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			What People are Saying About Shoestrings


			“In this book, Buddy Teaster brings together dozens of people to share the impact of Soles4Souls’s life-changing work around the globe. These are stories about grit, purpose and honesty that offer lessons for non-profits and business leaders alike.”

			Ellen Davis

			President, National Retail Federation Foundation

			“Shoestrings is a story of resiliency, opportunity, and overcoming. Through Buddy’s candid retelling of what it takes to disrupt the cycle of poverty and create opportunity for all, we learn the power of Soles4Souls and social enterprise. A must read for anyone seeking to change the world through empowerment.”

			Kila Englebrook

			CEO, Social Enterprise Alliance

			“Soles4Souls isn’t just about providing shoes to those in need. Its greater purpose is to stamp out poverty through its farsighted approach to lifting those stuck in cyclical poverty and empowering them through their micro-enterprise model. You will be inspired at every turn of the page.”

			Emilie Antonetti

			VP of Social Purpose & Managing Director, Brooks Brothers Golden Fleece Foundation 

			“What Soles4Souls does is wonderfully simple; they create opportunities to improve life’s journey one step at a time. We are proud to be associated with an organization that does so much with so little.”

			David Miller

			CEO, Minnetonka Moccasin

			“Soles4Souls provides their partners full transparency in where donations are changing lives. The stories in this book highlight their ability to create a strategic vision and measurable impact to help wear out poverty around the world.”

			Sharon Oh

			Strategic Projects, Stitch Fix”
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			To all of those who believe that each of us has the power to make a difference—then who goes ahead and does just that.
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Foreword

			Contained in these pages is the first-hand account of the ups and downs, the highs and lows, of the Soles4Souls story—to hell and back on a shoestring. Buddy does not pull any punches as he weaves together the complex, challenging, but ultimately triumphant story that is Soles4Souls. And what a triumph it is! From the unique concept of its founder to its meteoric rise and near financial collapse to its uncompromising reemergence, this is a story that continues to be written, every single day, by the many supporters of Soles4Souls and its mission. But it all comes down to a simple, seemingly nondescript shoestring … more on that in a minute.

			From its early days of rapidly responding to natural disasters to its ongoing efforts to support micro-entrepreneurs, the story of Soles4Souls is our story. The mission of Soles4Souls is our mission. The calling of the Soles4Souls team is our calling. Scripture reminds us that “to whom much is given, much will be required,” and Soles4Souls provides the outlet, the infrastructure, and the know-how to respond to this calling—one pair of shoes at a time. 

			And by “respond,” I mean respond as an impactful community of industry partners and compassionate individuals working tirelessly to empower a global generation of entrepreneurs for a more hopeful and prosperous future for those in places forgotten by time and opportunity. Places like Honduras, Haiti, Sierra Leone, and Transnistria. (“Where on Earth is Transnistria?” you might ask. You have to read on to find out!) This is where the micro-enterprise revolution is taking hold, and it is so important that you, the reader, understand this concept and its strategic importance to the success of Soles4Souls' mission of “wearing out poverty.” It comes down to the small but critical difference between providing short-term relief or establishing long-lasting, sustained development as Sam Darguin of the Haitian-American Caucus (HAC) so eloquently explains in the pages of this book.

			So, get ready for an exciting, educational, and very personal trip around the world, meeting and engaging with the heart and soul of this important movement—the collectors, the micro-enterprisers, the financiers, the industry partners, and the professional staff. Deepen your understanding of the importance of Soles4Souls' global networks, its micro-enterprise partners, its regional distribution centers, and the organization’s passionate and self-sacrificing professional team that works daily to distribute as many shoes and clothes as possible—bringing opportunity, self-worth, and resources to those hungry to improve their lots in life. 

			And as you will see, this is all accomplished with an unwavering commitment to accountability and transparency so that our community’s donors, supporters, and the broader footwear industry can rely on Soles4Souls' word when we commit to wearing out poverty. As a member of the Soles4Souls board of directors, I have seen first-hand Buddy’s passion and unfailing commitment to organizational integrity. This passion ensures that when you do answer the call to partner with us, in ways large and small, your commitment will do exactly what it is intended to do—provide relief and equip those you have been called to serve.

			But back to that shoestring. It is amazingly simple technology that serves such an important purpose to the functionality of a shoe. Shoestrings hold the shoe on your foot and bind together what we in the industry call a “functional closure.” It provides connectivity and support and purpose. A shoestring is the perfect illustration of the ways in which Soles4Souls holds us all together—working as a team with our own laser-like focus on a common goal that serves a greater purpose. A shoestring is all it takes—so simple, but so vitally important to those who need us, rely on us, expect us. 

			So, lace up. Don’t delay! Strap on your best kicks and join us on this journey to serve, empower, and love. Bring function and purpose to this worthy endeavor, because we cannot do it without you. Be a part of the sacred shoestring that binds us together, because I can assure you that Buddy, the Soles4Souls team, and the broader Soles4Souls community are just getting started.

			Matt Priest

			President & CEO

			Footwear Distributors & Retailers of America (FDRA)

			
Preface and Acknowledgments

			Like most of us, I have often thought I wanted to write a book. Vaguely unsure of what it entailed, it’s been on my list for a long time. This feels like the right moment to tell this story because we know where we made some good calls, where we made some mistakes, and where we just plain got lucky. But the results are there to give me enough confidence to share why it matters. 

			So, now it’s here, and I’m amazed at both how hard and how easy it’s been.

			“Hard” because this story has taken a long time to play out. There were many times in the last five years when it was more likely that we would close the doors than carry on. Until just recently, the jury was out on whether the changes we had to make would really stick. 

			“Hard” because many of the places we work with our partners are complex, ravaged by natural disasters, uncertain regulations, low literacy, terrible infrastructure, volatile currencies, and the daily challenge of finding enough to eat.

			And yet, “easy” because we are making a real dent in how people can find their own way out of poverty. You’ll see some data and charts; this is a business, after all. We care about our impact and numbers help guide our decisions. But mostly you’re going to hear from people who are part of a human chain that connects your closet or your warehouse or your checkbook to real people. People who are like you in many ways but in very different circumstances. We know them and soon you will, too. This is a very personal story that is full of the very personal stories of others. I hope they move you like they move me.

			It’s also “easy” because these stories almost tell themselves. Stories about people who stay when they could leave, who don’t give up in the face of impossible odds. Stories about people who live in the tension between a brutal present and a vision of the future where their grandchildren live a life free of poverty. Stories about people who believe in the power of one person’s impact and use the Soles4Souls platform to put that belief in practice. 

			It’s been “easy” because of the amazing team who has made this book possible—the people at Advantage Media Group|Forbes Books who guided us through the publishing process; the volunteers who collect shoes and travel with us; our corporate partners all around the world; our financial supporters without whom we could not exist; a board who believes in what we’re doing and holds us accountable for results; and the mind-blowingly excellent people who work at Soles4Souls to bring it all together.

			In this book, I can’t cover all the things that Soles4Souls does. For a small organization, we have a complicated mission that ranges from getting one pair of shoes to a homeless man in downtown Nashville to warm coats to kids on a Navajo reservation to moving hundreds of containers of shoes and clothing to dozens of countries every year. Digging deep into some of the things that I geek out on—like the Scaling Up model and Align software we use to plan and monitor our results—would bore most readers to tears. And how stunningly important apparel has become to our mission over the last few years might deserve its own book, or at least a case study. We even acquired another not-for-profit that did that! 

			It all matters, but it won’t all fit.

			There is one more “easy.” That is how joyful it is to do this kind of work when I know that it’s making more of a difference than anything else I’ve ever done. I can tell the Soles4Souls story anytime, anywhere, to anyone for the simple reason that I believe that what we do, in our small way, is the best we can do.

			And that never-ending balance of “easy” and “hard” is what I get up for every morning and what drives this story. 

			Thanks for joining us on this journey to Wear Out Poverty.

			A Note About the Voices

			One goal of this book is to show Soles4Souls' impact on the full range of people involved in the organization’s work: those whom benefit from it and those who make it possible. Toward that end, the in-depth perspectives of more than twenty-five people are shared here. Getting that many folks on the record is no small feat and was achieved through a joint effort.

			I personally conducted interviews with those based overseas—S4S partners and beneficiaries on the ground—during business trips to their countries. 

			I also engaged a professional third-party interviewer, partly due to the scope of the task, but also because of the difficult subject matter around some of the organization’s history. I feared that if I interviewed certain people myself—particularly those on the Soles4Souls team—my status as “the boss” might lead them to moderate their comments, and I believed a full-throated recounting of their perspectives from that period was crucial.

			The material gathered in our interviews is woven into the broader work, most often in “Another Voice” features. In a few cases, the perspectives gleaned by the third-party interviewer are contextualized as conversations with me, to enhance both the narrative’s readability and immediacy.

			— Buddy Teaster

			March 2018

			
Introduction

			Shoestrings?

			I’d like to set your mind at ease. This is not a book about shoestrings. Not in the literal sense, anyway. That would be boring and I can assure you, this is anything but boring. Especially if ending poverty is important to you. 

			This book is about shoestrings in the figurative sense. As in, living on a shoestring. It’s about people living in entrenched poverty and how the work of Soles4Souls, a not-for-profit social enterprise, helps them escape it.

			As in, shoestring budgets. That’s something Soles4Souls (S4S) knows a thing or two about because we have firsthand experience. We were living on one ourselves in 2012, when I became the organization’s CEO.

			In case you’ve never heard of us, S4S provides new and gently used shoes to people in need all over the world—with thirty million pairs distributed so far, plus literally tons of clothing.

			Begun in response to the Indian Ocean tsunami that struck multiple countries in 2004, S4S was initially known as a disaster-relief organization. The catastrophe killed an estimated 230,000 to 280,000 people, and affected countless more.

			When Wayne Elsey, a US-based shoe industry executive, saw a single shoe on a deserted beach as part of TV news coverage, he had a great idea: gather new shoes and send them to the survivors. His industry and other social service organizations responded in a big way: 250,000 pairs were collected and shipped to the affected areas.

			The following August, Hurricane Katrina devastated New Orleans. The fledgling, still unnamed group—Soles4Souls had yet to be officially founded—acted again. This time, 750,000 pairs of shoes came in.

			The story of S4S’s evolution from those early efforts to the broader and deeper mission we pursue today is one of humanitarian concern, human frailty, human error, and humankind’s ability to overcome seemingly insurmountable circumstances. Such challenges face the people and organizations S4S serves daily, all over the world. 

			Our own struggle for existence pales in comparison to theirs, but informs the work we do as a constant reminder that we’ve walked the same path. As shoestrings bind soles to feet, that fact keeps us tied to the people we serve, and to our mission: wearing out poverty.   

			
Part I 

			
Beginnings

			
Chapter 1

			
Tsunami

			On the day after Christmas, 2004, an estimated 230,000 to 280,000 people lost their lives when earthquake-spawned tidal waves struck fourteen countries surrounding the Indian Ocean. 

			Among the most-fatal natural disasters of modern times, the catastrophe produced a tsunami of a different sort, weeks later: more than a quarter-million pairs of new shoes arrived in the affected countries. They’d been gathered, for free distribution to survivors, thanks to the initiative of shoe industry executive Wayne Elsey. 

			As Elsey recalled in his autobiography, he’d been watching TV news coverage of the tragedy. “I felt sick to my stomach. Then I saw an image of a single shoe, stranded on a decimated beach.” 

			Elsey reached out to footwear industry colleagues and secured donations of 250,000 pairs of shoes. Working together with an array of not-for-profit organizations, they made the relief effort an unqualified success.

			Less than a year later, Hurricane Katrina struck New Orleans. This time, Elsey and his colleagues collected and distributed more than 750,000 pairs of shoes.

			Before long, Soles4Souls formally incorporated as a not-for-profit. 

			As of this writing, S4S has collected and distributed more than thirty million pairs of new and gently used shoes to people in need, and similarly impressive tons of clothing. 

			But the real story of Soles4Souls is its evolution. What started as a disaster relief organization is today a recognized pioneer of the not-for-profit social enterprise model. Today, our vision—attacking poverty in the very communities it grips most tightly—is at work around the globe. 

			We still distribute new shoes to people in need, at no cost. That ongoing work is a key component of our overall mission: disrupting the cycle of poverty. But it’s just one facet of the work we undertake toward wider goals to serve those in need, create opportunity, and protect the environment.  

			Elsey’s idea of collecting and distributing free shoes to those reeling from disaster made Soles4Souls' evolution to what we’ve become possible: an engine, providing micro-entrepreneurs with a product that is always in demand—one that can help them and their communities escape poverty’s grip.

			All organizations see twists and turns on their paths to success, but when Elsey resigned in 2012, Soles4Souls was facing an existential challenge the likes of which few survive. It arose through newspaper accounts of questionable business practices, dealings of which many who worked daily with Elsey were unaware.

			It is therefore crucial, right here at the start, to discuss that challenge in full detail—what happened, the painstaking work we’ve done, and the structural changes we’ve made—to provide transparency in our mission, methods, and results. It’s required a 180-degree shift in organizational culture, and a fundamental commitment that now guides everything we do.  

			But first, a little background.

			How Much is a Lot of Shoes?

			Soles4Souls grew rapidly in its early years. Nothing illustrates that growth quite like—what else?—shoes! 

			A 2009 event landed the organization in the Guinness Book of World Records: 19,856 pairs of shoes were tied together. They stretched through a one-mile-long Nashville-area mall. Twice.

			By the time I came on board—at the height (or should I say depth) of its existential crisis in mid-2012, and less than eight years after the Indian Ocean tsunami—S4S had collected and distributed more than nineteen million pairs of shoes worldwide. That chain would stretch from Providence, Rhode Island, to Denver, Colorado.

			From mid-2012 to mid-2017, we collected eleven million additional pairs—extending the chain from Denver to San Francisco.

			That’s a lot of shoes!

			Along the way, we’ve learned that there’s a big difference between putting shoes on the feet of those who have suddenly lost everything due to natural disaster or personal calamity, and putting them on the shelves of micro-businesses in impoverished lands. It’s the difference between, as the old adage goes, giving someone a fish and teaching them to fish. 

			We’ve seen that, by effectively orchestrating the efforts of volunteers, individual donors, not-for-profit partners on the ground, and for-profit companies, we could create a different way to solve the challenge of poverty. That together, these elements create synergies that, instead of relegating people trapped in the cycle of poverty to a day-to-day existence, allow them to build a better life for the long term.

			By late 2009—just five years after the Indian Ocean tsunami, and with Elsey still at S4S’s helm—the basics of this model were in place.

			Then, all was nearly lost.

			A Series of Bad Decisions

			After its formal incorporation in 2006, S4S began its shift toward supporting micro-enterprises in developing countries. And since we’re going to be talking about micro-enterprises a lot in the chapters ahead, this is a good place to talk about what that actually means.

			The worldwide reuse market for shoes and clothes is huge. ThredUP, an online retailer of secondhand apparel and footwear, estimates its global value at $18 billion, and projects it to top $33 billion by 2021. This is a big business, but not one that’s been used to help people get out of poverty. Soles4Souls had stumbled on a real opportunity to change the game.

			Here’s how it works at S4S.
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			If Soles4Souls was going to “pivot,” to use a popular Silicon Valley phrase, it did so without telling its stakeholders (the shoe donors, volunteers, and even staff who coordinated shoe drives to secure donations) how that would actually work. But a 2009 investigative report in the Tennessean, the paper serving S4S’s hometown of Nashville, told everyone—describing the much-loved charity as “a middleman.” 

			And it said far more.

			Headlined, “Charity Aids Millions, Enriches Its Leader,” the reporting package raised concerns about Elsey’s salary and close ties to the shoe industry.

			Without question, those contacts were key to the organization’s highly successful responses to the Indian Ocean tsunami and Hurricane Katrina. A $20.3 million grant from the World Shoe Association, strongly pursued by Elsey, funded the organization’s formal founding in 2006. 

			The grant did much good, securing staff positions, offices, awareness campaigns, and other infrastructure—but it also paid Elsey, as CEO and chairman of the board, a salary and bonus far out of line with leaders of similarly-sized charities. 

			The Tennessean’s 2009 reporting noted the incongruence of not only having the charity’s CEO on its board of directors but also serving as the board chair. While that’s common practice in the for-profit world, it’s unusual in the not-for-profit universe, as it is a potential hindrance to the board’s first duty: scrutinizing the operation through independent eyes.

			Sixteen months later, the Tennessean published another exposé. With the headline, “Shoes Charity Sells More Shoes Than It Gives Away,” sitting atop of that Sunday’s front page, the article led with this: “Millions of used shoes donated by churches, community groups, and individuals aren’t given away for free to poor people abroad.”

			More than a year had passed between the investigations. Soles4Souls, and more specifically Elsey, could have spent those months educating supporters about how the organizational model had changed. The governance issues could have been addressed. The organization could have explained how its support of micro-businesses was disrupting the cycle of poverty. 

			Perhaps the leadership feared people would stop supporting S4S or invite still-closer scrutiny. Whatever the rationale, failure to put S4S’s house in order dealt a devastating blow to the public’s perception of the organization’s work.

			The Last Straw

			There’s no sugar-coating what proved, for many, to be the final insult: the Tennessean’s report that Elsey had set up and funded—with Soles4Souls' funds—a separate charity called Changing the World Foundation “to support” S4S. The new entity loaned Elsey $900,000 for personal real estate—a tangled arrangement later found to violate state law. 

			Elsey blamed the deal on bad legal advice and, with the help of S4S’s then-General Counsel, undid it, ultimately freeing the organization of fiscal liability. 

			But it was far too little, much too late. The damage was done. Less than a year after the Tennessean’s second investigation, Wayne Elsey resigned, and a national search for his replacement began.

			Starting from Scratch

			It’s difficult to overstate the role of perception in driving public opinion. 

			In the not-for-profit space, perception is everything. People who give time and money to causes they care about want to know—and deserve to know—that the people to whom they entrust these resources are good stewards.

			S4S’s individual donors, volunteers, and staff learned about the organization’s changed approach to shoe distribution, its close ties to the shoe industry, its founder’s outsized salary, and the personal loan he received not through S4S itself, but rather in their Sunday morning newspapers.

			Their confidence wasn’t merely shaken; it was shattered. Restoring their belief in Soles4Souls by explaining its mission and detailing how that mission was being pursued would not be an easy job. And soon, it would be mine.

			Upon taking the job, I learned that Soles4Souls' fiscal picture was much worse than I or anyone else suspected—although David Graben had a pretty good idea.

			[image: ]

			David Graben

			S4S Chief Operating Officer

			“I’d been with Soles4Souls since it officially became Soles4Souls, so for me, the depth of trouble in which the organization found itself had become all too clear. Within a couple of months, Wayne Elsey resigned, the General Counsel was let go, and finally the interim CEO (who had been the COO/CFO for six years) resigned. I was working in Haiti when a phone call came through. The board had voted me in as interim CEO and COO.”

			[image: ]

			David explaining micro-enterprise in the Philippines.

			“The local newspaper’s investigations of Soles4Souls' board, operations, and finances pulled no punches. The fallout continued for weeks, but I didn’t need a newspaper to know that something was wrong. S4S had been doing business in ways that ran counter to typical not-for-profits. That might have been okay if our supporters knew it, and if the numbers worked. Neither was the case." 

			“By the time Buddy was hired, many both inside and outside the organization figured it was too late to get back on track. Soles4Souls' reputation was badly tarnished. Restoring it—if that was even possible—wouldn’t happen overnight.”

			“It’s my belief that one of the board members who resigned upon Buddy’s hiring wanted to bring the founder back. The other, a newer member, wanted to shut down S4S and distribute the organization’s assets, and when the board voted instead to hire Buddy, he took his leave. When I imagine Buddy’s reaction to that phone call—‘You’re hired, but … ’—he must have been wondering what he was about to get himself into.” 

			David pretty much nails it. 

			“The good news is we’d like to offer you the job,” the board chair informed me. “The bad news is, two of our board members resigned after they voted to hire you.”

			The two resigning members felt just as David noted: one wanted to bring Elsey back, the other wanted to fold the tent. I don’t fault either of them for their decisions. They simply didn’t think a fresh start was the right direction. I also applaud them for being consistent about how to proceed; they acted according to their convictions. Nonetheless, their departures left the S4S board with just three members when I took the reins.

			Today, we have a board of fifteen, with more people seeking to serve than slots available. 

			Getting the organization from where it was to where we are today is a story in itself. I’ll share it as the book unwinds. But given what I walked into, you’re probably wondering why I took the job in the first place.

			Compassion + Markets = New Solutions 

			The power of combining philanthropy and markets to address poverty was and is what I love about S4S. That potential was enough for me to look past the obvious challenges and say yes. In hindsight, I didn’t think I could have made things worse, and I believed I could play a role in reviving Soles4Souls.
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