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“Whatever drives you – whether it’s 
leading people, giving people opportu-
nities, or making an income to support 
your family – you have an opportunity 
to do it with our company,” promises 
Steve Ruzek, President of Brown’s Shoe 
Fit Company. In speaking with Steve, 
his passion for his job, his staff, and his 
customers consistently shines through.

Steve originally went to school to be 
a teacher, but changed his path when 
he helped a friend with his family’s shoe 
store and found that shoe retailing was 
his true calling, as it combined his love 
for people with his love for shoes. In 
1992, Steve joined Brown’s Shoe Fit 
Company, where every manager owns 
a percentage of their store. The ability 
to be his own boss was intriguing to 
Steve, who started out running the 
company’s locations in Centerville and 
Mason City, Iowa, and worked his way 
up the ranks to become President, a 
position he’s held for seven years.

“I love my job because I am able to 
make my own decisions every day. I 
love being around people. I get the 
ability to create my own team. I love 
seeing my team succeed and putting 
people in positions that speak to their 
strengths, and then seeing them blos-
som,” Steve enthuses.

Brown’s Shoe Fit Company has 74 

managers that run stores in 12 mid-
western states, in addition to their cor-
porate office team in Iowa. Steve says 
these 74 managers are like a family, 
which is one of the retailers’ biggest 
strengths. Twice per year, all of the 
managers get together for a “family 
reunion” style gathering.

“We deeply care about each other 
and want each other to succeed,” Steve 
says of his team. “Whether you’re a 
24-year-old new partner coming in or 
a 60-year-old partner getting ready to 
retire, having our team’s experience 
and knowledge to lean on is unique.”

Speaking of young people getting 
into the business, Brown’s Shoe Fit 
Company recognizes how difficult it 
can be to get started as an entre-
preneur in this day and age without 
financial backing. They help people 

with entrepreneurial spirit get going 
by giving them proper training, a store 
location, financing, and an inventory. 
New managers are able to stand on 
their own managing their individual 
store while accessing advice from the 
company team as a whole whenever 
needed.

“I’m a full believer in taking the bull 
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by the horns and making it happen,” 
Steve declares. “When I got started in 
this company, I had no idea what it 
would do for me and my family. Now, I 
just want to give back and give others 
the opportunity to be their own boss.”

Behind the Brand
Brown’s Shoe Fit Company focuses 

on selling quality footwear and prod-
ucts. Among their top-performing 
brands are Brooks, New Balance and 
Birkenstock. They also do a tremendous 
amount of work boot business with 
brands including Timberland, Keen, 
and Red Wing. The managers at the 
74 store locations do their own buying 
in order to cater to their individual 
communities, so the offerings in each 
store are different. They have mastered 
the ability to read their customers and 
cater to their needs, putting the right 
products in front of them.

When asked what makes the Brown’s 
Shoe Fit brand unique, Steve mentions 
the family feel, the staff ’s education 
level on footwear and products, and 
most of all, old-fashioned customer 
service.

“Seventy-five percent of our custom-
ers are repeat customers. A customer 
who has a good experience tells five 
people, and a customer who has a bad 
experience tells 100,” explains Steve.

One example of Brown’s Shoe Fit’s 
phenomenal customer service is 
the story of retired owner Rhonda 
Swanson, who ran the store in Marion, 
Iowa. Rhonda had an elderly customer 
call in who didn’t have a ride to come 
to the store to get her shoes. Rhonda 
offered to pick her up. She brought the 
customer to the store and fitted her 
for shoes. Then, she offered to take the 
woman for lunch. The customer said 
this experience made her day.

“Our customers truly turn into family. 
When we go above their expectations, 
they will come back to see us,” Steve 
says. “Having been around for 110 
years, we’re selling shoes to third-gen-
eration family members.”

Not only are Brown’s Shoe Fit 
Company owners great with their cus-
tomers, they also care sincerely about 
their communities. All of their man-
agers build relationships in their com-
munities, whether through the main 
street, chamber, church, school, parks 
and recreation department or even 
coaching little league teams.

Steve credits this for the company’s 
longevity, “Our people’s ownership in 
the company and their communities is 

why we’ve been around for 110 years.”

An Old Company - Keeping Up 
with New Times 

Although Brown’s Shoe Fit Company 
has been around for a long time, they 
have learned to adapt to meet cus-
tomers’ current needs. When it comes 
to marketing, Steve observes, “Social 
media is huge. If you’re not doing 
social media right now, you’re crazy. It’s 
the fastest way to get word out when 
we get new product in. And it’s not 
just the younger kids – grandma and 
grandpa like it, too!”

Steve says social media has become 
even more handy as a marketing tool 
during the coronavirus pandemic, as 
it’s allowed the company to instant-
ly let customers know what changes 
have been made inside the stores.

The retailer has taken measures to 
go the extra mile during the pandem-
ic. They’re offering curbside pickup, 
private after-hours appointments, and 
even house calls to help customers 
find the right pair of shoes.

“We’ll do whatever it takes to care for 
our customers. Right now, people are 
on edge. We give them one place they 
can go to forget about everything for 

Brown’s Shoe Fit carries many  
styles and brands of work boots for 

individuals and businesses.

Steve Ruzek, President of Brown’s Shoe Fit.

continued on page 25



25NSRA.org

calculate your cubic inches (length x width 
x height) and then divide that by 139 (the 
dimensional divisor). If it’s higher than your 
actual weight, the dimensional weight is 
what you will be billed on. You don’t want 
to get stuck paying for empty, unused 
space so make sure to size your packaging 
right. Don’t use oversized boxes and con-
solidate orders when possible.

But Wait, There’s More
On top of your rate, your package is sub-

ject to a number of fees. Many common 
surcharges increased for 2021, includ-
ing Additional Handling Fees, Address 
Correction, and Residential Delivery.

Not only did the costs increase, but FedEx 
and UPS have made changes that will 
affect which packages get assessed these 
fees. For starters, both carriers have updat-
ed their lists of ZIP codes to which Delivery 
Area Surcharges apply. This means that you 
could get hit with this fee on a package 
that never qualified for it previously, so 
it’s important to review the changes from 
FedEx and UPS ahead of time.

Furthermore, it’s important to note 
that FedEx and UPS have both changed 
what qualifies for their Additional 
Handling fees in 2021. Last year they 
lowered the weight threshold from 70 

pounds to 50 pounds. This year they will 
also ding you with the fee if your pack-
age measures greater than 105 inches in 
length plus girth combined.

Large Packages Will Cost You Big
The most costly fees continue to be for 

larger packages. In the last couple years 
these surcharges have increased expo-
nentially and have the highest costs. The 
highest of them all in 2021 is $920, which 
means you can’t afford to not educate 
yourself. 

The steep rise in these surcharges is a 
direct response to the growing number 
of large and bulky items being shipped. 
Items that you never would’ve consid-
ered ordering online a decade ago, like 
furniture and sports equipment, have 
become more and more common. 

The automated systems FedEx and 
UPS use to sort and process shipments 
aren’t set up to handle these larger 
packages, so they require special han-
dling—which is why they’re passing the 
buck to the shipper.

With several different fees for larg-
er packages, it can get confusing to 
determine when they apply. Here’s how 
they’re each defined:

• Oversize - FedEx 
Exceeds 96 inches in length or 130 inches in 
length and girth combined

• Ground Unauthorized - FedEx 
Exceeds 108 inches in length, 165 inches in 
length and girth combined, or 150 pounds in 
weight

• Over Maximum Limits - UPS 
Exceeds 108 inches in length, 165 inches in length 
and girth combined, or 150 pounds in weight

• Large Package - UPS 
Exceeds 96 inches in length or 130 inches in 
length and girth combined

Final Takeaway
As it has been in the past, the real 

effect of the 2021 rate increases depend 
on what you ship, where you ship it, and 
your package characteristics. The import-
ant takeaway is that the announced 4.9% 
average increase paints an inaccurate and 
incomplete picture of the true impact to 
your business. ■

If you find yourself confused by base 
rates, average increases, surcharges, and 
DIM weight pricing – rest assured that our 
endorsed shipping provider, PartnerShip®, 
is here to help. Their knowledgeable team 
will guide you in the right direction. Even 
better, by enrolling in the NSRA Shipping 
Program, members receive exclusive dis-
counts with FedEx that can help offset 
these rate increases. Visit PartnerShip.
com/ContactUs or call 800-599-2902 
to learn more. For a complete look at 
the rate charts, download the report at 
PartnerShip.com/RateIncrease.
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10 minutes. We give them a good pair 
of shoes that looks good, feels good, 
and makes them smile,” Steve explains.

Steve also noted that product sales 
have changed in response to current 
events. Because weddings and formal 
events have been postponed, dress 
shoe sales have fallen by the wayside. 
Instead, people are purchasing more 
practical footwear.

“My goals right now are to keep my 
staff in a good place mentally, and to 
keep core product accessible to all of 
my stores,” Steve says.

The pandemic has made it difficult to 
get product. Luckily, Brown’s Shoe Fit 
stores can rely on their warehouse in 
Shenandoah, Iowa, where Steve’s team 
is working to maintain their top SKUs 
at all times so the stores never run out 
of key product lines. This gives the store 
teams a huge advantage and has helped 
them to do well despite COVID-19.

Worst Part/Best Part
Steve proclaims the hardest part of his 

job is “dealing with 74 different store loca-
tions managed by 74 different personal-
ities. However, this is also the best part. 
Our people are independent thinkers 
and as long as I’m leading this company, 
it will always be that way. Sometimes all 

74 managers are not on the same page. 
But that’s the beauty of it. If you’re a one-
man independent store owner, you have 
one mind to work off of. We have 74 
minds, plus our corporate office, plus our 
retired managers. That’s a lot of people 
thinking toward a common goal – and 
they all feel like family.”

Parting Words
When asked what is the best advice 

he could give someone about retail, 
Steve replies, “Come work for Brown’s 
Shoe Fit Company and own your own 
store. There’s no better place to be your 
own boss and build your retirement.” ■
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