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Introduction
In the current society that embraces diversity, Abercrombie & Fitch (A&F) has faced significant ethical criticism based on some of the company’s corporate practices. More specifically, the company was implicated in various acts of discrimination towards individuals from minority groups (LDF, 2006). Furthermore, the company has faced legal action in the past, with two of these in 2003 and 2015 exhibiting strong legal and ethical bases against A&F’s corporate practices. In response to the legal action, the company has tried to implement various alterations in its policies and practices. After identifying the ethical issues regarding A&F’s discriminatory actions, this paper analyzes how sufficient A&F has been embracing diversity and eliminating insensitive patterns. Lastly, the paper explains why A&F’s diversity training should adopt a deontological standpoint to create a culture that does not tolerate discriminatory actions.
A&F’s Treatment of Individuals from Non-Majority Backgrounds
A consistent pattern of discrimination against minority groups can be identified in A & F’s hiring procedures and the treatment of its employees. Based on the various lawsuits against A&F, it was revealed that the company previously used recruitment and selection processes that were biased against job candidates who were Black, Hispanic, or from other minority groups in the United States (LDF, 2006). Essentially, the company aimed to create a specific image about its brand and employees and therefore sought to exclude minority groups to maintain this image (LDF, 2006). As such, A&F objectively denied individuals from minority groups positions in their company despite these individuals meeting the job qualifications (LDF, 2006). Worse still, when A&F employed individuals from minority groups, the company assigned them to unpleasant workstations that ensured these individuals were not seen by their customers (LDF, 2006). The company also reportedly demoralized job-seekers from minority groups (LDF, 2006).
Some of A&F’s products have also displayed a disdain towards individuals from certain minority cultures. The company once produced various T-shirts that resulted in members of the Asian community feeling insulted because the shirts contained drawings intended to make fun of some aspects of their culture (Mikkelson, 2007). For instance, some of the drawings satirically used an image of Buddha, who is among the most revered figures in Asian religions (Mikkelson, 2007). As such, some members of the Asian community felt that A&F ridiculed their religion to make a profit by devaluing what Buddha stands for (Mikkelson, 2007). Furthermore, other lines of A&F shirts portrayed the stereotypical offensive generalizations made about Asians, such as their slant eyes, their superstitious nature, and the association of Asians with kung-fu (Mikkelson, 2007). Although the company stated that these drawings were only made for light-hearted humor purposes, they were still insensitive to what the Asians would feel about the drawings (Mikkelson, 2007). Making fun of people from minority groups by portraying offensive aspects of their stereotypes cannot be ethically justified.
Ethical Issues of A&F’s Behaviour
The ethical issues around A&F’s behavior are mainly based on the company’s willingness to ignore its moral obligations to its stakeholders and society in general. The organization has a moral obligation to acknowledge the rights of its employees regardless of their race or any other features that make them different, yet it chooses to ignore this through actions such as discriminating against employees from minority groups (Tamunomiebi & Ehior, 2019). To sustain an  the American image about its brand, the company is ready to overlook the qualifications and capabilities of certain individuals because of external features such as race and physical appearance. Additionally, the company has a moral obligation to its customers to not insult them, yet it deliberately makes fun of certain Asian cultural aspects (Tamunomiebi & Ehior, 2019). Furthermore, the company perpetuates fallacious standards of physical attractiveness in society through its models and the company’s refusal to manufacture clothes for heavy-bodied people. This ignores the company’s moral obligation to not create or contribute to harmful perceptions in society (Tamunomiebi & Ehior, 2019).
A&F’s behaviour can be analyzed from a utilitarian standpoint to identify various ethical principles that the company violated. The theory of utilitarianism judges the ethicality of actions based on whether they result in beneficial outcomes for the largest number of individuals affected by the action (Valentinov, 2017). A&F’s hiring procedures violate this theory by favoring only physically appealing individuals from non-minority groups, thereby causing other less-attractive individuals and those from minority groups to feel inferior. In this sense, the company violates the principles of fairness and respect for the rights of these individuals (Indeed, 2021). Furthermore, by refusing to manufacture plus-size outfits or using plus-size models, the company indirectly implies that heavy-bodied individuals are not appealing (Sagar, 2018). Thus, the company violates the principles of compassion towards their customers, as well as social consciousness, by perpetuating harmful standards of physical attractiveness (Indeed, 2021).
Legal and Ethical Principles in the 2003 & 2015 Legal Actions against A&F
From a utilitarian perspective, the 2003 Lawsuit against A&F was well-founded ethically. The lawsuit was initially presented by various individuals from minority groups who were denied positions in the company or fired because of their races (LDF, 2006). In the same lawsuit, A&F was also sued for its discriminatory recruitment and selection processes that were biased against job-seekers from minority races and favored physically attractive individuals (LDF, 2006). From a utilitarian perspective, it was unethical to discriminate against the employees based on their race because it resulted in most of the minority employees in the company feeling aggravated because most of them were not provided the opportunities they deserved despite being qualified. Furthermore, the company’s favoritism towards physically appealing employees led to the other less-attractive employees feeling less important simply because of their appearance. Using a utilitarian standpoint would identify these actions as unethical because the majority, if not all of the employees being discriminated against were not happy about those actions.
The 2015 court case against A&F was also founded on strong ethical and legal foundations. The court case was filed by a Muslim lady who was rejected during A&F’s recruitment process because she had a hijab during the job interview (Sagar 2018). Since the lady wore her hijab for religious reasons, A&F’s action was legally wrong because it violated Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, which specifies that an organization’s recruitment processes should not discriminate based on religion (Sagar, 2018). As such, the outcome of the case favored the Muslim lady (Marcum & Perry, 2010). From a virtue ethics perspective, A&F’s action was unethical because the hiring officials were inconsiderate and did not respect the lady’s right to practice her religious beliefs without being discriminated against (Sagar, 2018). Furthermore, A&F’s action towards the lady was self-centered on maintaining the brand image at the expense of the lady’s chances of getting the job position (Sagar, 2018).
A&F’s Response to Lawsuits & Challenges Against its Treatment of Minority Groups
In response to the lawsuits, A&F made various changes in its corporate practices regarding diversity. For starters, the company created a senior executive position for an individual who was responsible for providing diversity training to all the company’s employees, including those involved in the company’s employee recruitment and selection (LDF, 2006). This senior executive was in turn supervised by the company’s Chief Executive Officer (LDF, 2006). Furthermore, the company augmented the procedures that were previously in place to collect complaints regarding discriminatory behavior by the company’s officials (LDF, 2006). Additionally, new policies were established that created specific standards that the company had to meet in hiring employees from minority groups such as blacks, Hispanics, and female employees (LDF, 2006). For instance, the policies specified that A&F had to employ at least 25 individuals to specifically look for job candidates from non-majority groups (LDF, 2006). Consequently, the company was forced to embrace diversity.
In my opinion, A&F’s actions towards embracing diversity have been sufficient. The various milestones made by the company in attaining inclusivity prove that the company has indeed changed its corporate practices. For instance, I was convinced by the company’s establishment of a transformational system for its diversity and inclusivity efforts for several years (Karr, 2014). The implementation of this system was spearheaded by the company’s executive in charge of diversity, who in turn reports to the company’s CEO (Karr, 2014). Furthermore, the company improved the proportion of its business associates who are not whites from about 10% to more than half (Karr, 2014). I was also convinced by the company’s attainment of a “perfect score from the Human Rights Campaign’s Corporate Equality Index for eight consecutive years” (Karr, 2014). Furthermore, the company has acquired significantly more female employees over the years, and about three-quarters of the company’s “executive presidents are women” (Karr, 2014). Due to these consistent efforts and milestones in achieving diversity among their workforce, I believe that A&F’s actions towards altering its corporate practices to embrace inclusivity have been sufficient.
Diversity Training at A&F
Diversity training at A& F should be based on deontology such that there is a universal set of ethical guidelines within the organization regarding diversity and discrimination. Although utilitarianism can be justified as a basis that would prioritize the general well-being of all the organizational members as the end goal of the diversity training, it is imperative to note that different people may have varied views of what general well-being implies. Similarly, different individuals prioritize different values under virtue ethics, such that individuals may disagree on what the most important ethical virtue is (Rhode, 2006). As such, a deontological basis would establish a universal set of what is considered ethical in different scenarios in the organization. This would eliminate the possibility of different interpretations of the ethical issues at hand during ethical scenarios in the organization and provide a certain universal standard to which all the organizational members should aspire in eliminating insensitivity in the organization (Rhode, 2006).
Nonetheless, to avoid passive compliance where individuals only follow the ethical guidelines to avoid punishment or negative rewards, diversity training should look to adopt the self-regulatory model of motivating diversity-tolerant behavior among A & F organizational members (Rhode, 2006). This model is dependent on the intrinsic motivation of ethical behavior by creating an innate feeling of duty to ensuring ethical behavior and maintaining congruence between the ethical guidelines and the ethical values held by the individual members of the organization (Rhode, 2006). To establish this intrinsic motivation, the diversity training at A & F should help the organization create processes that are perceived as fair by the organizational members (Rhode, 2006). Such intrinsic motivation will drive the employees at A & F to abide by the ethical guidelines without considering the punishments that they may face if they ignore these guidelines (Rhode, 2006). Consequently, the management at A & F would spend less time and resources to consistently monitor ethical behavior or punish discriminatory actions (Rhode, 2006).
By basing their diversity training on deontology, A & F would therefore create a company-wide standard for non-discriminatory behavior, which should be instigated through intrinsic sources of motivation (Rhode, 2006). To achieve this, the diversity training should first target the organizational leaders and management at A & F since they have a bigger influence on the policies and guidelines in the company (Rhode, 2006). As such, the diversity training should teach the management at A & F how to create relevant policies regarding diversity and an organizational culture that embraces diversity (Rhode, 2006). Essentially, these leaders should be trained on how they can inspire diverse-tolerant behavior among their subordinates by prioritizing the company’s objectives over their interests (Rhode, 2006). In this sense, the leaders themselves will engage in intrinsically motivating ethical behavior and serve as role models for their subordinates (DeGrassi, Morgan, Walker, Wang, & Sabat, 2012). Additionally, the A & F leaders should be trained on how they can remain consistent in certain aspects of their decision-making process, such as impartiality and fact-based actions regarding diversity (Rhode, 2006). Also, the leaders should be trained on how they can cultivate a genuine interest in their subordinates’ well-being and respect for their constitutional rights (Rhode, 2006).
Conclusion
In conclusion, Abercrombie & Fitch has been previously guilty of perpetuating discriminatory behaviors towards individuals from minority groups through the treatment of its non-white and less attractive employees, as well as its open degradation of some aspects of the Asian culture through their T-shirts. These patterns have resulted in ethical issues mainly due to the company’s violation of its moral obligations to its employees, customers, and society in general. Furthermore, A&F’s activities violated utilitarian ethics by causing distress to the discriminated individuals. The company’s actions have resulted in various lawsuits, with both having strong legal foundations since they were ruled against A&F. Moreover, they were well-founded ethically if their actions are analyzed from utilitarian and virtue ethics perspectives. Accordingly, the company has made various changes in its corporate practices, which have resulted in various milestones towards embracing diversity in the company. Nonetheless, the ethical training at the company should embrace deontology to create a universal standard to be achieved in maintaining equality in the company.
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