AS SEEN IN FOOTWEAR PLUS

DYNAMIC
DUQO

David and Avi Benzikry,
co-founders of Spring
Footwear, continue to
double down on their
recipe for success:
Always aim high and
work as hard as possible.

SUCCEEDING IN THE fashion business requires speed,
stamina, agility, passion, ingenuity, talent, smarts and
a lot of hard work. And that’s just to get a business off
the launch pad. Succeeding season after season, year
after year to become a sustainable, thriving operation
requires all those skills on steroids, especially in times
of industry upheaval and reinvention. While many
companies have taken a beating during the so-called
Retail Apocalypse and downsized or, worse, disappeared,
Spring Footwear continues to post double-digit annual
gains with its stable of comfort fashion brands: Spring
Step, Patrizia, L'Artiste, Flexus and Azura. Even more
noteworthy, co-founders David and Avi Benzikry credit
much of the company’s recent growth to the indepen-
dent channel, despite the tier’s significant consolida-
tion and pared-down buys from surviving retailers.
So what gives? How does Spring Footwear do it? The
answers start at the top, with the identical Benzikry twins.
One would be hard-pressed to find two individuals who
work as tirelessly as they do. This isn’t just a job for them.
The shoe business is their /ife. They've been all-in since
day one of launching Spring Footwear in 1991. In fact,
the brothers have been all-in on the shoe business since
they started helping out after school, at age 6, in their
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father’s Israeli factory, lacing and putting pairs into boxes. It wasn’t long
before they began formulating their own plans for a footwear company,
which they launched upon emigrating to America at age 17. Having already
logged about 10 years working in nearly all facets of shoemaking, the broth-
ers believed they had the experience to succeed. And while it wasn’t easy,
they overcame tremendous hardships and gained traction on their New
York-based startup—only to shut it down to fulfil their obligation to serve
in the Israeli Army. The Benzikrys returned to the States three years later—
a little older, a lot wiser and as determined as ever to launch another shoe
company—Spring Footwear Corporation, this time in Pompano Beach, FL.
The company that started with just the Benzikrys has since mushroomed
to 150 employees globally and now sells close to 3 million pairs annually.
For the Benzikrys, it’s the American Dream realized.

“We have an aggressive growth plan, and we always set higher expecta-
tions so we always have something to work towards,” David says, noting
that sales are up by double digits this year. Avi sees the company’s tire-
less effort to bring a large assortment of fresh products to market every
season as key to its success. “That’s our core strength, combined with our
attention to detail and always striving for operational excellence,” he says.
“Our teams work around the clock and are committed to constantly find-
ing solutions and delivering.”

The success has come despite some self-imposed obstacles—namely
the Benzikrys’ move back to Israel about six years ago to be closer to their
family. “Reconnecting with our parents, siblings and extended family has
been amazing but also brought along new challenges,” David says. “We're
required to travel at a much higher frequency and have had to learn how
to manage the business from the other side of the world.” For example,
being seven hours ahead has meant working even longer hours to match
the U.S. schedule. The Benzikrys can’t afford to be off the clock when
the main headquarters is just starting their workday. As always, they’'ve
found ways to make it work. “With today’s technology, the office is with
you no matter where you are,” David says. Avi believes the move’s posi-
tives outweigh the negatives. “It’s given us the opportunity to enjoy both
worlds, maintain our business and be close to our families,” he says. “We
find it to be a good balance, especially as our parents get older and we
can be there for them.”

Lest anyone think the Benzikrys are absentee executives, the duo makes
monthly visits to the U.S. headquarters and is on hand at all the major shows.
They’ve been hands-on since day one—a work ethic that’s more important
than ever with business changing rapidly and unpredictably. “Our business
is going well, but it’s crazy at the same time,” Avi says. He attributes much
of the craziness to online shopping. It forces them to work harder—for
everything—and to adapt on a dime. “In the past, things could have been
sold at retail more quietly,” Avi says. “But with the visibility online today,
we need to be more selective and have strategies in place of who we sell.
We have to work much harder to build different product for different chan-
nels” The toughest challenge currently facing their business is protecting
brand integrity and distribution, they say. “We're very selective to who and
what we sell,” Avi explains. “We continue to make the necessary moves and
changes, and accounts that do not comply are simply closed.”

Logistics, incorporating new technologies, policing rogue accounts, find-
ing and managing talent, overcoming unexpected challenges...all are essen-
tial to a company’s survival. Then there are the shoes. Fail to deliver on that
front, and no amount of skill will make up for the shortfall. Fortunately,
the Benzikrys excel when it comes to product. Season after season, their
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shoes stand out for attention to detail, colors, materials, embellishments
and breadth of selection. “We are very passionate about product innova-
tion,” David says. “We simply love shoes and are always on the prowl for
the next great idea.” Their design team travels extensively, searching the
world for new inspirations and emerging trends. “Our global team is strong
and helps us execute and bring our ideas to life,” David says. “Along the
way, we've been able to transform from making traditional comfort into

innovative and unique
fashion comfort.” Avi
credits the company’s
design transformation
in part to paying close
attention to customers,
understanding what
they want now and
leading them to what
they’ll likely want next.
“Our product always
delivers on our promise
of comfort with every
step,” Avi says. “But
comfort doesn’t have
to be an old-fashioned,
boring idea. It can be
spicy, too!”

Spring Footwear’s
foundation as a fashion
comfort house is solid,
and the Benzikrys believe
the sky’s the limit for
growth. Reaching new
heights could involve
new brands joining
the portfolio as well as
the company’s contin-
ued push into interna-
tional markets. “We’re
always searching for
additional opportuni-
ties in the marketplace
to enhance our portfolio
while still being true to
who we are,” Avi says.

In essence, little
has changed for the
Benzikrys since day one
of Spring Footwear. They
are as driven as ever,
work harder than ever

OFF THE GUFF

Y,

What are you reading?
David: It's All About
Who You Hire by
Morton Mandel. Avi: No
Room for Small Dreams
by Shimon Peres.

What is inspiring you
right now? David and
Avi: Seeing young

and motivated talent
chasing their dreams.

Who is your most
coveted dinner guest?
David and Avi: (Nike
founder) Phil Knight.

What sound do

you love? David: My
daughter playing the
piano. Avi: The sound
of the ocean.

What is the best
business advice
you’ve ever
received? David:
Don’t be afraid to
take risks and leave
your comfort zone.
Avi: Our father always
impressed upon us
to find solutions to
problems on our
own.

What talent would
you most like to
have? Avi: | wish |
had a better voice,
so | guess singing.
David: I wish | could
dance.

God hands the
controls over to you
for a day. What’s the
first thing you do?
David and Avi: Cure
the sick and feed the
hungry!

and still love everything about the shoe business. In many ways, it feels like
they are just getting started. “Fortunately, our company is doing well and
we're seeing nice increases in growth that allow us to continue to invest
in talent acquisition, technology, product development and marketing,”
David says. “We're investing to build the best team possible. The limit is
only in our minds.”
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While you’ve both weathered your share of challenges in this business
over the years, has the so-called Retail Apocalypse been more difficult
than, say, the Financial Crisis?

Dawid: No question, we're doing better than we did through the Financial
Crisis. As a company, we are stronger, our brands are more mature and we
feel that we've gained respect and sound marketshare to be able to continue
to grow despite the so-called Retail Apocalypse.

What has your company been doing to weather this epic realignment
in retail?

David: Focusing on product innovation and creativity is always what has
set us apart, so we are constantly evolving to bring unique and fresh prod-
ucts to the market. At the same time, we’ve built strong relationships with
our partners. We strive to be highly strategic around our distribution prac-
tices and constantly take advantage of new technologies.

What do you attribute your recent success within the independent
tier to most?

Awi: In addition to great product, our team has been able to grow in this
channel thanks in large part to our open-stock and in-stock capabilities.
We have the necessary infrastructure to service these stores. Actually,
we're a perfect fit for how many of them like to buy and thus it makes for
an easier sale.

Is there a light at the end of the retail tunnel, or do we have a long
way to go?

David: There will always be challenges. The fashion industry is very
complex and everything is moving at a fast pace. We must always work
hard to keep up with the changes—from product to technology to compli-
ance to service expectations to improved communications and to engage-
ment with our customers.

How do you see shoe retailing evolving going forward? How impor-
tant might the brick-and-mortar aspect be?

Avi: We believe that there will always be a place for the specialty stores
that can offer personal service and unique selections. Retail isn’t dead, it’s
just changing. Our brick-and-mortar channel will continue to be an impor-
tant part of our business. We have a very broad demographic and keep in
mind the fact that our customer is not only interested in the transaction,
but also in the whole shopping experience—looking for a unique product,
socializing, etc. Retailers will need to continue to evolve and stay up to
date with what the customer expects and continuously look to improve the
experience they provide. At the same time, we know the internet isn’t going
anywhere, and we must service customers who prefer to shop that way.

Like on Amazon, for example. How do you view them as a customer?
David: Amazon is a very big business that we just can’t ignore. We build

special collections for them that will not conflict with our other channels. We
are fortunate that we are product rich and have that capability.

What else are you doing to try and make sure all your channels coex-
ist (at least somewhat) peacefully?

Awi: We have multiple brands and each one serves different needs and
channels. Spring Step is our original European comfort brand, offer-
ing traditional comfort constructions and styles. L’Artiste shoes are all
uniquely designed, incorporating hand-painted leathers and are func-
tional works of art. Azura represents more modern fashion. Flexus is
supportive, extreme comfort all made with a direct-attach process. Patrizia
is our vegan-friendly line featuring new, innovative materials covering
many of our core competencies and infused with fast fashion. Spring
Step Professional offers comfort with oil- and skid-resistant technology
to those in the medical and hospitality workforce. Spring Step Men is
contemporary fashion. In addition to this, we have an established MAP
policy that we monitor closely and make adjustments whenever neces-
sary to protect our retailers.

Which brands have the most potential?

David: That’s a tough question. It’s like answering to who’s your favor-
ite child. We have seen tremendous growth in all of them, and we believe
each has great and different opportunities going forward.

How important is your direct-to-consumer channel going forward?
David: Our main focus is to build fresh and unique products relevant to

our target customers, and specialty retailers help us reach those audi-
ences by developing a personalized connection with them. The fact is
selling footwear is a very lengthy process that requires a lot of time and
the attention of many individuals. It is kind of like matchmaking, find-
ing and introducing new products that fit for the right customers. And
we depend on our retailers to present our brand and showcase what we
do best. Having said that, our direct-to-consumer segment is a very small
percentage of our overall business and primarily exists to showcase our
brands in their entireties. It’s our place to engage and build relationships
and form additional venues for communication with all our customers. But
it’s not our primary focus at the moment. Our business model is focused
on selling products to retailers.

While that business model remains largely the same, how would you
say the company has changed most over the past five years?

David: T'd say we've strengthened our relationships with consumers. We've
established a loyal base and growing following. Today, the consumer is an
integral part of our company development and has dramatic effects on
our actions. As we’ve grown and understand their wants and needs better,
our product offerings have been refined. There’s more clarification among
our brands, which has been a major factor in our revenues doubling.

Where do you envision Spring Footwear in five years?

Avi: Continuing to grow and becoming one of the leaders in fashion inno-
vation and comfort technology. We will continue to leverage our growth
through our strong relationship capabilities and our loyal customer >42
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continued from page 15
base that we've worked so hard to maintain.

Peering into your crystal ball, what might the footwear industry look
like in 10 years? Will there even be shoe stores as we now know them?
Avi: For sure, shoe stores and boutiques are not going anywhere. Of course,
there will also be new emerging concepts that will become popular. Along
those lines, I think our retailers will become more like decorators and consul-
tants, working directly with customers to deliver an increasingly personal-
ized experience, utilizing new technologies. Online will also continue to grow.
But as a U.S. company, we are obligated to comply with many requirements
and regulations to sell shoes. Meanwhile, the global economy is creating a
disadvantage for U.S. companies, allowing outsiders to conduct business
here without any of these regulations and tax obligations. This is a big issue
that needs to be addressed by our government, and I believe this will mark
another change that will take place in the marketplace.

Seeing how you both are based in Israel now, any incentive to move the
company headquarters to get around these regulations possibly?

Avi: Our company is proudly U.S. based and follows all U.S. laws and require-
ments. And since we are both proud American citizens, we have to pay taxes
no matter where we live.

Speaking of U.S. regulations, is President Trump’s tariff policies impacting
your business? Are you diversifying your sourcing portfolio as a result?
David: Of course, the tariff policies with China will affect footwear pricing
and supply chain. Fortunately, we are highly diversified. We still have more
than 50 percent of our products sourced in Europe, and we deal with many
different countries worldwide. We've built strong global partnerships and are
able to shift production fairly quickly.

Awi: 1 give (President Trump) a lot of credit for all the changes he’s trying
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to make. He’s working hard to protect American interests. It’s not an easy job
or position, but I wish him the best.

Looking back to when you first launched this company, did you ever
envision in your wildest dreams this level of growth?

David: Our vision remains the same as when we first launched: We wake
up every day and do the best we can for that day to improve and deliver
comfortable and beautiful shoes that look and feel great. We're very fortu-
nate and blessed to be where we are. America has provided us with great
opportunities.

Having worked in this business since childhood, you’ve weathered the
up and downs, survived and thrived, and probably seen and heard it all.
Is there anything that still surprises you about this business?

Awvi: You'd be surprised—every day things are changing in the shoe business.
We live in a very dynamic space, and we still learn something new every day.
It’'s what keeps us going and what keeps us relevant.

What are you most proud of as it pertains to the company you both
have built?

Avi: We are proud of our loyal team as well as our loyal customers that have
remained with us from the very beginning.

What do you love most about your jobs?

David and Avi: We are extremely fortunate to be able to be born into a busi-
ness that we love. We are true shoe lovers. We love the never-ending chal-
lenges, endless possibilities and complexity that keeps us busy, as well as
the constant evolution within the marketplace—all of which creates a very
purposeful approach to moving our company forward. We are competitive
by nature, and always put up the best fight to win! *




