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Research Proposal: From Fast Fashion to Circular Economy: Analysing ASOS's Transition to a Sustainable Business Model

1. This research critically investigates the strategic paradox of integrating circular economy principles into a linear fast-fashion model. Through a case study of ASOS plc, it examines the congruence between its core business of rapid consumption and its sustainability initiatives, such as the "Fashion with Integrity" programme and ASOS Marketplace resale platform.


2. Research Aim and Objectives
Research Aim:
This study aims to critically investigate the implementation and effectiveness of circular economy strategies within fast fashion, examining their potential to drive fundamental business model transformation. Through an in-depth analysis of ASOS, the research will evaluate how circular initiatives interact with and potentially reshape traditional fast-fashion operations.
Research Objectives:
1. To analyse the internal and external factors compelling ASOS to adopt circular economy principles.
2. To systematically map and assess ASOS's circularity approaches across product development, supply chain management, and consumer engagement platforms.
3. To evaluate how different stakeholder groups perceive the legitimacy and effectiveness of ASOS's sustainability programmes.
4. To identify and examine the fundamental contradictions between fast fashion's linear economic model and circular economy requirements.
5. To develop a strategic framework for integrating circular principles within online fast-fashion business models.
3. Research Questions
Primary Research Question:
To what extent do ASOS's sustainability initiatives represent a genuine transition toward circularity, and how do they reconfigure its core business model?
Secondary Research Questions:
1. How do evolving regulatory frameworks, market competition, and changing consumer preferences influence ASOS's circular economy strategy?
2. What operational challenges does ASOS encounter in scaling circular practices such as garment recycling and resale operations?
3. How do stakeholders assess the credibility of ASOS's sustainability claims against its continued emphasis on high-volume sales?
4. What are the strategic implications—both risks and opportunities—for ASOS's financial performance and brand equity in pursuing circularity?
5. What fundamental strategic realignments would enable ASOS to fully embed circular principles throughout its business model?
4. Justification of the Research
Theoretical Justification: The research addresses a critical theoretical paradox in sustainable business literature: the implementation of circular economy principles within an industry fundamentally oriented toward linear consumption (Geissdoerfer et al., 2017). By examining how ASOS navigates this contradiction, the study contributes to emerging scholarship on business model transformation and organizational change in unsustainable industries (Niinimäki et al., 2020). It offers empirical insights into whether established fast-fashion companies can achieve meaningful circularity or face inherent structural limitations.
Managerial Justification: For fashion industry executives and strategists, this research provides evidence-based guidance on implementing circular initiatives while maintaining commercial viability. It identifies practical approaches for managing the transition toward sustainable operations, helping leaders at companies like ASOS, Boohoo, and PrettyLittleThing avoid greenwashing accusations (Delmas and Burbano, 2019) while developing credible sustainability pathways.
Social and Environmental Justification: With the fashion industry representing a significant source of global environmental degradation (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2017), this investigation addresses urgent ecological concerns. The findings will inform policymakers, environmental organizations, and consumer advocates about the realistic potential for major fashion retailers to reduce their ecological footprint through circular economy adoption.
5. Review of Literature
5.1 The Fast-Fashion Paradigm: Contemporary scholarship characterizes fast fashion as a business model predicated on accelerated production cycles, cost efficiency, and frequent consumption stimulation (Cachon and Swinney, 2019). This system depends fundamentally on linear resource flows—extracting virgin materials, rapid manufacturing, and encouraging disposability—creating significant environmental and social externalities (Bick, Halsey and Ekenga, 2018). The model's economic success has historically relied on volume-driven growth rather than resource optimization.
5.2 Circular Economy in Fashion: The circular economy framework proposes a systemic shift toward closed-loop production and consumption (Kirchherr, Reike and Hekkert, 2017). In fashion contexts, this encompasses strategies including durable design, material recycling, repair services, and resale platforms. The theoretical objective is economic decoupling from resource extraction, though practical implementation in fashion remains nascent and commercially challenging.
5.3 Conceptual Tensions and Transition Pathways: Scholarly debate highlights inherent conflicts between fast fashion's growth imperative and circularity's emphasis on resource conservation (Bocken et al., 2019). Current industry approaches, including ASOS's resale initiatives and sustainable product collections, often represent incremental rather than transformative change. This research will analyze these efforts through the lens of strategic ambidexterity—the organizational challenge of simultaneously optimizing existing business models while pioneering disruptive alternatives (O'Reilly and Tushman, 2020).
6. Methodology
Research Philosophy and Design: This study employs an interpretivist philosophy, recognizing the socially constructed nature of sustainability perceptions and business transformation (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). A qualitative case study design facilitates deep investigation of ASOS's circularity initiatives within their real-world context, enabling thorough examination of complex organizational phenomena (Yin, 2018).
Data Collection Methods: Primary data will be gathered through:
1. Semi-structured interviews with approximately 15-20 participants representing ASOS management, industry specialists, sustainability experts, and regular ASOS consumers, selected via purposive sampling to ensure diverse perspectives.
2. Comprehensive document analysis of ASOS's corporate publications, sustainability disclosures, press communications, and relevant media coverage from 2018-2023.
Analytical Approach: Thematic analysis will guide data examination, combining inductive coding for emergent themes with deductive analysis using established theoretical constructs (Braun and Clarke, 2006). NVivo software will support systematic data management and coding processes, focusing on themes including circular implementation challenges, stakeholder perceptions, and business model innovation.
Ethical Compliance and Limitations: The research will adhere to rigorous ethical standards, ensuring participant confidentiality and voluntary informed consent. While the single-case design offers depth, it limits broad generalizability; however, the analytical insights will provide valuable understanding of circular economy transitions in comparable fast-fashion contexts. Methodological triangulation and reflexive practice will address potential biases throughout the research process.
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