Abercrombie & Fitch’s 400% surge reveals power of inclusive rebranding and '90s revival
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Just three years ago, Abercrombie & Fitch seemed to be a fading echo of early-2000s mall culture, floundering amidst whispers of irrelevance. Customers had largely abandoned the brand, stocks were plummeting, and it faced intense scrutiny following a damning Netflix documentary that unveiled its exclusionary hiring practices. The documentary highlighted the company’s historical leanings towards a hyper-sexualised image, favouring predominantly white and slender models as part of its branding strategy.
In a dramatic reversal, Abercrombie is now enjoying one of retail's most notable comebacks, with its shares surging over 400% in five years—outpacing even some of the largest tech firms. A recent spike of 32% in share value followed the announcement of impressive quarterly earnings and a bullish forecast for 2025. Attribution for this turnaround lies in the deft hands of CEO Fran Horowitz, who has revitalised the brand through trend-conscious updates featuring vintage denim, printed dresses, and gender-neutral basics that appeal to today’s consumers.
Under Horowitz's leadership, which began in 2017, Abercrombie has pivoted sharply from the controversial strategies of former CEO Mike Jeffries, who embraced exclusivity to such an extent that it culminated in a $40 million discrimination settlement in 2004. The brand, which faced derision for its offensive marketing materials and "look policy," has embraced a more inclusive ethos. Statistics reveal that Abercrombie's favourability among millennials reached an unprecedented high in 2024, while Gen Z now perceives the brand as both 'cool' and 'stylish.' This represents a marked shift from a time when the company faced a barrage of criticism for its racially insensitive product lines and hiring practices.
Rebranding has been crucial to Abercrombie's resurgence. The company now showcases models of various races and sizes on its website, allowing it to resonate with a broader audience. This inclusive strategy not only appeals to Gen Z but has also proven attractive to millennials seeking quality, well-fitting apparel for a multitude of occasions. The success is evidenced by recent figures detailing over $1 billion in sales for Abercrombie, with the strategy extending to its Hollister sub-brand, which has posted a remarkable 23% increase in same-store sales year-over-year.
Despite recent successes, Abercrombie does face financial challenges, including potential tariff threats that could impact profit margins. Analysts, however, remain optimistic about the brand's current valuation, which is considered attractive against the backdrop of its competitive landscape. Moreover, Abercrombie's growth trajectory indicates a promising future; the company is looking to expand its global footprint and plans to localise its offerings for diverse markets in Europe and Asia.
As fashion continues to witness a revival of '90s trends, brands like Abercrombie & Fitch are tapping into this nostalgia while successfully redefining their identities. The robust financial performance illustrates how far the retailer has come from its controversial past, emerging not only as a significant player within the retail space but also as a case study in how brands can adapt in an ever-evolving market landscape. 
The future looks bright for Abercrombie as it works to solidify its position and expand its appeal, demonstrating that a well-executed rebranding can indeed turn the tide for even the most beleaguered of fashion empires. In an industry marked by shifting consumer preferences, Abercrombie has shown remarkable adaptability, underscoring the importance of inclusivity and resonance with modern values.
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