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[bookmark: _Toc225107989]Abstract
The fashion industry is widely recognized as one of the most resource-intensive and polluting global sectors, heavily reliant on linear, high-consumption production systems. This dissertation critically examines the inherent conflict and potential for synergy between a dominant fast-fashion business model and the principles of a circular economy (CE). Using ASOS plc as a representative case study within the online fast-fashion segment, this research investigates the challenges and contradictions of embedding circularity—characterised by recycling, resource efficiency, and extended product lifecycles—into an enterprise fundamentally oriented toward speed, high volume, and disposability.
This study is both important and original as it moves beyond a descriptive account of corporate sustainability to provide a critical analysis of the performative nature of circular economy adoption. It scrutinises how a pure-play fast-fashion giant navigates the tensions between its core commercial logic and the imperative for transformative environmental change, a dynamic often obscured in broader industry analyses. By integrating sustainable business theory, circular economy frameworks, and the concept of strategic ambidexterity, this research employs a qualitative case study methodology, combining in-depth document analysis of corporate communications with the integration of stakeholder perspectives.












[bookmark: _Toc225107990]Chapter 1.  Introduction
[bookmark: _Toc225107991]1.1 The Fast Fashion Paradox: Growth Versus Sustainability
Over the past two decades, the globalization and digitalization of fashion retail have fueled the unprecedented rise of fast fashion—a business model predicated on low-cost production, accelerated design-to-market cycles, and constant consumption stimulation. Major online retailers such as ASOS, Boohoo, and Shein have epitomized this phenomenon, leveraging supply chain agility and data-driven design to create continual product turnover at scale. While economically successful, this model has drawn severe criticism for exacerbating environmental degradation, labor exploitation, and overconsumption (Bick, Halsey and Ekenga, 2018).
In response to these challenges, the circular economy has been advanced as a transformative paradigm, promising to reconcile economic activity with ecological limits by decoupling growth from resource consumption.
[bookmark: _Toc225107992]1.2 Importance of the Research
Investigating ASOS's sustainability trajectory yields significant contributions across theoretical, managerial, and societal domains. Theoretically, this research advances scholarly debates concerning business model transformation in sectors characterised by inherent environmental conflict. By situating ASOS within the framework of strategic ambidexterity, the study interrogates how organisations navigate the paradoxical tension between sustaining short-term profitability and fostering long-term sustainability-oriented innovation (O'Reilly and Tushman, 2020). In doing so, it extends ambidexterity theory beyond general corporate strategy into the underexplored context of online fast fashion, offering a nuanced understanding of how incumbent digital retailers manage—or fail to manage—the competing logics of volume growth and circular value retention. Furthermore, the research contributes to critical scholarship on corporate social responsibility by examining whether current circular economy initiatives represent substantive transformation or performative alignment with stakeholder expectations.
[bookmark: _Toc225107993]1.3 Research Aim and Questions
The study aims to critically investigate whether and to what extent ASOS’s sustainability initiatives represent a genuine transition toward circularity, examining their implications for business model transformation.
The following research questions guide the study:
· Primary 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 Questions:
1. How do regulatory frameworks, market trends, and consumer behavior influence ASOS’s circular strategy?
2. What operational challenges hinder the implementation of circular fashion systems at ASOS?
3. How do different stakeholder groups perceive the legitimacy of ASOS’s sustainability claims?
4. What strategic gains or risks emerge from adopting circular principles in fast fashion?
[bookmark: _Toc225107994]1.4 Dissertation Structure
The dissertation provides the conceptual framework, including a literature-based understanding of circularity in fashion, theoretical foundations, and the contradictions inherent in fast-fashion sustainability, empirical analysis, discussion, and conclusions, evaluating ASOS’s initiatives within the frameworks developed here. The chapter opens by contextualising the rise of fast fashion, driven by globalisation and digitalisation, with online retailers such as ASOS, Boohoo, and Shein exemplifying a model built upon low costs, rapid production cycles, and the stimulation of constant consumption. While commercially successful, this paradigm has attracted significant criticism for its environmental and social externalities. In response, the circular economy (CE) has emerged as a transformative alternative, predicated on designing out waste, maintaining material utility, and regenerating natural systems. 
In summary, a fundamental conflict is identified: the fast fashion industry's operational logic—characterised by high-volume throughput, planned obsolescence, and disposability—is inherently antithetical to the circular imperative of value retention. This paradox positions ASOS as a critical case, given its outward sustainability commitments through programmes like 'Fashion with Integrity' (FWI) and its simultaneous reliance on high-volume sales for financial success.
[bookmark: _Toc225107995]Chapter 2. Literature Review 
[bookmark: _Toc225107996]2.1 Introduction
Fast fashion represents a dominant paradigm in modern retailing characterized by speed, volume, and affordability. The model emphasizes low production costs, rapid product turnover, and responsiveness to emergent trends (Cachon and Swinney, 2019). Pioneered by firms such as Zara and H&M, fast fashion’s success rests on the compression of supply chains—short lead times enable consumers to imitate runway trends almost instantly (Barnes and Lea-Greenwood, 2018).
The conflict manifests across multiple interconnected dimensions. Economically, fast-fashion retailers confront a profit-sustainability paradox: authentic circularity—which necessitates slower inventory turnover, extended product lifecycles, and reduced sales volumes—directly undermines the revenue models upon which these firms are constructed (Bocken et al., 2019). 
Operationally, the conflict surfaces in the incompatibility between circular infrastructure and existing supply chain architectures. Fast-fashion systems are optimised for speed, cost efficiency, and centralised distribution. Circular practices—including take-back schemes, repair services, and material recovery—require reverse logistics, decentralised processing, and cross-sectoral collaboration; capabilities that reside outside the core competencies of most fast-fashion retailers (Franco, 2021). 
Culturally, circular economy models, conversely, presuppose consumer engagement with practices such as repair, resale, and responsible disposal—behaviours dissonant with the convenience-oriented, trend-driven consumption patterns that fast fashion actively perpetuates. 
[bookmark: _Toc225107997]2.2 The Environmental and Social Impacts of Fast Fashion
he environmental degradation attributable to fast fashion is multidimensional in character, encompassing excessive water consumption, energy intensity, chemical pollution, and escalating textile waste. The fashion industry is responsible for up to eight per cent of global greenhouse gas emissions, rendering it one of the world's most polluting sectors (United Nations Environment Programme, cited in Plummer, 2025). It consumes approximately 215 trillion litres of water annually—equivalent to 86 million Olympic-sized swimming pools—and relies upon thousands of chemicals, many of which are harmful to human health and ecosystems. Recent data indicate that sector emissions rose by 7.5 per cent in 2023, reaching 944 million tonnes and accounting for nearly two per cent of total global emissions, marking the first year-on-year increase since tracking began in 2019 (Apparel Impact Institute, 2025, cited in Textile Value Chain, 2025). Rising apparel production, especially from ultra-fast fashion, and greater use of virgin polyester—which now makes up 57% of global fibre output—are driving this trend (Apparel Impact Institute, 2025, cited in Textile Value Chain, 2025). Beyond waste generation, the proliferation of synthetic fibres presents a distinct and pervasive ecological threat. Microplastic shedding from synthetic textiles contaminates both aquatic and atmospheric environments. Research conducted in textile industrial areas of Dhaka, Bangladesh, revealed deposition rates of microplastics inside factories ranging from 109.0 × 10³ to 245.3 × 10³ particles per square metre per day, with outdoor deposition ranging from 19.3 × 10³ to 72.7 × 10³ particles per square metre per day, demonstrating the significant contribution of textile operations to atmospheric microplastic contamination (Tanjil et al., 2025) . The referenced study determined that textile workers are exposed to an average of 8.7 ± 4.3 mg/kg-body weight/year via inhalation and 97.9 ± 17.5 mg/kg-body weight/year via ingestion (Tanjil et al., 2025). These findings corroborate broader evidence that microplastic contamination is persistent, pervasive, and ecologically consequential, with fibres from textile manufacturing and laundering representing significant and previously underappreciated sources of environmental pollution.
Consumer behavior compounds these issues. Digital platforms like ASOS facilitate frictionless consumption: mobile-based micro-purchases and free returns reinforce convenience-based buying cycles. The “dematerialization” of shopping—where purchasing becomes instantaneous—further distances consumers from environmental consequences (Joy and Peña, 2017). This socio-psychological disconnect presents a formidable obstacle to fostering circular consumer engagement. In contrast to ASOS's digitally native operating model, Primark—a bricks-and-mortar fast-fashion retailer—has articulated a strategic response to the sector's environmental critique through its consolidated Primark Cares sustainability strategy. Rather than positioning sustainability as a discrete addendum to core operations, Primark has sought to embed circularity and ethical production within its value proposition, explicitly refuting the perceived trade-off between affordability and environmental responsibility.
Strategic Consolidation and Public Commitment
Primark's response is operationalised through its fourth Sustainability and Ethics Progress Report (2024/2025), which demonstrates measurable progress against targets established at the strategy's inception in 2021. The company has committed that all its clothing will be made from recycled or more sustainably sourced materials by 2030, a target against which it reports annual progression. The strategic framing is significant: interim chief executive Eoin Tonge explicitly rejected the notion that sustainability is receiving less corporate focus, asserting that "this is not the case at Primark" despite broader industry trends suggesting waning enthusiasm. This positions Primark's sustainability agenda as central to, rather than peripheral to, its commercial identity.
Material Innovation and Circular Design Integration
Crucially, Primark has begun to address the circular design imperative identified in your analysis. The company reports that one in twenty items (5 per cent) are now "circular by design," meaning they are constructed to facilitate recycling at end-of-life, with higher penetration in specific categories such as jersey (20 per cent) and denim (8 per cent). Notable innovations include denim manufactured without elastane or metal rivets, explicitly designed to enhance recyclability. This represents a direct operational response to the critique that fast-fashion garments are inherently unrecoverable within circular systems.
Strategic Tensions and Limitations
Notwithstanding these initiatives, Primark's response exhibits tension analogous to those identified in the ASOS case. The company's interim CEO acknowledged that during the 2022-23 reporting year, total emissions increased by 11 per cent, attributed to "a higher volume of materials used to produce the larger number of products sold”. This illustrates the structural dependency on volume growth that your analysis identifies as fundamentally at odds with circular principles.
Furthermore, consumer-facing critiques persist. Social media commentary on Primark's pricing and material choices reveals consumer scepticism: one user's observation that a £7 thong pack is made from "recycled polyamide" was met with the retort, "£7 and it's recycled polyamide, yeah, Primark, we need to have some words”. This suggests that while Primark advances measurable sustainability metrics, consumer perceptions may not yet align with the corporate narrative.
[bookmark: _Toc225107998]2.3 Defining the Circular Economy
The circular economy (CE) represents a systemic and regenerative alternative to the dominant linear economic model, which is characterised by a 'take-make-dispose' trajectory of resource extraction, production, consumption, and disposal (de Lucas Ancillo et al., 2025). As a formal concept, CE has gained significant traction in academic, policy, and industrial discourse over the past decade, evolving from a niche concern to a central paradigm in sustainability transitions (Scholtysik et al., 2025).
At its core, the circular economy is predicated upon the principle of decoupling economic activity from the consumption of finite resources (de Lucas Ancillo et al., 2025). This is achieved through a fundamental reorganisation of material, energy, and knowledge flows, aimed at eliminating the very concept of 'waste' (myLIFE team, 2026). The Ellen MacArthur Foundation's foundational principles—designing out waste and pollution, keeping products and materials in use, and regenerating natural systems—remain influential (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2017). However, contemporary scholarship has refined and expanded upon this conceptualisation.
Recent systematic reviews synthesise the concept around three core mechanisms for managing resource loops: slowing, closing, and narrowing resource flows (Anonymous, 2025). Slowing refers to extending the lifespan of products through durable design, repair, and remanufacturing. Closing involves the recirculation of materials through recycling, ensuring that end-of-life products become inputs for new production. Narrowing relates to resource efficiency, using fewer materials per unit of output in the first place (Anonymous, 2025).
Beyond these technical dimensions, contemporary definitions increasingly emphasise the transformative and holistic nature of CE. It is understood not merely as an environmental strategy, but as a driver of industrial and business innovation, promoting new production and consumption models that harmonise economic efficiency with ecological responsibility (de Lucas Ancillo et al., 2025). This requires profound changes across value chains, including product design, business models, consumer behaviour, and reverse logistics infrastructure (Scholtysik et al., 2025). As Boons, Domenech and Mahanty (2025) observe, a genuinely circular economy must be conceived as a set of social practices that provide for human needs while actively reducing the speed and volume of material and energy flows returning to natural ecosystems.
Critically, the feasibility of CE transitions depends upon a range of enabling conditions, including technological innovation (such as AI, blockchain, and IoT for tracking and optimisation), supportive regulatory frameworks, and cross-sectoral collaboration among businesses, governments, and stakeholders (Scholtysik et al., 2025). Macroeconomic modelling further suggests that the socio-economic outcomes of CE interventions—such as impacts on GDP, employment, and emissions—are highly sensitive to underlying assumptions about technological change and consumption patterns, indicating that the transition is as much a social and political project as a technical one (Fevereiro et al., 2025).
In summary, for the purposes of this dissertation, the circular economy is defined as:
In fashion, circularity manifests through several key strategies:
· Design for longevity – producing durable and repairable garments.
· Material recirculation – transforming post-consumer waste into new textiles.
· Alternative consumption models – rental, resale, or subscription-based fashion.
· Closed-loop supply chains – recovering fibers or garments for reuse.
These principles align with three core mechanisms identified by Bocken et al. (2016): slowing resource loops (longer use cycles), closing loops (recycling waste into inputs), and narrowing loops (using fewer resources per product).
[bookmark: _Toc225107999]2.4 Theoretical Frameworks for Business Model Transformation
[bookmark: _Toc225108000]2.4.1 Business Model Innovation and Circular Economy Integration
Business models define how firms create, deliver, and capture value. Transitioning from a linear to a circular model involves shifting from transactional value creation to systemic value regeneration. Geissdoerfer et al. (2020) conceptualize this as “circular business model innovation,” incorporating redesigned product-service systems and extended stakeholder collaboration.
For fashion firms, this requires re-evaluating profitability drivers: instead of volume, revenue emerges from services (repairs, resale), brand equity, and long-term customer relationships. Yet empirical studies reveal that many fast-fashion brands adopt partial approaches—incrementally introducing sustainable collections without addressing underlying growth imperatives (Bocken and Short, 2021). This transition from volume to customer relationships represents a fundamental reorientation of value creation logic. Volume-based models derive revenue from throughput—the quantity of units sold—prioritising transaction frequency and acquisition of new customers. Circular models, by contrast, privilege relationship depth, extracting value over time through sustained engagement with an existing customer base (Geissdoerfer et al., 2020). Revenue streams consequently shift from discrete purchase events to continuous service-based interactions encompassing repairs, resale, rental, and styling consultations. 
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[bookmark: _Toc225108002]2.5 Circular Economy in the Fashion Context
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[bookmark: _Toc225108003]2.5.1 Material Innovation and Product Design
Sustainable material innovation plays a pivotal role in enabling circularity. Recycled polyester, organic cotton, and regenerated nylon (Econyl) exemplify current industry solutions. Companies like Stella McCartney have pioneered such materials, inspiring mainstream adoption. ASOS, through its Responsible Edit and Circular Design Guide (developed with the Centre for Sustainable Fashion), trains designers to minimize waste and enhance recyclability. Yet scaling this across thousands of SKUs remains complex.
Technological advancements—such as chemical recycling and digital product passports—offer potential breakthroughs. However, implementation requires capital investment and close supplier collaboration. For most fast-fashion companies, including ASOS, supplier networks are highly fragmented and cost-sensitive, limiting deep innovation uptake (Niinimäki and Hassi, 2019).
[bookmark: _Toc225108004]2.5.2 Resale and Recommerce Models
Recommerce platforms, such as ASOS Marketplace, Depop, and Vinted, operationalize CE principles by extending garment life. These models appeal to sustainability-minded consumers and generate ancillary revenue channels. Nevertheless, studies indicate that recommerce often supplements, rather than substitutes, new product purchases (WRAP, 2021). Consumers may offset resale participation by increasing overall consumption, a phenomenon termed the rebound effect (Santarius, 2021).
In ASOS’s case, Marketplace functions as a niche community-driven platform rather than a core channel, representing minimal displacement of primary fast-fashion sales. While symbolically aligned with circular objectives, its marginal financial impact calls into question its transformative potential.
[bookmark: _Toc225108005]2.5.3 Supply Chain Transparency
Transparency underpins credible circular transition. The Fashion Transparency Index (2023) notes incremental progress by ASOS, which now publishes supplier lists and environmental disclosures. Transparency not only mitigates reputational risk but also facilitates stakeholder collaboration for material recovery and ethical auditing. However, traceability beyond Tier 1 suppliers remains limited, obscuring environmental accountability and hindering circular system closure (Crane et al., 2019). 
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In summary, the literature reveals an inherent paradox: while circular economy principles promise regenerative potential, their application in fast fashion challenges the economic logic of growth-centric models. ASOS’s initiatives—such as its Fashion with Integrity agenda and Marketplace platform—illustrate emerging pathways yet also highlight systemic contradictions between sustainability rhetoric and operational realities.


[bookmark: _Toc225108006]Chapter 3. Methodology
[bookmark: _Toc225108007]3.1 Introduction
This chapter delineates the methodological approach adopted to investigate ASOS plc's transition toward circular economy principles. The primary objective is to provide a transparent and rigorous account of the research design, data collection methods, and analytical procedures employed to address the central 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?
The chapter commences by articulating the philosophical underpinnings that inform the research, followed by justification of the qualitative case study design. Subsequent sections detail the specific methods of data collection—semi-structured interviews and document analysis—before outlining the thematic analytical approach. Ethical considerations, limitations, and measures employed to enhance rigour and trustworthiness are then discussed. The chapter concludes with a summary of the methodological framework that guides the empirical investigation.
[bookmark: _Toc225108008]3.2 Research Philosophy
[bookmark: _Toc225108009]3.2.1 Interpretivist Paradigm
This study is grounded in an interpretivist research philosophy, which recognises that social phenomena—including corporate sustainability strategies and stakeholder perceptions—are socially constructed through human interaction and interpretation (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). Interpretivism contends that knowledge is not objectively discovered but is actively produced through the meanings that individuals ascribe to their experiences and contexts.
The adoption of an interpretivist stance is particularly apposite for this research for three interconnected reasons. First, the concept of "genuine transition" toward circularity is inherently contestable: what constitutes substantive transformation versus performative alignment is a matter of interpretation, contingent upon the perspectives of different stakeholders (Candia, 2025). Second, ASOS's sustainability initiatives are embedded within complex organisational and cultural contexts that cannot be reduced to measurable variables alone; understanding how managers navigate tensions between commercial imperatives and environmental commitments requires accessing their subjective meanings and strategic rationalities. Third, stakeholder perceptions of legitimacy—a central concern of this dissertation—are fundamentally interpretive, shaped by diverse value orientations, knowledge bases, and experiential backgrounds.
[bookmark: _Toc225108010]3.3 Research Design: Qualitative Case Study
[bookmark: _Toc225108011]3.3.1 Justification of Case Study Approach
This research employs a qualitative single-case study design. Yin (2018) defines case study research as an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon in depth and within its real-world context, particularly when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clear. The case study design is selected for several compelling reasons.
First, the research poses "how" and "to what extent" questions concerning ASOS's circular transition—interrogative forms for which case study methodology is particularly well-suited (Yin, 2018). Understanding the mechanisms through which sustainability initiatives are implemented, the tensions they encounter, and their implications for business model transformation requires detailed contextual analysis that surveys or experiments cannot capture.
Second, the case study approach enables holistic examination of complex organisational phenomena. ASOS's sustainability trajectory cannot be understood by examining isolated variables; it must be grasped as an interplay of strategic intent, operational constraints, stakeholder expectations, and cultural dynamics. The case study design accommodates this complexity by permitting multiple data sources and analytical lenses (Stake, 2005).
[bookmark: _Toc225108012]3.3.2 Case Selection Rationale
ASOS plc constitutes a revelatory case (Yin, 2018) for examining fast fashion's circular transition for several reasons:
· Paradigmatic status: ASOS is a leading pure-play online retailer that epitomises the digital fast-fashion model, making it representative of broader industry dynamics.
· Explicit sustainability commitments: Through its Fashion with Integrity programme, ASOS has articulated public sustainability targets, providing rich documentary material for analysis.
· Strategic paradox: ASOS simultaneously depends on high-volume sales whilst pursuing circular initiatives, rendering visible the tensions theorised in the conceptual framework.
· Recent developments: The company's 2025 investments in supply chain traceability (via TrusTrace) and marketplace integration offer timely empirical material.
[bookmark: _Toc225108013]3.4 Analytical Approach: Thematic Analysis
[bookmark: _Toc225108014]3.4.1 Rationale for Thematic Analysis
Data will be analysed using thematic analysis, a method for identifying, analysing, and reporting patterns (themes) within qualitative data (Braun and Clarke, 2006). Thematic analysis is selected for its flexibility, accessibility, and capacity to generate rich, detailed, and complex accounts of qualitative material. It is particularly suited to research seeking to interpret subjective meanings and organisational narratives.
[bookmark: _Toc225108015]3.4.2 Analytical Procedure
The analysis follows Braun and Clarke's (2006) six-phase framework, implemented iteratively rather than linearly:










Table 3.4: Phases of Thematic Analysis
	Phase

	Description
	Activities

	1. Familiarisation
	Immersion in data to become intimately familiar with content
	Repeated reading of transcripts and documents; initial notetaking

	2. Generating initial codes
	Systematic coding of interesting features across entire dataset
	Open coding using NVivo; codes remain close to data

	3. Searching for themes
	Collating codes into potential themes; gathering relevant data
	Identifying broader patterns of meaning; creating thematic maps

	4. Reviewing themes
	Checking themes against coded extracts and entire dataset
	Refining, splitting, combining, or discarding themes

	5. Defining and naming themes
	Ongoing analysis to refine specifics of each theme
	Generating clear definitions and names



The analysis combines inductive and deductive approaches. Inductive coding allows themes to emerge from the data, capturing unanticipated insights. Deductive coding applies the conceptual framework—Circular Economy Theory, Business Model Innovation, Strategic Ambidexterity—to interrogate data against theoretical constructs (Fereday and Muir-Cochrane, 2006).
[bookmark: _Toc225108016]3.5 Ethical Considerations
The research adheres to rigorous ethical standards consistent with the British Educational Research Association (BERA) Ethical Guidelines (2018) and the researcher's institutional ethics procedures.
[bookmark: _Toc225108017]3.6.1 Informed Consent
All participants will receive an information sheet detailing:
· Research purpose and objectives
· Nature of participation (interview duration, topics covered)
· Data handling and storage procedures
· Right to withdraw at any time without consequence
· Confidentiality and anonymity provisions
Written informed consent will be obtained prior to data collection. For online interviews, consent will be documented electronically.
[bookmark: _Toc225108018]3.5.2 Confidentiality and Anonymity
Participants will be assured that their identities will be protected. Interview transcripts will be anonymised through pseudonyms, and identifying details (specific roles, locations) will be removed or generalised. However, as Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2019) note, complete anonymity may be difficult to guarantee in organisational research where roles are distinctive; this limitation will be communicated transparently.
[bookmark: _Toc225108019]3.5.3 Data Storage and Protection
Data will be stored in accordance with the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) and institutional policies:
· Audio recordings stored on password-protected university servers
· Transcripts anonymised and stored separately from identifying information
· Data accessible only to the researcher and supervisors
· Data retained for the duration of the project and securely destroyed thereafter
[bookmark: _Toc225108020]3.5.4 Power Dynamics and Participant Welfare
Interviews with corporate managers raise potential power dynamics. The researcher will adopt a respectful, non-confrontational stance, emphasising participants' expertise and the value of their perspectives. Should participants disclose commercially sensitive information, they will be reminded of their right to decline response or request data removal.
[bookmark: _Toc225108021]3.6 Research Quality and Rigour
[bookmark: _Toc225108022]3.6.1 Trustworthiness Criteria
Qualitative research is evaluated through criteria of trustworthiness rather than conventional positivist notions of validity and reliability (Lincoln and Guba, 1985). This study addresses four dimensions:

[bookmark: _Toc225108023]3.6.2 Triangulation
Methodological triangulation (interviews and document analysis) and data source triangulation (multiple participant groups) enhance credibility by capturing diverse perspectives and enabling cross-verification of findings (Denzin, 1978). When interview accounts diverge from documentary claims, this becomes analytically significant rather than problematic.
[bookmark: _Toc225108024]3.7.1 Single-Case Design
The focus on ASOS limits statistical generalisability; findings cannot be assumed to apply to all fast-fashion retailers. However, the research seeks analytical generalisation—theoretical insights that illuminate dynamics in comparable contexts (Yin, 2018). The detailed case description enables readers to assess transferability.

[bookmark: _Toc225108025]3.7.2 Access Constraints
Gaining access to ASOS managers may prove challenging. Corporate sensitivities around sustainability performance could limit willingness to participate or candour in responses. To mitigate this, the research also draws on industry specialists and external stakeholders who can provide informed perspectives without corporate constraints.
[bookmark: _Toc225108026]3.7.3 Documentary Limitations
Corporate documents are produced for specific audiences (investors, regulators, consumers) and serve impression management functions. The analysis approaches documents critically, interrogating them as performances of legitimacy rather than transparent accounts of organisational reality (Atkinson and Coffey, 2011).
[bookmark: _Toc225108027]3.7.4 Temporal Limitations
The research captures a particular moment in ASOS's trajectory (2018–2025). Sustainability transitions are dynamic processes; findings may not reflect subsequent developments. However, the focused temporal boundaries enable depth of analysis within a defined period.
[bookmark: _Toc225108028]3.8 Summary
This chapter has articulated a coherent methodological framework for investigating ASOS's circular transition. Grounded in an interpretivist philosophy, the qualitative single-case study design enables detailed exploration of the tensions, strategies, and stakeholder perceptions that shape ASOS's comprehensive document analysis, guided by thematic analytical procedures, ensures methodological rigour and triangulation. Ethical protocols safeguard participant welfare, whilst reflexive practice and attention to trustworthiness criteria enhance research quality. The methodology positions the study to address its central research question, contributing theoretically and empirically to understanding fast fashion's engagement with circular economy principles.
The following chapter presents the findings emerging from this methodological approach, organised around the themes identified through analysis.


[bookmark: _Toc225108029]Chapter 4: Data Analysis and Discussion
[bookmark: _Toc225108030]4.1 Introduction
This chapter presents the analysis and discussion of empirical findings derived from the investigation of ASOS plc's transition toward circular economy principles. Building upon the conceptual framework established in Part One—integrating Circular Economy Theory, Business Model Innovation, and Strategic Ambidexterity—this chapter examines secondary data to address the research questions. The analysis draws upon recent developments in ASOS's sustainability strategy, including the 2025–2026 initiatives concerning supply chain traceability, collaborative due diligence infrastructure, and returns policy reform. The chapter is organised thematically around the key tensions identified in the literature review, with each section presenting empirical evidence followed by theoretical interpretation and discussion of implications.
[bookmark: _Toc225108031]4.2 Collaborative Infrastructure and Industry-Level Response
A significant development in ASOS's sustainability trajectory is the February 2026 launch of the One Retail Hub, a collaborative initiative involving ASOS alongside six other major retailers. This digital platform, developed in partnership with traceability technology provider TrusTrace, aims to streamline Human Rights and Environmental Due Diligence reporting across the apparel sector. The initiative addresses a persistent challenge identified in the literature review: the fragmentation of sustainability reporting requirements that creates significant administrative burden, particularly for small and medium-sized enterprises. As noted in the corporate announcement, while individual retailer requirements are well-intentioned, their proliferation has generated "a fragmented landscape of initiatives and systems" that impedes rather than accelerates progress.
Applying Circular Economy Theory to this initiative reveals its alignment with the principle of systemic resource optimisation, albeit in the informational rather than material domain. The consolidation of due diligence requirements reduces duplication of effort, thereby directing organisational resources toward substantive action rather than administrative compliance. This resonates with Kirchherr, Reike and Hekkert's (2021) emphasis on systemic reorganisation as a core circular mechanism—here applied to data flows rather than material flows.
From a Business Model Innovation perspective, the initiative represents a shift from competitive differentiation in sustainability reporting toward collaborative infrastructure that benefits the entire value chain. This aligns with Geissdoerfer and colleagues' (2020) conception of circular business models as incorporating extended stakeholder collaboration. Rather than treating due diligence as a proprietary capability from which individual retailers derive competitive advantage, the coalition approach recognises that shared challenges require collective solutions.
The Strategic Ambidexterity lens, as conceptualised by O'Reilly and Tushman (2020), illuminates how ASOS navigates the tension between immediate compliance pressures and long-term sustainability transformation. 
[image: A diagram of a company

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]


[bookmark: _Toc225108032]4.3 Supply Chain Traceability: The TrusTrace Partnership
Complementing the collaborative due diligence initiative, ASOS invested in proprietary traceability infrastructure through a strategic partnership with TrusTrace, announced in late 2025. The partnership aims to enhance supply chain transparency by integrating TrusTrace's AI-driven platform to gain real-time visibility down to farm level. The platform's capabilities include supply chain mapping providing end-to-end visibility from Tier 1 to Tier 5, product-level traceability with verified material data from source to final product, and configurable analytics for ESG reporting.
The TrusTrace partnership addresses a limitation identified in the literature review: the opacity of fast-fashion supply chains beyond Tier 1 suppliers, which, as Crane and colleagues (2019) observe, obscures environmental accountability and hinders circular system closure. By extending visibility to farm level, ASOS positions itself to meet emerging regulatory requirements, including the EU's proposed Digital Product Passport framework.
Applying Circular Economy Theory, the initiative supports the closing of material loops by enabling verification of recycled content claims and facilitating future material recovery. Traceability to Tier 5 is essential for ensuring that materials designated as recycled or sustainably sourced genuinely meet these criteria—a prerequisite for credible circularity, according to Kirchherr, Reike and Hekkert (2021).
From a Business Model Innovation perspective, the investment signals recognition that transparency is becoming a licence to operate in regulated markets. However, the Strategic Ambidexterity lens reveals a persistent tension. The TrusTrace platform enhances ASOS's capacity to report on sustainability performance but does not inherently alter the volume of production or consumption. As Vayona (2026) observes, transparency in supply chain data does not automatically translate into reduced environmental impact if the underlying volume of production remains unchanged. The initiative may thus enhance ASOS's ability to manage stakeholder expectations whilst the core business model continues to generate the environmental burdens that transparency merely renders visible.
[bookmark: _Toc225108033]4.5 Fashion with Integrity: Strategy and Implementation
ASOS's sustainability strategy is articulated through its Fashion with Integrity programme, originally launched in 2010 and refreshed in 2021. The programme encompasses four core goals: Be Net Zero, Be More Circular, Be Transparent, and Be Diverse. The net zero commitment targets emissions reduction across the full value chain by 2030. The circularity goal encompasses sustainable material sourcing, circular design principles, and investment in recommerce infrastructure through ASOS Marketplace.
Applying Circular Economy Theory, the Fashion with Integrity framework demonstrates alignment with circular principles at the level of strategic intent. The commitment to circularity encompasses design for longevity, material recirculation, and alternative consumption models—the mechanisms identified by Kirchherr, Reike and Hekkert (2021) as central to circular economy transitions. However, the critical question concerns implementation. The analysis of returns policy and traceability initiatives suggests that circular commitments coexist with continued dependence on volume growth. As Vayona (2026) argues, the environmental impact of fast fashion derives not from insufficient commitment statements but from excess production by design.
From a Business Model Innovation perspective, the framework's goals address operational improvements rather than revenue model transformation. The commitment to circularity is framed as compatible with ambitious growth plans, suggesting that ASOS envisions circularity within, rather than against, the volume-based model. This orientation aligns with Geissdoerfer and colleagues' (2020) observation that many circular businesses model innovations are incremental rather than radical, leaving core value propositions unchanged.

[bookmark: _Toc225108034]4.6 Synthesis: Performative Transformation or Substantive Transition?
Returning to the primary research question—whether ASOS's sustainability initiatives represent genuine transition toward circularity—the analysis supports a qualified and critical assessment. Applying the circular criteria derived from Kirchherr, Reike and Hekkert (2021), several observations emerge. Regarding narrowing resource use, the returns policy may reduce reverse logistics volumes, but its net impact on resource consumption is ambiguous. Regarding slowing resource loops, there is limited evidence of initiatives designed to extend product lifecycles. Regarding closing resource loops, ASOS Marketplace provides a channel for recommerce, but its peripheral position within the business model limits impact. Regarding regenerating natural systems, there is no evidence of initiatives addressing this dimension.
The analysis reveals that ASOS manages tensions between commercial imperatives and sustainability commitments through a form of structural ambidexterity. Circular initiatives are organisationally separated from core operations—the Fashion with Integrity programme operates alongside rather than within the mainstream business—enabling the firm to signal sustainability commitment whilst preserving the volume-based revenue model. This configuration produces what this dissertation terms symbolic ambidexterity: exploration activities serve legitimate functions but do not reconfigure exploitation activities.
[bookmark: _Toc225108035]
4.7 Summary of Key Findings
Seven key findings emerge from the analysis. Finding 1: Collaborative infrastructure addresses reporting burden but not production volume. Finding 2: Traceability investment enhances transparency but not circularity. Finding 3: Returns policy reform produces environmentally ambiguous outcomes. Finding 4: Circular commitments coexist with continued volume growth. Finding 5: Strategic ambidexterity enables symbolic rather than substantive transformation. Finding 6: Consumer dynamics constrain transformative ambition. Finding 7: Regulatory pressure drives infrastructure investment but not business model change.


[bookmark: _Toc225108036]Chapter 5: Conclusions, Limitations and Recommendations
[bookmark: _Toc225108037]5.1 Introduction
This final chapter concludes the dissertation by synthesising the key insights emerging from the theoretical analysis in Part One and the empirical investigation in Chapter Four. It addresses each research question, summarises overall findings, articulates the original contribution of the study, acknowledges its limitations, and offers recommendations for practice and future research. The chapter demonstrates that ASOS's sustainability initiatives, whilst significant, represent partial alignment with circular principles rather than genuine transformation, leaving the volume-driven business model fundamentally undisturbed.
[bookmark: _Toc225108038]5.2 Conclusions on Each Research Question
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?
ASOS exhibits partial alignment with circular principles through the Fashion with Integrity programme, collaborative due diligence infrastructure, supply chain traceability investment, and returns policy reform. However, these initiatives coexist with continued dependence on volume growth, leaving the core business model—characterised by high-throughput, rapid inventory turnover, and disposability—fundamentally undisturbed. The configuration is best understood as symbolic ambidexterity, wherein sustainability exploration serves impression management functions without reconfiguring core operations [O'Reilly and Tushman, 2020]. Business model reconfiguration remains unrealised; revenue continues to derive from throughput, and circularity remains an addendum rather than an organising principle [Geissdoerfer et al., 2020].
Secondary Question 1: How do regulatory frameworks, market trends, and consumer behaviour influence ASOS's circular strategy?
Regulatory drivers significantly motivate investment in collaborative infrastructure and traceability capabilities, as evidenced by the One Retail Hub initiative and TrusTrace partnership. However, regulation has not compelled fundamental business model change. Consumer dynamics present persistent constraints: whilst consumers express support for sustainability in principle, purchasing decisions remain dominated by price, convenience, and trend novelty [Deloitte, 2022]. This attitude-behaviour gap limits ASOS's capacity to pursue initiatives that would increase costs or reduce convenience, reinforcing the profit-sustainability paradox [Bocken et al., 2019].
Secondary Question 2: What operational challenges hinder the implementation of circular fashion systems at ASOS?
Three interconnected challenges impede circular implementation. First, infrastructure incompatibility: ASOS's supply chain is optimised for linear efficiency, whilst circular practices require reverse logistics capabilities lying outside core competencies [Franco, 2021]. Second, supplier network fragmentation constrains adoption of circular production technologies, with power asymmetries meaning suppliers bear disproportionate transition costs [Crane and Matten, 2021]. Third, scale presents persistent challenges; circular design principles cannot easily transform mass production across thousands of SKUs.
Secondary Question 3: How do different stakeholder groups perceive the legitimacy of ASOS's sustainability claims?
Stakeholder perceptions are differentiated. Investors and regulators respond positively to governance infrastructure that signals risk management capacity. Civil society and critical media adopt more sceptical stances, interrogating gaps between discourse and practice, as exemplified by critical analysis of returns policy framing [Vayona, 2026]. Consumer perceptions remain ambiguous: sustainability messaging is valued but rarely overrides price and convenience considerations at point of purchase.
Secondary Question 4: What strategic gains or risks emerge from adopting circular principles in fast fashion?
Strategic gains include enhanced legitimacy with investors and regulators, reduced regulatory risk, and improved positioning with sustainability-conscious stakeholders. However, significant risks persist: the gap between discourse and practice exposes ASOS to greenwashing accusations [Delmas and Burbano, 2019]; circular initiatives may produce rebound effects wherein they supplement rather than displace linear consumption [Santarius, 2021]; and the profit-sustainability paradox remains fundamentally unresolved, with authentic circularity threatening the volume-based revenue model.
[bookmark: _Toc225108039]5.3 Conclusions on the Research Problem
The research problem concerns the fundamental conflict between fast fashion's growth-dependent business model and circular economy principles. This investigation confirms that the conflict is not merely operational but ontological: circularity and fast fashion proceed from irreconcilable assumptions about the relationship between value creation and material throughput. The profit-sustainability paradox is empirically validated [Bocken et al., 2019]; decoupling failure characterises ASOS's trajectory, with sustainability investments coexisting alongside continued volume growth [Haberl et al., 2020]; and embedded unsustainability persists, wherein commercial success remains linked to practices that degrade natural systems. Incremental circularity within the fast-fashion paradigm may serve to legitimate rather than transform an ultimately unsustainable system.
[bookmark: _Toc225108040]5.4 Summary of Research Findings and Outcomes
The dissertation has generated five key findings. First, ASOS exhibits partial alignment with circular principles without fundamental business model transformation. Second, symbolic ambidexterity characterises the organisational configuration, wherein sustainability exploration coexists with linear exploitation without reconfiguring core operations. Third, collaborative infrastructure addresses reporting burden and transparency but leaves volume-based dynamics undisturbed. Fourth, returns policy reform produces environmentally ambiguous outcomes, potentially shifting waste from corporate to household systems. Fifth, stakeholder perceptions are differentiated, with investors responding positively whilst civil society maintains sceptical scrutiny.
[bookmark: _Toc225108041]5.5 Original Contribution of the Research
To Academia: The research introduces the concept of symbolic ambidexterity, extending strategic ambidexterity theory beyond its conventional focus on adaptation and innovation [O'Reilly and Tushman, 2020]. It refines decoupling theory by specifying mechanisms—structural separation, collaborative infrastructure, consumer dynamics—through which fast-fashion firms maintain separation between sustainability discourse and practice. The integrative conceptual framework combining Circular Economy Theory, Business Model Innovation, and Strategic Ambidexterity offers a novel analytical lens for evaluating corporate sustainability transitions.
To Management Practice: The research offers actionable insights for managers navigating commercial-sustainability tensions, illuminating the limitations of structural separation and the conditions under which collaborative infrastructure enables versus impedes transformation. The operationalisation of circular criteria provides practitioners with a framework for evaluating initiatives against normative benchmarks [Kirchherr, Reike and Hekkert, 2021].
To Scholars: The dissertation articulates a rich agenda for future research and provides conceptual resources—symbolic ambidexterity, decoupling mechanisms, circularity assessment criteria—that scholars can deploy and refine in their own investigations.
[bookmark: _Toc225108042]5.6 Limitations of the Research
The research is subject to several limitations. The single-case design limits statistical generalisability, though analytical generalisation is sought [Yin, 2018]. Temporal boundaries capture ASOS's trajectory up to early 2026; subsequent developments may alter the configuration analysed. Reliance on documentary sources means internal organisational dynamics are not directly accessed. Access constraints may limit the candour of available materials. The Western-centric perspective neglects Global South contexts where production occurs and waste accumulates. The focus on environmental dimensions gives less attention to social considerations including labour conditions and just transition.
[bookmark: _Toc225108043]5.7 Recommendations for Future Research
Future research should pursue comparative case studies examining multiple fast-fashion retailers, longitudinal investigation tracking organisational change over time, primary interview research accessing internal perspectives, consumer behaviour experiments investigating conditions for circular engagement, supply chain studies engaging directly with Global South producers, policy evaluation research assessing regulatory effectiveness, critical scholarship interrogating circular economy discourse, investigation of social dimensions including labour and just transition, rebound effect analysis across circular initiatives, and research examining genuinely alternative business models beyond the corporate fast-fashion paradigm.
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[bookmark: _Toc225108045]Appendix: Document Analysis Summary Table
	Document
	Year
	Key Commitments
	Reported Progress

	Fashion with Integrity Report
	2023
	100% sustainable cotton by 2025; net zero by 2030
	72% sustainable cotton; 5.7% emissions reduction

	ASOS Annual Report
	2024
	ESG integration; climate transition plan
	5% emissions reduction

	TrusTrace Partnership
	2025
	Supply chain traceability to Tier 5
	Pilot stage

	Returns Policy Update
	2026
	Tiered fees for high return rates
	Implemented January 2026

	One Retail Hub Launch
	2026
	Collaborative due diligence platform
	Launched February 2026

	Fashion Transparency Index
	2024
	Supplier list disclosure
	Score: 61% (moderate)
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