Abercrombie & Fitch
Clothing retailer Abercrombie & Fitch has built a successful brand on what the company calls a “lifestyle”—teens and young adults wearing “ruggedly preppy” clothes, on road trips, at parties, generally living the good life.  Although A&F says its target audience is 18 to 22-year-olds, the clothes –and the A&F allure—appeal to kids as young as junior-high age.

All that may be well and good, except for A&F’s tendency to stir up controversy.  Not controversy about polo shirts and plaid shorts, but controversy involving nudity, drinking, sex, and most recently, ethnic stereotypes. 

A&F’s most prominent marketing tool is its catalog, which is published several times a year.  The clothes showcased in the catalog have ultimately taken a back seat to the rest of the content and, especially, the imagery contained in it.  At various times the A&F catalog has featured male and female nudity, as well as suggestive poses by heterosexual, as well as homosexual, couples.  A growing and increasingly vocal cadre of parents and attorneys-general from around the country are protesting the messages A&F sends to its young customers and urge boycotts of their stores and merchandise.  A&F also angered Mothers Against Drunk Driving (MADD) when it published instructions for drinking games.

Recently, public pressure forced the company to pull a line of t-shirts that many felt portrayed negative stereotypes of Asians.  Asian-American groups also urged boycotts of A&F.   

Although A&F continues to maintain its innocence and says that it is simply appealing to an “older” young adult market on an adult level, many believe that creating controversy and bad press is the company’s latest strategy for soaring up aging sales and declining popularity by luring teens and children into “forbidden” territory.
Fact Summary: 

· The A&F brand is built on “lifestyle”.

· A&F stirs up controversy through its most prominent marketing tool (catalog).
· Boycotts have been organized against the A&F stores and merchandise.

· A&F insists it is simply appealing to “older young adults”.

Answer the following questions in your opinion:

1. Does A&F have any social responsibility to the markets it serves, particularly when those markets include children?  What responsibility does A&F have to its audience?
2. Why is A&F advertising appealing?  Could it be appealing without using images listed above?  Explain how.
3. What do you believe A&F’s company image is?  What does A&F want you to believe?

4. Do you think A&F’s employees, models, managers, products, etc. reflect its brand image?  Why or why not?

5. Is A&F upholding a positive relationship with the general public?  How so?

6. Describe A&F’s brand personality.

7. How do you think A&F could improve their brand image?
