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INNOVATIONS IN SPORTING GOODS »

The sports equipment and apparel industries
offer lessons in innovation.

BY JENNIFER GILL » ILLUSTRATIONS BY KENT LEECH

ACED WITH AN AGING POPULATION, an economic downturn and stiff competition,
the sporting goods industry is finding ways to maintain margins. Technological inno-
vation is “absolutely essential,” says Martin Franklin, chairman and CEO of .
JARDEN CORP. (JAH), the global provider of niche consumer products used in
and around the home and the owner of K2 Skis and other sporting goods brands.
Using exciting technology to gain market share is key, given the 29 percent drop
in the number of Alpine skiers in the U.S. during the past decade, according to the
National Sporting Goods Association (NSGA), which notes that younger enthusiasts
are choosing snowboarding over skiing. Consumers generally won't switch from a competi-
tor's product without a compelling reason, Franklin says, so the ski and snowboard industry

works to ensure that “close to 100 percent of products are new every season.”

For example, Franklin says,
the biggest innovation in the
winter sports industry right now
is “rocker” technology, which is
an upside-down arch in a ski or a
snowboard from tip to tail that helps
enthusiasts stay on top of the snow rather
than sink into it. Franklin says K2 introduced
rocker technology on a single model in 2006 and
will feature the design in a new ski and snow-
board targeted at beginners this year.

Golf participation in the U.S. fell nearly 18
percent, to 23 million people, between 1998 and
2007, the NSGA reports. Although a core group
of individuals is often passionate about a sport,
observers say, others are “trend players” who are
attracted to sports that are hot at the moment.
This, in a field crowded with competition, has
intensified the race to create products that golf-
ers want, says Jim Connor, president of FootJoy,
a subsidiary of FORTUNE BRANDS INC. (FO).

One strategy involves attracting
young players. Spalding, a division
of Russell Corp., which is owned by
BERKSHIRE HATHAWAY INC. (BRK),

last summer introduced Rookie Gear,

A FIELD CROWDED WITH
COMPETITION “HAS
INTENSIFIED THE RACE TO
CREATE PRODUCTS,” SAYS
JIM CONNOR OF FOOTJOY.

a child-friendly line of soccer balls, basketballs
and footballs that are 25 percent lighter
than standard youth-size products.
In tests, Spalding reports, young
athletes can kick, shoot and
throw the balls farther and
with greater accuracy than

with competitors’ products.
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Spalding says that such performance enhance-
ments could drive sales even among participants
who have an older model of their product.
Despite dwindling numbers of
~ U.S. buyers, players in emerging
markets are picking up much of
the slack, says research firm The NPD
Group Inc., which notes that worldwide
sales of sports equipment, apparel and footwear
rose 4 percent, to $278 billion, in 2007.
Indeed, manufacturers cite innova-
tion as the key to market share. Says
J Connor: “Unlike products where inno-
¥ vation is difficult to experience by the end
"~ user, every time a golfer puts on a pair of
Foot]Joys, he or she is evaluating the experience
in terms of fit, comfort or performance. Empty
promises or claims won't sustain a brand with a

reputation such as FootJoy’s for long”

GOLF
Sporting goods makers know that if they can
boost a user’s results, they are likely to increase
product sales. Indeed, CALLAWAY GOLF CO. (ELY)
credits the TOUR | GOLF BALL, introduced last
year (see illustration, below), along with several
other new products, for a 3 percent rise in 2008
golf ball sales through October. The Tour i was
developed to produce optimal spin off the tee
and around the greens, explains the company.
Callaway Golf also retooled the clubface
on its FT-iQ driver. The hyperbolic shape raises
ball speeds across the entire surface so that even
off-center hits fly far down the fairway,

the company says. A carbon com-

CALLAWAY’S MULTIPLE-LAYER
TOUR | GOLF BALL HAS AN INNER
CORE THAT COMPRESSES WHEN
HIT WITH THE MIGHTY SWING OF
A DRIVER, ALLOWING THE BALL TO

IS TRAVEL FARTHER. BUT THE BALL
RETAINS ITS SHAPE AGAINST A
WEDGE’S NUDGE, ENABLING MORE
SPIN ON THE GREEN.
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