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In Boston it's been a busy couple of weeks for marketers, entrepreneurs and executives. 
Earlier this month, we welcomed thousands to the city for eTail East, a conference for 
eCommerce and Retail professionals focused on the dramatic transformation the industry 
will be overcome by. In addition, looming around the corner is the Inbound Conference 
by HubSpot, the pioneer of the Inbound Marketing model. Tens of thousands of small 
and medium sized business owners will flock to Boston to hear keynote speakers and 
sessions that include Aziz Ansari, Chelsea Clinton and Daniel Pink. The focus of the 
conference? How content marketing will transform the future of business. 

One of the speakers at eTail East was James Rhee, the Executive Chairman and CEO of 
Ashley Stewart, a plus-sized apparel clothing company, not to be confused with the 
Canadian-based Ashley Madison online affair-dating website that has been at the center 



of a recent hacking scandal. I had the chance to interview James before his presentation at 
eTail and throughout our conversation, it became quite apparent that Ashley Stewart had 
undergone one of the most dramatic transformations of a retail company in recent years 
that not enough people were talking about. In fact, admittedly as I told James, I had never 
heard of the company before being introduced to him. 

Despite me not being his target consumer, it was remarkable to hear about a company 
that was almost forced to close multiple times and in fact declared bankruptcy for a 
second time less than two years ago. Yet it was the vision, disciple and innovative 
thinking of James, who was able to turn the ship around with his team. I asked him how 
the future of retail had helped fuel the rebirth of an iconic brand. 

"In my mind, the future of retail is about loyalty, delivered through social and mobile. 
For us at Ashley Stewart, I think that means something a little bit different than at other 
brands. We use social as a way to listen to "her" (her being what James and others 
internally refer to as Ashley or the persona of their customer)." 

James continued to explain how Ashley Stewart is seeing 80%+ growth on eCommerce 
over the past 12 months, with 200%+ growth on mobile. "We found that if we carefully 
focused on our products and on being customer centric, that we would inevitably have 
even more loyal customers. Our growth is a reflection of that.” 

While consumers have more options than ever before at their fingertips, an Internet 
Retailer study finds that consumers might be more loyal in practice than we think. In fact, 
the study found that 43% of American consumers only shopped at 2-5 retail locations 
over the past year. While this seems incredibly low, apparently international shoppers can 
be even more loyal. Over 83% of consumers in Hong Kong reported shopping at less than 
5 retail locations in the past year. Although it appears that brick and mortar stores are 
becoming less relevant for some businesses, James says it is still crucial to the future of 
retail and Ashley Stewart. 
"Our retail locations are often times in local neighborhoods instead of large shopping 
centers. We find that our customers love the local connection they feel with the brand and 
in fact, we often times have very emotional moments for customers in our stores. You 
see, being a plus-sized apparel company there are tears and laughter when our customers 
shop because of the progress they've made towards a personal goal or in just accepting 
and being happy with who they are.” 



Ashley Stewart continues to surge ahead in the category, with 89 primarily strip store 
locations across the country. Over the past two years, James has visited almost every 
retail store and trained the managers on how to listen to their customers. For an industry 
that is often times focused on the latest and greatest digital technologies, it's often 
important to remember where retail came from when thinking about where it is headed. 

 


