Sandrock: Pearl Izumi gaining ground in competitive running shoe race
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Bob Africa, left, Kevin Joyce, Chuck Sanson and Geoff Shaffer are part of Pearl Izumi's continuing drive to gain a foothold in the running market.

BROOMFIELD — Stop by the two-story headquarters of Pearl Izumi between, say, 11:30 a.m. and 1 p.m. most weekdays, and you will likely not find many executives or workers around.

The building empties out during the lunch hours, with what appears to be most of the company's roughly 100 employees out training. They're either running on the trails just outside Pearl Izumi's backdoor, or off on a cycling workout, sometimes led by company president Juergen Eckmann, a former member of the German National Cycling Team who missed out on the 1984 Olympics because of an injury.

Under Eckmann, Pearl Izumi (which translates from the Japanese as "fountain of pearls)" is building a culture of runners and cyclists, who, director of merchandising Bob Africa said, "practice what we preach."

Indeed, a visit one recent afternoon illustrated one reason why Pearl Izumi, long known for its expertise in making cycling apparel, is building a reputation in the running world with technical apparel and running shoes. That reputation is sure to increase thanks to this year's partnership with the Memorial Day Bolder Boulder 10K.

Race director Cliff Bosley chose Pearl Izumi to provide the race technical shirts for the 2007 Bolder Boulder, which the race is offering to entrants for the first time since Frank Shorter Sports provided tech shirts back in 1984. The Pearl Izumi technical shirts come in dark blue for men, light blue for women, and have been received warmly, said Amanda Charles, general manager of the Boulder Running Company, which sells the tech shirts as well as Pearl Izumi shoes.

"It is a good, simple design," Charles said of the tech shirts. "They did a real nice job with it."

That kind of feedback is good news for Africa, marketing director Geoff Shaffer, national sales manager Chuck Sanson and running apparel category manager Kevin Joyce, all part of Pearl Izumi's running division, called "Team Run." This group of dedicated athletes has the feel of a growing, vivacious company full of fit people having fun with what they are doing.

And what Pearl Izumi's "Team Run" wants to do, said Shaffer, is mix it up with the big boys — the Nikes and Adidas of the running industry. That's one reason for the partnership with the Bolder Boulder. According to Shaffer, there are a couple of levels to the Bolder Boulder promotion.

First, there is the technical T-shirt. In addition, all Bolder Boulder entrants get a 25-percent off coupon for Pearl Izumi shoes in their race packet good at 13 Front Range Pearl Izumi Run retailers.

The reason for the promotion?

"Our challenge is to get runners to try the shoes," said Shaffer. "One of our biggest objectives with this sponsorship is to grow our business with our local retailer partners."Pearl Izumi only began manufacturing shoes in 2003, and its partnership with Bolder Boulder would be for naught if salespeople on the floor of stores like Fleet Feet Sports and Boulder Running Company did not think they were good enough to recommend to customers.

"I think the shoes have vastly improved, and the mid-foot fit is better than ever," said Kathy Boyd, co-owner of Fleet Feet Sports, which will have a booth with Pearl Izumi at the Bolder Boulder expo. "And they have the seamless upper which is very comfortable."

Added the Running Company's Charles, "They do a good job of listening to feedback and making improvements."

Some of the best ideas for improvements come on company group runs or cycling workouts. Every Wednesday morning, Eckmann, Africa and other Pearl Izumi employees ride from North Boulder to work. The commute to Broomfield is a friendly, casual one. On the way home in the evening, however, "it is lights out."

That competitive attitude of "lights out" training, the kind done by athletes in any field, helps explain the recent success of a small firm like Pearl Izumi in an industry dominated by multi-billion dollar corporations.

Said Africa, "There is just so much passion here."

