

Increased stakeholder
accountability

Reduction in water and
pesticide usage by 20% +

Case Study: The Rana Plaza Tragedy and Organizational Transformation

The 2013 Rana Plaza collapse in Bangladesh remains a pivotal moment in the history of business ethics. Primark
was one of the first retailers to acknowledge its presence in the building and took immediate steps to lead the

industry response. This event forced a technical shift from reactive compliance to proactive risk management.

Remediation and Compensation Models

Primark developed a sophisticated compensation model for the victims, which included both short-term emergency

assistance and long-term financial support. This was calculated using an actuarial approach that considered the
age of the worker, the number of dependents, and the projected lifetime earnings. Furthermore, Primark became a

founding signatory of the Accord on Fire and Building Safety in Bangladesh, an independent, legally binding

agreement between brands and trade unions designed to build a safe and healthy garment industry.

Structural Integrity Audits

Post-Rana Plaza, the technical scope of audits expanded. It was no longer sufficient to check for fire extinguishers;

structural engineering assessmentsbecame mandatory. Primark employed structural engineers to evaluate
factory foundations and load-bearing capacities, integrating these technical findings into their supplier onboarding

protocaol.

Practical Implementation: A Field Guide for Ethical Sourcing

For organizations looking to replicate Primark’s transition toward an ethical supply chain, the following technical
steps are recommended:

Phase 1: Diagnostic Auditing

« Identify Risk Vectors: Map the supply chain to identify geographical regions with high risks of human rights

violations.

e Establish a Baseline: Use third-party auditors (e.g., SGS or Intertek) to conduct initial assessments based on
ISO 26000 or SA8000 standards.

Phase 2: Supplier Engagement and Development

e Corrective Action Plans (CAP): Rather than immediate termination, work with suppliers to rectify non-



compliance issues within a 30, 60, or 90-day window.
 Incentive Alignment: Provide higher volumes or preferred status to suppliers who consistently exceed ethical
benchmarks.

Phase 3: Digital Integration

¢ Blockchain for Traceability: Implement blockchain technology to create an immutable record of a garment's
journey from cotton farm to retail floor.

* Real-time Reporting: Use mobile apps for workers to report grievances directly to the brand, bypassing
factory management.

The Math of Sustainability: The Primark Sustainable Cotton Programme
(PSCP)

A core component of "Primark Cares" is the Sustainable Cotton Programme. To evaluate the success of this
program, Primark uses specific KPIs and mathematical models to measure resource reduction. For example, the
reduction in water usage (W_red) can be calculated as:

W_red = (W_trad -W_sust) /W_trad * 100

Where W_trad is the average water volume used in traditional cotton farming and W_sustis the volume used under
PSCP protocols. Data suggests that PSCP farmers use up to 40% less chemical pesticides and 10% less water,
significantly lowering the environmental impact of the product lifecycle.

Troubleshooting Common Operational Challenges in Ethics

Even with robust systems, ethical failures can occur. Below are common failure modes and their technical solutions:

1. Unauthorized Subcontracting

Challenge: A primary supplier outsources work to an unvetted facility to meet deadlines.Solution:Implementation
of a strict 'No Subcontracting' policy backed by random volume reconciliations—comparing the output volume
against the known capacity of the factory.

2. Double Bookkeeping

Challenge: Factories maintaining two sets of wage and hour records to hide excessive overtime.Solution:Use  of
biometric time-clocking systems and worker interviews outside the factory premises to verify record accuracy.

3. Greenwashing Accusations

Challenge: Marketing claims of sustainability that are not backed by data.Solution:Third-party certification (e.g.,
Global Organic Textile Standard - GOTS) and transparent reporting through the Sustainability Accounting
Standards Board (SASB) framework.

Synthesizing the Future of Ethical Retail

The evolution of Primark demonstrates that business ethics is not a static destination but a continuous process of
improvement and adaptation. By integrating ethical trade into the core of its business model, Primark has shown
that a low-cost strategy is not fundamentally incompatible with corporate responsibility. However, the path forward
requires even greater technical integration, particularly in the realms of circular economy and carbon neutrality. As
consumer awareness grows, the ability to provide transparent, data-backed evidence of ethical conduct will
become the primary competitive advantage in the global retail sector.



Ultimately, the Primark case study serves as a blueprint for the industry. It highlights the necessity of moving
beyond simple compliance toward a holistic model of stakeholder engagement. By leveraging technical audits,
engineering assessments, and sustainable farming programs, organizations can mitigate risks and contribute to the
global goal of decent work and economic growth, as outlined in the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals

(SDGs).
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