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THE NORTH FACE TAPS INTO BRAND’S SOUL

The North Face knew that just posting a photo of Dean Karnazes, the man who ran 50 marathons 
in 50 states in 50 consecutive days last year, wouldn’t cut it with the brand’s Web site users.

So the San Bernardino, Calif.-based company opted for an online chat — just another way The North 
Face taps into its performance-oriented customers. That was just one of the many examples highlighted 
by senior marketing manager Sarah Gallagher. “Communicating with the core customer is super critical 
to us,” she said. “We want to communicate the soul of our brand and of our core audience.”

True to The North Face’s tag line, “Never Stop Exploring,” the brand’s Web site has changed 
substantially over the past fi ve years and now its home page is entirely interactive. Visitors can get 
training tips from ultrarunners; podcasts from explorers — such as what it’s like to trek across a 
frozen river and the required gear — and an assortment of other insider info. 

Getting fans of the brand interested in the site has helped U.S. online sales average 25 percent an-
nual growth, Gallagher said, although the brand’s site does not have e-commerce capability as of yet. 
Instead, the company has partnered with 11 of its best dealers and links product on its site to their 
sites. The North Face also shares content with them to reenforce that performance-oriented image.

“We want people to buy our products, at the end of the day,” said Gallagher. The North Face will encourage just that next 
year when it launches e-commerce on its own site. 

Keeping an open line of communication with consumers also allows the company to gather data about their shopping 
habits, Gallagher said. For instance, 65 percent of Gen-Yers have bought online in general, she said.

In addition, the Web infl uences one in fi ve off-line purchases, and 65 percent of consumers research online before going 
into a retail store, she said. As a result, North Face retailers have seen sales driven from the company’s Web site rise by up 
to 49 percent year-to-date, Gallagher said.

— Rosemary Feitelberg

Branding

The Great Brand Challenge: 
Not all brand-building exercises have 

to involve elaborate, multilayered 
marketing programs. Take Saks Fifth 
Avenue’s new shoe fl oor, 10022-SHOE.

As Terron E. Schaefer, Saks’ group senior 
vice president of creative and marketing, 
admitted, the concept of getting the fl oor 
its own zip code is “a very simple branding 
idea that has been working very well.”

The largest designer shoe department 
in Manhattan opened last month to traf-
fi c that matched the magnitude of the 
selection. The 17,500-square-foot eighth 
fl oor of the Manhattan fl agship replaces 
the smaller fourth-fl oor shoe department, 
with inventory up 150 percent, 50 per-
cent more selling space and 75 percent 
greater storage space. Should the scale 
of the project be forgotten, the depart-
ment is even named 10022-SHOE.

The biggest challenge was convincing 
“bureaucrats in Washington,” according 
to Schaefer, because the U.S. Post Offi ce 
does not have the technology to read al-
phanumeric zip codes. But Schaefer and 
his team convinced postal offi cials of the 
value of the idea for the future — although 
he admitted that Saks proceeded with the 
branding exercise even before receiving 

fi nal approval from the U.S. government. 
“Everyone thinks we paid for it, but 

we didn’t pay a dime,” Schaefer said. 
“This is an opportunity for the U.S. Post 
Offi ce to sell the zip code equivalent of 
vanity license plates….So the Post Offi ce, 
which is not known for innovation, 
thought this was a big idea.”

Saks got the 10022-SAKS zip code, 
around which the public could see an-
other branding campaign in the future. 
Schaefer foresees other companies, like 
Nike or Coke, registering for their own 
zip codes as well. 

Saks also uses 10022-SHOE for brand-
ing purposes on signage, hangtags on 
bags, boxes and throughout the depart-
ment. And the eighth floor takes the 
mail idea to a literal level by giving out 
free postcards, selling stamps and sup-
plying a mailbox in which shoppers can 
send notes. The campaign included lim-
ited edition stamps, designed by some of 
the world’s best-known shoe designers 
(who also made personal appearances 
at the new fl oor). Schaefer said Saks sold 
1,000 sets of stamps in a week. Saks now 
is working to create a stamp cut in the 
shape of a shoe — the fi rst stamp in U.S. 

postal history not to be a square, triangle 
or rectangle, according to Schaefer. 

The result of the branding exercise has 
been more than 75 print articles, more than 
250 television spots and more than 12,000 
Google citations. Both traffi c in the stores 
and sales have increased dramatically, in-
cluding from 125 women who chartered a 
plane from Iceland to see the shoe mecca.

“Oprah has shot a segment,” Schaefer 
added. “I am terrifi ed the door will be 
broken down after it airs.”

— Whitney Beckett

When Kit ty 
Young, gen-

eral manager of 
Levi Strauss & Co.’s 
Chinese opera-
tions, brought the 
brand to China five 
years ago, not only 
was denim a minor 
category in Chinese 
apparel retail, but 
the cost of a pair of 
501 jeans was ex-
ponentially higher 
than the $5 asking 
price of its competitors. 

“Chinese cities are buzzing with a 
love of luxury product — just look at the 
number of fake bags on the street,” Young 
said. “When we entered the Chinese mar-
ket in 2002, we fi gured, let’s go for gold 
and position ourselves as luxury. It was 
not an obvious choice. After all, a pair of 
our 501 jeans are more expensive than a 
full-size refrigerator in China.”

Of the 1.3 billion Chinese people, 60 
million in the top 100 cities are classifi ed 
in the high income bracket, estimates 
Young, who added that average per cap-
ita income in big cities is $4,000, which 
is equivalent to $10,000 in purchasing 
power. Before Levi’s entered the market, 
denim was seen as “an offshoot product” 
in China, where it made up only 20 per-
cent of casual pant sales, according to 
Young. 

Still, the petite and enthusiastic Young 
has made Levi’s the number-one denim 
brand in China.

Part of that success has stemmed from 
Levi’s decision to control its own retail-
ing, rather than wholesale. In the fi rst 
year, the company opened 30 stores, and 
in fi ve years has grown tenfold to 300 
today. “In the fi rst six months, we noticed 
traffi c was good, but business was not 
good,” Young said. “Six months later, both 
traffi c and business were good, because 
kids who had come in the beginning had 
saved six months of their salary to buy a 
pair of jeans.”

She added the premium-priced denim 
sold better than the entry-premium-
priced denim. “We found that if they 
were going to save for six months, they 
would rather save for seven months to get 
the very best,” Young said. “It’s a status 
symbol they are buying.”

To convey the luxury lifestyle, Levi’s 
dictates a uniform retail format to its 
franchisees. “We say how our franchises 
operate,” Young said. “There’s not de-
mocracy in China. We control retail and 
how it works.”

Levi’s also has pop-up stores “put up 
overnight in unusual places,” not only to 
generate sales, but also to serve as mar-
keting vehicles to create connections 
with consumers, according to Young.

Another example of where sales and 
marketing overlap is Levi’s partnership 
with Alvanon Body Scan, a collaboration 
that invites people to be scanned for their 
measurements, and to get a recommenda-
tion for certain fi ts. The single scanner 
scans an average of 600 people a day. The 
16,000 body scans that have been taken 
this year help Levi’s understand regional 
body type differences, said Young. In ad-
dition, they quadruple both foot traffi c 
and sales in the area during road shows.

“I am a bottom line-driven person,” 
Young said. “I do not allow any marketing 
initiatives without sales results.”

— W.B.

At the WWD Branding Leadership Forum, executives from companies ranging from Saks Fifth Avenue and The North Face to eBay
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TURNING EMPLOYEES INTO BRAND BUILDERS

“People, culture and communication” are the keys to 
Container Store’s success, according to president 

Melissa Reiff.
The $600 million company, which began in 1978 in Dallas, 

today has more than 40 stores averaging 25,000 square feet 
each, and its sales are growing 15 to 20 percent a year. For 
the last eight years, Container Store has made Fortune maga-
zine’s list of the top 100 companies to work for in the U.S.

“Our core competency is customer service,” Reiff said. 
“Our people-oriented approach transcends to the customer 
experience.”

Employees wear “I love my job” pins “because we want 
to hire our customers,” said Reiff, and they also carry cards 
that read “Hiring neat people!” to hand out to candidates they 
meet. The company receives 30,000 applications annually 
and only hires 6 percent of applicants, and those people get 
paid 50 to 100 percent higher than the retail industry average, 
plus receive 241 hours of training in their fi rst year, Reiff said. 
Employee turnover at Container Store is less than 10 percent.

Container Store’s customer base is affl uent, well-educated, 
busy women. The store captures more than 80 percent of their 
home phone numbers, through which it gets customers’ home 
addresses for direct mailing. Container Store spends 5.5 to 6 
percent of its revenues on marketing, 57 percent of which goes 
to direct mailing to drive store traffi c. According to Reiff, the 
mailings deliver a 9 to 12 percent — as opposed to the industry 
average of 4 to 6 percent — success rate of driving customers 
to the store. Getting them to the store, not just the Web site, is 

key for Container Store because of its selling philosophy. 
Container Store adheres to the “Man in the Desert”  concept: 

If you see a man in the desert, don’t just give him a glass of water 
and pat yourself on the back — give him water, a visor, a fan and 
a lawn chair, Reiff said. Translated into organizational retail 
terms: If someone comes in needing help organizing their shoes, 
chances are her whole closet is a mess, so don’t just sell her shoe 
boxes — sell her shoe boxes, hangers, hat boxes and so forth.

The retailer aims to turn its employees’ enthusiasm into cus-
tomer loyalty. The aim, Reiff explained, is to make customers 
so happy that “when she opens her organized closet she does a 
little dance. And with that, she becomes a brand ambassador.”

— W.B.
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