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Introduction

Prior to March, 2020, the athletic shoe industry, like many 
verticals, enjoyed a long period of sustained growth. A stable 
world economy - coupled with low inflation rates - allowed 
most manufacturers to bring more products to market, 
satisfying the needs of both consumers and stakeholders. While 
not all prospered during this time, manufacturers’ failures and 
successes tended to align with their own efforts. World events 
affected manufacturers to a much lesser extent.

Prior to that time, industries enjoyed a period of time that could 
be best likened to ships afloat at high tide;  they were equally 
lifted. When COVID arrived, however, the tide swiftly moved 
out.

Businesses closed. Layoffs occurred. In the days that followed, 
many businesses simply froze, waiting to see how serious 
COVID would be and - perhaps more importantly - how long 
it would last. In the end, the answer would be far longer than 
anyone expected.

Moreover, COVID did not occur in a vacuum. Rather, it was 
just the first shoe to drop as world markets reacted to new 
challenges and constraints, while simultaneously navigating 
old ones that had become more prevalent than ever. An 
abbreviated list of events viewed through a purely economic 
lens might read similar to the timeline presented on the 
following page.
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MARCH TO MAY, 2020 
The early days, when most everyone simply stopped buying and selling most everything, aside from household cleaners and 
disposable masks. These items experienced unprecedented sales.

MAY TO NOVEMBER, 2020 
Stimulus checks flooded the market. While certain industries (like hospitality) struggled mightily, many people found themselves with 
more disposable income than usual. Unable to spend as much within the service sector, consumers spent record amounts on durable 
goods. For the first time in decades, consumer spending on goods surpassed that of services, and the surge lasted for months.

NOVEMBER, 2020 - NOVEMBER, 2021 
Consumer demand on durables remained strong, yet marketplace efficiencies were stressed to the brink by COVID. Many workers 
either switched jobs or quit altogether. The majority of those making the shift were employed within industries responsible for 
manufacturing or delivering products to stores. Markets affected included not only finished products, but seemingly every ingredient 
required for manufacturing. Economists are quick to point out that excess demand is one of the better problems to have, but make no 
mistake: this excess demand created huge problems.

DECEMBER, 2021 - PRESENT
By the holiday season, the average consumer may have believed that things were well on their way back to normal. With the introduction 

of COVID vaccines and waning infection rates, we certainly seemed to be heading in that direction. Still, market conditions were 

triggered by something more common to the economy than a virus: after years of below market numbers, inflation was on the rise.

Inflation, coupled with China’s strategy of relying heavily on quarantines over vaccinations, meant that new virus strains could continue 

to impact the market. For all intents and purposes, nothing was truly over. But oh, had things changed. When international tension 

reared its ugly head in early 2022, nearly all industry verticals found themselves - once again - forced to react. 
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Change, like inertia, is frequently contagious, and for good 
reason. Failure to react to seismic shifts in the market can easily 
render companies obsolete. Yet, with no playbooks on how to 
negotiate commerce within the confines of a pandemic, many 
wondered if their moves were in line with others'.

That wondering became the impetus for this eBook.

This year, we reached out to thousands of professionals within 
the athletic shoe industry. Our goal was two-fold:

1. We wanted to take a temperature reading on key economic
factors. We hoped to learn how much concern remained
about COVID, inflation, international tensions, etc. In
short, we aimed to check the pulse on everything savvy
businesses have reacted to in the previous months. It’s been
said that the economy is driven by intrinsic factors as much
as it is driven by the extrinsic. With that in mind, we sought
to gauge the outlook of the marketplace.

2. While outlook corresponds to many results, we were also
eager to learn how companies had been impacted by

change. New product development is often likened to 
marketing; a powerful luxury in good times and among 
the first to face scrutiny in bad times. Was that what 
was happening to the industry?

In the pages that follow, you will learn our findings. You will 
hear from the professionals seeking to pivot in our rapidly 
changing world. You might find your own decisions and outlook 
resemble those of the respondents. Alternatively, you may find 
that your organization reacted in ways unique to your cohorts. 
A gentle disclaimer: It is fair to question whether the market has 
settled enough for a study such as this. As our survey made the 
rounds, the daily news reported COVID flare-ups and continued 
updates from Ukraine. While it is impossible to know how each 
data point impacted each survey respondent, certainly to a 
certain extent, it has.

Recognizing this, we brought this eBook to market as quickly as 
possible. This study should be considered accurate - with the 
caveat that it captures a specific snapshot in time. And time, it 
seems, is moving more quickly than ever.
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7.1% of respondents indicated they feel substantial concern, 

and 21.4% indicated some concern. Rather, the survey results 

suggest that the focus has shifted from the pandemic itself to 

some of its negative repercussions.

Respondents were asked about their concern for COVID among 

their employees and within their suppliers. Perhaps due to an 

ample vaccination supply, a large percentage of respondents 

indicated little concern about COVID within the workplace. In 

addition, 41% of respondents indicated “no concern” about 

COVID within their business.

Respondents were only slightly more pessimistic about COVID 

challenges among suppliers. Just 10.7% of respondents 

indicated high levels of concern among suppliers.

The fact that respondents were nearly as unconcerned about 

COVID at factories indicates optimism among our respondents, 

but we’d remind our audience that the vaccines and protocols 

Part One: Drivers

The first section of our study questions focus on four 
distinct marketplace conditions:

COVID
Logistics
Inflation
International Tensions

For each, respondents were asked to gauge their levels 
of concern; for how their company was impacted and for 
the perceived impact on the rest of their supply chain.

COVID

Perhaps a sign that recent events have been more tumultuous 

than usual, COVID scored as the least prescient concern of our 

respondents. This is not to say that everyone has moved on - 
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used in China and other countries are different than those 

within the US. Moreover, our survey included few results from 

these nations.  

All things considered, it is important to realize that the prevalence 

and severity of COVID in China has the potential to create realities 

different than those experienced in other countries. 

Still, the data showed that most respondents felt that COVID 

was no longer as serious a threat as it was just two years prior.

THE SUPPLY CHAIN

While COVID loomed as the largest concern for most 

throughout 2021, the downstream effects in the wake of the 

pandemic were more tangible to those surveyed. Accordingly, 

respondents’ concerns escalated as they wrestled with 

questions related to the supply chain.

Supply chain disruptions were unique in that they were 
often difficult to predict. In some cases, raw 

materials found new demands for products 

specific to pandemic control. Factories pivoted 

to customers willing to pay more, leaving 

some customers (typically, smaller ones) out in 

the cold.

In other cases, demand rose just as supply was 

being compromised, adding an exclamation 

point to an already shaky marketplace. 

Regardless of the causation - competitive 

pressures, factory slowdowns, or increased 

demand - products became more difficult to 

find and more expensive to manufacture.

Though each customer dealt differently with 

this new reality, several common themes 

prevailed:
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1. Products were shipped later than intended, or canceled

altogether.

2. Margins for such products decreased.
3. Research & Development professionals were pulled

from new product design, and instead asked to
determine alternative materials that might be able
to be swapped out without impacting required
specifications.

Raw Material Shortages caused significant concerns among  

respondents. Just under two-thirds indicated “some” or 

“substantial concern” about acquiring the raw materials 

necessary to complete orders. 

In fact, this was the reality of last year’s holiday season for 

many, and it remains a concern for some. Backlogs 

for many products persist at all time highs, though some 

sectors have recovered more quickly than others.

Still, our respondents are hesitant to feel as optimistic about 

raw material acquisition as they do about their health. Less than 

18% of respondents are confident that this holiday season will 

see no shortages in raw materials. Just under half feel that such 

shortages will continue, and a full third remain noncommittal. 

This information is interesting in its own right, though these 

results become far more curious when taken within the context 

of demand (to be addressed later).

Just under two-thirds  of respondents 
indicated “some” or “substantial 
concern” about acquiring raw materials 
necessary to complete orders. 
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INFLATION

As of this writing, inflation is higher than it’s been in recent 
history. Statistics vary, and in dynamic markets are usually 
revised. Regardless, economists agree; too many dollars are 
chasing too few goods. When this happens, prices escalate. 
Sixty-two percent of respondents have “some” or “substantial” 
concerns about inflation.

Yet, in such a dynamic 
environment, few agree 
about whether we are in 
the early stages of a 
long-term phenomenon,
or are simply in a 

transitory period. Likewise, our survey respondents had less 
agreement about how much inflation will continue to impact 
behavior. 

In a later question, more than 46% of respondents feel 
“consumer demand will continue to be strong throughout the 
year.” 

Mathematically speaking, demand only matters in economic 
terms if transactions can be completed. If, in fact, that increased 
demand continues to chase reduced supply, inflation is a given 
byproduct.

When synthesizing the responses about inflation and the 
supply chain, we discover the following:

1. A minority of respondents
feel that supply chain issues
are ending.

2. A majority of respondents
are concerned about
inflation.

3. A majority of respondents
feel demand will remain
strong.

It’s worth noting that each of the three scenarios described 
above necessarily contributes to true inflation. As such, 
compounding them leads to a compounded result -  even 
greater inflation.

And of course, it’s not just product costs that drive down 
margins. One must also consider associated shipping costs.  
Fortunately, our respondents had a lot to say about that, too.

SHIPPING DELAYS & COSTS

Though our survey respondents were less aligned when pulling 
out their crystal balls to discuss inflation, they were heavily in 
agreement when asked to gauge their concerns about shipping 
delays and shipping costs.

Certainly, reality has a way of grounding philosophical questions. 
For example, whether or not you’re concerned about a quarter 
percent in mortgage rates, there’s no denying that an increased 

Sixty-two percent of respondents 
have “some” or “substantial” 
concerns about inflation.

46% of respondents feel 
“consumer demand will 
continue to be strong 
throughout the year.” 



102022 State of the Athletic Shoe Industry Report

A whopping 67.1% of survey 
respondents expressed “some” level 
of concern about shipping costs. 
More telling, greater than 40% 
expressed “substantial concerns.”

shipping charge on a product you’ve ordered will hit the bottom 
line; thus launching a series of cascading decisions regarding 
whether or not one is in a position to negotiate with retailers.

Of course, this says nothing about the fact that when orders 
arrive late, manufacturers are even more motivated to get 
products into the stores.

And shipping costs, it should be said, were unilaterally 
impacted by each of the topics explored by our survey:

1. The logistics industry is human-intensive. COVID infections 
and the resulting quarantines that accompanied it meant 
fewer people were available to deliver products. Thus, 
supply was decreased.

2. Operating at decreased efficiency overtaxed remaining 
workers, leading to more resignations. This reduced the 
supply even further.

3. At the same time, inflation began to increase. And when
international relations became strained, prices at the gas
pumps - the number one component of shipping costs -
increased as well.

This trifecta of factors raised shipping prices to levels unseen in 
recent history. These increases are obvious, clear, and immediate.
Perhaps not surprisingly then, in a survey that asked 
respondents what they were concerned about, shipping costs 
reigned supreme. A whopping 67.1% of survey respondents 
expressed “some” level of concern about shipping costs. More 
telling, greater than 40% expressed “substantial concerns,” the 
most sizeable response of the survey.

Manufacturers might be nonplussed by this information. After 
all, optimizing for delivery is a function that exists within every 
organization. Only rarely is there “low hanging fruit” that 
can dramatically 
reduce shipping 
costs. Organizations 
familiar with popular 
SWOT analysis 
models would 
almost definitely put 
“shipping costs” 
as a threat, rather 
than a weakness. 
While both threats and weaknesses hurt the bottom line, a key 
difference between them is that the latter can be addressed by 
the company to a much higher degree than the former.
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Moreover, while organizations might be aware of threats in the 
philosophical sense, far fewer are prepared to respond when 
threats become reality.

Though increased shipping costs certainly will impact revenues 
and profits, the “good” news for manufacturers is that all are 
being impacted. Moreover, shipping costs are so directly tied 
to fuel prices that they are extremely volatile. Such volatility 
will likely encourage a “wait and see” approach for most 
manufacturers. Those that can survive the short-term profit 
implications of inflated shipping costs will find themselves on a 
virtually equal playing field as their competitors - once the crisis 
has passed.

INTERNATIONAL TENSIONS

The Russia-Ukraine war added more complexity to an already 
dynamically stressed economy. Survey respondents were 
asked about the impact of this conflict on the marketplace. A 
sizable increase in fuel prices, coupled with the immediate, 
tangible impact of Russia’s invasion, placed a burden on landed 
costs of product.

Respondents indicated some level of concern, though they 
were more divided on how wartime conditions would impact 
their efforts. 

Human tragedy aside, the repercussions of Russia’s activity at 
present are of relatively little concern to the manufacturers of 
athletic shoes. But should they be?

As some have written, China’s response to Russia’s invasion 
may make all of the difference. Should China align itself with 
the world, it has the opportunity to reap tremendous economic 
rewards. In contrast, if China supports Russia (as of this writing, 
it has not), the alliance could add a new layer of disruption to 
the marketplace.

In short, sanctions against Russia have had little negative 
impact on the US economy to this point; however, if the US is 
forced to take a hard-line stance on China, supply may once 
again be impacted. And whether the US does so will be 
closely tied to China's international response.

Thus, if COVID is moving swiftly to the rear-view and inflation 
is a longer-horizon concern, the impact of situations abroad 
will likely have the greatest bearing on short-term economic 
conditions.
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NEW PRODUCT DEVELOPMENT

After securing a firm understanding of manufacturers’ 

concerns, our survey next sought to understand 

the real-world implications for those in product 

development. 

Oftentimes, companies refer to such departments as 

“new” product development; however, if our data is 

to be believed, you’d be forgiven for not using this 

term.

More than 40% of respondents agreed that their NPD 

process had been impacted by market disruption; 

further, half of them reported this was “significantly” 

so. Follow-up questions delved into the specifics.

Slightly more than 32% of respondents said that 

supply issues had forced manufacturers to consider 

changing vendors. While we lack control data for this metric 

(how often manufacturers swapped suppliers due to 

availability issues prior to 2020), it seems telling that nearly a 

third are 

Part Two: The Impact
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seeking 

alternatives 

based 

solely on 

availability.

Also consider: even if suppliers are able to ship product, 

manufacturers may not like the prices they’re being quoted. 

Just under 50% of survey respondents indicated they either had 

changed or were considering changing suppliers due to costs.

The net-net of these decisions is profound. When respondents 

were asked if availability had forced them to “fundamentally 

change” their product offering, 28.3% moderately or strongly 

agreed. In other words, slightly less than 30% of the products 

being offered to consumers are not the products manufacturers 

would have sold, all things being equal!

Manufacturers were also asked if complicated logistics and 

increased costs had compelled them to consider more US 

suppliers. Exactly one-half of respondents agreed with this 

statement; 30.4% of them “strongly” so. This metric was the 

second most significant response of the survey (after the 41% 

of respondents who were strongly concerned about shipping 

costs). 

Though all of this work was happening at companies that 

voiced optimism, the market found itself unstable. In times of 

instability, companies seek to minimize expenses, and R&D is 

a common target. In fact, several survey respondents said that 

NPD was suspended entirely for months on end. One indicated 

that NPD had been suspended for “six months” until “things 

settled down.”

Thus, our survey led to a reasonable question. If nearly half of 

shoe manufacturers believe demand will remain strong for the 

remainder of the year - and only slightly fewer feel that new 

product development has been disrupted - how will the market 

respond to demand in the coming months?

THE WAY FORWARD FOR ATHLETIC 
APPAREL MANUFACTURERS

The survey we conducted can serve to help manufacturers 

and retailers seeking to understand the market conditions, 

particularly from others within the space. Let’s dive a bit deeper 

into why.

Economies, of course, do not exist within a vacuum. In a sterile 

environment, a consumer would have a need, and would make 

a purchasing decision by evaluating the perceived benefit of 

the product (supply) in conjunction with how much they are 

willing (or able) to invest in said product (demand).

While instructive for first-year econ students, few buying 

decisions are that simple, even if the consumer believes them 

More than 32% of respondents said that 
supply issues had forced manufacturers 
to consider changing vendors.
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to be. Consider the following buyer journey:

1. The consumer becomes aware of a problem that needs to 

be solved. For the purpose of illustration, let’s envision a 

recreational trail runner who has determined that he would 

like his next pair of shoes to feature a more aggressive tread 

and better hydrophobic properties.

2. Prior to COVID, such a purchasing decision was relatively 

simple. Supply chains were full, interest rates were low, and 

shipping was incidental. (Though it seems to be

eons ago, it was less than three years ago that Amazon was 

routinely providing overnight delivery for most items to 

Prime customers.) The bulk of the decision-making process 

centered around previous brand experience, technical 

features, and budget. Though availability was always a 

consideration, it was rarely the dominating factor. Availability 

was more often a given - table stakes.

Consider how the purchase process has evolved.

1. The same consumer decides they are seeking a trail

running shoe with a more aggressive tread and greater

hydrophobic properties and begins searching online.

2. While there is still supply in the marketplace, it’s not

the same as the well-oiled commerce machine of

2019. Now, product availability has been elevated as

a purchasing criteria. Previously a given, availability is

now a factor that can tilt the scales to a manufacturer’s

advantage.

3. That said, availability isn’t the only factor. The consumer 

looking for the product may notice that prices have 

increased. While the individual’s tolerance for price 

increases varies, at a macro level the increase in unit 

market pricing will certainly encourage the consumer to 

consider his options, thus lengthening the sales cycle. 

This provides opportunity for manufacturers with lower 

margin targets.

4. Online retailers, sensing an “in market consumer,”

now have a greater window of time to persuade the 

consumer that their offering is superior, and invest in re-

targeting efforts to woo the consumer. Such tactics are 

effective; though keep in mind that more dollars are now 

pursuing the sale, lowering margins, again, for more 

competitors.

Should this cycle continue in this manner, demand remains 

inflated, supply remains constrained, and margin is 

compromised. This is a perfect recipe for consumer inflation.

Savvy manufacturers, meanwhile, consider the following:

1. Inventory drives revenue. Simply put, you can’t sell what

you don’t have. Whereas supply previously chased demand,

the equation - for the moment - has been flipped and

brands that have established relationships with consumers

must rely on available product to satisfy demand.
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While brands are necessarily seeking means to open up 

supply chains while maintaining margin, the strongest will 

aggressively cross-market to their consumers with available 

inventory. In doing so, the hope would be to increase brand 

affinity until the consumer has the ability to receive the 

product he hoped to purchase.

2. Inventory, however, is limited. Thus, even in today’s

environment, new product development must feed the

pipeline with new and innovative technologies.

Resources refocused on cost control are setting themselves 

up for a long term pipeline without innovation; instead, likely 

riddled with a few band-aids hoping to squeeze a point or 

two from product margin.

If such moves delight stakeholders in the short-term, the 

implications for long-term brand growth are decidedly clearer.

In our study, respondents felt confident that demand would 

remain strong. With few exceptions, recent economic output 

figures would agree with this sentiment. However, factors 

within the supply chain, though loosening, are likely to remain 

constrained for the short-term.

This suggests that seeking to lower product costs in the short-

term could be considered a fool’s errand - akin to utilizing a few 

sand bags to hold back a flooding river. The activity is useful 

and might even provide some short-term benefit; yet long-

term, the river will always win.

Thus, if manufacturers truly believe that demand will remain 

strong, emphasis should instead be placed on maintaining pre-

pandemic product development procedures, while recognizing 

that short-term profitability will certainly be impacted.

Why this focus? So that you are positioned to profit in the 

future, when tensions relent and inflation subsides.

In unstable markets, stable organizations prosper. They utilize 

cash reserves to push them through short-term profitability cuts 

to drive long-term market capitalization. While smaller 

manufacturers might have to seek cost-cutting measures to 

ensure viability, this should be considered a short-term survival 

tactic, not a long-term strategy.

In moments like these, manufacturers can turn to analogies for 

instruction.

Resources refocused on cost control are setting 
themselves up for a long term pipeline without innovation.
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TRIAGE FROM THE BATTLEFIELD TO THE 
BOARDROOM

The concept of triage was crafted to swiftly position a soldier 

wounded in battle within the context of many wounded 

soldiers. Candidates would be assigned one of three statuses:

1. Minimally wounded - this soldier does not need immediate 
attention, and their individual risk profile is not likely to 
dramatically change.

Your portfolio corollary: Products that have been minimally 

hampered by supply issues, along with products that have 
obvious and reasonable substitutes living in your own 
product line.

2. Seriously wounded, but treatable - This is the target of the 
triage doctor; a wounded soldier who requires intervention. 
A lack of needed intervention may lead to demise.

Your portfolio corollary: Products with a disrupted and 

unpredictable delivery schedule. Most concerning would be 
products that have already received significant investment 
and/or promotion.

3. Mortally wounded - This soldier will not survive. While 
empathy is understandable, objectivity is needed to ensure 
that resources will not be overextended.

Your portfolio corollary: An eagerly-anticipated product 

whose availability is very much in question.

Understanding Where the Triage Model Falls Short

While the triage model is instructive for this exercise, it’s critical 

to consider an obvious shortcoming to the analogy.

While doctors will evaluate the severity of a condition as it 

relates to the specific individual, market conditions are also 

defined by the marketplace as a whole. The impact of raising 

one’s prices by a dollar is heavily influenced by whether or not 

competitors have done the same.

Thus, when evaluating the “health” of your portfolio, it is 

insufficient to consider whether prices need to be raised simply 

based on supplier price increases; rather, such decisions must 

consider how likely competitors are to do the same.

Game theory suggests some possible competitor moves

1. Fear of loss trumps desire for gain. Raising one’s prices

could result in a loss of revenue. Moreover, keeping

prices the same in inflationary times threatens profit. Most

business people have had the opportunity to work in

organizations that have clearly made the decision to favor

one of these levers over the other, based on investment

criteria, market goals, etc. The previous behavior of your

competitors is the best indicator for how they will respond

in a given situation.

2. Optimism bias slows decision making. For a variety of

reasons, raw material and pricing changes tend to be
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significant. At the same time, most humans tend to 

underestimate negative possibilities. This being the case, 

more companies will avoid decisions in the short-term, 

simply because they believe the threat will also prove short-

term. In general, suppliers will be hesitant to change the 

status quo.

3. Horizon defines perspective. Does your organization speak

in terms of years or months? Does it reward behavior on a

similar schedule? Those who have acted as market stalwarts

will continue to do so. Competitors that have a history of

more nimble behavior will likely pivot more quickly.

Thus, by understanding the health of your portfolio and the 

context of your competitive set, manufacturers can make the 

decisions most likely to lead to desirable results.

KEY TAKEAWAYS

To a significant degree, the a respondent's answers are shaped 

by professional perspective, and therefore subject to bias. For 

example, an organization with higher cash reserves may be less 

likely to be concerned about current profitability levels.

Regardless, no company is an island. Decisions about price, 

product, and positioning must be informed by what’s 

happening within the greater context. According to our survey, 

what’s been happening is nothing less than dramatic:

• 30% of products being offered for sale are not exactly those
manufacturers had specified.

• Due to product availability or cost, half of manufacturers are
speaking with alternative suppliers.

• Manufacturers considering alternatives are turning to US
companies.

• Though respondents are bullish about demand, they are
actually bearish about supply. If correct, they are - in effect -
predicting continued inflation within the space.

• Economists always consider that a key determinant of
market conditions is the outcomes expected by operators

within the market.

In conclusion, decisions that drive organizational growth 

require both an inward focus on one’s organization, as well 

as a reasoned look at how competitors feel about market 

conditions. We hope this eBook has served to provide you with 

valuable knowledge to execute a response that delivers the 

greatest returns to you and your stakeholders.




