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Abstract 
 
In studying the consumption and retailing strategies utilized by J.Crew, this paper will 
create a better understanding of the full spectrum of experiential retailing. While the 
brand has multiple sales channels, the focus of this study will be on their March 2009 
catalog. Symbolic consumption is strongly used by the company as a way to connect 
customers to the product through emotion and meaning. Along the same lines, lifestyle 
retailing is the main form of retailing used by J.Crew to promote a lifestyle that people 
aspire to. The J.Crew catalog conveys these forms of consumption and retailing and puts 
it right at the customers’ doorstep. This study will explore the pages of the catalog in 
depth and how it conveys the company’s mission through their consumption and retailing 
strategies that clearly inhabit the pages of their catalog.  
 
 
Introduction 
 
Originally selling its signature “preppy-yet-hip” apparel strictly from a catalog, J.Crew 
has become the go-to retailer for quality clothes adored by men and women of all ages.  
The monthly catalog showcases current, new and staple items on impeccably styled 
models in idealistic locations. While clearly styled by a great team, the models that grace 
the catalog pages show looks that are attainable, unlike most high-fashion magazines. 
Customers who op-in and eagerly await the catalogs arrival in the mail or simply pick 
one up during a visit to the store are quickly thrust into this world of chinos and cardigans 
with the flip of a page. The images and content of the monthly catalogs are a powerful 
source of branding and retailing for the company. Focusing on the March 2009 issue 
(Figure 1), greater analysis of the company’s marketing technique utilizing symbolic 
consumption and lifestyle retailing is explored in the following pages. 
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Figure 1:  Cover of March 2009 J.Crew Catalog. 
Photo courtesy of Cynthia Ditaranto. All rights reserved. 

	  

 

The History Behind the Iconic American Brand 
 
J.Crew has been in business since the early 1980’s, influencing a market that was already 
taken with the emergence of the “preppy” style during the same time that Ralph Lauren 
introduced his Polo line. J. Crew entered the market “with the understanding that there 
was a whole host of potential customers who shared Lauren’s interest in the Ivy look, but 
who also knew that they were stuck between Lauren’s social climbing and L.L Bean’s 
industrial-strength indifference to anything that resembled style” (269). DeBord points 
out that “mail order used to mean dowdy, as in Sears-Roebuck stylelessness and 
industrial-strength presentation. It now means reliably stylish” (269). Unlike other 
catalogs, J.Crew opened its pages to the customer with the introduction of its stores. They 
serve as a place where people can come and experience the fantasy world of the catalog.   
Men, women and children can happily exist in Crewland, as well as blushing brides. 
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Aside from their popular product mix, J.Crew also offers line of children’s clothing 
called “Crewcuts” and Special Occasion dresses, using special fabrics such as silk taffeta 
and silk dupioni from India for weddings and any special occasion.  Recently, J.Crew 
introduced their collection line, sold exclusively online and in a boutique store on New 
York’s Madison Avenue, appropriately named No. Ten Thirty Five (the store address). 
As a way to enhance exclusivity, J.Crew labels many of its items “Catalog/J.Crew.com 
only.”  Such is the case for most special occasion dresses, forcing customers to trust the 
J.Crew experts and order based on the display in the catalog or website. They must wait 
for the garment to arrive in order to try it on and if they decide that they don’t like it, they 
have the option of returning it to a store location.  
 
 
Symbolic Consumption and Lifestyle Retailing 
 
The American public is constantly bombarded with advertising and marketing schemes 
created to evoke emotion, all with the same goal, to convince you that you need that 
product. We live in a society that is becoming ever more consumer-oriented. Every part 
of our existence focuses on the things we have - or do not have. 
 
Consumers tend to consume products and services that hold individualized symbolic 
meanings. Symbolic consumption is spending money on goods and services that reflect 
your taste. This could be getting a good education at a nationally recognized university or 
achieving quality of life by indulging in a luxury spa experience. Individuals also define 
themselves and develop self-concepts through social roles. Association with an 
identifiable status is contingent upon possession of goods that communicate signs of 
belonging (“Symbolic Consumption”). Retailers attempt to signal status, group 
membership, or self-esteem by means of the consumption of certain goods and services 
that rests on the symbolic value they have. Symbols and icons are capable of holding 
complex meanings for individuals and this study considers how individuals assign 
meaning to objects.  
 
Similar to consumers who make purchases based on symbolic meaning, consumers also 
buy products that reflect their personal and social identities. Retailers have therefore 
created brands that reflect their lifestyles as more people continue to define themselves 
through product or service purchases. Lifestyle retailing is defined as retail offers that are 
tailored to the lifestyles of specific market segments (Kim, Forney, and Sullivan 297). An 
important part of lifestyle retailing is to identify the set of products and services that 
seems to be linked to a specific lifestyle. Retailers must research how people make 
choices among a variety of product and service categories to define their lifestyles. 
Lifestyle retailing caters to those who follow the “shop-to-express” philosophy, driven by 
the desire to feel good about themselves and in turn, make a good impression on others. 
Shopping reflects the shopper’s individuality and provides an external validation of his or 
her lifestyle perspective.  
 
Americans are renewing their interests in living casually, and this informality has 
extended to many companies that are instituting casual dress policies. With living 
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casually also comes an ease at which people prefer to shop. They want to feel 
comfortable and welcomed into a certain shopping environment, and whichever store 
achieves this best will win their loyalty.  Certain retailers attempt to embody values and 
aspirations of a group or culture. In the case of J.Crew, a component of their product mix 
has become associated with New York/Los Angeles casual cool. It is also the iconic 
“preppy” style, and the American “Ivy League” look that makes their products so 
enticing to so many shoppers.  
 
 
Consumption and Experiential Retailing in the J.Crew Catalog 
 
J.Crew’s March 2009 catalog, the first of a guaranteed plethora of spring J.Crew catalogs, 
is titled “America...” The cover features a gorgeous couple in a vintage convertible, 
iconic panorama of the Golden Gate Bridge, and then... "AMERICA" with a red “A”. 
J.Crew is trying to evoke the idea of retail-optimism in this economic downturn we find 
ourselves in.  As one blogger noted, “we all still shop, and nothing says American 
happiness like classic styling of J.Crew...right?” (“J.Crew ‘America”).  
  
Naming the issue after our great country solidifies J.Crew as a brand that symbolizes 
classic American style. This issue is so successful because it creates a story and 
merchandises the clothes around this story. Photoshoots for the clothes take advantage of 
the architecture and charming neighborhoods that San Francisco has to offer. 
 
The catalog is the company’s main outlet for design ideology, and it does it well with 
careful styling and design aesthetic.  The catalog, though in theory a tangible object, 
could be considered unable to evoke the sense of touch as would a brick and mortar store, 
however, DeBord suggests that J.Crew does accomplish this.  He explains, “to feel 
J.Crew, one sits at home, leafing through the catalog, the phone close by....” (DeBord 
273). The catalog offers a “visual conjuring of touch- within the boundaries of 
conventional printing on paper” (DeBord 273).  It’s all about the casual luxury that 
inspires shoppers to outfit themselves in the clothing.  
 
For J.Crew, their symbols are the clothes themselves. It’s not hard to see that within the 
witty text and creative layout of the clothes in a J.Crew catalog are the signs that 
communicate a sense of belonging and identity. On one of the first few pages we see a 
young professional woman strutting down the street in J.Crew head to toe, styled with a 
simple embellished tank, pencil skirt and strappy heels and accessorized with a large 
beaded necklace and men’s leather belt- blackberry and coffee in hand (Figure 2). What 
else does a workingwoman need? This pencil skirt, by the way, happens to be the same 
Dazzling-Dots pencil skirt that Michelle Obama proudly wore as she posed for pictures 
with England’s Prime Minister and his wife. Who better to wear J.Crew than our 
country’s first lady herself?  Located at the beginning of the catalog, this is one of the 
first images that our brain takes in. Later, American icon Lauren Hutton is featured in the 
catalog on pages 34-36, styled in classic spring pieces. 
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Figure 2: Typical J. Crew model featuring the Dazzling-Dots pencil skirt,  
page 8, March 2009 catalog. 

Photo courtesy of Cynthia Ditaranto. All rights reserved. 
 

 

Also featured in this catalog are photos of models posing on the grounds of Roy’s, the 
Route 66 landmark in Amboy, California. You’ll see images of both Roy’s or Amboy on 
pages 58 through 61 in the men’s section. The Route 66 landscapes and classic menswear 
fits perfectly with the story on the cover. On the facing page is a neat display of the 
Broken-in Chinos, perfect for a day on the road, or brunch with the family. 
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	  Figure 3: Photoshoot with Roy’s Café, featuring the Broken-in Chinos. 
Photo courtesy of Cynthia Ditaranto. All rights reserved. 

 

J.Crew doesn’t just sell clothes; it sells a lifestyle. Every pair of chinos and Wellies 
(that’s Crewspeak for rain boots) “carry the implicit message that life can be a J.Crew 
catalog, with you and your friends cavorting photogenically on a beach, wearing clothes 
in such colors as lawn and thistle and pond” (DeBord 1997). The classic yet simple 
designs of J.Crew would be somewhat meaningless without its distinctive context. The 
catalog serves an instrument with the purpose of promoting a design vision based on 
classic American ideology.   
 
J.Crew not only sells the clothes but also offers styling tips and suggestions for 
consumers to fully achieve the J.Crew “look.” For example, the catalog instructs 
shoppers how to roll their denim for a more casual look and pair it with heels. The March 
2009 issue also features a section that explains how to wear “one item two ways.” This 
goes hand in hand with the fact that “a source of tremendous anxiety for the American 
consumers, and especially for American professionals who are compelled to adopt a 
prescribed wardrobe of respectability for office life, is the prospect of having to change 
clothes for different social functions” (DeBord 266). If the catalog can convince someone 
that a certain blazer can transform their outfit from day to night by adding jewelry, a 
clutch and a metallic mini skirt, it has well served its purpose. Consumers begin to trust 
the pictures in the catalog and want to emulate the lives of the models on the pages 
because they feel they represent the most fashionable and put-together women closely 
related to their own lifestyle.  
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Conclusion 
 
No matter how hard we believe in a sense of “perceived” individuality, we are always 
looking for further inspiration and ways to better our style and ourselves. J.Crew is a 
retailer that caters to the needs and wants of a certain culture of consumers, and their 
catalog serves as the perfect way to reach that specific demographic. It would be 
fascinating to see how many people actually purchase outfits according to what the 
models in the catalog wear, compared to picking and choosing pieces to combine in their 
own way.  
 
By themselves, the clothes would look no different than those sold at the Gap, but the 
catalog gives reason to believe that wearing these clothes will take you above and beyond 
the average person’s style and permeate a world of fantastically chic and easy to wear 
clothing. J.Crew transformed catalog shopping by bringing fashion to your doorstep 
without all the frills and fussiness of fashion magazines.  Having the catalog appear more 
editorial, formatted around a central story as seen in the March 2009 issue, is not 
necessarily a bad idea.  It is a smart way to mix entertainment with sales, without loosing 
the integrity of the brand. 
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