Case Study: The Story of Warby Parker

Scaling a Small Business with a Scalable Vision

Introduction

Warby Parker, founded in 2010 by Neil Blumenthal, Dave Gilboa, Andrew Hunt, and Jeffrey
Raider, began as a small online eyewear company with a mission to disrupt the traditional
eyewear industry. The founders identified a significant problem: high-quality eyeglasses were
overpriced, and the industry was dominated by a single player, Luxottica. They envisioned a
direct-to-consumer (DTC) model that could offer stylish, affordable glasses while also giving back
to society through their "Buy a Pair, Give a Pair" program. This case study explores how Warby
Parker's scalable vision and strategic execution enabled it to grow from a small startup to a
billion-dollar company.

The Challenge
When Warby Parker launched, the founders faced several challenges:

1. Market Penetration: Competing against established players like Luxottica, which
controlled over 80% of the eyewear market.

2. Customer Trust: Convincing customers to buy glasses online without trying them on
first.

3. Scalability: Building a business model that could handle rapid growth without
compromising on quality, customer experience, or their social mission.

4. Operational Complexity: Managing inventory, supply chains, and customer service as
demand increased.

The founders needed a strategic approach that would allow them to scale efficiently while staying
true to their core values.

The Strategic Process
1. Defining a Scalable Vision

Warby Parker’s vision was not just to sell glasses but to create a movement around affordable,
socially conscious eyewear. This vision was broad enough to allow for expansion into new
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markets, product lines, and distribution channels. They set three clear objectives as the main
branches in their vision tree:

o Affordability: Offering high-quality glasses at a fraction of the price of traditional
retailers.

e Social Impact: Donating a pair of glasses for every pair sold, aligning their business
success with social good.

e Customer-Centricity: Prioritizing an exceptional customer experience, whether online or
in-store.

This vision was scalable because it was tied to their core business model. As sales grew, so did
their social impact, creating a virtuous cycle of growth and purpose.

2. Building Scalable Systems

Warby Parker invested early in technology and infrastructure to support growth. Key initiatives
included:

¢ Inventory Management: They developed an in-house inventory management system to
streamline operations and reduce costs.

e Virtual Try-On App: To address the challenge of customers not being able to try on
glasses before buying, they created a virtual try-on app that allowed users to upload
photos and see how frames looked on their faces.

¢ Home Try-On Program: Customers could select five frames to try at home for free,
which scaled their customer acquisition process without requiring physical stores.

These systems ensured that Warby Parker could handle increasing demand while maintaining a
seamless customer experience.

3. Testing and Iterating

Before committing to physical retail, Warby Parker tested the concept with pop-up shops. These
temporary stores allowed them to:

e Gauge Customer Interest: Determine if there was demand for in-person shopping
experiences.

¢ Refine the In-Store Experience: Gather feedback and iterate on store design, customer
service, and product displays.
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The success of their pop-up shops validated the demand for physical retail, leading to the
opening of permanent stores. This hybrid model (online + offline) became a key part of their
scalable strategy.

4. Scaling Culture and Values

As the company grew, maintaining their culture and values became critical. Warby Parker focused
on:

e Hiring for Alignment: Recruiting employees who shared their mission and values.

e Training and Development: Investing in training programs to ensure consistent
customer experiences across all touchpoints.

e Employee Engagement: Fostering a culture of innovation, collaboration, and social
responsibility.

This focus on culture ensured that Warby Parker’s core values remained intact as they scaled.

5. Expanding the Vision
Over time, Warby Parker expanded its product line and services to include:

e Sunglasses: Launched in 2013, offering the same affordability and style as their
eyeglasses.

e Contact Lenses: Introduced in 2019, further diversifying their product offerings.

o Eye Exams: Partnered with eye care professionals to offer in-store eye exams, positioning
themselves as a one-stop shop for eyewear.

Each new offering aligned with their scalable vision of making eye care accessible and affordable.

Results
Warby Parker’s scalable vision and strategic execution led to remarkable results:

e Revenue Growth: By 2021, the company was generating over $500 million in annual
revenue.

e Valuation: Warby Parker was valued at over $3 billion following its IPO in 2021.

¢ Retail Presence: Expanded to over 200 retail locations across the U.S. and Canada.

e Social Impact: Donated millions of pairs of glasses to people in need through their "Buy
a Pair, Give a Pair" program.
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Key Takeaways for Leaders

1. Start with a Vision That Can Grow: A scalable vision is not just about solving a problem
today but anticipating how that solution can evolve as the business grows.

2. Invest in Scalable Systems Early: Technology, infrastructure, and processes should be
designed to handle growth from the outset.

3. Test and Iterate: Experiment with new ideas on a small scale before committing
significant resources.

4. Maintain Core Values: As you scale, ensure your culture and values remain intact to
build trust with customers and employees.

5. Expand Strategically: Every new product, service, or market should align with your
overarching vision.

Conclusion

Warby Parker’s success demonstrates how a scalable vision, combined with strategic execution,
can transform a small business into an industry leader. By defining a clear vision, building scalable
systems, testing new ideas, maintaining core values, and expanding strategically, Warby Parker
was able to navigate the challenges of rapid growth and achieve long-term success. Leaders who
prioritize scalability in their strategic planning are better equipped to seize new opportunities and
create lasting impact.
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