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Sneakers for Soldiers

Serving Our Country with Sneakers

NANCY PRENTICE

If there is one organization that has
found a meaningful way to thank US.
soldiers for their service, it is “Sneakers
for Soldiers,” a non-profit based in
Pennsylvania that deploys athletic shoes
to our nation’s heroes around the world.

Founded in 2018 by Deborah and
John Hausladen, the entity has grown in
size and stature because, as many don't
realize, soldiers need the right footwear.
John, an Air Force veteran and both, par-
ents of a son whose single request was
a good performance shoe when he was
stationed in Afghanistan in April 2018,
Deborah and John set out to find what
he urgently required. In so doing, they
discovered a significant pain point that
has become a passion project.

An Overt Mission with a Diverse
Operation

With the help of Katie Myers, a daughter
of Army veterans who sits on the Board of
Directors along with veterans Bo Choate
and Paul Perrot, the streamlined orga-
nization has gained momentum with
allied partnership. The opportunity for all
seemed like a calling and in Katie's words,
“oulled at her heartstrings and offered
her a way to serve in her own right”

Not everybody knows what it is like
to live, walk and fight in the shoes of
our troops. To start, a uniform is issued
to new recruits by the Department of
Defense with sneakers that are given
in basic training. There might be two
choices but neither comes close to
ensuring the agility and comfort that
meet the demands of the job.

In addition, this special population of
service members with limited salaries
face hardships. They often go without,
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making sure their families have more.
And there is high unemployment within
these communities with spouses who
are moved around from location to loca-
tion, which makes it difficult to find
work. Sneakers for Soldiers honors these
brave and invaluable men and women
with pride by giving back with grace.

The mission: To provide properly fit-
ted athletic shoes to stationed combat
troops in Hostile Fire/Imminent Danger
Areas and Designated Combat Zones
across all branches of the military. The
terrain in these areas can be rugged
and unforgiving, and the wear and tear
on a pair of shoes is different than for
civilians. For the feet, this means cal-
luses, fungus and muscle imbalances.
Fitness is paramount to survival and
readiness, not to mention the ability to
outrun, outmaneuver, or to simply be
outside for hours. An interesting statistic:
"Our deployed soldiers, on average, go

through a pair of sneakers every three to
four months.” Better footwear is a basic
necessity for boots on the ground.

Forming a Powerful Coalition

[t is no surprise to learn that the impact
of their program has been dramatic, with
over 17,500 pairs of shoes shipped — and
only nine pairs returned. The commitment
goes beyond mere fulfillment and supply
with strong backing from the beginning.

By the time they had filed as a 501(c)
(3) charitable organization in November
2018, they had the support of their local
church and community whose dona-
tions were integral to getting things up
and running. Then, on July 22, 2019, a
segment on ABC World News Tonight
with David Muir had contributions
“pouring in”" Deborah received about
two thousand emails and had collected
$300,000 from grateful Americans across
the country. Their website crashed and

Supporting our Troops where they
need it most...their feet.




Sneakers for Soldiers had to outfit for
speed.

The group runs lean with five staffers
and a partnership with Pennsylvania-
based Bryn Mawr Running Company,
a retailer that has managed the entire
ordering and receiving process with
benevolence. In addition to the fulfill-
ment, Bryn Mawr Running Company
works with the reuse program
Sneakers4Good, collecting customers'’
used sneakers. They have designated
Sneakers for Soldiers as the recipient for
those proceeds at two dollars a shoe.
This is also an easy way for all retailers
to get involved. Deborah says, “There is
a lot of coordination that goes along
with supporting the deployed service
members in austere and hostile loca-
tions. They have developed trust-based
networks that allow them to engage
and connect with military leadership
from around the globe”

Corporate sponsorships and relation-
ships with professional sports teams
who use their platforms and visibility
are invaluable. Delta Dental has been
a major fundraiser since 2019, with an
annual virtual run/walk/bike fundraiser
that invites employees to participate.

Ex-Philadelphia Flyers Hall of Famer
Tim Kerr and his wife Midge host the
August Cedar Island 5K Swim in Avalon,
New Jersey. It is one of the top annual
open bay swims that picks a military
charity every year. They have chosen
Sneakers for Soldiers as the recipient for
2026 and 2027.

Even during the pandemic, Sneakers
for Soldiers was able to ship an average
of four hundred pairs of shoes a month.
This was a particularly rough time for
soldiers who were far from home and
struggled with both their physical and
mental well-being. Staying active and
having the right gear was important.

There is a point person, often a chap-
lain, who collects the forms from their
unit with their specific information. Due
to Sneakers for Soldiers tight security
there are very few people involved in
the chain of communications.

Our process is seamless and was designed with
our soldiers in mind.

How Boots on the Ground Get
Sneakers on their Feet

The process is both personal and pro-
fessional with choice of brand, color
and manufacturer that will give the best
fit. As the sole sneaker partner, Bryn
Mawr Running Company, in addition to
owning and operating five retail stores,
has employees and volunteers who are
dedicated to this one program. That
includes owners Bob Schwelm and
Sean Linehan, and team members Karen
Gibble, Vic Aguilar, and John Bradely.

Theyeven give space by offering up the
basement of their Media, Pennsylvania,

location. Bryn Mawr Running Company
provides sneakers at a deep discount,
effectively at cost. In addition to this,
Sneakers for Soldiers has secured dis-
counts from major manufacturers such
as Altra, Saucony, Asics and Brooks.

First, an email is sent from a military
leader to Sneakers for Soldiers request-
ing shoes for their platoon. The organi-
zation sends an order form for soldiers
to electronically fill out and email back.
They get to request the exact shoes
they want. The shoes are not stocked
which makes this completely differ-
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Sneakers for Soldiers
continued from page15

ent from how regular inventory is pur-
chased. The forms are then sent to Bryn
Mawr Running Company who orders
them from the wholesalers. Sneakers
are received by Bryn Mawr Running
Company and organized by unit. Person-
to-person tags written by Sneakers for
Soldiers include each soldier's name,
and the donor’s first name and organiza-
tion, city and state. Unboxing with these
person-to-person tags makes this expe-
rience more human. Volunteers for both
Sneakers for Soldiers and Bryn Mawr
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Running Company weigh and package
and mail through the USPS with track-
ing. The sneakers are then sent on their
journey overseas.

The testimonials are from the soul with
never ending accolades and gratitude.
One minute on their Facebook page
or the website will tell you how much
they resonate with millions of people.
Comments are just as charitable, with a full
range of appreciation in words. Sneakers
for Soldiers has been called a “force mul-
tiplier, recognized for forcing the troops
outdoors who say, “this means the world
to the soldiers here” Others have said,”l will

be grateful every step, “This is the most
useful care package | have received down
range,’and on it goes.

The 250th anniversary of our country
also makes the endeavor a part of the
zeitgeist. Deborah recalls the 1777 Battle
at Valley Forge where over 12,000 sol-
diers marched, many in bare feet. It was
a winter encampment led by George
Washington where they faced harsh
conditions without shoes. Sneakers for
Soldiers carries this spirit and respects
the sacrifice with retail. m

For more information visit www.
sneakersforsoldiers.org.



