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TOMS SHOES 
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When a cause moves a business 

 

 
“We didn’t start a company with a mission, but we had a mission that turned into a company”  

Blake Mycoskie – TOMS Chief Shoe Giver

 

The founder and the birth of a cause 

How dramatically can an experience impact a 

person? In 2006, during a holiday trip to Argentina, 

the North-American Blake Mycoskie was brought 

face to face with extreme-poverty conditions. He 

came to know a group of volunteers who collected 

used but still usable shoes in wealthier districts of 

Buenos Aires and took them to small villages in the 

outskirts of the city. Following the work done by the 

group, Mycoskie ended up being deeply touched by 

a sad but not new reality. Novel, maybe, is the inner 

effect produced by directly seeing, listening and 

feeling that environment. As he himself said: “yes, I 

knew that, in many places around the world, children 

who lived in misery walked barefoot to school, but 

for the first time I was able to witness the actual 

consequences of that: blisters, pain and infections”. 

The impact, together with the cause of the barefoot 

children, generated a movement. In fact, the first to 

move were the volunteers themselves, who were 

already acting even before Mycoskie was aware of 

the existence and conditions of these families. 

However, Mycoskie’s entrepreneurial spirit was 

already telling him this kind of solution would not be 

sustainable over time. The group would eternally 

depend on donations and on the creation of stimuli 

to such donations. What if the solution were 

somewhere between the flow of “giving” and the 

flow of “receiving”?  

A business could give continuity to such a flow, 

increase engagement of people and broaden the 

reach of the action, Mycoskie imagined. But he was 

not thinking about creating a not-for-profit 

organisation either, since, according to him, it would 

fall into the same and traditional fund-raising cycle. 

Then, why not a for-profit organisation imbued with 

non-governmental entity culture and mind-set? 

Still in 2006, at the age of 30, Blake Mycoskie 

founded TOMS Shoes. In some way, all businesses 

are moved by causes. TOMS’ cause, in the beginning, 

was that of providing shoes to children of those 

Argentinean villages we mentioned earlier, and the 

cause itself synthesises the management style 

chosen for the new business. Because of that, the 

brand refers to the Argentinean flag. The first 

product, also regionally inspired, were espadrilles, a 

very simple and coloured canvas type of footwear. 

The message, as simple as the espadrilles 

themselves, could be easily memorised and 

communicated: One for One. This message led 

Mycoskie to create the business model known as 
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B1G1 or Buy One Give One. In other words, for each 

pair of shoes sold, another pair is given to a child in 

need. According to the company’s website, more 

than sixty million pairs of shoes have been donated 

so far, in more than seventy countries. They are 

delivered through partnerships set up with 

humanitarian organisations.    

 
Toms’s Espadrilles. Mycoskie’s book on TOMS` history 
Source: toms.com 

But, who is Tom? Tom is neither Blake’s nickname 

nor homage paid to anybody in particular. In truth, 

TOMS is simply a way of abridging the idea of 

“tomorrow’s shoes” or “Shoes for a better 

tomorrow”. 

The company’s history 

The walls of TOMS’ headquarters are crowded with 

frames and paintings that bear the word “give”. They 

are supposed to draw the collaborators’ attention to 

the focus of the business model. As Mycoskie 

reminds: “the movement we made was not that of 

starting a business and then give donations. We 

started donating even before we reaped any profit”. 

The company’s employees are stimulated to 

participate in the donation trips, so that they go 

through the experience by themselves. TOMS 

believes that the experience may impact the 

employees as strongly as it impacted the founder. 

The objective is to increase the team’s sense of 

engagement with the business’ raison d’être. 

Over the years, the company diversified not only the 

products it offered but also the causes it embraced. 

New models of shoes were launched, together with 

new prints developed in partnership, such as the 

Whales Collection, which addresses the protection of 

whales and other marine species. The collection was 

created to help increase visibility of the work 

developed by Oceana, an international organisation. 

However, it is important to mention that, although 

adhesion to other causes is always welcome, the 

other shoe models were not as successful as the 

espadrilles.   

 
 
Whale print, a partnership with Oceana 
Source: toms.com 

TOMS has faced fierce competition following the 

success of its espadrilles. The brand Skechers created 

a product line named Bobs – Benefiting Others by 

Buying Shoes – similar not only to the design of the 

espadrille but also to the ‘buy one give one’ model. 

In addition, it was sold by half the price of an original 

TOMS, priced at about U$60. Thus, TOMS’ first-

mover novelty and appeal have been weakened by 

versions introduced by other companies such as 

Target and Payless ShoeSource, because consumers 

could no longer differentiate between products. 

 

 
 
TOMS` Competitors 
Source: Google Images 
 

In 2011, TOMS’ line of 

sunglasses, named Eyewear, was introduced in 

partnership with the vision-care social organisation 

Seva Foundation. The donations are intended to 

improve the vision health of children of low-income 

families, providing medical examinations, 

prescriptions and even surgeries. The number of 

attended persons exceeds four hundred thousand, in 

thirteen countries. The social initiatives related to 

this line of products also involve the training and the 

use of professionals in local vision health programs. 

Blake Mycoskie described his experience at TOMS in 

the 2012 book “Start something that matters”, 

describing his application of the same ‘purchase – 

donation’ logic. In this particular case, each book sold 
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triggers the donation of textbooks to children of low-

income families. 

 
 Mycoskie’s book telling TOMS` history. 
     Source: Google Images 

 

In 2014, the company created the spin-off TOMS 

Roasting Co. to sell premium coffee imported from 

producers in low-income regions.  For this specific 

enterprise, the partner organisation is the Water for 

People, aimed at enabling the access of communities 

to clean water. The initiative has provided more than 

335,000 weeks of potable water in six countries. It 

was also a response to criticism of the business 

model, until then focused on donations, in that it 

diversified the benefits to include the promotion of 

local economic development, in addition to 

providing one week of potable water for each pack 

of coffee sold. 

As part of the strategy to diversify offer and 

economic and social value, TOMS started in 2015 to 

sell canvas bags in an attempt to raise funds for a 

safer delivery of babies of low-income families. 

Actions derived from TOMS' Bags Collection include 

distribution of delivery-safety kits among pregnant 

women and training of local professionals to provide 

this kind of assistance. 

As for the adhesion of consumers, the sense of 

purpose and mission strongly reached the new 

generation of college students and teenagers, 

making them TOMS´ ambassadors. The use of the 

brand by celebrities spontaneously generated 

extraordinary visibility in the social media and 

positively influenced the launching of a “tendency 

for goodness”, now seen in the fashion segment. 

However, although some consumers of the brand 

still based their choice on its fame among celebrities, 

they remain unaware of the donation model behind 

the business.  

In 2017, TOMS started opening physical stores. 

Despite being a brand initially created in the digital 

realm, the company believes that the direct contact 

with consumers helps strengthens the relationship 

with them. In Mycoskie’s words: “Even if we don’t 

make money with these stores, the likelihood that 

consumers digitally interact with the company 

increases when consumers interact physically with 

the brand in stores. I believe that a pleasant 

experience in a physical store strengthens our e-

commerce”.  

The physical stores may have been response to a 

crisis. In November 2014, one of the largest private 

investment funds, the Bain Capital, acquired fifty per 

cent of TOMS´ stock. The investment was aimed at 

adding resources and expertise’s that might improve 

growth and global reach of the company’s 

campaigns.  

However, although considered by Wall Street as an 

ascending business and valued at more than six 

hundred million dollars, the company suffered with 

the North American retail crisis. In 2018, TOMS 

noticed that its expectations concerning Bain 

Capital’s decision on investments did not became 

real. Of the ninety-one million dollars of 2017 last 

quarter’s revenue, only eight million dollars 

represented profit, well below investors’ 

expectations; debts amounted almost to three 

hundred and fifty million dollars. 

On the B1G1 business model 

Despite having been the first company to explicitly 

adopt the ‘one for one’ model, the idea of 

simultaneously creating commercial and social value 
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is not new, taking here and there different formats 

and proposals such as, for example, the social 

business suggested by Muhammad Yunus, the 

conscious capitalism of Raj Sisodia and John Mackey, 

and the shared value, as proposed by Michael Porter 

and Mark Kramer. 

Authors Marquis and Park1 researched the B1G1 

model in 2014 and concluded that it is a feasible 

model to create commercial and social value, and 

that the tendency is that it will gain popularity. They 

pointed to characteristics of this business model in 

more than thirty enterprises. Of these, we are 

interested in those aligned with precursor TOMS’ 

case. 

As already mentioned, the model’s long-term 

success may get diluted as new entrants make it 

more and more common, preventing it from being 

perceived as disruptive to the status quo. The 

consumer is then guided by the price or by the social 

cause being addressed. The social appeal remains 

relevant, especially for the new generations and for 

those who want to get involved in a cause, with the 

support of some intermediation.  

Four characteristics are inherent in the B1G1 model 

according to Marquis and Park: 

1. Type of Product. The solutions created by this 

method are not restricted to the realm of the fashion 

industry; they may also reach other segments such 

as the food, the health and the hygiene industries. It 

seems clear, however, that consumers adhere to a 

cause rather wearing and exhibiting something, such 

as clothes and accessories, than buying products 

they will consume immediately, for instance food, or 

that they will only consume privately, such as soaps, 

perfumes and similar things. Being a way people 

have to communicate and express themselves, 

fashion stimulates the sharing of the history behind 

the B1G1 model, leveraging free marketing 

2. Price and Cost. This model is not incompatible 

with ‘price premium’, but one has to keep in mind 

that the cost of donation is included in the price of 

the product sold. In addition, to avoid being criticized 

                                                 
1 Christopher Marquis is a professor of organisational 
behaviour at Harvard Business School. Andrew Park is a 
business consultant at McKinsey and Company. 

for donating a product of a lower quality than that of 

the one sold, the package of benefits must be 

diversified or increased. In such case, costs may be 

covered not only by the sale price, but also accepting 

a lower margin in search of increasing sales triggered 

by the addressed social cause. 

3. Marketing and economic benefits. There is 

advantage in appealing to consumers by means of a 

proposition that is at the same time simple, tangible, 

easily understandable and exhibiting clear and 

defined social impact. The impact of knowing that a 

product or service is being donated to another 

person is stronger than that of knowing that a certain 

percentage of the selling price is being given to a 

social organization. In this regard, TOMS pays 

scrupulous attention to the transparency of all 

reports provided to consumers in its website and in 

videos, and in the stories told by those who take part 

in the delivery of donations. Such personal 

narratives, especially over the social media, become 

quickly known to everyone. This benefits the 

company not only in terms of marketing, but also in 

many aspects of the organisational culture, 

fomenting recruiting and retention of talented and 

socially aligned collaborators.  

WATCH TOMS` VIDEO 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4. Types of Donation. Just like TOMS, any company 

inspired by the B1G1 model may give the same 

product (or similar) for each unit sold. Over time, it 

may also enhance the package of benefits, as TOMS 

did in the case of the coffee, the sunglasses and the 

canvas bags. The parity, namely one product given 

per product sold, must be held; “a package of coffee 
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corresponds to one week of potable water”, 

although other kinds of support to local producers 

are also included, such as employment and 

professional training. 

Counterarguments and prospects for the model  

If a business model is supported by its social appeal, 

it is fairly natural that counterarguments break out. 

One such counterargument is that the business only 

deals with symptoms of much bigger and broader 

problems, without necessarily addressing its 

structural causes. In addition, the model would 

weaken local initiatives and start-up businesses, 

encouraging mere benefaction. Besides, the capture 

of clients by addressing social causes is not always 

positively regarded, and many believe that the cause 

benefits the company’s marketing initiatives more 

than the people it is intended to help.  

Criticism voiced over the years led TOMS to carefully 

analyse the actual impacts of its work. In fact, the 

results unveiled the dependence relationship 

donation may generate in some beneficiaries. 

Additionally, it reduces the already poor sales of local 

producers.  

The company responded transferring one third of 

the manufacture of its products to regions addressed 

by the initiative, in order to promote the local 

economic development, as in the case of coffee.    

Besides, in certain areas, lack of footwear was the 

smallest problem of the community. Therefore, 

TOMS decided to enhance the donation package to 

include items different from footwear, such as 

ophthalmological care, medical assistance to 

parturition and training of local professionals in the 

provision of such services. 

TOMS may not reach the deep structural problems 

linked to poverty everywhere in the world, but its 

initiative was important to spark off debate over the 

other side of consumption, especially in a segment 

such as fashion, where purchases of superfluous 

items are induced and products quickly change with 

seasons and so-called collections.  

In addition to the analysis of its economic and 

financial feasibility over time, the B1G1 model 

requires examination from the point of view of the 

value distributed to stakeholders, mainly with regard 

to its role in and impact on mind set changes and 

education for fashion consumption. This pushes 

forward the idea that each product has its purpose, 

and this purpose derives from situations of which we 

are not always aware, because knowledge, 

awareness and action do not always appear together 

at the same time. 

Other accessories and fashion brands were also 

inspired by the B1G1 model, namely Warby Parker, a 

company that sells sportive glasses and frames and 

since 2009 has donated more than four million pairs 

of glasses; and Baby Teresa, that sells and donates 

organic cotton clothes for babies, in addition to 

contributing to specific projects that help low-

income mothers and babies with a percentage of its 

profits.  

In Brazil, the fashion industry conducts a similar 

initiative to that of Warby Parker: this is the case of 

Givon, a term that means ‘give one’. Started in 2015, 

the company conducts campaigns in low-income 

population areas that range from ophthalmologic 

assistance to the donation of frames and corrective 

lenses. In 2016, 840 examinations have been 

undertaken and 504 pairs of glasses have been 

donated, including in native villages in the High Xingu 

region.  

 WATCH GIVON`s VIDEO 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The model has also inspired Reserva, a brand of 

men’s wear. Reserva adopted the 1P5P model: each 

piece sold corresponds to five meals distributed 

among people in need.  

WATCH RESERVA`s VIDEO  
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The use of 

resources and positioning to create value for the 

client, to capture value for the company and to 

distribute value to employees, suppliers and society 

… Let’s hope the fashion holds! 
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