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COMMENTARY 

From Runway to No Way: COVID-19’s Impact on the Fashion Industry  

BETHEL NAGER
*  

COVID-19 has impacted every element of our lives. Grocery shopping, chatting with 

friends, and going to work have either become a virtual experience or an opportunity to mask up 

and brave the world. This pandemic has also greatly affected the fashion industry. Despite the 

athleisure market boom,1 there are some apparel companies facing economic unrest. Major 

retailers including J.Crew, Neiman Marcus, JCPenney, and Stein Mart have filed for Chapter 11 

bankruptcy.2 In fact, approximately 25 “retailers, big and small, have filed for Chapter 11 

protection this year, far exceeding the number for all of last year.”3 Chapter 11 bankruptcy permits 

a business organization to devise a plan for the reorganization of its financial situation.4 Each 

company creates a strategy that will benefit them and satisfy their creditors. This reorganization 

plan is approved or denied by the court.5 

J.Crew and its sister store, Madewell, have been experiencing financial hardship since the 

start of the pandemic. J.Crew is the mecca of all things blue and white striped, while Madewell is 

known for its casual and comfortable denim. In May of 2020, J.Crew filed for Chapter 11 

bankruptcy. Their reorganization plan was approved, involving a combination of repaying secured 
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debt and loans, accompanied by store closures.6 As many states enter less restrictive COVID 

phases, J.Crew will hopefully see more in-store shoppers, gearing them up for a successful holiday 

season.  

On the other hand, Stein Mart filed for Chapter 11 bankruptcy later in the pandemic. Prior 

to filing, the store attempted to endure the virus through temporary closures and federal financial 

assistance.7 Even so, as of August, the discounted department store is planning to close “most, if 

not all, of its 280 stores.”8 Stein Mart is implementing a reorganization plan where they hope to 

get the best value through the liquidation of all of its assets.9 The CEO claims Stein Mart is not 

able to sustain business due COVID-19 and the struggling fashion industry.10 Despite the store 

closures, Stein Mart hopes to maintain its online presence, allowing bargain shoppers to stay up-

to-date with the trends.   

As we enter the seventh month of COVID-19, I aspire to casually walk through a mall, 

enjoying my favorite stores without worry of social distancing and the transmission of germs. 

Although online shopping has become a norm, it lacks the allure of feeling the fabrics, trying on 

new styles, and picking up impulse items at the checkout counter. With Chapter 11 bankruptcy 

significantly impacting the fashion industry, it is hard to imagine what the future will hold for 

many retailers and runways. 
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