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MARIN CILIC
#9 RANKED PLAYER ON THE  
ATP WORLD TOUR



FOR ICONS,  
BY ICONS

Over the last half century, FILA has been accompanying extraordinary 
individuals in pursuit of true sport – those who courageously challenge 
limits and defy expectations through a seamless combination of power 
and grace.  From its humble textile beginnings in Biella, Italy to its 
historic introduction of color on the tennis courts in 1973 to its signature 
basketball footwear being reintroduced today, the brand has always taken 
pride in creating designs as bold and breakthrough as its wearers.

ICONIC ON COURT, UNMISTAKABLE EVERYWHERE ELSE
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F
or years, retailers talked about the 
last “three feet of a sale” — the part 
of the experience when a consumer 
takes something off the wall and 
goes to the cash wrap. Ideally that 
experience would be powerful, even 
emotional and create a lasting bond 
between consumer, retailer and the 
brand being purchased. That notion 
seems quaint now, since an increasing 

number of transactions are conducted on a smartphone 
or with the click of a mouse. Not exactly emotional or 
powerful. And therein lies an advantage for retailers 
fighting the good fight on the brick-and-mortar front.

Several key retailers have said to me: “We don’t care 
if consumers buy it from our website or our stores, as 
long as they buy it from us.” That is flawed thinking. 
Consumers will spend more if they shop in your stores. 
Clearly the preference should be that they buy it, or 
at least pick it up in your store. Plus, that is where you 
will build a relationship and loyalty with them, not with 
your Constant Contact blasts that encourage shoppers 
to buy the hot new shoe or take advantage of your latest 
discount offer or flash sales. Those come-ons merely 
encourage an online transaction and no one is better 

at the online transaction than the Princes of Darkness in 
Seattle. Why would anyone try and compete with them in 
an arena in which they are the strongest? Readers often 
say “you never say anything nice about Amazon.” Well here 
comes a compliment. They are relentlessly efficient when 
it comes to completing the transaction, taking your money, 
shipping what you bought and letting you know when it will 
arrive. No one is better at that. 

But that’s all they are good at it. They don’t offer any 
product education, they don’t make offers based on your 
browsing history the way many sites do and there’s no 
warmth or community to their site. It is like shopping a flea 
market: occasional gems and bargains, but lots of crap and 
tons of counterfeits.

My two teenage children receive Amazon gift cards for 
the holidays. I used to take the cards away and donate 
them to local charities, but my kids have smartened up. 
They now either hide the cards from me or immediately 
load them on their accounts so I can’t prevent them from 
supporting the Website that wants to kill all other retailers.

They involve me only when there is a problem, which 
they both recently had. My son realized an adapter he 
bought for his computer was counterfeit and my daughter 
ordered a jersey from one of her obscure sports heroes 
that never came. When she showed me the documentation 
she received from the seller, it was an obvious counterfeit 
website. A retail analyst recently told me that as much as 30 
percent of what is sold on Amazon is counterfeit. So much 
for buyer protection.

In a category where performance and authenticity matter, 
this too is a major competitive advantage for stores selling 
the real thing. I felt deceived and ripped off when I saw my 
kids had been scammed. And anyone who experiences 
similar treatment most likely feels the same way. Sports 
retailers need to sell on their strengths and competitive 
advantages and the fact that they are trustworthy. I’d like to 
believe that “Authorized Dealer” still stands for something. 
And then there is that final 36 inches of the sale. It’s nice 
when employees say “thank you” and look you in the eye. 
It provides a human connection and a re-assurance that 
makes me feel valued and gives me confidence that the 
store will actually stand behind what I just bought.   

It feels much better than getting an e-mail confirmation. 

Sell on Strength
TIME OUT | MARK SULLIVAN
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A New and Elevated Line for the  
Outdoor Consumer

Delta Expands Columbia Line

IN THE MARKET

M
ountain and 
Isles is on the 
move. The 
company, 
which is a 
partnership 

between Santa Fe Apparel and 
Rousso Apparel, is already 
shipping its first collections 
to retail. “Our mission is to 
create outdoor lifestyle apparel 
that’s versatile, functional 
and aspirational,” says Brian 
Drennen, VP-sales for Mountain 
and Isles, LLC. The Mountain 
and Isles line will begin shipping 
later this year. The collection 
targets the whitespace in the 
outerwear and sportswear 
market, according to Drennen, by 
delivering “elevated product that 
takes weather out the equation.” 

The majority of the outerwear 
styles are built with layering 
in mind and work back to the 
performance sportswear, which 
focuses on double faced fabrics 
that offer comfort, stretch, and 
versatility. The Mountain and  
Isles collection ranges from $25 
to $220 retail. 

Mountain and Isles has also 
partnered with Reel Life and Gillz, 
two performance fishing brands 
and is introducing collections 
under those brand names into 
sporting goods, department 
stores, and outdoor specialty 
stores, too. “What makes Reel 
Life and Gillz a standout is 
the brand authenticity and 
the organic relationship with 
elite anglers,” Drennen says. 
“Both brands have remained 
highly focused on delivering 
performance and comfort 

to anglers while attracting 
consumers by in large that enjoy 
the outdoor water lifestyle.”

In 2017, Reel Life and Gillz 
will introduce high level 
thermoregulation product 
through an exclusive relationship 
with Coolcore. “We already 
have the coolest shirt on the 
planet, and now just made 
it that much cooler,” says 
Drennen. Brand extensions will 
include performance outerwear, 
shorts, eyewear, footwear, and 
headwear.  

The Reel Life and Gillz brands 
cross over from performance 
fishing apparel to casual lifestyle 
wear with retail prices ranging 
from $24 to $150. The Reel Life 
line will be positioned more as 
a “spectator” line, according 
to Chris DeGaetano of Sante Fe 
Apparel, who notes that there is 
“a definitive separation between 
hunting and fishing at retail. 
Hunting, by its nature is heavily 
based in camouflage, while 
fishing has both performance and 
lifestyle aspects that attract a 
broad audience.” 

D
elta Galil Industries is expanding its collections of sports bras and men’s 
underwear it produces under license from Columbia Sportswear.

The men’s underwear line features five capsule collections of boxer briefs, 
trunks and brief silhouettes all of which use various fabric technologies, 

including Omni-Freeze Zero, a cooling wicking fabric, and Omni-Wick, a moisture wicking 
fabric with anti-microbial treatment. Delta Galil is publicly traded on the Israeli stock 
exchange with factories around the world and is known for its fabric innovation.

 The sports bra line utilizes those same two fabrics and offers a range of product built 
around low, medium and high impact product. The bras retail for between $26 and $34 
and feature non-chafing seamless cut and sew styling. 

Sophistication 
from adiPure Golf
This May Adidas will begin ship-
ping a new high end collection of 
golf apparel and footwear under 
the adiPure label.

 The collection, which targets 
resorts and better private clubs 
features sophisticated sports-
wear designs that company execs 
say take their inspiration from 
the Monterey Peninsula, home 
of Pebble Beach, Spyglass Hill 
and The Links at Spanish Bay. 
The adiPure line will be worn 
on tour by two players: Justin 
Rose, the 2013 U.S. Open Cham-
pion and Olympic Gold Medal 
winner at the Rio Olympics, and 
Beau Hossler, a highly regarded 
American player who turned pro 
last year.

 Adi executives say while the 
new line “doesn’t scream per-
formance,” it will make use of 
stretch and breathable fabrics 
including synthetics and Merino 
wool. The design touches have 
apparently won over Rose, who 
said he “felt cool wearing the 
[previous] Adidas collection on 
the course, but if you stopped 
at Starbucks on the way there, I 
didn’t feel so cool wearing it.”

The collection features polos, 
starting at $75 and vests and out-
erwear at $120. The line will also 
feature pants and shorts, which 
could play into the PGA’s recent 
decision to allow players to wear 
shorts during practice rounds. 
“I’m a purist,” Rose said at a 
recent media event in New York 
to introduce the line. “If I’m play-
ing for fun, shorts are fine. But if 
I have a scorecard in my hand, I 
like wearing long pants.” 
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RETAIL STRATEGY

By Ron Menconi

I
n the previous issue of Sports Insight, 
my column focused on what brands 
and key suppliers think about sports 
and outdoor retailers. All comments 
were anonymous quotes from CEOs 
and top executives from some of the 

major players in the industry. Anonymous, 
so that people can speak their mind without 
backlash from those they do business with, 
or because some are public companies. 

This time, I turned the tables and asked a 
large group of retail executives, CEOs and 
vice presidents from some of our largest 
retailers and specialty stores what they 
think of the brands and suppliers they buy 
from. What are they doing to help their 
business and where do they feel they have 
missed the mark? These comments too are 
anonymous, so they could speak freely.

One issue came up with just about 
everyone I heard from — they are tired 
of having to compete with the companies 
they buy from.  

“Retail is evolving very fast. Yes, brands 
will grow the direct-to-consumer. We need 
to be more innovative in growing our own 
off-brand or private label.”

“The marketing of the big brands 
directly to our customers. Whether it is 
through the wearable technologies from 
UA and Nike to email incentives to buy 
direct from a whole host of brands. These 
are significant efforts from vendors to get 
our customers to buy direct.”

“My biggest gripe and major concern is 
companies taking their product direct-to-
consumer — whether outlets or websites, 
with many it is both. They don’t just put 
product up but, in the case of many, they 
use e-commerce best practices with email 

marketing, 
Google adword 
and re-targeting 
campaigns. We 
have started 
the trend of 
moving away 
from support-

ing those companies, as have many other 
independents I know. We are the distribu-
tion channel that, early on, promoted their 
lines and made them relevant to our area’s 
customers. They reward us by taking food 
off our employees’ tables. We aren’t going 
to sit idle and let it happen. Our sales staff, 
the stakeholders to the customer, will sup-
port our efforts to develop new lines and 
it’s happening NOW.”

Some other concerns that came up were 
product distribution and allocation of hot 

items and how they develop a partnership.  
“The lack of distribution to sporting goods 

channels of some of the hottest items is an 
issue. Whether it be Jumpman University 
product, hot footwear styles from Nike and 
Adidas like the Roshe Run, Air Force One, 
Stan Smith etc. Now with Nike controlling 
more licensed business, the ability for them 
to segment even more exists.”

“I spend millions of dollars every year 
with these brands. We stick to the policies 
they dictate, pay on time and spend a lot 
of money advertising their products. They 
pay us back by limiting the hot product I 
am allocated, while they sell them on their 
own online stores and give me almost zero 
marketing funds or promotional items.” 

Not all of the feedback was negative.
“There seem to be multiple trends in the 

market. Outdoor and athletic hard goods 
suppliers look to partner with retailers 
in an effort to build the business and are 
often responsive to input on how this 
can be accomplished. They are generally 
supportive of marketing efforts by retailers 
and respond to input regarding market 
trends. On the footwear and apparel side 
the major players look to control and dictate 
the relationship. They seem to have limited 
interest in retailer input. Most of their 
investments in the business are directed 
towards brand building. On the outdoor and 
hardgoods side they invest in both brand 
building and supporting the growth of their 
retail partners.”  

On the positive side, retailers reported 
that systems and inventory management 
programs seem to be improving from 
many brands.

“Many companies are helping us with 
inventory management that has increased 
our turns. We share our sales data and 
give them forecasts for product. They in 
turn keep that product in stock, and have 
auto replenishment programs that can ship 
direct to stores for us.”

“We are seeing more programs to help 
us have the right amount of inventory at 
the right time. Some companies work off 
our history and suggest a product mix and 
inventory levels to maximize sales and 
minimize overstocks. “

“Support from the major vendors is 
strong. Other than new system issues, 
the supply chain of the major brands 
continues to improve”. 

New technologies and new products 
from brands are needed. Retailers would 
really like to see some new and exciting 
items and categories.

“There is a lack of any new innovations or 
technology to get the consumer excited and 

motivated to replace the old. This goes for 
most categories”

“We would like to see some new 
technology and innovation in the products 
that are offered. We want our customers to 
be excited to come in and find new items. 

We need to see things that will drive new 
business and get customers talking again. 
We keep seeing the same items with new 
colors or variations. I have heard from 
several companies that they have some new 
cutting edge products but won’t produce 
them unless they can get a commitment 
from Walmart, Target, or other big discount 
chains. Sporting goods stores need to be 
exciting, not boring.”

Retailers are struggling.  With so many 
consumers now buying from brands’ online 
sites and prices driven down by sites such 
as Amazon, it is hard to create enough gross 
margin to keep these stores up to date, or 
even open. Retail executives know they need 
to have better product presentations on 
the floor, trained knowledgeable sales staff 
and a marketing effort to build their own 
company as a brand. To make this happen 
they will need the support of the vendors 
they buy from, or we will see millions more 
retail square footage go away. 

Ron Menconi was SVP–
merchandise and marketing 
for G.I. Joe’s for more than 10 
years. He is currently president 
of Menconi Consulting, which 

works within the sports and outdoor industries 
at retail and wholesale. He can be reached 
at ron.menconi@gmail.com

What Retailers Think about Brands and Suppliers

They are tired 
of having to 
compete with 
the companies 
they buy from. 

mailto:ron.menconi@gmail.com
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Athleisure Attitude
Running shoes continue to push the envelope 
with multiple colors and graphics,” so Bob 
MacGillivray’s team at Drymax offers both 

monochromatic and vibrant designs to complement 
shoes. The Run Lite Mesh is offered in a dual stripe, 
while the Digifade Thin Running Sock is “progressively 
styled and eye-catching, while not too trendy,” 
according to the exec. Balega’s Crazy Crews are 
“on-trend fashion socks encompassing all of Balega’s 
performance benefits” and will be released on a 
frequent basis in 2017 “to stay ahead of fashion trends,” 
notes Tanya Pictor, Implus VP–marketing.

Stance director of global marketing, Mikey Rangel, 
looks to apparel, footwear, accessory and tech trends 
in the market for the brand’s Run category. “We aim to 
ensure we have a well-rounded line ranging from mild 
to wild, but also have a bit of a disruptive twist towards 
the design language, which we feel is our big point of 
differentiation in the marketplace,” he notes. 

Wigwam designers also look to mass market trends 
and “focuses further into what we see transpiring 
as a future trend for the athletic market,” says 
product manager Laura Ubbelohde-Korff. The firm 
intentionally colors and designs its socks, including 
the Fortitude, to be “both a feature as well as a 
blending element,” she explains.

“Not everyone changes their socks every time they 
do different activities or have time to – some people 
like to bike to work, job on their lunch break or hit 
the climbing wall after work – so they should get the 
benefit of technical support throughout their whole day 
in style,” notes Mike Tyer, marketing manager for Fox 
River. The brand’s AXT Adventure Cross Terrain styles 
are up to task with lightweight merino wool reinforced 
with nylon. 

Meanwhile, the Peak collection offers an-all day sock 
with graduated compression to promote blood flow. 
“We’ve always taken pride in being a brand that is 
considered both highly technical and fun,” says Alberto 

FEET
FIRST
Performance Socks 

are Focused in
 on Tech and Style. 

By Suzanne Blecher

The sock market is on the 

rise. Sock displays at retail 

are getting increasingly  

stylish with a new hatching 

of hues. While athleisure 

is trending with lifestyle-

inspired looks, some brands 

are hopping on board, as 

others are sticking strictly 

with sport-specific problem 

solvers. Recovery is all the 

rage, with hosiery firms 

stepping up offerings to 

meet consumer demand.  

Here’s what’s trending in 

the world of sports hosiery.

Stance Recovery Tab

HOSIERY
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Benarroch, marketing manager at Zensah. The brand’s 
new POP Tech+ collection adds “a bit more flare to 
our best-selling styles.” 

Farm to Feet’s Raleigh is knit on a 200-needle 
machine with 19.5 micron U.S. wool for a lightweight, 
low-profile sock. The socks use multiple color yarns 
that when combined, create the final color. “When you 
look closely, you can see the base colors which gives 
the sock a broader spectrum of colors to coordinate 
with,” says Dave Petri, Farm to Feet’s VP–marketing. 

Under Armour not only ties back with hero colors, 
but also “pipelines key tech stories of the category,” 
says Paul McNeill, director of merchandise for the 
UA brand at Gildan. For example, the AllSeason Run 
employs Charged Cotton and wool to address the 
outdoor, all season run, trail and hike consumer. The 
Unrivaled Stars and Stripes and State Pride socks bring 
novelty graphics into training. 

Wrightsock director of sales and marketing, Tom 
Weber, looks out a year or two into the fashion world 
to help determine color direction to add a couple of 
colors each year, but “we never stop focusing on the 
basics” as “the bills are still paid by selling white, 
black and grey.”

“Many of the old “rules” are gone,” chimes in Eric 
Smith, CEO of Pro Compression. “We find most of our 
customers selecting socks that match to the rest of 
their outfit,” whether that be people running in the 
brand’s Dress Sock or wearing compression socks 
with dress shoes at work. 

“We’ve seen a big push in a return to basics and 
understand that athleisure has become everyday vs. 
just a trend,” says Ken Linden, VP–socks for Sof Sole. 
In turn, the brand has designed socks that are multi-
purpose, blending fashion with function.

Sports Network
Two of Smartwool’s long-time sock developers are 

hunters, “making for a great team to build the perfect 
hunt-specific sock,” according to global brand director 
Molly Cuffe. New for 2017, the PhD Hunt line employs 
the same fabric blend as its PhD run line with targeted 
merino cushioning, mesh venting zones which differ 
according to end use and gender, and varied minimal 
sock thickness. 

With hiking on the upswing, “there are so many 
different socks in the market that vendors describe 
as ‘hiking’ but it really depends on the shoe that the 
consumer is wearing to understand the socks that is 
needed,” explains Jennifer Dyer, VP–brand management 
at Catawba Sox. For example, the Brooks Cascadia is 
the number one hiking running shoe for Brooks, so 
designers at the brand are developing a line of selective 
cushion socks to pair with the shoe for the ultimate 
consumer benefit. “Last year we saw a spike in hiking 
shoes, particularly low hikers, that offered more 
fashion-forward colors and brought hiking shoes out of 
the outdoor space and more into mainstream, everyday 
activities,” says Lyn Feinson, director of design and 
development at Darn Tough Vermont. In turn, the 
brand is positioning itself to “be the go-to sock brand 
that easily transitions across every environment.” 

For 2017, Thorlo is launching a sock for competing in 
mud runs, obstacle course races and endurance races. 
The Outdoor Athlete features “compression grade 
ankle and arch support that not only helps support the 
plantar fascia and fight fatigue, but also helps eliminate 
bunching, twisting and movement of the sock on the 

Pro Compression Neon Dots

Zensah POP Tech UA Unrivaled State 
 Training Crew 

Brooks Pacesetter Crew

 Injinji Ultra Compression

SecondWind Compression

Fox River AXT Lightweight SockGuy Appealing Crew

Farm to Feet Raleigh Crew 2XU Ultimate Recovery 
Compression Sock

Darn Tough Vertex Compression 

“We’ve 
seen a big 
push in a 
return to 
basics and 
understand 
that ath-
leisure has 
become 
everyday 
vs. just a 
trend.” 
KEN LINDEN 
SOF SOLE

Smartwool PhD Hunt Light

Zamst HA-1-Compression

Drymax Digifade Thin Running Crew
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feet during high intensity outdoor events,” says Rick 
Mende, Thorlo product manager.

Recovery Road
Darn Tough’s latest offerings include the addition 

of a (certified) compression option into its Running/
Vertex category. The Vertex running styles target 
those asking for lightweight, minimal-to-no padding 
and absolute performance. New for Fall 2017, a 
graduated light compression knee-high style will be 
introduced for women.

 Quite often, “today’s runners and athletes are 
wearing compression during training and races, so 
socks need to be versatile,” notes Claire Kooperman, 
brand manager at Injinji. The brand’s new Ultra 
Compression was a result of that insight, combining 
lightweight 200-needle count design with compression 
technology to increase comfort during performance 
and to reduce recovery time.

New for 2017, Feetures! uses patented targeted 
compression technology in a sock designed to 
provide relief for plantar fasciitis symptoms. The 
technology will lift and support the plantar fascia to 
provide compressive support to Achilles tendon and 
“be the most convenient and easy-to-use product for 
runners dealing with painful PF symptoms,” says John 
Gaither, VP–operations for Feetures!

To meet the needs of a diverse consumer base, 
2XU introduces a collection of recovery products 
that includes a Power Recovery Tight, Refresh 
Recovery Tight, Compression Sock for recovery and 

Compression Sock for Flight. The Power Recovery 
Tight “features a foot stirrup the goes over the 
plantar plexus and provides circulatory pressure at 
the furthest veins going back to the heart,” explains 
Mike Lyons, U.S. director of marketing for 2XU

SecondWind’s socks offer “graduated compression 
with higher compression at the ankle and gradually 
lessened up the calf to help increase blood flow, 
reduce muscle vibrations and provide better 
endurance,” notes Nancy Lisk, VP–design for Hickory 
Brands. Zamst’s HA-1 Compression Socks “are highly 
sought after for improving recovery, enhancing 
athletic performance and minimizing plantar fasciitis 
pain,” according to the firm’s U.S. general manager, 
Bryan Smeltzer. Innovative G-Fit technology delivers 
vertical compression from the ankle to the calf  
to improve circulation and aid with flushing out 
lactic acid. 

OS1st is launching the FS4 

Plantar Fasciitis Sock, specifically 

designed for runners. Josh 

Higgins, VP–sales for the brand, 

describes it as the “first patented 

fully functional performance sock” 

that helps in the prevention and 

treatment of plantar fasciitis. The 

FS4 PF Sock uses the same 

technology as OS1st’s FS6 

Performance Foot Sleeve. 

   “We believe the FS4 is a new 

breed of performance sock,” 

says Higgins. This is the first 

sock from OS1st, known for 

its compression and bracing 

products, and the FS4 PF Sock 

is designed to offer support 

and functional lift of the foot 

arch tissue with medical grade 

compression for control and 

prevention of PF. The result is 

a bracing sock that provides 

orthopedic support. It will be 

available beginning in April 

with a suggested retail price of 

$24.99 a pair.

Fox River PeakThorlo Outdoor AthleteSof Sole All Sport Lite

Sof Sole Multi Sport Cushion 
Performance

Brooks Pacesetter Tab

Feetures! Sunrise Collection

Wigwam Fortitude Feetures! PF Sock

Sof Sole All Sport LiteNew Balance Low Cut  
Performance Tab

Wrightsock Endurance Double TabFarm to Feet Raleigh Low

Balega Crazy CrewOS1st 
Unveils 
the FS4

HOSIERY
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erformance is the most impor-
tant element in any bracing 
or support product. It is hard 
to argue with that. But as the 
technology in the category has 
evolved, traits such as com-
fort, flexibility and light weight 
have also become paramount. 
What do brands believe are 
the key elements driving inno-
vation in the bracing category? 

“Those key trends – comfort, 
flexibility and light weight – 
are definitely important to 
today’s consumer and can be 
found in our wide selection 

of available sports medicine products,” says Mary 
Horwath, SVP–marketing for United Sports Brands, 
parent of both Shock Doctor and McDavid. “We would 
also include the words ‘performance’ and ‘fit’ as both 
attributes are critical features for athletes recovering 
from injuries and can be found in every McDavid and 
Shock Doctor sports medicine innovation.” 

 As bracing and support technology has evolved 
over the last few years, consumer demand for lighter 

and more flexible products has grown, says Laura 
Cleveland, Zamst senior marketing manager. She 
notes that Zamst has focused on creating a merge 
between bracing and taping. “Products that allow for 
full range of motion and never inhibit athletes has 
always been a priority, hence, why leading athletes 
such as Isaiah Thomas, Von Miller and Melissa Arnot 
wear our products,” says Cleveland. “Our R&D team 
focuses on designing products to help prevent inju-
ries and promote efficient recovery.” 

 The comfort, flexibility and lightweight trifecta is 
an accurate description of the OS1st brand family of 
products and the whole functional design concept 
behind it, asserts Josh Higgins, OS1st VP–sales. To 
that list, he says, OS1st products add the words pow-
erful, supportive, stabilizing, anti-bulk, wearable, and 
confidence-building. The brand makes active bracing 
using medical grade textile technology.

“We remain committed to designing active bracing 
products for athletes to actually be able to train and 
play in comfortably,” says Higgins. “Our products are 
designed to stabilize not immobilize. The AF7 Ankle 
Brace is an exciting addition to our line-up and repre-
sents the next level in high-tech bracing design.”  

 Brock Hills, marketing manager for DonJoy 
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Performance, says, “Design, quality and efficacy 
are our key product development principles as 
they help instill athlete confidence, trust and brand 
loyalty in our products, but it’s our relentless com-
mitment to innovation and medical history that has 
allowed DonJoy Performance to be the trailblazer 
in the bracing category.”

Hills notes that the DJP TriZone products feature 
a patented hybrid design of an ultra-comfortable 
circular knit and injected silicone banding for addi-
tional bracing support in a lightweight, antimicro-
bial and flexible sleeve. “There’s nothing else like 
it,” Hills says.

Medi-Dyne’s Cho-Pat line has products that are 
“well balanced between two really important fac-
tors: support and mobility,” says national sales 
manager Chris Landry. “The Dual Action Knee Strep 
epitomizes that balance really well. Many times, 
lower quality braces will sacrifice one or the other 
at the consumers’ expense. The Dual Action Knee 
Strap is a delicate balance of support and mobility 
for the individual that wants to keep moving com-
fortably while feeling confidently supported around 
their knee weakness or knee pain.”

The words comfort, flexibility and lightweight 

all describe the products offered within the New 
Balance Sports Recovery line, says Steve Sheridan, 
SVP at Hickory Brands. “We understand many ath-
letes go directly to a medical professional if they 
are seriously injured,” he adds. “Today’s athlete 
knows if they have soreness or need some addi-
tional support our line will address their needs 
and do so with tremendous comfort. The product 
are made to allow flexibility and all are lightweight 
compared to many of our competitors.”

 Protection needs to be the most important factor 
when choosing an ankle brace, according to Deven 
Crandall, retail marketing manager for Performance 
Health and the Active Ankle brand. “Ankle sprains 
are the most common injuries that result in loss of 
playing time and they affect athletes of all sports,” 
notes Crandall. “It’s important to provide comfort-
able and lightweight protection for athletes across 
the board, no matter what sport, position or shoes 
that athlete is wearing.”

Crandall notes that athletes often wait to pur-
chase ankle protection until after they have their 
first injury and this “drives us nuts.” Crandall 
continues, “Do you wait to purchase a fire alarm 
until after you have a fire in your home? Our mes-
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What’s 
Driving Innovation 
in the Bracing and 
Support Category?  

 Key Brands 
Weigh In.  
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key in this market. But  
making sure consumers 
understand the products might 
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are six key ways that brands 
tell us their stories are most 
effectively shared.
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sage is that all athletes, 
particularly in high risk 
sports or activities, should 
wear some level of ankle 
protection to minimize the 
risk and severity of injury. 
Our goal is to provide 
athletes of all sports the 
protection and confidence 
to comfortably participate 
in the activities they are 
passionate about. Ankle 
braces should be part of 
the protection package 
that athletes purchase.” 

The new Bauerfeind 
Sports Line was devel-
oped as a response to 
consumer demands for 
more lightweight, flexible 
and comfortable prod-
ucts, says chief marketing 
officer Warren Colter. 
“These products are 
designed with athletes 
in mind — 35 percent 
lighter than our medical 
line, but still breathable, 
washable,and with the 
same medical-grade com-
pression and efficacy,” 
he says. “I think that last 
part is important and 
what sets us apart from 
the competition. The sci-
ence and medical research 
behind our carefully-cali-
brated compression is key 
to the recovery and perfor-
mance benefits.”

 “The days of bulky, 
uncomfortable knee 
braces are gone,” points 
out Jennie Habersetzer, 
director of marketing at 
Pro-Tec Athletics. “New 
brace technology and 
designs are available and 
can provide a much more 
comfortable approach to 
injury treatment. 

“I would add breath-
ability to that list of key 
trends driving innovation 
in the bracing category. 
These trends are essential 
in driving our product 
innovation. We design 
braces using the latest 
technology and newest 
materials to ensure we 
bring such innovation to 
the market.” 

SPORTS 
MEDICINE

Zamst’s Arm Sleeve delivers 
uniform compression from the wrist 
through the upper arm. Ventilated 
flow through design keeps athletes 
cool while in motion. MSRP $34.99.

Shock Doctor’s Elite Ultra Knit 
Knee Support with dual wrap and 
stays, offers compression technology 
in a comfortable, lightweight style. 
MSRP $59.99.

NB’s Ti22 Adjustable Calf/
Shin Support provides support 
and thermal therapy to the calf area 
for all calf strains, shin splints and 
varicose veins. MSRP $19.99.

Zamst’s ZK-7 is a knee support 
for moderate to severe sprains 
of the ACL, PCL, MCL and LCL. 
Features flyweight lightweight 
material fabrication. MSRP $79.99.

McDavid’s Bio-Logix Knee 
Brace approaches custom brace 
stability with a comfortable and 
flexible fit. The semi-rigid lightweight 
brace has a compression sleeve for 
knee instabilities. MSRP $149.99.

OS1st’s AF7 Ankle Bracing 
Sleeve has graduated medical 
grade support and a fabrication 
technique and gel application that 
eliminates the use of plastic or 
metal. MSRP $24.99.

Cho-Pat’s Dual Action Knee Strap 
provides full mobility with the benefits 
of Dynamic Pain Diffusion, applying 
pressure on the patellar tendon below 
the kneecap. MSRP $28.

Active Ankle’s AS1Pro Lace-up 
Ankle Brace provides protection 
with the comfort of a lace-up 
ankle brace through its supportive 
compression and integrated vertical 
straps. MSRP $39.99.

DonJoy Performance’s TriZone 
Knee Sleeve combines compression 
and bracing in a single sleeve, and has 
antibacterial and thermal regulating 
properties. MSRP $84.99.

Bauerfeind’s Sports Knee 
Support is breathable, lightweight 
and washable. It improves controlled 
movement of the knee through 
gentle, medical-grade compression. 
MSRP $85.

Pro-Tec’s 3D Flat Premium 
Knee Support uses an advanced 
horizontal knitting technique and 
allows for customized stitching to 
achieve 3D shaping of the fabric, 
providing optimum fit. MSRP $24.95.

Mueller’s Omniforce Knee 
Stabilizer KS-700 is a lightweight 
knee stabilizer that helps to support 
the joint. MSRP $89.99
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By Bob McGee

U
rban Outfitters CEO Richard Hayne recently 
compared the current state of the U.S. retail 
landscape to the 2008 housing market collapse. 
For sure, the spate of retail bankruptcies and 
door closures has been particularly unforgiving 
to sporting goods over the last 12 months, with 
no fewer than 10 significant Chapter 11 filings by 

regional and national players in the segment. The largest and most 
impactful, of course, was The Sports Authority and its closure of 
460 locations during the second half of 2016.

But, this is a tale of three regional sporting goods retailers facing 
either an uncertain future or extinction.

Not too long ago, in the weeks leading up to Valentine’s Day, 
Bruce Ullery, undoubtedly, made the toughest business decision 
of his nearly 30-year retail career. He decided it was time to bring 
down the curtain on MC Sports, the Grand Rapids, MI, company, 
also known as Michigan Sporting Goods Distributors, that 

celebrated its 70th anniversary in 2016. 
But, it wasn’t a triumphant year for the 68-door chain, owned 

entirely by its senior management team, including 86 percent by 
Ullery. MC suffered a pre-tax loss of $5.4 million in 2016 despite 
generating $174.6 million in sales. The retailer, which employs 
more than 1300 workers, was burdened with nearly $49.4 million 
in secured debt and owed another $27.6 million in aggregate to 
vendors and suppliers. It was also saddled with $1.2 million in 
monthly retail lease costs and $62 million worth of inventory when 
Ullery relented and decided to pull the Chap. 11 trigger. 

After consultation with Berkeley Research Group, the MC CEO 
decided a restructuring plan would not be feasible and liquidation 
was the only option. Seven stores immediately ceased operations. 
The inventory and fixtures in other MC locations will be sold by 
Tiger Capital and Great American Group. 

More than 830 miles to the East of Grand Rapids in New England, 
the fate of two other regional sporting goods chains may not end 
the same way as MC Sports.

Eastern Mountain Sports and Bob’s Stores, each founded in New 
England in the 1950s and 1960s, respectively, may end up in the 
hands of a publicly traded retailer in the United Kingdom, the Mike 
Ashley-founded Sports Direct International that operates 670 stores 
worldwide and owns a portfolio of private label brands.

A court deadline of late March was set to reveal details of any 
and all qualified bids for both chains, 86 locations in total. Short of 
additional offers, EMS/Bob’s, currently owned by Eastern Outfitters, 
LLC, would land in the hands of Sports Direct for $500,000, a $29 
million payment on Eastern’s second lien, a payoff of any first 
liens and the assumption of liabilities. The buyer and seller would 
determine jointly which Bob’s and EMS locations will go forward. If 
Sports Direct’s proposed offer is breached by Eastern Outfitters or 
the company is over-bid at an auction, it will be entitled to a $2.67 
million break-up fee and expenses up to $750,000. 

Eastern Outfitters, which has struggled with constrained trade 
terms and limited inventory since acquiring the business in July 
2016 from predecessor Vestis Retail Group, believes Sports Direct’s 
bid is the “best alternative” for their businesses, vendors, employees 
and stakeholders, according to court documents. 

Besides saving 1900 retail jobs, Sports Direct’s strategy with Bob’s 
Stores, which carries an assortment ranging from licensed team and 
surf brands to workwear and footwear of many types, and outdoor 
apparel-heavy EMS, would focus on bringing more, higher-margin 
private label merchandise into the remaining stores and driving 
traffic to e-commerce sites. 

A winning bid for Bob’s/EMS by Sports Direct in late March would 
end a six-month hunt for a suitor. In the end, only two prospective 

buyers emerged — Sportsdirect.
com and an undisclosed East 
Coast-buyer and licensor of 
brands.

At first, it was the latter that 
appeared to have the inside track 
for Bob’s and EMS. The mystery 
suitor wanted to purchase the 

intellectual property of EMS in a licensing deal and expand the 
brand into various other channels and new geographies through an 
infusion of significant capital into the business. The deal, initially 
scheduled to close in late November 2016, was delayed into this 
year so the chain’s holiday sales performance could be evaluated. 
But in early January, citing a need for additional conditions that 
could not be met by Eastern Outfitters, the mystery suitor walked 
away from any pending transaction. Eastern Outfitters then signed a 
letter of intent with Sports Direct. 

A purchase of both Bob’s Stores and Eastern Mountain Sports 
by the British company would mark an interesting chapter for 
both banners. EMS was founded in Wellesley, MA, in 1967 by two 
Massachusetts’ climbers, one a lawyer by trade and the other a 
businessman operating a family hotel chain. The pair sold the 
business to Franklin Mint in 1979, which was acquired by Warner 
Communications in 1981. American Retail Group acquired EMS in 
2003 and shifted the chain away from enclosed malls to freestanding 
stores. A little more than a year later, ARG would sell EMS to 
J.H. Whitney, which owned it until divesting to Versa Capital 
Management in 2012.

As for Bob’s, started as Bob’s Surplus in Middletown, CT, in 1954 
by namesake Bob Lapidus, it has been down the bankruptcy road 
before and has had a litany of owners that includes the predecessor 
of CVS Corp. (Melville Corp.), TJX Corp. and almost Dick’s Sporting 
Goods. Back in 2003, Bob’s went bankrupt for the first time and 
Dick’s, which wanted to close most of the chain’s locations, 
submitted a joint bid with two liquidators of $98.3 million. But the 
eventual largest U.S. sporting goods chain was beat out by a $113 
million offer from the discount behemoth, the operator of TJMaxx, 
Marshall’s and now also Sierra Trading Post. 

Bankruptcy Tales
The Fate of Three Regional Sporting Goods Chains.

ANALYSIS

The spate of retail 
bankruptcies and door 
closures has been 
particularly unforgiving 
to sporting goods over 
the last 12 months. 

Read more industry insight 
and analysis online at 

SportsInsightExtra.com
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By Bob McGee

T
he sleepy giant from 
Bentonville with 
unrivaled systems 
and logistics has 
been awakened. 
Walmart has spent 
more than $3 billion 

in the last six months to beef up 
its presence in the flourishing 
e-commerce sector. But why?

The increasing click volume to 
Amazon.com by consumers, young 
and old, probably has something 
to do with it. Nearly 34 percent 
of all retail website visits during 
the holiday season of November 
1-Decembeer 31 were to Amazon, 
according to Internet Retailer.

Despite Walmart’s clear 
advantage with many financial 
metrics, including annual sales 
turnover and profitability, Amazon 
is ahead of the brick-and-mortar 
discount giant as the most visited 
e-commerce website and it 
continues to gain momentum. It’s 
estimated that 44 percent of U.S. 
shoppers have an Amazon Prime 
membership and 44 percent also 
start their online product searches 
at the website.

Between 2012 and 2016, 
Amazon’s revenues grew 123 
percent to nearly $136 billion as 
annual profitability shifted from a 
$39 million loss to a $2.37 billion 
profit in 2016. Walmart’s annual 
sales of $482 billion last year were 
four times larger than those of 

Amazon’s and it generated over 
$31 billion in operating cash 
flow, although the retailer did 
see its operating margins slip to 
4.7 percent from five percent. 
But Walmart’s total return on 
its shares, included re-invested 
dividends, is a paltry two percent 
over the last three years versus 33 
percent and 86 percent over the 

last five and 10 years, respectively, 
according to MarketWatch data.

Critics contend Walmart’s 
acquisitions of Jet.com,  
Shoebuy.com and Moosejaw.com 
smacked of desperation amid the 
discounter’s realization that a 1.8 
percent comparable store sales 
increase (as it experienced in the 
recent fourth quarter) is not the 
answer to long-term, sustainable 
growth for shareholders. And 
consider billionaire Warren Buffett, 
without offering an explanation, cut 
his Walmart stake by 90 percent 
in the fourth quarter with a sale of 
nearly 12 million WMT shares.

Nonetheless, the discounter 
appears committed to its 
strategic positioning, proclaimed 
by CEO Doug McMillon last 
year when he asked company 
associates and shareholders “to 
re-imagine retail again.”

McMillon, speaking at a 
recent Bank of America/Merrill 
Lynch conference, confirmed 
the company’s stance. “We 
really do believe that the omni-
channel model is the winner and 
we believe we see quantitative 
evidence to support that.

“The e-commerce business is 
not magical, you can build it,” 
he added. “And I think today, 
we understand a lot more than 
we did in the past about how to 
do it… So, I think we’ve got a 
great opportunity. The question 
is… how fast can you scale it 
and what does that mean to 
profitability over time?”

Beside the acquisition spree 
(which most recently includes 
Walmart’s purchase on behalf of 

Jet.com of hip online women’s 
fashion retailer ModCloth), 
Walmart has been steadily making 
investments to its online shopping 
system and delivery service. 
It has also begun introducing 
and testing technology in-store 
and on its app — everything 
from a revival of its Scan-and-Go 
mobile checkout application to 

touchscreen monitors in some 
Texas stores to help toy buyers 
locate a specific item they can’t 
find in the aisles. But Wall Street 
analysts appear split on the 
retailer’s growth prospects with 
several, including Susquehanna 
and Bank of America, positive on 
the stock but others showing more 
restrained enthusiasm about the 
developments.

But how, you ask, does the 
brewing Walmart vs. Amazon 
battle relate to the sporting goods 
market? Try: In Every Way.

It wasn’t too long ago when 
getting in bed with either Walmart 
or Amazon was considered taboo 
for any sporting goods brand. 
Walmart distribution could bring 
a sales volume spike in short 
order, but also tarnish to your 
brand image and full-price selling 
future. An Amazon relationship, 
meanwhile, could hurt your 
own direct-sell and wholesale 
businesses, including relationships 
with key brick-and-mortar banners. 

But changing times, including 
rising consumer confidence and 
reliance on e-commerce and nearly 
1000 brick-and-mortar closures 
in the oversaturated U.S. market, 
have sparked changing vendor 
attitudes about forging a business 
relationship with Walmart, Amazon 
or both. Add in Dick’s Sporting 
Goods’ recent announcement that 
it plans to exit 20 percent of its 
brand relationships this year and 
suddenly having a connection to 
either of these behemoths will 
likely become a necessity for some 
smaller, less visible labels. 

The key to Walmart’s future 

Amazon Envy?

Walmart 
Is Beefing 
Up its 
E-commerce 
Game.
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growth in e-commerce is likely 
to come from Jet.com, its $3 
billion acquisition in September 
2016 that is operating separately 
from Walmart.com and attracts 
a slightly more affluent, more 
urban and younger consumer 
than the Walmart brand. After 
being acquired by Walmart, Jet, 
headed by founder and CEO Marc 
Lore (now CEO of Walmart U.S. 
E-commerce), acquired Boston-
based ShoeBuy.com for $70 
million from IAC.

Take a spin around Jet.com 
and you will find 20 product 
departments, including clothing 
and accessories and sporting 
goods, a marketplace with over 
600 stores offering shoppers 
“Jet Cash” reward incentives 
of various amounts on future 
purchases at the website over 
the following 12 months, and a 
customer service team dubbed 
“Jet Heads.” Comparable to 
Amazon’s two-day, free shipping 
for its Prime members, Jet.
com offers free, two- to five-day 
shipping on all orders over $35.

Competition among online 
marketplaces is projected to 
intensify further in 2017 as 
the major ones gain share of 
consumers’ online spending, 
surmises Fung Global Retail & 
Technology. Besides Amazon and 
Walmart, the research firm cites 
eBay, Etsy and Zalando as key 
marketplace sites in the U.S. and 
Europe.

Back at the Jet.com marketplace, 
purchases at the Nike store, 
accessible via a link, offers buyers 
2.4 percent in Jet Cash. Foot Locker 
and lucy store buyers get four 
percent back in Jet Cash. New 
Balance offers its customers 5.6 
percent of their purchases back 
in Jet Cash. Among other notable 
industry brands on the site are: 
Spalding, Champion, Wilson, Salt 
Life from Delta Apparel, Vans, 
Charles River Apparel, Garmin and 
TomTom.

What you won’t find on  
Jet.com, despite links to the 
categories, are camping and hiking 
base layers or camping and hiking 
technical gear. This might explain 

why Walmart parted with another 
$51 million in mid-February to 
acquire Madison Heights, MI-based 
Moosejaw, which operates 10 
stores, carries 400 outdoor brands 
and has an established online 
business for its apparel and gear 
for climbing and hiking, camping, 
snow sports, yoga, swimming 
and biking. Under ongoing CEO 
Eoin Comerford and his executive 
team, Moosejaw will operate as a 
standalone and complementary 
brand to Walmart’s other 
e-commerce sites. But the business 
is expected to invite its suppliers 
to expand their respective reaches 
via Jet.com and other e-commerce 
sites owned by the retailer. And 
there has been some market 
speculation that the discounter 
isn’t done making acquisitions for 
its e-commerce segment whose 
topline grew 36 percent in the 
fourth quarter thanks to online 
grocery and Jet. 

As for Amazon, the e-tailer is 
moving forward with its own 
strategic initiatives. In early March, 
for example, it announced it was 

introducing a Spanish language 
version of its website. 

According to a 1500-person 
survey from cpcstrategy, both 
women and men who shop on 
amazon.com value affordability 
with the site’s younger purchasers 
(25- to 44-year olds) more likely to 
try new products and brands being 
offered. Amazon recently reduced 
the risk of its shoppers abandoning 
their carts in favor of a lower-price 
at a local brick-and-mortar location 
by adding a price-matching feature. 

Says CPC Strategy: “There 
are two basic kinds of Amazon 
shoppers: the convenience shopper 
who values things like shipping 
speed and customer service. Then, 
there’s the value shopper, who 
gravitates toward Amazon for great 
deals. And if they don’t see a deal 
they want, they’re going to see if 
it’s cheaper elsewhere.”

With Jet, Moosejaw and perhaps 
other sites still to come, Walmart 
thinks it will have the firepower 
to lure some traditional Amazon 
customers its way.

But only time will tell. 

Read more industry insight 
and analysis online at 

SportsInsightExtra.com
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When purchasing items, if price and 
quality are equal, do you prefer to 
buy online or in-store?

Very Important

Very Important

Somewhat unimportant
Somewhat unimportant

Not important at all

Neutral

Neutral

Somewhat Important
Somewhat Important

Did you purchase the item(s) online  
or in-store?

When buying from a business 
either online or in-store, how 
important is it that they treat their 
employees well?

When buying from a business, either 
online or in-store, how important is it 
that they support the local economy 
and local athletic events?

Yes

No

51%
49%

6% 3%
1% 2%

43%

28%

Have not purchased a branded 
item in the past 6 months.

Online

Online

Both
In-store In-store

59%
22%

16%

19%

Do you believe it is important to 
support locally-owned businesses 
whenever possible?

87%

Yes

No

Have you purchased branded 
sports apparel, footwear, equip-
ment or gear for use in sports and 
recreation in the past six months?

97%

3% 3%

13%

54%

46%

TRENDINSIGHT
consumer

C onsumer purchasing 

habits are driven by a 

multitude of factors. 

At sporting goods retail, there 

are several factors at play when 

it comes to the key influences on 

consumer purchase decisions. 

The charts on this page offer 

a glimpse into the purchasing 

decisions that sports fans and 

sporting goods retail shoppers 

make—and why. Ninety-five 

percent of respondents in our 

survey said they owned at least 

one item of apparel showing 

allegiance to a favorite sports 

team or athlete. And 76 percent 

say they have attended a live 

sporting event in the past year. 

These same devoted fans also 

report, at a clip of 87 percent, 

that they have spent more 

than $100 on sports products 

annually, with 45 percent 

spending more than $500 

annually. Eight-seven percent 

say they believe it is important 

to support locally-owned 

businesses whenever possible. 

BUYING  
HABITS 
OF 
SPORTS 
FANS
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CARPE
TRENDEM

Have you ever shopped for an 
item in-store and then purchased 
it online to get a better price?

Do you own at least one item of 
apparel that shows your allegiance 
to one of your favorite sports teams 
or athletes?

Have you attended a live 
sporting event in the past 
six months for a college or 
professional team?

Seeing them play in person
$100-$500 $100-$500$500-$1,000

$500-$1,000

If given the choice between 
purchasing a shirt of you favorite 
team or seeing them play in person, 
which would you choose?

How much do you spend annually 
on sporting goods products?

How much do you spend annually on 
tickets for sporting events?

Trend Insight Consumer is a feature 

within Sports Insight that delivers 

consumer research conducted on the 

MESH1 Platform. MESH1 collected the 

data on these pages from a panel of 101 

active U.S. consumers over the age of 

18 who follow college and professional 

sports teams. For more information 

on the MESH1 Platform, contact 

Brian Bednarek at 603-766-0957. For 

information on Trend Insight Consumer 

and how your company can participate, 

contact Jeff Nott at 516-305-4711.

Very Important

Somewhat important

Somewhat 
unimportant

Not important at all

Neutral

22%

11%

8%

36%

24%

When buying from a business, either 
online or in-store, how important is it to 
get the best product at the best price 
regardless of business practice?

Yes Yes
Yes

No

Purchasing a shirt

More than $1,500 per year
More than $1,500 
per year

$1,000-$1,500

$1,000-$1,500

No No

93%

80%

20%

95%
76%

24%
7% 5%
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29% 

13%11%
5%

44%

37%

12%

6% 2%

 
Less than $100 per year

Less than  
$100 per year

43%
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THERE’S A NEW DEFINITION OF  POWER IN SPORTS RETAILING 

in 2017.  For some it means dominance, for others power equals 

carving out a niche in a regional market. For a few, it equates to 

mere survival. The past 12 months were unequaled in the history 

of sporting goods retail, with the unprecedented bankruptcy of not 

one or two, but five former Power Retailers — led, of course, by 

The Sports Authority and followed by Sport Chalet, Bob’s Stores, 

City Sports and, most recently MC Sports. Meanwhile internet 

retailers such as Fanatics, Zappos and Amazon have grown their 

share and forced brick-and-mortar stores to make changes to keep 

up with changing consumer behavior. The shakeout saw Dick’s 

Sporting Goods solidify its claim as the Big Dog in the category, 

a position it is uniquely suited to hold for years to come. Regional 

players such as Academy Sports + Outdoors, Scheels All Sports, 

Modell’s Sporting Goods and Hibbett Sports held their own in a 

changing market, while mid-market retailers such as Olympia, 

Dunham’s and Big 5 Sporting Goods worked to maintain their 

footholds. Meanwhile, we have added Foot Locker Group, REI 

and BSN Sports to the Power Retail section to reflect this changing 

marketplace. Once again this Power Retailers report was compiled 

by contributing editors Michael Jacobsen and Tim Sitek, who have 

a combined three decades tracking these retail changes. They found 

that, yes indeed, the definition of power has changed — those 

who best harness this power through omni-channel strategies 

and an ability to change with the times will hold on to that power.

Who’s Got the Power?
Academy Sports + Outdoors • Big 5 Sporting Goods • BSN Sports • Dick’s Sporting Goods • Dunham’s Sports 

Foot Locker Group • Hibbett Sports • Modell’s Sporting Goods • Olympia Sports • REI • Scheels All Sports

sportsinsightmag.com24  Sports Insight  March/April 2017

http://www.sportsinsightmag.com


http://www.dynastyapparel.com
http://www.mlb.com






Academy Sports + Outdoors

Y
ou can’t blame the folks at 

Academy Sports + Outdoors 

for feeling a little bit like actors 

in a series of horror movies.

In the case of the Texas-based retailer, 

the original movie would have featured 

a sunny opening where it grows to be 

a dominant character in its peaceful 

little world. But as the plot unfolds an 

impending sense of doom envelops 

this bucolic setting as a big powerful 

force sneaks onto its turf, making life 

a lot scarier.

But the hero overcomes his fear, tee-

ters on the brink of destruction and, 

thanks to a few somewhat unbelievable 

events, miraculously vanquishes the evil 

foe and lives to fight another day — a 

bit scarred, but ready for a happily ever 

after ending.

But just when you thought it was safe 

to go back in the water, along comes 

another even bigger, scarier and more 

dangerous monster in the sequel.

Okay, enough of the horror movie 

analogies, but it is hard not to see 

the parallels in the recent history of 

Academy with too-many movie plots. 

The monster in the original, of course 

is Sports Authority, which at one time 

had a slew of stores in Texas and dozens 

more competing in Academy’s turf. But 

shrewd marketing and a hometown 

advantage – coupled with some obvious 

missteps and weakness by the national 

chain – allowed Academy to prevail in 

the end.

So when Sports Authority closed its 

25 Texas doors at this time last year in 

the first steps towards eventual bank-

ruptcy and liquidation, you couldn’t 

blame then-new president and CEO J.K. 

Symancyk for looking for that happy 

ending. 

“For Academy, it was less impactful 

than it may have been for others,” he 

tells Sports Insight. “Sports Authority 

wasn’t as densely populated in our trade 

area. Also, a lot of that market share 

they lost over the years was coming as 

we were expanding.”

But the plot was already set up for a 

sequel when the even-bigger, stronger 

monster – in this case, Dick’s Sporting 

Goods – appeared on the edge of town, 

sniffing around to fill the vacuum left by 

TSA. The crisis became full blown last 

October when Dick’s, which previously 

had zero stores in the market, opened 

up 10 locations IN ONE WEEKEND 

right in the heart of Academy’s turf 

in Houston. Those openings included 

Messin’ 
With Texas

Regional retailer with national  
aspirations faces a new challenge.

The 411 

228 stores: 16 states South, Southeast and Midwest

Headquarters: Katy, TX 

Website: academy.com

2016 Sales: $4.7 billion
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Academy Sports + Outdoors

six Dick’s Sporting Goods stores, two 

Field & Stream and two Golf Galaxy 

stores — two of them have a Dick’s, 

Field & Stream and Golf Galaxy all 

under one roof. 

Dick’s CEO Ed Stack called it  

“the biggest grand opening in our 

company’s history, not only from the 

number of stores, but just the total 

sales volume we did.” To rub salt in the 

wound, Stack added that “we provide 

a different shopping experience than 

what is down there.”

Them’s fightin’ words for the Texas 

chain and Symancyk and his team of 

plucky teenagers (sorry, carrying the 

horror movie theme too far)  are ready 

for the fight.

“At Academy Sports + Outdoors, we 

offer a unique, regionally relevant and 

locally merchandised assortment to 

serve our customers sports, outdoor 

and recreational interests at an every 

day low price,” Symancyk says. “Our 

team members share the same passion 

for sports and the outdoors as our cus-

tomers and we believe that authenticity 

resonates with our customers and is a 

powerful advantage.”

In other words, Symancyk welcomes 

the competition.

It is sure not be a warm welcome, 

however. Academy will rely on its home-

field advantage along with what it has 

labeled its “unwavering commitment to 

EDLP, convenience, a regionally rele-

vant and locally merchandised product 

assortment and exceptional customer 

service.”

Improving the Infrastructure
One of the significant investments it 

is making to protect its home turf is an 

investment in a 1.6 million-square-foot 

distribution center in Cookeville, TN, 

the third DC serving its more than 200 

stores. The new distribution center will 

support Academy’s network of stores 

throughout the Midwest along with its 

growing e-commerce business.

Academy also made two significant 

executive moves in the past year to 

support all of its expansion plans. First, 

last May it named Tom Lamb as exec-

utive VP and chief marketing officer. 

He joined after 17 years with Lowe’s 

Companies, most recently as chief mar-

keting officer.
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Academy combines its EDLP strategy 
with local merchandising to maintain 
its home-field advantage.

In November Academy opened 
its first Illinois store and second 
location in the St. Louis area. 
The 62,000-square-foot store is 
located in O’Fallon, IL.

Also in November Academy 
opened its first stores in 
Greenville and Jacksonville, 
NC. The stores are over 63,000-
square feet each.

It also opened its first stores in 
Kennesaw and Brunswick, GA, 
in early November. These stores are 
more than 63,000-square feet each.

In October Academy furthered its 
presence in Oklahoma with three 
62,000-square-foot stores – in 
Yukon, Midwest City and Enid. 
Those stores will benefit from its 
partnerships with the University of 
Oklahoma and Oklahoma State.

As part of its head-to-head battle 
with rival Dick’s Sporting Goods, 
Academy opened a fifth location 
in central Florida, a region its 
rival had targeted for expansion 
following the TSA departure. 
The 63,000-square-foot store 
is Academy’s fifth store in the 
Orlando area.

During the summer Academy 
opened its first stores in Greenville 
and Jacksonville, NC, its fifth 
and sixth stores in the state.

Not forgetting its Texas roots, 
in August the chain opened a 
62,000-square-foot Lubbock, 
TX, store and earlier had opened 
the doors to its relocated San 
Antonio store in Greenville, TX. 
“We’re excited to offer a new 
and larger store that will offer the 
same convenience and unique 
product assortment residents of 
San Antonio expect from us,” said 
Gabe Thornton, senior VP–store 
operations, at the time of the 
opening.

Academy is planning to add sev-
eral new stores in 2017, including 
additional locations in and around 
Houston, Dallas, Huntsville, AL, 
and Columbia, MO.

OPENING HIGHLIGHTS

“We believe 
that our EDLP 
philosophy 
remains our 
strength.”   
J.K. SYMANCYK, PRESIDENT/CEO
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Academy’s e-commerce busi-
ness remains vital to its bottom line, 
but is admittedly a work in prog-
ress. “Our omni-channel strategy 
is to put the customer first and 
ensure they have an exceptional 
experience with our company, no 
matter how they choose to shop or 
interact with us. We are continuing 
to invest more heavily in this area 
and we believe that it is an integral 
part of our business,” according to 
president and CEO J.K. Symancyk. 
“We’re looking at how to use online 
as a complement to retail. Specifi-
cally, what’s the interplay between 
online purchasing habits and how 
and when customers choose to 
shop in store? Our team has done 
a great job of building them both in-
dependently as well as connecting 
them for our customers.”

Academy Sports + Outdoors, 
with more than 22,000 
employees, was recently ranked 
number 87 on Forbes’ list 
of America’s Largest Private 
Companies and number 467 of 
America’s Best Employers (2015).

In December the Katy (TX) 
Independent School District 
granted Academy exclusive 
naming rights to the district’s 
Student Activities Complex as part 

of a $2.5 million, 10-year deal. The 
complex is home to Jack Rhodes 
Memorial Stadium and a second 
football stadium to be completed 
this summer. “Katy is home to 
more than 3000 of our team mem-
bers, our corporate headquarters, 
two of our store locations and one 
of our distribution centers,” said 
Academy president and CEO J.K. 
Symancyk.   

Academy came under fire 
from some of its gun enthusiast 
customers last summer, who called 
for a boycott against the chain after 
it stopped putting certain firearms 
out on display in its stores. The 
move came after the Orlando mass 
shooting. The guidelines also asked 
stores to remove any weapon 
resembling the MSRs, such as 
air soft guns, from high-visibility 
areas. Academy still sold sell the 
high-powered rifles, but kept them 
in storage and equipped them with 
trigger locks. That didn’t go over 
well with some. “What Academy 
needs to be doing is selling more 
guns, offering safety classes and 
teaching people how to shoot,” 
said Tammy Koontz with Texas 
Gun Rights. One Facebook post 
said simply: “Looks like it’s time 
for my family to stop shopping at 
Academy.”

Then last summer Michelle Gloeckler 

joined the team as executive VP and 

chief merchandising officer, as well as 

president of Academy International 

Limited, its global sourcing entity. She 

joins after seven years with Walmart, 

where she most recently served as EVP–

consumables, health and wellness.

The entire team is going to have to 

bring its A-Game to compete with not 

only Dick’s, but also with Gloeckler’s 

former employer and e-commerce 

giants such as Amazon. They will do 

it with new stores and with a laser-like 

focus on what it does best. They must 

be doing something right because last 

year the chain reached more than $4.7 

billion in sales, up from $4.6 billion in 

2015 and from $4 billion as recently 

as 2014.

“We believe that our EDLP phi-

losophy remains our strength, and 

we’ve even taken that a step further 

by enhancing our price match policy,” 

says Symancyk. “We guarantee the best 

prices or we’ll beat any competitor’s 

advertised price by five percent.”

 That means the focus will remain 

on its local roots and its pricing strat-

egy. “We believe it’s a strength and our 

focus on EDLP is stronger than ever,” 

Symancyk says.

The New Stores Keep Coming
Even with the closing of a major rival 

and the arrival of another, Academy has 

managed to keep its impressive pace of 

store openings and regional expansions 

on track. It opened 19 stores in 2016, 

including two in the St. Louis market, 

one of which marks its first store in 

Illinois. 

Symancyk also points out that during 

2016 Academy added stores in new, 

contiguous and existing markets in 

the South, Southeast and Midwest 

such as Arkansas, Florida, Georgia, 

Illinois, Louisiana, Missouri, North 

Carolina, Oklahoma, Tennessee, and 

Texas. Academy now has 228 stores 

in 16 states.

Academy is planning to add sev-

eral new stores in 2017, including 

additional locations in and around 

Houston, Dallas, Huntsville, AL, and 

Columbia, MO. 

POWER POINTS

“Our team 
members share 
the same passion 
for sports and 
the outdoors as 
our customers 
and we believe 
that authenticity 
... is a powerful 
advantage.” 
J.K. SYMANCYK, PRESIDENT/CEO

Academy Sports + Outdoors
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is ensuring all parts serve a purpose... 

Our products are designed to ensure that each part serves to 
either protect, or enhance our elite athletes’ performance. 
When creating product specific to each athlete’s needs, we 
must address both the functional and anatomical features of 
the human body. This assures our athletes have “Freedom of 
Movement” while protecting them during competition. 
Having a medical heritage, along with leading edge research 
and development to authenticate our designs, we are the true 
leaders in sports bracing/supports. 

The ”Art of Design” is creating products that protect, while 
not inhibiting an athletes performance. 

Welcome to the world of z-creation!

THE ART OF DESIGN IS ENSURING ALL PARTS SERVE A PURPOSE... 
Our products are designed to ensure that each part serves to either protect, or enhance our elite athletes’ performance.  

 

When creating product specific to each athlete’s needs, we must address both the functional and anatomical features 

of the human body. This assures our athletes have “freedom of movement” while protecting them during competition. 

Having a medical heritage, along with leading edge research and development to authenticate our designs, we are the 

true leaders in sports bracing/supports. The”art of design” is creating products that protect, while not inhibiting an 

athletes performance.  Welcome to the world of z-creation!

THE ART OF DESIGN IS ENSURING 
ALL PARTS SERVE A PURPOSE... 

Our products are designed to ensure that 

each part serves to either protect, or 

enhance our elite athletes’ performance. 

When creating product specific to 

each athlete’s needs, we must address 

both the functional and anatomical 

features of the human body. This 

assures our athletes have “Freedom 

of Movement” while protecting 

them during competition. Having 

a medical heritage, along with 

leading edge research and 

development to authenticate 

our designs, we are the true 

leaders in sports bracing/

supports.  The ”Art of 

Design” is creating 

products that protect, 

while not inhibiting an 

athletes performance. 

Welcome to the 

world of z-creation!
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that each part serves to either protect, or 
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functional and anatomical features of the 

human body. This assures our athletes have  

“Freedom of Movement” while protecting  

them during competition. Having a  

medical heritage, along with leading edge  

research and development to authenticate  

our designs, we are the true leaders in 

sports bracing/supports. 

The ”Art of Design” is creating products 

that protect, while not inhibiting an athletes 

performance. 

Welcome to the world of z-creation!
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Big 5 Sporting Goods

S
ports have always been about 

numbers — it’s how you tell the 

winners from the losers. So, too, 

in the world of sporting goods 

retailing, where the quarterly numbers 

of the few publicly held companies tell us 

who won and lost in the game each year.

In that respect, 60-year-old Big 5 

Sporting Goods has to place 2016 firmly 

in the win column, if for no other reason 

than some if its primary competitors cer-

tainly ended up losers — and that, too, 

had a profound impact on the company’s 

bottom line.

Big 5’s Tale of the Tape mirrors the 

ups and down of the overall sporting 

goods business in 2016, from the impact 

of the Sports Authority and Sport Chalet 

bankruptcies to the increased competition 

– especially around the holidays – of online 

merchants. Through it all, the chain held 

true to its very basic goal of providing 

affordable brands in a “neighborhood 

sporting goods store” setting. 

In 2016, the numbers did, indeed, add 

up for Big 5 Sporting Goods and its 432 

stores in 12 Western states. Its year also 

reflected the story of the entire sporting 

goods industry in 2016 as it absorbed some 

significant plot twists, so let’s follow Big 

5’s story from early 2016 until the eventful 

end of the year.

Blame it on Mother Nature
The Numbers: The year didn’t start well, 

as first quarter net sales came in at $234.5 

million, compared to $243.6 million for a 

year earlier, and same-store sales decreased 

1.9 percent. Even gross profit was down, 

from $76.7 million to $71.0 million. 

The Explanation: Such bad numbers 

are certainly no way to start a tumultuous 

year and Mother Nature was apparently 

partly to blame.

“After a very strong start to the first 

quarter as sales benefited from favorable 

winter weather in our markets, our winter 

product business decelerated when weather 

conditions turned warm,” said Steven G. 

Miller, the company’s chairman, president 

and CEO. 

Also to blame was bad – meaning bank-

rupt – competition. “We believe that our 

soft sales during the period reflected … 

increased promotional activity in our 

markets in connection with the liquidation 

sales and promotional efforts associated 

with certain major competitors either 

commencing or preparing to commence 

bankruptcy proceedings,” said Miller.

The Outcome: Big 5 focused on what 

it could control, namely its inventory 

position and internal costs. “Despite these 

challenging conditions, we continued 

to manage our balance sheet effectively, 

as we reduced per-store inventories by 

4.3 percent from the prior year,” Miller 

reported. “We intend to remain focused 

on sound expense control and inventory 

management.” 

Warm Weather, Cold Numbers
The Numbers: Things got a little better as 

the weather warmed in the western states, 

as net sales were up slightly to $241.4 mil-

lion, from $240.4. (Part of this was because 

sales comparisons were favorably impacted 

by the calendar shift from a 53-week fiscal 

year in 2015, but who’s quibbling?) Same-

store sales were still down 1.7 percent and 

gross profit decreased to $76.3 million, 

from $77.3 million a year earlier. Even gross 

profit margin suffered, coming in at 31.6 

percent – down from 32.1 percent – due 

to an increase in distribution and store 

occupancy costs as a percentage of net 

sales. Net income for the second quarter 

A 
Numbers 

Game
Big 5 Sporting Goods wins by staying alive in 2016.

The 411 

432 Stores: 12 Western states (California remains its largest market)

Headquarters: El Segundo, CA

Website: Big5sportinggoods.com

2016 Sales: $1.02 Billion
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of fiscal 2016 was $2.1 million.   

For the first half of the year, net sales 

dropped to $475.9 million from $484.0 

million.

The Explanation: “While sales across 

all of our major product categories of 

hardgoods, footwear and apparel were 

negatively impacted by the liquidation 

efforts of Sports Authority and Sport Chalet 

in our markets, we held merchandise 

margins flat with the prior year period and 

maintained tight control of our expenses 

and inventory,” Miller reported, adding 

that Big 5 ended the quarter with per-store 

inventories down 9.1 percent.

He remained optimistic that the compa-

ny’s outlook would improve as it absorbed 

the liquidations of two of its main rivals 

and you couldn’t help but hear a bit of 

gloating in his official comments. “We are 

beginning to benefit from numerous com-

petitive store closures in our markets and 

customer recognition of the convenience, 

strong product assortment and value that 

Big 5 Sporting Goods offers,” he said. “We 

are very focused on positioning our mer-

chandise mix and promotional efforts to 

take full advantage of the opportunities that 

this competitive rationalization provides.”

Need proof? “Our confidence in the 

strength of our business model and our 

continuing commitment to return value 

to shareholders is reflected in the new 

$25 million share repurchase program.” 

This program replaced its previous share 

repurchase program. 

Finally Some Good News
The Numbers: With much of the compet-

itor liquidation out of the way – or at least 

accounted for – quarterly sales increased 

for the first time in 2016, growing to $279.0 

million, compared to $270.1 million a 

year earlier. Even better, same-store sales 

jumped 6.8 percent. Gross profit even 

grew, to $89.9 million from $85.2 million. 

Net income was $8.2 million, up from 

$6.1 million.   

The strong quarter allowed Big 5 to 

catch up for the year, with net sales for 

the first nine months up to $755.0 million, 

compared to net sales of $754.1 million 

in the first 39 weeks of the previous year. 

Same-store sales even increased 1.2 percent.

The Explanation: With TSA and Sport 

Chalet in the rear view mirror, it had to 

feel good for Miller when he finally had 

good news to tell the world. “We are very 

pleased to deliver an exceptionally strong 

third quarter performance, with earnings 

meaningfully above the prior year,” he 

said. “Results were driven by strong sales 

growth, including increases in both cus-

tomer transactions and average sale, as 

well as improved merchandise margins, 

and clearly reflected the benefit from the 

closure of over 200 Sports Authority and 

Sport Chalet store locations.”

Next up — Holiday 2016. “While the 

consumer spending environment over the 

holiday season and winter weather con-

ditions in our markets remain uncertain, 

we feel well positioned to produce strong 

results over the course of the quarter.”

A Happy Holiday?
The Numbers: The momentum built up 

in the third quarter did not quite carry over 

into the end of the year, as net sales fell to 

$266.3 million, down from $275.0 million, 

although same-store sales increased 3.1 

percent for the quarter. (Important note: 

As a result of the fiscal year calendar, the 

fiscal 2016 fourth quarter included 13 

weeks and the fiscal 2016 full year included 

52 weeks, compared to 14 weeks and 53 

weeks for the respective reporting periods 

in fiscal 2015.)

The good news is that earnings in the 

fourth quarter surged 80 percent to $7.7 

million thanks to improved merchandising 

margins and a 3.1 percent gain in same-

store sales. Gross profit for the quarter was 

$87.3 million, compared to $85.8 million 

in the fourth quarter of the prior year.

The Explanation: Even though the num-

bers were a bit soft and the accounting 

nuances made it difficult to compare apples 

to apples, Miller sounded an optimistic tone 

based on better margins and a decrease in 

store occupancy and distribution costs as 

a percentage of net sales.

“We are pleased to report a strong finish 

to fiscal 2016, with solid same-store sales, 

expanded gross margins, expense leverage 

and meaningful earnings growth in a 

challenging holiday sales environment,” 

said Miller. “Our fourth quarter benefited 

from the competitive rationalization in 

the retail sporting goods sector and we 

increased both customer transactions and 

average sale as well as improved merchan-

dise margins.”

In terms of product categories, Big 5’s 

hardgoods category comped up in the mid-

single-digit range and its apparel category 

comped up in the low single-digit range 

for the period, while footwear comped 

slightly down. 

Store Count: During the fourth quar-

ter Big 5 opened one store and closed 

one, ending the year with 432 stores in 

operation. 

The Full Story
The Numbers: At the end of the day, the 

numbers tell a flat 2016 story for Big 5 

Sporting Goods, which in a year that saw 

a number of its primary competitors close 

their doors can put it in the win column. 

Net sales for 2016 were $1.02 billion, down 

just slightly from $1.03 billion. 

On the plus side, same-store sales 

increased 1.7 percent for the full year 

and net income was $16.9 million, up 

from $15.3 million.

And now that those pesky competitors 

are no longer discounting everything under 

the sun, the next year seems to portend a 

happier ending.

“We are encouraged that the positive 

sales trends have continued into the start 

of 2017 as we continue to benefit from 

both the competitive store closures that 

occurred last year as well as the favorable 

winter weather conditions that began 

near the end of the fourth quarter and 

have continued throughout most of our 

Western markets,” Miller said.

“For the first quarter to date, our same-

store sales are up in the mid-single-digit 

range, largely driven by strong demand for 

winter products as a result of very favorable 

winter weather conditions throughout 

most of our Western markets,” he added

During the first quarter Big 5 has already 

relocated one store and plans to close one 

more. For the full year, the company plans 

to open eight stores and close three. 
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Big 5 moved right into Sin 
City this year with a new store 
in a strip mall near McCarran 
International Airport. It takes up 
over 18,000-square feet, about 
half of the existing building. 
Southern Nevada is now home 
to 12 Big 5 stores.

According to one analysis,  
Big 5 can be the big winner 
from the Sports Authority bank-
ruptcy. AdWeek reported that 
measurement company Ninth-
Decimal ran a study to figure 
out which retailers may benefit 
from the store closings and 
after tracking 135 million shop-
pers concluded that based on 
their behavior Big 5 Sporting 
Goods and Walmart would be 
the two biggest beneficiaries.
The research showed that 
Sports Authority shoppers 
visited Big 5 Sporting Goods 
locations 5.8 times more than 
all other sports retailers, while 
the same customers patronized 
Walmart 6.9 times more than 
other big box retailers. (Dick’s 
came in second in sporting 
goods stores.) So it stands to 
reason that such consumers 
will visit those two brands 
more often and proportionally 
increase their sales. 

Big 5 has estimated that  
approximately 210 Sports 
Authority and Sport Chalet 
stores had been within its 
general market, competing 
with the approximately 250 
Big 5 stores, or nearly 60 
percent of the chain. 

“Our confidence 
in the strength of 
our business model 
and our continuing 
commitment to return 
value to shareholders 
is reflected in the 
new $25 million share 
repurchase program.” 
STEVEN G. MILLER, CHAIRMAN, 
PRESIDENT AND CEO 

http://www.sportsinsightmag.com


BSN Sports

I
t’s no secret that the business of team 

sports doesn’t like change. Other 

than some technological advances, 

the business continues to run much 

the same way today it did a generation 

ago — vendors make products and team 

dealers sell them through roadmen to 

schools, organizations and other teams. 

The successful typical dealer remains an 

old-line guy comfortable shaking hands 

with the athletic director and hanging 

around after high school football games.

And then came Adam Blumenfeld and 

BSN Sports, a true disrupter in a time of 

disruption in the business of team sports. 

Intent on creating a true national network 

of team dealers in every zip code in the 

country, the BSN CEO and his right-hand 

man for the past 20 years, Terry Babilla, 

have changed the very nature of how team 

products are sold in America.

The power to make this change comes 

from equal parts technology and people, 

with a little chutzpa throw in for good 

measure. BSN hasn’t made a lot of friends 

in the team sports community, but it is 

earning grudging respect from its vendors 

and with 750 sales professionals on the 

road and a total of 2300 employees, it 

certainly has earned enough customers 

to keep on track for its stated goal of 

becoming a billion dollar company this 

year — a feat unheard of in team sports 

where even the largest independent team 

dealers barely account for $20-30 million 

in annual sales. 2016 sales were more than 

$850 million.

The ascension of a little company in 

Farmers Branch, TX, from a direct seller 

of team equipment and apparel to a true 

power player has come primarily through 

the acquisition of smaller team dealers 

looking for an exit strategy. It began a gen-

eration ago when Adam’s father, Michael 

Blumenfeld, bought up a collection of 

smaller team sports vendors to build his 

own supplier network. That campaign 

roughly mirrors the modern-day efforts 

of his son, only this time with the team 

dealer as the target.

The current structure of BSN Sports 

is built on the supply side foundation of 

Sport Supply Group, which was formed by 

the elder Blumenfeld’s vendor acquisitions 

in the 1980s and 1990s. SSG merged with 

Collegiate Pacific in 2007 after years of 

complicated and intense competition. 

While it remains one of the country’s 

largest direct sellers of sporting goods 

equipment – making it both a competitor 

to and customer of most of its vendors – 

today BSN’s focus is on the distribution 

side.

Here the story becomes more familiar to 

anyone involved in team sports in the past 

decade. It started in 2004, when Kesslers 

Sports in Richmond, IN, one of the coun-

try’s venerable team dealers, became the 

first to sell to BSN. That acquisition was 

quickly followed by Dixie Sporting Goods 

in 2004, and then Salkeld, in 2005.

These three team dealers that were fam-

ily-owned and operated for generations 

became part of a burgeoning corporate 

entity known as BSN Sports. The team 

business certainly sat up and took notice as 

a series of smaller acquisitions continued 

its national march, especially in mid-2011 

The 
Disrupter

BSN Sports is changing the way 
the team sports game is played.

The 411 

All sales are direct through 750 sales professionals, catalogs and online

Headquarters: Farmers Branch, TX 

Website: Bsnsports.com

2016 Sales: More than $850 million. 2017 sales projected at more than $1 billion.
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“Ours is a pursuit of 
delivering surprise 
and genuine delight 
to our 200,000 
customers across  
the country.” 
ADAM BLUMENFELD, CEO
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when BSN purchased another well-known 

family-owned dealer, Bethlehem Sporting 

Goods. At the same time the execs decided 

to drop all of the local names in favor of 

the BSN Sports identity. 

Today their efforts are supported by a 

60,000-square-foot headquarters comple-

mented by a 500,000-square-foot office 

and warehouse along with warehouse 

and production space spread across the 

country.

While its target acquisition has nec-

essarily gotten smaller due to a lack of 

available prospects, BSN’s purchasing 

binge has not slowed. The company 

acquired seven small team dealers in 

the past 12 months – the latest being 

Erie Sport Store, in Erie, PA, in January 

– in addition to taking over the closest 

thing it had to a national rival, Lids, 

early in 2016. Through it all, Blumenfeld 

has maintained a steady message to the 

industry and to his employees – BSN is 

not out to change the team business, but 

progress does inevitably disrupt anything 

in its way.

“Our aim is to serve — this is the first 

order of business,” Blumenfeld says. “To 

provide industry-changing service, you 

must often disrupt the normal way of 

doing business. So, yes, I expect us to 

continue to push the boundaries of con-

vention and disrupt the norm in order to 

usher in fresh approaches and innovation 

unlike our industry has ever seen.”

Indeed, any conversation with the BSN 

executives is peppered with references 

to game changers such as Amazon and 

Uber, Walmart and Apple.

“These companies have changed the 

business landscape, focusing on service 

to the customer,” says Babilla. “The same 

thing is happening in our industry and 

nobody likes it,” just like cab drivers pro-

testing against Uber and the bookstores 

that railed against Amazon.

“People are upset with us, but I think 

it is unfair to us,” Babilla adds.

A Technology Play
Blumenfeld and Babilla insist that 

the story of BSN Sports in 2017 is not 

strictly about acquisitions. Rather, it is its 

investment in the infrastructure needed 

to create a truly national network of team 

dealers. This technology was not available 

when Collegiate Pacific first attempted 

the concept a generation ago, but today 

it is the linchpin of its national efforts.

The technology push to develop a 

scalable platform that could support 

BSN’s aggressive national expansion 

plans fell to Babilla. 

“I wish I could take credit for the tech-

nology,” Babilla says, but BSN’s technology 

is built on examples from other indus-

tries. Indeed, he freely admits BSN has 

mimicked Amazon, which has been busy 

changing the way people buy everything 

from books to records.

Where it once struggled under four 

different operating systems, by 2012 all 

BSN companies were under the same 

platform. When SSG and BSN were on 

separate systems they had 40 people 

processing 25,000 invoices per month. 

Now there are eight people processing 

thousands more.

“That backbone is what allowed us to 

accelerate the front end,” adds Blumenfeld. 

“I have never seen technology change 

so rapidly in my life. So there is always 

plenty of work to be done, lots of ways to 

improve.” He says that BSN is essentially 

quadrupling its technology investment.

All of this is aimed at keeping the 

sporting goods powerhouse on track 

to become a billion-dollar company in 

the near future while maintaining the 

personal touch that is the hallmark of 

the team dealer.

“This organization is well on track to be 

a $1 billion entity in the near future, yet 

we are consumed with the responsibility 

to maintain a local presence, intimate feel 

and familial attitude towards our mission,” 

he says. “Anyone can grow. But can you 

increase scale while at the same time 

improving customer loyalty and service? 

If so, you’ve got a model that can scale 

much further and extend its reach deep 

into local communities nationwide. That’s 

our plan, and it doesn’t stop anywhere 

near $1 billion in sales — $1 billion is a 

speed bump.”

Much of the climb to that magic mark 

will rely not only on acquisitions, but on 

retaining the people that come along with 

the fiercely independent team dealers 

entering the BSN family. This has always 

been a key challenge.

“Finding the best minds, the innovative 

and curious people looking to make 

a difference in the lives of 55 million 

school-aged kids — this is the constant 

challenge,” Blumenfeld says. “We set a 

high bar for new teammates and push 

ourselves hard to attract the best human 

capital across industry.”

He maintains the retention rate is 

“shockingly high” for both newly acquired 

and legacy sales professionals. 

“Ours is a pursuit of delivering sur-

prise and genuine delight to our 200,000 

customers across the country, and pro-

viding unparalleled support, training 

and partnership to our thousands of 

internal teammates,” Blumenfeld says. “It 

is not about us. It is about the customer. 

This resonates with all generations of 

employees at BSN and is why and how 

we keep the family together.”

Where to from here? Typically, 

Blumenfeld sees its role in improving 

the entire business, while certainly con-

tinuing to disrupt the way that business 

is conducted.

“Hopefully our impact on the team 

business has been to raise the bar of 

expectation from the customer — simplify 

the procurement process in ways that 

allow coaches and volunteers to spend 

more time with kids and less time on 

administration,” he says. 

“We are building deep experience in 

personalization, customization, cus-

tomer transparency and speed to market,” 

Blumenfeld adds. “The combination of 

these assets inside a vertically integrated 

marketing, sales and production machine 

can really open up new markets — and 

new opportunities inside existing ones.” 

POWER POINTS

BSN’s corporate office flood-
ed in November, displacing 450 
people. Within 18 hours the 
company was back up and run-
ning without customer disruption 
thanks to its robust disaster 
recovery plan. For 60 days, 245 
employees worked elbow to 
elbow on card tables in a space 
made for 18. Work phones were 
rolled to mobile phones. Bodies 
lined every inch of the wall and 
hall. “While one never wishes for 
a disaster, the teamwork and 
loyalty on display during this 
catastrophe underscores the 
dedication to a common cause 
that this team possesses,” 
says Adam Blumenfeld. “The 
brotherhood and sisterhood on 
display during these 60 days 
was awe-inspiring and says a 
lot about why people want to 
remain part of this family.”

BSN is part of a family of  
companies under the Varsity 
Brands name, following a merg-
er a few years back with Varsity 
parent company Herff Jones. 
The corporate structure now 
has Varsity Brands at the top 
of the pyramid, with three units 
– Sports (BSN), Spirit (Varsity 
Cheer) and Achievement (Herff 
Jones) – under it. The three will 
continue to operate separately.

BSN recently added Jared 
Drinkwater as chief marketing 
officer. Drinkwater joins from 
Pizza Hut, where he most 
recently served as VP–market-
ing. He succeeds Kurt Hagen, 
who will assume new leadership 
responsibilities as chief innova-
tion officer. 
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Adam Blumenfeld (left) 
and Terry Babilla.
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Dick’s Sporting Goods

Deny it to a king? Then happy 

low, lie down!/Uneasy lies the 

head that wears a crown.” 

In Shakespeare’s King Henry IV, the 

beleaguered leader says these lines to 

express how tough his duty of kingship 

is. Overwhelmed with competition from 

those outside his court, the king feels the 

burden of his crown. It conveys the con-

cerns of what happens when you are, in 

more modern parlance, King of the Hill.

So stands Dick’s Sporting Goods in 

2017. Having vanquished essentially all of 

its brick-and-mortar foes in the past year, 

it now bears the awesome responsibility 

of reigning supreme in an industry not 

known for being overly kind to those at 

the top. (Just ask deposed king Sports 

Authority and its lesser minions, Sport 

Chalet, City Sports, Eastern Mountain 

Sports, Bob’s Stores and MC Sports.)

But our industry’s own King Henry IV, 

Ed Stack, CEO of the only true national 

sporting goods chain remaining, is able to 

learn from the unfortunate history of his 

successors to avoid his own Shakespearean 

tragedy. Indeed, Dick’s Sporting Goods 

feels nothing but tailwinds as 2017 takes 

shape — being ideally positioned both 

financially and logistically to further 

increase its 10 percent industry market 

share and solidify its dominant position 

in sporting goods retailing.

“I love the position that we’re in right 

now,” Stack told analysts during a confer-

ence call late last year. “You’ve got some 

smaller guys out there and they run their 

businesses differently. Some are doing 

very well, I suspect, and others might be 

having a bit of a difficult time.” 

He points to the public company’s finan-

cial strengths as its ace in the hole. Net 

sales for fiscal 2016 increased 9.0 percent 

to $7.9 billion, reflecting the opening of 

new stores and an increase of 3.5 percent 

in same-store sales.

It is targeting as much as $9 billion in 

sales this year (with another $1 billion 

coming from e-commerce). Expected 

same-store growth of two-to-three 

percent annually, new store expansion, 

e-commerce proliferation, and margin 

improvement offer reasons for optimism.

Lonely at the Top
“As this industry consolidates, we think 

that we are best positioned to pick up the 

lion’s portion of the market share,” Stack 

says. “We’re the ones that are in position to 

go back and fill in some of those markets 

where TSA or Sport Chalet has vacated 

… We’ve got the balance sheet to be able 

to take advantage of those opportunities. 

We can move quickly and I really like the 

position that we’re in right now.”

One of the moves was previewed by 

Stack earlier this month, when a major 

merchandise shift was revealed that effec-

tively eliminates about 20 percent of its 

vendors.

Going forward, the vendor mix will be 

shifted into three segments, led by what 

is labeled as Segment A. This group will 

become strategic partners with Dick’s and 

will be called upon to invest in both its 

online and brick-and-mortar business. In 

return, Dick’s will allocate greater square 

footage, in-store presence and marketing 

support. These strategic vendors will also 

be providing Dick’s with more exclusive 

and differentiated product.

Segment B will include brands in which 

Dick’s “simply has transactional relation-

ships with.” Left behind will be Segment 

C, the up to 20 percent of existing brands 

that will be cut out completely. Space 

previously occupied by Segment C brands 

will be handed over to Segment A brands 

and its private label brands.

Showing it was serious, Dick’s took a 

$46 million charge in the fourth quarter to 

write-down the value of all of the inventory 

that now does not fit its strategy. 

Stack notes that while the eliminated 

brands represent around 20 percent of 

its vendor base, they do not represent 20 

percent of sales or square footage. None of 

Dick’s top-10 vendors will be eliminated. 

“We’ve decided that… we can replace 

them someplace else where we can get a 

bigger bang for our buck,” Stack says. Part 

of that space will go to Dick’s private label 

brands, which collectively are expected 

to reach $1 billion in revenues in 2017. 

“We felt that it was the right time to con-

solidate our vendors and we will continue 

to have a good, better, best strategy,” Stack 

says. “But some of those tertiary vendors, 

we will be probably be eliminating. We 

think it’s the right thing to do long term 

for the business. 

“It’s around pricing, it’s around dis-

count, it’s around marketing, it’s around 

in-store presentation,” Stack adds. “As 

you can imagine, the vendors that are 

going into that strategic bucket are very 

excited about it.”

The Omni-Channel Challenge
E-commerce remains the one speed 

bump in Dick’s road to complete sporting 

goods retailing dominance, since it has to 

King 
of the 

Hill
So Dick’s won that 

battle. What’s next for 
the category leader?

The 411

Stores: 676 Dick’s Sporting Goods stores;  

91 golf specialty stores;  

27 Field & Stream stores.  

Headquarters: Corapolis, PA

Website: dickssportinggoods.com

2016 Sales: $7.9 billion
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Dick’s Sporting Goods

compete with Amazon and the like along 

with its brick-and-mortar foes. The chain 

already leads the way in an omni-channel 

strategy in sporting goods — it has 4.2 

million Facebook followers and it is already 

benefitting from picking up the rights 

to the Sports Authority web domain (go 

ahead, type sportsauthority.com into your 

browser and marvel at how quickly you are 

redirected to dickssportinggoods.com).

Online shopping grew 26 percent to 

$939 million last year, now comprising 

17.9 percent of net sales, up from 15.7 

percent the year before. Stack admits 

plus-20 percent e-commerce growth is 

not sustainable, but he is confident in 

how Dick’s is positioned.

One reason for his optimism is that 

Dick’s is finally taking over control of 

its e-commerce platform after years of it 

being handled by a third-party supplier 

(its Golf Galaxy and Field & Stream online 

sales were already handled internally.) 

“We successfully re-launched dicks.

com on our proprietary Web plat-

form,” Stack reports, calling it “a critical 

moment” for the company. “We believe 

there is meaningful opportunity for 

future profitable growth.”

But as Stack has said repeatedly, the 

engine that runs Dick’s Sporting Goods 

remains its brick-and-mortar stores. Dick’s 

is somewhat protected from Amazon and 

others because it sells premium products 

that lend themselves to in-store sampling 

rather than online ordering, and its new 

brand focus will undoubtedly give it a 

leg up as well.

With almost 800 stores operating in 

three channels – full-line, golf and outdoor 

– even if e-commerce does eventually 

account for 20-25 percent of sales, that still 

means that three-quarters of its business 

will be from people walking through its 

doors. Stack and his executive team don’t 

care where the customers shop, just that 

they shop with them.

“We’re very agnostic as to where they 

shop, we just want to make sure they 

shop with us, whether it be in the store 

or online,” says Stack, admitting that 

in-store is still a bit more profitable than 

the e-commerce business. 

The Land Grab
There’s no doubt the bankruptcies of 

its major rivals will benefit Dick’s in the 

short term, now that the liquidations are 

out of the way. But the real benefit is yet 

to come as Dick’s reaps the rewards of the 

prime real estate it wisely acquired from 

its not-so-fortunate competitors.

The biggest, of course, was the purchase 

of The Sports Authority’s intellectual 

property assets and the right to acquire 

31 store leases in mid-2016. Of the leases 

belonging to the bankrupt Colorado-based 

chain, Dick’s is keeping 22 — mostly in 

California and Florida.

“During 2016, we fulfilled the needs 
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The shoe wall will be a major focus of Dick’s 
new brand strategy in 2017.

POWER POINTS

Dick’s made a significant 
play into team sports in the 
past year with the establish-
ment of its Team Sports HQ, 
which offers youth sports 
leagues, teams, coaches and 
parents free league man-
agement services, FanWear 
shops and access to dona-
tions and sponsorships. Two 
acquisitions – of GameChang-
er Media and Affinity Sports 
– have given it the technology 
backbone to service the team 
sports segment. GameChang-
er is a live scoring app that 
delivers data-driven coaching 
insights, live play-by-play up-
dates and instant game recap 
stories for 165,000 amateur 
baseball and softball teams. 
Affinity Sports will provide 
key services to various youth 
sports governing bodies and 
large-scale organizations. “Our 
aspiration is to become the 
hub of youth sports for kids, 
parents, coaches and league 
officials, making this platform 
the authentic resource for all 
the needs in team sports,” 
CEO Ed Stack says.

In a major partnership 
late last year, Dick’s Team 
Sports HQ became the official 
Technology Provider for Little 
League Baseball and Softball, 
the world’s largest youth base-
ball and softball organization. 
The deal calls for Dick’s to be 
the recommended technology 
provider to Little League’s 2.4 
million participants and more 
than one million coaches, 
officials and administrators.

Same-store sales are 
expected to increase three to 
four percent in the first quarter 
of 2017, compared to a 0.5 
percent increase in the first 
quarter of 2016. It expects 
to open 16 Dick’s Sporting 
Goods stores, relocate two 
Dick’s Sporting Goods stores, 
and open two new Field & 
Stream stores and nine new 
Golf Galaxy stores during the 
first quarter. These open-
ings include former TSA and 
Golfsmith stores. 

“As this industry 
consolidates, we 
think that we are best 
positioned to pick up 
the lion’s portion of 
the market share.” 
ED STACK, CEO

http://www.sportsinsightmag.com
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Dick’s Sporting Goods

of displaced TSA, Sport Chalet and 

Golfsmith customers,” says Stack. “We 

acquired their best store locations, cus-

tomer information and transaction details 

at the SKU level.” 

Stack points out that new store growth 

will center on new and underpenetrated 

markets, which were historically served 

by TSA and Sports Chalet. 

“We know there’s a lot of whitespace,” 

Stack says. “From a real estate standpoint, 

that’s where we’re focused on — where 

Sports Authority exited and then there 

is nobody there.”

That includes many under-penetrated 

areas, with Stack pointing out that Dick’s 

is not as strong as he would like it to 

be in California, with only a “handful” 

in the Bay Area. It also only has a few 

stores in Miami and Southern Florida 

overall and none in the five boroughs of 

New York City. (Interestingly, one of the 

leases Dick’s chose not to assume was 

TSA’s midtown Manhattan store, which 

was then scooped up by regional rival 

Modell’s Sporting Goods.) 

Stack, however, told analysts the com-

pany will be “patient” with its expansion 

push, since more major retailers are 

rumored to be closing and possibly pre-

senting some real estate opportunities.

This year Stack expects to open 43 Dick’s 

stores, primarily located in California, 

Florida, Texas and the Pacific Northwest, 

and relocate seven. Nineteen of these are 

former TSA stores that will reopen as a 

Dick’s store during the first half of the year.

Less heralded were the purchase of the 

assets of bankrupt Texas-based Golfsmith 

International Holdings, including its 

intellectual property and the rights to 

acquire 30 store leases for $43 million. 

The purchase price reportedly included 

$32 million in inventory.

“The deal was structured with maxi-

mum flexibility where we have the right 

to retain or reject any or all of the leases,” 

Stack says. 

Stack said Dick’s remains committed to 

the beleaguered golf category. The 30 new 

Golfsmith stores increase its exposure to 

the category significantly when combined 

with more than 70 Golf Galaxy stores. 

“It’s still a very important business to 

us and a very profitable business,” he says, 

stressing that Dick’s  took Golfsmith’s 30 

best stores. “These are very, very profitable 

stores, they are their very best assets.”

Dick’s didn’t just grow by buying up the 

competition in 2016 and no where did it 

make a bigger splash than in Houston, 

right in the middle of rival Academy 

Sports + Outdoors home turf. In what 

was the largest grand opening in company 

history, a total of 10 locations opened on 

the same day in October in a market in 

which it previously had zero presence.

The Houston openings included six 

Dick’s Sporting Goods stores, two Field & 

Stream and two Golf Galaxy stores. Two 

of the units have a Dick’s, Field & Stream 

and Golf Galaxy all under one roof.

 “We’re very pleased with the Houston 

opening,” Stack says. “It was the biggest 

grand opening in our company’s history, 

not only from the number of stores, but 

just the total sales volume we did. 

“The Houston market has embraced us,” 

he adds. “We provide a different shopping 

experience than what is down there on a 

competitive standpoint today.”

And there is certainly more to come 

in the Lone Star State, if you listen to 

Stack. “We’ve only got six Dick’s stores 

in Houston. Opening in new or very 

underpenetrated markets is our plan 

going forward.”

Not-So-Special Specialty
The results are mixed on Dick’s forays 

into its other specialty retail markets, 

namely outdoor and running — as well 

as its in-store house brands. 

Its Field & Stream concept appears 

to be maintaining some momentum, 

particularly when paired with Dick’s and 

Golf Galaxy stores as was done in two of 

the Houston openings. 

It expects to open eight Field & Stream 

stores this year. All of them will be in the 

combo store format.

“We’re pleased with the performance 

of [Field & Stream] stores and from a 

profitability standpoint, better than the 

last year,” Stack says, admitting that they 

remain a bit too reliant on Mother Nature. 

“It’s a bit of a weather story associated 

with the apparel and boot categories in 

Field & Stream. But bottom line is we’re 

pleased with what’s going on with Field 

& Stream.”

Running specialty is not faring as well, 

as news came out early this year that 

True Runner, its run specialty concept, 

had closed its stores in St. Louis and the 

Shadyside section of Pittsburgh. One 

location continues to operate in Chestnut 

Hill, MA. Dick’s opened the concept in 

May 2012 with the Shadyside location.

On the merchandising front at both 

its new and existing stores, Dick’s has 

sought to take advantage of a lean towards 

sports fashion, with plans to continue 

to expand its casual sportswear lines. 

Among the winners is Adidas, which 

rebounded in the past year, and Dick’s 

own proprietary athleisure line, Calia by 

Carrie Underwood. The success of that 

line has created a blueprint the chain plans 

to follow with other private label lines, 

including one it inherited from TSA in 

the alpine category.

“We remain extremely enthusiastic 

about Calia, which has risen to become 

our third largest women’s brand in less 

than two years,” says Stack, who hinted 

that the chain will be launching two new 

brands this spring and he expects its pri-

vate brand business to reach approximately 

$1 billion in sales this year. 

Dick’s has also upped its footwear game 

significantly. It is driving store productivity 

through its premium full-service footwear 

decks, which encompass a best-in-class 

merchandise presentation, elevated ser-

vice levels and a broader assortment. At 

the end of the year it had 184 premium 

full-service footwear decks and it plans to 

add 50 additional decks in 2017, primarily 

within its new Dick’s stores. 

There will reportedly be a much bigger 

Adidas presence in the footwear decks, 

along with some new concepts from 

Nike. 
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The outdoor market will be serviced by both 
Dick’s Sporting Goods and its sister Field & 
Stream stores.

“We’re very agnostic 
as to where they shop, 
we just want to make 
sure they shop with 
us, whether it be in the 
store or online.”
ED STACK, CEO
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Dunham’s Sports 

You continue to grow your retail foot-
print. What makes you buck the trend?
Meehan: Yes, we probably lost about 500 

stores last year, with the closing of Sports 

Authority, Sport Chalet, City Sports and 

others. Remember, though, that Dick’s 

intends to open 40-50 stores, and Academy 

is right behind them. There’s still a place 

for brick-and-mortar. We provide the best 

value for our customers in those tertiary 

markets where you often won’t find a 

big-box store. We are in some towns that 

most people never heard of, places where 

it’s a long haul between stores. Before we 

opened, those customers often had to drive 

an hour or more to find everything they 

wanted under one roof. The consolidation 

in retail also presents opportunities. The 

closing of Kmart, Sears, Macy’s and other 

large retailers often can be opportunistic 

both with the real estate and with an 

underserved customer base.

Could you please recap your main 
initiatives in 2016?
Meehan: We opened or expanded 13 loca-

tions including two new states: Oklahoma 

and Kansas. 

Oehler: We saw strong growth in Yeti 

cooler and camping accessories. Boating 

continues to be a bright spot, with strength 

in fishing kayaks assisting the growth. The 

hunting category continues to be volatile 

with significant growth in gun safes. 

You’ve moved into some new terri-
tories. What prompted this territory 
expansion?
Meehan: Our expansion into Kansas and 

Oklahoma is driven by strong organic 

demand for big names and value pricing. 

In addition, key retail big-box closures are 

providing attractive in-place opportunities 

for further expansion. We will continue 

to pursue opportunities in new contig-

uous markets while backfilling into our 

existing footprint. We have a dozen or so 

opportunities this year, with six already 

in the works. We will open our first store 

in North Dakota. We are targeting June 

or July to open this store in Jamestown. 

Plus, we will backfill territories with loca-

tions in Warren, PA, Millington, TN, Big 

Rapids, MI, and LaGrange, GA. We are 

negotiating for another half dozen sites 

so we should end the year with nine to 

10 new stores.

Why were some of your store closings 
necessary? 
Meehan: Our leases were up in both stores. 

The competitive landscape required us to 

Midwestern 
Values 

and Value
Big names and low prices still 

count for something in the Heartland.

The 411 

228 Stores: 21 states

Headquarters: Troy, MI

Website: dunhamssports.com

2016 Sales: $500–$750 million (range given by company executives)
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T
he Heartland’s largest chain survives and thrives with “big stores, big names, 

low prices.”

Deeply rooted in the Upper Midwest, Dunham’s Sports continues its march 

westward, eastward, north and south. It bills itself as the nation’s biggest sport-

ing goods chain in the Midwest, but now its tentacles are expanding while remaining 

focused on the Heartland. 

Yes, it believes in the need for retail storefronts, serving primarily secondary markets 

in places such as Statesboro, GA, Shawano, WI, Ft. Payne, AL, and Yankton, SD. It 

finds those underserved communities where customers used to have to drive an hour 

or so to shop. Now its extensive selection of all things sporting goods and beyond 

– such as hoverboards and drones, foosball and air hockey tables, even go-carts – is 

right down the road.

And whether filling in existing territories or opening up new markets, those com-

munities can’t miss a Dunham’s. The stores are big, at least 40,000-square feet and even 

up to 100,000-square feet. All the better to carry all the footwear and apparel, fishing 

gear and guns, golf and athletic equipment, and even some golf carts. 

Last year alone, Dunham’s moved into nine new communities, including extend-

ing its reach into Kansas and Oklahoma. Another five towns got a taste of the bigger 

Dunham’s.

The death of retail is exaggerated in Dunham’s world as it continues to expand. Don’t 

be confused, though. Its veteran team of retail executives has its eyes wide open as the 

chain implements a strategy to keep customers engaged through social media while 

continuing to plan for e-commerce — someday.

Sports Insight spoke with three of those sporting goods retail gurus on Dunham’s 

brick-and-mortar initiatives, industry outlook and insights, and, yes, its omni-channel 

perspective: Ken Meehan, president; John Oehler, SVP–merchandising; and Al Blazek, 

VP–omni-channel, marketing and advertising. 
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pursue other alternatives, but we continue 

to analyze opportunities in these markets 

for future development. In Muncie, we 

had a lease that was up and the space was 

too small. We looked for another space 

and found one. The landlord eventually 

decided to convert that space to a drug 

store. We didn’t leave because of the Dick’s 

that entered Muncie; we believe that city 

can support more than one large store. 

We are still looking for a suitable space, 

but it has to be the right opportunity.

What are your key challenges and 
opportunities?
Oehler: The volatility of the hunting and 

shooting sports market continues to be a 

challenge in 2017. Some of that is driven 

by the changing political environment 

coupled with uncertain customer demand. 

There’s good underlying demand in hunt-

ing and shooting sports, but the fear of 

gun control has subsided. There are also 

challenges around major brands’ attempts 

to recover from last year’s promotionally 

driven environment and fast-changing 

fashion trend shifts. 

Any other areas?
Oehler: Opportunity abounds in three key 

areas: athletic footwear, outdoor camping 

and electronics. We’ve increased our 

investment in casual footwear, and related 

value product should drive growth in 2017. 

There’s a lot strength in brands – Nike, 

Under Armour, Adidas – and we added 

Skechers, which has done quite well. 

The outdoor camping business will be 

driven by continued strength in the Yeti 

brand and growth in the fishing kayak 

segment of our boat business. Electronics 

will continue to see strength as we add 

innovative new products.

What are your expectations in 2017?
Meehan: We forecast average comp 

growth in 2017 (in two to four percent 

range), driven by strength in camping 

and boating, a recovery in the golf busi-

ness and improvement in the fashion 

offerings from the major footwear and 

apparel brands, along with a more-ro-

bust electronics offering. The reaction 

of our hunting and shooting customers 

to the new political environment will 

determine the strength or weakness 

of the category. We say average since 

any one year is volatile. Sometimes 

the stars align such as in 2010. We’ve 

battled warm winters the past couple 

years. There will be challenges in certain 

areas such as hunting. Boating is still 

very strong. Skechers is exploding as is 

Adidas, and Nike and Under Armour are 

still growing, so it should be a solid year. 

What about e-commerce?
Blazek: We are in the process of rede-

signing our website to make it a more 

user-friendly online experience, substan-

tially increasing the number of products 

online and increasing the ease of nav-

igation for our traditional and mobile 

customers. It’s absolutely amazing how 

quickly customers have migrated from 

PCs to mobile devices over the past year. 

Coupled with this, we’ll be migrating to 

a new platform that will support a more 

robust e-commerce offering. We will 

also expand our vendor-to-customer 

e-commerce relationships as we develop 

the building blocks for long-term omni-

channel sales. 

What is the timing?
Blazek: For e-commerce, there’s no time-

table. We want to crawl, walk and run. We 

want our customers to be able to use all 

their devices. We want to be able to drop 

ship to customers. We are approaching 

online sales cautiously. We must make 

sure we have to right building blocks.  
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Foot Locker Group

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. 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, 

Big Foot on 
the March

New flagship stores in New York City help the  
footwear giant lead the way in 2017.

The 411 

Stores: 3363 stores throughout the world, including: 971 U.S. Foot Lockers;  

156 Lady Foot Lockers; 30 SIX:02 stores; 268 Footaction stores and 550 Champs stores. 

Headquarters: New York, NY

Website: footlocker-inc.com

2016 Sales: $7.7 Billion
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Foot Locker Group

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 
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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.

Inside the Times Square flagship, left to right: 
Nike, House of Hoops, Nastia Liukin at SIX:02, 
SIX:02 Times Square, Kid’s Foot Locker Fly Zone, 
Dick Johnson and staffer.

POWER POINTS

The athletic specialty behemoth, 
intent on intensifying its immersion in 
sneaker culture no matter where in 
the world, the style classification or 
the gender wearing it, is also defying 
the odds with U.S. traffic trends and 
average selling prices. Both were 
higher in the fourth quarter for Foot 
Locker as it reported a 20 per-
cent increase in profitability on 5.3 
percent top line growth and a five 
percent comparable store sales 
increase. Sales of men’s and kids’ 
shoes rose mid-single digits, but 
were up in the teens for women, 
led by the suede and Creeper of-
ferings from Puma and Superstars 
from Adidas.
 
For the fiscal year ended January 
28, FL profits soared 23 percent to 
$664 million on five percent reve-
nue expansion to more than $7.7 
billion on strong results from its core 
Foot Locker U.S., Footaction and 
Champs units and lifestyle running 
offerings from Adidas and Nike. 
Basketball, led by Jordan and the 
Superstar, posted modest growth 
in Q4 and FY16. Adidas and Puma 

dominated the Classics, although 
the Nike brand had some success.
 
Wall Street liked what it heard.  
FL shares soared more than 9.3 per-
cent following the release of its most 
recent numbers to more than $75 a 
share despite senior management’s 
admission that “first quarter results 
will be a bit more challenging,” in 
part due to late tax refund checks 
to sneaker-hungry consumers. Foot 
Locker is projecting double-dig-
it profitability growth this year on 
mid-single digit revenue expansion.
 
Foot Locker will invest more in 
technology and customer experi-
ences this year, including more store 
remodels across its fleet of banners, 
as it continues “cultivating sneaker 
culture” in major international mar-
kets (Chicago, Los Angeles, Toronto 
and Melbourne) and works to further 
expand its stake in women’s, kids’ and 
digital. Tech outlays will include funds 
for a new global e-commerce plat-
form, a new generation sales system 
later in the year and a merchandise 
allocation system with order planning 

capability that Foot Locker believes will 
help it better manage markdowns.
 
SIX:02, which led all banners in 
comp store growth percentage in 
2016 that was fueled by double-digit 
growth in lifestyle footwear and ap-
parel from Puma, Adidas and Nike, 
opened its second New York City 
location inside Foot Locker’s Times 
Square store and a Los Angeles 
flagship later this year. Kids Foot 
Locker, which must contend with 
limited size runs of popular adult 
style takedowns, suffered a low-sin-
gle digit comp decline in the fourth 
quarter but still generated a low-sin-
gle sales increase for the FY as 21 
new doors were opened. Meanwhile, 
the banner’s footprint grew to 41 
internationally.
 
For the first time, Foot Locker’s 
annual Direct-to-Consumer business 
topped the $1 billion mark in FY16. It 
accounted for 13.2 percent of overall 
revenues to an implied $1025.1 mil-
lion, up nine percent year-over-year 
from 12.7 percent of all revenues in 
FY15.  
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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 said 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 on-hand 

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.” 
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Hibbett Sports

W 
hen Hibbett announced 

this month that its full-year 

sales numbers weren’t up 

to its impressive levels of 

the past, it came as no shock. The engine 

that had produced stellar results for so 

many years seemed to be stalling. But the 

company continues to rev up that engine 

as it plows ahead with its store expansion 

plans and its ambitious effort to beef up 

its omni-channel presence. 

Net sales for the 52-week period ended 

January 28 did increase 3.2 percent to 

$973.0 million, compared with $943.1 

million  for the previous year Comparable 

store sales increased 0.2 percent.

But gross profit was 34.8 percent of net 

sales, compared with 35.3 percent, and 

net income was $61.1 million, compared 

with $70.5 million for fiscal 2016.

In the fourth quarter, sales increased 0.5 

percent to $246.9 million, but comparable 

store sales decreased 2.2 percent.

“Results did not meet our expectations 

for the quarter, although we were pleased 

with continued strength in our footwear 

business,” Jeff Rosenthal, president and 

CEO, says. “The decline in comparable 

store sales was driven mainly by softer 

sales in apparel and equipment. Licensed 

products accounted for much of the weak-

ness in apparel, while equipment was 

negatively impacted by weakness in team 

sports, fitness and accessories.” 

Despite such a glum report, Hibbett 

refuses to budge much from its long-term 

strategy of expansion into small towns 

across America. With more than 1000 

of them – and counting – it remains a 

powerful force in sports retailing in 2017, 

despite those weak numbers.

That plan includes its ongoing march 

into a larger omni-channel presence and 

eventually e-commerce. Concurrently, 

store expansion continues to roll out 

as it expands in existing states and now 

reaches the West Coast.

Tops on the list is a concerted effort to 

maximize sales through several phases 

of its store-to-home and e-commerce 

initiatives. The chain is investing heavily 

in these arenas. 

Last year, the company set the base for 

its new POS system, Rosenthal tells Sports 
Insight. If a customer can’t find a shoe in 

the right size or color, the system locates 

Small Town, 
Big Time

Hibbett is adding e-commerce  
 to go along with its more than 1000 stores.

The 411 

1078 Stores: 35 States

Headquarters: Birmingham, AL

Website: hibbett.com

Fiscal 2017 Sales: $973.0 million
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The company 
continues to rev up 
that engine as it plows 
ahead with its store 
expansion plans.
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Hibbett Sports

it at another store or from its massive 

distribution center. All stores should have 

the system in place by the end of April and 

the ability to share inventory.

“In the past it was so cumbersome to 

call another store,” Rosenthal says. “We 

found that we were losing some customers 

who couldn’t get what they wanted. Now 

our store employees can look up available 

inventory at other stores on the register or 

on tablets. This has helped and will help 

us get those customers back.”

And Hibbett will take this a step farther. 

That size 10 Nike Zoom LeBron Soldier 

in black/royal blue/black not on the shelf 

can be found and shipped directly to the 

customer’s home. 

Next up: e-commerce. The final phase 

will be giving customers the ability to 

buy Hibbett’s premium brands online. 

Rosenthal expects that to happen sometime 

during the second half of its fiscal 2018.

A digital team led by Bill Quinn, hired 

last February, continues to work on the 

front end of e-commerce. With a staff of 

nearly 20 in-house, including marketing 

personnel, Quinn and company are also 

integrating the site with other Hibbett 

systems. Additionally, Hibbett is working 

with a number of outside providers to 

push into cyberspace. 

“We have to have a site that seems like 

we have done it forever,” Rosenthal says. 

While late to the game, Rosenthal says 

the opportunity is there to learn from 

and avoid the mistakes of other retailers. 

“We have the opportunity to do a lot of 

things up front. We will have more bells 

and whistles than many. We want to do 

it right from the beginning. That’s a big 

advantage even though we may be late 

to the game.” 

Time will tell what those bells and 

whistles will offer customers. Rosenthal 

only says that e-commerce opens up an 

expanded assortment. “Our stores are only 

5000-square feet so you can’t carry every 

shoe in every color. E-commerce will give 

us this opportunity.”

Hibbett may add some categories but 

don’t expect it to stray too far from its 

premium focus, Rosenthal says. “We will 

stay true to who we are,” Rosenthal notes.

Such a push into the digital world has 

been a challenge but Rosenthal is optimistic 

the investment will pay off in results. 

“We didn’t have a digital presence, but 

we see the light at the end of the tunnel. 

Customers want to shop any way they 

want, whether that’s in-store or online. It’s 

a strategic advantage in small markets with 

a store presence and online. I expect our 

e-commerce to drive traffic to our stores.”

Retail Expansion Out West
And don’t count out Hibbett as the small 

town hero that sprouts up in strip malls 

next to a Walmart. It continues to grow its 

chain in those small to mid-sized markets.

Its ability to open stores remains a key 

driver of its overall sales growth. It cele-

brated its 1000th location on May 1, 2015, 

when it opened in Sealy, TX. Its latest drive 

now finds it planting flags on the West 

Coast, starting with its first store in Hemet, 

CA, opened last October. Two more have 

since followed in El Centro and Indio. 

“We have a few more on the books,” 

Rosenthal says of its launch into California. 

“We are very satisfied with the results. 

There’s a huge opportunity out there and 

we are hitting our expectations. It has the 

potential to be one of our biggest states.”. 

He’s not worried about bumping heads, 

either, with Big 5, which has its largest 

presence in the Golden State. “We are 

more premium than Big 5” in Hibbett’s 

core footwear and soft goods categories.

As it moves forward, Rosenthal says it 

may slow its retail store growth to focus 

on its omni-channel efforts. But that’s not 

written in stone, either.

“We will continue to do what we’ve done. 

California is a big opportunity. This year, 

the main objective is digital. We may be 

more cautious. We still see 1500 stores over 

the near future. It flexes. We don’t have a 

governor on expansion. It simply has to 

be a good quality location.”

That means going where other retailers 

ignore.  

“Our model is going where people aren’t. 

We also look at rates of return. Some of 

those towns, you have to drive an hour to 

get what we have. The competition in many 

of these towns may be a team dealer, so 

you often can’t get what we have,” he adds. 

The next 12 months will continue to test 

Hibbett’s game. But his team is ready for 

the challenge. “It will be challenging until 

we get digital up. We have the opportunity 

to have a good year with store-to-store, 

ship-to-home and then digital.” 
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“We will continue 
to do what we’ve 
done. California is 
a big opportunity. 
This year, the main 
objective is digital.” 
JEFF ROSENTHAL, CEO 

With more than 1000 stores in small towns 
across America, Hibbett looks to grow 
through even more locations as well as 
e-commerce.

POWER POINTS

Industry consolidation with 
the closing of Sports Authority, 
Sport Chalet and City Sports 
didn’t have much impact on 
Hibbett. “We didn’t compete 
that much with these folks,” 
Jeff Rosenthal says. But it 
has helped clean up a glut of 
inventory and opened some 
opportunities in real estate, with 
more to come with the closing of 
MC Sports. The biggest boost 
to Hibbett: “We became more 
important to major suppliers to 
make up for those lost sales.”

Hibbett plans for 50 to 60 
new store openings with 25 to 
35 store closures in 2017.

Hibbett wants to up its loyalty 
game. In February, the chain 
announced a partnership with 
Baesman Insights & Marketing 
as its Lead Loyalty Agency. 
Baesman now works with 
Hibbett to oversee customer 
data analysis and loyalty 
strategy, as well as direct and 
email marketing strategy. 

Always known for keeping 
a tight clamp on expenses, 
Hibbett began installing high-
efficiency LED lighting in its 
stores last November. Revolution 
Lighting Technologies was 
awarded the project, which 
includes installing 73,000 LED 
tubes within 300 Hibbett stores. 
The lighting was first installed 
at a Hibbett store in Florida 
that successfully demonstrated 
the linear tube technology’s 
capability to improve energy 
efficiency by 67 percent over 
existing fluorescent lighting.
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Modell’s Sporting Goods

M
itchell Modell was tempted 

to go big, but in the end he 

decided to stay small(ish). 

That was probably a good 

move for the privately owned retailer.

In a tumultuous year in sporting goods 

retail, Modell’s Sporting Goods had the 

chance to move into the bigger time 

when a bunch of Sports Authority stores 

suddenly became available. There were 

numerous reports that the New York-

based chain was even in discussions 

to partner with British retailer Sports 

Direct for a deal to buy as many as 200 

stores of the bankrupt retailer.

Tempting, yes, but in the end appar-

ently not the right move at the right 

price for one of the savvier retailers in 

sporting goods. 

Rather, Modell’s opted to simply 

take over one former Sports Authority 

location in midtown Manhattan and 

use it to solidify its position in its core 

New York market. With the move, the 

21,000-square-foot TSA site at 845 Third 

Ave. instantly became its flagship store 

in its home market. (Modell’s was forced 

to move out of its former flagship loca-

tion on 42nd Street in Manhattan a year 

earlier when the developer decided to 

knock it down.)

The TSA Manhattan site became 

available after Dick’s Sporting Goods 

decided not to include it in the pile of 

TSA stores it acquired. That left a golden 

opportunity for Modell’s to gain a prime 

location in a shopping hub.

“We received a call from Bill Rudin, 

owner of the building, who contacted 

us as soon as he received notice from 

Dick’s that they would pass on that 

location,” says Modell. “We did the deal 

on the phone in October, we signed two 

weeks later and opened the store Black 

Friday weekend.”

Modell was no doubt tempted to 

go after more vacant Sports Authority 

locations, but realized they didn’t quite 

fit the Modell’s model.

“The reason for only one store is 

because our footprint is about 15,000-

square feet and the TSA stores are 

usually around 40,000-square feet,” he 

says, although he wouldn’t close the door 

on future moves. “If down the road the 

landlord splits the stores up, we would 

then look at it location by location.”

Making the rapid move – from an 

Modell’s stays conservative with its expansion plans.
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early October deal to a Black Friday 

opening – possible was a recently 

completed renovation of the space by 

Sports Authority. The shop carries what 

Modell terms an “elevated assortment” 

of product from key athletic brands, 

who Modell praised for working on 

the abbreviated timeline to get the store 

special merchandise.

To pull off the openings, Modell’s 

added more than 120 associates. “We 

put seasoned people in the new stores 

and kept the newer people in the 

older stores,” Modell says. “It’s a much 

smoother transition.” 

And while “early indications for the 

stores are very strong,” Modell says, 

getting four stores ready to open wasn’t 

simple, labeling it “pretty taxing to the 

organization.” But, he notes, “if not, you 

have to wait until Spring and that’s not 

part of our M.O.” 

The opening of the new flagship was 

part of an aggressive expansion as 2016 

came to a close, with the chain open-

ing that location and the three others 

around New York City in the 10 days 

before Thanksgiving. In total, Modell’s 

added eight stores in 2016, including two 

former City Sports stores on Boylston 

Street in Boston and Walnut Street in 

Philadelphia.

The chain also opened doors in 

Bloomfield, NJ, Cherry Hill, NJ, and 

Brooklyn, NY. (The new Cherry Hill 

store replaced an existing store in 

the town.) The retailer now operates 

166 locations, from New England to 

Washington D.C. 

Modell is bullish in 2017 as the market 

resets after The Sports Authority’ prod-

uct liquidation and store closures. Those 

closings hurt, but could have been a lot 

worse, he says, and now most of the 

damage is behind it.

“Since the stores did the Going Out 

of Business sales in June and July, we 

were affected primarily in the BTS cat-

egories — soccer, football and cleats,” 

he reports. “But Spring is a huge oppor-

tunity because the goods have been 

flushed out and they didn’t get in any 

of the Fall and Winter goods, so we’re 

seeing a pop in Winter goods like fleece 

and outerwear.” 

Modell’s will be moving to a full-ser-

vice footwear model in the new year, 

removing the footwear bunkers from 

the floor, giving the staff additional 

training and “getting a better assortment 

into the doors.” 

“We will continue to elevate our 

assortments in the brands, especially 

in the areas where Sports Authority 

has vacated,” he adds.

Modell’s continues to invest in its 

omni-channel effort. Modell says the 

goal remains to achieve 10 percent of 

sales through e-commerce.

That growth would follow the very 

straightforward path it has followed in 

its omni-channel progression since 2012 

when it launched Modells.com. In 2013 

it integrated a warehouse management 

system and implemented ship-from-

stores, along with a “save the sale” 

program fueled by tablets to its stores. 

In 2014 it launched “Drop Ship” from 

its vendors and created the endless aisle 

with zero inventory risk to Modell’s, 

which helped e-com sales increase by 

90 percent in 2015. 

“E-commerce is a major focus for 

the company and is totally integrated 

into our brick-and-mortar strategy,” 

Modell says. 

POWER POINTS

Modell’s has hired a VP of 
Visual who has been charged 
with elevating the experience, 
look and feel of its stores. It 
just finished remodeling its Bay 
Parkway store in Brooklyn, as 
well as Annapolis in Maryland 
and Cottman and Clifton Heights 
in Philadelphia.

One of the stores Modell’s 
recently closed was at the 
Century Shopping Center in 
West Springfield, MA, which 
shut its doors January 7. The 
20,000-square-foot store was its 
only area location, with the next 
nearest being Newington, CT, 
31 miles away. Other Massa-
chusetts locations are in Beverly, 
Boston, Brockton, Cambridge, 
Medford, Newton and Saugus. 
Modell’s opened in West Spring-
field in October 2006.

Modell’s got together with 
NBA star Metta World Peace for 
a bit of publicity early last fall, 
when the 16-year NBA veter-
an and New York native went 
undercover as an associate at 
its Times Square store, with a 
moniker of Panda (World Peace 
had referred to himself as “The 
Panda’s Friend” during his 
tenure playing in China). During 
his undercover stint, he actually 
managed to make his first career 
sale, selling a patriotic USA hat 
to a customer.

Modell’s operates in some 
of the most competitive re-
tail markets in the country. It 
competes with Dick’s Sporting 
Goods in New York, New Jersey, 
Washington D.C., Philadelphia, 
Connecticut, Virginia, Delaware 
and New England, where it also 
runs up against Olympia. 
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“Spring is a huge 
opportunity because 
the goods have 
been flushed out 
and they didn’t get 
in any of the Fall 
and Winter goods, 
so we’re seeing a 
pop in Winter goods 
like fleece and 
outerwear.” 
MITCHELL MODELL, CEO
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Olympia Sports

Nobody said retail would be 

easy.”

That’s sort of a mantra for 

Ed Manganello, president and the sec-

ond-generation family member to run 

the quiet Olympia Sports. He comes 

back to that thought often these days 

and he certainly got a taste of it this past 

holiday season when sales stumbled after 

Thanksgiving.

“Our business was strong going into 

Thanksgiving and five days before 

Christmas when retailers could no longer 

guarantee shipping. In between was 

tough since we did not have an online 

presence.”

All of that changed, though, in 

February, when Olympia launched its 

e-commerce platform, a process that 

started nearly a year-and-a-half ago. 

“We are very much looking forward 

to Holiday 2017,” says a determined 

Manganello.

Yes, the resilient yet often reticent 

retailer that first opened its doors back 

in 1975 knows it needs to change to 

meet its customers’ expectations. Besides 

e-commerce, Manganello and company 

also continue to up the chain’s retail 

game and customer engagement through 

social media.

“We continue to improve our social 

media presence,” he says. While he 

deferred on specifics of the strategy, he 

says that Olympia’s approach will be 

“innovative and not the same as what 

everybody else offers.” 

One indication was the chain’s heavy 

social media push after the Patriots 

Running 
On All 

Channels
Quiet retailer puts stakes in the ground and in cyberspace.

The 411 

225 Stores: 14 states

Headquarters: Westbrook, ME

Website: olympiasports.net

2016 Sales:  $189 million (estimated)
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“All I know is that 
Olympia has to keep 
improving – in product 
selection, presentation, 
telling brand stories – 
to keep the consumer 
engaged — online or 
at the store.” 
ED MANGANELLO, PRESIDENT 

http://www.olympiasports.net


historic comeback in Super Bowl LI. 

Fans were updated when stores would 

receive merchandise. Of course, some 

of its stores opened early to give local 

fans a shot at those hats, shirts and 

more to celebrate the Patriots’ historic 

comeback against the Falcons.

Manganello readily admits Olympia 

is “well behind the big boys” when it 

comes to an omni-channel presence. 

But rather than fear following in those 

footsteps, Manganello wants to make 

sure he not only catches up but gets – 

and stays – ahead of the pack in serving 

customers, whether in-store or online.

That’s why Olympia has made sure its 

e-commerce platform not only works, 

but exceeds expectations. The retailer 

engaged WebLinc, a commerce and 

operations management platform for 

fast-growing online retailers. WebLinc 

built the backbone and provides stra-

tegic direction. Built on a mobile 

platform, the site adjusts on any device 

to make it user friendly. Olympia is 

handling content internally, along with 

order fulfillment. 

But Olympia isn’t interested in 

knocking heads with discount-driven 

e-commerce sites. True to its brick-and-

mortar stores, customers are offered 

its premium brands but with the con-

venience of finding what they want, 

when they want it. 

“It’s an extension of our stores,” 

Manganello says of its e-commerce ini-

tiative. “It’s about premium brands. It’s 

about convenience. It’s about expanding 

the whole assortment so you can find 

the size and color of a shoe or the fleece 

hoodie you want. Customers now have 

access to the wide variety of products 

we carry in our stores.”

Manganello adds that current plans 

don’t include straying too far from its 

heavy emphasis on footwear and apparel 

from the top-selling brands such as Nike, 

Under Armour and Adidas. But e-com-

merce certainly may someday allow it to 

go deeper into many other categories.

The drive to boost its online sales 

and customer engagement goes hand-

in-hand with its commitment to its 

retail base. In fact, Manganello sees 

the omni-channel effort as a way to 

further boost store traffic.

To do so, Olympia remains commit-

ted to finding locations in secondary 

markets, where small-town America is 

starving for those coveted Nike shoes, 

Under Armour performance gear or 

that Patriots locker room hat. It opened 

six new stores last year.

Still, the company isn’t afraid to walk 

away from underperformers. It closed 

more than a dozen stores over the past 

couple of years when leases ran out. 

This gave the chain an opportunity to 

strengthen its portfolio, Manganello 

notes, while investing in more profitable 

locations and its omni-channel strategy. 

Its relentless drive to serve its cus-

tomers includes its new store format 

that moves away from slatwall mer-

chandising to a flexible post system. 

“This allows our stores to merchandise 

footwear and apparel together when 

necessary and tells better brand stories.” 

Additionally, Olympia is expand-

ing its footwear space to 60 feet in 

all remodels and new doors. To date, 

roughly 15 percent of its store base 

has the new look, with the rollout 

proceeding on a brisk pace. 

“We want to tell those brand sto-

ries.” The results have been better than 

expected, Manganello notes, quickly 

adding that’s as much as he wanted 

to say. 

With the momentum of remodeled 

stores, e-commerce and customer 

engagement, Manganello expects this 

year to bear results. 

“We see sales improving immediately 

with our launch of e-commerce. We 

also believe the major adjustments 

that we’ve made in footwear will result 

in positive comps. And we are doing 

a much better job of providing the 

product that the consumer expects on 

a store level. We are diving in deep by 

store,” Manganello says.

As Olympia evolves with the times, 

some constants remain.

“All I know is that Olympia has to 

keep improving – in product selection, 

presentation, telling brand stories – to 

keep the consumer engaged — online 

or at the store,” he says. 

Plus, it remains committed to serving 

customers with premium products in 

those secondary markets. 

Most importantly, customer ser-

vice anchors as the chain’s hallmark, 

Manganello says. “Our employees will 

take back a treadmill if asked.” Why the 

big deal about that? “We haven’t carried 

treadmills in 15 years,” he points out. 

Yes, retail may not be easy, but such 

a focus on customers never goes out 

of style whether it’s on the retail floor, 

shopping online, or following Olympia 

on Facebook and other social media 

channels. 

Olympia will bid farewell 
to CFO John Lesniak, who 
is retiring after helping grow 
the chain for more than three 
decades. Lesniak became part 
of the family during his long 
tenure, so Manganello says 
it’s tough to see him leave. 
Fortunately, he’s agreed to stay 
on as long as needed to help 
with the transition. Olympia 
has hired Barry Saunders to fill 
Lesniak’s role in managing the 
company’s finances. Saunders 
is no stranger to the sporting 
goods arena. He has held 
financial roles at Cole Haan, 
Bass Shoes, Burton Snow-
boards and most recently at 
Bite Tech (provider of Under 
Armour’s mouthwear).

The Olympia Foundation  
has outfitted individuals and 
families in need of assistance 
since it was established in 
2000 on the chain’s 25th an-
niversary. To date, the Foun-
dation’s Clothing Bank has 
provided clothing to more than 
40,000 people.

Last September,  
Olympia Sports opened a 
15,000-square-foot store in 
Patriot Place, more than three 
times larger than its typical 
store. The new space in Fox-
borough, MA, includes an Un-
der Armour Brand Experience 
with more than 8000-square 
feet dedicated to the brand.

Olympia Sports keeps 
connected to the communities 
it serves. Families are invited 
to share photos of their “Star 
Players” in action. The photos 
are posted as trading cards 
on the website and even used 
in its ads and social media 
promotions.

“We see sales 
improving 
immediately with 
our launch of 
e-commerce. We 
also believe the 
major adjustments 
that we’ve made in 
footwear will result in 
positive comps.”
ED MANGANELLO, PRESIDENT 
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REI

S 
ay you are out hiking in the mountains some-

where, ready for a day of adventure. Things are 

going pretty well, but then you come to a fork 

in the path — to the left is the predictable route 

that will take you back to where you came from; the other, 

heads off into the unknown, where you can’t be sure what 

awaits you around the corner.

Which way do you turn?
The same decision has to be made by the most powerful 

outdoor specialty retailer in America, as REI wrestles with 

a co-op formula that has proved so successful that it risks 

moving away from its heritage. Does it take the familiar 

path followed by other large retailers, knowing that its 

past growth can be sustained by doing much the same 

thing it has done in the past? Or does it opt for the road 

less-traveled, striving to maintain its mountaineering roots 

as it climbs past the $2 billion mark in annual revenues.

Well, if you are Jerry Stritzke, REI president and CEO, 

perhaps there is a way to follow both paths.

Much of its effort in 2017 is being directed to its online 

presence to serve its tech-savvy customer base, but brick-

and-mortar remains at the core. With nearly 150 locations 

around the country – and a concerted effort to fill in where 

its co-op membership lives – REI certainly is the power in 

the volatile outdoor specialty retail space in 2017.

No where is that retail effort more on display than at its 

latest high-profile opening last fall at the site of historic 

Washington Coliseum in Washington, D.C., a few blocks 

from the Capitol – a location some view as a bit ironic 

for a retailer in an industry often at odds with the new 

administration in town.

The 51,000-square foot space occupies the first floor of 

the venue that is also known as the Uline Arena. While the 

product assortment mirrors that of other urban-based REI 

stores across the country, the new location is indicative 

of an even more modern take on retailing — marrying 

local culture with high-tech flourishes.

“In this store, you are really in store for an incredible 

experience,” Becky Smith, GM for the D.C. flagship, said 

at the opening in October. “There are … brands you 

haven’t seen before in any of your other stores. We have 

a curated assortment.”

In keeping with its local ties, the store contains a number 

of reminders of the historic events that have been held 

there, including old basketball flooring and stadium 

seating that occupy the space of a wall inside the store. 

Posters from musical events that rocked the building and 

neighborhood are plastered on walls and pillars. There is 

an outdoor courtyard that also showcases the structure 

of the facility. The store also includes a 1052-square-foot 

La Colombe café; an Adventure Station offered in part-

nership with the National Park Service; and bike, ski and 

snowboard shop services that cater to the District’s cycling 

and snow sports assembly and repair needs.

The Washington D.C. opening was only one of a number 

Following  
Its Own  

Path
REI holds the power in the Great  

Outdoors with its co-op structure.

The 411 

147 Stores: 36 States

Headquarters: Seattle, WA

Website: REI.com 

2016 Sales: $2.56 billion
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POWER POINTS

REI

of retail efforts that made the co-op even 

more powerful through the past 12 months, 

supporting Stritzke’s efforts to expand 

beyond its traditional base in the west. 

The new brick-and-mortar stores are just 

one aspect of REI’s unique co-op model. 

A changing retail and outdoor customer 

landscape has posed equally unique chal-

lenges to REI leadership.

“The co-op is passed from one gen-

eration of stewards to the next. Each 

generation is connected by a deep love 

of being in places full of life and wonder,” 

Stritzke wrote in his message to REI 

co-op members last year. “That’s what it 

means to steward the oldest and largest 

outdoor co-op.” 

That said, REI needs to move with the 

times in order to maintain this heritage 

and commitment to outdoor steward-

ship — and to make money. “When REI 

is doing well, we can do more for the 

outdoor community,” Stritzke adds. “As 

REI grows profitably, we can invest more 

in our people, in our members and in our 

nonprofit partners.”

The 2016 Stewardship Report details 

that annual revenues reached $2.56 billion 

in 2016, a 5.5 percent increase from $2.42 

billion in 2015. Comparable store sales, 

which include direct-to-consumer sales, 

were up nearly four percent and digital 

sales grew by nearly 18 percent. The co-op 

invested a record $9.3 million in nonprofit 

partners in 2016 and opened the country’s 

most sustainable distribution center. 

And, in a line item you won’t find in 

many corporate reports, since 2008 REI’s 

demand for energy from the grid has grown 

only four percent while sales have grown 

78 percent. It gives back nearly 70 percent 

of its profits to the outdoor community.

The co-op, powerful in its uniqueness, is 

by most accounts doing well. Its six million 

members received a record $193.7 million 

in annual dividends and credit card rebates. 

REI shared $57 million with employees 

through retirement and incentive program 

contributions, and the co-op’s record $9.3 

million investment in more than 300 non-

profit partners benefited more than 1000 

outdoor places across the country.

Internally, the spirit lives in the most 

basic of needs for a company — a place 

to work. In preparing for its future, REI 

is going all-out in the development of a 

new corporate headquarters that sends a 

pretty clear message about its values and 

priorities.

Just last fall, REI completed the details 

of the planned relocation by 2020 of its 

headquarters to a section of the Spring 

District in Bellevue, WA, that will, in the 

company’s own words, “create a hub that 

is accessible, sustainable and connected to 

the local outdoor community.” 

Launching REI Garage
A major step was taken late last year 

with the launch of REI Garage, which 

replaces REI Outlet as its primary off-price 

e-commerce site.

REI Garage is described as a digital store 

“that offers a unique shopping experience 

for best-in-class, off-price products hand-

picked by co-op experts.” In replacing REI 

Outlet, REI Garage features an assortment 

of only the top closeout products and 

brands already familiar to its members.

“The outlet space is way too compli-

cated and confusing right now and the 

shopping experience feels unnecessarily 

chaotic. It’s too hard for consumers to sort 

between genuine, first-rate products, and 

gear that was made specifically for the 

second-tier market,” points out Mark Seidl, 

REI’s divisional VP–digital retail and GM 

of REI Garage. “REI Garage is a complete 

rethink of this space.”

REI Garage offers products that share the 

same standard of quality as REI’s full-price 

business, with the only difference is that 

REI Garage products are closeout items. 

It also provides a distinct shopping expe-

rience designed for the off-price shopper, 

but still offers the convenience of a shared 

shopping cart with REI.com and returns 

in store. 
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REI is going all-out 
in the development 
of a new corporate 
headquarters.

REI prides itself on a connection to all things 
outdoors, from hiking to biking.

#OptOutside 2.0 brought more 
attention and good publicity 
to REI again last year. For the 
second straight year it closed 
all of its stores on the day after 
Thanksgiving. It also again paid 
employees for the day off in 
a campaign that encourages 
people to spend time outdoors.
REI worked with more than 
275 organizations from the 
nonprofit, private and public 
sectors, including the National 
Parks Service, to push the idea. 
More than 365 organizations 
and more than one million 
people joined REI in choosing 
to #OptOutside on Black 
Friday. The response more than 
doubled the number of partners 
involved in the inaugural effort 
in 2015,

Data shows that the day 
off at brick-and-mortar stores 
didn’t hurt its online sales. 
(Online shoppers could still put 
items in their cart, though no 
orders were processed that 
day.) According to data shared 
by SimilarWeb, REI saw a 36 
percent spike in online traffic on 
Black Friday. 

REI.com averaged 431,000 
daily visitors from January to 
October 2016. On Thanksgiving 
Day this year, the number was 
549,00, a 31 percent increase 
over last year’s holiday total of 
418,000.

On Black Friday, REI.com 
attracted 716,000 visitors, up 
36 percent over 2015’s total of 
525,000. And the traffic kept 
rolling all the way to Cyber 
Monday, where 1,019,000 
visitors bumped the site 35 
percent higher than 2015’s 
756,000 visitors.
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Scheels All Sports

S
ometimes even the biggest 

entertainers have to take some 

time off. Broadway shows go 

on hiatus, television shows air 

re-runs and athletes have their off-sea-

sons. Even the king of sporting goods 

retail-tainment takes a year off from 

opening any new mega-stores.

But that doesn’t mean Scheels All 

Sports just sat around in 2016 with its 

feet up eating fudge and riding on its 

Ferris wheels. Indeed, even though this 

power retailer did not actually open any 

new doors last year, it has been busy 

preparing for what promises to be an 

extremely busy late 2017.

The focus is the imminent opening of 

its massive 250,000-square-foot store in 

Johnstown, CO, which will become the 

chain’s second largest site behind the 

295,000-square-foot store in Nevada 

when its planned opening takes place 

in September.

The store will become the 27th store 

in the Scheels franchise and it will 

anchor an almost one million-square-

foot retail center called Johnstown Plaza.

The new store will employ 450 people, 

with 180 full-timers. And local pol-

iticians couldn’t be happier with the 

addition. “This is exactly the business 

we want in Johnstown, a shopping 

experience that will keep customers 

coming back for more,” says Johnstown 

mayor Mark Romanowski.

Chairman Ste ve  S cheel ,  the 

great-grandson of Scheels founder 

Frederick Scheel, couldn’t agree more. 

“The only problem I see is about half our 

company wants to move to Colorado,” 

he said during a groundbreaking cer-

emony at the site last year, when he 

labeled it a Disneyland experience, 

with all of its family-friendly features. 

Indeed, the Johnstown Scheels will 

house 95 different specialty shops within 

its confines that span the equivalent of 

more than four football fields. The store 

will be divided into a men’s side and a 

women’s side, Scheel said.

“If you can separate the women from 

the men, women will spend a lot more 

money,” Scheel said.

Go Bigger 
or 

Go Home
Scheels All Sports takes a breather 

before some major new store openings.

The 411 

26 Stores: 11 states  

Headquarters: Fargo, ND

Website: scheels.com

2016 Sales: Undisclosed (company is private) 
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“If you can 
separate the women 
from the men, 
women will spend 
a lot more money.”
STEVE SCHEEL, CHAIRMAN, SCHEELS
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THE FRESH FOAM ZANTE

Fast you can feel. With a sleek Fresh Foam 
midsole and speedy toe-off, the new Fresh 
Foam Zante lets you push your limits.



Scheels All Sports

With the “slow” 2016 in the rear 

view mirror, Scheels remains a 26-store 

operation located in 11 states: North 

Dakota, South Dakota, Minnesota, Iowa, 

Wisconsin, Illinois, Montana, Nebraska, 

Nevada, Kansas and Utah. Colorado will 

make it 27 stores in 12 states, and a 13th 

state is on the horizon.

Hard on the heels of the Johnstown 

opening is an even bigger project in the 

state where bigger is always better — 

Texas. It won’t open until 2020, but the 

store is already creating buzz in north 

Texas. It will be built in the The Colony’s 

Grandscape development and at 300,000-

square feet it will surpass the Nevada 

location as the largest sporting goods 

store in the country.

Of course, you need all of that room 

for the special attractions, which include 

a 16,000-gallon aquarium, 65-foot high 

operating Ferris Wheel, a wildlife moun-

tain and sports simulators. The store will 

also have a restaurant and fudge and 

gelato shops.

CEO Steve M. Scheel said the com-

pany has been scoping out Texas for 10 

years. The Colony store will be the biggest 

Scheels, he said, and construction will 

begin in 2018.

None other than Warren Buffett, CEO 

of Berkshire Hathaway, has good things to 

say about Scheels coming to Grandscape, 

which his company owns.

“This outfit is my kind of business 

with organic growth created by simply 

being the best retailer in their category,” 

Buffett said in a news release. “The Scheels 

experience will bring millions of visitors 

to Grandscape, furthering our vision of 

making this development one of the best 

in the United States.”

“(Participants in) youth sports and 

outdoors programs, those people are our 

people,” Scheel told the Dallas Business 
Journal. “And when there’s a strong kids’ 

market, there’s a strong adult market for 

(sports and outdoor products) as well.”

Scheel also said that its research has 

shown that its stores have some of the 

longer shopping times in retailing. 

“Customers will stay for one to two 

hours. The cafe helps us extend that expe-

rience,” he said. “We are also a family store 

and have something in the store for every 

member of the family. Not everyone wants 

to shop for the same amount of time, so 

we have offerings so some people can 

shop and others can be entertained for 

the same period.”

Scheel said his company will set itself 

apart from other sports and outdoors 

retailers such as Cabela’s and Bass Pro 

Shops with its entertainment offerings. 

Inside the mega store will be a restaurant, 

Ginna’s Cafe, serving soups and sand-

wiches, Starbucks drinks, 24 flavors of 

fudge and 18 flavors of gelato.

More Ongoing Investments
Also taking up Scheels’ attention this 

year is the ongoing $84 million invest-

ment in a new 220,000-square-foot store 

in Lincoln, NE, which is replacing an 

80,000-square-foot existing Scheels. The 

new store is modeled after the chain’s 

flagship store in Overland Park, KS, and 

of course includes all of the entertainment 

features. Construction began last fall and 

it is scheduled to open its doors in 2018.

The newest additions to the Scheels 

family are a Scheels All Sports store in 

Rochester’s Apache Mall in Minnesota. 

The two-story 144,000-square-foot store 

replaced a Sears location in the mall in 

2015. It is its fifth store in Minnesota.

Also in 2015, Scheels opened the 

220,000-square-foot store in Overland 

Park, KS, in the Corbin Park retail village. 

Like its other locations, the Kansas site 

– its first in the state – is a collection of 

entertainment venues. 
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With hundreds of thousands of square feet in 
each of its mega-stores, Scheels All Sports 
has something for all shoppers — including 
cyclists.

POWER POINTS

Even with its focus on 
creating a retail and 
entertainment experience 
for its brick-and-mortar 
shoppers, Scheels does 
e-commerce right and has a 
solid omni-channel strategy 
in place. An extremely active 
social media presence 
boasts 966,099 followers 
of its Facebook page and 
23,804 followers on Twitter. 

The Scheels store in the 
Coral Ridge Mall in Coralville, 
IA, was once again voted the 
Best Sports/Outdoor Store by 
the Iowa City Press Citizen. It 
was praised for its “clothing, 
shoes and equipment to 
meet the needs of any sports 
enthusiast … and a haven for 
hunters and fishermen, plus 
items to help Hawkeye (and 
Cyclone and Panther!) fans 
show their spirit.”

Scheels spread $64,350 
of holiday cheer to 15 
different Great Falls, MT-
area nonprofits at its annual 
Community Day of Giving in 
December. “We understand 
what a strong nonprofit does 
for a community,” Great Falls 
Scheels store leader Chrissy 
Brabandt said, adding that 
Scheels wants to “support 
the community that supports 
us.” United Way of Cascade 
County received the largest 
donation, $47,000, to 
support its annual fund drive.

Five of the iconic 
aquariums at the Scheels 
stores are designed and 
built by a company called 
International Concept 
Management (ICM). This year 
ICM will add number six to 
their project portfolio at the 
new store in Johnstown, CO. 
Shoppers at the Scheels 
stores are greeted by a 
crystal clear 61,000-liter 
double-arched aquarium. 
ICM custom built each 
freestanding aquarium to fit 
precisely in the entrance. 
The result is a double-arched 
aquarium supported by three 
massive clear acrylic pillars.

“This outfit is my 
kind of business 
with organic growth 
created by simply 
being the best retailer 
in their category.” 
WARREN BUFFET 

“And when there’s a strong kids’ market, there’s a strong 
adult market for (sports and outdoor products) as well.”

http://www.sportsinsightmag.com
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The younger generations may grab most of the media buzz and marketing attention, but savvy brands and retailers 
know that Baby Boomers have major power. They have greater disposable income and more purchasing 
clout than their younger counterparts. “Retailers who fail to recognize issues uniquely important to Baby Boomers 
(age 52 to 65) could watch those shoppers walk out the door empty-handed,” says Colluquy editor-in-chief Jeff 
Berry, whose firm authored a recent report about generational shopping differences.

Baby Boomers in Focus
END INSIGHT

Source: Colloquy is a publisher of research on customer loyalty and experience practices. Colloquy.com

KEY SHOPPING STATS ABOUT BABY BOOMERS

“I THINK SHOPPING IS A 
GREAT WAY TO RELAX.”

 
Shopping isn’t relaxing for 
Baby Boomers. Just 27% 
agreed with the statement.

BABY BOOMERS ARE 
CONFIDENT SHOPPERS. 
Just 12% of Boomers 
said they rely on family 

and friends to help them 
decide on a purchase.

Baby Boomers are 
MORE DEMANDING 
than consumers in 
Gen X (36 to 51), 
Gen Y (22 to 35) 

and Gen Z (4 to 21).

Just 37% of Baby 
Boomers said 

they’re likely to look 
around a store for 

new products.

When purchasing something with 
which they have little experience, Baby 

Boomers, at 48%, are TWICE AS LIKELY 
as Millennials to be influenced by the 

popularity of the item.

At 84%, Baby 
Boomers easily 

topped all survey 
groups in saying 

they prefer to 
shop in-store.

NEARLY SEVEN OUT OF 10  
Baby Boomers (69%) said the 
word that best describes their 
membership experience in a 

loyalty program is “economical,” 
versus 52% for Millennials.

Just 37% of Baby
Boomer

ikely to look 
 a store for
roducts.

s said 
ly to loo

o

Shopping 
Habits Differ by 

Generation. 
Don’t Neglect 

the Baby 
Boomers.

http://www.colloguy.com
http://www.sportsinsightmag.com
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