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[bookmark: _Toc236998842]1. Introduction, Idenfication of a business Problem
Online fashion retail has revolutionised consumer shopping in the UK with the convenience, choice and ease of returns but has created a significant challenge for retailers' profitability due to the volume of returns. The proposal focuses on product-return cost management using the case of ASOS plc, which has recently undergone financial performance and return policy changes and is thus an appropriate case study. It presents the research problem, purpose, objectives, and research questions, summarizes the background literature and frameworks, explains the need for a mixed-methods approach with secondary data and the study's strategic importance to ASOS and the industry (Zigzag Global, 2025).
One of the hidden costs in the UK online retail industry is the return of products. In 2024, non-food online returns were valued at £26.7 billion, slightly declining to £25.1 billion in 2025 due to stricter return policies by retailers (Retail Economics, 2025). Fashion records the highest return rates (23.6–30%), with each return costing £10–£25 (Eightx, 2026). 
Table 1: ASOS Key Financial Performance Indicators, FY2024 vs FY2025
	Metric
	FY2024
	FY2025

	Group revenue
	£2,905.8m
	£2,477.8m

	Retail sales (% of revenue)
	n/a
	£2,339.5m (~94%)

	Adjusted EBIT loss
	£81.5m
	£32.2m (-60% YoY)

	Annual net loss
	£338.7m
	£298.4m

	Basic/diluted loss per share
	284.4p
	250.1p

	Underlying returns rate (YoY change)
	Baseline
	↓ c.150 bps


Source: ASOS plc (2025); ElectroIQ (2026).

[image: ]Figure 1: UK E-commerce Return Rates by Product Category (2025-26)
Source: Eightx (2026); Richpanel (2026), based on NRF (2025) Retail Returns Landscape data.
ASOS shows the financial and strategic impact of the increase in online fashion returns. The company reported a loss of £298.4 million in FY2025, even though the company's revenue fell to £2,477.8 million, due to stricter return policies (ASOS plc, 2025). The move to charge £3.95 for high-return customers and a return-rate tracking tool to combat over-returning was meant to curb excessive returns. But these actions have been met with customer outrage and possible loss of customer loyalty (TheIndustry.fashion, 2026). So, it is very important for ASOS and the entire fashion industry online to understand how customers react and what strategies are successful in reducing returns (RetailTimes, 2026). 
[bookmark: _Toc236998843]3. Research Aim, Objectives and Questions
Aim: To explore ASOS' strategic options for minimizing product return expenses in the UK online fashion industry whilst maintaining customer satisfaction and competitiveness. 
Table 2: Alignment of Research Objectives and Research Questions
	Research Objective
	Corresponding Research Question

	O1: To quantify the direct and indirect financial cost of product returns to ASOS's UK online operations.
	RQ1: What is the estimated cost of product returns to ASOS, and how has this changed following recent policy adjustments?

	O2: To identify the key behavioural and product-related drivers of returns among ASOS's UK customers.
	RQ2: Which behavioural and product-related factors (e.g., bracketing, fit uncertainty) most strongly predict the likelihood of a customer returning an order?

	O3: To evaluate customer and industry perceptions of ASOS's current fee-based and transparency return interventions, as reported in existing coverage and commentary.
	RQ3: How do publicly reported customer and industry reactions reflect perceptions of the fairness and effectiveness of the 70% return-rate fee threshold and transparency tool?

	O4: TO recommend a cost-efficient and sustainable returns-management strategy for ASOS.
	RQ4: How can reverse logistics and Triple Bottom Line principles inform a more effective returns strategy for ASOS?


The study seeks to answer the aim with four measurable objectives that are associated with the respective research questions (Table 2). They move from calculating return costs and identifying behavioural drivers to assessing ASOS' existing policies and formulating evidence-based strategic recommendations that go beyond just descriptive insights. 
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The academic interest in fashion e-commerce has been rapidly increasing, yet it has not been consolidated and it can be found in three loosely connected strands: consumer return behaviour, reverse logistics design, and sustainability accounting. They all provide a partial view of the ASOS problem, and each has its own analytic value and limitations (Niinimäki, 2020). 
[bookmark: _Toc236998845]4.1 Consumer Return Behaviour in Fashion E-Commerce
One of the most robust studies on the UK specifically on the cost of online fashion returns is provided by Marriott et al. (2025), which estimated that the industry incurred £7 billion in costs and 750,000 tonnes of CO₂ emissions in 2022. The study confirms that the primary reasons for returns are poor fit and bracketing, with evidence showing that approximately 30% of UK fashion returns are due to fit and convenience (Just-Style, 2025). It is a single retailer, cross sectional design, but it is based on real transactional data which is highly relevant and useful to analyse ASOS's return management strategies (Marriott et al., 2025). 
[bookmark: _Toc236998846]4.2 The Circular Reverse Logistics Framework
Nanayakkara et al. (2022) suggest a circular reverse logistics model that includes return clustering, circular routing and final disposition decisions, which allows retailers to recover value by resale, repair, recycling, or donation. The framework (Figure 2) is aligned with ASOS' return tracking tool and existing restocking processes, and will help to achieve more sustainable return management. It was created based on general ecommerce data, though, and it's about downstream operations, not the behavioural causes of returns. Therefore, it should be used in conjunction with the customer behaviour insights of Marriott et al. (2025) which offers a more holistic foundation for assessing ASOS's return management and the potential for improvements. 
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Figure 2: Adapted Circular Reverse Logistics Framework for ASOS Returns Management (adapted from Nanayakkara et al., 2022)
[bookmark: _Toc236998847]4.3 The Triple Bottom Line as an Evaluative Lens
The Triple Bottom Line (TBL) is a tool that assesses a business's performance in economic, social and environmental aspects, not just economic (Mok, 2022). Applied to ASOS, it shows how the 2024 return-fee policy had a positive effect on the company's finances but led to customer dissatisfaction (TheIndustry.fashion, 2026). On the environmental side, returned apparel can result in much greater emissions than return transport and handling, further underscoring the importance of sustainable return strategies (Roichman et al., 2024). The Fashion with Integrity strategy of ASOS is another example of TBL principles, as the strategy incorporates the objectives of Planet, Product and People (ASOS plc, 2024). TBL does not, however, have a way of balancing competing priorities and economic benefits may be at the expense of poorer social and/or environmental outcomes (Mok, 2022). Overall, the existing literature provides explanations of the drivers of returns and management strategies, but there is less UK evidence that links customer attitudes towards return-fee policies with the financial consequences for the retailer, which this study aims to fill. 
[bookmark: _Toc236998848]5. Research Methodology and Design
The philosophy of this study is pragmatist and post-positivist, as it is needed to provide numerical and contextual evidence in order to make practical recommendations for the research problem (Saunders, 2003). A mixed-methods approach use quantitative secondary data to determine the magnitude and monetary consequences of product returns, while qualitative secondary data is used to understand the reasons behind customer behaviour and perceptions (ASOS plc, 2025). A concept-based deductive approach is used to guide the research, while new themes are discovered inductively. The quantitative data are derived from the Annual Reports of ASOS plc, RNS statements and other industry sources such as Retail Economics/ZigZag, Eightx and Richpanel/NRF to assess the return costs and policy outcomes of ASOS plc (ASOS plc, 2025). Qualitative evidence consists of Fashion with Integrity reports, industry publications like TheIndustry.fashion, Retail Times and Just-Style, as well as peer-reviewed studies like Marriott et al. (2025). Purposive sampling involves using recent, credible company disclosures, academic research and recognised industry sources, and omitting unverified commentary, to provide reliable and relevant evidence to analyse ASOS return management strategies. 
Table 3: Summary of Research Design
	Design Element
	Detail

	Philosophy
	Pragmatism / post-positivism (Saunders, 2003)

	Approach
	Deductive, with scope for inductive insight from qualitative documentary material

	Methodological choice
	Mixed methods, secondary data only (quantitative + qualitative secondary data)

	Strategy
	Desk-based documentary/archival research; cross-sectional

	Quantitative secondary data
	ASOS Annual Report/RNS statements; Retail Economics/Zigzag, Eightx and Richpanel/NRF benchmarking data

	Qualitative secondary data
	ASOS Fashion with Integrity publications; trade/business press coverage; peer-reviewed academic literature

	Sampling technique
	Purposive sampling of sources; published within c.2 years; primary disclosures, peer-reviewed or established outlets prioritised

	Data analysis
	Quantitative: trend, ratio and comparative benchmarking analysis. Qualitative: thematic/content analysis, triangulated with quantitative findings

	Ethical considerations
	Desk-based/secondary-data ethics review; accurate source attribution; anonymised treatment of any identifiable public commentary; UK GDPR compliance

	Time horizon
	Cross-sectional


The quantitative and qualitative evidence will be analysed separately and then integrated. Trend, ratio and comparative benchmarking analysis in Excel will be used to analyse quantitative data and compare ASOS's returns performance for FY2024 with the industry benchmarks for FY2024-FY2025. Qualitative documentary evidence will be analysed using thematic and content analysis, with information coded against key concepts that have been identified in the literature, as per Saunders (2003) guidelines for documentary secondary data analysis. Results from both strands will then be triangulated, allowing financial outcomes (eg changes in the returns rate for ASOS) to be analysed in conjunction with customer and media reaction to policy changes. This holistic strategy directly addresses the first three research objectives of this study. 
The research is based on secondary data only, which are all openly accessible, so there will be no need for informed consent of human subjects. However, the project will be subject to the University's desk based ethics review process and will adhere to accurate citation, transparency with regard to source bias and the UK GDPR when using publicly available customer commentary. Triangulation of company disclosures with independent, industry and academic sources will ensure reliability, and primary corporate reports and peer-reviewed research will be given priority to ensure validity. One of the drawbacks is that no new customer evidence was collected specifically for ASOS and future primary research would be beneficial. 
[bookmark: _Toc236998849]6. Business Relevance and Practical Implications
This research is valuable to ASOS as it provides direct support to the decision making process. This correlation of customer-level attitudes with company-level cost and financial information can help management determine if the fee structure is set appropriately, or if it may be too low to discourage legitimate purchases by customers who fall just short of the 70% return-rate threshold, while it is just right to discourage purchases by customers who return items regularly. The reverse logistics and Triple Bottom Line analysis in Section 4 also highlights possible practical recommendations that could stem from the study such as investment in size-and-fit prediction tools to minimise returns at source, tiered policies based on loyalty tier instead of a single threshold, and closer collaboration between returned items and the resale and outlet channels to maximise the value of items returned regardless. The study also builds on ASOS's vision of sustainability and cost management as complementary, not conflicting, goals, as outlined in its Fashion with Integrity strategy. 
This proposal is a great opportunity for me to gain practical experience in taking academic frameworks and making them actionable for the Board, and in developing research that is feasible for a business to resource and put into action. If this proposal is accepted and developed into a complete independent project, it will offer a strong evidence-based basis for ASOS's senior management to inform their decision on a returns strategy that strikes the right balance between profitability, customer trust and environmental responsibility. 
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