
STRATEGY

How I Brought Ashley Stewart
Back from Bankruptcy
by James Rhee

JULY 31, 2015

In 2013, Ashley Stewart was on the brink of bankruptcy — its second in a little over three

years. Decades of operating losses and rampant turnover in both the employee base and

ownership group had cemented a fearful culture. The fast-turning nature of the company’s

inventory and the constant specter of insolvency undermined long-term investments and
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strategic planning. The company did not even have WiFi at its corporate headquarters — a

dark, converted warehouse that time had forgotten. The nascent e-commerce effort, viewed

suspiciously by most in the company, operated independently on an antiquated platform.

I did not want the company to liquidate. I had been a member of the board since 2011 and

loved the brand and everything it stood for. Ashley Stewart had been founded to provide

plus-size fashion for women in boutique-like settings in urban neighborhoods across the

United States. After listening to our customers, I came to realize that the brand stood for more

than that — values like respect, empowerment, and joy. In tightly knit communities, shopping

routines are interwoven amongst generations of women, often times around important

moments for them like church, family reunions, or a new job interview. In short, I felt Ashley

Stewart stood for kindness and embodied community.

To give her a chance, I resigned from the board to become CEO in August 2013. I decided I’d

give it six months and my best shot.

On my first day, I confessed to the entire home office and field management team that I was

the least qualified person to run the business. After all, as a long-tenured private equity

investor and former high school teacher, I had never been an employee of a fashion brand or

retailer, let alone held the CEO title. I imagine that this was of small comfort to a fractured

company less than three years removed from one bankruptcy and six months away from a

second. Things probably only got worse when I concluded my first town hall meeting with a

statement that kindness, as the bedrock of innovation and consumer engagement, was a go-

forward core strategic pillar.

For the next six months, leading up to our March 2014 bankruptcy filing, we relied on math,

changing the company culture, a mission-driven dedication to our core customer, transparent

communication, lean processes and — yes — kindness:



Changing the company culture: We knocked down walls to create a more open floor plan, and

I immediately shut down the C-suite offices and moved into a cubicle. In July 2014, following

our emergence from bankruptcy in April 2014, we moved to a new office, on a shoe-string –

basically moving ourselves in U-Hauls. I still do not have an office. I sit at a desk, with no

drawers, in the middle of a wide open, trading floor-type space. There is no correlation

between seniority and office size – only those who need real quiet to do their jobs get offices.

We’ve also gotten rid of most formal job descriptions.

Most of the management team could not adapt to the new professional services-type

environment, while others were doomed by our new start-up mentality. Those who could

adapt, thrived. In the end, we downsized corporate headcount by 40%.

Operations streamlined around the core customer: With our core customer’s needs foremost

in mind, we closed almost 100 stores, renegotiated or rejected close to 150 executory

contracts, replatformed the website, outsourced all distribution and virtualized our fleet of

servers. We also made sure the algorithms we were using for goods flow and markdown

cadence had been derived from close study of, first, our customers’ psyche and emotional

tendencies, and, second, their physical shopping behaviors. We did all of this in six months

with a skeleton team.

Transparent communication. We outlined in advance each and every step, and we took great

care to explain why our decisions were best for Ashley Stewart and her customers. We used

SMS, email, and social media to engage directly with our customer, and we had very direct

conversations with our field associates. By broadcasting our operational changes this way, we

helped engender trust and build a foundation for the open door policy of our new social-first,

mobile-delivered customer engagement strategy.

Kindness: Despite our financial plight, we reintroduced a generous local charitable giving

program during the 2013 holiday season. We were penniless, frightened, and exhausted, but

we knew that our philanthropic efforts were the right thing to do on multiple levels. A picture



from our YWCA event in Brooklyn still hangs next to my desk to this day. It reminds me daily

of the importance of staying true to core values, a commitment I made to my father, who

dedicated his life to the well-being of children.

Today, Ashley Stewart is thriving. Operating profits are at unprecedented levels, organic sales

growth is north of 25% and our asset productivity, through the implementation of lean

processes, has shot up. Our digital business is booming. Our e-commerce business accounts

for roughly one-third of total net sales and it is growing at over an 80% clip. Our mobile

metrics are particularly encouraging, with demand growth at 200%+ and demand penetration

at well north of 30% of total e-commerce demand. We’re also seeing some of the highest

levels of social media engagement amongst all brands. We are one of the largest, most

profitable and fastest growing plus-size fashion brands in the world.

My six-month stint is now turning into a two-year anniversary. Looking back, I realize that in

some ways, we were blessed with how broken the business model was and how dire the

circumstances were.  We got the opportunity to rewrite everything from scratch. The

bankruptcy process allowed us to re-assess and renegotiate all vendor relationships. We were

also lucky, and good — our small team, without the help of a single third-party consultant,

executed seamlessly on a well-scripted set of operational changes, any one of which could

have ended the company had it gone wrong.

But I still believe that the single biggest contributor to our success has been the fostering of a

teaching culture with deep roots in kindness. Kindness enables innovation by creating a safe

work environment and it serves as the foundation for our meritocratic, performance-based

culture. Kindness also supports our fiduciary-type sensibility towards our customer.

We are a mission-driven business — we believe in advocating for a woman who could

sometimes use more advocacy. Everything we do is to serve her. Period. And she has led the

way forward for us. She has driven us to become a global leader in social media. She is driving

us to explore enhancements to our nascent mobile capabilities.  And yet until and unless she

cares, we are not concerned in the least about winning a “Store of the Future” award. Indeed,



some of our most innovative forms of consumer engagement are laughably old-fashioned,

like “sip and shop” events and in-store model searches. We are investing heavily in customer

service and employee training, because we believe that’s what she wants. And we will

continue to work hard for her and show her the respect she deserves.

James Rhee is the Executive Chairman and CEO of Ashley Stewart, and the Founder and

President of FirePine Group.  Ashley Stewart is a portfolio company of Clearlake Capital and

FirePine Group. Mr. Rhee has a long and successful track record of investing and operating in

transformative consumer/retail situations.  He started his career as a high school teacher. 
He is a graduate of Harvard College and Harvard Law School, where he was an editor of the

Harvard Law Review.
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V. H. 15 days ago

That's a great story, thanks for sharing! It's inspiring to see that real change is possible if you just roll up your

sleeves, put in the work, get the right people on your team, and stay focused on the goal! I will use this as a

reference later, I'm sure!

Melanie Brown 21 days ago

I was just shopping the site last night. It is so hard to find clothing that is built to fit African-American women,

but when you put the words "Plus Size" next to it, it becomes nearly impossible. Although I tend to stick to the

more 'professional' attire (the Classic pants are THE best, my go-to work day wear, it would be great if you

expanded more in this area,) I love the use of color and patterns I can't find from anyone else. Please keep up

the good work.
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