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RETAIL EXPERTS CONSTANTLY JABBER ON ABOUT HOW STORES NEED TO CREATE A  
“special memorable customer experience.”

So to research this topic, I visited a place known for such things. I went to Disney World. 
Let me get my bias out of the way right at the beginning. I’m not really an amusement 
park kind of guy. I don’t like organized fun and I close my eyes on roller coasters.  I like 
spontaneous fun and if I want to be terrified, I’ll watch Mets World Series highlights, not 
hang from a ride upside down while lasers shoot at my eyeballs.

But this trip was not about fun, it was about research.  And overall the folks at Disney and 
their neighbors in Orlando served up a bunch of memorable experiences.

One of my favorites was an attraction at Epcot where my son and I got to design our own 
car in a pavilion sponsored by Chevy and then travel in a car chassis type ride that credibly 
simulated the car we had created (editor’s note: it was high on speed, low on efficiency. 
My son may have a future in Detroit). The coolest part of this attraction was that it utilized 

technology—a touch screen computer—with a 
tactile old-fashioned experience: a roller coaster.

Impossible to do that in a shoe store? Not so. 
Converse offers something remarkably similar in its 
stores. Shoppers can pick out upper materials and 
components using an iPad and walk out 30 minutes 
later with a pair of All-Stars using their designs, 
assembled in that very store.

Our featured retailer in this issue, WSS, offers 
something even better in its Chop Shop (see page 38). 

My second big takeaway? It’s really impressive when people are nice to you. We’ve all 
heard the stories about how big conglomerates are mean to their employees and fire them 
if they’re not nice to consumers (the beatings will continue until morale improves or words 
to that effect), but most of the “cast members” we encountered at The Magic Kingdom were 
super helpful and very friendly. Good service is good. But when someone smiles and seems 
to mean it, in today’s world that rates as a WOW. 

Our best customer service experience occurred away from Disney at a resort golf course 
where I played a round with my son Devlin. As he and I played the front 9, we noticed that 
the course was set up to accommodate “Foot Golf,” which is played with a soccer ball and 
your feet. As we made the turn, we stopped into the pro shop to inquire about Foot Golf and 
asked if we could trade in our back 9 for nine holes of Foot Golf. 

Now the guys in the pro shop could have said no a dozen different ways and been 
totally within their rights to do so. They could have said “We don’t offer that on 
Saturdays,” or “you have to reserve that in advance,” or “Yeah you can play, but it will 
cost you extra.”  But what they said was “Let us set up the course for you. How many 
holes would you like to play?”

That response may win them the Sullivan Family Award for Best Customer Service 
Experience of 2015. They created a memorable experience for me and my son and now 
we’re telling everyone. Next time you’re in Orlando, stop by at Hawk’s Landing and tell them 
we sent you. 

Until then, best wishes for a healthy and prosperous Holiday Season. 

MAGIC 
   MOMENTS

The coolest part 
of this attraction 
was that it utilized 
technology—a touch 
screen computer—
with a tactile old-
fashioned experience: 
a roller coaster.

TIMEOUT | MARK SULLIVAN

www.aetrex.com

http://www.aetrex.com


the healthiest shoes you’ll ever wear®

www.aetrex.com

http://www.aetrex.com


THEFOOTWEAREYE

Dansko 
Measures 
Up

By Jennifer Ernst Beaudry 

F
or Dansko, the 
West Grove, 
PA-based brand, 
deciding to join 
the then-fledgling 
B Corp in 2007 
was a no-brainer. 

Having its business evaluated 
by “qualified, independent 
experts,” Dansko CEO Mandy 
Cabot says, is one way the 
comfort footwear brand has 
gone out of its way to “measure 
up” and test itself. Many of the 
brand’s collections bear the 
American Podiatric Medical 
Association’s Seal of Acceptance, 
and many styles are rated for 
ASTM and SATRA standards for 
slip-resistance. 

And that goes beyond 
product, too. In 2008, the firm 
opened its 80,000-square-foot 
green headquarters built to the 
U.S. Green Building Council’s 

Leadership in Energy and 
Environmental Design certification 
standards. In 2012, it debuted a 
LEED Gold certified DC. 

“We want our performance 
across all areas of our business 
to be measured by a body of 
credible, independent experts 
who can give us their objective, 
undivided attention,” Cabot says. 
“Are we as good as we think we 
are? Third party validation gives 
us the perspective we need.”

So working with B Lab – 
Dansko was one of the first 
companies to become a B Corp – 
made sense, she says. And even 
though the brand had prided 
itself on its corporate social 
responsibility mandate, without 
a dedicated CSR department, 
partnering with an outside firm 
had been a huge advantage. 

“We realized that we could rely 
on the folks at B Lab to keep up 
with all of the advancements out 
there, benchmark our progress 

and measure us against other 
companies,” she says.

And Cabot said the process 
– which measures data about 
how a company is governed, 
the way it treats it employees, 
its community engagement and 
environmental practices – was a 
revealing one. 

“Achieving certification was 
a lot harder than we thought it 
would be,” she says. “We thought 
we had it all — a great culture, 
high employee engagement and 
benefits, healthful, well-made, 
sustainably sourced products, 
a thriving charitable foundation 
and high employee participation 
in volunteer activities and 
community service, and 
transparency and accountability 
– yet we barely passed.”

But going through the process 
was valuable, she says.  

“[The audit] showed us things 
we might not have thought of, 
like adding policies around jury 

duty, voting and whistle-blowing 
to our Employee Handbook,” 
Cabot says. “And it helped us 
stay focused on best practices, 
like less packaging in our 
products, which reduces both 
product and freight costs, lower 
energy usage, less operational 
waste, and a better and more 
complete Employee Handbook 
and sourcing code of ethics.”

And all of those factors pay off 
in more than one way, she says. 

“It’s hard to quantify, but I 
do believe there’s a halo effect. 
You earn more trust and loyalty 
from consumers who understand 
B Certification; for consumers 
who aren’t familiar with B 
Corporations, being certified 
certainly doesn’t hurt anything.” 

“I also think that being a B Corp 
helps us attract employees who 
share our values. Our values are 
front and center, which I believe 
acts as a beacon for like-minded 
prospective employees.” 

STRATEGY
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V
ionic has introduced a newly coined ZenFitness30 method to promote health and 
wellness that will launch to consumers in January to support its Spring collection. The 
ZenFitness30 is spearheaded by Juliet Kaska and Dr. Jim Nicolai and consists of a series 
of active stretches designed to lengthen the body, develop the core and get the heart 
pumping. There is also a walking exercise designed to help quiet the mind and  
limit distraction, while keeping the body mobile. 

In line with its mission for promoting wellness from the ground 
up, Vionic is emphasizing  its expanded line of athletic shoes and 
a new line of active recovery sandals. The Zen Fitness program 
was developed by Vionic Innovation Lab members and celebrity 
fitness trainer Kaska, whose clients include Karlie Kloss, Ali 
Larter, Kerry Washington and Pink. 

THEFOOTWEAREYE

C
rocs’ senior 
management 
is confident 
the first half of 
2016 will show 
improved results 

as it completes an 18- to 24-month 
turnaround with the introduction 
of a first product line developed by 
its current team. Approximately 60 
percent of the Spring/Summer 2016 
line will be fresh styles, versus 30 
percent in Spring/Summer 2015.

During the third quarter ended 
Sep. 30, the company took actions 
to improve the overall health of its 
business, including aggressively 
clearing aged and excess inventory 
and increasing reserves by $19 
million for doubtful payments 
from some Chinese distributors. 
Revenues of $274.1 million, up 3.7 
percent on a constant currency 
basis, were in line with revised 
expectations. Wholesale sales were 
off 12 percent, negatively impacted 
by currency; e-commerce revenues 

were 15 percent higher at nearly 
$29.5 million, and year-to-date store 
count was down 28 to 557. The 
company has added Carrie Teffner, 
the former CFO for Petsmart and 
Timberland, in the same role, and 
Donna Flood, the former Easton-Bell 
Sports’ COO, as CIO.

Crocs CEO Greg Ribatt, who 
joined the company from Sperry 
in January 2015, continues to 
express confidence in the brand 
turnaround. A key to any growth 
after closing 148 doors in the 
last 18 months will be to achieve 
high single-digit growth in its 
wholesale segment, he said during 
a September investor conference.

“Despite headwinds, this [third 
quarter] really sets the stage for 
our future financial plans … and I 
feel very confident in the direction 
we’re heading,” he said. “We are at 
an inflection point, but the bulk of 
the restructuring is behind us, and 
we have a line of sight to meaningful 
growth in Spring/Summer ’16.”

The company, which sold 
55 million pairs last year, has 
been dramatically reducing SKU 
counts — Spring ’16 will be 40 
percent smaller than Spring ’15, 
and Fall ’16 will be 50 percent 
smaller than Fall ’15. However, an 
estimated 70 percent of Spring ’16 
products will be globally aligned 
and available, versus about 10 
percent previously. Also, Crocs, 
which counts the U.S., U.K., 
Germany, China, Japan and South 
Korea as its top six markets, has 
consolidated its e-commerce site 
to a dozen from 20 previously and 
realized a 31 percent constant 
currency sales lift in third quarter 
on a comparable site basis.

According to SVP–global 
merchandising Michelle Poole, the 
brand will be “putting the iconic 
clog at the heart of our brand,” 
refreshing the style with more 
athletic-inspired and feminine 
looks. Style updates will come 
more frequently, Poole said, saying 

that the brand has failed in the 
past to modernize styles as often 
as their shopper is looking for, 
especially in women’s. 

Crocs will also be focusing 
much more intensely on creating 
franchises of key products, taking 
successful models and expanding 
the offering in the slip-ons, flats, 
wedges and boot silhouettes, she 
said. And Spring/Summer as a selling 
and buying season will be extended 
to a full eight months, letting Crocs 
pick up sales previously left on the 
table in warm-weather markets 
looking for newness. 

And in support of the brand 
refresh, Crocs will be continuing 
its “#FindYourFun campaign, 
which highlights its iconic clog 
model. The marketing spend 
has increased 50 percent, or $15 
million, this year with 70 percent 
of the total earmarked for the 
U.S. In 2016, the company said, 
“working marketing dollars” would 
be increased by 20 percent. 

THEFOOTWEAREYE

BUSINESS

BRANDING

Crocs Looks Ahead to 2016 

Vionic Zens It
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Camtrade Aims to Deliver Affordable Comfort, Fashion

Abeo Footwear Signs Celebrity Chef

footwearinsight.com

F
rank Cammarata and his 
assembled management team  
at Boxborough, MA-based 
Camtrade know more than a thing 
or two about retail footwear and 
apparel customers on a budget. 

Many cut their retail teeth at The TJX Cos., the 
publicly traded off-price retailer of apparel and 
home fashions that was founded by Frank’s 
father, Ben, 75, who recently retired as TJX 
chairman after 40 years with the Framingham, 
MA, company.

Camtrade, which completed its second 
retail season in Spring 2015, is marketing two 
affordable, branded collections of footwear —
Soft Comfort, described as affordable, tailored 
and comfort flats in the $39-49 retail range, and 
Secret Celebrity, a range of high fashion sandals 
and boots priced at $49-69 retail.

“At least part of the customer base is the 
Clarks’ customer that doesn’t have the budget 
for their shoes,” says Cammarata, whose nearly 
20-year career at TJX through early 2002 was as 
a buyer and district merchandise manager.

The creative director at Camtrade, which sees 
its retail customers ranging from Nordstrom, 
Macy’s, The Buckle, DSW and Boscov’s to 
Internet-only operations in Shoebuy.com and 
Zulily, is Derek Benson, a former designer 
for both Kenneth Cole and Nine West. Mike 
McBride, a retired TJXer who helped launched 
the retailer’s shoe business in 1984, is 
Camtrade’s EVP–merchandising. 

From a sales perspective, Camtrade has a staff 
of three to address key accounts, department 
stores and key accounts — Richard Hartman, 
Mark Gornstein and Dick Prout. Soo Kim is the 
firm’s financial controller, with Samantha Schulz 
serving as customer service manager. 

THEFOOTWEAREYE

STRATEGIES

AMBASSADOR

C
elebrity chef Anne Burrell, a Food Network host and New York Times best-
selling cookbook author, has signed on as the first brand ambassador for 
Abeo biomechanical footwear. Burrell’s appointment was simultaneous 
with the Westlake Village, CA, company’s introduction of a clog collection 
with built-in orthotics. The Abeo brand is owned by The Walking Company 
and is available in its stores, approximately 50 independent shoe retailers 

in the U.S. and in Australia. Burrell, who says Abeo shoes provide her feet added comfort 
during long hours in the kitchen, will appear in brand collateral materials in TWC stores, 
online and in social media. The clog collection is available in two advanced biomechanical 
systems — B.I.O. system and 24/7. B.I.O. styles feature the customized 3D fit and the 
comfort of built-in orthotics. The 24/7 options utilize Abeo 3D orthotics digitally matched 
to a customer’s foot and arch type. — Bob McGee

Camtrade’s Secret Celebrity line of footwear retails in the $49-69 range.

www.footwearinsight.com
www.shoebuy.com
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M
ephisto USA 
has opened 
its fourth 
company 
owned store. 
The new store 

is located inside The Forum Shops 
at Caesars in Las Vegas. “From 
the day we opened the doors at 
our first location in New York, the 
stores have all exceeded our sales 
projections,” says Mike Crosno, 
president and CEO of Mephisto 
USA. “Opening a location in Las 
Vegas will allow us to reach out to 
new customers as well as existing, 
loyal Mephisto aficionados.”

Mephisto has two stores in 
Manhattan and one in Atlanta at 
Phipps Plaza. Crosno says the 
brand is striving for a consistent 
atmosphere in its stores with 
“a spacious interior, product-
friendly fixturing and comfortable 
furnishings.” 

R
etailer Rack Room Shoes 
raised a record amount of 
funds during its annual Shoes 
That Fit campaign. This 
year’s total of more than $1 
million marks the retailer’s 

largest single donation to Shoes That Fit in 
the company’s history.

Rack Room Shoes hosts the Shoes That 
Fit fundraiser to empower customers to give 
back to their local communities by supplying 
children in need with new shoes. During the 
Back to School campaign, the retailer invited 
customers to give to the cause through 
in-store and online contributions, which 
resulted in $655,000 in customer donations. 
Rack Room Shoes’ additional corporate 
donation pushed the final amount to more 
than $1 million.

The money raised will be channeled 
through local school liaisons who will identify 
students and school systems in need to 
coordinate the purchase and distribution of 
new footwear.

The retailer plans to reopen the Shoes That 
Fit campaign to shoppers during its holiday 
campaign later this year. 

NEW STORE

CHARITABLE

Mephisto Opens its Fourth Location — in Vegas

Rack Room Donates to Shoes That Fit

www.footwearinsight.com
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A
nalysts who follow 
DSW, the 469-
door chain and 
footwear supplier 
to nearly 400 
locations, believe 

DSW will look at making changes 
to its merchant team in January 
as it tries to correct troubled 
areas of its operation, particularly 
women’s footwear, under new 
CEO Roger Rawlins. The company 
EVP and chief innovation officer 
is replacing the retiring Michael 
MacDonald Jan. 1. 

In early November, DSW 
announced the date for the 
CEO transition along with 
expectations for weaker third 
quarter results that were 
exacerbated by slower customer 
traffic, weak women’s sales and 
unseasonably warm temperatures 

that negatively impacted boot 
sell-throughs. And the company 
faces difficult second half 
comparisons, which has many 
on Wall Street downgrading their 
positions on the stock whose 
share price was down 34 percent 

for the year through Nov. 3 and 
fell further following the third 
quarter announcement, calling 
for a 3.9 percent comparable 
store sales decline.

DSW’s woes in women’s, which 
accounted for 61 percent of 

chain revenues in 2014 versus 
65 percent two years ago, are 
indicative of an industry-wide 
problem, says one analyst — a 
lack of fashion trends to drive the 
women’s footwear segment.

But some actions by the chain, 
including not managing inventory 
levels properly and “making a 
lot of opportunistic buys” in the 
wrong environment, observed one 
analyst, have also contributed to 
its current woes.

Rawlins, meanwhile, is 
described as someone who 
has done a “good job” building 
DSW’s presence as an omni-
channel retailer. In a statement 
he said he will “strive to 
develop new and innovative 
opportunities to expand the 
reach of the DSW brand and 
drive shareholder value.” 

New CEO and a Search for Solutions at DSW
ANALYSIS

   www.hispanitasusa.tumblr.com                www.facebook.com/hispanitasusa                www.instagram.com/hispanitasusa
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The Family Higgins

By Michael Jacobsen

T  
here are many family-
run businesses in 
the world of sports 
— and then there 
is ING Source, the 
Hickory, NC-based 

sports medicine company. Founded 
in 2008 by current CEO and inventor 
of Compression Zone Technology, 
which is the design platform for the 
original plantar fasciitis sleeve for 
runners, David B. Higgins, there 
are now three generations manag-
ing various segments of the pri-
vately owned company, assuring 
it remains focused on its highly 
regarded technology for compres-
sion and bracing products.

Dave Higgins, the self-proclaimed 
“G-Pop” of the company, started 
the business after selling his first 
successful start-up in the 1990s and 
then serving as a consultant to the 
buyer and several large sports and 
healthcare concerns.

 Dave was recently joined at ING 
Source by his son, Josh, who had 
already worked for his father for 
many years in other companies, 
including Thorlo. For the past 15 
years, Josh built a successful career 
at Hickory Brands, rising to the posi-
tion of president. When ING Source 
began to absorb the Feetures distri-
bution of its iconic Plantar Fasciitis 
Sleeve and looked to expand, it was 
only natural for Josh to rejoin his 

dad as VP-sales of ING Source.
Dave’s grandson and Josh’s son, 

David K. Higgins, has actually been 
with the company since he was in 
high school, first as a part-timer 
helping with office work and evolv-
ing into the manager of shipping and 
warehousing. 

And the newest family member of 
the team is Dave’s other grandson, 
Philip, who just recently became 
involved on more than just a part-
time basis, helping in technical sup-
port and customer service.

The dynamics of operating a 
family-run business with fathers 
and sons in close contact is a chal-
lenge and opportunity that played 
a significant role in Josh’s decision 
to return to the family business 
after 15 years away.

“There’s no doubt that the main 
driver of my decision to join ING was 
the family,” he says. “Being able to 
work on a daily basis with my father 
and two sons is a once-in-a-lifetime 
opportunity.”

Dave admits the dynamics of a 
family business depends on whose 
perspective is being offered. From 
the viewpoint of father/grandfather, 
the dynamics have been a “natural” 
experience, he says, mixing father-
hood, grandparenting, mentoring 
and business management all into 
one process, quite by design. 

Because each operates in a dif-
ferent sphere within the company, 
daily interaction isn’t as frequent as 

it would appear at first glance, Josh 
points out. “We all have different 
roles and goals as to how we sup-
port the company on a day-to-day 
basis, so there isn’t a lot of cross-
over,” he says.

Yet Dave says the dynamics can 
be beneficial if handled properly, 
admitting that one of the challenges 
is to get other employees to under-
stand and support the family dynam-
ic. However, he adds, “our business 
culture objective is to create an 
environment of family, inclusive of 
everyone at the company.”

That culture has created a suc-
cessful sports medicine company. 
The OS1st FS6 Plantar Fasciitis 
Sleeve is the number one light 
sports brace in the run specialty 
market today and has been three 
years running, success that was sup-
ported by the distribution efforts 
through Feetures.

“In the run specialty segment, new 
product concepts must really work 
to gain and sustain success,” points 
out Josh. “This is mostly a testament 
to the quality and the technology 
that is inside these products.”

It is important to note that the 
company’s OS1st and OrthoSleeve 
brands are almost one in the 
same, using FDA medical com-
pression technology and branded 
Compression Zone Technology. 
OrthoSleeve was the first brand 
and is distributed worldwide spe-
cifically through medical profes-

sionals and health stores. OS1st 
came later, and outside the U.S. as 
the sports range, while Feetures 
continued to be the primary dis-
tributor in the U.S. for sports. That 
changed mid-year and now OS1st is 
the global brand of this concept.

ING Source products are in more 
than 20 countries through distribu-
tor partnerships and close to three 
million units of its OS1st product 
have been sold to date. It also oper-
ates it’s own separate company 
in the UK, ING Source, Ltd, that 
serves all of the EMEA. Its OEM 
business was spun off in 2015 and 
is now named ING Brands, with 
separate ownership and a focus 
on more traditional medical and 
sports compression. 

The future is bright for ING 
Source, but when asked what direc-
tion its technology is headed, Dave 
only laughs. “Everyone would like to 
know, but we must keep this as our 
future happy surprise for runners, 
athletes and those who care for 
them,” he says. He did reveal that 
ING Source will launch an expanded 
version of its Compression Zone 
Technology in 2016.

That launch and the future of the 
company remains safely and suc-
cessfully in the hands of the Higgins 
family, each naturally in different 
stages of their careers.

For Dave, the focus is growing the 
existing business and the product 
concept to its maximum level, within 
the confines of the family resources. 
The grandfather of the family plans 
to begin to minimize his role at the 
company, or at least change it, mov-
ing on to focus on his health, love 
and life. “The father and sons will 
thrive in the business,” he says.

Adds Josh: “Ultimately, the goal 
is to continue the growth and 
success of the ING family of prod-
ucts to secure the future of many 
Higgins to come.”

That includes the fourth 
generation of Higgins. Josh  
reports that David K.’s baby, due 
in early February, 2016, has a job 
interview scheduled in 16 years. 
“We’ve got some work to do before 
then,” he says. 

COMPANY PROFILE

ING Source (OS1st 
Brand) benefits from 
three generations 
with a commitment 
to technology 
and product 
development — and 
the family business

ING Source is in the good hands of three  generations of the Higgins family: David B., Josh, David K. and Phillip.
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By Suzanne Blecher

F
rom denim, canvas, 
crochet and 
seersucker uppers to 
chop out, laser cut, 
fringe and embossed 
details, Spring 2016 is 

shaping up to be a textural season 
in footwear. For Aerosoles trend 
manager Lorin Castiglione, “texture 
is an easy way to add interest and 
give a shoe something special to 
make it stand out.” 

“The eye is drawn to simple 
design and intriguing texture,” 
adds Katie Moore, senior designer 
for Dr. Scholl’s. With consum-

ers living in a technologically flat 
world in terms of communication 
(keypads, iPhones, tablets), “peo-
ple are looking for more tactility 
in their life and the need to feel 
more” from their accessories and 
apparel, according to Wolverine 
Heritage product line manager 
Martin Shobo. 

Here are some composition 
trends we are seeing for 2016.

Suede
As “the consumer tends to 

cross-merge their wardrobe” in 
the spring, suede is making an 
appearance in Wolverine’s Heritage 
collection, according to Shobo. The 

Wolverine Since 1883 Lionel chukka 
boot features a plantation crepe 
outsole with a suede and waxy 
leather upper, while the 1000 Mile 
Original employs Repello calf suede 
from tanner Charles F. Stead. While 
suede used to be reserved for 
dress shoes or boots, men are now 
wearing the material in sneakers, 
hikers and moccasins. “By using 
suede in everyday shoes, designers 
are taking the stigma away from a 
texture that might have once been 

considered ‘stuffy,’” says Clae 
founder Sung Choi. Suede can 
be found in the brand’s Morgan 
boat shoe with a lightweight 
running sole and the Gregory 
athletic court shoe. Sebago is using 
splatter suedes and embossed 
woven suede in its classic Dockside 
silhouette. SeaVees’s Hawthorne 
Slip On RIV utilizes buffed suede, 
while the Baja Slip On Biltmore is 
available in perforated suede. 

The Army Issue shoe pairs 
suede with a cloudy patent 
leather to appear “sporty and 
chic simultaneously,” according 
to SeaVees CEO Steven Tiller. 

Perforated
In addition to mixing different 

types of leathers, El Naturalista is 
introducing perforations, puncture 
motifs and laser cuts into its 
shoes. The brand’s Walky, Colibri, 
Bee and El Viajero ankle boots 
all incorporate perforations this 
season. Casbia’s Seth is created 
from perforated deer skin, while 
the reversed deer skin Vetta is 
made by cutting and folding a 

 W
olverine 1000 M
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Talking Texture
Footwear Brands Creatively Employ Tactile Elements for Spring 2016. 

TRENDSTEXTURE

El Naturalista Colibri

“The Seventies-
inspired revival in the 
fashion and footwear 
industry has been 
significant and this 
means we are going 
to be seeing a lot of 
earthy tones.”

TOM MCCLASKIE 
PRESIDENT, THE BORN GROUP
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single piece of leather. “I’ve played 
a lot with the graphic-organic 
contrast so natural texture mixed 
with sleek and minimal design is all 
over the collection,” notes Casbia 
owner Manuele Bianchi. Aerosoles 
is updating its You Betcha smoking 
slipper silhouette for Spring 
2016 with a geometric chopout 
design made from soft nubuck 
and leather. The sleek Flamingo 
three-inch heel employs perforated 
detailing at the vamp and 

utilizes the company’s Heel Rest 
technology that distributes body 
weight toward the heel, away from 
the ball of the foot. Vans debuts 
an “exciting collection loaded with 
different techniques we haven’t 
used before,” says head designer 
for Lifestyle Footwear, Rian 
Pozzebon, with perforation packs, 
suede, discharge prints on denim 
and basket weave embosses. 

Woven
“We’ve seen a lot of weave 

patterns in the market, whether 
alone, or mixed with other 
materials like leather,” notes Don 
DeSalvio, director of sport leisure 
and casual footwear at Timberland. 
The brand’s Savin Hill leather 
and fabric ankle boot “embodies 
the airy, open-weave trend” in its 
upper, while also incorporating 
a 50 percent recycled PET lining. 
The Newmarket Boot is inspired by 
old New England mill towns with 
Cordura nylon panels, Ortholite 
cushioning and premium full-
grain leather and suede materials. 
Woven elements “fit naturally 
into spring reinforcing a light, 

barefoot friendly attitude,” adds 
Jason Jones, VP–footwear design 
for both Trask and Johnston & 
Murphy. Trask’s Riddick driver 
features woven details, as does the 
brand’s Petra style. Johnston & 
Murphy’s Prisock penny loafer and 
McGuffey present classic woven 
detail. It takes a good eye to see 
Chaco’s woven webbing in its Z/
Volv, which appears to be a solid 
pattern from a far. Chaco’s Ventura 
includes woven detail in its upper. 
“The design of our sandals may 
look complex up close, but when 
you take a step back, our product 
is amazingly simple,” notes 
marketing director Colin Butts. 

Dr. Scholl’s elevates a simple 
pattern with woven leather in its 
Vanish skimmer, while also adding 
an element of surprise in the Wiley 
with a special computerized weave 
and engineered macramé combo 
for depth and texture. 

Cork
“The Seventies-inspired revival 

in the fashion and footwear 
industry has been significant 
and this means we are going to 

be seeing a lot of earthy tones, 
textures and patterns reminiscent 
of that era,” explains Tom 
McClaskie, president of the Born 
Group. Kork-Ease is incorporating 
cork wedges, straps and suede 
detailing in styles including the 
Keirn and Ava. Born is using cork 
and denim to accentuate styles 
this season in its Hamada and 
Annaleigh wedges. 

“We are drawn to textures the 
reflect our brand’s surf roots and 
ones inspired by beach and travel 
including Bali-inspired tropical 
prints, espadrilles and natural 
textures such as cork and jute,” 
notes Reef’s product materials 
developer Aimee Bradley. 

The Reef Walled Low TX has 
a chambray plaid upper and 
cork heel collar detailing with a 
rubber toecap and outsole with 
jute inlay. 

Meanwhile, the Reef Rover  
Low TX features a premium 
washed canvas upper with cork 
heel collar detailing and leather 
logo hit, along with the brand’s 
Swellular rubber outsole for 
comfort, support and traction. 

Kork-Ease Keirn

SeaVees Baja  
Slip On Biltmore

Johnston & Murphy 
Prisock

Born Hamada Timberland Savin Hill Aerosoles FlamingoBorn Annaleigh

Reef Walled Low

Dr. Scholl’s Vanish Chaco Ventura Clae Gregory

Casbia Vetta

Sebago Suede  
Docksides

Trask Riddick El Naturalista Bee 

Vans Authentic Slim and SK8-Hi Slim  
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The Competitive Chase for Customers
By Daniel P. Smith

I
n the minds of running retail-
ers, a new competitive threat is 
fast emerging. 

It’s not Dick’s Sporting Goods 
and its big-box brethren, nor is it 
online retail giants like Zappos. 
Rather, it’s a group running retail-
ers know intimately — the running 
brands that line their shoe walls.

According to the Spring 2015 
Running Specialty Store Market 
Survey of the U.S. Market by Sports 
Marketing Surveys, 43 percent of 
running shops rated brands sell-
ing direct to consumers as an 
“extremely important issue.” That 
tally topped the list of concerns 
expressed by the survey’s 110 par-
ticipants, beating out competition 
from online retailers (37 percent), 
showrooming (16 percent) and big-
box chain stores (11 percent).

Though running as a participa-
tory endeavor remains healthy, 
the running specialty channel 
has flattened out of late, a reality 
that has sent many retailers on a 
search for answers.

“Word on the street is that brands 
are growing [their e-commerce 
efforts] significantly,” says Rich 
Wills of FITniche, a three-store chain 
in central Florida. “If we’re flat and 
the vendors are growing, that makes 
you wonder.”

A Growing Issue
About four years ago, Wills says 

he noticed fewer major e-retailers 
selling in-line products at steeply 
discounted prices. Initially, Wills 
thought the brands were more vig-
orously enforcing their MAP stan-
dards, which he – and many others 
– saw as a positive development. 

Soon after, though, Wills noted 
increasing chatter about vendors 
stepping up their direct-to-con-
sumer efforts, later seeing major 
brands appear in pay-per-click 
advertising programs like Google 
AdWords. Rather than these adver-
tisements taking consumers to a 
third-party site such as Running 
Warehouse, however, consumers 
were being led directly to a manu-
facturer’s online store.

Over the last two years, Wills and 
others, including IRRA president 
Chris Lampen-Crowell, co-owner 
of Michigan-based Gazelle Sports, 
say the conversation among retail-
ers and their concerns over some 
brands direct-to-consumer initia-
tives has accelerated and intensified.

“When you’re cruising along at 
double-digit comps, some things 
don’t catch your attention, but when 
the growth starts trailing off people 
stick their heads up and try to figure 
out why,” Wills says. 

Rather than being partners, some 
retailers felt vendors were silently 
siphoning off their retail business. 
Brands touted websites with full size 
and color ranges, some offering free 
shipping deals or other incentives to 
prompt an online purchase. 

Ed Stevens, founder and CEO 
of California-based Shopatron, a 
leading provider of cloud-based, 
e-commerce order management, 
says brands are merely doing what 
consumers want because, above 
all, they are consumer centric in 
their thinking.

“Ultimately, brands want to drive 
anything that the consumer wants 
and they are happy to see people 
buy any way they want to buy,” 
Stevens says. “And, honestly, the 
goodwill component might not be 
top of mind.”

Attempting to be levelheaded, 
retailers like Wills get it. Brands 
want to gain fans and customers, 
while the lure of a hefty profit mar-
gin appeals to executives in the 
c-suite. Many vendors, in fact, have 
rearchitected their sales channels, 
pairing a more robust online pres-
ence with outlets stores and stand-
alone units as well.

“We are getting out-channeled 
by the brands, but I don’t think we 
can just sit here and complain to 
them,” Wills says. “They’ve inno-
vated and evolved and that bus 
has left the station.”

Wills believes many vendors look 
to walk a fine line, boosting their 
balance sheet while understanding 
the value of partnerships in the spe-
cialty channel. Those two, however, 
are not always in harmony.

“I believe the brands appreciate 

what we do in our channel and I 
believe they are interested in main-
taining the health of our channel,” 
Wills says.

Lampen-Crowell expresses similar 
sentiments, confident as well that 
the majority of consumers favor the 
in-store retail experience.

“By and large, I think vendors 
want the sit-and-fit experience our 
channel provides whenever pos-
sible,” he says.

For their part, the brands have, 
by and large, remained mum on the 
issue. Three major running footwear 
brands contacted for this story 
either explicitly declined comment 
or sidestepped Footwear Insight’s 
request for comment.

Not a New Problem
The current clamor and 

concern arriving from running 
retailers regarding vendors’ 
direct-to-consumer efforts is not 
an uncommon dilemma in the 
specialty retail space.

In August, Pat Hus, vice presi-
dent of Interbike, North America’s 
largest bicycle trade event and 
show, fired off a note to bicycle 
retailers urging them to register 
for the September event in light 
of a rapidly changing business cli-
mate, including Trek Bicycle’s deci-
sion to begin selling bikes direct to 
consumers online and the expan-
sion of online retailer Canyon.

“This is not the time to bury your 
head in the sand,” Hus charged.

While cycling and running retail 
might be feeling the pinch now, 
it’s an old story to Mike Massey, 
president of Massey’s Outfitters, 
a third-generation outdoors store 
in Louisiana. 

Nearly a decade ago, Massey 
says many outdoor retailers 
responded the same way running 
retailers are responding now.

“A whole lot of commiserating,” 
he says.

And it was even a more daunting 
challenge in the outdoor industry, 
given the price sensitivity consum-
ers have toward gear like tents and 
kayaks coupled with the long-estab-
lished inroads many brands enjoyed 
in the direct-to-consumer market-
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place, many owing their growth to 
pre-Internet mail-order catalogs.

“We felt the pinch here and 
when manufacturers want to sell 
direct, there’s no getting around 
it,” Massey says, noting that some 
brands happily placed e-commerce 
into separate P&L’s with nary a 
thought as to how that decision 
would impact wholesale accounts.

Massey rallied some fellow retail-
ers together and established lines of 
communication to help independent 
outdoor retailers find a collective, 
coherent voice. Together, outdoor 
retailers outlined the support the 
specialty retail channel expected 
brands to provide.

“If a brand is violating your ‘Do 
Not Cross line,’ then the retailer 
needs to be willing to move on,” 
Massey says. “You have no one to 
blame but yourself if you aren’t in 
control of your relationship with 
your own customers. You need to 
take a stand for what you want or 
it’s just empty complaining.”

Interestingly, Massey’s experience 
produced a few telling insights.

First, Massey learned that some 
manufacturers felt they had little 
choice but to enter the e-commerce 
game with some ferocity given the 
weak links some saw in the local 
retail channel.

And second, perhaps even unex-
pectedly, Massey saw many manu-
facturers genuinely concerned with 
the retailers’ plight, even as they 
might have watched their e-com-
merce results climb.

“For as much as the retailers feel 
angst, manufacturers also feel the 
angst of local retailers tapering of 
support for the brand,” Massey 
says. “And, quite frankly, the brands 
that manage their direct and local 
business with both in mind typically 
do well.”

Where To From Here?
There’s a common phrase mut-

tered in psychology: Control what 
you can control. It’s a mindset many 
retailers are adopting as the direct-
to-consumer issue continues to 
unfold and capture attention.

Wills believes brick-and-mortar 
retailers must find ways to play to 

the channel’s strengths, largely one-
on-one expertise and community 
ties, though he remains hopeful 
manufacturers will bring retailers 
to the table to hear varied perspec-
tives and craft solutions that help 
the specialty channels thrive. 

“My biggest fear is that [the 
brands] say, ‘Stick to your knitting,’” 
Wills says. “I’m hopeful they invite 
us to be a part of the solution.”

Lampen-Crowell adds that run-
ning retailers should leverage their 
ability to be heavily invested in 
local clinics and events, something 
major brands cannot do efficiently.

“This is where specialty retail 
wins,” Lampen-Crowell says, though 
he would like to see vendors “bring 
IT out into the open” and use their 
resources to promote and contrib-
ute to local experiences so that con-

sumers can have 
touchpoints with 
local retailers.

To that final 
point, Lampen-
Crowell has seen a 
number of brands 
spending increased 
time and resources to advance 
the specialty channel. When Gazelle 
hosted the grand opening of its 
Northville, MI, store this summer, 
Lampen-Crowell says major brands 
such as Brooks and Garmin pro-
moted the store’s opening on their 
channels and then participated in 
the event.

“The reps were a part of making 
this experience fun and success-
ful and the additional reach of the 
vendors’ marketing increased par-
ticipation,” Lampen-Crowell says. 
“It doesn’t have to be an either-or 
situation. We can be shoulder to 
shoulder in connecting with con-
sumers in person and there are 

ways we can play together so every-
one wins.”

But as technology and consum-
ers’ desire for immediacy evolves, 
there might be an even more prom-
ising prospects for local retailers to 
take greater ownership of the con-
sumer relationships that might have 
been ceded to vendors of late.

The most notable is the idea of 
a local store search, something 
Massey and 14 other outdoor retail-
ers spearheaded with Locally.com, 
a vision for both manufacturers and 
retailers to succeed. 

Locally absorbs manufacturers’ 
products into a digital catalog, 
while retailers later communicate 
what they have in stock. The site 
then helps consumers find the near-
est place to buy a specific product. 
Currently, nearly 900,000 UPCs, 
some 2600 brands and more than 
1300 stores exist on Locally. 

“It’s a way to put this under one 
big umbrella in the on-demand 

economy,” says Massey, 
who doubles as 

Locally’s president.
With the opportunity to provide 

immediate in-store pickup or same-
day delivery, Locally retailer man-
ager Mark Strella says retailers flip 
the current distressing equation.

“There’s never been a better 
opportunity for local retailers with 
curated product to get consum-
ers what they want in 30 minutes,” 
Strella says.

A similar story is taking place 
at Shopatron.

Initially, Stevens says manufactur-
ers used his now 15-year-old com-
pany to manage retail relationships 
and build distribution. As the world 

and consumers have changed, 
however, Shopatron has evolved to 
meet consumer demand. 

Rather than the traditional dealer 
locator, Shopatron’s technology 
brings inventory into a local prod-
uct search, a tool vendors can 
embed directly on their websites to 
heighten consumer satisfaction. In 
fact, Mizuno announced such a deal 
with Shopatron earlier this fall.

“It used to be that manufacturers 
partnered with retailers for goodwill 
and, while that is still true today, 
the more powerful reason is good-
will with the consumer because 
he’s the one spending the money,” 
Stevens says.

Yet, one thing retailers better do, 
Stevens notes, is to get a modern 
POS system that makes it easy for 
the store to share inventory levels 
with a service like Shopatron.

“This will be the litmus test for 
retailers and it’s a crucial compo-
nent,” Stevens says. “I’m optimis-
tic for retailers who understand 
this point.”

In the on-demand economy, 
vendors innovated quickly, but it’s 
local brick-and-mortar retailers 
who might stand best positioned 
to win long-term.

“We believe local retailers will 
ultimately win the on-demand 
battle,” Massey says. “They have 
the best curated inventory for their 
area and are physically closest to 
the shopper.”

But success won’t happen with-
out effort and ingenuity, a reality 
retailers like Wills acknowledge.

“We have some re-architecting of 
our own to do,” Wills says. “It’s our 
time to be innovators.” 
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THE TERM “WORK SHOES” BRINGS TO MIND TWO CATEGORIES OF FOOTWEAR 

—steel tipped construction boots for those involved in manufacturing and 

construction, and sensible, conservative shoes for the office.

But employment in the traditional blue and white collar jobs is 

changing. Health care and hospitality are two of the hottest job sectors in 

today’s economy. And these are two segments that require comfortable, 

supportive footwear for workers who spend a lot of time on their feet.

For years, these workers have purchased their shoes in uniform stores, 

restaurant supply stores or specialty websites. But increasingly this 

business is moving toward family and independent shoe stores.

“We’ve seen a nice increase over the past year and a half,” says 

Saundra Thompson, buyer for Shoes on a Shoestring, which has two 

stores in Albuquerque, NM. The store has added styles from brands 

such as Alegria, Softwalk and Spring to address the category and is 

considering creating a separate “service shoe” section in its stores 

to take advantage of what is an add-on sale. “We’re selling additional 

pairs to our existing customers for the most part,” she says. Shoes on 

a Shoestring will promote arrivals of new product on its Facebook page 

and expects the category will continue to grow. 

“This category is the lowest of low hanging fruit for stores,” says Bruce 

Kaplan, VP of Softwalk shoes, which has the Grey’s Anatomy license for a 

collection of shoes for health care professionals (see story on page 36).

The move by Softwalk illustrates how brands are stepping up their 

marketing efforts in the service footwear category. In the hospitality 

category, brands are using celebrity chefs to sell shoes the way 

sneaker companies use NBA basketball players. The Abeo line recently 

signed an endorsement deal with Anne Burrell; Crocs has a relationship 

with Mario Batali; and OTZ has a collaboration with Michael Voltaggio 

on the development of The Culinary Brigade, a collection of footwear 

designed for the kitchen, with what the company calls a “streetwear-

friendly aesthetic.”

And other major brands such as Dansko and Birkenstock quietly do big 

businesses in this sector.

Earlier this year, Dansko introduced Work Wonders, a collection that 

targets health care professionals, and supplements the business the brand 

does with its Professional and XP collections.

Dansko was inspired to introduce this line based on the growth in these 

job sectors. “These are good-paying jobs with affluent consumers who need 

and appreciate quality and comfort in their shoes,” says Matt DeWitte, 

head of marketing for the brand. Work Wonders, which began shipping to 

retailers in August, was also created to bring new customers to the Dansko 

brand. The Work Wonders line has an average retail selling price of $100, 

below the $130 to $150 ASP of The Professional and XP lines.

Rocky Brands, known for its Georgia Boot and Durango brands, has also 

become a player in this space. Several years ago, the company introduced 

Rocky 4EurSole, a line of shoes targeting women in the service economy 

that emphasizes slip resistant outsoles and easy-to-clean uppers. The line 

has since grown to include traditional comfort styles suitable for everyday 

wear, according to VP Liz Horn. 

Where the JoIBs Are
Fast-Growing Fields in Service and Hospitality
From Career Addict

Transportation
Transportation jobs include being a pilot, truck driver, bus driver, or taxi 
driver. From 2010 to 2013, employment opportunities in this sector have 
increased 6.1 percent. This is two percent more than the national average 
of job growth for other industries. The number of water transportation jobs 
such as cruise ship operators should increase 13 percent from 2012 to 
2022, which should lead to about 92,000 new positions.

Food Services
The food service sector includes wait staff and restaurant managers. 
This industry should experience growth from 2012 to 2022 with 
321,400 jobs in 2012 and a projected increase of 5100 job 
opportunities in 2022. 

Lodging
With so many options for employment in the lodging sector, there’s 
something for everyone with any level of education and experience. Options 
include guest services, housekeeping and management. This sector 
expects growth from 2012 to 2022 with a projection of 60,000 jobs. 

Spa, Wellness and Relaxation
With wellness being at the top of many people’s priority list due to its 
health benefits, the spa and relaxation sector of the hospitality industry 
is expected grow. Massage therapists, skincare specialists, and 
managers are possible employment options. 
    
Food Preparation
Chefs and head cooks work in restaurants, on cruise ships and in 
homes. Salaries depend on experience and education level. By 2022, 
growth of this sector of the hospitality industry should lead to about 
121,400 employment opportunities. 

Recreation
Recreation workers work for parks, camps, and senior centers. The 
employment growth is faster than average, with an increase of 13 
percent from 2012 to 2022, leading to about 49,000 more positions. 
Education and training may be required depending on the setting. 
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Birkenstock London

Crocs Bistro Batali

From Mozo, left to right: The Natural Low, Sport Leather, Maverick and Divine.

Aetrex CamieNaturalizer Freeda

Work Wonders by 
Dansko Camellia

Goodyear Vulcan OTZ Paso Mid

Restaurant and hospitality workers need great footbeds to provide comfort and support 
for those long shifts in the kitchen, casino, hotel desks or restaurant floors. One major 
difference? Basic colors rule the day, unless you are a celebrity chef.

HOSPITALITY

Abeo Bessie
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Birkenstock Boston Super Grip

Alegria Keli Tattoo You Alegria Keli Totally Cellular

Dansko Professional Multi Plaid Patent

Klogs Naples Sangria Flower

Grey’s Anatomy by Softwalk Vantage Aetrex Mod Pod

Rocky 4Eursole Serpentine

TRENDREPORT

Health care workers are on their feet all day, so they need comfort and support, 
which requires a great footbed. Uppers need to be easy to clean and often provide 
a dash of color as they are often the lone chance for workers to express their 
personalities while wearing basic-colored scrubs.

HEALTH CARE

www.footwearinsight.com
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How can stores capitalize on all those packages shipped by Zappos and Amazon? Sell shoes to the delivery drivers. This 
category is no place for individuality. Whatever these folks wear needs to go with a uniform. Slip resistant outsoles are vital. 
Toe Protection and abrasion resistant outsoles are also key features.

Keen Utility Destin Mid
Goodyear Pocono

Recreation is a growing field that includes everyone from trainers to parks workers. Trainers favor lightweight, supportive 
athletic styles, while park workers opt for supportive boots that convey a mix of style and authority.
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Avia GFC Impact
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TRENDREPORT

n and abrasion resista

Harley-Davidson EastfieldAltra Provision

www.footwearinsight.com




36  •  Footwear Insight ~ November/December 2015 footwearinsight.com

TRENDREPORT

O
n every medical 
show, there is a 
scene where a 
doctor rushes 
into the ER, 
applies the 

paddle defibrillators, jolts the 
patient with electricity and brings 
him remarkably back to life.

In this story, the patient is 
Phoenix Footwear and the role of 
the defibrillator is played by an 
out-of-the-box licensing deal the 
company signed with ABC/Disney 
to create a line of footwear under 
the Grey’s Anatomy license. 
The agreement, signed in 2013, 
has proven to be a catalyst for 
Phoenix and its Softwalk and 
Trotters brands.

In 2015, the company is on track 
to grow its sales to more than 
$25 million, a 10 percent increase 
over its 2014 sales of $22 million. 
For Phoenix, the results are 
evidence that its plan to focus on 
the women’s comfort and walking 
categories has put the company 
on the right track. As recently as 
seven years ago Phoenix was a 
multi-brand supplier whose labels 
included Trask, Tommy Bahama 

and Royal Robbins. The company 
had sales in excess of $140 million, 
but had debt of $62 million.  

The company gradually 
reduced its portfolio of brands 
and in 2011 began to focus on the 
women’s comfort markets and 
its Softwalk and Trotters brands. 
James Riedman, a former financial 
executive, who was an investor 
in Phoenix, took the reins of the 
company in late 2011 and led an 
effort for the company to target 
a younger consumer with more 
contemporary styles.

Riedman and executive VP 
Bruce Kaplan, who joined the 
company in 2013 around the time 
the “GA” deal was signed, refer to 
their typical Trotters consumer 
at that time as “Doris, a retired 
68-year-old school teacher.”

“And then we had Softwalk, 
which was sold to Doris’ older 
Granola sister,” Kaplan says. 

But Riedman realized that he 
could take the company’s core 
strengths – the ability to make 
and deliver sizes and widths 
from an in-stock program – and 
turn it to a younger customer by 
updating the designs.

He says the Paulina, a classic 
pump with leather linings that 
Trotters introduced in 2012, was 
a turning point for the brand. “It 
helped us crack the independents 
and got retailers to view us in a 
different light.” The Paulina was 
followed by the Alexandra and 
other contemporary styles and 
silhouettes and Trotters was on 
its way up.

Looking to pump life into its 
Softwalk brand, Phoenix signed 
the Grey’s Anatomy license in 
2013 and shipped its first shoe 
in February 2014. To start, the 
footwear was launched in the 
uniform stores and was jointly 
marketed with Barco, a maker of 
surgical scrubs that sold medical 
scrubs under the GA brand.

In case you’ve been living 

under a rock, or are one of those 
intellectuals who don’t watch 
network TV, Grey’s Anatomy is 
a long-running drama (11 years) 
that has a passionate following 
and draws very strong ratings 
in the important 18-49-year-old 
demographic. It is part drama, 
part soap opera that follows the 
fictional lives of surgical interns 
and residents as they gradually 
evolve into seasoned doctors, 
while trying to maintain personal 
lives and relationships.

The Grey’s Anatomy by Softwalk 
line launched with one shoe, the 
Meredith, in 2014. More than 350 
retail customers bought the shoe 
and the company shipped 30,000 
pair. This year, the Meredith is in 
1000 doors and the company will 
sell 80,000 pair, Riedman says. He 
says 25 percent of that volume is 
outside the uniform retail channel. 
The company has followed up 
the Meredith with the Vantage, an 
athletically inspired design, and 
will introduce its first men’s style. 

“We saw that medical category 
made sense for us,” Riedman tells 
Footwear Insight. “It fits our value 
proposition as a brand that is to 
bring contemporary comfort and 
fashion into a traditional market.”

He also notes that the health 
care business is “sizable, 
meaningful and will continue 
growing.”

The GA launch has also 
introduced Softwalk to a new 
consumer. “As we introduce 
more people to the brand, the 
hope is they’ll say ‘what else do 
they have to offer.’”

Kaplan says the Grey’s Anatomy 
line is also helping to open doors 
at retail. One of the company’s 
salespeople recently showed 
the line to an independent 
store, which ended up passing, 
but wrote a 150 pair order for 
Trotters. “They couldn’t believe 
the transition we’ve made with 
that line,” he says. 

Phoenix Footwear Pumps Life into its Business with Focused Strategy.

Healthy Growth

Grey’s Anatomy by Softwalk   
Vantage

Grey’s Anatomy by Softwalk  
Meredith
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Three season versatility gets your customers outside with confidence and style. 
Our patented BUGweb® technology—a strong, removable studded web—offers 
amazingly sure-footed grip on snow, slush, slick pavement, and ice. Six carbide 
studs fit perfectly into the unique sole pattern to provide optimal traction in 
adverse conditions. Featured is our new Glava BUGweb with a 50% recycled rubber 
sole. See our entire line of traction footwear at icebug.com/us. To learn about 
becoming an Icebug dealer, call 855.201.7694 or email us at info@icebuginc.com. 
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By Mark Sullivan 

T
heir stores are 
vibrant, exciting 
and plugged 
into the local 
communities 
they service. 
They are a 

huge Jordan dealer and recently 
began selling Under Armour 
shoes and apparel. This past year 
they opened a 24,000-square-
foot flagship store in an historic 
building in downtown LA and by 
the end of the year will open four 
additional stores, giving them a 
total of 75. In the next three years 

they plan to grow that number to 
more than 100 by expanding to 
Texas and New Mexico.

If you’re not familiar with WSS, 
you will be soon. The store was 
founded in 1984 by Eric Alon, who 
started out selling shoes at swap 
meets. He says his first customers 
were a few state troopers who 
came by to tell him he couldn’t 
hang promotional signs off freeway 
overpasses. Alon sold them shoes 
and hasn’t stopped selling since.

WSS has achieved its success 
by targeting a huge underserved 
market: Hispanics. There are 54 
million Hispanics in the United 
States, 17 percent of the total 

population, according to the most 
recent census. California has 15 
million Hispanics, 38 percent of the 
state’s population, and they  
all seem to shop at WSS.

In fact, Dexter Fedor, CMO of 
WSS who joined 17 months ago, 
says 85 percent of the store’s 
customers are Hispanics. Alon and 
his team, which includes former 
Foot Locker president Rick Mina 
as its new president, have built a 
store that is extremely connected 
to this customer base. WSS opens 
stores in Hispanic areas, hires 
from the neighborhoods and then 
celebrates its consumers and 
employees by featuring them  

RETAILPROFILE

The Greatest Store 
        (You May Never Have Heard Of)

WSS is rewriting history with its new 
flagship site.
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on in-store signs and advertising 
campaigns. 

“We like our customers 
to come into our stores and 
see themselves,” Fedor tells 
Footwear Insight.

Dan Nuthals, the chief merchant 
who was lured away from Foot 
Locker less than two years ago, 
says WSS works to serve its 
consumer base in merchandise 
assortment, in-store displays and 
store operations.

Hispanic families often shop 
together, he says, so the store 
has something for everyone. 
Forty percent of WSS’ business 
is men’s; 20 percent is women’s 
and 40 percent is kids. WSS 
carries 250 toddlers’ shoes 
and 100 work styles. The store 
executes a good-better-best 
merchandising philosophy that 

combines its three private label 
lines, Celia, Leor and Eurostar, 
with major athletic and work 
brands. “If a customer comes in 
here with $43 to spend on a pair 
of shoes, we want to be sure we 
have something that makes them 
happy,” Nuthals said.

Eighty-five percent of purchases 
at WSS are paid for in cash,  
he says. 

The store leans heavily toward 
athletic in its merchandise 
assortment. Eighty-five percent 
of its business is in athletic and 
running, basketball and skate 
are its top categories. WSS has 
Jordan Shops in 23 of its stores, 
which in addition to selling a lot 
of shoes also serve as tourist 
attractions. When the store 
recently set up a retrospective 
display of Jordan basketball 

shoes “23 Steps to Immortality,” 
customers were encouraged to 
take photos. “It was a tourist 
attraction and that was great 
with us.”

The WSS flagship, which 
opened in May in the historic 
Young’s Market in downtown 
Los Angeles, is home to two new 
concept shops: The Hype Zone 
and The Chop Shop.

The Hype Zone is an 
approximately 200-square-foot 
area that will rotate brands and 
promotional activities around 
their product. On a recent visit 
to the store, Puma was the 
featured attraction with a special 
make-up collection of shoes 
with perforated uppers that was 
“hyped” with a live DJ several 
weeks earlier. Nuthals says most 
of the brand activations at WSS 

RETAILPROFILE

Above right: The Chop Shop concept, a 
nod to LA car culture, is a space in-store 
where customers can customize sneak-
ers. Below: The Jordan shops at WSS 
often serve as tourist attractions.
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Tony Armand, CEO of 
United Sports Brands

Armand is leading this new 

company, created after 

the April merger of Shock 

Doctor and McDavid and 

a management-led buyout 

with Bregal Partners. USB 

products are sold in more 

than 25,000 retail outlets 

in North America and in  

75 countries.

T he collective ‘Calls to Action’ have 
been sounded from all corners of the 
U.S. Americans need to move and 

participate in physical activities more. With 
rising healthcare costs, sedentary youth and the 
aging ‘Baby Boomer’ population, the health of 
today’s increasingly connected Americans and 
the entire sporting goods industry is at stake.

 Traction is taking hold with new strategies 
to combat the issue being laid out in 
Washington, New Orleans and Denver. Still, 
as Jim Baugh, the founder of nonprofit PHIT 
America, relentlessly points out, this is not 
a one brand, one company or one industry 
dilemma. All must take heed. 

In Washington, D.C., U.S. Surgeon General 
Dr. Vivek Murthy has unveiled a national 
fitness program focused on walking that 
promotes both the activity and the concept 
of more walkable communities in America. 
A recent U.S. study contends 2 ½ hours of 
moderate weekly exercise can extend an 
individual’s life by more than seven years. 

Olympic softball champion Jennie Finch, 
speaking on a panel with NFL Commissioner 
Roger Goodell and orthopedic surgeon Dr. 
James Andrews, said, “Sport is the answer to a 
lot of problems we have in society today.”

 Companies are getting behind PHIT 
America’s Increase Participation Plan (IPP) 
and its joint initiative with the SFIA to award 
GO! Grants to communities with programs to 
get more than 50,000 children moving more in 
its first year. Still, more industry donations are 
needed for the initiatives second year in 2016. 

Saucony is continuing its decade-long 
mission to fight childhood obesity, which has 
awarded more than $1 million to schools and 
community groups, with its latest round of 
Saucony Run For Good Foundation grants. 
Nike, among additional initiatives, is backing a 
Shape America (Society of Health and Physical 
Educators) enterprise that wants well-designed 
health and physical education programs in 
place that meet a guideline of 60 minutes of 
daily physical activity. 

The Sports Authority is teaming with 
Under Armour to reward its loyalty rewards 
members for completing physical activity 
through the UA-owned MapMyFitness 
platform. The first challenge, “Back on 
Track,” based on logging three workouts or 
10 miles in a week, has commenced. 

Maybe all Americans should commit to 
getting ‘Back on Track,’ for their own health 
and the health of the nation. 

The Keys to the Future Surf May Be Ready 
to Ride New Wave

INSIDEINSIGHT
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D
espite the troubles of the segment 
giants in recent years, surf apparel 
is showing signs of riding a 
new lifestyle wave centered on 

signature lines and collections. Clearly, 
surf is trending in city locales. Recently 
Saturdays Surf has become a New York 
City hot spot for urbanites looking for 
surf merchandise, and Patagonia opened a 
Manhattan specialty surf shop last year. 

In the last three months, 11-time world 
champion surfer Kelly Slater and big-wave 
surfer and fitness guru Laird Hamilton have 
launched branded collections. And a third 
may emerge from Surfer Sally, a 40-year old 
Australian and New Zealand company that 
is prepping for expansion beyond Down 
Under. Surfer Sally, owned by international 
apparel giant Saban Brands since March, 
signed Sally Fitzgibbon, who formerly 
donned Quiksilver’s Roxy brand, to be the 
first major face of the label that has been a 
volume player in its home market.

Even Billabong, whose U.S. wholesale 
business rose 13 percent last fiscal 
year and continues to hail its status as 
the leading apparel brand in U.S. core 

specialty surf stores, is getting in on the 
act. The company, seeing a brand revival 
for its Element brand in the Americas 
region, developed a signature collection 
for its RVCA label last year with the 
assistance of Bert Krak, a well-known New 
York tattoo artist. 

And it’s too early to count out Quiksilver. 
The company, aiming to exit from 
bankruptcy Jan. 25, is swapping $175 
million in debt for equity with Los Angeles-
based Oaktree Capital. Oaktree helped 
Billabong at the onset of its turnaround, 
with the private equity firm’s managing 
director Matthew Wilson holding a 
Billabong board seat until his September 
resignation.

Laird Apparel’s range includes board and 
fitness shorts, hybrid surf and polo shirts, 
fitness and studio pants, graphic T-shirts 
and technical hoodies in the $30-120 range. 
Conversely, Slater’s Outerknown collection, 
in a strategic partnership with the Kering 
Group, is promising contemporary 
menswear for those who have grown out of 
logoed surfwear through a merger of style, 
function and sustainability. 
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RETAILPROFILE

take place in the store’s shop-in-shops devoted to brands. In addition 
to the Jordan shops, WSS is building a “boulevard of brands” in 
three of its top stores that will feature Nike, Converse, Adidas, Under 
Armour, New Era and Puma.

In the flagship, WSS recently opened The Chop Shop, a nod to Los 
Angeles’ car culture. The Chop Shop is an area where customers can 
come in and choose or create a design that can then be printed on 
a pair of canvas sneakers. WSS has contracted with local LA street 
artists, who have created custom designs that can be printed on the 
shoes. Shoppers pay an additional $25 on top of the purchase price of 
the shoes for the service, and Nuthals says to print and cook the shoes 
takes a total of four minutes.

Each store also has two category shops — work and soccer. The 
work shop follows the good-better-best strategy, with opening prices 
from WSS house brand Eurostar extending up through CAT, Dickies, 
Skechers and Timberland Pro. The soccer shop features a sporting 
goods-type assortment of shoes with prices topping out at about $120.

Fedor joined WSS after working for Disney, Hurley and Creative 
Recreation. Nuthals joined from Foot Locker, attracted by the fun and 
vitality of WSS’ “street stores.” Most of the store level staff is home-
grown talent. “We hire from the neighborhoods we have stores in and 
these staffers tend to be very loyal and grow with us. We like investing 
in our communities and people are the best way to do that.” l

Above: Dexter Fedor, CMO, 
WSS. Right: Dan Nuthals, 
chief merchant. 
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WSS: A Wild Shoe Store

W
SS was founded in 1984 by Eric Alon, who got 
his start selling shoes at swap meets.

The chain started with stores that were about 
2000-square feet and gradually stepped up to 
larger footprints.

Today, its “A” stores are 15,000-20,000-square 
feet and its “B” stores are 10,000 to 15,000-square feet.

Average sales per square foot per store are $400.
The chain has 50 freestanding stores, with the remainder in the 

remainder in strip malls.
Its new flagship is 24,000-square feet and is projected to become 

the first WSS store to reach $10 million in annual sales.
The store invested $3 million to open its flagship store in an 

historic building and preserved or restored many of the details in the 
Spanish Revival design. The building was extensively damaged in the 
riots that followed the Rodney King trial in 1992.

WSS gives back to local communities by sponsoring or participating 
in more than 350 local events each year. In 2015, WSS donated 
$250,000 to the Los Angeles County Alliance Boys & Girls Clubs 
and kicked off a long-term initiative where each WSS store is paired 
with a local Boys & Girls Club and WSS volunteers work with Club 
members to support their activities through events, games, tutoring 
and special programs. Each Boys & Girls Club also receives WSS gift 
cards that are used to incentivize and reward youth for academic 
improvement and excellence.

In conjunction with the first Las Vegas opening, WSS cultivated 
a relationship with local civic leadership and worked with them 
to identify a local school for a school supply donation in addition 
to joining both the Hispanic & Las Vegas Metro Chambers of 
Commerce to have an increased presence in the community. WSS 
donated $5000 in school supplies to the E.W. Griffith Elementary 
School in Las Vegas. l

WSS founder and CEO 
Eric Alon, back in the day. 
He started in the business 
by selling shoes at swap 
meets.
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Walk into a WSS store and the images you see on the walls reflect who you see walking the aisles and working in the stores. The large pho-
tographs on the walls are shots of employees and customers running, playing ball and doing what they love. “We like our customers to come 
into our stores and see themselves,” CMO Dexter Fedor says. 

A focus on the Hispanic market inside the store, too.

www.footwearinsight.com
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Q&A with Gene McCarthy

Footwear Insight: In January ASICS 
America announced that it hit $1 
billion in sales for the first time. How 
does that shape your goals as you 
take over the presidency?
Gene McCarthy: While ASICS 
America has had this fabulous 
growth to get it to a billion, the 
same strategy and formula that 
got us to the first billion will not 
work to get us to the second 

billion. We’re in the middle of 
that right now, figuring out how 
to get the team and culture to 
shift to the dynamic that’s going 
to get us to the next billion. But 
I’m not a ‘billion-dollar’ guy. I’m 
a ‘big idea’ guy. I like that ‘B’ 
better. I think the billion dollars 
is a result of the big idea. The 
whole idea is to expand the 
brand before you can grow it.

What does expanding the brand 
look like? 
At the go-to-market meeting last 
week, I talked about the next billion 
and I said to the audience, we 
have two choices. One is, we can 
go to our current consumer and 
ask them to buy twice as much 
product, or, we can start talking to 
people about the idea of ASICS. I 
want to follow the style of people’s 

BRANDPROFILE

New ASICS America 
Chief Talks Running, 

Brand-building and the 
Changing Consumer. 

By Jennifer Ernst Beaudry

S
itting in a hotel lobby in midtown 
Manhattan in the days leading up 
to the New York Marathon, Gene 
McCarthy looked right at home. 

Which makes sense — the 
executive, who was named group 
president and CEO of ASICS 

America in September and took the top spot at 
the Irvine, CA-based athletic company this past 
October, was born and raised just a few miles 
away in the Bronx. So to be back in the city at 
the helm of Japanese brand, sponsor of the New 
York Marathon for 25-plus years, felt more than 
comfortable, he said. It felt right.

“When I grew up here in New York, I used to take 
the subway into the city from the Bronx and run in 
New York Road Runners events all the time, so it’s 
a personal thing,” he said. “It’s New York pride. And 
I’m really proud to be here on behalf of the brand.”

McCarthy said he sees his new role as part of 
a continuum that started as a teenager track and 
field athlete and saw him take leadership roles at 
Nike, Jordan, Timberland, Under Armour and most 
recently Merrell, where he served as brand president 
from August 2013 to May 2015.

He’s bringing his experience to the brand at an 
interesting time. 

Earlier this year, ASICS America, a division of the 
parent company headquartered in Kobe, Japan, 
exceeded $1 billion in yearly sales for the first time, 
notching $1.1 billion on sales that grew almost 15 
percent versus year-ago numbers.

The brand kicked off 2015 by announcing the 
creation of its ASICS Tiger division, a top-end lifestyle 
line that, along with the Onitsuka Tiger line, highlights 
retro models from the brand’s archive. A consistent 
roster of collaborations with frequent partner Ronnie 
Fieg of New York’s KITH as well other scene mainstays 
like Alife (which teamed up with the brand for shoes 
and apparel celebrating the ASICS-sponsored NYC 
Marathon) and Cambridge’s Concepts (for an adult and 
toddler-size Mix and Match pack) helped drive sales in 
the lifestyle division up 48 percent.

But there have been challenges, too. 
In June, the brand terminated its partnership with 

Windsor Financial Group, the retail licensee that had 
operated 13 ASICS stores in the U.S., citing “material 
breaches” of the agreement. Last month, Windsor 
financial backers responded, filing suit against ASICS 
saying the brand had failed to provide promised 
support for the stores. 

But retailers say the outlook for ASICS is bullish.
Jeff Phillips, CEO of Fleet Feet, says the brand has 

made a stronger showing in the retailer’s running-
specific stores. 

“ASICS has been growing with us, and growth for 
anyone is hard right now,” he says. “And we’re happy 
to see them growing again. When they do well, it’s 
good for us and good for the run specialty channel. 
And we have a really strong relationship with them.”

And that’s true on the lifestyle side as well, 
retailers say.

“ASICS is, no question, a powerhouse in lifestyle right 
now,” says Greg Zuckerman, business development 
manager for Concepts and the Tannery. Citing strong 
sales industry-wide in its GEL-Lyte franchise, he adds, 
“It’s an exceptional brand, with a lot of recognition in 
multiple categories.”

And bringing in a veteran with McCarthy’s 
experience in channel management and brand-building 
will be a boon going forward, Zuckerman added. 

“Gene has a very strong understanding about brand 
equity and brand integrity – something anyone in the 
industry can improve on – and that’s his strong suit,” 
Zuckerman says. “He knows how to build to move the 
brand forward and grow the brand equity.”

For his part, McCarthy said he’s looking forward to 
applying the perspective he sharpened in the athletic 
and outdoor fields to bear as ASICS looks to grow into 
its second billion dollars in sales. 

“I’m lucky enough that I did a lot of good listening on 
my tour of duty in all these brands and [this] just feels 
right,” he said. “I’ve had brand envy for years. ASICS is 
a terrific brand and it makes terrific products. Swear to 
God, I’m thrilled to death.” 

Here, McCarthy sounds off on sales strategy, building 
a brand and why he thinks ASICS needs to open its 
own stores going forward.

www.footwearinsight.com
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lives. On a global basis, we’re 
looking at a refresh of the brand. 
We have to focus on the voice of 
the brand.

What does that look like in terms of 
marketing for the next year?
You focus on the heart and soul 
of your brand – and for us, it’s 
running and runners – and let that 
create a North Star. It’s telling 
our brand story, which hasn’t 
been told in a robust way, and 
that includes our heritage. If 
we just talk about our brand, 
the audience finds itself. We’re 
upstairs talking about [how to 
do that] right right now. We have 
to make the shift from being 
a classic marketer to being a 
modern marketer, but [as for 
sharing] specifics … No. Not yet.

What areas of the go-to-market plan 
will you be focusing on?
Consumers have more power 
than they ever had in history, 
and I respect that. We have to 
modernize the notion of direct-to 
consumer. We have to go where 
they go; they’re not going to come 
where we want to go. And how we 
interact on a direct-to-consumer 
basis isn’t just how we make a 
sale, it’s also how do we create 
an experience so that whether 
consumers are buying something 
or not, they feel like they belong 
to the brand. Distribution is going 
to shift in the next five or 10 years. 
I don’t think it’s about direct-to-
consumer [versus] wholesale, it’s 
about marketplace management. 
If a consumer buys anything from 
ASICS, we win, no matter whether 
they buy it online, at a wholesale 
account, or in our stores.”

In the wake of the dispute with 
Windsor, you reopened a brand 
store in New York’s Meatpacking 
district just ahead of the marathon. 
Are more brand stores going to be 
part of the strategy going forward?
Since nobody’s paying attention 
to traditional advertising and 
marketing, a store is a branding 
opportunity, it’s a beacon for the 
brand. That’s why we re-opened  

the Meatpacking store. Not just 
because we want to have retail 
sales — we did it because we’re 
proud of our brand and we want 
to share it with people who love 
it. Stores are incredibly important, 
but there has to be a link to what 
we’re doing online. We want to 
be more strategic about it. In the 
past, there may have been an 
effort to open stores as a way to 
drive revenue; now, we want to 
be strategic about how we reach 
the consumers that love us as 
well as the consumers we want to 
introduce ourselves to.

Prior to your hire and prior to the 
lawsuit, ASICS had announced a 
target of 10 stores to open in 2015. 
Is moving forward with a store base 
in that size range still the plan?
I’m reviewing all that now, and 
rather than pick a number, what I’d 
rather do is pick critical markets 
where we want to be and then let 
that decide the number. Our intent 
is to do it, but to do it carefully 
and strategically rather than as a 
mechanism for revenue.

Will you be seeking out a new 
partner for your future retail 
endeavors?
I believe that we should do it 
ourselves. If there’s a failure with a 
third party, the consumer blames 
ASICS — they don’t blame the 
third party.

Your lifestyle arm has been 
particularly active lately — after 

launching the ASICS Tiger label 
in January, the brand has been 
notching high-profile collaborators 
and pushing the design envelope. 
Are you bullish about the segment’s 
potential?
We’re undernourishing the 
market right now on purpose and 
we’ll be careful about that, but 
there is a lot of room and a lot of 
opportunity for us there. A lot. 
The lifestyle side of the business 
is a great catalyst for brand-
building. It also expands the 
conversation of running. And it’s 
a very profitable business.

Strategy-wise, is anything else on 
the table?
More than half of our business is 
to women and I want it to be for 
women, by women. I think our 
consumer deserves that. And I told 
the team last week — if we aren’t 
successful in apparel, then we’re a 
shoe company. If we’re successful 
in apparel, we’re a brand.

What issues do you see the athletic 
market facing right now?
The core consumer that we’ve 
all been focusing on is aging, and 
while they are still participating 
in fitness and taking care of 
themselves, their purchasing 
patterns are changing and in 
some cases decreasing. And the 
next generation has a completely 
different view of running. We 
have to make sure that we don’t 
try to retrofit the current core 
consumer model to the new 

consumer, but rather grow with 
the new consumer.

What makes younger consumers 
different from the current shoppers?
The core consumer today might 
buy a very technical product 
that helps them enjoy their run 
— the new consumer might buy 
something that’s really beautiful 
and that works. Both consumers 
want products that work. But 
the current consumer will buy 
it for the technology. The newer 
consumer is looking at product 
for its aesthetic value, and then 
qualifies if it works.

You’ve worked for a number of firms 
in both the athletic and outdoor 
spaces. What about this position 
appealed to you?
I’ve never worked for a company 
that wasn’t American and I really 
enjoy that part. Our region, while 
the biggest for ASICS, is a part of 
a bigger idea and I’m respectful of 
that. I enjoy being part of a global 
team rather than trying to drive a 
global team. It’s a huge shift from 
the other brands I’ve worked for.

Is it a different experience day-
to-day to be at a company 
headquartered outside the U.S.?
Americans are used to working for 
American companies and they’re 
used to treating everything like 
it’s ‘America and then all others.’ 
One of my goals is to unify this as 
a region. My job is to represent 
the nuances of my region while 
absorbing the global direction so I 
can deliver it to my region.

What will your immediate focus be 
in the role?
The talent is terrific. We’re in the 
process of selecting a new head 
of marketing and a new head of 
apparel and that will be my main 
focus, and to partner with my 
terrific head of direct-to-consumer. 
My job is to make sure that I am 
representing the strategic intent of 
the parent company to my region, 
while also making sure that I’m a 
great ambassador for my region to 
the parent company. 

BRANDPROFILE

Since nobody’s 
paying attention 
to traditional 
advertising 
and marketing, 
a store is 
a branding 
opportunity, it’s 
a beacon for 
the brand. 

The lifestyle 
side of the 
business is a 
great catalyst 
for brand-
building. It also 
expands the 
conversation of 
running.
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WE’RE MOVING UP!
JUNE 9-10,2016

McCORMICK PLACE CHICAGO
Our 2016 dates will be earlier in the buying cycle. 

Better for retailers. Better for exhibitors. And the new location 
at McCormick Place is both beautiful and convenient.

Exhibitors Contact: 
Beth Gordon

bgordon@formula4media.com
949-293-1378 

or your account manager

Retailers Contact: 
Mark Sullivan

msullivan@formula4media.com
646-319-7878

THE SECOND ANNUAL IRRA SUMMIT / JUNE 8, 2016
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LINES WE LIKE

There’s more than meets the eyes in the kids’ shoes featured on this page. Whether it’s a take down of a popular adult style or a unique design for the children’s 
market, the difference is in the details. There’s the glow-in-the-dark outsole on New Balance’s 580 Solarized. And the proportional engineering for children’s feet 
for the “best in fit” offered by See Kai Run’s new Spring ’16 styles. A little “extra bite” is apparent in the Piranha from JambuKD, as well, with its textured footbed 
and accents on the heel and lace. Cienta’s most popular style, a silver Mary Jane for kids, is made in Spain. Ryka is launching a line for girls this spring, and the 
female-specific fitness focus has a fashionable flair, as well. 

CHILD’S PLAY
Details, details, details!

Top to bottom: RYKA: Grafik, MSRP $29.99-$39.99 (range for all new girls’ styles from Ryka). SEE KAI RUN: Mackinac, MSRP $45. CIENTA: Mary Jane  
(style 56013.26 in silver), MSRP $36. JAMBUKD: Piranha, MSRP $55. NEW BALANCE: 580 Solarized, MSRP $64.95 (preschool); $84.95 (grade school).

www.footwearinsight.com


SERVING UP 
COMFORT

SLIP RESISTANT

SPEAK WITH A COMFORT PROFESSIONAL.  Contact Travis Johnson at 314.854.2905 or tjohnson@caleres.com

OIL RESISTANT

COMFORT
MEMORY FOAM

mailto:tjohnson@caleres.com
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