
 

 

The Work Before the Work:  

SOREL, Clarity, and the Power of Franchise Thinking 

In the first article in this series, I wrote about why I build white papers and assessment 
briefs before the job. 

Not for every opportunity. 

Only for the ones I take seriously. 

The purpose is simple:  

I want to understand the work before I talk about the work. 

 

 

 

 

https://rockyparrish.com/why-build-before


 

That means looking beyond the job description and studying the company as a system.  

●​ Product 
●​ Consumer 
●​ Market 
●​ Positioning   
●​ Assortment  
●​ Storytelling  
●​ Retail  

○​ and what the brand is asking the consumer to believe. 

In the second article, I applied that thinking to Altra. 

The opportunity there was not more product. 

It was clarity and transition. 

Making the system easier to understand, easier to enter, and easier to trust. 

This article is focused on SOREL. 

The opportunity I saw with SOREL was not a turnaround. 

It was a clarity problem with real growth upside. 

That distinction matters. 

A turnaround means the brand is broken.  

I did not see that.  

SOREL has authentic heritage, strong weather credibility, recognizable product DNA, and the 
backing of Columbia Sportswear’s global infrastructure.  

Those are meaningful advantages. 

But heritage alone does not create future growth. 

The question is how the brand organizes that heritage into a product system that can scale 
across seasons, genders, categories, and markets. 

That was the core of the brief I built. 

 

 

 

https://rockyparrish.com/altra-running


 

Consumers Are Not Rejecting SOREL 

One of the first things I look for in any assessment is whether the consumer is rejecting the 
brand or simply confused by it. 

Those are two very different problems. 

With SOREL, the consumer signal looked more like inconsistency than rejection. 

●​ People understand SOREL in winter. 
●​ They understand the Caribou boot. 
●​ They understand warmth, weather, protection, and function. 

Where the brand becomes less clear is outside of that winter context. 

●​ What is SOREL in spring? 
●​ What is SOREL in summer? 
●​ What is SOREL for men beyond heritage boot language? 
●​ What is the year-round product system? 

That is not a lack of brand equity. It is under-organized equity. 

Not bad product. Disconnected product. 

 



 

The Real Opportunity: Franchise Architecture 
The strongest brands do not just launch products. 

They build franchises. 

A product can win a season. 

A franchise can compound over years. 

 

That was one of the strongest opportunities I saw with SOREL.  

The Caribou is already a heritage anchor.  

The Callsign Horizon showed signs of becoming something more than a seasonal launch: a 
possible bridge between SOREL’s weather credibility and a more versatile, year-round 
consumer. 

The question becomes: how do you turn that kind of product into a repeatable system? 

A franchise system needs continuity. 

 



 

This is how I would structure that system. 

 

 

 

It needs design rules. 

It needs clear consumer roles. 

It needs material logic. 

It needs a price ladder. 

It needs seasonal evolution without seasonal reset. 

Without that structure, a brand can keep launching good products and still feel fragmented. 

That is the risk I saw. 

Not bad product. 

Disconnected product. 

 



 

Heritage Has to Become a Filter 
Heritage is valuable only if it helps make decisions. 

If heritage is just a story, it becomes nostalgia. 

If heritage becomes a filter, it becomes strategy. 

 

For SOREL, the filter seemed clear: 

Function-first lifestyle. 

That does not mean every product has to look like a winter boot. 

It means every product should carry some form of credible protection, durability, utility, or 
weather intelligence while still being relevant to everyday life. 

That gives the brand permission to move beyond winter without abandoning what made it 
trusted in the first place. 

The goal is not to stretch SOREL into everything. 

The goal is to clarify what SOREL has the right to own. 

 



 

Design Language Matters 
One of the areas I focused on in the brief was design language. 

A strong footwear brand should be recognizable even when the logo is removed. 

 

That is not easy. 

It requires repeatable visual codes: sole expression, proportion, material blocking, 
hardware treatment, protection zones, shape language, and the relationship between upper 
and bottom. 

When those elements are codified, the line feels like a family. 

When they are not, even strong products can feel like isolated ideas. 

For SOREL, the opportunity is to make the product architecture more legible. 

●​ Boot to sneaker. 
●​ Sneaker to sandal. 
●​ Winter to warm weather. 
●​ Women’s to men’s. 

Every category does not need to look the same. 

But every category should feel like it came from the same belief system. 



 

Men’s Product Is an Opportunity, Not an Afterthought 
SOREL’s women’s business has been a visible strength. 

That should be protected. 

But the men’s side appears to have room for sharper development and storytelling. 

The opportunity is not simply to “make more men’s product.” 

It is to build men’s product with the same conviction, clarity, and design investment that 
has supported the women’s business. 

This is how that expansion should be structured. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

The Caribou heritage gives SOREL credibility with men. 

The challenge is translating that credibility into product that feels relevant beyond snow 
and winter. 

 

●​ That is a franchise question. 
●​ That is a design language question. 
●​ That is a storytelling question. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Clarity and Conviction 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Product Storytelling Cannot Wait Until Launch 
A recurring theme in my work is that storytelling should not be treated as a post-launch 
marketing layer. 

It should begin at the brief stage. 

This is how that process should be structured. 

 

Every product should answer: 

●​ Who is this for? 

●​ What problem does it solve? 

●​ Why does SOREL have the right to make it? 

●​ How does it connect to the rest of the line? 

●​ What role does it play this season and over time? 

When that work happens early, product and story reinforce each other. 

When it happens late, marketing is left trying to explain decisions that were never fully 
clarified in the product itself. 

That is where brands lose clarity. 



 

The Consumer Signal 
The consumer feedback I saw around SOREL followed a consistent pattern. 

●​ People respect the brand’s winter credibility. 
●​ They recognize the Caribou as an enduring classic. 
●​ They value the blend of style and function, especially in women’s product. 
●​ They responded positively to newer versatile product directions. 

But they also raised concerns around sizing inconsistency, perceived quality shifts, 
customer service friction, and uncertainty around what SOREL stands for outside winter. 

That is the kind of consumer feedback I pay attention to. 

Not because every comment is strategy. 

But because patterns reveal friction. 

And friction tells you where the next brief should begin. 

This is how that signal translates into action. 

 

 



 

Why I Built the SOREL Brief 
I built the SOREL assessment because the role asked for more than footwear experience. 

It asked for someone who could connect product, brand, consumer, and business into a 
clearer system. 

That is the work I have spent my career doing. 

Those experiences made me look at SOREL not as a collection of shoes, but as a system 
waiting to be better organized. 

The brief I built was not about saying, “Here is what is wrong.” 

It was about saying, “Here is where the value may be under-leveraged.” 

That is a very different posture. 

Closing 
SOREL is not missing product. 

It is missing structure. 

 



 

The pieces already exist: 

Heritage that builds trust.​
Product that delivers credibility.​
Infrastructure that enables scale. 

The opportunity is not to add more. 

It is to connect what exists into a system that compounds over time. 

●​ From seasonal moments to enduring franchises 
●​ From individual products to a recognizable brand language 
●​ From strong categories to a complete system 

That is how SOREL moves from relevance to leadership. 

That is the work. 

The Work Before the Work 
This is why I build these documents. 

A resume tells a company where you have been. 

A portfolio shows what you have made. 

A white paper shows how you think before the meeting starts. 

It shows whether you can diagnose the problem. 

It shows whether you respect what already works. 

It shows whether you can separate symptoms from causes. 

It shows whether you can move from observation to action. 

For SOREL, my read was simple: 

●​ The brand does not need maintenance. 

●​ It needs definition. 

●​ It has the equity, infrastructure, and product credibility. 

The opportunity is organizing those assets into a clearer product system that can deliver 
franchise-led growth across seasons, categories, and consumers. 

That is the work before the work. 

And that is the kind of work I want to keep doing. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

Full Assessment 

If you want to review the full SOREL Footwear Assessment, you can find it here:​
SOREL Assessment  

This is part of a broader series exploring how I approach product, brand, and system 
thinking across companies. 

You can also explore: 

●​ Altra → Road Running Assessment  
●​ Vuori → Brand & Creative Assessment  

To Understand The Why’s: 

●​ Rocky I. Parrish → The Work Before The Work 

Different companies. 

Different problems. 

Same starting point. 

Start with the work. 

 

https://rockyparrish.com/sorel-1
https://rockyparrish.com/altra-running
https://rockyparrish.com/vuori
https://rockyparrish.com/why-build-before
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