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Hanesbrands snags  
the No. 10 spot on 
the 2017 Apparel 
Top 50, which ranks 
apparel firms — 
with at least $100 
million in annual 
sales — that are 
publicly traded 
on the U.S. stock 
exchange by profit 
margin. Learn about 
the stories behind 
the other 49 leading 
businesses inside.
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f you were to pull all of the Top 50 CEOs together and ask them to shout 
out, in unison, what’s most kept them up at night lately, it’s likely you’d 
hear a resounding “declining foot traffic!” That, perhaps more than any-
thing else, has driven changes in apparel retail strategy in the past year, 
and will continue to direct the path forward.

Today, many consumers begin their shopping journey on their phones 
and complete them in stores, or begin in stores and wrap up on their 
phones, or simply purchase on their mobile phones without ever setting 

foot in a store. The point is that people have changed their shopping habits in a way that 
no longer supports the vast landscape of brick-and-mortar locations. Malls in particular 
are suffering from a drop off in foot traffic, but retail in general is simply overstored, and 
2016 saw the Top 50 slowing or halting their openings entirely while closing underper-
forming stores in droves.

The good news is that the store is not dead, and in fact may be more alive than 
ever. A recent Harvard Business Review study of 46,000 shoppers released earlier 
this year reveals that omnichannel customers are more valuable than single-channel 
customers, spending an average of 4 percent more on every shopping occasion in the 
store and 10 percent more online. Multiple studies have shown similar results. Accord-
ing to a study by IDC, omnichannel shoppers have a 30 percent higher lifetime value 
than those who shop using only one channel.

So this is what apparel retailers are doing: They are bringing digital in-store, via signage, 
via mobile POS, and via the consumers’ own smartphones, offering apps that do everything 
from helping to locate product in store to offering relevant, personalized coupons, and 
much, much more. The gateway to consumer happiness is a shopping experience that 
doesn’t miss a beat as the consumer skips from channel to channel, or resides in more 

than one simultaneously. Even as retail-
ers are shuttering some stores, they are 
elevating or opening others, recognizing 
the crucial role of the store for branding, 
touching product, entertaining and  
telling a story to the consumer.

Creating the seamless experience 
the consumer now expects involves a 
lot of work on the back end, and the Top 
50 are involved in no shortage of tech-
nology implementations, ranging from 
PLM to CRM to POS to ERP to SCM to RFID 
to WMS. In short, the whole alphabet is 
involved in moving toward a transparent 
supply chain with one view of inventory.

There’s quite a mix of companies in 
the Top 50, and while they are all strug-
gling with many of the same challenges 
— the rise of the digitally native Millen-
nials, the demand for increasingly fast 
product turns and product delivery, price 
transparency — there are significant dif-
ferences among the group. This year we 
chose to add department stores into the 
mix rather than to publish a separate re-
port, and this decision reflects a couple 
of truths about the apparel retail space.

The first is that the market rewards 
size and scale, and even as apparel 
companies continue to expand  through 
innovative new products and categories, 
that organic growth is much slower 
to scale than simply snapping up an 
already existing entity, and time is not 
necessarily on anyone’s side, what with 
Amazon taking over the world. (Did I just 
say that?) Thus, mergers and acquisi-
tions are plentiful among this year’s Top 
50 as they purchase companies that 
complement or expand their offerings, 
give them a foothold into a new part of 
the globe or expand their skill sets and 
maybe, just maybe, give them a way to 
compete with that 12,000 lb. elephant 
in the room — which, as I write, just 
purchased Whole Foods for $13.7 billion. 
We see that with the biggest of the big, 
as behemoths such as Walmart gobble 
up a range of companies, including 
Bonobos, announced just hours after 
Amazon’s news, and we’re seeing it 
across the Top 50. That consolidation 
means there are fewer public compa-

The top-performing public apparel firms are working diligently 
 to meet consumer demand with innovative product, fast delivery 

and seamless experiences across channels, while facing down 
the challenges of a swiftly changing retail world. Take a look at 

what these firms are doing to stay relevant — and profitable.  
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Michael Kors
In apparel, there’s a whole lot of shake up going 

on. A while back, there was some talk about Michael Kors’ 
joining forces with Kate Spade, but Coach took that option 
off the table, and now there are whispers that MK may be 
batting eyes at Jimmy Choo. The company has been looking 
around ever since its majority owner, JAB Holding, deemed 
luxury “non-core” to its business, after taking a big step into 
the coffee market. A deal with Jimmy Choo, should that hap-
pen, would bring Michael Kors a higher price point brand 
and a greater emphasis on shoes, which is currently about 
11 percent of its business. Meanwhile, MK nabbed the No. 1 
spot for the second year in a row, and while the The Top 50 
reflects each company’s most recent fiscal year, MK would 
still nab the top spot based on its first three quarters of FY17, 
with a profitability of 16.89 percent. After losing a bit of its 
shine due to constant sales and discounts of its merchandise 
offered by department stores, Michael Kors pulled in the 
reins in its wholesale channel, declining to participate further 

in their “friends and family” sales or coupon programs, and 
also cutting back on the amount of merchandise it ships to 
these retailers. Globally, its digital flagships, including the 
launch of one in China in October, have been exceeding 
expectations, while comp sales at its own retail locations are 
down in various regions for reasons of declining store traffic, 
weak tourism and weak consumer confidence ― as well 
as a shift to shopping online. To reverse this trend, MK is 
introducing new design elements in handbags; expanding its 
Jet Set Signature accessories in stores; adding footwear in its 
largest volume doors; focusing on its fast-growing dress cat-
egory, highlighted by a new online dress shop; and increas-
ing spending on digital marketing.

Cintas
Big news for the uniform 

company, which completed a merger 
with uniforms and facility services 
provider G&K (No. 16), in March. 
G&Ks more than 170,000 U.S. and 
Canadian customers will put Cintas’ 
customer base over one million, and 
its roughly $1 billion in revenue will 
boost Cintas’ bottom line to about $6 billion. FY17 is looking 
to be another good year, with the company experiencing good 
earnings and revenue boosted by strong organic growth, im-
proving gross margins and synergies from its addition of Zee 
Medical, a van-based provider of occupational first aid and 
safety products, training and services, in 2015. In the most re-
cent nine months, Cintas saw sales up 6.6 percent, net income 
up 12.17 percent and profitability up to 9.82 percent from 9.33 
percent for the same nine-month period the previous year.  In 
response to customer requests for enhanced visibility, Cintas 
designed and developed reflective threads, buttons and trims 
and even logos, launching this year in its new Reflective 
Performance Polo.

Gildan
And the big M&A news 

continues. In what had to be an 
ending (and beginning) that surely 
no one could have seen coming, 
in January, the American Ap-
parel® brand, for years proudly 
made in Los Angeles, and for 
years buffeted by a wide range of 
widely publicized personnel and 

financial issues, was purchased at auction for $88 million by 
Gildan Activewear. (It did not buy any of the company’s 110 
retail stores.) The company sees strong opportunity to grow 
the brand’s fashion basics segment, both in North America 

#2

nies, including department stores, in the apparel space. (This year, 
we also included in our Report companies that file under footwear 
with the SEC but that also sell apparel.)

The second is that the traditional department store model 
is struggling. Even the most successful of the (non-discount) 
department stores on the Top 50 — despite multi-million dollar 
investments in building omnichannel and engaging the customer 
— are nonetheless embattled from all sides. Customers are flock-
ing to discount stores such as TJ Maxx and Ross for the value-
price combination (and also, to be fair, to the outlet nameplates 
of the traditional department stores, such as Nordstrom Rack and 
Macy’s Backstage) or they’re shopping online at Amazon (which 
accounted for 43 percent of all online revenue in 2016) or at bou-
tique start-ups that offer something unique that cannot be found 
at a department store. Meanwhile, at the bottom of the pack, de-
partment stores such as Neiman Marcus and The Bon-Ton Stores 
were not even profitable, and didn’t make the cut. Sears, which 
lost more than $1.1 billion last year, is probably only still afloat 
because it keeps selling off the best pieces of its business.

As the fate of department stores hangs in the balance, many 
brands on the Top 50 are watching closely, limiting their exposure 
in this channel. Department stores can still provide meaningful 
gross margin contributions and also are a way to acquire custom-
ers, but CEOs are moving carefully so as not to let department 
store struggles tarnish the integrity of their brands. Brands are 
increasingly moving to direct-to-consumer models, reaching con-
sumers through their own e-commerce sites and via their own 
retail brick-and-mortar locations. The shift to online marketplaces 
is accelerating as well.

Consumers’ expectations are on the rise. Here’s how this year’s 
crop of Top 50 players are working to meet them.
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FY

% Profit 
Margin,  
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1 1 Michael Kors April 4,538.80 4,371.50 3.83 837.7 881.0 (4.91) 18.46 20.15

2 8 Cintas Corp. May 4,905.5 4,476.9 9.57 693.5 430.6 61.06 14.14 9.62

3 2 Gildan Sept. 2,585.1 2,568.6 0.64 346.6 346.1 0.14 13.41 13.47

4 4 lululemon athletica Jan. 2,344.4 2,060.5 13.78 303.4 266.0 14.05 12.94 12.91

5 5 Nike May 32,376.0 30,601.0 5.80 3,760.0 3,273.0 14.88 11.61 10.70

6 39 Kate Spade Dec. 1,381.5 1,242.7 11.17 153.6 17.1 798.14 11.12 1.38

7 New Coach July 4,491.8 4,191.6 7.16 460.5 402.4 14.44 10.25 9.60

8 3 The Buckle Jan. 974.9 1,119.6 (12.93) 98.0 147.3 (33.50) 10.05 13.16

9 6 L Brands (formerly Limited Brands) Jan. 12,574.0 12,154.0 3.46 1,158.0 1,253.0 (7.58) 9.21 10.31

10 15 Hanesbrands Dec. 6,028.2 5,731.5 5.18 539.4 428.9 25.76 8.95 7.48

11 7 VF Corp. Dec. 12,019.0 12,032.7 (0.11) 1,074.1 1,231.6 (12.79) 8.94 10.24

12 11 Ross Stores Jan. 12,866.8 11,940.0 7.76 1,117.7 1,020.7 9.50 8.69 8.55

13 10 Francesca’s Collections Jan. 487.2 439.4 10.88 42.0 38.2 9.95 8.62 8.69

14 New Foot Locker Jan. 7,766.0 7,412.0 4.78 664.0 541.0 22.74 8.55 7.30

15 14 Columbia Sportswear Dec. 2,377.0 2,326.2 2.19 191.9 174.3 10.10 8.07 7.49

16 13 Carter’s Dec. 3,199.2 3,013.9 6.15 258.1 237.8 8.54 8.07 7.89

17 20 G&K Services July 978.0 937.6 4.31 72.4 59.9 20.93 7.41 6.39

18 12 UniFirst Aug. 1,702.0 1,533.2 11.01 125.0 124.3 0.58 7.35 8.11

19 16 TJX Companies Jan. 33,184.0 30,944.9 7.24 2,298.0 2,277.7 0.89 6.93 7.36

20 New Skechers Dec. 3,563.3 3,147.3 13.22 243.5 231.9 4.99 6.83 7.37

21 17 PVH Corp. Jan. 8,203.0 8,020.0 2.28 549.0 572.0 (4.02) 6.69 7.13

22 28 Levi Strauss & Co. Nov. 4,552.7 4,494.5 1.30 291.2 209.4 39.07 6.40 4.66

23 19 Urban Outfitters Jan. 3,545.8 3,445.1 2.92 218.1 224.5 (2.84) 6.15 6.52

24 22 American Eagle Outfitters Inc. Jan. 3,609.9 3,521.8 2.50 212.4 213.3 (0.40) 5.89 6.06

25 21 Superior Uniform Group Dec. 252.6 210.3 20.11 14.6 13.1 11.74 5.80 6.23

26 32 The Children’s Place Jan. 1,785.3 1,725.8 3.45 102.3 57.9 76.75 5.73 3.35

27 9 Duluth Holdings (Duluth Trading Co.) Jan. 376.1 304.2 23.64 21.3 27.4 (22.21) 5.67 9.01

28 33 Oxford Industries Jan. 1,022.6 969.3 5.50 52.2 30.6 71.57 5.13 3.16

29 24 Gap Inc. Jan. 15,516.0 15,797.0 (1.78) 676.0 920.0 (26.52) 4.36 5.82

30 23 Under Armour Dec. 4,825.3 3,963.3 21.75 198.0 232.6 (14.88) 4.10 5.87

31 New Vera Bradley Jan. 485.9 502.6 (3.31) 19.8 27.6 (28.30) 4.07 5.48

32 Back Tailored Brands (formerly The Men’s Wearhouse) Jan. 3,378.7 3,496.3 (3.36) 132.8 (1,026.7) 112.94 3.93 (29.37)

33 Dept. Burlington Stores Jan. 5,566.0 5,098.9 9.16 215.9 150.5 43.45 3.88 2.95

34 Back J. Jill Jan. 639.1 562.0 13.71 24.1 14.3 68.42 3.77 2.54

35 43 Chico’s FAS Inc. Jan. 2,476.4 2,642.3 (6.28) 91.2 1.9 4,701.53 3.68 0.07

36 New Genesco Jan. 2,868.3 3,022.2 (5.09) 97.4 94.6 3.03 3.40 3.13

37 31 Zumiez Jan. 836.3 804.2 3.99 25.9 28.8 (10.06) 3.10 3.58

38 Dept. Kohl’s Jan. 18,686.0 19,204.0 (2.70) 556.0 673.0 (17.38) 2.98 3.50

39 Dept. Dillard’s Jan 6,257.0 6,595.6 (5.13) 169.2 269.4 (37.18) 2.70 4.08

40 26 Express Jan. 2,192.5 2,350.1 (6.70) 57.4 116.5 (50.72) 2.62 4.96

41 29 Nordstrom Inc. Jan. 14,498.0 14,095.0 2.86 354.0 600.0 (41.00) 2.44 4.26

42 Dept. Macy’s Jan. 25,778.0 27,079.0 (4.80) 611.0 1,070.0 (42.90) 2.37 3.95

43 27 G-III Apparel Group Jan. 2,386.4 2,344.1 1.81 51.9 114.3 (54.56) 2.18 4.88

44 36 Delta Apparel Inc. Oct. 425.2 449.1 (5.31) 9.0 8.1 10.67 2.11 1.80

45 40 Tillys Jan. 569.0 551.0 3.26 11.4 7.5 52.13 2.01 1.36

46 35 Citi Trends Jan. 695.2 683.8 1.66 13.3 15.5 (13.99) 1.92 2.27

47 New Boot Barn Holdings Inc. Mar. 569.0 402.7 41.31 9.9 13.7 (28.11) 1.73 3.41

48 45 Perry Ellis International Jan. 861.1 899.5 (4.27) 14.9 (7.3) 304.19 1.73 (0.81)

49 34 Ever-Glory International Group Apparel Inc. Dec. 392.7 421.4 (6.82) 6.2 13.3 (53.50) 1.57 3.16

50 30 Guess? Inc. Jan. 2209.368 2204.3 0.23 22.8 81.9 (72.21) 1.03 3.72

50THE
TOP

SALES NET INCOME

*Notes: Back = The company has been ranked in the Apparel Top 50 in previous years but was not ranked last year because of its performance, because it was not publicly 
traded, etc. Dept. = The company was previously included in our annual Top Department Stores Report, which has been folded into the Top 50 starting this year. New = The 
company is new to the Top 50. This year, that is a result of our adding companies that file under Footwear (but also carry apparel) and those that file under Leather (but also 
carry apparel).

A ranking of apparel companies (with at least $100M in annual sales) that are publicly 
traded on the U.S. stock exchange by their profit margins for the most recent fiscal year.
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and internationally. Gildan also completed the acquisitions of 
printwear company Alstyle and women’s sock and legwear 
brand Peds. As a vertically integrated business with owner-
ship of its production, Gildan is positioned well to control 
many of its costs as well as much of the impact it has on 
the environment — that’s a win-win-win, for itself, for its 
customers and for the planet, and the company was included 
in the Dow Jones Sustainability World Index, the benchmark 
for global leaders in economic, environmental and social 
responsibility, for the fourth consecutive year. A few stats: 51 
percent of its energy came from renewable sources; it reduced 
greenhouse gas emissions intensity by 34 percent and re-
duced water intensity by 17 percent (vs. 2010 levels), recycled 
or repurposed 89 percent of total waste and reduced waste 
sent to landfills by 19 percent. Its branded apparel business 
continues to gain placement and share at mass retailers. To 
wit: Gildan® branded socks hit a 22 percent U.S. market share, 
making it the No. 1 brand in unit share in U.S. men’s socks, 
while Gildan® branded underwear holds the No. 3 position in 
men’s underwear, with more than a 10 percent market share.

lululemon
With China’s activewear market valued at $28 

billion and growing, the world’s largest middle class, 
and more than 450 million Millennials living an increas-
ingly active lifestyle, it makes sense that lululemon has 
its sights on the country. It opened its first three stores 
last year to strong performance, and will continue with 
a market densification strategy centered in Tier 1 cities, 
including Shanghai, Beijing, Guangzhou and Chengdu, 
reaching further into the country via digital, for which 
it is building a team in Shanghai to improve the engage-
ment and reach of its localized platform. To match its 
expanding footprint, which includes a new flagship on 
London’s Regent Street, lululemon recently launched 
its first global campaign, an almost two-minute spot 
that doesn’t mention yoga until the final frame (THIS 
IS YOGA). Instead, the clever and rather moving spot 
features activities ranging from singing and surfing to 
martial arts and drumming, showing how skills learned 
in yoga ― breath, meditation, self-discipline, trust, 
concentration, humility, patience and more — translate to 
other endeavors. Those skills may be working in-house 
as well: lulu’s products are firing on all cylinders: in 
women’s bottoms, comps were up 14 percent in Q4 on a 
strong quarter the previous year, while momentum con-
tinues in men’s, with comps up 20 percent in Q4, heading 
toward the company’s goal of $3 billion in women’s and 
$1 billion in men’s by 2020. Innovation remains at the 
heart of its products, with extensive R&D going into up-
coming launches including its new Fast & Free collection, 
designed with its popular Nulux fabric.

Nike
Currently 75 percent of Nike’s styles generate 99 

percent of its sales. By editing out 25 percent and increasing 
the productivity of new innovations as well as the products 
consumers already love, Nike will drive more growth and 
choice from fewer styles. That’s a smart strategy, all part of its 
“triple double” plan to double down on innovation, speed 
and direct connection 
to the consumer. This 
year, look for new 
products such as the 
highest-performance 
and most visually 
striking Air Max Cush-
ioning System ever 
and new NIKE Zoom 
Vapor Fly 4% (that’s 
the gain in efficiency). 
Look for a product creation cycle cut by half, aided by its 
“express lane,” where global product teams make real-time 
adjustments to DTC and wholesale product lines with local 
teams in North America, Western Europe and China. Look for 
advanced automation in build and adhesion processes, with 
localized sourcing for quicker materials lead time and reduced 
waste through advanced knitting and higher precision cutting 
technologies. Look for increased consumer connection, such 
as via its NIKE Soho store, which offers a one-to-one personal 
shopping service, invitations to running and training clubs 
and the opportunity to try out the newest products.

Kate Spade
As noted previously, Kate Spade will take a bow 

on the Top 50 this year, after being acquired by Coach 
in May for $2.4 billion. Coach pulls a former rival into 
the fold, gaining entry to Kate Spade’s strong Millen-
nial following, as well as its growing lifestyle portfolio, 
including products such as bedding and kitchen accesso-
ries. Coach sees a lot of untapped global potential for the 
business, which has remained focused on building a dif-
ferentiated business model through its lifestyle brands, 
a partnered approach to expansion, a channel-agnostic 
strategy, controlled points of distribution, a focus on 
D2C sales and protection of its quality of sale. In 2016, 
Kate Spade launched its Broome Street label as well as an 
athleisure collaboration and outerwear and sleepwear. 
It also strengthened its handbag portfolio in full- and 
off-price channels, expanded its watch assortment into 
wearables, licensed its fragrance business and added a 
pop-up shop in NYC for its home category. Like lulu, it 
also opened a Regent Street location in London, one of 
52 net new owned and partner-operated stores opened 
during the year.
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Coach
With the recent purchase of 

Kate Spade, the company has moved 
into acquisition mode, and is shopping 
for other high-end brands, reportedly 
including Jimmy Choo and Burberry, 
after a successful transformation 
plan over the past three years that 
focused on product, stores and 
marketing. Selena Gomez is the 
new face of Coach (her first two 
social media posts for the brand pulled 
nearly 5 million and 6 million likes, re-
spectively, on Instagram). Last year saw 
acceleration in North American direct 
business, a pull back in distribution in 
the highly promotional department store environment, and 
growth in international, especially in Mainland China and 
Europe, and the momentum continues, including in its Stu-
art Weitzman brand, purchased in 2015. Two new manage-
ment positions ― Brand President and CEO, and President 
of Global Business Development and Strategic Alliances 
— will support its efforts to raise global brand awareness 
and expand into new categories. Some highlights of 2017: 
expansion of the Coach 1941 handbag collections; new flag-
ships in key fashion capitals, including Kuala Lumpur and 
Milan; and renovations and openings of new locations with 
a target goal of ending this fiscal year with more than 700 
doors in its new format. It also continues to build its men’s 
business, and for the first time, in February, at NYFW, it 
held a dual-gender runway show.

The Buckle
The denim-focused retailer has been a solid produc-

er and a staple at the top of these rankings for many years, 
and while it still turned out solid profits, sales, net income 
and profits decreased significantly over the previous year. 
That’s likely in large part a result of declining foot traffic 

in malls, where about 85 
percent of the company’s 
stores are located. That 
reduced traffic is likely 
due to increased online 
shopping, but also due to 
struggling economies in 
many of the areas where 
Buckle stores are located 
― regions heavily reli-

ant on oil and agriculture and other industry. Price points 
are also lower, with the market for its higher-priced denim 
down from previous levels. For the first time this year the 

company closed more stores (six) than it opened (five). It 
also completed 19 remodels, ending the fiscal year with 
390 of its 467 stores in its newest format. Consumers, and 
especially Buckle’s target demographic, do a lot of shopping 
online ― and the company is working to grow its digital 
share, including via an improved app that will allow for 
BOPIS, while still keeping its sharp focus on its hallmark 
in-store customer experience. In a unique partnership, the 
retailer joined with the Fast & Furious movie franchise on an 
exclusive casual clothing line in the spring.

L Brands
In what surely brought forth the greatest collective 

flood of male tears in history, the owner of Victoria’s Secret, 
Bath & Body Works and PINK said goodbye to its Victoria’s 
Secret printed catalog in 2016. That was just part of a major 
restructuring of the VS brand, which included a reorg into 
three separate units ― Victoria’s Secret Lingerie, PINK and 
Victoria’s Secret Beauty — which CEO Les Wexner said was 
long overdue and critical to the brand’s growth. The reset also 
eliminated non-core merchandise categories (swim and ap-
parel) and eliminated its long-time brand-eroding free-panty 
promo (too many people were coming into the store only for 
the free item) while turning its attention to more brand- and 
loyalty-building marketing. L Brands is truly a global busi-
ness, opening more than 100 new stores outside of North 
America in 2016 to end the year with 830 stores in 78 coun-
tries, including China, where it took ownership by acquiring 
26 stores from its franchise partner ― a market too important 
to relinquish control. It also launched its online business on 
TMall Global and opened its first two full-assortment VS 
stores in that country, on its way to six by year end.

Hanesbrands
The company acquired 

Pacific Brands (Australia) and 
Champion (Europe) ― are you 
noticing a trend here? — climb-
ing five spots to land in the top 
10, even though the year wasn’t 
without its challenges: with 
about 1,200 retail doors closed 
last year, several retailers filing 
for bankruptcy and further 
tightening of inventory, that means less space for the com-
pany’s products in-store. Hanesbrands’ diversified business 
model should help it navigate ongoing channel disruption: 
international is growing and expected to be 30 percent of 
revenue this year, while online is growing across all channels 
(revenue from one online pure-play customer grew at a dou-
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ble-digit rate last year, making that Hanesbrands’ fifth largest 
customer). To keep pace with online growth, the company 
intends to broaden its online assortments and is also shifting 
its media budget, with digital expected to represent more than 
half of its total spending in 2017. In-store, it will be more tar-
geted with promotions and is planning for tighter inventory 
management at retail. The company also is benefitting from 
cost savings as it integrates acquisitions and takes advantage 
of synergies among those units. In product, innovations such 
as its FreshIQ are help driving market share.

VF 
Skaters rule, as Van’s edged out The North Face to 

become VF’s largest brand in 2016, (also Van’s 50th anniver-
sary), with revenue up 7 percent. It was a good year for the 
branded lifestyle apparel, footwear and accessories behemoth, 
with revenue up 1 percent to $12 billion; international sales 
up 6 percent to 38 percent of business, including double-digit 
growth in the non-U.S. Americas and in China; and D2C up 9 
percent, including more than 20 percent in e-commerce. The 
global company thinks local when it comes to product — in 
2016, the Lee brand in Asia launched a 360° approach to 
body enhancement called BODY OPTIX™ denim, designing 
jeans that flatter and enhance the body based on the regional 
preferences, beliefs and desires of consumers in that part of 
the globe. VF moved forward with its stated goal to reshape 
its portfolio, exploring strategic alternatives for its Licensed 
Sports Group and, in August, selling its Contemporary Brand 
businesses. It also merged its lucy women’s product with 
The North Face brand. In 2017, the focus will be on its biggest 
three brands: Vans, The North Face and Timberland, while it 
will also look to opportunities to grow through acquisition.

Ross Stores
If you need further proof that consumers can’t 

get enough of the treasure hunt-style off-price retail sec-
tor, look to the performance of Ross Stores, which owns 

and operates Ross and dd’s Dis-
counts stores. Over the past fiscal 
year, the company’s sales rose 7.8 
percent to $12.9 billion, and Ross 
Stores plans to capitalize on this 
strong performance by opening 
about 80 to 90 new stores this 

year: roughly 20 for the dd’s brand and 70 for Ross. Its 
planned capital expenditure of $400 million — higher 
than last year, which was the lowest since 2011 —  is go-
ing toward all those new stores (30 percent), remodeling 
existing stores and maintenance (30 percent), investments 
in its supply chain organization (15 percent) and technol-
ogy et al (25 percent).

Francesca’s Collections
By the numbers, 2016 was 

a pretty good year for the boutique-
style chain that sells a broad-and-
shallow assortment of quirky and 
colorful women’s apparel and ac-
cessories. The 670+-store company’s 
sales last year were 10.9 percent 
higher year over year to the tune of 
$487.2 million. Not satisfied with 
those results — such as 1 percent 
growth in brick and mortar and 42 
percent expansion in dot-com — 
Francesca’s is planning several initiatives for 2017, including: 
1) omnichannel capabilities such as buy in store and ship to 
home, and buy online, pickup in store; 2) implementing a new 
POS chainwide to better capture customer details, and equip-
ping store staff with handheld scanners to accelerate mark-
downs and physical inventories; 3) piloting a new loyalty 
program over the summer prior to a pre-holiday full rollout; 
4) experimenting with a new store format; 5) increasing digital 
marketing to drive traffic into stores; and 6) opening roughly 
50 new store locations. The company is relying on these initia-
tives to help drive an expected 8 percent to 12 percent increase 
in sales for the year, which translates to between $527 million 
and $543 million.

Foot Locker
The global athletic footwear and apparel giant, which 

operates 3,363 athletic retail stores in 23 countries under 
the banners Foot Locker, Champs Sports, Kids Foot Locker, 
Footaction, SIX:02, Lady Foot Locker, Runners Point and 
Sidestep, continued its growth streak, landing its all-time best 
financial and operating performance, with sales of $7.8 billion. 
Comp-store sales were up, for the seventh consecutive year, 
by 4.3 percent. Equally important, the company believes it has 
captured the center of sneaker culture by understanding the 
subtle differentiators between its brands and the customers 
who shop at them. It fine tunes its “muses,” which represent 
a variety of customer profiles, and serves them with unique 
and brand-appropriate digital experiences and trend-right 
assortments. Bucking the trend in slowing brick and mortar, 
the company opened 96 stores during the year, including a 
new flagship Foot Locker and SIX:02 store (its fashion fitness 
boutique for women) on 34th Street in midtown Manhat-
tan. Forty-five of those new openings were Kids Foot Locker 
stores, a growing category spurred on by a generation of 
sneaker-savvy kids.

Columbia Sportswear
If you’re wondering how far Columbia Sportswear 
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gear can take you, its “Direc-
tors of Toughness” duo,  
(driving nearly 1 billion 
annual media impressions), 
may give you some insight. 
The campaign follows two 
adventurers (selected from 

among 6,000 applicants), testing gear in “the most extreme 
conditions on earth,” including El Cruce, a 3-day, 100-km 
race across the steep, loose-rock Andes mountain range, from 
Chile to Argentina. For those with their sights set beyond this 
planet, you need look no further than Columbia’s exclusive 
Rogue One-inspired apparel, the result of a partnership with 
Disney’s Star Wars franchise, and for the eco-conscious, the 
newly launched OutDry Extreme™ ECO rain jacket was 
dubbed the most functional performance raingear with the 
least impact on the environment. Columbia also partnered 
with hip-hop artist Macklemore on a marketing launch that 
drove more than 40 million media impressions ― all of these 
efforts driving a 2 percent increase in sales for the brand, to 
$1.9 billion. It was another record year for the company, with 
overall sales up 2 percent to $2.38 billion, and growth in all 
brands except for Mountain Hardwear, which took an 11 
percent plunge. SOREL, it’s second-largest brand, grew by 2 
percent, to $213 million, while its yoga-inspired prAna brand 
grew 12 percent to $140 million, fueled by expanded women’s 
swimwear and men’s yoga businesses. 

Carter’s
The children’s wear giant is undertaking several 

strategic initiatives to capitalize on its great financial per-
formance in 2016, raking in nearly $3.2 billion in sales with 
a profit margin of 8.07 percent. It recently launched the 
Simple Joys brand exclusively for Amazon — bringing the 
total number of Carter brands on that e-commerce plat-
form to four — following the same format for its exclusive 
brand partnerships established years ago with Target and 
Walmart. Carter’s other new brand, Skip Hop — acquired 
earlier in 2017 for $140 million — is expected to bring in 
$90 million in sales this year, a number that the company 
aims to double by 2021. Like many apparel retailers, 
Carter’s is looking to China for growth, and was recently 
recognized by Tmall — the e-commerce marketplace 
where it launched in 2015 — as one of the most popular 
apparel brands for young children. Also in China, Carter’s 
is working with $2-billion retailer Pou Sheng (which man-
ages more than 8,000 store locations for brands including 
Nike and Levi’s) to open 14 stores to date, with 50 more 
planned by year’s end and as many as 200 or more over 
the next four years. Carter’s expects its business in China, 
coupled with opportunities in Canada, to help grow sales 
by $200 million by 2022.

G&K Services
Adios, G&K — it’s been nice having you. Because the 

uniform and work apparel company was snapped up by Cin-
tas for $2.2 billion immediately following the close of its fiscal 
year, this will be the last time G&K is making an appearance 
in the Top 50. With 2016 sales of $978 million — 4.3 percent 
higher than than the year prior and resulting in a 7.4 percent 
profit margin — it’s no wonder G&K made such an attractive 
target for acquisition, even as the struggles in the oil industry 
have trickled down to professional uniform rental companies 
and shrunk the number of client accounts. Still, G&K kept a 
high profile in 2016 with its partnership with JD Motorsports 
and NASCAR, sponsoring No. 01 Chevrolet driver Ryan 
Preece for the 2016 NASCAR XFINITY series.

UniFirst
The uniform ser-

vices company, which outfits 
more than 1.6 million work-
ers daily, slipped six places 
from last year, as it — like 
peers Cintas and G&K — 
faced considerable pressures 
from some of the volatile industries it serves, such as oil & gas 
and nuclear reactor operators. Still, results such as $1.7 billion 
in sales — up 11 percent year over year — and a 7.35 percent 
profit margin are nothing to sneeze at. Continuing the trend 
of growth-by-acquisition, the company bolstered its business 
by doling out $122 million in September for Michigan-based 
Arrow Uniform, which now strengthens UniFirst’s operations 
in the Midwest — and expects the deal to add $60 million to its 
FY17 revenues. The company expects its capital expenditures 
to max out at $100 million this year as its invests in new facility 
additions, expansions, automation and a CRM systems project. 
As turbulence in energy doesn’t show signs of abating anytime 
soon, UniFirst is planning for revenues of between $1.55 billion 
and $1.565 billion this year, a dip from FY16.

TJX
This might be the only thing you need to know about 

TJX, operator of those omnipresent TJ Maxx, Marshalls and 
HomeGoods stores: while many major retail chains went 
through high-profile store closings that shuttered shops by 
the hundreds (or even thousands) last year, the off-price 
leader didn’t close a single store in 2016. In fact, it opened 198 
stores, growing its base by nearly 6 percent to a total of more 
than 3,800 — which it fully expects to expand to reach the 
4,000-store milestone by year’s end with the addition of 250 
planned stores. Like fellow discounter Ross (#12), business 
is booming at TJX. Comps were up 5 percent year over year 
driven by strong foot traffic and growth in new customers, 
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especially among the coveted Millennial demographic. Big 
news: the company will be adding a new differentiated home 
concept this year, capitalizing on the growth it has seen in the 
home category over the past several years. TJX anticipates 
sales in 2017 to reach as much as $35.6 billion, a 7 percent 
increase over 2016. The company just purchased land in the 
San Antonio area to build a $150-million, 1.5-million-square-
foot distribution center, which would open in July 2019, create 
1,000 jobs and bring its total DC count to six.

Skechers
The footwear and 

activewear company 
notched record annual 
sales, posted four consecutive quar-
ters of record-high sales, and closed out the 
year with 2,012 stores worldwide. Skechers seems to 
operating at — or near — the top of its game: in 2016 it was 
the number-two footwear brand, the number-one walking 
brand, the number-one work brand, and the number-one 
dress comfort casual brand in the United States. Those are 
considerable accolades and that’s not even mentioning 
the brand’s strong presence and growth overseas, where 
Skechers expects to do 50 percent of its total sales this year. 
Case in point: Skechers now has 2,080 points of sale in 
China alone and saw nearly triple-digit e-commerce expan-
sion there in 2016, due in large part to November’s wildly 
popular (and lucrative) Singles’ Day shopping bonanza. 
In addition to its traditional  and third-party-owned stores 
around the world, Skechers is adding new retail concepts 
to select locations in Canada, Hawaii, Japan, Romania and 
the United Kingdom. The company is capitalizing on the 
consumer craze for casual sneakers with its Skechers Street 
athleisure line and a performance lifestyle shoe brand, YOU 
by Skechers, for the busy modern woman.

PVH
A big part of PVH’s successful fiscal year was its 

Tommy Hilfiger women’s re-launch in the second half of 
2016 with “it” supermodel Gigi Hadid (and her 34.6 mil-
lion Instagram followers) as brand ambassador. With the 

popular celebrity as the face 
of the brand, PVH is now 
reaching a new Tommy 
customer and the Hadid 
partnership’s “halo effect” 
is lifting all of the com-
pany’s women’s categories, 
driving double-digit growth 
worldwide. With its acquisi-
tion of direct-to-consumer 

intimates e-commerce startup True&Co., PVH now has 
a platform to increase innovation, data-driven decisions 
and the speed at which it serves customers, and aims to 
leverage the mindset and expertise of this model across its 
other apparel businesses. The company also transitioned 
its Tommy Hilfiger women’s wholesale business for the 
United States and Canada to G-III, signing a five-year 
licensing agreement. What’s more, PVH had some notable 
hits with its Calvin Klein business, as the brand’s sculpted 
jeans notched strong sales worldwide. South of the border, 
PVH inked a joint-venture agreement with Grupo Axo 
to focus on expanding the Tommy Hilfiger, Calvin Klein, 
Speedo, Warner’s and Olga brands in Mexico.

Levi Strauss
Leave it to Levi Strauss to figure out how to make 

wedgies cool. Yep, you read that correctly. The iconic den-
im maker launched the women’s Wedgie Fit jean — based 
on the 505 fit — last year, creating a splash on social media 
and enticing trend-conscious shoppers to invest in an item 
of clothing that “lifts and separates” to create an Insta-wor-
thy, apple-bottom posterior. Innovative products such as 
the Wedgie Fit helped grow the company’s women’s busi-
ness by 11 percent to nearly $1 billion, while tops for both 
men and women grew 22 percent, including 50 percent 
growth for its popular (and customizable) Trucker jackets. 
Levi Strauss continues to hone its focus on social responsi-
bility and sustainability; it expanded its Worker Well-Being 
program — which helps its third-party factories establish 
programs that improve financial literacy, women’s health 
education and more — benefiting 100,000 mostly female 
workers and delivering a 4:1 return on investment for 
suppliers. Levi Strauss partnered with Harvard Business 
School to validate the business model and open sourced 
the program so that other industry peers can implement 
similar efforts. And on World Water Day, the company also 
open sourced its headline-grabbing Water<Less innova-
tion, which involves 21 water-saving techniques that use 
96 percent less water than traditional dyeing and finishing 
methods, enabling others in apparel to leverage the meth-
odology, which Levi Strauss believes could save 1 billion 
liters of water if adopted industry-wide. Leaning on its 
historic association with rock’n’roll (remember the Sum-
mer of Love?), the company established the Levi’s Lounge, 
an intimate performance space, in the offices of Cumulus 
Media near its San Francisco headquarters and has hosted 
musical acts from The Lumineers to Pete Yorn. In col-
laboration with Evrnu, Levi Strauss created a jean made 
partially with post-consumer waste in its Eureka Innova-
tion Lab, the division also responsible for the high-profile 
Project Jacquard wearable tech commuter jacket whipped 
up in partnership with Google.



16    JULY 2017    apparelmag.com

COVER STORY: TOP 50

URBN
Operating off its belief that the United States is “over-

stored” and that it is close to reaching its domestic store fleet 
capacity, URBN is taking steps to enhance digital and om-
nichannel operations to capitalize on the consumer’s prefer-
ence for everything online. In 2016, the company built a single 
platform to host all of its brands, which will enable greater 
scalability and efficiency in executing front-end updates for 
every brand, on mobile and via PC. Other investments stream-
lined search functionality, checkout and inventory visibility, 
and improved omnichannel capabilities including in-store 
pickup and ship-from-store. URBN reorganized the digital 
team, elevating Dave Hayne, previously COO of its Free Peo-
ple brand, to serve as its first chief digital officer. Like many 
other apparel brands, URBN is muscling in on the unrelenting 
athleisure and activewear trend with Free People Movement, a 
women’s concept brand built on exercise and wellness — and 
enabling access, for the first time, to the $200-billion sports 
market while still maintaining a fashion focus. With high 
double-digit growth and 102 points of distribution including 
spas, gyms, yoga studios and fitness centers, Movement seems 
to just be getting started, and URBN is pouring additional 
resources into product design, expanding product offerings, 
establishing a national sales team and aiming to visit more 
athletics-oriented trade shows this year.

American Eagle Outfitters
The company continues to ride the “less is more” 

movement driven by the wildly popular bralette, in which its 
youth-oriented intimates and apparel brand Aerie is a leader. 
And because you need a nice open back, or deep V-neck or 
maybe low-cut armholes to show off your pop-of-color lacy, 
strappy bralette, lingerie’s hottest item is helping to lift other 
complementary categories — and is quickly moving from 
trendy item to closet staple. Earlier in the year, Aerie launched 
the yoga-inspired Chill. Play. Move. brand, which incorpo-
rates novelty into lounge and workout apparel. Despite 2016 
marking American Eagle Outfitters’ second consecutive year 
of sales growth, the men’s business hasn’t been performing 
as well as expected, so to reinvigorate that area the company 
poached Rob McDiarmid, previously vice president of men’s 
and kid’s merchandising at Tommy Hilfiger, to oversee men’s 
apparel, accessories and underwear as general merchandising 
manager. It’ll be rolling out a new store concept prototype by 
year’s end that will better spotlight its strong jeans business 
and is revamping its loyalty offering with a renewed focus on 
customer acquisition and retention.

Superior Uniform Group
The company’s new Haitian manufacturing plant 

opened ahead of schedule, speeding up Superior’s plans for 

expanding the facility, whose proximity to the United States 
will aid in quickly satisfying unexpected demand. Originally 
anticipated to create 150 jobs at that location, the factory now 
employs 180 and the company expects the headcount to reach 
300 by the close of 2017, which will help to drive $25 million in 
2018 revenue. Superior’s BAMKO acquisition — which now 
makes it one of the largest branded merchandise promotional 
product distributors nationally — is delivering solid results, 
adding $27.8 million in net sales and representing 11 percent 
of the company’s new promotional products group. Superior 
is mulling additional acquisitions in the promotional products 
space; it narrowed its list to 150 potential targets with key crite-
ria of $10 million to $25 million in revenue, strategic geograph-
ic location and a strong customer base. The company collected 
a major accolade in 2016, landing the #24 spot of Fortune’s 100 
Fastest-Growing Companies list.

The Children’s Place
The kid’s apparel company is laying the groundwork 

for an omnichannel future. Its successful Reserve Online, Pick-
up in Store pilot in 100 stores across three states is encouraging 
customers to buy additional items when they visit the store 
to purchase their original online orders. It is just launching 
Buy Online, Pick-up in Store and will begin implementing 
its connected store initiative to drive stronger store associate 
engagement with shoppers. As The Children’s Place shifts its 
focus to online, the company is trimming its store fleet, aiming 
to shutter 300 locations by 2020 — which could increase as its 
digital transformation continues to take hold. Eyeing oppor-
tunities overseas, the company launched on China’s Tmall 
e-commerce marketplace in October and launched 48 new 
points of distribution — including partner-run stores, shop-in-
shops and e-commerce websites — bringing its total to 150 in 
17 countries by year’s end. With the implementation of a new 
order forecasting and planning tool in time for back-to-school, 
The Children’s Place identified several out-of-stock issues in 
high-priority colors, sizes and washes that had created missed 
sales opportunities during the previous school shopping sea-
son. With those learnings, the company has ordered 3 million 
additional units of basic apparel items to prepare for back-to-
school 2017. Four months after relaunching a loyalty program 
in tandem with a new private-label credit card offering, the 
retailer attracted more than 239,0000 new accounts — an ap-
proximately 20 percent increase in card holders.

Duluth Trading
Its irreverent marketing combined with “solution-

based design” and a direct-to-consumer-only model makes Du-
luth a standout in an era of retailing when companies that sell 
the “same” items are fighting tooth and nail to own the “buy 
box” on Amazon. Because you can’t go anywhere else to get 
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its famous long-tail tee that solves 
the problem of “plumber’s butt,” 
you go to duluthtrading.com or to 
one of its brick-and-mortar stores, 
whose expansion accelerated 
significantly in 2016 to 16 stores 
and seven new markets, and 
represented 18 percent of sales. Its 
expanding footprint raised brand 
awareness: almost 2 million customers visited Duluth stores in 
2016 and approximately 50 percent of new-store revenues were 
from first-time customers. Its 10 to 12 new locations in 2017 will 
include its first expansion westward, to Denver, Colo. Women’s 
received a big boost from the company’s live-action Duluth 
Unders campaign and grew faster than its core men’s, to 20 
percent of business. To capture another slice of the men’s closet, 
Duluth is bringing its problem-solving strategy to bear on the 
desk-oriented career, with new products such as its Wrinkle-
fighter Shirt and Ballroom Jeans ― the hidden Crouch Gusset 
lets you “crouch without singing soprano.” 

Oxford Industries
The lifestyle brand owner 

experienced mixed results in 2016, 
with sales of its star Lilly Pulitzer 
brand up 26 percent as it continues 
to resonate with consumers via its 
very strong marketing in mobile 
as well as in its own 40 stores, 
where the brand pulls in $840 in 
sales per square foot. The company 
sees room for continued cautious 

growth in both traditional and smaller “jewel box” locations 
such as its new Watch Hill, R.I., location that opened in May, 
and expects to open five to six new stores this year. In the 
fraught department store arena, the company is carefully 
monitoring results and limiting its exposure to partners 
that can meet the brand’s performance expectations. That 
holds true for Tommy Bahama, whose sales were down as 
it struggled with the same macro trends affecting the entire 
industry; in its own stores, foot traffic was down 10 percent. 
To put the brand on more solid footing it will strengthen 
e-commerce and mobile and take a conservative approach to 
new store openings, seeking to draw in customers through 
its unique and successful food and beverage concepts, such 
as its Marlin Bar, where customers can enjoy a cocktail and 
light fare as part of their retail experience. 

Gap
While the Old Navy and Gap ships are slowly but 

surely turning around, Banana Republic is still foundering, 

having lost its dominance in several categories, and is work-
ing to turn that around. CEO Arthur Peck credits the com-
pany’s overall progress in a time of great disruption to: fixing 
its product, particularly in fit, which it nailed in bottoms as 
well as other parts of the assortment; and to new practices in 
buying, chasing trends and managing inventory which it has 
achieved through “de-risking” its product model by reduc-
ing its turnaround times to as low as eight to 10 weeks. How? 
It separated its core basics from fashion items; it commits to 
almost 60 percent of fabrics in advance so that vendors can 
cut and sew garments on receipt of a PO; and it has upped 
its types and frequency of testing. Gap is leading this initia-
tive with a demand-based buying model enabled by a new 
platform used across all inventory, assortment building and 
in-season management that replaces 18 separate tools the 
company was previously using, and it is rolling this platform 
out to its other brands. To meet the ever-growing demands of 
the shop-everywhere consumer, it is converting its DCs to ship 
both direct and retail fulfillment out of one pool of inventory 
and one DC. Across brands, it closed 75 stores in 2016, and 
exited its Old Navy Japan business.

Under Armour
I’m thinking Indian for dinner. The Curry 4 is riding 

high on Steph Curry’s performance in the NBA Finals but 
also due to improvements made after the poor performance 
of the Curry 3, mocked mercilessly online and derided as a 
“dad shoe” by Jimmy Kimmel. Part of those lessons learned 
have spurred the company to be sharper when it comes to the 
number of color offerings, scarcity, exclusivity and cadence 
of its launches to drive more consistent engagement with 
consumers. While we’re on the topic of basketball, UA hit a 
record with 11 women’s and 12 men’s teams in the NCAA 
Tournament, and then it snagged its first-ever NCAA National 
Championship as the University of South Carolina women’s 
team took home the title and the men’s team made its (and 
UA’s) first Final Four. A few other recent UA highlights: 1) 
in 24 months, it’s gone from idea to a fully dedicated team 
of designers for its new sportswear business, translating the 
essence of UA into fashion; 2) its women’s business reached $1 
billion; and 3) it went live with SAP to gain a single view of the 
consumer, combining global point-of-sale, e-commerce and 
transactional information with its Connected Fitness business, 
now equipped with real-time information on more than 200 
million users that will enable a move from data collection to 
data analytics for better next-gen product development.

Vera Bradley
In a challenging year that saw sales and profits down, 

the brand founded by two female friends and entrepreneurs 
nonetheless generated a 20-fold increase in impressions to 



apparelmag.com    JULY 2017    19

COVER STORY: TOP 50

500 million with its “It’s Good to be a 
Girl” campaign, via national ads, edi-
torial content, gift guidance and social 
media. Vera Bradley continued the 
campaign this year, participating in a 
new six-episode reality competition 
TV show called “Girl Starter” that fo-
cuses on female leadership and aired 
on TLC starting in April. The brand 
famous for its patterned bags and 
luggage opened four full-line stores 

in its new modern design including a flagship in SoHo and its 
highest traffic and volume store in Disney Springs in Orlando, 
refreshed many others, opened six factory outlet stores, and 
increased distribution to approximately 130 Macy’s, Belk and 
Bon-Ton department stores. It expanded its collegiate program 
to represent more than 70 schools and entered six licensing 
agreements in the categories of bedding, hosiery, swim, tech, 
stationery and publishing. The company also relaunched its 
digital flagship in February, offering an improved user experi-
ence as well as new capabilities including e-gift cards and 
order online, pick up in store. 

Tailored Brands
Plans for its Men’s Wear-

house tux tie-up with Macy’s 
didn’t quite go according to plan. 
By the end of fiscal 2016, the ap-
parel company had opened tux-
edo rental shops in 170 Macy’s 
locations but tapped the brakes 
on an additional planned 130 
locations to explore a different 
“mutually beneficial” arrange-
ment with the department store 
retailer. By May 2017, however, the companies officially 
parted ways. Tailored Brands is doubling down instead 
on innovating the shopping experience to give men what 
they want: convenience. And with a store located within 
10 miles of the 110 million target male customers between 
18 and 65 years of age, it’s winning on the convenience 
front. But Tailored Brands is taking steps to advance that 
convenience by integrating digital technologies that blend 
the data-rich e-commerce experience with the advantages 
of the physical store because as CEO Doug Ewert said, 
“the store is not dead but a mediocre store experience is.” 
The company notched more than 60 million visits to its 
websites in 2016 and has been implementing and planning 
new features and functionalities in 2017, including guided 
shopping and scheduling a store appointment. Looking 
to its custom business to capture customers — because 
custom buyers shop more frequently and spend more 

than the average customer — Tailored Brands launched a 
media campaign to push its $395 custom suit, and planned 
promotions for 2017 focus on the Jos. A. Bank brand, Made 
in America suits, building its presence in business casual 
attire and making the most of influencers such as GQ 
magazine and men’s wear style authority Joseph Abboud.

Burlington Stores
Off price, but on the money: the chain retailer’s 2016 

comp-store sales were up 4.5 percent year over year, and by 
this past December it reported 16 back-to-back quarters of 
positive comp-store sales and positive foot traffic for nine of 
10 consecutive quarters — at a time when shopper visits are 
plummeting at many other stores. How good is business at 
Burlington? It made the Fortune 500 list for the first time last 
year, so there’s that. The company has worked diligently to 
diversify product offerings and reduce its reliance on its coats 
business; outerwear drove 5.5 percent of total sales, down 
from 6.3 percent the year prior, and men’s apparel and acces-
sories, handbags and athletic footwear were top-performing 
categories for 2016. Burlington brought its store fleet to a total 
of 592 with the addition of 25 net new locations that averaged 
51,000 square feet — a smaller format that’s driving 70 percent 
greater sales productivity.

J. Jill
J. Jill is back on the Top 50 after issuing an IPO in 

March, the latest in a series of transactions starting with an 
initial IPO in 1993, acquisition by Talbots in 2006 (for $517 
million), a sale to private-equity firm Golden Gate Capital 
three years later (for just $75 million) and a sale to Tower-
Brook in 2015 for $400 million. The women’s brand focus-
ing on serving customers ages 40 to 65 with relaxed style 
targets a space where others have recently faltered, includ-
ing former Top 50 denizen Coldwater Creek, which went 
bankrupt in 2014. But J.Jill has a strong direct-to-consumer 
model, in large part due to the company’s origins as a cata-
log company, and close relationships with a loyal customer 
base. Fortune reported earlier this year that the data J.Jill 
holds about its customers is so extensive that the retailer can 
pinpoint customer identity for 97 percent of its transactions. 
Online and catalog sales today account for 43 percent of total 
revenue, with the remainder coming from its 275 brick-and-
mortar stores, which the company intends to grow by 10 to 
15 this year in expectation of adding 100 long term.  

Chico’s FAS
The company closed out 2016 by bringing on board 

The Limited’s former CEO Diane Ellis to take the helm. 
Focusing on its digital presence, the retailer implemented 
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a shared services model for e-commerce, first upgrading 
the Chico’s brand website, followed by White House Black 
Market, and the Soma intimates brand will be upgraded 
later this year. The new White House Black Market site 
emphasizes customer service, aiming to provide the same 
boutique-level experience that customers find in stores, 
with a personal stylist just a click away, curated collections, 
streamlined navigation plus a mobile-friendly design. 
Soma is moving in on the athleisure trend, retooling its 
Sport collection — in the wake of a strong launch that then 
sputtered — to provide many of the slimming, shaping 
and body-flattering benefits that customers have come to 
expect in such apparel. A whopping 90 percent of Chico’s 
FAS’ revenue comes through its loyalty programs and now 
the company is exploring how to effectively leverage its 
deep customer insights.

Genesco
The Chicago Cubs’ historic World Series win last year 

was not just good for the Windy City — it was also great for 
Genesco’s Lids business, as fans snapped up team and cham-
pionship gear in strong enough numbers to help drive an 8 
percent increase in fourth-quarter comp sales. Its teen brand, 
Journeys, struggled a bit despite research showing that young 
shoppers still like starting with the store, enjoy the social 
experience of going to the mall and arrive with a high intent 
to purchase when making the trip to the shopping center. To 
minimize store costs, it’s leaning on ShopperTrak technology 
to right-size staffing and scheduling based on fluid customer 
traffic. When the EMV liability shift was official in 2015, 
Genesco decided not to immediately deploy the new compli-
ant chip-based card readers as it was in the midst of a POS 
software rollout. Instead, it forecast an uptick in fraud, though 
the actual chargebacks ended up multiples higher than 
expected — as much as $4 million to $5 million. To combat the 
issue, Genesco deployed new EMV technology in “high-risk” 
Journeys stores late in the year, with plans to conclude the 
rollout this year, followed by Lids and Johnston & Murphy.

Zumiez
The skate apparel and accessories company expand-

ed its global reach in 2016 with the $6.9-million acquisi-
tion of Fast Times, the Melbourne-headquartered retailer 
of skateboards, gear, footwear and apparel that operates 
five stores and an e-commerce site in Australia. Also last 
year, Zumiez was the first-to-market launch customer for 
Starmount’s Customer Engagement Suite, a commerce 
engine that’s delivering a better and more seamless cus-
tomer experience — and tight integration with its Stash 
loyalty program, which rewards users for everything from 
visiting a store to following the brand on social media. By 

the end of 2017, Zumiez plans to have components of its 
website integrated with the Customer Engagement Suite. 
The company is looking to the wealth of data accumulating 
in the technology platform to aid in localizing product as-
sortments. Offering buy online, pick up in store and reserve 
online, pay in store options, Zumiez is enabling shoppers to 
buy any of the roughly 100 new brands it launches annually 
on their terms and at their convenience. The company plans 
to slow down its store additions this year, from 33 in 2016 to 
18 locations in the United States, Europe (4) and Australia 
(2) — three quarters of which will be up and running in time 
for back to school.

Kohl’s
Given all the talk of the death of 

department stores (peers Dillard’s (39), 
Nordstrom (41) and Macy’s (42) are just 
following), kudos to Kohl’s for turning in a 
solid performance in an enormously chal-
lenging time. Acknowledging that there’s 
plenty of work to be done and perhaps 
taking a cue from fast fashion, Kohl’s dove 
head first into a speed initiative last year, 
shaving eight weeks off lead times for 
select products, starting in time-sensitive 
categories such as junior apparel, moving 
to private-label fashion brands SONOMA, 
Apt. 9 and Croft & Barrow, and also in-
cluding contemporary labels such as Sim-
ply Vera Vera Wang and Lauren Conrad, 
with Jennifer Lopez still to come. By the 
close of 2016, roughly 25 percent of owned 
brands were affected by the speed initia-
tive — a figure that already has jumped 
to 40 percent. The company is hoping to 
drum up traffic by selling Under Armour apparel and gear — 
and attract the athletic brand’s “younger customer.” Despite 
the continuing struggle with in-store footfall, traffic on mobile 
has been strong: smartphones and tablets accounted for half 
of all digital traffic last year, and nearly a third (30 percent) of 
digital transactions were conducted on mobile devices. Kohl’s 
mobile-centric Yes2You loyalty program is driving significant 
sales among its 30-million+ members. Guess that Greatness 
Agenda is paying off after all.

Dillard’s
Stretched primarily across smaller cities in 29 South-

ern and the Western states, Dillard’s operates 268 full-line 
stores and 25 clearance centers plus an e-commerce site. Sales 
contracted slightly between 2015 and 2016 as the department 
store retailer continues — like peers Kohl’s, Nordstrom and 
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Macy’s — to combat the persistent trend of declining mall traf-
fic. The Little Rock, Ark.-based company is accelerating efforts 
to increase its selection of distinctive brands and to provide 
memorable services and experiences to differentiate its brand. 
So far Dillard’s has managed to continue with “business as 
usual” instead of pursuing omnichannel, establishing an 
innovation lab or cramming stores with technology the way 
other department stores have, relying instead, as its investor 
relations director said in 2015, on premium customer service 
from sales associates to guide the shopper’s experience in 
store. In early 2017, the company converted two full-line stores 
in Wichita, Kansas, and Moline, Iowa, to clearance centers, fol-
lowing the greater trend that department stores are embracing 
with lucrative off-price channels (a la Macy’s Backstage and 
Nordstrom Rack).

Express
With Karlie Kloss as the face of its brand, Express 

leveraged the supermodel’s industry insights to design and 
curate a new collection earlier this year and launched a new 
campaign — Your Life, Your Dress Code — with the catwalker 
front and center to better communicate the brand’s message 
with customers. Laying the groundwork for a tech-first future, 
Express ripped and replaced 25-year-old legacy IT systems 
last year, implementing new retail management, enterprise 
planning and order management software platforms, which 
account for an upgrade of 95 percent of its total systems. It’s 
an important step toward enabling the kinds of omnichannel 
capabilities such as ship from store that rolled out in Q2 2017, 
and a buy online, pickup in store pilot planned for the back 
half of the year. Express is already reaping some benefits from 
the systems upgrade, improving planning and allocation to 
drive greater inventory visibility enterprise-wide. E-commerce 
sales grew 5 percent year over year, and accounted for 19 
percent of total annual sales, which Express plans to further 
exploit by expanding its online product assortment and fine-
tuning its mobile presence. In just two years, the company 
grew from its first outlet store in 2014 to closing 2016 with 
104 locations, planning to add 19 additional new outlets this 
year — and 20 full-price-to-outlet conversions in second- and 
third-tier malls.

Nordstrom
The department store company 

sent shockwaves through the industry 
last month when it formed a group to 
explore the possibility of going private. It’s 
a pretty bold move, telling the world that 

you believe in yourself and that your business model is strong 
enough to withstand the headwinds that are crippling (or even 
toppling) your peers, even if your earnings aren’t going to 

show for the foreseeable future the hockey-stick growth that 
investors love to see. Nordstrom recognized fairly early on 
how digital would become an integral part of retailing and is 
seeing results from its many tech investments. The volume of 
sales coming through buy online, pickup in-store jumped 45 
percent last year. Customers have booked via mobile 10,000 
reservations to hold apparel and footwear for in-store try-on, 
and Nordstrom plans to expand the initiative from the initial 
six Seattle-area locations to 50 full-line stores this year. Off-
price long has been a major highlight for Nordstrom’s busi-
ness — and for other department stores, too — and last year 
the channel accounted for the largest source of new customers: 
more than 6 million, to be exact. The company continues to 
finetune off-price — which grew to $4.5 billion in sales in 2016 
— adding a mobile feature that enables shoppers to scan an 
item and purchase online if the desired size or color is out of 
stock in store. More than 3.7 million customers joined Nord-
strom’s non-credit or debit loyalty offering last year, bringing 
its total loyalty membership to 7.8 million users, a 55 percent 
jump from 2015.

Macy’s
Comp-store sales were down 2.9 percent for the year. 

Still, CEO Terry Lundgren in his final earnings call before 
stepping into the role of chairman and turning over the CEO 
reins to Jeff Gennette emphasized that 90 percent of what is 
sold at Macy’s and Bloomingdale’s is still sold in a physical 
store, which is still “how the large majority of Americans 
shop.” That’s an important point the retailer is keeping top of 
mind even as it has reduced layers of management and closed 
66 stores, with 34 more planned in the coming years. Stores 
complement the retailer’s growing digital business, in which 
Macy’s has invested heavily ― last year it launched Macy’s 
On Call, a natural-language in-store shopping assistant pow-
ered by AI, the result of a partnership with Satisfi and IBM 
Watson — and it will focus investment this year in further 
experimenting with in-store tech and creative omnichannel 
solutions. To address the dramatic shifts in consumer shop-
ping habits the retailer will also work to develop a new mar-
keting strategy, simplify pricing and introduce new merchan-
dise concepts, categories, services and entertainment. To drive 
traffic to its flagships it is creating new spaces, for example, 
by carving out approximately 10,000 square feet of its Union 
Square store to create special luxury opportunities around its 
entrance, and is working on other real estate opportunities 
such as mixed-use development for retail, residential and 
hospitality on a site that Macy’s owns. 

G-III Apparel Group
It struggled with soft retail traffic, unseasonably 

warm weather and consumer migration to e-commerce with 
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results further impacted by $57 million in losses in its Wilsons 
and Bass retail businesses combined, which is down from $2 
million in losses the previous year. To combat this bleeding, 
G-III closed nearly a third of those stores and plans to shutter 
another 55. It’s cutting costs by integrating the infrastructure of 
Wilsons, Bass and Donna Karan on one platform, it’s making 
product and merchandising changes to outerwear and acces-
sories and it’s repurposing some of its stores to Karl Lagerfeld 
Paris with plans to convert others to DKNY. G-III is following 
its strengths, working to become the premier wholesale pro-
vider of women’s apparel to retailers across the country with 
its five power brands: DKNY, Donna Karan, Calvin Klein, 
Tommy Hilfiger and Karl Lagerfeld. It furthered its march 
toward that goal this spring with the announcement of a long-
term alliance with Macy’s to be the exclusive department store 
for the DKNY brand for women’s apparel and accessories. It 
sees potential in the DKNY and Donna Karan brands to the 
tune of $5 billion in ― highly profitable — sales, while it’s 
looking to DKNY, Karl Lagerfeld, Vilebrequin and Bass as the 
powerhouses for its direct online business. 

Delta Apparel
Sales were down 5.3 percent but profits were up 

for the owner of the Delta Apparel, Soffe, Intensity Athletics, 
Salt Life, Art Gun and Coast brands as it took steps to posi-
tion itself for the future. It installed equipment to commence 
open-width fabric production at its Ceiba Textiles facility for 
expected savings of $2 million annually, and also completed a 
manufacturing realignment to lower cost and expand produc-
tion output across most of its plants ($8 million in annual-
ized savings). Its Art Gun brand saw strong sales and record 
operating profits, and it installed new digital print equip-
ment to better service holiday demand as well as attract new 
customers. Salt Life achieved record operating profits on sig-
nificant revenue growth, including a 20 percent increase at its 
Jacksonville Beach, Fla. flagship store and significant growth 
in e-comm. It also opened a new retail store in San Clemente, 
Calif. The company opened a third-party DC in Chicago for 
quicker deliveries to its Delta Activewear customers in that 
region. It acquired Coast Apparel, a young brand in which it 
sees much potential, and in February opened a Coast flagship 
retail store in Greenville, S.C. It enhanced both its consumer 
and business-to-business websites and expanded its digital 
marketing programs. And it implemented leadership changes 
at its Soffe and Junkfood branded businesses, which in recent 
years have not performed to expectations.

Tillys
It turned its underperforming stores into its best per-

forming stores via localized merchandizing, which contributed 
to a 6.8 percent improvement in its operating income, the first 

annual improvement in that metric in five years. With mall 
traffic down, any new store growth this year will be very lim-
ited as the 222-store chain focuses on long-term profitability 
with improved merchandise assortments and technology to 
better connect with customers. To that end, it is implementing 
new POS and CRM as part of a suite of solutions from Aptos 
that should provide real-time inventory visibility and order 
management, and seamless omnichannel execution across mo-
bile and stores. That will all integrate seamlessly with a new 
cloud-based website platform from Demandware as well as 
with an enhanced mobile app. Tillys will also fully implement 
its buy-online/pick-up-in-store and ship-to-store programs 
this year. In marketing, it has reduced its aggregate spend and 
is redirecting efforts around customer engagement, such as 
via in-store events and contests, via co-branded promotions, 
though its new loyalty program and via social media. 

Citi Trends
After Q1, negative comp-store sales progressively nar-

rowed throughout fiscal 2016 and by Q4 were up 3.4 percent 
for an overall decline of just 0.4 percent for the year. Ladies’ 
and children’s performed well, but the standout performance 
comes from the Home division, which the company views 
as a strong growth vehicle. It draws customers into the store 
even when they don’t need apparel and by targeting broader 
lifestyle needs serves as a hedge against weather-driven 
demand as well. The value-priced retailer of urban fashion 
ended the year with no debt outstanding, and inventory 
tightened 1.7 percent, even as its store count increased by 18 to 
533 stores across 31 states. The positive trend continued into 
Q1 2017 with comp-store sales up 1 percent: Although sales 
had dropped off earlier in the year due to delays in income 
tax refund distributions, the company was able to recoup lost 
sales to the tune of $24 million. It has been unable to recover its 
losses when the same circumstance has occurred in the past. 
This year Citi Trends will open approximately 20 new stores 
in both existing and new markets, relocate or expand about 10 
stores, and remodel 20 others. 

Boot Barn Holdings
Low commodity prices and a generally soft retail 

market contributed to lower-than-expected results including 
same-store sales down 0.9 percent in Q4, but since the close 
of FY2016, stabilization in the price of oil and an increase 
in rig count has contributed to positive same-store sales, 
as evidenced by an uptick in the purchase of work boots 
and flame-resistant apparel. In e-commerce, the company 
expanded its omnichannel presence with the purchase of 
some assets of pure-play e-comm retailer Country Outfit-
ters for $1.8 million, including the domain name, customer 
list, social media assets and even a brand manager to help 
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grow that business, which targets a younger female Western 
fashion customer. That opens new demographic doors for 
the company, as most Country Outfitters customers are not 
currently customers of its Boot Barn or Sheplers brands. 
With that addition to its portfolio, Boot Barn now owns three 
of the top four highest traffic-generating web sites in the 
Western and work wear industry, all of which have been mi-
grated to its new e-comm platform and are managed by one 
e-comm team. They also share a fulfillment center, customer 
service group and consolidated inventory — assets it will 
also use across its in-store shopping portal, WHIP, to enable 
an expanded merchandise assortment. In efforts to keep 
same-store sales on an upward trajectory, the company this 
year will  launch a Boot Barn credit card, hire more bilingual 
store associates to serve the Hispanic community and orga-
nize in-store events such as professional line dancing lessons 
and concerts by local musicians. It’s also looking to increase 
the penetration of its private-brand portfolio (its Cody James 
and Shyanne brands are its No. 4 and No. 5 top-selling prod-
uct lines, respectively) and to expand its store base by 12 to 
bring the total to 230 by year’s end. 

Perry Ellis
Like many of the big 

apparel companies, Perry Ellis is 
looking to new software platforms 
to enhance its business operations, 
deploying a 3D design program 
that is helping designers improve fit 
and make changes quickly and earlier in the process, and that 
would enable buyers to sell collections from a digital format — 
bypassing the need for physical samples. With an eye toward 
speed to market, the company is aiming to use the software 
to accelerate production, trimming as much as two months 
out of the process. It’s also devoting resources to both a new 
warehouse management system and reengineered distribution 
centers to reduce costs and improve efficiency. The consumer 
demand for performance qualities baked into their clothes 
shows little sign of slowing down, with interest in items such as 
Perry Ellis’s washable suit and performance pants riding high. 
The company added 22 new licensees for seven of its brands 
last year, and it launched a Jack Nicklaus golf apparel collection 
in 1,650 Target doors plus e-commerce this summer. Striving to 
capture younger consumers, Perry Ellis is focusing on brands 
such as Original Penguin and Cubavera — for which it firmed 
up a Mexico licensing deal with Wolf Company this spring — 
that are best positioned to resonate with Millennials and Gen Z.

Ever-Glory
Much like last year, the company’s sales are continu-

ing the downward slide. The retailer of branded fashion ap-

parel and global apparel supply chain solution provider oper-
ates four of its own women’s brands and also supplies apparel 
for reputable retailers worldwide. Both its wholesale and its 
retail businesses contracted in 2016; retail profit totaled $88.1 
million, a decrease of 6.7 percent, while profits in the whole-
sale division shrank by 5.2 percent to $33.1 million, driven 
by sliding sales in China, Hong Kong, Germany, the United 
Kingdom and Japan, but offset somewhat by higher sales in 
Europe and the United States. The company expects to expand 
its store fleet — which totaled 1,378 by the close of 2016 — to 
more than 1,450 this year. It’s remodeling stores for California-
inspired youth-oriented brand Sea to Sky and high-end fash-
ion label idole with the hope that the upgrades can attract new 
customers and bolster foot traffic (and buck the wider industry 
trend). Ever-Glory’s two Chinese factories — Nanjing Catch-
Luck Garment Co. and New-Talent Garment Co. — together 
include 40 production lines that produce 3 million garments 
annually and employ more than 1,000 workers.

Guess?
Things change quickly in fashion retail. Just look at 

Guess?’s three-year plan, announced in 2016 and scrapped 
already due to “headwinds” in the industry. Still, you have to 
commend the company for recognizing realities and pivoting 
quickly to adjust. With all of the challenges in the United States 
market — which currently comprises 38 percent of Guess?’s 
total global business but is expected to be smaller and more 
profitable over time — the 
company is working to exploit 
growth opportunities in 
Europe and Asia, where it will 
devote the lion’s share of capi-
tal resources. Last year Guess? 
opened 15 company-run stores 
in Europe, from Portugal to 
Poland, bringing its store fleet 
on the continent to 56, with 60 
openings planned for 2017. In 
Asia, the apparel retailer expects to bring 35 stores online this 
year, an accelerated pace from 2016 when it opened just 13. 
Knee-deep in supply chain improvements, Guess? is taking 
a number of steps to streamline sourcing and save millions. 
First, it’s looking to improve product costs by strengthening  
sourcing activities in newer countries including Bangladesh, 
Cambodia and Pakistan that offer an attractive cost-to-quality 
value proposition. Second, to better scale sourcing, the com-
pany is taking a less-is-more approach, reducing its network 
of suppliers to strengthen relationships with high-quality 
vendors in order to become more efficient. And third, Guess? 
is implementing a fabric platform to utilize common fabrics 
across multiple styles, an effort to ensure a more consistent 
presentation to customers. n
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