
Because of its dependence on the retail sector, the
global footwear industry can learn a lot from
listening to the views of Marshal Cohen of analyst

firm the NPD Group.
Mr Cohen is the company’s chief retail analyst and his

presentations on the way consumers are responding to the
retail industry’s approach to selling shoes have become a
fixture at the WSA exhibition in Las Vegas.

In his most recent break-down of shoe shopping, he
makes it clear that this is an industry at the crossroads. He
says the whole sector has to work as hard as it can to be
more in tune with the needs of consumers, more central to
their lives.

Miracle headline
He imagines how things might look at the end of the

summer and suggests that a headline in the Wall Street
Journal some time in August might read: ‘Footwear leads in
retail growth.’

“That might be the headline,” he says, “if you believe in
miracles. But it’s not very likely.” Nevertheless, he believes
firmly that the way the economy is shifting could present some
new opportunities to smart retailers in the footwear space.
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Take gift cards. Mr Cohen
explains that six out of ten
people in the US gave a friend
or loved one a gift card during
2007, double the proportion of
people that did so in 2006.
Until recently, people regarded
tokens like these as an
impersonal present to give, as
though it meant, ‘I couldn’t be
bothered to think of anything
you’d like, so here is a plastic
card’. Now they are what he
calls “a gift of request”, and if
people become more used to
giving, receiving and spending
them, it could be great news
for shoe retailers that decide to
take part.

Element of surprise
Shoes are an almost

impossible gift to give as a surprise,
even if you know the person’s size and
have a well formed idea of their taste.
Unless they’re with you to choose for
themselves and try the shoes on—
which would, on the whole, spoil the
surprise—you run the risk of picking a
pair that is too tight, too big or not
quite the right shade. A gift card could
be the perfect present for a shoe-lover.

Marshal Cohen feels it’s very
important for the footwear industry to
view itself as “a holiday business”, in
other words, one that will earn a big
boost from the extra gift shopping
millions of people indulge in at
special holidays such as Christmas.
Spending on Christmas keeps going
up and footwear ought to claim a
healthy share of the money that
changes hands.

Online and ‘on sale’
One of the areas in which footwear

is starting to make a bigger impact is
in online shopping. Most of us knew
that already, but Mr Cohen makes the
point that the internet is a good
platform for companies to sell sale
items too. “Online footwear sales grew
by 16% last year,” he says. “But so did
online ‘on sale’, and it’s the ‘on sale’
element that has become the driver.
Online has got very competitive, so
lots of companies are offering free

shipping and all kinds of deals.
Consumers are seeing that it’s online
where they can achieve real value.”

A recent NPD survey showed that
79% of US consumers thought the US
was either in recession already or
heading towards one soon. In light of
that, the analyst firm asked people
about the areas in which they are
most likely to cut back or stop
spending altogether. Eating out came
top of the list, with apparel in second
place. “How apparel got there is a
crime,” Mr Cohen believes.

Footwear features more or less in
the middle of this league table,
putting it in a more optimistic position
than many categories, but making it
more likely to suffer than the people’s
favourite, electronic games. The NPD
explanation for this is that people still
require entertainment and relaxation,
even when times are tough., but they
will increasingly stay home for this.

“Footwear is in the middle,” the
chief retail analyst confirms, “so it
could be better and it could be worse.
What this shows, though, is that even
though many people think footwear is
recession-proof—because we all wear
shoes—it’s not.”

Women at the heart
Footwear sales in the US

grew by 1.6% in 2007, he
says—which would put the
dollar figure at around $51
billion—whereas the figure
was almost 5% in 2006 and
11% in 2005. The men’s
footwear business fell off, he
explains, while women’s
shoes grew by 2.7% and
children’s by 3.3%. The
teenage and over-55
segments grew even more
impressively.

Women are at the heart of
growth, he contends, saying:
“Mothers are the big drivers.
You have to get your women’s
business to go hotter. If you’re
not focusing on driving up your
women’s business, you should

be because women buy for themselves
and for the rest of the family.”

The performance of athletic footwear
(-4.7%) for 2007 was a particular
disappointment, but there was growth
in shoe sales in department stores for
the first time in three years, largely
because they have begun to take a
more attractive (to consumers)
approach to special offers. According to
Marshal Cohen, you’d have to be one of
the unluckiest people in America to
have gone into a department store at
the end of the last year and paid full
price for a pair of shoes.

Halfway though 2007, he urged
companies that wanted to grow their
footwear business to focus on eight
areas. He claims that all eight
predictions came true and that many
of them are still relevant now, most
notably his contention that companies
need to learn to “play the green card”.

He advises against the idea of
footwear brands moving into apparel
at this time, but says moving into
accessories—if they haven’t already—
would make a lot of sense. “The
apparel business has become an
accessory to the accessory business,”
he explains. “Women are buying
expensive handbags and then picking
up jeans at $29.99 a pair as a
complement to the bag. The accessory
has become the primary product.

More than half the women in the US at
the moment are single. This could be
good news for the footwear industry. 
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“People thought it was a mistake for
Liz Claiborne to start selling a
collection of accessories in Best Buy,
but it’s been an incredible success.”

Best Buy specialises in consumer
electronics, but the NPD analyst says
wives “dragged” to the stores
ostensibly to help choose a new
flatscreen television are being
tempted by strategically positioned
accessory displays.

He warns that boom times for the
handbag business have taken away
from footwear, partly, he feels,
because footwear “sat there resting on
its laurels”. Does this mean that
footwear brands should have seen the
handbag boom coming and equipped
themselves to be part of it? Maybe.

No friend of trends
Plenty of companies have segued

successfully into the accessory
market. But Mr Cohen acknowledges
that it’s difficult enough to keep up
with and interpret, from a genuine
consumer demand point of view,
trends in the footwear sector. So much
so that he believes trend predictions
may already be past their useful life.

He says consumers have their
priorities and will choose shoes
accordingly. “Cheap chic, ballet
pumps, weatherproof boots,” he
explains, “no matter what the trends
people tell you, consumers don’t want
you to take these away. And comfort is
consumers’ number-one priority. They
want just to step up and into those
shoes. This is ahead of price, style,
brand and colour; comfort is almost
twice as important as any of these,
and yet footwear companies spend
more time marketing those other
aspects.”

Nevertheless, he does not expect
trends simply to go away and he
urges the footwear industry to use
trends predictions to “create
excitement”. He says: “It’s what you
do with trends that counts. Ballet flats
are still popular, so you bring them out
in a few extra colours? It’s not
enough. Why not make them
genuinely comfortable, evolve the
shoe to take it to the next level?”

Demographic trends could be more

important than fashion trends as far as
he is concerned, at least in the US
market. And there could be good
news for the footwear industry here. If
we accept that the best and most
voracious consumers are women,
especially women with healthy levels
of disposable income, it’s worth
noting that the most important
demographic shift in recent times in
the US is that 51% of all women there
are single.

Mr Cohen points out, however, that
it would be a mistake to assume that
all single women will spend more on
shoes; the fact that many of them
have sole responsibility for running a
household (lots of single women have
children) including budgeting for the
house, the car and the annual
vacation could easily mean they will
spend less. And if they do have
children they are almost certain to
have less time to go shopping in the
traditional way.

So it’s time to get smart. Television
and internet shopping are huge for
this demographic group and Marshal
Cohen has a new idea to throw in.
“Take your store to someone’s house,”
he says—just like the old Tupperware
parties. A group of friends gets
together in someone’s house for the
evening. They have some food, some
wine, look at a range of fabulous
shoes and, perhaps, buy a pair or two.

The changing world
Footwear firms that insist on

waiting for shoppers to come to them
in the traditional way—through the
doors of a store—must also keep
thinking about the changing world.
There are often five generations in the
US family dynamic now, sharing their
choices on cars, food, music, shoes, Mr
Cohen points out, and sharing
decisions on purchases.

He thinks big companies need to
bear this in mind and should be trying
“to get them all involved” and to
influence the influencers, especially—
as we have seen—mothers. This
implies hard work and substantial
investment in good service.

He continues: “People have to start
connecting with consumers. It’s easy
at the moment for people to walk into
a store and see 350 different pairs of
athletic shoes. How are they supposed
to figure that out? Nobody helps them.
But there is an expectation among
consumers now that they will get help
to make the right choice, to get more
value from their purchases. Service
isn’t expensive; it’s priceless.”

Companies in this industry in 2008,
like anyone standing at a crossroads,
have to choose which path they will
take now. For them to move forward
towards future growth and success,
Marshal Cohen believes they need not
undo what the industry has done
already this decade, but build on it.
They must keep embracing new
technology and keep using their
imagination. There is much work still
to do.
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Retailers must keep working to adapt to the changing world.
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