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New Balance South Africa: Outrunning the Opposition 

 
Although we have grown substantially over the past five years, we have not lost 

sight of who we are or from where we came 
– New Balance website1  

 
Since 2000, manufacturer of high-performance sports footwear and apparel, New Balance SA, 
had grown its market share substantially. Now, in 2006, the general manager of New Balance 
South Africa, Gary van Rooyen, considered the company’s future direction. In line with 
worldwide trends, opposition companies, such as Nike, had started to move into retail by 
establishing their own chain of stores. However, since the success of New Balance could partly be 
attributed to the company’s commitment to customer satisfaction, a decision to move aggressively 
in such a direction would put the company in direct competition with its retail customers and 
would certainly damage its current relationships with sports retail stores.  
 
There had to be other options available, which would allow New Balance to stay true to its 
business philosophy, yet still take the company to the next level and enable it to grow at a 
substantial rate.  

Background on New Balance 

New Balance International started from humble beginnings in the early 1900s in the United States 
of America, when William J Riley committed himself to helping people with problem feet by 
making arch-supports and prescription footwear to improve the fit of their shoes.2 In 1954 Eleanor 
and Paul Kidd bought the company and later sold it in 1972 to Jim Davis, with the clear 
understanding that Davis would continue to uphold the company’s founding values of fit, 
performance and manufacturing.3 By 2006, the company had its headquarters in Massachusetts, 
USA, and 12 wholly-owned international subsidiaries. With the aid of licensees and affiliates, 
New Balance products were sold in 120 countries� 
 
Since the 1990s in particular, New Balance International had shown substantial growth. 
Worldwide sales had increased from $210 million in 1991 to $1.54 billion in 2005, and New 
Balance laid claim to being the fourth largest athletic footwear and apparel company in the 
world.4 

                                                 
1 www.newbalance.co.za philosophy link (accessed 5 September 2006) 
2 www.newbalance.co.za, history link (accessed 5 September 2006). 
3 Ibid. 
4 www.newbalance.co.za, philosophy link (accessed 5 September 2006). 
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New Balance SA 
In 1976, Futura Footwear, based in Pinetown, Durban, obtained a licence to distribute New 
Balance footwear in South Africa, but under this agreement New Balance did not reach its full 
potential. In 1995, for example, just 0.5% of Comrades marathon5 runners ran the race in New 
Balance shoes, putting the brand at the bottom of the list of about 15 others worn in the same 
race.6 Things took a turn for the better in 1999, however, when Davis visited South Africa and 
realised that, with its strong sporting culture, the country warranted a New Balance subsidiary 
rather than simply a licensee.7  
 
In January 2000, New Balance USA commissioned one of its employees, John O’Neill, who had 
a good reputation for starting up subsidiaries, to set up an office in Cape Town. Van Rooyen 
joined the company in February, as general manager, after being headhunted from Nike – a major 
competitor of New Balance – where he had held the position of regional sales director. In the first 
year, the team consisted of Van Rooyen and seven other employees. By 2006 this number had 
grown to 45, including agents, and New Balance SA had branched out to Johannesburg, Durban 
and Port Elizabeth. 
  
In its first year the company turned over R5 million, yet no bank in South Africa would grant it an 
overdraft facility. The company was forced to work off a loan account granted by its parent 
company – a loan New Balance SA was able to repay within three years. 8 Sales increased 56% in 
2000 from the previous year, and in 2001 more than doubled those of 2000. Sales continued to 
grow by double figures until 2004, when the South African subsidiary generated more profit in 
rand terms than all of the brand’s European subsidiaries combined.9 The sales pattern continued 
with a 10% growth in the 2005 financial year. By 2006, New Balance SA had been transformed 
from a self-sustaining company to one that was highly profitable.  
 
Although exact figures were hard to come by, the estimated value of the South African footwear 
sports/casual industry in 2006 was more than R4 billion - equal to about 10.6 million pairs of 
sports shoes. New Balance owned almost 3% of this market, selling approximately 250 000 pairs 
of shoes per annum10 (compared with 12 000 pairs sold in 1999 by Futura). 
 
New Balance, while focusing primarily on running, offered a wide range of products across every 
category, including men’s running footwear, women’s running footwear, trail footwear, walking 
footwear, cross-training footwear, court footwear, children’s footwear, soccer footwear and 
athleisure (for multi-purpose usage) footwear. Because of the company’s belief that ‘one size did 
not fit all’, New Balance shoes came in a wide range of widths (from 2A to 6E) and sizes, right 
across the product line. New Balance developed 26 different foot models around which to design 
the shoes, in order to create what was called a 360° fit.  
 
Although the multiple widths added to the cost of manufacturing, the production of such a wide 
range distinguished the product offering from its competitors and the company’s management 
believed that this was worth the extra expense.  
 

                                                 
5 The Comrades Marathon is an annual ultra-marathon, run between Pietermaritzburg and Durban, which is 89 km in 
distance. Approximately 12 000 runners enter the race. 
6 Haw, P. ‘A Sports Brand Built on Family Values? If the Shoe Fits…’, Business Day, 12 June 2006. 
7 Country Profile,  New Balance in-house newsletter, 2003, p6. 
8 Interview with Gary van Rooyen, 31 August 2006. 
9 Haw, P. ‘A Sports Brand built on Family Values?’, op cit. 
10 Interview with Gary van Rooyen, 31 August 2006. 
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New Balance apparel included a large collection of garments – from technical running gear to 
athletic workout wear.11 While it was easy in this competitive environment to flood the market 
with an oversupply of new products, Van Rooyen believed that success depended upon a well-
fitting functional product, tweaked aesthetically every year, just enough to keep it young and 
fresh.12   
 
Unlike the products of other brands, all New Balance footwear was manufactured in its entirety 
overseas, therefore New Balance had to order all of its stock from abroad. Since there had never 
been any limitations to the number of orders placed, or problems regarding delivery lead times, 
the arrangement seemed to have worked well for the past five years, despite the continuous 
challenge of a fluctuating rand/dollar exchange rate. 
 
Van Rooyen made a strategic decision to keep the brand affordable, and decided to settle for a 
margin of 38% to 40% on New Balance products, unlike Nike and ASICS, which strove for a 
50% margin. The price of a New Balance entry-level shoe – which comprised the bulk of its sales 
– ranged from R399 to R599, compared to a Nike or ASICS entry-level shoe that ranged between 
R399 and R1 500. New Balance’s pricing strategy was more in line with that of Reebok, adidas 
and its other competitors.13 

Competitive Environment 

As sports had become a universal form of entertainment over the years – substantially helped 
along by the growing level of health awareness among the public – so had the sportswear industry 
worldwide become more and more competitive. According to Just-style’s14 Global Market Review 
of Active Sportswear and Athletic Footwear, since the acquisition of Reebok by adidas in 2006 
(see adidas below) there were only two truly global players in the industry, Nike and adidas. They 
competed with a multitude of smaller and regional sports brands, and also with the sports ranges 
of casual-wear brands. The sports footwear industry was constantly using technological 
innovation to update its products and was known for its aggressive marketing efforts.  
 
According to some conclusions drawn in a thesis conducted by students at the University of Cape 
Town, the vast majority of South African consumers purchased athletic footwear for leisure 
purposes.15 Consequently, over the past few years,  the ‘athleisure’ footwear market as well as the 
multi-sports footwear market had shown particularly high growth. At the same time, sales in the 
technical running market were in a major decline (see Exhibit 1).16     
 
Although there were about 15 footwear brands in total in South Africa, it was generally accepted 
that a brand was no longer a force to be reckoned with when it reached the level of number nine 
or 10 and, as such, was not regarded as serious competition by the more powerful brands, namely 
ASICS, Nike and adidas.17 This had been the case with New Balance until 2000, when it had 
started to shift position in the running category radically. From an insignificant eighth or ninth 

                                                 
11 Taken from the official web site of New Balance, www.newbalance.co.za, philosophy link (accessed 6 September 
2006). 
12 Interview with Gary van Rooyen, 31 August 2006. 
13 Ibid. 
14 Just-style is a global business information company, www.just-style.com (accessed 1 October 2006). 
15 C Park, P Rennie, T van’t Hof, ‘To Investigate the Feasibility of Launching the PF Flyers Brand in the South African 
Footwear Market, and to Develop an Appropriate Marketing Strategy.’ Thesis presented in partial fulfilment of the 
requirements for the degree of B.Bus Sc. (Marketing)  at the University of Cape Town, September 2005.  
16 Interview with Gary van Rooyen, 31 August 2006. 
17 Ibid. 
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position prior to 2000, the company rose to being the third most popular footwear brand after 
Asics and Nike in the Two Oceans Marathon18 in 2006 (see Exhibits 2 and 3). 
 
In every serious race, the participants were required to enter their preferred running shoe on the 
entry form. Using the latest figures, Van Rooyen placed New Balance in the number one position 
in the trail category, second only to Salomon (formerly part of adidas). In technical running,19 
New Balance was a close number three choice to ASICS and Nike. In road-running, ASICS held 
the number one position, followed by Nike in the second position and New Balance in third 
position (although in this case New Balance alternated between holding the number two and three 
positions). In technical tennis20 Van Rooyen argued that New Balance was probably one of the 
most preferred tennis shoes on the market, followed by adidas and Nike.21 (See Exhibits 4 and 5.) 
 
New Balance did not perceive the German brand Puma as opposition, because it focused almost 
exclusively on fashion shoes. Nike, adidas and Reebok had a more balanced combination of 
technical and fashion shoes, while prior to 2006, ASICS, Brooks, Mizuno, Saucony and New 
Balance had chosen not to enter the fashion business.        
 
Globe, Loxion Culture, Run-X, Brooks and Mizuno had recently entered the South African 
playing-field. The house brands of the top retailers – Edgars, Dion, Sportsman’s Warehouse and 
Cape Union Mart – also presented competition, particularly in terms of apparel. 

ASICS 
ASICS, a Japanese manufacturer of sport and leisure products was one of the industry’s leading 
total sports organisations. Established in 1949, it was regarded as the most respected and fastest-
growing footwear brand in the running shoe category both worldwide and in South Africa. It had 
not responded to the apartheid struggle by leaving the country in the early 1990s, which had given 
the company an edge on other brands, such as Nike and Reebok. During the four years from 1990 
to 1994, before the other brands started returning to the country under the new democratic regime, 
ASICS had the running market more-or-less to itself.22 
 
On a worldwide basis, ASICS could not compare with New Balance in terms of size: apparel 
made up a very small component of the ASICS business and unlike its opposition, the company 
had not diversified into many categories. For Van Rooyen, it was clear why ASICS had been so 
successful in the running shoe category. He maintained its success could be ascribed to having 
just the right shoe fit and the fact that it had never sought to alter the formula of its running shoe 
too radically – something that the other manufacturers had burnt their fingers on in the past; and 
moreover, that consumers were able to rely on a tried and tested product, with exceptional 
aesthetics accompanied by aggressive pricing structures.23 

Nike  

                                                 
18 The Two Oceans Marathon is an annual ultra-marathon run in Cape Town on Easter Saturday, which is 56km in 
distance. Approximately 7 500 runners enter the race. 
19 Technical runners (more than 60km per week) were hardened runners doing serious mileage, in contrast to fitness 
runners (less than 60km per week). They used technical running shoes which had sophisticated components in them. 
Technical runners and Elite runners were one and the same category. 
20 Technical tennis sportswear is that used by serious tennis-players, in contrast to tennis shoes manufactured en masse 
and distributed by the larger retailers for purchase by schoolchildren, for example. 
21 Interview with Gary van Rooyen, 31 August 2006. 
22 Ibid. 
23 Ibid. 
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The largest sports and fitness company in the world, Nike, operated on six continents and 
employed approximately 26 000 people. Founded in 1964 in Oregon, USA, it was originally 
named Blue Ribbon Sports (BRS). The idea had been to import high-tech athletic shoes from 
Japan to the USA. In 1972 the company introduced a new brand of athletic footwear called Nike, 
named after the Greek winged goddess of victory, and soon afterwards the name of the company 
changed to match the shoe.  Nike reported net revenues of $13,7 billion for the 2005 financial 
year.24 

Adidas 
This German company was founded in 1949, and after a foray into the winter sports arena in 
1997, it started to focus more and more on athletic apparel and footwear, including diversifying 
into golf. Adidas had also ventured into sponsoring major sports events, such as the European 
Soccer Championships EURO 2000. By September 2006 the company had acquired the well-
known brand, Reebok, turning it into an even more formidable competitor.   
 
Van Rooyen explained that although adidas was New Balance’s third major competitor, the 
company had been so focused on soccer (adidas had been chosen as the official partner of the 
Soccer World Cup in 2010), that it had left all other fields of sportswear in South Africa open for 
the taking.25 New Balance had therefore jumped at the opportunity and “stolen its running market 
while it was chasing soccer”.26 While New Balance International had recently purchased a soccer 
brand called Brine, its focus in South Africa was not on soccer per se. This had been a strategic 
business decision of New Balance SA, since there were already too many powerful brands 
competing in that particular segment of the market. But, as Van Rooyen pointed out, there would 
be other opportunities arising in 2010, when soccer supporters would be requiring all kinds of 
shoes.27 

Reebok 
Reebok pulled out of South Africa between 1990 and 1994, which had shifted the dynamics 
between the different brands in South Africa somewhat at the time. But, according to Van 
Rooyen, for many years the company had a superb product and consumer loyalty was 
phenomenal.28 In 2000, however, there had been a change of ownership internationally that 
resulted in a huge dumping of stock into Sportshoe World stores, where it was sold at prices way 
below market value. The rest of the retailers had responded by returning all their stock to Reebok 
and Reebok’s reputation suffered severely.29 In January 2006, adidas had acquired Reebok. 

Business Approach 

New Balance International adhered to a distinct set of philosophies:  
• “focus on function over fashion; 
• make shoes in multiple widths; 
• continue to make many shoes in the US; 
• nurture strong retail partnerships; 
• take an “endorsed by no one” stance; and�
• support grassroots initiatives.” 30

�

                                                 
24 www.Nike.com, company overview link (accessed 12 September 2006). 
25 Interview with Gary van Rooyen, 31 August 2006. 
26 Ibid. 
27 Ibid. 
28 Ibid. 
29 Ibid. 
30 www.newbalance.co.za, philosophy link (accessed 5 September 2006). 
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�

For his part, Van Rooyen was clear that he did not want New Balance SA to become a giant, but 
to become known as better, not bigger.31 Translated into commercial terms, this goal meant that 
New Balance SA had to be reliable, and reliability meant speed to the market. In order to honour 
its promise to deliver, New Balance thus had to build a team that would adopt and carry forward 
the company’s unique philosophies. It also meant that Van Rooyen had to take a slightly different 
approach to his competitors, as to how he got  his product into stores. 

Building the Team (see Exhibit 6 for company structure) 
From day one the employees’ passion and enthusiasm for sports became a trademark of the 
company. The staff, particularly the marketing and sales staff, loved sports – in fact, it became a 
prerequisite for those seeking employment with the company to be active in a sport, or at least to 
have an interest in sports. Each new employee brought experience and sporting connections to the 
company and New Balance believed that this enthusiasm spilt over into customer relationships, 
helping to cultivate trust in the dependability of the company.32  
 
While Van Rooyen never set out to be a leader, he had always tried to lead by example, which, he 
believed to have an attraction and believability of its own. Under Van Rooyen’s guidance, the 
team took shape. He provided the vision of offering a world class service and empowered the 
employees to “take total ownership of their actions.” 33 According to national sales manager, 
Grattan Rippon, Van Rooyen had the ability to motivate people and to bring out the best in every 
employee. “It takes a rare kind of person to bring a fun element to the business yet combine it 
with extreme competitiveness,” he added.34 
 
Van Rooyen believed that insight into oneself, as well as others, was an indispensable leadership 
quality. By knowing one’s own weaknesses, one could compensate by employing people with 
strengths in those areas, he said.  He was strongly of the view that it was important to surround 
himself with people he could trust and who shared his passion and vision for the company.35 
 
New Balance employed a turnaround specialist who ran a commercial field course for new 
graduates who were recruited to the company, while Van Rooyen drew more experienced staff 
from among former colleagues or trusted friends. By 2006, Van Rooyen was confident that he 
had a fine team working with him.36 
 
Van Rooyen set out to create a friendly and relaxed culture, and close friends became customers, 
while customers became friends. Rippon attributed the success of New Balance to the company’s 
family values: maintaining a strong emphasis on humility and on the importance of relationships. 
He explained, “The other brands are not so much interested in cultivating relationships as in 
pushing their products, and retailers are quick to pick it up. The fact that we are very flexible and 
thus allow the smaller businesses that are stuck with stock, to return it, has also stood us in good 
stead.”37 Van Rooyen agreed: “Nike is well-known for its arrogance in the market. Its power has 
resulted in it becoming the so-called bully in the sportswear market, because the retailers have no 
choice but to stock its products. With us, they don’t need to stock us, but they want to.”38 

                                                 
31 Telephone conference call with Gary van Rooyen, 21 August 2006. 
32  Ibid. 
33 Email correspondence with Gary van Rooyen, 31 October 2006. 
34 Email correspondence with Grattan Rippon, 31 October 2006. 
35 Email correspondence with Gary van Rooyen, 31 October 2006. 
36 Interview with Gary van Rooyen, 31 August 2006. 
37   Interview with Grattan Rippon, 31 August 2006. 
38   Interview with Gary van Rooyen, 31 August 2006. 
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In line with the company name, Van Rooyen believed that creativity did not happen naturally at 
work. He therefore encouraged staff to adopt a balanced approach to life. His work/life 
philosophy entitled staff to leave the office by 17h00, so that they could go home and relax. He 
maintained this would enable them to return the next day with renewed enthusiasm and creativity 
in fulfilling their work-related responsibilities.39  
 
In order to maximise sales, New Balance SA appointed agents and full-time representatives 
across the country, and by 2006 it had made ten such appointments. The company also 
established a physical presence in three provinces outside of the Western Cape. Although there 
had been an aggressive drive for sales, the ‘nice guy’ attitude of the company was not saved 
exclusively for its customers. During the biannual sales conference/product training/team-
building exercises, the sales staff were treated very well, and, in fact, according to Rippon, “spoilt 
rotten”.40 

Retail Strategy 
In 2000, the company’s retail strategy had involved targeting 250 independent sports retailers in 
South Africa. These stores excluded the larger outlets, such as TotalSports, Sportsman’s 
Warehouse and Edgars. According to Van Rooyen, at the time, the company’s major competitors 
were only serving 16% of the smaller stores.41 It therefore made sense to target these outlets first. 
Entry into the bigger stores followed in later years. It was hard work to knock on so many doors, 
but the strategy paid off handsomely. By 2006, independent stores made up 36% of the 
company’s business, while the remainder resided with key retailers such as Sportman’s 
Warehouse, TotalSports, Edgars, Mr Price and Sport City.42    
 
Van Rooyen pointed out a couple of factors that contributed to the company’s success in the 
market. “Our strategy was to go and pick up the scraps. While some of the other powerful brands 
dictated how much stock a retailer should take and when (usually placing orders six months in 
advance), New Balance bent over backwards to accommodate retailers by selling only a couple of 
pairs of shoes to them at a time and offering to keep the rest at the warehouse in stock for them,” 
he said. “We contacted them, not vice versa. But most importantly it was a question of timing, 
timing, timing. When Reebok had their shoe-dumping crisis, Nike had been the bully and ASICS 
had focused exclusively on running. The retailers were looking for a friend, so there was a gap for 
New Balance, and we took it.”43 
 
New Balance International also operated some of its own branded stores, but the decision whether 
to follow this worldwide trend aggressively, as Nike had done for example, presented an ongoing 
challenge to the South African company. Doing so put the company into direct competition with 
its valued customers, and, having invested so much in its relationships with retailers, New 
Balance was concerned that such a move might be risky and damaging. On the other hand, Nike’s 
second largest customer was its global concept chain, constituting 20% of its business, or R200 
million per annum. Each branded New Balance outlet had a potential wholesale value of R600 
000, and was thus clearly a business opportunity not to be brushed aside lightly.44  
 
                                                 
39 Telephone conference call with Gary van Rooyen, 21 August 2006. 
40 Interview with Grattan Rippon, 31 August 2006. 
41 Interview with Gary van Rooyen (date??). 
42 New Balance SA Strategic Business Plan, 2007-2009, powerpoint presentation, 2006. Was it given to you by New 
Balance? If so, you should mention this. 
43 Interview with Gary van Rooyen, 31 August 2006. 
44 New Balance SA Strategic Business Plan, 2007-2009, op cit. 
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According to a survey conducted by Trudi du Toit for Sports Trader magazine in October 2006, 
the distributors who were in favour of concept stores argued that this was the only way of 
showcasing all aspects of a brand, including products and price points that other retailers were 
unable to stock. Those not in favour, such as HI-TEC, believed that they should stick to 
distributing and leave the hassle of retailing to others.45  However, Van Rooyen pointed out in the 
same article, that  “in a perfect world retailers would not import and distributors would not retail, 
but there is more margin to be made by each of them when the middleman is out of the 
equation”.46 
 
In an earlier attempt to resolve the matter, Van Rooyen had decided to keep a low profile and 
open up only a couple of branded shops, mainly in ‘weak’ areas where there was no New Balance 
representation, such as Namibia, East London (Eastern Cape) and Fish Hoek (near Cape Town). 

Marketing Strategy 

Building the New Balance brand from scratch had presented Van Rooyen with his leading 
challenge. While the parent company in the USA provided initial financial support in terms of 
advertising spend, the company had “to earn a buck for every buck spent”,47 with the ultimate 
objective that every runner in South Africa would eventually wear New Balance footwear. 
 
Unlike its competitors, New Balance International did not endorse top athletes, preferring to rely 
on the superior fit and performance of its products to promote the brand. During the 1960s, for 
example, New Balance USA grew by word of mouth and grassroots promotions. The same 
strategy seemed to have worked for its South African counterpart, since Van Rooyen had used the 
same formula with great success.  
 
Since the sports shoe business, in essence, was based on selling to runners, the New Balance SA 
strategy for 2000/2001 had been to ensure that every runner in South Africa knew about New 
Balance. The next phase, said Van Rooyen, was to ensure “that all those runners with secondary 
sports would know that the company also had a tennis shoe, a cross-training shoe and sports 
apparel”.48   
 
Thus, New Balance SA set about targeting people involved in sports other than running. Van 
Rooyen maintained that triathlon, surf skiing, paddling and cycling all yielded a market for 
selling different sports shoes. Cyclists did not only cycle, for example, and most paddlers said 
that their next best sports were cycling, running, triathlon and tennis respectively.49 None of the 
opposition had yet ventured into paddling and as no footwear brand yet had the sole monopoly of 
the cycling fraternity, Van Rooyen believed that New Balance would score by diversifying 
quickly out of running.  
  
To have reached such a large segment of the target market in a five-year span did not come 
cheaply, but Van Rooyen had always willingly and knowingly ‘overspent’ in terms of advertising 
and promotions. New Balance’s marketing budget hovered between 7% and 10% of its turnover 
compared to the 4.2% marketing spend of other companies. 50   

                                                 
45 T du Toit, ‘Concept Stores & In-house Brands, Sportstrader, October 2003. Available www.sportstrader.co.za, 
archive link ( accessed 6 October 2006). 
46 Ibid. 
47 Telephone conference call with Gary van Rooyen, 21 August 2006. 
48 Interview with Gary van Rooyen, 31 August 2006. 
49 Ibid. 
50 Interview with Grattan Rippon, 31 August 2006. 
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Positioning and Branding  
The overall aim of the strategy was to create confidence in the brand by offering an international 
product of the highest quality fit – a brand that promised consistent performance in an honest, 
innovative way to a variety of markets, supported by excellent back-up service. 

Marketing Implementation 

Direct Marketing 
To reach those markets, New Balance used direct marketing as one of its key vehicles. Sports 
events organisers kept databases of participants, comprising all sorts of information including e-
mail addresses, available to the event sponsors. As a sponsor of events organised by Top Events, 
for example, New Balance had access to the company’s entire database. Each new alliance 
brought with it more information, such as the 32 000 members of Walk/Run for Life and the 
7 500 runners in the Knysna Oyster Festival of Running and Cycling.  
 
New Balance exploited these databases to the full, informing all those on the databases, including 
retailers, about every new product and event that the company sponsored. Moreover, this 
information gave the company an indication of the target market’s other interests. “The rest had 
been an intuitive feel for what was out in the marketplace, supported by intensive listening, 
hearing and feeling,” Van Rooyen said.51  

Promotions and Sponsorships 
In implementing the grassroots strategy, Van Rooyen and his team had to find ways in which to 
reach all the runners in South Africa. This meant creating an awareness at smaller sports club 
level (first in running, later in places such as life-saving clubs, rugby clubs, hockey clubs and the 
like), or taking part in promotions at shops, while the opposition concerned themselves with the 
bigger marathon races, such as the Two Oceans and the Comrades. Thus, weekends became a 
busy time for the small sales and marketing team, as its members were also encouraged to 
participate in the promotional events themselves.  
 
Event sponsorships made up the bulk of the company’s marketing spend. In the 2005/2006 
financial year alone, it sponsored more than a million rands’ worth of product. According to 
Rippon, sponsoring was one way of ensuring a definite return on investment and receiving plenty 
of exposure at the same time.52 Sponsoring covered various levels of events, ranging from the 
TotalSports Challenge’s Knysna Marathon, to the Surf Ski Series, to school sports events. No 
target market ever seemed to be too small or too insignificant to warrant consideration. Through 
targeting top schools in South Africa the company had become involved in sponsoring cricket and 
netball teams at a national schools level, as well as sponsoring sports clothing and footwear for 
up-and-coming black athletes as part of its Sponsored Athlete of the Year project. All these 
activities resulted in extensive additional exposure in local print media and television. “Through 
sponsorhips alone, we now own the South African netball and squash teams,” Rippon said.53 
 
He also noted that the importance of store campaigns could never be underestimated, as the 
company saw these campaigns as providing opportunities to connect to the end-user.54 New 
Balance had two travelling foot-scanners (one in Gauteng and one in the Western Cape), which it 

                                                 
51Interview with Gary van Rooyen, 31 August, 2006.  
52 Interview with Grattan Rippon, 31 August 2006. 
53 Ibid. 
54 Ibid. 
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used in store promotions on Saturday mornings. Called a Fit Tracks Machine, each foot-scanner 
tracked the unique pressure points in red and blue while a person was either walking or standing 
on it, and would advise accordingly on the product and size shoe a new runner would need. 
 
Co-branding on corporate clothing was another growing gap in the market that New Balance had 
exploited. Unlike the opposition, which mainly targeted soccer teams, the New Balance sales 
team decided to target the army, the air force and the police force – basically all areas that were 
neglected in the past –  offering them high-quality sportswear with an international branding. The 
strategy had paid off, as New Balance’s corporate division, by 2006, made up 20% of its apparel 
business in South Africa.55 

Below-The-Line Advertising 
“With regards to advertising, we did what the other guys were not doing, or not doing any 
longer,” Van Rooyen said. “We advertised in running magazines - the kind of advertising our 
competition was not committed to. We saw a massive gap in Runner’s World Magazine. Virtually 
all the brands had stopped advertising in the magazine, because it was quite pricey.”56 Although 
competitors still advertised in this magazine occasionally, New Balance made sure to advertise in 
every single issue (see Exhibit 7). The company also targeted other magazines, namely Men’s 
Health, Runner’s World, Shape, SA Paddler and Kick Off, and advertised in all of them twice a 
month for a whole year. By the time the other brands again saw the benefit of magazine 
advertising and started to counter the New Balance campaign – six to 12 months later – New 
Balance had branded itself very well and moved on. Since then, it had been careful not to leave 
such a distinct pattern for competitors to follow. 

Above-the-line Advertising 
New Balance SA did not produce formal television advertisements, but found that it got 
affordable television exposure through its sponsorship of the TotalSports Challenge, a sports 
challenge that covered seven discipilines, attracted 12 000 entrants. Highlights of this event were 
then broadcast at various times on DsTV’s57 SuperSport 1 and 2 sports stations. New Balance’s 
red and black banners and logo appeared in the background when interviews were conducted, and 
in this way the company received exposure that would otherwise have been very expensive in 
terms of regular television advertising costs. 

The Next Step 

Despite the company’s phenomenal growth over the past five years, it was time to move to the 
next level. How to keep on being different, and to keep on changing, remained a daily challenge. 
The spirit of the company was embedded in its passion and caring for people, which was why 
moving aggressively into retailing its own products could potentially harm its hard-earned 
reputation. At the same time, it struck Van Rooyen as ironic that these same retailers were, in 
essence, competing with New Balance by stocking their own house brands, as well as other 
brands. 
 
If the company did not go the branded retail route, Van Rooyen asked himself, what else should it 
do? Should it look at expanding to other African countries, or should it rather concentrate on 
other segments of the market which the company had not yet explored (see Exhibits 8 and 9)?  
 

                                                 
55 Ibid. 
56 Interview with Gary van Rooyen, 31 August 2006. 
57 Subscription-based digital satellite TV programmes. 
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Questions: 
1. Using Porter’s Generic Strategies, describe the strategy of New Balance. Do you think this 

strategy is appropriate under the circumstances described? 
2. What do you believe is the competitive advantage of New Balance? Do you think it is 

sustainable? 
3. What do you view as the key challenges for New Balance in the future? 
4. What is your view of the strategic leadership style of Gary van Rooyen? 
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Exhibit 1   Factors Influencing the South African Sports Footwear Market 
 
 
 
 

Growth of online vs. site based retail – this will 
change our world.
Intelligent clothing 
Local manufacturing - limited fabrics
Accelerated rate of change
Younger consumer driving 
technology (speed) expect it to 
keep evolving

Emerging middle market.
Youthful, positive Population.
AIDS a huge factor
Inflexible labour laws (BE and BEE)
Increased focus on heath (government)
Global Brands/Retailers getting bigger
Consumer Power (immediate needs)
Increased travel, globalisation.
Internet – staying at home (less sociable)

Reprise the STEEP factors
ocial & Cultural echnological

nvironmental

olitical  & Legal

conomic Legislation on products and packaging 
Ethical manufacturing – proudly SA.
Trade off ‘Green vs Needs’Retailer Consolidation – more value 

brands/fewer routes to market
Decline of Middle Brands
Largest Growth Markets – Middle income 
market
Trade embargoes in Apparel industry 
Local Vat/exchange rate/quotas/duties

S

E

T

�

P

Union unrest
Pirate PF Flyers owner
Grey NB product down the line

 
 

 
 
 
Source: Courtesy of New Balance, 2006.
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Exhibit 2   Two Oceans Shoe Count 2004–2006 
 

Brand 2006 2005 2004 

 21km %Total 56km %Total Combined 

Combined%Total 
% 

Growth06–
05 Combined %Total Combined %Total 

ASICS 3 421 35% 3 430 44% 6 851 39% 21% 5 656 37% 6 117 33% 

Nike 2 490 26% 2 240 28% 4 730 27% 5% 4 495 29% 5 032 28% 

New 
Balance 1 784 18% 908 12% 2 692 15% 10% 2 446 16% 3 217 18% 

adidas 1 092 11% 587 7% 1 679 10% 16% 1 449 9% 1 868 10% 

Other 
brands 321 3% 221 3% 542 3% −10% 602 4% 604 3% 

Reebok 257 3% 271 3% 528 3% 17% 453 3% 733 4% 

Saucony 179 2% 137 2% 316 2% 41% 224 1% 209 1% 

Puma 75 1% 49 1% 124 1% 63% 76 1% 83 0% 

Brooks 50 1% 32 0% 82 0% 9% 75 1% 203 1% 

TOTAL 9 669  7 875  17 544  13% 15 479  18 066  

Source: Sports Trader, June 2006, p14. 
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Exhibit 3   Shoe Counts    
 

Shoe Count for 2003 – 2006 Comrades Marathon 

 
 
 

 

Source: Courtesy of New Balance, 2006.

      
 2003 2004 2005 2006  

SHOE BRAND COUNT COUNT COUNT COUNT 
up or 
down 

ASICS 33.05% 33.90% 38.07% 41.89% 3.82% 
NIKE 30.00% 30.80% 30.26% 28.97% 1.29% 
NEW BALANCE 11.32% 12.11% 11.37% 10.50% 0.87% 
REEBOK 11.06% 8.29% 6.05% 5.30% 0.75% 
ADIDAS 7.74% 7.24% 7.51% 6.90% 0.61% 
BROOKS 1.30% 1.10% 0.35%   
SAUCONY 0.58% 1.10% 1.29%   
MIZUNO 0.21% 0.10% 0.31%   
HI TEC 0.13% 0.10% 0.15%   
ETONIC 0.05%  0.02%   
OTHER 4.56% 5.50% 4.38% 4.09%  
      
TOTAL PAIRS 13326 12032 13834 12003  
(2.35 % BROOKS/MIZUNO/HI TEC/ ETONIC)    
      

 
EntrantShoeType CountOfEntrantShoeType EventDesc Event %  

New Balance 704 Gun Run Race 2006 10 km 28.4 1 
ASICS 457 Gun Run Race 2006 10 km 18.4 2 
Adidas 437 Gun Run Race 2006 10 km 17.6 3 
Nike 430 Gun Run Race 2006 10 km 17.3 4 
Other 329 Gun Run Race 2006 10 km 13.3 5 
Reebok 81 Gun Run Race 2006 10 km 3.3 6 
Puma 23 Gun Run Race 2006 10 km 0.9 7 
Saucony 22 Gun Run Race 2006 10 km 0.8 8 
  2483        
           
ASICS 763 Gun Run Race 2006 21 km 34.6 1 
New Balance 474 Gun Run Race 2006 21 km 21.5 2 
Nike 422 Gun Run Race 2006 21 km 19.2 3 
Adidas 326 Gun Run Race 2006 21 km 14.8 4 
Other 141 Gun Run Race 2006 21 km 6.4 5 
Saucony 41 Gun Run Race 2006 21 km 1.9 6 
Reebok 25 Gun Run Race 2006 21 km 1.1 7 
Puma 11 Gun Run Race 2006 21 km 0.5 8 
  2203        

 
OUTsurance Gun Run Shoe Count 2006 
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Exhibit 4   Product Categories Owned by New Balance, Indicated in Terms of Rand 
Expenditure, 2006 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
* In essence, there were two types of runners eg  Elite Runners - those who used technical running shoes 
which had sophisticated components in them and were hardened runners doing serious mileage (60km per 
week plus). Their focus was on beating other runners, improving personal bests and possibly standing on 
the podium. The other group was classified as Fitness Runners, using less technical shoes (Custom = 
specially made up) comprising of minimum technology – they jogged or ded the odd half marathon but the 
focus was fitness and fun. 
 
 
 
Source:  Courtesy of New Balance SA, 2006. 
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Exhibit 5   New Balance as a Percentage of the Athletics Market in South Africa,  
                   2004 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
While updated figures were hard to come by, Van Rooyen estimated New Balance’s market value 
in 2006 as follows: 
 
• In technical running a market value of between 15%  and 20%; 
• in trail running a market value of 30% to 40%; 
• in technical tennis a market value of 20% to 30%; 
• in cross training a market value of 5% to 10%; and 
• in walking a market value of 30% to 40% 
 
In the South African technical footwear market, worth approximately R1 billion, New Balance’s 
stake was valued at R70 million. However, the fact that New Balance excluded the rugby and 
soccer target markets, impacted on the figures, since these markets constituted 50% of adidas 
business, 20% of Nike, 15% of Puma, 5% of ASICS and 10% of Reebok. 
 
 
Source: Courtesy of New Balance SA, September 2006. 

CATEGORY NIKE ADIDAS REEBOK PUMA ASICS NB TOTAL TOTAL NB %
2004 PAIRS PAIRS PAIRS PAIRS PAIRS PAIRS PAIRS RAND PAIRS Ave. price 

MENS RUNNING 125 000 115 000 30 000 5 000 75 000 55 200 405 200 123 586 000 13.62% 350
WMS RUNNING 57 000 52 000 12 000 1 000 35 000 22 000 179 000 60 860 000 12.29% 340
MENS TRAIL 7 000 4 000 800 500 4 000 36 800 49 100 14 730 000 74.94% 300
WMNS TRAIL 1 000 1 000 200 200 1 000 7 400 10 800 3 240 000 68.51% 300
MENS COURT 13 000 12 000 1 000 300 1 500 18 500 45 300 12 684 000 40.83% 280
WMNS COURT 7 000 8 000 4 000 100 500 14 700 34 300 9 261 000 42.85% 270
MENS X-TRAIN 80 000 40 000 8 000 50 000 600 5 500 184 100 64 435 000 2.98% 350
WMNS X-TRAIN 40 000 20 000 12 000 25 000 400 3 700 101 100 34 374 000 3.65% 340
KIDS 90 000 40 000 15 000 10 000 1 000 9 200 165 200 29 736 000 5.56% 180
MENS WALKING 2 000 200 1 000 1 000 500 1 200 5 900 1 770 000 20.33% 300
WMNS WALKING 3 000 800 1 000 500 500 3 000 8 800 2 288 000 34.09% 260
B/BALL 70 000 3 000 5 000 3 000 200 1 000 82 100 57 470 000 0.21% 700
CLASSICS / RETRO 300 000 200 000 150 000 170 000 5 000 1 800 826 800 206 700 000 0.21% 250
SOCCER 100 000 180 000 10 000 70 000 3 000 1 000 364 000 91 000 000 0.27% 250
TOTALS 895 000 676 000 255 000 336 100 129 200 182 000 2 473 300 712 134 000 7.35% AVE - 280
FOOTWEAR RANDS R313 mil R216 mil R75 mil R100 mil R42 mil R50 mil
APPAREL RANDS R100 mil R120 mil R35 mil R30 mil R 0.50 R5 mil

TOTAL US$ 63 mil 51 mil 17 mil 20 mil 6 mil 8 mil US$ 169 mil
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Exhibit 6  Company Structure 
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Exhibit 6  Company Structure (cont) 
 
 
 

Abbreviations 
 

 
       Sales: FTW = Footwear / APP = Apparel / CORP = Corporate clothing / Tech = Technical training. 

 
       Marketing: Social Dev = Social development / Web = web site / Adv = Advertising / Promo = Promotions / POP = Point of purchase / Events = Events /  
                            R&D = Research and development / PR = Public relations / Med = Media / Sponsor = Sponsorships. 
 

Retail: Indep = Independents / Groups = Groups (chain stores) / Concept = Elite dealers & Outfitters / NB Direct web = NB only stores / F Shop = NB 
            factory outlets 
 
Operations: SRC F/Casting = SRC forecasting / Purchasing = purchasing / Tracking = tracking / Orders = order management / Systems = systems / 
                     CS = Customer services / WH = Warehousing / Inv. Control = Inventory control / IT  
 
Finance: DR’s = Debtors /CR’s = Creditors / Man A/C = Management accounting / Finan. A/C = Financial accounting  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Courtesy of New Balance SA, October 2006.
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Exhibit 7   Examples of Recent Advertisements 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
Source:  Courtesy of New Balance, September 2006. 
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Exhibit 8   Demographics of Runners in South Africa 
 

Age group splits of race runners in SA
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Split by Gender of Runners in SA

Female
26%

Male
74%

The ratio of male to female runners is changing, as can be seen from the following table.

Gender 1998 1999 2000 2001 2004

Male 82% 78% 77% 76% 74%

Female 18% 22% 23% 24% 26%

 
 

What is important to the shoe buyer in SA
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Source:  Slides courtesy of New Balance, 2006. 
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Exhibit 9   New Markets 
 

NEW BALANCE SOUTH AFRICA
OBJECTIVES

1. MAINTAIN TOP 3 POSITION IN TECHNICAL RUNNING
2. OWN THE TRAIL AND MULTI-SPORT MARKETS 
3. OWN THE NETBALL MARKET
4. SUSTAIN TOP 3 POSITION IN COURT 
5. CREATE A DEMAND FOR WALKING SPECIFIC PRODUCT
6. STEAL GREATER SHARE OF WOMEN`S MARKET 
7. BUILD KIDS MARKET FOR THE FUTURE
8. CONNECT TO SOCCER / BLACK MARKET CONSUMERS
9. BUILD CLASSICS AND FASHION DISTRIBUTION CHANNELS
10. CHANGE RETAILING MINDSET TO THAT OF VENDOR REPLENISHMENT IN APPAREL 

AND ACCESSORY BASICS.
11. LAUNCH PF FLYERS AND DUNHAM INTO THE SA MARKETS
12. CREATE BUSINESS STREAMS FOR ALL HOUSE BRANDS INTO AFRICA

 
 

NEW BALANCE SOUTH AFRICA
PLANS (continued)

13. NEW BALANCE RETAIL
EXPAND CURRENT `LITTLE FACTORY STORE` INTO LARGER RETAIL 
FRIENDLY OUTLET
OPEN ANOTHER 3 – (ONE PER REGION)

OPEN 3 CONCEPT STORES WITH KEY RETAIL PARTNER

14. EMBRACE THE WEB ATTRIBUTES AND DIRECT SELLING / 
MARKETING 
UTILISE DATA BASE OF NB CLUB MEMBERS, PARTNERS AND 
RACES

 
 
 
Source:  Slides courtesy of New Balance, 2006. 
 


