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In the time it takes you to read this  
column, 17 stores will close their doors. 

Not really, but it seems that way lately. As someone who has covered retail for more than 
30 years, the store closings are a sad reality of today’s business environment. The cruel 
truth of it is that we have too many stores and we especially have too many mediocre 
and substandard stores. The U.S. leads the world with about 50-square feet of retail space 
per person. That’s six times as much as the second highest country, Great Britain – “the 
shopkeeper nation” – and well ahead of the rest of the world.

We Americans like to buy stuff, but retailers need to make that experience better, 
especially in brick-and-mortar stores. I visit about 100 stores a year and about half of them 
are not very good at all: dirty, poorly merchandised and woefully staffed with uncaring, 
unengaged employees. And when I say unengaged, I don’t mean they are not planning to get 
married. I mean they act as though they do not give a damn about the shoppers and have 

very little interest in helping them spend their money. So, let’s 
agree that 50 percent of the stores should close or significantly 
step up their games. We could even create an inspiring slogan for 
these stores: “Be better than average, or go home.”

Another 25 percent of the stores I visit are indeed above 
average. Decently merchandised, staff that actually look up from 
their smartphones every now and then and a place where I could 
actually buy something if I had a general idea of what I wanted.  So, 

to these stores, I say “way to be okay. Keep up the slightly above average work.”
And then there are the 25 percent of stores that are great: exciting environments, caring 

staff and imaginatively merchandised with great assortments and some new exciting brands 
with which you are not familiar. These are the stores that make us all glad we are in the 
business. Fun to work with and places where shoppers can easily and happily spend their 
money and feel good about it.

When I ponder the state of retail, I want to paraphrase Shakespeare, who wrote: “The 
first thing we do, let’s kill all the lawyers.” For all the English majors among us, the line was 
spoken by Dick the Butcher in Henry VI. I would re-write that as: “The first thing we do, let’s 
kill all the retail bean counters.” The big bean counters are the ones who’ve ruined major 
stores with their over-leveraged deals that promised hockey stick growth for shareholders 
and investment bankers. Instead they delivered hockey pucks in the head. They borrowed 
and cost cut their way to failure. I have sympathy for the people who lost their jobs, but not 
for the bean counters who engineered the deals.

My lack of sympathy extends to the bean counters who are currently employed as retail 
buyers and GMMs. To call these people merchants would be an insult to retail executives 
who truly understand the art of buying and selling. These guys are great with spread sheets 
and matrixes, but couldn’t recognize a hot color or trend if it crawled up their legs and bit 
them on their butts. And I bet these guys have fat butts because they probably don’t get out 
from behind their desks to work in stores or shop their competitors. If they did, they’d see 
that one out of every four stores is great and that they need to step it up or get crushed. No 
imagination, no creativity and no vision. And worse, very little sense of what these words 
even mean. Kill the Bean-counting retailers. Call me Mark the Butcher. l

The Cruel Truth

TIMEOUT   MARK SULLIVAN

Editor in Chief
msullivan@formula4media.com

We could even 
create an 
inspiring slogan 
for these stores: 
“Be better 
than average, 
or go home.”
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By Bob McGee 

T
he shifting paradigm for selling footwear, particularly 
in the athleisure trend-influenced athletic segment that 
accounts for 30 percent of the U.S. clothing and footwear 
market, is evident. The number of “traditional” retailers 
and their corresponding floor space dedicated to shoes 
continues to shrink, largely due to store closures and 

bankruptcy liquidations. Conversely, off-price retailers, particularly TJX 
Cos. (TJ Maxx, Marshalls and Sierra Trading Post) are gaining ground 
with about half of all American consumers now buying from them 
regularly. All the while, Direct-To-Consumer efforts, by both vendors 
and internet giant Amazon, are exploding. After being a “dirty word” 
for many years, DTC has become a necessary evil in the shoe business. 
Besides providing higher margins on sell-throughs, the channel gives 
vendors better control of their inventory flow.

Welcome to the “Whole New World” of selling footwear. 
Apparel and footwear sales made through Amazon U.S. hit $13 bil-

lion in 2016, up from $4 billion in 2011, according to Euromonitor 
International estimates. But, it should be noted that more than 58 per-
cent of the total was generated by the portal Amazon Marketplace. Still, 
some believe Amazon has the wherewithal to grow its first-party sales 
by 20 percent annually this year and next to bring its total category 
revenues to about $9 billion. Prosper Insights and Fung Global Retail & 
Technology research found that consumers ranked the $136 billion a 
year e-commerce giant more highly for footwear than apparel. Survey 
respondents in July 2016 indicated Amazon was the most-shopped 
retailer for shoes, ahead of Walmart, Kohl’s, Target, JC Penney, Macy’s 
and Payless. 

And apparently, Amazon’s strength in footwear and apparel won’t be 
limited to North America. Now comes word that Amazon India will be 
the exclusive retail channel for Under Armour in that country, with core 
UA apparel, footwear and accessories being sold at first via key sellers 
on the Amazon India platform and distributed to shoppers from regional 
warehouses.

Back in the U.S., while TJ Maxx and Amazon gained traction with shoe-
buying consumers in 2016, the number of traditional retailers continued 
contracting. Since the third quarter of 2016, 10 retailers, including 
Macy’s, have announced 1073 store closures. Others, such as 66-door 
MC Sporting Goods in February and City Sports last fall, have filed for 
Chap. 11 bankruptcy and liquidated. Some analysts suggest more retail 
lease exits and bankruptcies are due in 2017 before the situation settles 
down and brick-and-mortar truly becomes a bounty for the survivors. 

Major athletic footwear brands, all of whom had to endure 2016 bank-
ruptcy and liquidations by the likes of Sports Authority, Sport Chalet, 

and Golfsmith among others, have been preparing for the changing 
retail landscape for years. They have done so by continuing to beef up 
investments in e-commerce and digital, prime real estate for showcase 
stores in key metropolitan areas worldwide and partnerships with finan-
cially solvent, large retailers that have plenty of real estate to showcase 
their brand.

This year in North America, adidas Group – which has steadily 
enhanced its brand experience through the launch and expansion of 
premium store concepts such as Stadium and Neighborhood for the 
Adidas brand and FitHub for Reebok – will connect to select wholesale 
partners to create a seamless experience for its customers, indepen-
dent of where they shop. The company also intends to expand Endless 
Aisle (in-store visitors with access to the full brand range through 
e-commerce) and Click and Connect (allowing consumers to purchase 
or reserve items for pick-up at a local store) in the market.

Adidas, which operates more than 2800 of its own retail stores and 
owns more than 50 websites, says e-commerce will continue to be the 
fastest-growing channel it operates. The company is projecting four 

billion euro in e-commerce sales in 2020, up from 
less than one billion euros in 2016. Meanwhile, the 
company intends to remain keenly focused on “con-
trolled space,” areas in key retail partners where it 
“can actively manage” the way its brands and prod-
ucts are presented at retail.

Recent data from Nike suggests the Swoosh is 
outpacing its rivals in Direct-to-Consumer rev-
enues, but the Swoosh’s double-digit percentage 
DTC growth for the six months and three months 

ended Nov. 30 was outpaced by Under Armour in 2016. Nike brand 
DTC revenues increased 21 percent to nearly $4.45 billion for the six 
months while UA’s DTC sales expanded 27 percent to 31 percent of all 
revenues, or an implied $1.5 billion last year. Under Armour ended its 
fiscal year with 151 Factory House stores and 18 Brand Houses, includ-
ing one opened in Boston’s Prudential Center shopping center in early 
December. A Brand House in the building that formerly housed FAO 
Schwartz is set to open in New York City in 2018. In FY16 ended May 
31 of last year, Nike operated 1045 DTC locations worldwide, including 
362 in the U.S. The Swoosh generated an 18 percent increase in DTC 
revenues last FY to nearly $7.86 billon, up 48 percent from $5.3 billion 
in DTC revenues it achieved in FY14. The total included $1.16 billion in 
DTC revenues in China.

Meanwhile, Puma, which is seeing “strongly growing e-commerce 
sales,” reported 21.9 percent of all revenues in FY16 were generated by 
own retail or e-commerce versus 21.4 percent in FY15 to the equivalent 
of $840.2 million (794.3 million euros). l

footwearinsight.com

A Whole New World
RETAIL ANALYSIS

Amazon: Apparel  
and footwear sales.

Adidas: Projected 
ecommerce growth.

Nike: Increases  
win DTC revenues.

2011 2016 FY142016 2020* FY16

$4B €<1B
$5.3B

$13B �€4B $7.86B

Source: Euromonitor International estimates. Source: Company projections. *Estimate. Source: Nike

After being  
a “dirty word” 
for many 
years, DTC 
has become 
a necessary 
evil in the 
shoe business 
today. 
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P
erformance athletic footwear, 
active style and everything in 
between will take center stage at 
The Sportstyle Trade Show and 
Conference June 14-15, 2017, at the 

Fort Lauderdale Convention Center.
Sportstyle is a new show and conference 

created to target the active lifestyle and 
“athleisure” category, which has been touted 
by NPD as one of the fastest growing segments 
in the footwear and apparel business. The 
two-day trade show and conference will be 
followed by a one-day consumer expo and 
experience in which more than 1000 VIP 
consumers will attend seminars, workshops 
and clinics and have the chance to learn and 
buy from all the participating vendors.

“Our goal is to put on a valuable trade 
show for our retail attendees and then on 
the following day, after brands have changed 
over their booths to showcase current season 
merchandise, allow VIP consumers from South 
Florida to shop a high-quality expo,” says 
Mark Sullivan, president of Formula 4 Media, 
organizers of the event. “So many consumer 
events have the ambiance of a flea market, 
but we want to offer a huge active trunk show 
where shoppers can learn from the brand 
representatives and have a full-service, full-
price experience.” Runner’s Depot, which has 
five stores in the Fort Lauderdale area, will be 
the official retailer of the consumer expo and 
experience.  

Footwear brands that have already signed 
up to exhibit include 361 Degrees, Altra, 
Beachbody, Crocs, OOFOS, Ryka, Skechers and 
Turner. In addition to these footwear brands, 
Spartan Race will be on the show floor with 
an interactive boot that will allow attendees 
to experience different aspects of a Spartan 
competition. 

The Sportstyle show is produced by Formula 
4 Media, publishers of this magazine and 
producers of The Running Event. l

Brands interested in exhibiting should contact: 
Troy Leonard: tleonard@formula4media.com  
Jeff Nott: jnott@formula4media.com

Retailers interested in attending should contact: 
Mark Sullivan: msullivan@formula4media.com

footwearinsight.com

Sportstyle Show Set for June in Florida
UPCOMING EVENT

Two-Day Trade Show Will Be Followed by Consumer Event.

Tuesday, June 13, 2017
Running Industry Association Summit  
Open to run specialty stores only. 
Hyatt Pier 66 Hotel, 8 a.m. to 5 p.m.

Wednesday, June 14-15, 2017
Trade Show
Fort Lauderdale Convention Center

Keynote: Pam Danziger, Unity Marketing
Exercise Your Retail Muscle: Transform 
Your Store into a Shop that Pops!
Fort Lauderdale Convention Center, 8 a.m. 

Thursday, June 15, 2017 
Keynote: Haysun Hahn, Fast Forward Trending
Sport, Life, Style!
Fort Lauderdale Convention Center, 8 a.m. 

Friday, June 16, 2017
Sportstyle Consumer Expo and Experience
Featuring Yoga Classes, Demos, Fashion Show.
Fort Lauderdale Convention Center, 10:30 a.m.-7 p.m.

Saturday, June 17, 2017
Sportstyle Mile, Sponsored by On Running
The race will take place on A1A in the heart of Fort 
Lauderdale Beach, the day after the Sportstyle trade 
and consumer show and is open to both profes-
sional and amateur runners. Professional runners will 
compete for a purse of nearly $6000 in prize money.
Heats start at 6 a.m.

For more information: sportstyleshow.com
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L
ater this spring Aetrex will begin shipping its 
new Albert foot scanner to approximately 75 
top accounts, with plans to have it in several 
hundred doors by the end of the summer.

Albert is a sophisticated scanner and soft-
ware package that features 18 digital cameras, 

96 infrared receptors and 5184 gold plated sensors that will 
quickly present consumers with a live scan of their foot and 
recommend to them suitable insoles from the company’s ex-
panded line.

Company executives say Albert will allow stores to offer a 
high-tech interactive fitting experience and sell a lot of high 
margin insoles, too. “We wanted to restore the novel aspect 
of foot scanning and create excitement around the process,” 
says Larry Schwartz, president of Aetrex. The company was 
among the first to bring foot scanning technology to stores 
with the iStep foot scanner it introduced in 2002, which uses 
foot pressure to identify consumers’ arch types, foot sizes 
and pressure points.

With the Albert system, Aetrex is offering a more in-depth 
process that produces a three-dimensional scan of the foot 
and recommends specific insoles based on the findings. The 
system also features a showbiz touch: an actual Albert charac-
ter, a high-tech skeletal figure who appears on the computer 
monitor during the scanning process and talks the consumer 
through the fitting process.

“We wanted to give him a personality,” says Melissa Libner, 
VP–marketing, technology and orthotics for the brand. “And we wanted him 
to have a name that was smart and a little geeky.”

Showbiz aside, Schwartz says Albert will deliver authentic benefits. “We be-
lieve in pressure technology, but that almost always reveals a plantar aspect. 
When we started with this, we said ‘this just can’t be a fancy sizer. We need to 
make a difference to people who are experiencing pain.’”

Of course, Aetrex is counting on Albert to help its accounts sell insoles 
and is backing him with an aggressive program. The Albert Scanner is leased 
to stores for $300 a month, but Schwartz says the company will reduce the 
monthly fee based on how many insoles the store can sell. 

Stores that sell 30 pair of insoles a month will pay $200 a month for the 
lease; stores that sell 60 pair a month will pay $100 and for stores that sell 90 

pair or more a month, the rental is 
free. 

“We wanted to help stores offer 
a consumer experience in-store 
that they can’t online,” Schwartz 
says. “Also, for stores insoles are a 
high-margin product.” With a sell-
ing price of $60 retail and a whole-
sale cost of $25, Schwartz says the 
net result will be 60 margin points.

Aetrex now offers 11 Orthotic 
series, with four insoles per se-
ries. The entire line features new 
cosmetics and packaging. And 
Libner says Albert should also 
help stores sell the company’s 
new line of Flips, which it intro-
duced last spring.

In the coming months, Schwartz 
says the company will also up-
date two of the websites it owns: 
Myfeet.com, where consumers 
will be able to retrieve scans from 
the Albert devices they visited 
in stores, and foot.com, which 
is an educational site. Neither 
site will sell or promote product, 
Schwartz says.

Schwartz adds that Aetrex believes in owning its technology and developed 
the Albert software and hardware on its own, which he believes is a major 
advantage over companies that license or adapt existing technology. He says 
that was also a key factor in the company’s acquisition earlier this year of 
SOLS Systems, a pioneer in medical and consumer grade 3D printed orthotics 
and software used for the mass customization of footwear. 

SOLS’ patented end-to-end platform automatically generates 3D models 
of an individual’s anatomy based on photos from its imaging system, one of 
the first ever available on a smartphone. The 3D models are used to produce 
custom orthotic devices digitally manufactured on demand. The same tech-
nology is used for the production of customized footwear. Schwartz says the 
SOLS team will begin integrating their suite of products immediately. l

Aetrex Unveils Albert
TECHNOLOGY

A Smart 
New Scanner 

with Personality 
and a Name.

Skechers Friendship Walk 
Raises $1 Million

CHARITY

I
n early March, Skechers president Michael Greenberg was joined by more 
than 150 people, including celebrities, corporate sponsors, city leaders, school 
officials and education foundation representatives, to celebrate The Skechers 
Friendship Walk, California’s largest charity event supporting children with 
special needs and education. The Skechers Foundation presented $914,000 to six 

education foundations and $434,000 to The Friendship Foundation, a non-profit orga-
nization that assists children with special needs and their families. The Foundation 
also announced plans to expand its scholarship program four-fold in 2017, awarding 
$100,000 to high school students in need nationwide. l

Skechers president Michael Greenberg with Steve Carlston and Yossi Mintz.

Aetrex’s Albert system offers a high-tech fitting process.



Athlete® With its neutral arch and design, the ATHLETE® fits naturally 

in your footwear to take you the extra mile. This all-purpose 

insole features targeted cushioning and support to give your 

feet the energy to keep going. #SOFSOLE
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L
arry Paparo says he knew his company was on to some-
thing with its Build-A-Slipper program when he visited a 
Build-A-Bear Workshop store near his house in Central New 
Jersey over the Christmas holidays. Paparo was looking for a 
Reindeer plush toy the company issued as a seasonal holiday 

item to use as inspiration for a new children’s slipper. Like any good shop-
per, he called in advance to make sure they had the item in stock and then 
asked the store associate to hold it until he could stop by later that day.

When he arrived at the store, the associate asked him “How far did you 
drive for this?” Which prompted Paparo to ask why. It turned out that 
the Reindeer was a hot item, which was prompting shoppers to drive for 
hours to locate the toy.

That’s all Paparo needed to hear to realize Esquire had a big oppor-
tunity, which he plans to bring to life in the coming year as Esquire has 
been selected as licensee for the inaugural line of Build-A-Bear Workshop 
footwear products. 

Esquire is expanding its Build-A-Slipper Workshop program to include 
limited edition seasonal items as well as popular characters already in 
the brand portfolio.

Like the experience that takes place in the 300 Build-A-Bear Workshops 
around the country, consumers will be able to buy the slippers and “build” 
them with stuffing and tying laces that hold the shoes together.

“If you look at what’s winning at retail today, it’s when stores can offer 
emotional, engaging experiences,” he says. “Yes, we’re selling slippers, 
but we’re selling an experience and characters that children and their 
families can relate to.”

The Build-A-Slippers will retail for between $19.99 and $29.99. l

R
ockport’s Total 
Motion collection 
has come a long 
way since it was 
introduced in 2013. 

Total Motion is a lightweight 
architecture the brand says 
boosts stability and support, 
while also enhancing flexibility 
and the walking motion. The 
Total Gitty Luxe from Rockport’s 
Fall 2017 collection features 
truTech for shock absorption 
at the heel and rebound at the 
forefoot. The shoes also have 
TPU midsole plate, textile lining, 
cement Construction and a TPU 
outsole. The Gitty Luxe has a 
one-and-three-quarter-inch heel 
and is available in black and 
taupe grey. l

footwearinsight.com

Building a Slipper and 
Building a Business

TECH DETAILS NEW PRODUCT
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FFANY
SHOES 
ON SALE
GALA 2017
OCTOBER 10
#SHOES4ACURE

INFO & HOTEL RATESSAVE THE DATE: MAY 31

BRYANT PARK GRILL ROOFTOP

OPENING NIGHT INDUSTRY EVENT TO 
BENEFIT SHOESTHATFIT.ORG

EVENT DETAILS & TICKETS: FFANY.ORG

MAY 31-JUNE 2
NEW YORK HILTON MIDTOWN
& MEMBER SHOWROOMS

WEDNESDAY-FRIDAY

A real shoe-stopper.
Come spring a big deal in the city that never sleeps.

@FFANYSHOESHOW
FFANY.ORG
FUTURE SHOW DATES: 
AUG 1�3 | NOV 29�DEC 1
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Brands Playing Politics

Taking a 
Stand Has 
Never Been 
So Risky or 
So Critical.

By Jennifer Ernst Beaudry

I
n a deeply polarized political 
climate, taking a political stand 
can look… risky. A Gallup poll 
taken days after Donald Trump’s 
election last November showed 
that 77 percent of Americans, a 
record high, saw the country as 
divided on the most important 

values. (Just take a quick look at the 
news or social media.) And the list of 
brands that have seen a backlash to 
moves perceived to be politically moti-
vated seems to grow daily. But brands 
and experts agree: If you’re in the brand 
business, if you’re a retailer, if you have 
customers — there’s no such thing as 
staying out of it.

“Research has found the majority of 
Americans expect that brands will take 
a stand on issues — it’s not so much 
an option to stay neutral,” says Melissa 
Dodd, assistant professor in advertising 

and public relations at the University of 
Central Florida.

“The Millennial consumer, and to an 
extent the Gen Z consumer, really wants 
to know the values of the brands they do 
business with, both brands and retailers. 
And if those values don’t align, they’re 
going to take their business elsewhere,” 
NPD analyst Matt Powell agrees.

Dodd’s research backs that up — but, 
she says, it’s not just young shoppers. 
While Millennial shoppers were more 
likely to support brands that shared 
their values, senior citizens were more 
likely to boycott brands they felt were 
misaligned with their values. 

Today, she says, “People’s perceptions 
of a company are influenced by the CEO 
— they don’t separate them out.”

Under Armour, for example, came un-
der considerable heat in February when 
CEO Kevin Plank, a member of the Presi-
dent’s American Manufacturing Coun-
cil, told CNBC’s “Fast Money Halftime 

Report” that pro-business Trump was “a 
real asset.” The response was swift: The 
brand’s key endorsers, including Steph 
Curry, Misty Copeland and Dwayne “The 
Rock” Johnson, all disavowed the state-
ments and Plank took out a full-page ad 
in the Baltimore Sun affirming the brand’s 
commitment to immigration and equal 
rights, and saying his words “didn’t ac-
curately reflect my intent.”

The Ivanka Trump footwear and life-
style brand has seen both sides of the 
coin. After being targeted by the 
#GrabYourWallet campaign that encour-
ages consumers to boycott companies 
associated with President Trump, in 
February the brand was dropped by a 
number of major retailers, including Nor-
dstrom, Neiman Marcus and shoes.com. 
But Ivanka brand president Abigail Klem 
told Refinery29 that the brand – which 
has seen an uprising of support on social 
media among Trump supporting consum-
ers and others saying they’re turned off 
by Nordstrom’s decision – had some of 
its best-performing weeks ever. 

But while social media mentions are 
easy to find, economic impacts one way 
or another are hard to measure. The 
impact on brands is “largely anecdotal” 
at this point, Powell says, although 
that may change. “The amount of com-
mentary would indicate there is some 
economic punishment that will come or 
reward that will come, but right now it’s 
hard to see it,” he says.  

The ease and immediacy of reacting 
online has dramatically changed the 
process, Dodd says. 

“People come together on social media 
and they form communities around these 
issues,” she says. Nike is an example. 
After Nike CEO Mark Parker condemned 
the executive order that banned arriv-
als and refugees from seven Muslim 
majority nations in a letter to employees 
that went viral, the company released a 
90-second video called “Equality” featur-
ing some of its biggest athletes. To date 
it has more than 4.5 million views.

“Brands can engage on issues in a 
much quicker way than before. Things 
like the Nike stance can spread in a 
matter of hours,” Dodd says. “Our 
president is not afraid of social media. 
His engagement prompts brands to 
need to engage with it, or at a minimum, 



monitor it,” she adds. 
Jim Weber, CEO of Seattle-based 

Brooks, says doing more storytelling – 
about products, but crucially about the 
brand and its core beliefs – was a driver 
in the running company’s website re-
launch. (See Brooks story on page 32.)

“Your brand is ultimately a symbol of 
the relationship you have with your cus-
tomers and the trust that they give you 
— or not,” Weber says. “Not everybody 
wants to know what makes you tick, 
but [committed consumers] want to 
know more. The lack of trust in insti-
tutions is at an all-time low, whether 
it’s government or corporations, even 
NGOs. People are cautious and wary 
until proven otherwise, and therefore 
we think it’s really important that your 
backstory is out there.”

Taking a stand on inclusivity, trade 
and the environment are also solid 
business practices, Weber points out. 
And many brands are seeing consumer 
advocacy as critical to their corporate 
interests. 

In January, 100 outdoor-industry 
CEOs, including Rose Marcario of Pa-
tagonia, Jerry Stritzke of REI, and Scott 

Baxter, group president of The North 
Face, signed an open letter to elected of-
ficials opposing the sale of federal lands. 
It notes that the industry employs six 
million people and contributes $650 bil-
lion annually to the U.S. economy. 

It was the latest development in an 
ongoing dispute that’s pitting members 
of the outdoor industry, including the 
organizers of the Outdoor Retailer show, 
against Republican leadership in the 
federal government and the state of Utah 
who support returning certain federally 
protected lands, including the recently 
designated Bears Ears National Monu-
ment in Utah, to state control. Propo-
nents of the action say states are better 
positioned to know what their commu-
nities need and want in relation to the 
spaces; opponents say states have too 
much incentive to sell some of the land 
to developers, cutting back on publicly 
accessible wild places. 

After Utah Gov. Gary Herbert passed 
a resolution urging President Trump to 
rescind the Bears Ears Monument this 
past February, Patagonia announced it 
would withdraw from Outdoor Retailer. 
(Other brands, including Arc’teryx, Peak 

Design and GU Energy Labs, followed 
suit.) Outdoor Retailer has announced 
that the show will no longer accept bids 
from Utah to host the show past the end 
of the current contract. According to 
Outdoor Retailer, the twice-a-year-show 
brings 40,000 visitors and $45 million in 
direct spending to Salt Lake every year. 

While consumers report being more 
likely to buy brands with strong political 
stances that match their own – and avoid 
the ones that don’t – the street runs 
both ways. 

“Both activism and voting behaviors, 
as well as perception toward the issue 
itself, were all significantly impacted by 
corporate stances,” Dobbs says. That is 
to say: Consumers react to brands who 
speak out on social and political issues 
by becoming more engaged with those 
issues overall — including at the ballot. 

“Historically what we saw was people 
pressured the government to regulate 
business. People are now pressuring 
business to regulate the government,” she 
says. “The fact that you’re staying neutral 
on an issue can make you obsolete if your 
competition is engaging in the issues your 
customers care about.” l

“The 
Millennial 
consumer, 
and to 
an extent 
the Gen Z 
consumer, 
really wants 
to know the 
values of the 
brands they 
do business 
with, both 
brands and 
retailers.”  
NPD analyst 
Matt Powell
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A Rich History 

PROFILE

By Bob McGee

P
arabiago, a region and city 
northwest of downtown Milan 
on the Olona River, has a 
rich history that includes fine 

shoe making. Nearly 120 years of such 
craftsmanship has endured, through 
both upturns and downturns, earning 
the Italian metropolis the title Cittá della 
Calzatura, or “Shoes City.”

Paulo Caste Invovo is credited with 
establishing the first shoe factory in 
Parabiago in 1899, but the first modern-
day economic boom didn’t sweep over 
the industry until the 1960s when many 
small shoemaking operations built larger 
operations and newcomers entered the 
business. By the late 1970s, by some 
estimates, the number of shoe factories 
and component producers in Parabiago 
had mushroomed to more than 800. 
But the boon would be short-lived, and 
the number of shoe makers, faced with 
pricing pressures from Asian factories, 
steadily dwindled as their distribution 
problems rose.

That trend eased 15-16 years ago when 
Italian brands such as Chanel, Manolo, 

Louboutin and Hermès and others formed 
shoemaking operations across the region. 
The group also included thierry rabotin, 
a women’s comfort casual comfort brand 
founded by the namesake designer in 1985. 
From 2001, the company has been co-
owned by Rabotin, Giovanna Ceolini and 
German Karlheinz Schlecht, who spent 20 
years with Austria’s largest shoe company 
Humanic as both a sourcing agent and 
women’s shoe buyer. 

“We believe the artistry of shoemak-
ing should be kept alive here,” proclaims 
Schlecht as he proudly shows off thierry 
rabotin’s 3000-square-meter factory, a 
facility that took a year to construct after 
consultation with the Fraunhofer Institute 
in Stuttgart, Germany. It is believed to be 
the only “zero emission shoe factory” in 
Italy. The environmentally friendly build-
ing, which utilizes a specially designed 
heating and cooling system that recycles 
water it obtains from the Italian Alps, cur-
rently employs 105 and produces 800 to 
1000 pairs daily. Other, older shoe facto-
ries in Parabiago use less expensive gas for 
their heating and cooling needs. 

Schlecht, an ardent supporter of 
both the modern factory and Italian 

craftsmanship, says the former has cre-
ated a streamlined production process 
with separate lines for heels, sandals 
and wedges and shaved upwards of 
15 percent off labor costs. The factory 
produces all of its own lasts with the 
assistance of a local factory.

“I have applied a Japanese system where 
everyone is responsible for quality,” he 
offers, adding the factory offers Saturday 
morning training for all who want to learn 
a new skill set within the production cycle.

“This is Italy. And Italy is different,” 
proclaims Schlecht. “I don’t see any pos-
sibility of going anywhere else for the 
same (shoemaking) skill set. I believe in 
the capacity of Italians.”

Thierry rabotin has an estimated 500 
wholesale customers worldwide, includ-
ing 40 in the U.S. that include Tip Top in 
New York City, Comfort One and Hanigs. 
The factory, which does not make injected 
shoes, typically produces 120-140 new 
styles every season with retail price tags 
ranging from $350-$500. The company’s 
annual revenues are currently pegged at 
10.5 million euros, or about $11.1 million.

Schlecht is proud of the shoes turned 
out by his employees at thierry rabotin’s 
modern factory, but he readily admits the 
modern approach to shoemaking is not a 
factor when selling the brand’s comfort-
able women’s styles. 

“Unfortunately, at this point, I must 
say that it does not help in selling the 
shoes,” he says. “But it might change in 
the coming years. It is something you do 
for your own convention.” l

Past Meets 
Future at 
Italian Shoe 
Brand thierry 
rabotin’s 
Factory. 
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Italian Shoemaking 
by the Numbers

In the Milan area: 
290 mfg. units  
and approximately 
4,000 employees.
  
In Italy:  
190 million pairs  
of shoes produced 
annually for a  
7.5 billion output 
value and 
14 billion turnover.
  
Women’s comfort 
shoes (leather upper) 
produced in Italy annually: 
72.4 million pairs.

C
ou

tu
re

 s
ty

le
 fr

om
 th

ie
rr

y 
ra

bo
tin

.
An example of the brand’s artistry of shoemakeing.
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By Suzanne Blecher / Photos by Frank James

Debonair Inspiration with a Dash of Athletic Attitude 
Makes its Mark in Footwear. Men’s dress shoes have 

reached a crossroads. Today’s workplace style has become 

increasingly lax and many corporate types that fill office cubi-

cles just don’t purchase footwear that feels stiff or uncomfort-

able. In an effort to embrace change, some brands are taking 

from the athletic world, while hanging on to pieces of their rich, 

luxe heritage. “Crossover styling in apparel and footwear has 

transitioned from a trend to a major lifestyle shift,” says Ecco 

VP–sales, Greg Marchini, noting that “office cool” has become 

the new standard for a “younger, less traditional workforce.”



J&M Est. 1850 Malek
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In response, Ecco is offering the next 
development of its Soft sneaker series 
for Fall/Winter 2017, both in a low and 
high-top featuring burnished leathers 
and a matte black finish. A darker 
outsole allows for a less sporty look, as 
compared to a white outsole for Spring. 

While the men’s industry has 
experienced strong sales in heritage 
dress footwear, thanks in part to certain 
Millennials with an interest in “rich, luxe 
calfskin leathers, and artisanal shoe 
making details, overall consumer interest 
has been shifting to classic white and 
lifestyle athletic looks. Now we’re seeing 
these two trends merge,” notes Jason 
Jones, VP–product development for 
Johnston & Murphy and Trask. In turn, 
both brands are integrating comfort and 
style technologies, while maintaining a 
refined appearance through the use of 
hand-finished calfskins and sophisticated 
hues. Both the Fenton by Johnston & 
Murphy and the Malek by J&M Est. 1850 
are classic retro sneaker silhouettes that 
don’t stray from brand DNA (finished 
European calfskin, natural leather 
midsoles). The Trask Alec draws from 
the brand’s small batch mantra and 
usage of fine leathers. 

Moving into Spring/Summer 2018, 
athleisure isn’t going away, with even 
more athletic-inspired concepts in 
development, notes Jones, as the design 
team explores lightweight compounds 
and athletic manufacturing techniques. 
“The perception of sneakers always 
being positioned to the far side of the 
casual spectrum is being challenged 
through refined material choices, making 
versatility a key consumer feature,” the 
exec says.

Combining high-quality craftsmanship 
to an athletic sole complements “living 
in the year 2017 where everything in our 
society needs to be perfectly convenient 
at all times,” says Jacob Antebi, director 
of sales for Marc Joseph New York. 
“There’s almost no more room for shoes 
that aren’t comfortable and in a sense, 
inconvenient,” the exec adds. Antebi 
notes that the team doesn’t want to 
stray too far from the moccasins that its 
30-55-year-old demographic has been 
wearing for years, but at the same time 
“it may open us up to an even broader 
audience of that 20-30-year old that is 
either in college, going for interviews 
or is new to the workforce and simply 
wants to look sharp in his jeans, blazer 
and new cognac Manhattan luxury 
athletic shoes.” The Brazilian-crafted 
Manhattan style is priced at $195. 
Anything below $200 is the brand’s sweet 
spot. 

“The athleisure shoe is now also being 
viewed as an investment, similar to a 
pair of traditional brogues,” comments 

Ecco Soft 8 Tie

Marc Joseph New York Manhattan Trask Alec

Kenneth Cole Tech Stretch
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Mark Williams, creative director for 
Ben Sherman. The brand’s F/W17 
collection features clean, minimalist 
looks showcasing suede mixed 
with neoprene, “giving the wearer a 
premium feel yet keeping the look 
contemporary and sporty,” notes  
the exec. 

For Timberland, staying true to 
heritage and high standards of design 
means incorporating premium leather 
uppers, rustproof hardware and quad-
stitching into hybrid sneakerboots. 
“Athleisure continues to be a driving 
trend in both apparel and lifestyle 
markets and it fits our brand really well,” 
explains Don DeSalvio, Timberland’s 
senior director of men’s casual footwear. 
The SensorFlex comfort system, first 
introduced in 2014 and inspired by the 
athletic world, continues to be a core 
platform for many Fall/Winter 2017 
styles. A new collection for the season, 
the Flyroam, features an AeroCore 
energy system that is also linked to 
athletic footwear. 

“A thicker, rounded white outsole 
provides contrast to heritage leather 
uppers and its new lightweight sole 
design with a high rebound cushioning 
and comfort in every step,” notes 
DeSalvio. Kenneth Cole’s Kam is a 
classic sneaker for Fall that will be 
carried over into future seasons, while 
the Tech Stretch sneaker has leather 
and elastic features. Both are powered 
by 37.5 technology, which “offers 
increased microclimate comfort and 
performance technology,” according to 
a release from Kenneth Cole. Cocona 
Inc. and Kenneth Cole announced 
an exclusive partnership in January 
2017 for footwear powered by 37.5 
technology. With 37.5, “active particles 
are permanently embedded at the fiber 
level to capture and release moisture 
vapor. Powered by infrared energy, 
these natural particles evaporate 
moisture when hot or retain warmth 
when cold.” The result is a cool, dry 
shoe during hot temps and a warmer 
shoe on cold days.

Functionality is important and at 
Cole Haan, “we design for how people 
live, how they want to look and how 
they want to feel,” notes the brand’s 
CMO and general manager of business 
development, David Maddocks. “That 
design exploration, the collision of craft, 
style and engineering creates what we 
call elegant innovation,” he says. The 
notion is to design with a purpose, 
whether that be as a reinvented dress 
shoe, sneaker or hybrid shoe. “The 
result is a product of the problem (and 
purpose) we’re solving for. Innovation 
is a part of everything that we create,” 
Maddocks says. l

Johnston & Murphy Fenton

Cole Haan GrandPro HighTimberland Flyroam Leather Boot

Ben Sherman Holmes
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RETAILSTRATEGY

Big Foot on the March

Foot Locker Is Firing on A
ll C

ylinders

By Mark Sullivan

F
oot Locker, Inc. is living up 
to its industry nickname 
of Big Foot. The athletic 
footwear and apparel 
powerhouse is hitting on 

all cylinders. And that is most evident 
in the striking new flagships it has 
opened in New York City that provide a 
showcase for many of its best concepts, 
such as SIX:02, House of Hoops and 
Kids Foot Locker. The new stores 
also showcase another key strength 
of Big Foot — its ability to manage 
partnerships with the biggest brands in 
the business. The new 17,000-square-
foot Foot Locker store in Times Square 
features House of Hoops in cooperation 
with Nike and Jordan Brand; the Puma 
Lab Powered by Foot Locker; an Adidas 
shop known as The Foundation; and 
smaller concepts in conjunction with 
Timberland (The Legends Club); 
Converse (Converse Prime) and New 
Balance (NB Unite). For good measure, 
there is also a New Era headwear shop, 
cementing the store’s position as the 
best head-to-toe retailer in the business.

CEO and president Dick Johnson 
says the goal is to open one of these 
“pinnacle” stores on the 10 to 12 best 
shopping streets in the world. State 
Street in Chicago, Hollywood & Highland 
in Los Angeles and Oxford Street in 

London are all on the target list. And 
while the two Manhattan stores are 
earning rave reviews from shoppers 
and industry analysts, Johnson insists 
there’s not a master plan-o-gram that 
will be applied all over the world.

“We’ll build to the space,” he says. 
“We don’t have pre-conceived notions, 
except for the fact that we want to put 
all our best banners under one roof.”

The Times Square store features a 
two-story high Atrium with a floor-to-
ceiling video board. This space will be 
used for various functions throughout 
the year such as athlete appearances 
and custom shops. During the store’s 
grand opening, the Atrium housed a 
shop where customers could design 
their own T-shirts or canvas bags with 
themes that reflected New York City’s 
rich sneaker culture.

And therein lies one of the chief 
appeals of Foot Locker’s larger stores. 
Working with its chief brand partners, 
Foot Locker manages to merchandise 
performance footwear side-by-side with 
classics in a way that looks great and 
makes sense for the consumer.

For example, in the Puma Lab, Foot 
Locker stocks limited edition releases, 
exclusives and the brand’s advanced 
styles. NB Unite has a global theme 
and features “emerging styles from the 
world’s most culturally creative cities,” 
with classics and key performance 

running styles.  
The SIX:02 shop within the Times 

Square flagship also features a 
collection space that will be devoted 
to presentations from emerging brands 
throughout the year. The collection 
space opened with an active collection 
from streetwear brand Control Sector 
that is exclusive to SIX:02.

What separates Foot Locker from 
its competitors in this category is its 
attention to detail and its relentless focus 
on in-store execution. “With a store like 
this, you have to think differently about 
staffing, how you move inventory and 
how you serve the customer,” Johnson 
told Footwear Insight while offering a 
recent tour of the store.

For example, all the sales associates 
have handheld devices that give them 
real-time access to inventory. Associates 
can tell a shopper if the merchandise 
they want is available in-store or online, 
with the goal to satisfy them on the spot. 
The store’s inventory is replenished 
nightly, essential for a high-turn 
operation that is based on having the 
latest and greatest.

Johnson says Foot Locker is working 
toward being able to check out shoppers 
on the handheld devices, but is not there 
yet. “Customers typically don’t mind 
waiting on line to get into our stores, 
but I mind it when I see them waiting on 
line to pay,” he says. l

Clockwise from top left: 

Inside Foot Locker’s 

Times Square flagship: 

Nike; House of Hoops; 

Nastia Liukin at SIX02; 

Dick Johnson with Times 

Square staffer; Fly Zone 

Kid’s Foot Locker; SIX02 

Times Square.
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Ever since Cole Haan began using Nike Air in its 

shoes, comfort brands have been adopting and 

adapting athletic technologies and stylings to 

their designs. Rockport reached out to its then 

sister brand Adidas for adiprene and torsion tech-

nologies and Kenneth Cole recently began using 

37.5 Technology in its Techni-Cole designs. 37.5 

uses active particle technology that captures and 

releases moisture vapor to maintain the optimum 

relative humidity in a microclimate, which helps 

a body more efficiently maintain an ideal core 

temperature. What does all that mean? Your feet 

will be comfortable and dry. In the Hush Puppies 

Body Shoe collection, designers use a beveled 

toe and heel to encourage a balanced, natural 

walking motion and the company’s BioTrax align-

ment technology guides the foot forward in the 

proper position with each step. A deep “S” groove 

design in the sole stabilizes the foot and increases 

the body’s natural shock absorption capacity. For 

Fall 2017, the active adaptations are more subtle 

than in the past. The shoes have performance 

comfort in sleek designs that reflect the best of 

active: running, hiking and boat silhouettes are all 

evident in active comfort styling, so shoppers can 

be sporty and comfortable. 

COMFORT
ACTIVE

Rockport Kingstin Blucher

Vionic Kenley for women

Hush Puppies Men’s Lively Genius



Taos Star Red Wall  
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ACTIVECOMFORT

Coolway Treck Sock in Gray Coolway XOF HI in White

Rockport truStride Derby

Mephisto Speed for menMephisto Madrigal for womenVionic Maddox for men

Vionic Women’s Miles

Vionic Orion for men

Taos Freedom in Pewter

Taos Freedom in Black
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“We were 
most afraid 
of the loss of 
the soul of 
downtown 
Santa Cruz.”

30  •  Footwear Insight ~ March/April 2017 footwearinsight.com

Sockshop & Shoe Company

RETAILPROFILE

By Aaron H. Bible

L
ike so many great American 
entrepreneurial success stories, 
this one is about a young 
couple who saw an opportunity 

out in California in the 1980s. Ellen Gil 
was just 27 years old when she opened 
her first retail sock shop, and her 
husband Eric was 28. 

When a 7.2 magnitude earthquake hit 
California in 1989, essentially destroying 
downtown Santa Cruz, she was six 
months pregnant with their daughter. 
Having quit their jobs just a year earlier 

to launch the Sockshop in Santa Cruz 
on April Fools Day, 1988, in a space 
only about 450-square feet, it left them 
wondering what was next.

“The earthquake was pretty 
devastating for us and even more so for a 
lot of other people in Santa Cruz. We had 
just started our business the previous 
year and to lose our store just a year-
and-a-half later meant that we lost any 
tenant improvements we had done, we 
lost our location on the street, but really 
we were most afraid of the loss of the 
soul of downtown Santa Cruz,” Gil says. 

It left the young family wondering if 

anyone would come back to downtown, 
and even their second sock start-up 
in neighboring Carmel suffered. “The 
impression was that coastal California 
had fallen into the sea,” says Ellen. “So 
even with no damage to our Carmel 
store, business went down.” 

“Santa Cruz rallied and we were able to 
set up shop in a pavilion, set up to house 
multiple retailers in each tent so that we 
could be in business for the holidays,” 
she says. “We remained in the tents for 
over two years.”

To hedge their bets, at the same time 
the Gils opened Ellen’s Birkenstock 
and Socks one town over in Capitola. 
“Over time in the Sockshop, I would 
hear customers say, ‘these would be 
great with my Birkenstocks!’ So the idea 
was born that we would sell Birks and 
socks in the next town over that was not 
effected by the earthquake. Birkenstocks 
were really hot then, so to be able to 
carry them we were told that we’d have 
to have a ‘name store,’ they weren’t 
opening any other accounts. So, we 
opened Ellen’s Birkenstock and Socks,” 
she explains.

When the Gils were able to re-open in 
Santa Cruz, they closed the Birkenstock 
store and at that time went whole hog 
into the shoe business. “We actually 
moved out to the street after the two 
years in the tents, to a temporary 
tiny shop in a space that hadn’t been 
damaged in the quake. When the 
plywood sidewalks were finally replaced 
with new sidewalks, we moved to a larger 
space and added the shoes,” Gil says.

The ability to be this successful in 
business for themselves came in part 
from Ellen’s extensive experience in 
retail working for other people. “I came 
to California in 1980 and worked in 
the women’s sportswear department 
of a department store called Liberty 
House. After working there for a 
couple of months I was asked to move 
to the personnel department. I loved 
learning about the inner workings of the 
department store. I helped schedule the 
part-timers for different departments, 
among other things,” she says. 

In Santa Cruz she went to work for 
a family-owned department store 
downtown but soon left to work for 
a local gourmet-housewares store. “I 
worked on the sales floor for a couple of 
months until there was an opportunity to 
be the bookkeeper. From there I learned 

How an Earthquake in a 
Surf Town Created a  
Mini Shoe Empire

Sockshop & Shoe 
Company in Santa 
Cruz occupies 
7000-square feet in a 
1910 bank building.
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Over time in 
the Sockshop, 
I would hear 
customers 
say, ‘these 
would be 
great with my 
Birkenstocks!’

a whole lot more about retail and 
I really enjoyed it,” says Gil. “My 
husband always had good ideas about 
what we could do in Santa Cruz that 
would allow us to work together and 
he saw how much I learned and how 
responsible I was and thought that I 
should take my skills and open our own 
store, so we did.”

Fast forward to 2017 and the Gil’s 
Sockshop & Shoe Company in Santa 
Cruz occupies 7000-square feet in a 
1910 bank building that somehow 
survived that fateful earthquake of 1989. 
Next door is Legs by Sockshop & Shoe 
Company. “We didn’t have enough room 
for socks and tights in our giant store, 
so we moved the hosiery and tights to 
the next door and added lingerie and 
bras to our offering. Legs is an upscale 
1940s inspired boutique for better 
product, expert bra fittings and great 
service,” she says.

Last year the store sold more than 
120,000 pairs of socks and 18,000 
pairs of shoes. Gil employs 15 to 20 
people year round at Sockshop & Shoe 
Company and more than 25 during 
the holidays. Legs has about four 
employees. Top brands include Dansko, 
Keen, Blundstone and Jafa.

Due to this success they were able to 
open a Haight Sockshop and a Haight 
Shoeshop in nearby San Francisco, both 
boasting more than 2000-square feet 
of retail space and another dozen or 
so employees. “I have several people 
that have been with us over five years 
and up to about 11 years. Currently six 
of our employees at this location have 
been with us more than seven years,” 
Ellen says.

“Over the years we opened a 
Sockshop in Carmel and sold it to 
our manager about seven years later, 
financing the purchase for her. She 
has now opened a second store in her 
area and has been very successful,” 
continues Gil. “We opened Sockshops 
in a couple of other towns, too. We 
also had a sneaker store called Old 
School Shoes, which we also sold to our 
manager.” 

Audrey Thomas, women’s shoes and 
accessories buyer for the Sock Shop 
& Shoe Co., has been with the store 
for nine and a half years. “Customers 
laugh when they walk in and see walls 
and walls of just socks, but it’s not long 
before they are picking out a pair for 

every person they know. Our store 
has a lot of personality, in the product 
we carry and in the collection of 
vintage twice-loved decor we bring in 
from lots of antique hunting,” Thomas 
says. “Our most popular shoes tend to 
be quirky, colorful and unique while 
still being comfortable. This also 
speaks to our customer range, which 
reaches a wide span, the median age 
group being 35 to 55.”

Not satisfied to rest on their retail 
laurels, the couple also launched their 
own sock brand, called Socksmith 
Design, which remains the store’s best 
seller. Through this wholesale brand 
they employee another 20 people 
and sell to more than 2000 stores 
internationally.

“We have a loyal following because we 
have been in downtown for almost 30 
years, and because we take care of our 
customers,” Gil says. “We have a loyalty 
program that gives our customers $25 
back every time they spend $500, and 
we’re locally owned and operated, 
which people appreciate. We also 

validate customer’s parking in the city 
parking lot right behind our Santa Cruz 
stores.”

They may have a “take care of the 
customer” mantra when it comes to 
retail, but it’s their management style 
that’s been the key to the couple’s 
success.

“We give our managers a lot of room 
to do what’s best for their store and 
their people. We believe in taking care 
of our employees with full benefits, 
medical, dental, vision, vacation, 
etc.,” Gil says. “I empower all of our 
employees to make the right decision 
for the customer. I have very loyal 
employees and I had to train them that 
they could look out for the customers’ 
best interest, seemingly over our own, 
because it is in our best interest for the 
customer to trust us.”

Says Gil: “I tell people there is nothing 
for us to do every day if we aren’t taking 
care of our customer… no reason to 
sweep, no reason to buy, no reason to 
merchandise, if we aren’t taking care of 
the customer over everything else.” l

Sockshop Santa 
Cruz sold more than 
120,000 pairs of socks 
and 18,000 pairs of 
shoes last year.
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By Jennifer Ernst Beaudry 

A
fter a turbulent 2016, 
Brooks is doubling down 
on performance product 
and broadening its 
reach. But according to 
Jim Weber, it’s not just 

more of the same. Speaking to Footwear 
Insight on a snowy day at Brooks’ Seattle 
headquarters, the CEO said the running 
brand will be aggressively pursuing new 
customers, redefining its audience as 
“all who run” and adding more versatile, 
more fashion-oriented product to appeal 
to that younger, broader group of active 
consumers. 

“The truth is, we’ve always had license 
to speak with everybody as they’re 
coming into this health/ wellness/ fitness/ 
active lifestyle, and running’s always 
part of it,” he says. “But we still think the 
brands that have authenticity and cred-
ibility are the ones that lead with athletes 
and engaged enthusiasts. We’re always 
going to try and win those customers 
over and build product for them.”

Part of that is a big brand-building 
campaign that the brand will launch 
in June on Global Running Day. While 
Weber is keeping the campaign’s theme 
and even name secret until its June 
7 debut, he did say the global effort, 
which will focus heavily on digital 
and social activations with a strong 
grassroots and in-store experience com-
ponent, will be the brand’s largest and 
most expansive to date. “What we’ve 
found is a vehicle to engage people on 
a one-to-one basis like we do at events,” 
he says. “We should reach millions with 
this campaign, we should. And I think it’s 
open-ended and fun.” 

The new campaign will launch 
into a dramatically changed athletic 
environment. 

The waves of retail bankruptcies and 
closures took a heavy toll on most run-
industry players, Brooks included. And a 
challenged market for performance foot-
wear didn’t help.

“We were actually down in total, but we 
were up in the back half. We were down 
a lot in the first half, but now in footwear 
we’re growing again, and I think we’ll 
grow this year as well,” Weber says. 

Despite the drop, the brand ended the 
year near $500 million in sales, and ini-
tial indicators for 2017 are positive. 

“We’re clean in inventory coming into 

this year and we’ve invested a lot to push 
our programs forward, but ’16 was bumpy. 
It was not a normal year.” 

Stephanie Blozy, owner of Fleet Feet 
Sports in West Hartford, CT, says Brooks 
has grown its market share dramatically in 
the first part of 2017. And Blozy also her-
alds the arrival of new, more competitively 
priced footwear from Brooks. 

“We need to always have a good-better-
best strategy, even in terms of quality and 
price,” she says. “Those shoes are going to 
attract that fitness omnivore crowd, who 
don’t really see themselves needing a high-
tech shoe.”

Sonya Estes, owner of Runners Roost 
in Lakewood, CO, says Brooks’ commit-
ment to projects such as the FastTrack 
app that lets RSA store owners take orders 
for styles, colors and sizes not in stock 
for drop-shipment to consumers will help 
build sales. 

“With our backroom, we just don’t have 
the space to carry six colors” of a any 

given style, Estes says. “For us, 
[FastTrack] is brilliant.”

This year will bring more 
changes to Brooks as a 
new brand website with an 
increased emphasis on story-
telling is expected to roll out 
shortly. And this summer, the 
brand will debut a new shoe 
featuring an all-new proprietary 
midsole compound. “It’s one 
of the best shoes we’ve ever 
built, and it looks gorgeous,” 
says Weber. “It’s just fun to run 
on because of that Energized 
[cushioning] experience — you 
feel faster.”

Here, Weber sounds off on 
keeping performance first, 
taking a stand and why spe-
cialty will remain on top. 

Last year wasn’t a great one for 
many brands, and you ended 
the year down. Did you need to 
revise your target of being a $1 
billion brand by 2020?
Jim Weber: “We still have a 
goal to be the number one 
choice for runners world-
wide, which is well over a $1 
billion opportunity, but we 
haven’t been growing like we 
had intended to in the last 
two to three years. Right now 
the industry is resetting and 

consumer behavior is changing a lot. We 
refuse to chase [business] at price points 
that don’t make sense. We gave up some 
growth last year because we didn’t chase 
that and we didn’t discount and promote. 
We’re not bolted on to that goal by a spe-
cific date in that we’ll do anything to get 
there. We really feel we have to earn it.”

Were the sporting goods bankruptcies a 
major player in that choppiness?
“We lost 900 stores that we distributed 
through. Obviously 400 and change were 
at Sports Authority, but then you had 
City Sports and Sport Chalet and Eastern 
Mountain Sports and some Finish Lines 
closed and some specialty stores closed 
as well. [But] more big-box self-service 
stores, by far, closed than did specialty. 
[Going forward], I think we’re going to lose 
more of the self-service, big-box stores.”

Do you see more of the same in 2017?
“Dick’s is doing fine, REI is doing fine, 
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“In specialty 
run, the best 
stores are 
doing fine 
because they 
create their 
own traffic 
and they’re 
the center of 
a community.” 
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Brooks CEO Jim Weber Is Looking Forward

“We still 
have a goal 
to be the 
No. 1 choice 
for runners 
worldwide, 
which is 
well over 
a $1 billion 
opportunity.”

Academy is doing fine. Specialty is a bit of 
a uneven playing field because, no ques-
tion, some of them are really struggling. If 
you came into this kind of a cycle not real 
strong, it’s challenging. We still see a bar-
bell market: on the one side, Amazon and 
everybody that’s selling digitally where the 
convenience and price is gonna be there. 
The retail experience side, with service 
and advice and connection, and all of that 
is not going away. We’re brainstorming 
with [our retailers]. Are they going to 
become more showroom-esque? That’s an 
example of a business strategy where we 
can give them more product access and 
they can present our whole line. That’s 
what the FastTrack model is all about.” 

Is the specialty market going to thrive? 
“In specialty run, the best stores are doing 
fine because they create their own traffic 
and they’re the center of a community. 
Having said that, the second and third 
shoe purchase is going to the web. There’s 
no question about it. Because it’s conve-
nient. In some cases it’s cheaper – there’s 
too much inventory out there and it’s 
gotten very promotional – but in our cat-
egory ultimately I don’t think that’s the 
long-term issue. The long-term issue is 
that people have lots of choices now and 
if they can save time when they know 
their shoe, they typically do that. Brick-
and-mortar is not going away. But the 
experiences have to evolve so people go 
there for a reason. So the programs with 
locally.com and FastTrack, we’re trying 
to create long tail for them so if they 
have them in the store, they don’t lose a 
sale over the color or size.” 

What do you have on tap for 2017?
“Our product pipeline is the most exciting 
pipeline we’ve ever had. We’ve been engi-
neering and really trying to bring better 
function, better performance, and I think 
with [the new compound debuting this 
summer] we’re going to have the most 
resilient compound in history. We’re going 
to continue to step into a pretty identifi-
able space for Brooks, and you’re going to 
see a very distinctive look to the line that 
we have not had before.” 

The brand’s new positioning is to serve 
“all who run” — how does that differ from 
where you’ve been?
“Aesthetics and versatility is something 
that we’re working more deliberately on. 
We feel like we’re in a great spot to address 

this younger runner who’s doing every-
thing: they’re at the gym, they’re running, 
they’re active. The shift that we’ve made is 
something that’s always been part of who 
we are; we’re just being more deliberate 
about acting against those new consumer 
segments of people who are active but run-
ning is only part of what they do.”

Your first shoe in that more versatile gym-
run-lifestyle and lower-priced space, the 
$100 Revel, debuts for fall. How are you 
building on that? 
“We think the fit, feel and ride at this price 
point, and with this versatility in the gym 
is going to be unsurpassed, and I think it’s 
going to sell really well in that space. And 
for spring ’18, we’re going to explore new 
price points. There’s frugality out there — 
the younger consumer is careful with his 
or her dollars and they’re being very delib-
erate about what they spend their money 
on. They’ll definitely spend their money 
on this. [Gestures to phone.] But what else 
makes the cut? So we wanted to bring 
more [price point] versatility.”

Trade reform was a major platform of 
the Trump campaign, and the president 
withdrew the U.S. from the controversial 
Trans-Pacific partnership. Will that affect 
your business?

“We already pay — and we’re a small 
company in the scheme of things —$15 
million a year in tariffs, right now, on 
imported goods. The TPP over the next 
5 years would have taken that to zero for 
Vietnam-made goods. So what could we 
do with that money? We could hire more 
people here, we could hire more people 
out in the marketplace, we could create 
more R&D capabilities to go faster on new 
product development. It’s going to make 
us less competitive to grow our brand 
around the world, which creates jobs 
here. And that’s the same story at so many 
companies and brands in our industry, it’s 
not unique, but I think that it’s unfortunate 
that agreement is dead.”

The border adjustment tax being pro-
posed by the House of Representatives 
would dramatically increase duties on 
imported goods — shoes included. What 
effects are you predicting?
“A border tax would be a complete 
disaster. You have to grow the econ-
omy, and you can’t grow the economy 
by creating a Smoot-Hawley-era border 
tax. And probably the quickest way to 

start a recession is to start a tariff war. 
We source all over the world, we sell 
all over the world, and open trade and 
open borders are nothing but good for 
the economy. There’s almost no brands 
that are [just] national anymore — 
they’re all global. You have to create 
local economic development to make 
sure everybody benefits from a growing 
economy — and everybody hasn’t ben-
efitted in the last 20 years. But to think 
you can solve it with border taxes? 
You’re going to shrink this economy 
fast. If borders stay open, we can do 
business everywhere in the world, and 
we’re going to hire people in Asia, in 
Europe and we’re going to hire a lot 
more people in the U.S.”

Some of your competitors in the space 
have made waves with their stances 
on political hot-button issues — New 
Balance and Under Armour in express-
ing support for the Trump administration 
over the TPP, Nike in condemning the 
immigration ban. Will Brooks be weigh-
ing in on today’s issues? 
“There are three issues that we are 
absolutely going to take a stand on. One, 
with 7 billion people in the world, we 
have to engage — we can’t get national-
istic and isolated and inward focused. 
The world’s too small. Sustainability is 
another one. The science is in on global 
warming, and we’ve only got one planet. 
You should use less energy, you should 
use less water, we should make the least 
amount of impact on the earth as we 
possibly can while we run our business. 
And then the third is trade.” l
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LINES WE LIKE

KINGS & QUEENS OF THE COURT
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The classic court shoe is enjoying a renaissance. The iconic Stan Smith sneaker, relaunched by Adidas a few years back, heralded the return of “basic” 
court shoes into the modern style kingdom. There are plenty of brands putting a modern spin on the retro classic. 

From skate style, to classic tennis or basketball silhouettes, here are a few standout, lo-fi, court classics.

Clae
The brand’s signature 
Bradley sneaker has 
a perforated leather 

upper.  

Adidas Originals 
The Stan Smith has a 
soft leather upper and 

rubber sole.  
MSRP $80.

Native
The Monaco Low 
has an EVA cup 

outsole and a waxed 
canvas upper with 

soft microfleece lining. 
MSRP $65.

Supra
The Chino Court is a 
vulcanized low-top 

offering comfort and 
impact protection via a 
new cup sole system. 

MSRP $65.

K-Swiss
The Court Frasco is 

a new addition to the 
Lozan lineage that 

combines high-style 
looks with a heritage 

court feel. 

ONTO
 The Lil K, coming 
in Fall 2017 from 

NYC-based, skate-
influenced brand 
ONTO, features a 

“Black Out” theme.

Keds  
The Tournament Perf 
Leather has a perfed 
leather upper and a 
soft breathable twill 

lining. MSRP $59.95.

Puma
The Clyde Luxe fuses 

heritage style with 
an elevated take 

on upper materials. 
MSRP $90.

Diadora Heritage 
The B.Elite patchwork 

in white has an 
original patchwork 

upper combined with 
premium leather and 
suede. MSRP $195.
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