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Every fourth year, running takes center stage when the Summer Olympics consume American 
televisions – and this year, with the Games of the XXXI Olympiad soon launching in Rio, 
running will once again look to claim its robust share of the spotlight. Nike, with its large 
contingent of elite track athletes and its role as the official outfitter of USA Track & Field, is 
sure to benefit, but the entire running industry could gain from the push Olympic years tend 
to provide the sport. Who are those capable of riding this wave to propel their own pursuits? 
Running Insight highlights 16 industry folks to keep an eye on as the Olympics come and go 
and – hopefully – running’s afterglow persists throughout 2016 and beyond. n
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16 to Watch in 2016

As the Olympics near and running commands attention,  
these 16 industry folks inspire intrigue. By Daniel P. Smith 
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Boris Berian
With Nick Symmonds out of the 
Olympics due to injury, another 800-
meter runner has a unique sponsorship 
story to share. Boris Berian, who’s 
enjoyed a rather meteoric rise to the 
top of the American middle-distance 
heap over the last two years, is sure to 
claim some primetime coverage given 
his medal hopes, McDonald’s-to-Rio 
journey and recent headline-grabbing 
legal battle with Nike. Is Berian the 
new “symbol of athletes’ rights” 
as The New York Times opined on 
Independence Day and, if so, is that a 
torch he even desires to carry?

Dave Larson
The architect of Brooks’ Run Happy 
campaign, Larson left Brooks in 2015 
after a dozen years. Now, he’s back in 
the game at Under Armour, a brand 
that has struggled to make significant 
headway in the run specialty channel 
to date despite all of its other good for-
tunes. Will Larson’s creativity be just 
the ingredient the well-heeled Under 
Armour brand needs to grab a greater 
share of the running pie?

Jim Davis
In recent years, the New Balance chair-
man has pumped money into the run 
category, which has fueled the brand’s 
standing in the run specialty channel. 
While track and field elites like Emma 
Coburn, Trayvon Bromell and the 
aforementioned Berian will help New 
Balance capture attention in Rio, buzz 
around the 3D printed midsoles found 
on the ultra-limited edition Zante 
Generate further exemplify Davis’ 
desire to lead a forward-thinking enter-
prise. The question for New Balance 
and Davis: What’s next?

Rick Higgins
As the senior vice president of mer-
chandising/marketing for Skechers 
Performance, Higgins leads the 
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16 to Watch in 2016 (continued)

Boris Berian Meb Keflezighi

Jim Davis Bill Kirkendall

Dave Larson Jeff Phillips

Rick Higgins Colin Peddie

division’s brand, footwear and apparel 
strategy. When launched in 2010, 
Skechers Performance encountered its 
share of smirks. Six years later, though, 
Skechers is gaining credibility in the 
channel, sponsoring elite athletes like 
Meb Keflezighi and Kara Goucher, attach-
ing its name to marquee marathon events 
in Los Angeles and Houston and earning 
a “Best Debut” award from Competitor 
magazine in 2016 for the GOrun Forza, 
its first-ever stability shoe. The company 
has made undeniable inroads, so how will 
Higgins and his team take the next lofty 
steps?

Meb Keflezighi
Speaking of Skechers, the much-beloved 
Meb has brought the California-based 
brand a face and much-needed cred-
ibility, particularly after winning the 
2014 Boston Marathon donning Skechers 
footwear. Meb, who recently signed an 
extension with Skechers that takes him 
through 2023, has become an ardent and 
loyal spokesman for some niche run-
ning channel brands like Epson and CEP. 
Slated to compete in the marathon in Rio 
at age 41, will Meb’s magic touch con-
tinue? 

Jeff Phillips
The Fleet Feet CEO has led the North 
Carolina-based company’s run to over 150 
stores and continues welcoming new fran-
chisees into the fold as well as bringing 
numerous established stores throughout 
the country under the Fleet Feet banner. 
As Fleet Feet celebrates its 40th year in 
2016, what else might Phillips do to push 
the enterprise over the hill?

Bill Kirkendall
It’s tough to talk about Phillips and Fleet 
Feet without mentioning the run specialty 
channel’s other heavy hitter, Kirkendall’s 
Running Specialty Group (RSG). Like 
Fleet Feet, RSG has been growing its 
national footprint and is also in the midst 
of rebranding more than 75 stores under 

Photo: C
olin Peddie,  http://uvam

agazine.org

http://runninginsight.com
http://http://uvamagazine.org


IF YOU’RE OUT THERE, WE’RE WITH YOU.™

#DarnTough

VERMONT USA



6    runninginsight.com                                    © 2016 Formula4media LLC.

16 to Watch in 2016 (continued)

the JackRabbit name. Just how will the 
continued battle with Fleet Feet and 
the rebranding effort play out? 

Colin Peddie
Don’t think it’s only Fleet Feet and 

RSG in the acquisition game. Colin 
Peddie of Boston-based Marathon 
Sports expanded his retail empire in 
late 2015 with the purchase of three 
Runners Alley locations in New 
Hampshire. Might Peddie have more 
deals in the works?

Seth Richards
Richards leads the charge at Implus, 

which continues to make a major 
play in the channel’s accessories 
category with brands like Sof Sole, 
Fuel Belt, Balega, TriggerPoint and 
Spenco, its latest acquisition. With 
a new 136,500-square-foot building 
under construction next to its existing 
Durham, NC, headquarters, and the 
backing of Boston-based private equity 
firm Berkshire Partners, might Implus 
have additional acquisitions on the 
horizon? 

Tony Post
The former Vibram and Rockport 

exec has led Topo Athletic to triple-
digit sales growth. That helped the 
brand secure an infusion of funding, 
new customers and a growing interna-
tional presence. How will the energetic 
Post maintain that spirited pace?

Joe De Sena
The Spartan Race founder and 

CEO has been at the forefront of the 
adventure racing boom with events 
in more than 25 countries and the 
Emmy-nominated Spartan Race sports 
series to boot. The Wall Street Journal 
reported in May, however, that nontra-
ditional event growth was beginning to 
slow after years of robust growth. How 

Seth Richards Genie Beaver

Barbara Gubbins

Joe De Sena

Mark Parker

Tony Post

Gene Mccarthy

Terry Schalow

might De Sena continue to evolve his 
pioneering business?

Terry Schalow
The new Independent Running 

Retailers Association (IRRA) execu-
tive director has pledged to build an 
organization that will support the 
run specialty channel, one that has 
struggled of late after years of surging 
growth. Will Schalow be able to build 
the community he seeks and help the 
channel seize Olympic year momen-
tum?

Genie Beaver and Barbara 
Gubbins

These two veteran retailers – Beaver 
of Atlanta-based West Stride Running 
& Fitness and Gubbins of three New 
York shops carrying her surname – 
spearheaded the creation of the She 
Runs Retail group to advance women’s 
standing in the running industry 
and spur collaboration. How will the 
upstart organization continue to drive 
its mission and define its important role 
in the channel? 

Gene McCarthy
For years, ASICS held the crown in 

the run specialty channel, but the ardent 
work of other footwear brands and some 
questionable moves cost the company its 
title as the undisputed leader. How might 
the new ASICS America CEO get his 
brand back on top?

Mark Parker
Nike gave Parker $30 million last June 
to stay on as CEO through 2020. The 
successor to Nike lynchpin Phil Knight 
as the Swoosh’s chairman, will Parker’s 
commitment to the brand further 
embolden Nike’s efforts in the running 
channel, especially given the antici-
pated boost Nike will receive from the 
Rio Olympics? n

http://runninginsight.com
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unners’ Retreat 
owner Mark 
Stickley says it 
all still seems 
like a dream to 
him.

“I’m afraid every day that I 
will walk into my store and it 
won’t be beautiful anymore. It 
will be the way it used to be,” 
says Stickley, the winner of The 
Great Store Makeover, spon-
sored by Balega, Greneker Man-
nequins, Nathan and Superfeet.

Runners’ Retreat, which 
opened in 2002, was made over 
this spring by 3 Dots Design, 
and is already experiencing a 
sales bump as a result of the 
changes. The makeover mod-
ernized the store and made it 
more shoppable by organizing it 
around categories. The re-open-
ing took place on April 27th and 
after a flat rainy May, business 
was up 15 percent in June with 
the largest gains coming in ap-
parel and accessories.

“The new design really 
organizes the store in a way 
that makes sense for our busi-
ness,” Stickley told Running 
Insight. “It’s neater and tidier,” 
says Stickley and a new color 
scheme of orange and avocado 
with a gray floor makes the 
store appear brighter. “Cus-
tomers keep coming in and 
saying ‘what did you do to the 
lighting?’ when in fact we did 
nothing. It just looks brighter.” 

New signage was a key part 

‘Dream’ Makeover Revealed
Virginia 
Store 
Gets a 

New Look 
and a 

Boost in 
Sales

SPONSORED BY:

Runners’ Retreat sales have improved since the store was made over this spring.

Before: The 
space needed 
to feel more 

open.

Key to the 
makeover was  
upgrading this 

shoe wall.

Before: The 
store needed 
to look more 

modern.

R
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of the new look. “We removed 
all posters and handmade 
signs throughout the store 
and replaced it with a very 
cohesive graphics and signage 
package,” said Holly Wiese of 
3 Dots. 

Stickley sold off his old fix-
tures and shoe slat wall, which 
were replaced by a full color 
graphic backer behind weath-
ered wood shoe shelves. The 
shoe walls nod to Winchester’s 
role as the apple growing 
capital of the United States. 
The shoe wall now features 
an apple blossom graphic to 
denote women’s shoes and an 
apple orchard for men’s. 

While the Makeover was 
“free”—courtesy of Run-
ning Insight and the spon-
sors— Stickley admits that 
he reached into his pocket for 

about $6,000 to make some 
upgrades of his own. “Actual 
money spent by me for the 
makeover included electrician, 
hangers, floor mats, additional 
display unit and fixtures and 
paint. I’m not complaining 
by any means—no question it 
was money well spent and a 
drop in the bucket compared 
to the overall value of the 
makeover. But as with any 
project there are always more 
expenses than you expect.”

He also spruced up a court-
yard behind the store where 
many shoppers enter as that’s 
where Google sends them.

Holly’s Highlights
Holly Wiese of 3 Dots De-

sign, who started her career at 
Playmakers in Michigan, says 
the main changes to the store 

focused on flooring, the shoe 
walls, the cash wrap and the 
store’s Wall of Fame. 

The old carpet was replaced 
with new vinyl planking faux 
wood floor. 

 “This portion was not 
covered in our budget but we 
urged Mark to do it and he 
got his landlord to cover this 
prior to our arrival. It made a 
gigantic difference in the out-
come of the project,” Wiese 
told Running Insight.

The makeover included a 
major update to the men’s and 
women’s shoe walls. Prior to 
the makeover, the shoes were 
displayed on a cluttered old 
school maple slat wall.  All 
the slat wall was removed 
and replaced with a full color 
graphic backer behind weath-
ered wooden shoe shelves.  
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‘Dream’ Makeover Revealed (continued)

After: New 
shoe wall with 

weathered 
wood shelves.

A new color 
scheme in the 
store makes it 
feel brighter.

Editor’s Note 

Runners’ Retreat was 
the winner of the 2016 
Great Store Makeover, 
sponsored by Balega, 
Greneker, Nathan and 
Superfeet. Stores submitted 
applications at the Running 
Event in 2015 and Runners’ 
Retreat was selected from 
more than 25 stores that 
applied. Stores interested 
in submitting applications 
for 2017 should contact 
Mark Sullivan at msullivan@
formula4media.com.

For a behind the scenes 
look at the Great Store 
Makeover, view our “Before 
& After” videos on page 12.

http://formula4media.com
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‘Dream’ Makeover Revealed (continued)

“BEFORE” VIDEO

“AFTER” VIDEO

3 Dots also removed all of 
the store’s very old and worn 
out director’s chairs used 
for fitting and replaced them 
with modern, sturdy benches. 
“We increased Mark’s fitting 
capacity and brought him in 
to the current decade with the 
benches,” Wiese said. 

Wiese and her design 
colleague Andy Davis also 
replaced the old messy cash 
wrap with a very clean, 
contemporary piece. “We 
removed all the clutter behind 
the cash wrap and placed a 
very clean Runners’ Retreat 
logo sign.”

Before getting into the run-
ning business, Stickley was 
a three-time Olympic Trials 
qualifier, four-time member 
of US World XC Team and 
the 1988 US Half marathon 
champion.

The old store had many spe-
cial pieces of his race memo-
rabilia smattered throughout 
the store. “We created a very 
focused ‘Wall of Fame’ that 
tells a story about his past.  
We included a new welcome 
sign directed to his customers 
and inviting them to view his 

medals and trophies earned 
throughout his lifetime career 
of running.”

Away from the shoe wall, 3 
Dots removed all slat wall on 
the store’s walls and replaced 
it with a contemporary wall 
fixture system. It’s a more ef-
ficient way to merchandise ap-
parel and accessories and there 
is less visual clutter without 
the slat wall.

Wiese and Davis also made 
great use of mannequins, 
courtesy of Great Store Make-
over sponsors, Greneker. The 
company provided a compre-
hensive package of leg, bust 
and torso forms as well as full 
body standing and running 
mannequins for throughout the 
store and in the front win-
dows. “This has made a huge 
impact on displaying apparel 
throughout the entire store.”

One of the final touches was 
replacing the old and weath-
ered portable fitting room. 
In its place is a newly built, 
larger permanent fitting room. 
“More than half the buying 
decisions occur here, so it’s 
important to have this zone as 
comfortable as possible.” n

http://runninginsight.com




H ow valuable would 
it be to know 
that on any given 
day, every single 

sales associate on your floor 
is killing it? They arrive on 
time, smiles on their faces, 
check personal baggage at 
the door, and clock-in ready 
to facilitate a day’s worth of 
amazing customer experi-
ences. Just imagine, you might 
actually start getting a full 

night’s sleep. No more staring 
at the ceiling, wondering what 
to do with that inconsistent 
employee who’s draining the 
life out of you, your team, and 
possibly out of the business.  

Everyone on your staff has 
rich potential. That’s why you 
hired them, after all. But how 
often is this potential being 
realized? Good intentions may 
set the stage, but employee 
actions (or better, interac-

tions) are what maintains the 
high values and standards of 
your store. But it only takes a 
moment to throw a wrench in 
the customer’s experience. One 
subpar moment is all it takes to 
ruin your shop’s hard-earned 
reputation.

Your team is like a chain, 
only as strong as the weak-
est link. Its tenacity may be 
compromised for countless 
reasons, many of which are 

within your range of control. 
A new hire who’s just getting 
started on the floor rarely pro-
duces as much as a veteran. 
This so-called weakness is 
an inevitable part of their 
onboarding. To decrease the 
liability, you focus on getting 
them up to speed. You put in 
long hours of training to build 
their confidence (and compe-
tence) in record time. Standard 
operating procedure. 
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Fend Off the 

FUNK Building Positive 

Relationships With  

Your Staff / By Tom Griffen
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But once they know their 
stuff, you might stop paying 
attention. You assume they’re 
good to go because everything 
seems OK. Plus, you haven’t 
received any bad feedback 
from customers, and that’s 
good, right? Same thing goes 
with your long-standing staff-
ers who’ve had the job dialed 
for years. Your guiding adage 
might be, there isn’t a prob-
lem until there is a problem. 
But this inactive strategy 
does nothing for the team’s 
development. It also keeps you 
from deepening your relation-
ship with each staff member. 
And make no mistake, your 
staffers need your attention, 
even if it’s not obvious.

You do everything pos-
sible to stay a step ahead of 
the curve. Not only does this 
keep unnecessary drama 
at bay, but being proactive 
ensures employee success. It’s 
often the simplest actions that 
strengthen relationships with 
staff— things that also help 
you better gauge their daily 
readiness to wave the store 
flag.  

Go For a Walk With An 
Employee

If you pull an employee 
into the back room for a chat 
only when there’s a problem 
you may be setting an unin-
tentional precedent. Being 
singled-out is typically associ-
ated with something negative, 
both by the individual and 
their peers. It opens the door 
for whispered rumors and 
grapevine gossip. There’s 
also the possibility that your 

request will inadvertently 
unleash the traditional boss-
employee power play, making 
the so-called chat a one-sided 
waste of time. 

Either eschew the back 
room chat altogether or flip it 
on its head. Make one-on-one, 
informal conversations with 
staffers part of your regular 
repertoire but do it differently: 
take a walk outside, maybe 
grab a cup of coffee, but more 
important than anything—let 
the agenda create itself. Just 
talk. These 10-minute outings 
will not only reinforce the 
mutually beneficial relation-
ship between you and the 
employee, but they will make 
it easier to have tough conver-
sations when necessary. 

Learn Each Employee’s 
Goals 

Why you do what you do 
is the core of your culture. 
Your vision is the tone-setter. 
Whether you realize it or 
not, your staff was attracted 
to your store because of this 
intangible vibe. This is a 
shared interest, a common 
objective. Your relationship 
with each staffer, however, is 
better balanced when the man-
ager understands and supports 
the employee’s specific goals, 
professional and otherwise. 
And how do you learn your 
employee’s goals? You ask.

One of the most powerful 
questions you ask a customer 
is, ‘what are your goals?’ 
This inquiry carries a similar 
weight with employees, and 
maybe more so because you 
play a daily role in helping 

them achieve these goals. 
Ideally, your long-term 
relationships with staff are 
based on trust, and you earn 
trust the same way you do 
with customers—by asking 
good questions and listening 
intently to answers. You’ve 
got two ears and only one 
mouth, talk less and listen 
more. When you know your 
employee’s true story, you’ll 
better understand their tenden-
cies, good and bad. You’ll also 
be equipped to provide guid-
ance when needed. A manager 
who genuinely cares about 
their employee’s future is a 
bright light in a retail environ-
ment—an unforgettable and 
invaluable mentor modeling 
life skills the staffer may one 
day put to use (and with you in 
mind, no doubt).  

Ask What They Need 
Whether they are rock-

ing the house or struggling 
to manage the workload, 
employees need to know that 
someone’s got their back. 
Proactive managers under-
stand this and incorporate it 
into the store’s personal devel-
opment strategy. 

Rather than only inquir-
ing about each staffer’s needs 
when a need is evident, you 
ought to always be asking 
what you can do to make 
their job more enjoyable. Now 
don’t misunderstand, this 
doesn’t mean you constantly 
break your back to meet their 
myriad requests. Not only 
would that be impossible but 
you’d also come across as a 
push-over. The intention is 

to get employees to openly 
communicate their needs and 
get things out in the open. 
Sometimes the best way to 
diffuse an impending issue is 
to acknowledge it. You send a 
deeper message of respect by 
showing interest in, validat-
ing, and providing solutions 
for the unique needs of each 
employee. 

Hold Them Accountable 
The best employees want to 

help you grow your business. 
Harnessing this collective 
energy allows you to push the 
envelope. When the team’s on 
board in a definitive direction, 
growth can be managed. 

Set clear goals and expec-
tations, regularly train 
basic concepts, encourage 
self-assessments and peer 
feedback, then do it again. 
Your rockstar staffers want 
to be held to the highest stan-
dard, and they’ll expect you to 
do the same for others. Don’t 
just shower your team with 
kudos, give them measur-
able items to work on and be 
objective with feedback. Don’t 
drown them in applause all 
the time. Sure, they might be 
amazing already—but they’ll 
never get better if you don’t 
keep raising the bar, asking 
them to jump a bit higher. 

If you stay abreast of your 
team’s quirks and nuances, 
keeping tabs on each staffer’s 
life situation and general sense 
of happiness, you’ll harvest 
healthy and happy connec-
tions. Everyone benefits when 
you take the time to fend off 
the funk. n
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Fend Off the Funk (continued)

Tom Griffen is a former running store owner, who is now a retail consultant. He will be leading TRE Training Camp 
at The Running Event this fall. TRE Training Camp is a half-day session for store managers and associates.
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Poetry and Retail Have More in Common than You Think / By Tom Griffen

L
ast summer I completed a Masters in Fine 
Arts in Creative Writing. For two years I 
spent countless hours writing thousands of 
lines of poetry, many of which I now look 
at and wonder “what the heck was I think-
ing?” I eagerly shared my creative work with 

faculty and peers and humbly accepted their constructive 
feedback. I took risks and feigned confidence behind the 
veil of the old adage, fake it ‘til you make it. Slowly, my 
instincts grew sharper and my work improved. I learned to 
trust that each word I wrote inched me closer to my ultimate 
goal—to get better.  In my professional life, I train retailers 

how to get better at what they do—how to look closer at 
themselves and better understand their vision, their mission 
and motivators. I help them tweak the status quo in an effort 
to make their stores unforgettable. Every client I’ve worked 
with has heard me say, “retail is a metaphor for life.” Turns 
out writing is too. At root is an attempt to genuinely con-
nect with another human being, and connect in a way that’s 
natural and organic. But herein lies the big question—how 
do I connect, and how do I make the connection unforget-
table? Following is a short list of some literary wisdom that 
improved my writing and, if applied to a retail setting, might 
help you better connect with customers.

The Write Connection
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It’s not what you say, it’s 
how you say it.

Each word within a specific 
line of poetry serves a pur-
pose. Whether it conveys an 

image, feeling, or a sense 
of musicality, its func-
tion justifies its exis-
tence. When strung to-
gether, the lines deliver 

an incredible amount 
of information about the 

poet: Is she trying trying to 
connect or is she self-serving? 
Is she overly sentimental, 
unable to face facts, or is she 
keeping it real? Anything 
superfluous should disappear. 
Overall tone and resonance 
comes from a thoughtful and 
strategic linking of words. 

If you could read a tran-
script of what your staffers say 
to customers you might not 
bat an eye, but if you heard 
how they said it you might be 
astounded. Verbal tone sets 
the stage for the customer’s 
experience. It outwardly seeks 
their permission to continue 
and gradually earns credibil-
ity, rapport, and trust. Custom-
ers will be turned off by an 
interaction that feels scripted 
or resembles an obligatory 
performance—especially if 
the interaction seems canned 
or too effortful. Same goes 
for when the delivery lacks 
fervor. Neither situation is 
compelling. Not to your cus-
tomer, not to the store. 

The sweet spot falls some-
where in the middle. Words 
are fueled by intentionality 
and there’s a perfect marriage 
of timing and enthusiasm. 
These days, the world of retail 
has trained customers to ex-
pect a dreary or lackluster tim-
ber from employees. Specialty 

needs to flip this on its head 
since it isn’t special unless it’s 
different. Take time to notice 
you how you sound.   

Beware of the cliché. 
A cliché is any word or ex-

pression that’s been overused 
to such a degree that it has 
lost its original meaning. It’s 
raining cats and dogs…these 
are hard times…romantic as a 
summer day. Spoken language 
is loaded with clichés but the 
written word begs for some-
thing more ambitious. Poetic 
clichés show a poet’s lack of 
attention to detail, a careless-
ness that devalues the overall 
message. They impede the 
reader’s flow and weaken the 
lines even if they are meant to 
be taken seriously.

Working a retail floor can 
be monotonous. Day in and 
day out, you field the same 
questions and present the 
same information to custom-
ers. It’s difficult to bring a 
sense of newness to topics 
you’ve discussed already with 
your last thousand and one 
customers. You find yourself 
unintentionally stuck in this 
hamster wheel, possibly un-
aware that your explanations 
are filled with stodgy, boxed-
up statements that risk being 
perceived as generic, even if 
they are informative. If your 
language rolls naturally off the 
tongue, if it’s too comfortable, 
it might be perceived as tired 
and expected. It could use a 
serious shake up. 

The challenge is to revital-
ize the familiar and move 
through the customer’s ex-
perience in a way that makes 
discussion of the product, 
concept, or service seem brand 

new. The customer benefits 
from your semantic creativity. 

Show, don’t tell.
It’s difficult to describe 

anything without naming 
it. There’s a vast difference 
between saying, that was a 
beautiful sunrise, and sharing 
its unequivocal details: 

We sit and watch the fog 
turn blue, A swipe of paint 
across the east, Dousing  
dinner candle stars  

The act of showing in-
vites readers in. It offers just 
enough clues to allow the 
readers to imagine the scene 
in their own way, making 
the poem more relatable and 
realistic.

You are, undoubtedly, 
well-versed in left brain stuff. 
Logic. The retail experience 
historically taps into this, 
making the customer’s experi-
ence largely diagnostic. These 
are the features, these are the 
benefits. But in reality, the 
experience is also emotive. 
Customers, and your daily 
UPT, benefit tremendously 
when you include right brain 
comments, too.   

Statements that encourage a 
feeling more than logic put the 
product deeper into the cus-
tomer’s world. This showing 
transcends your technological 
know-how and petitions the 
customer’s subtle, intangible 
needs. 

 
Respect your audience by 
respecting yourself.

The best poetry is honest 
poetry. The poet takes time 
to determine exactly what’s 
driving him to write in the 
first place. This lofty task may 
force him to confront less ob-
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The Write Connection (continued)

Working a retail 
floor can be 
monotonous. 
Day in and day 
out, you field the 
same questions 
and present 
the same 
information to 
customers.

Verbal tone sets 
the stage for 
the customer’s 
experience.
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vious motivators. It may even 
uncover hidden truths, fears, 
and desires that would have 
otherwise remained hidden. 
Honoring each poem’s genu-
ine, catalyzing force creates a 
healthy vulnerability. And it’s 
exactly this vulnerability that 
inclines readers to pay closer 
attention.  

Customers come to your 
store for gear, information, 
and support. In many cases 
they stop in just to feel the at-
mosphere and get inspired by 
your vibe. You do everything 
you can to outfit them and 
make their activity more fun; 
you offer suggestions that 
keep them healthy, safe, and 
motivated. But you can’t do 

everything, and you need to 
be acutely in touch with your 
professional and personal 
limitations. 

Humbly serving a commu-
nity requires a certain amount 
of self-awareness. It requires 
a guiding vision. If you lose 
sight of why you’re in this 
business, your culture suffers. 
A forgotten or otherwise com-
promised vision affects ev-
eryone. In specialty it’s easy 
to work too much or too hard. 
Long, tiring hours can easily 
be justified by an inexhaust-
ible to-do list. But there’s 
no longevity in a stressful 
environment, no prize for 
being a champion workaholic. 
Though it’s easy to get caught 

up in trying to make everyone 
happy, you can’t honor your 
customers unless you’re stay-
ing true to your plan.      

Never in my wildest 
dreams did I expect that 
my writing program would 
conjure up thoughts of retail. 
I often found myself sit-
ting in a poetry craft talk 
or workshop, pondering the 
merits of a specific literary 
device, while jotting down 
ideas for a customer service 
training. More surprising was 
when fellow poets’ line-by-
line analysis of my creative 
work elicited the exact sort 
of advice I give to retailers. 
Connection is everywhere, no 
doubt. n
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The Write Connection (continued)

Tom Griffen is a former 
running store owner, who is 
now a retail consultant. He 
will be leading TRE Training 
Camp at The Running Event 
this fall. TRE Training Camp 
is a half-day session for store 
managers and associates.

http://runninginsight.com




I
t’s been six years since 
On launched its run-
ning shoe line—and 
one million people 
worldwide are 
running in On shoes 

now, according to the brand. 
The company’s next step? 
Launching a performance 
running apparel collection 
for men and women. The line 
focuses on essentials.

“A lot of runners kept 
asking us, “when can I get 
On apparel to go with my 
On shoes?,’” explains David 
Allemann, co-founder of On. 
“Yet it took us three years 
to figure out how we wanted 
to develop apparel differ-
ently. We decided not to do 
another running collection 
that keeps changing every 
season. Instead, we created 

the absolute essentials. Our 
favorite running jacket. 
Our favorite running shorts 
and tights. And our favorite 

t-shirt.”
The new On Essentials 

garments feature light and 
stretchable fabrics that allow 
the body to move freely. 

There are six On Essentials 
for men and eight for women: a 
jacket, two shirts, a long sleeve 
shirt, a short, a running pant, 
a tight and a tank top. The 
apparel will be available at 
retail next month. n
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The new On 
Essentials garments 
feature light and 
stretchable fabrics 
that allow the body 
to move freely. 
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By Mark Sullivan

What is in a name?
For darn tough, plenty.
In its journey to becoming a 
major player in the hosiery cat-
egory, the company battled back 
from the brink of bankruptcy. 
It slashed staff, cut benefits and 
the father and son, who own the 
company had multiple mortgages 
on their homes to keep the busi-
ness afloat.

Today, Darn Tough is a thriving 
American business, producing about 
five million pair of socks annually 
out of its Vermont factory. In the 
past year, the company has invested 
in more than 100 new 168 fine 
gauge needle knitting machines 
at a cost of $40,000 a pop, so its 
entire factory operates with state 
of the art Italian machines, each 
capable of making a pair of socks 
every two minutes and 30 seconds. 

The factory is running three 
shifts, five days a week and em-
ploys nearly 200 people.

In a recent interview with the 
Boston Globe, president Ric Cabot 
said the company is almost halfway 
toward its goal of becoming a $100 
million sock brand. And what may 
be most remarkable is that all of 
this is happening 12 years after 
the company almost shut its doors. 

“Our name came from our 
struggle for survival,” Ric Cabot 
said recently while showing off 
his facility. “It talks to who we 
are. We’re Darn Tough, our socks 
are Darn Tough. Put them on and 
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DARN TOUGH 
THE NAME SAYS IT ALL

“Our name came 
from our struggle 
for survival. It 
talks to who we 
are. We’re Darn 
Tough, our socks 
are Darn Tough. 
Put them on 
and you’re Darn 
Tough, too.”  
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you’re Darn Tough, too.”
Cabot joined his father Marc 

at Cabot Hosiery in 1989. At 
that point the mill was a contract 
manufacturer making socks for the 
likes of The Gap, Abercrombie 
& Fitch, J. Crew and other major 
retailers. Business was good and in 
1993, Ric bought out his father’s 
partner and became a co-owner 
of Cabot Hosiery. 

Within eight years, the bottom 
fell out of the business. Retailers 
began pulling taking their sock 
programs offshore. “It happened 
quickly,” Ric told Running Insight. 

“They said meet this price or 
we’re gone, knowing full well 
we couldn’t meet those prices.”

By 2003, Cabot Hosiery was 
in trouble. “At the low point, we 
had pretty much defaulted on our 
loans to the bank,” Ric told Suc-
cess magazine in 2011. “We’d be 
in meetings with the loan officers 
that would end with them backing 
out of the room saying, ‘Please, 
no more surprises.’ They expected 
us to declare Chapter 11 minutes 
after we drove [away].”

But the Cabots had other ideas. 
Rather than try and eke out a living 
making socks they would sell 
for $2.50 a pair, they decided 
to go upmarket. “We had to do 
something or we would go out of 
business,” said Ric. 

Cabot worked to develop a 
brand, and with a skeleton crew 
working just three days a week, 
the mill turned out 3500 pair of 
Darn Tough running socks, which 
it gave away at the 2004 Vermont 
Marathon in Burlington.

“The comments we received via 
e-mail and in person told us right 
away we were on to something,” 
Cabot says.

Shortly after that, Cabot hired 
a sales manager, began hiring 
independent reps and dealing 
with the challenges of launch-
ing a brand. “We had a factory 
and could make socks, but we 
had to build everything else 
from scratch. We went from 
10 customers and 30 SKUs to 
thousands of customers and 
thousands of SKUs.”

Darn Tough had another asset, 
too. In addition to its catchy 
brand name, Darn Tough had 
a story that began to resonate. 
When the company gave away 
all those socks at the Vermont 
Marathon, it offered something 
along with them: a lifetime guar-
antee. The lifetime guarantee is an 

important part of the brand’s no-
nonsense, straight talking image. 

Cabot and his team led by Di-
rector of Design and Development 
Lyn Feinson, who joined a year 
ago, also make sure the socks feel 
good. Almost 90 percent of the 
brand’s line is Merino wool and 
Cabot says the socks are designed 
and manufactured around what 
he calls “Maslow’s Hierarchy 
of Needs for socks:” comfort, 
durability and fit. 

“Merino is versatile, strong 
and anti-microbial. It’s a hostile 
environment inside a shoe or boot. 
There is heat, cold, friction and 
bacteria and we believe Merino 
works best there.”

The company has told its prod-
uct story in painstaking detail, 
emphasizing “ribbed knit, ribbed 
ankle support, elastic arch sup-
port and ring toe construction.” 
And will continue to do so, em-
phasizing why it believes its raw 
materials and manufacturing pro-
cess allow it to make great socks. 
“Consumers who never in their 
lives would spend $14 to $20 on a 
sock are coming to us now. That’s 
incredibly gratifying.”

One year ago, Brian Brand 
joined Darn Tough as market-
ing manager, with the mission to 
simultaneously develop the story 
and take it to a broader audience. 
Brand is already working on main-
taining consistent brand guidelines 
and messaging across the differ-
ent segments that are important 
to Darn Tough: ski, outdoor and 
running. “Once consumers under-
stand the brand, they want to be 
a part of it,” Brand says. 

Despite interest and encour-
agement to expand into gloves, 
hats and apparel, Cabot says the 
brand plans to stick to knitting 
socks for now. “Our value is 
in specializing. Our story is 
socks.” n
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Darn Tough (continued)

The company produces about five 
million pair of socks per year.

The Cabots and Darn Tough have a 
story that resonates.
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Taiwo Clinches  
Olympics Berth 

Four Brooks-sponsored ath-
letes will make the trip to Rio 
for the Summer Olympics next 
month, including marathoner 
Desiree Linden, triathletes Joe 
Maloy and Greg Billington, 
and decathlete Jeremy Taiwo, 
who clinched a spot by setting 
a personal record in the decath-
lon at the U.S. Track and Field 
Team Trials in Eugene, OR. 
His score of 8,425 points raises 
the bar for him and his compe-
tition as he prepares to face the 
world’s greatest athletes in 
Rio de Janeiro next month.

 Taiwo’s first day of com-
petition included tying the 
American Record for the de-
cathlon high jump with a mark 
of 7 feet, 3 inches, earning him 
1,002 points, and setting a new 

day-one personal record of 
4,478 points. 

Suunto Unveils  
Spartan Sport

Suunto is expanding its 
recently introduced Suunto 
Spartan Ultra multisport solu-
tion with the Suunto Spartan 
Sport, a multisport GPS watch 
for athletes.

Featuring 80 pre-set sport-
specific activity modes, up to 
16 hours of battery life in sport 
tracking mode, and a durable 
color touch screen, Spartan 
Sport is available at retail in 
September for $549 ($599 with 
the HR sensor).

With GPS, FusedSpeed 
and built-in accelerometer, 
Spartan Sport measures pace, 
speed, distance and GPS-based 
altitude. Athletes can pair the 
watch with power and bike 
sensors to get running and 
cycling power and cadence. 
Naturally, Suunto Spartan 
watches come with swim-
ming-specific functions such 
as swimming pace, stroke 
count and heart rate during 
swimming.

Adidas Sues  
Skechers (Again)

Adidas is taking aim at 
Skechers once again, this 

time over styles the German 
athletic brand say infringe on 
its Springblade shoes. 

In a suit filed on July 11 in 
Oregon court, Adidas alleges 
that shoes sold by Manhattan 
Beach, CA-based Skechers 
infringe on the patents they 
hold for the characteristic 
angled blades of their Sping-
blade shoes. 

“We will not stand by and 
allow others to blatantly copy 
our products and infringe 
on our valuable intellectual 
property,” said a statement 
provided by Adidas. “These 
shameless imitations tarnish 
the reputation of our brand 
and our people who work 
tirelessly to research and 
develop technical innovations 
and designs that help athletes 
make a difference.” 

Earlier this year, a judge 
barred Skechers from sell-
ing three shoes that it ruled 
violated Adidas’ trademarks 
on its three-stripes logo, its 
iconic Stan Smith style and 
its Supernova shoe. 

“This pattern of unlawful 
behavior and freeloading in 
the industry is outrageous 
and must end. We will take 
every legal measure possible 
to protect and defend our in-
novations,” Adidas said. 
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Running Shorts
Jeremy Taiwo is headed to Rio.
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Adidas to Launch  
Boost in Color

Adidas is introducing its 
Boost midsole in color for 
the first time. Available in red 
and black, the color update to 
Boost offers a new aesthetic to 
the shoe styles that are popular 
in both the performance and 
streetwear worlds. The new 
colorways will make their de-
but alongside the white Boost 
midsole on Triple Red, Black 
and White versions beginning 
next week.

  “The introduction of 
Boost with Color reflects our 
dedication to identifying and 
understanding exactly what our 
consumers want and to pushing 

the boundaries of aesthetic 
design. Boost is an industry-
leading innovation that will 
now be available in a style that 

matches the elite standard of its 
performance,” says Ben Her-
ath, vice president of design for 
Adidas Running.

 NB Signs Boris Berian 
U.S. middle distance runner 

Boris Berian found himself 
in the spotlight over the past 
few weeks—and making the 
Olympic team was only one 
part of it. Berian, who placed 
second in the 800 meters at the 
Olympic Trials, securing a spot 
in Rio, also spent the past few 
months tangling with former 
sponsor Nike, who was suing 
him for breach of contract. 
That lawsuit has since been 
dropped.

New Balance announced it 
has signed Berian to a multi-
year endorsement contract.   
Berian will wear the New Bal-
ance SD200 and the SD400 for 

Running Shorts (continued)

Boost midsoles now come in red, black and white.
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competition and trains in the 
brand’s Fresh Foam Zante v2 
and 1400v4.
 
Falke Says $65 Sock 
Makes You Run Faster

Falke USA has introduced 
one of the most  expensive 
athletic socks to ever hit the 
market, the 4Grip. 

Focused on the team sports 
athlete the 4Grip may also be 
the first sock to be backed by 
claims that allows athletes to 
run faster. 

The Falke 4Grip incorpo-
rates silicone naps inside and 
outside the sock to provide 
optimal grip and a faster ac-
celeration. 

 “Falke continues to stay 
competitive in the specialty 
sportswear category and the 
4Grip sock proves just how 
innovative the designers 
behind the Falke ergonomic 
sportswear line are with their 
high-tech, forward think-
ing,” said Tanya Pictor, U.S. 
Marketing Director for Falke 
USA. “We are excited to see 
the launch of this sock and 
the improvement it will give 
to all players on the field.”

The 4Grip sock offers what 
the company calls direct 
power transmission and 
optimum shoe contact. The 
compression zones in the 
ankle area work to prevent 

potential spraining, while the 
three-layered structure and 
the patented fit are tailored 
to the anatomy of the foot 
to reduce the formation of 
blisters. 
 
Balega Updates Enduro

Balega International will 
begin shipping its updated 
Enduro collection this week. 
The company says the updat-
ed collection offers improved 
fit and new elastane in all 
three styles – the Low Cut 
(MSRP $12), Quarter (MSRP 
$13) and Crew (MSRP $14). 
These new socks debut a new 
VTech Arch Support System 
for added structure.  n

Falke 
4Grip
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Graduated Compression
moving from ankle to calf 

Double Welt Turned Top 
for comfort & hold

Mesh Venting
for increased breathability

& ventilation

Double Tab Runners Sock • Compression Sleeve
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TRADE SHOW WITH 
OVER 250 EXHIBITORS
THE 50 BEST RUNNING 
STORES IN AMERICA AWARDS
THE 2016 RUNNING SPECIALTY 
HALL OF FAME INDUCTIONS
THIS YEAR IN ORLANDO
RUN THE INDIE 5K THROUGH EPCOT 
NOVEMBER 29-DECEMBER 2, 2016 
ORANGE COUNTY CONVENTION CENTER
HYATT REGENCY ORLANDO

TO EXHIBIT PLEASE CONTACT  
TROY LEONARD AT 352-624-1561
TLEONARD@FORMULA4MEDIA.COM

TO ATTEND PLEASE CONTACT  
CHRISTINA HENDERSON AT 515-305-4712
CHENDERSON@FORMULA4MEDIA.COM

THERUNNINGEVENT.COM

THE RUNNING EVENT 2016

RETAIL
REGISTRATION

OPENS
AUGUST 8
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