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Doug Zarkin: We actually publish out like standings in Major League Baseball, a top 25, bottom 25
internally because we want to stress the importance of care. Most importantly, the fact that we live
in a reputation commerce society. If you don't exercise that extra moment of care to that patient,
not only are they going to feel it, but they're going to talk about it.

Matt Britton: To thrive in a rapidly evolving landscape, brands must move at an ever-increasing
pace. I'm Matt Britton, founder and CEO of Suzy. Join me and key industry leaders, as we dive deep
into the shifting consumer trends within their industry. Why it matters now and how you can keep
up. Welcome to the Speed of Culture.

Matt: Up today, we're going to be speaking with Doug Zarkin, chief marketing officer at Pearle
Vision. Doug, great to see you today.

Doug: Great to see you, how are you doing?

Matt: Good. Thanks so much for taking the time in this busy back-to-school season to jump on the
Speed of Culture podcast. We're going to start by getting to know a little bit about you. You've been
in and around the marketing space for over 25 years. Would love to hear a little bit about your
background.

Doug: Sure. That's like a backhanded year as old as dirt.

Matt: Me and you both, my friend.

Doug: There you go. I joined the world of marketing at the end of the communications train, right
out of graduate school. I started out in media, worked my way through the agency world, and then
ended up co-founding a partner company, which within Gray advertising called G-Whiz Youth &
Entertainment Marketing, and then made the jump to the dark side of the forest and joined Avon
Products as their founding director of marketing creative services for their young women's brand,
Mark. Drove a degree of success there. I went to Victoria's Secret to lead their national PINK.

Spent a little bit of time in the wholesale world. Then about 10 years ago, I joined EssilorLuxottica
as the CMO of Pearle Vision.

Matt: What originally drew you to the world of marketing? When did you know that this was the
space you wanted to play in?

Doug: I think marketing is that unique blend of art and science. Every child of the '80s and '90s-- I
went to graduate school thinking I wanted to be the next Bud Fox and Gordon Gekko. I very quickly
realized, even though I graduated with a marketing and finance masters that I wanted to make a
difference, not just based on what my title was, but as a human being, as Doug. Pre-linked in the
only way you really figured out what you wanted to do with your life was talking to family friends. A
really good family friend said, "Listen, marketing is that perfect blend of art and science, data and
gut." Wow, were they true.

Matt: Is there a side of that that you gravitate towards more?



Doug: I'm a firm believer that data doesn't make decisions for marketers. Marketers make decisions
using data. That's because data is only as good as the questions that you ask. For me, I guess I
emanate a little bit more towards the art than the science, but I think, especially in today's modern
landscape, you have to be able to balance both skill sets. It's like when somebody asks you, are you
a performance marketer or are you a brand marketer? Which I think is just such a stupid question
because you can't drive performance without appreciating brand and you can't drive brand without
understanding performance. It's one and the same.

Matt: It's so true, Doug. In our space, in the software space, so many of our competitors are just
focused on bottom-funnel and lead gen. Nobody really knows who they are and they don't
understand where they're not having success. You need to understand. I think people buy software
the same way they buy eyeglasses or buy anything else. They shop from brands they know and
brands they trust. I think no matter what industry you are in, brand is incredibly important.

Doug: You just nailed it. It really does come down to trust. How do you earn that trust? How do you
strengthen and retain that trust and obviously how do you grow it?

Matt: What originally drew you to Pearle Vision?

Doug: To me, Pearle is the most terrifying and exciting position I've had in the course of my career
because of the intersection of a whole bunch of different dynamics. Let's start out with the fact
that we are 80% owned by franchisees and the majority of those franchisees are eye care experts.
You have franchising, then you have high-end retail because of the assortment of products that we
sell, both frames and lenses. Then you have this healthcare service element, which brings in the
whole world of insurance. Then magnify that by the fact that Pearle Vision was really an iconic
brand started by Dr. Stanley Pearl in 1961.

Put that all into the melting pot, with the challenge of reinvigorating and revitalizing the power of
the brand. It was the opportunity of a lifetime.

Matt: You mentioned it was predominantly a franchise-led business. How does that change your
role as CMO? Because I would imagine that you have a lot of push and pull in terms of control versus
autonomy at building the brand that you want to build, knowing how important you believe the
brand is.

Doug: The degree of control that one has is important, but I think the degree of influence that one
generates is even more important. For me, it's really been about a journey of trying to generate
influence and do it through leadership, through listening. Franchisees want to be heard, they want
to be understood. Franchising is an inherently emotional qualifier of business and that you're
dealing with the livelihood of small business owners. You have to have a strong degree of empathy,
but a leader has to lead and they're counting on me and the team that I have the privilege of leading.

They're paying for us. They contribute a percentage of dispensing sales. They're asking and
demanding for strong leadership, but certainly, it stretches muscles that you don't necessarily have
until you work in this world of Franchising in terms of how to be successful and how to generate
sustained success.

Matt: How much of your job is interacting with these Franchisees and giving them toolkits and style
guides, things of that nature versus focusing on the end consumer?



Doug: My number one job is to drive their profitability and we do that through helping to fill their
exam book, helping to ensure that Pearle Vision not only has strong brand awareness but critically
has even stronger educated brand awareness and always keeping an idea of what they need to do in
order to win. Constantly, evolving the toolbox to provide them simple solutions to complex
problems.

Matt: In that regard, you mentioned insurance and the healthcare space in general, which is so very
ripe for disruption, especially when it comes to the financial end of things. What are some of the
challenges and opportunities you guys see within the broader macro healthcare space in relation to
your business?

Doug: I think with healthcare, you immediately go to the privacy laws. There is only a certain degree
of things that we can do with patient data. We have to keep patient data isolated from retail side
data. Retail side data, we have a little bit of a greater degree of flexibility because they opt into
certain messaging as incentives. The patient really is preserved and protected in a way that I've
never experienced with first-party data. We have to be very meaningful in our touch points. We
have to be very calculated in our touch points. We have to ensure that we're communicating
authentically.

Also, providing them information that's actually going to drive them to take the action that we want,
which is to schedule their annual eye exam. Insurance is also one of those things that I think people
understand but don't. You may know what your insurance plan is, but do you understand what your
insurance plan covers? Especially for things like vision insurance, does your vision insurance cover
more than just a comprehensive eye exam? What is the benefit of frame? What is the benefit of
lenses? It's providing education as well as incentivizing those folks to take action. That is part of
harnessing the power of the insurance consumer.

Matt: Doug, I follow you on Twitter and LinkedIn and I know that you're very much in touch in the
marketing space and all the innovations happening, which probably has led to a lot of your success
in this space. How do you spend your time? What's a pie chart of your day given all the constituents
that you seem to have?

Doug: I couldn't quickly come up with a 100%, but I will tell you the most important time that I spend
is with my team of marketing superheroes providing them the leadership. Most importantly, being a
sounding board. For me, this team is really staffed or casted so to speak by a team of folks that
want to have the authority to make decisions, the autonomy to make the decisions, and the
accountability for them. A great idea can come from anywhere. It's important that I spend a
significant amount of time with the team. Both internally and externally.

I spend a lot of time with our consumer and whether that's doing mystery shops, whether that's just
simply surfing the net to really understand what messages they're getting. I'm signed up for every
competitor's email distribution list under a variety of different email addresses because I've got to
keep my ear to the marketplace. Then it's really staying in touch with our field organization and our
franchisees. If you think about what a brand's most valuable marketing tool is, it's their frontline
heroes. It's those folks that are embodying the brand within every one of our eye care centers,
which is what we refer to our stores as.

Those eye care experts have a pulse on the business and can provide nuggets of insight incredibly
important. Lately, something I am spending a lot of time on is our reputation. Reputation



Management is the new e-com for brands like ours because more and more-- it was may be
exacerbated by the pandemic, but more and more, there is this intentionality that people have with
where they're spending their money and where they're going. More research is being done. More
stock is being played in places like Google reviews.

Ensuring that we're putting our best foot forward, but also being honest when we've disappointed
and trying to take that adversary and turn them into an advocate by understanding what we could
be doing better and if possible doing better.

Matt: You mentioned a couple of things, you mentioned your frontline heroes, the people who are
basically working in the first line defense with your consumers. You mentioned the pandemic.
Pearle Vision is known as at least, I was growing up seeing in the mall as a huge retail presence.
What was that like operating in brick and mortar store franchises during the pandemic? What
decisions did you have to make? I imagine it was a crazy time for you.

Doug: It was crazy. Fortunately, our eye care centers predominantly in the US are not mall-based,
but they were in street malls and lifestyle centers. We had a greater degree of flexibility. We were
very fortunate that we were not fully closed because we were deemed essential services. However,
we spent a significant amount of time communicating with our consumers in the community, "Hey,
listen, if you have trauma, if you broke your glasses, if you've run out of contacts, please come see
us or if you're a frontline hero, a frontline worker and you need something, please come see us. If
this is about everyday eye care, we need you to wait," and they waited.

We had an incredibly robust recovery in 2020, we had an incredibly robust recovery in 2021. We
added more eye care centers in 2021 than in the history of the business. That's because the
franchisees that are joining us, the investors that are a part of our family understand the value
proposition, which is a brand that is really deeply rooted in differentiation on how we do what we
do, not just what we do.

Matt: In 2022, do you see consumers starting to pull back at all based upon the macroeconomic
environment, are they pushing off purchasing new eyewear?

Doug: I look at the first half of the year and I call it a little bit of the drama of the three Cs. COVID,
casting, and climate. First quarter in particular was pretty bad. We had a lot of storms. Look, going
to visit your neighborhood eye care center when you have three feet of snow or it's trenchly raining
is not the highest priority. COVID we had, I think an unexpected degree of flare ups. I think the world
thought we had come out of it and as the famous godfather quote says, "Just when I thought I was
out, they sucked me back in." That's what happened a bit, I think with the world and the US in
particular, in the first quarter, but then also casting.

I use that word purposely because finding and training eye care experts is a skill. It takes a skill to
help guide a patient into their perfect pair. For us getting that right degree of staffing and casting
in our eye care centers, finding doctors who are available, finding opticians that are available, that
presents some challenges. I think we have seen a little bit of challenges. The market has struggled
economically, but as we move into back-to-school season and as we move into the end of the year,
it's all about using your benefits before they expire. We're very excited about what the second half
of the year is bringing.



Matt: It's great. You guys, I think have done a good job of leaning into the fact that you do have a
brick-and-mortar network that consumers can touch and feel. There's been so much about the
death of brick and mortar. I know you have strong feelings about that. What are your thoughts on
the future of your business as it relates to having a physical retail presence and OMO strategy?
Where do you think it's all going?

Doug: I can speak to it from a consumer perspective. The death of brick-and-mortar retail is fake
news, just like it was fake news that Amazon killed retail. Amazon didn't kill retail, Amazon killed
shitty retail. It forced retailers to think about experience, environment, and reason for being. I think
for us in a category where it's really medical at its heart, sure, there are opportunities to do things
virtually, but getting that perfect fit of your perfect pair is a science. It's also an art because while
the lens can be scientifically measured to a millimeter of fit, which is really the difference between
seeing clearly and having a massive headache to manipulate the way the frames fit on your face is a
manual process.

I wish everybody in the world was perfectly symmetrical on the left side and the right side. Most
people aren't, actually the majority of people aren't. Those frames need to be manipulated
manually. You cannot manipulate the fit of a frame over the internet. Much like taking a suit to get
tailored when that frame comes in, to make it perfect, it has to be perfect for your face. Again, I
think we offer an essential service. We offer a degree of care that is unmatched. I think most
importantly, we really substantiate the trust in the communities where our eye care centers are
because we're staffed by people who live in these communities.

We're pillars of the communities. You'll find us at the Friday night live football games. You'll find us in
the churches and synagogues doing screenings, cleanings, and adjustments. That's what the soul
of Pearle Vision is, a brand that's committed to the communities in which we own and operate our
eye care centers.

Matt: In that regard, you also talked about winning the family in terms of a big path for business
expansion. Can you elaborate a little bit more on that?

Doug: Sure. As we get older, our vision acuity softens, but one out of every four school-aged kids in
40% of Hispanic school-aged kids actually have an undiagnosed vision issue. A child who's five
years old may have never seen clearly and may never know what seeing clearly is. It's impossible to
know if a five or six-year or seven-year-old is colorblind, for example, in screening. A
comprehensive eye exam is recommended for children five years and older. With the pandemic,
with virtual learning, we lost one of the first lines of defense to pick up on an undiagnosed vision
issue, which is the teacher.

You and I right now are talking behind a screen. I can lean in, I can make the fonts bigger. I can pull
the screen closer to me. That's what was happening during the pandemic with so many kids, they
were faking it. Not to mention the impact of blue light and digital devices on the eye, which has
been widely discussed and widely documented. For us, we want to earn that trust of that chief
health officer, that head of household, who's making the health and wellness decisions. If we earn
that person's trust, they're going to embrace the rest of their family.

Not only their children, but for guys like us, we're at the stage where we're starting to parent our
parents and bringing those seniors who have real significant vision acuity issues. That allows us to
win the family. We've developed technology like our online patient scheduler, which allows you to



make multiple appointments for multiple people all at once. You can come in from 2:00 to 3:00 and
be seen, your child can be seen, your parents can be seen, and you can all walk out with your perfect
pair. We make that convenient through our pearlevision.com scheduling portal.

Matt: It's smart. It's almost like you're putting yourselves in the shoes of your customer. I know you
said recently marketers must think human to engage consumers. What do you mean by thinking
human?

Doug: When it comes to your target audience, when it comes to opportunities, it's not about
numbers on an Excel chart. People look at brands as a set of emotions, attributes, feelings, and
perceptions. Why does it come to when brands look at consumers and they forget all that and they
look at data points? For me, really understanding how to win with consumers is to really think about
them as human beings. What are their needs? What are their wants? What are they saying most
critically? What aren't they saying? That's why the power of observation is a lost art. It's something
that we practice in our eye care centers.

That goes back to my point about our frontline workers, our heroes that provide great information.
The importance of reviews and ratings has never been more important than it is today. Those are
experiences. Those are feelings. Those are beliefs. Those are perceptions that we as a brand have
to respect. If you ignore all that and just simply realize that 42% of your patients are between 35
and 42, and that's a made-up number, you're missing the point and most importantly, you're missing
the opportunity to win.

Matt: When you talk about observation, what does that look like? You talked about mystery
shopping and going to some of your stores. Are there any other tactics that you engage in that are
really effective in helping uncover the consumer more?

Doug: We work with a company called Reputation on our reputation management platform. It
allows us through a very simple dashboard to get a holistic look, not only as a system but at the DMA
level and then at the eyecare center level of how we're performing. That basically allows us to
mystery shop every eye care center every day of the week because we're getting real-time
feedback, both on the patient side and most critically on the retail side. We're looking at ratings and
reviews every single day.

We actually publish our standings in Major League Baseball, a top 25, bottom 25 internally because
we want to stress the importance of care. Most importantly, the fact that we live in a reputation,
commerce society, and if you don't exercise that extra moment of care to that patient, not only are
they going to feel it, but they're going to talk about it. It's just driving home the focus and
importance on thinking human, finding those small moments to deliver an amazing experience.

Through our reputation management platform, we are virtually in every one of our eye care centers
every single day, which isn't meant to be creepy, but it is meant to allow us to have a real finger on
the pulse of what's going on

Matt: Which is hugely important. Speaking about consumers, do you guys look towards, and now I
guess we're post-lab day and so we can start talking about 2023. What are some of the emerging
trends that you have your eye on that you think modern marketers really need to understand
heading into next year?



Doug: I think we're all struggling with a certain purveyor of social media these days and trying to
figure out how we're going to deal with that challenge of a more complex, harder to get results,
more expensive to get results platform and what to do though with those investments. From a
marketing perspective, I'm incredibly bullish on the opportunity to use our first-party data for good
and not for evil. It allows us to not waste people's time by having messages that aren't relevant to
them. It allows us to get a greater return on our investment and allows us quite frankly to be a more
authentic brand.

Pretty excited about the continuing evolution of online video platforms, Netflix, Paramount Plus just
as examples, HBO Max taking advertising. I think consumers want to go where great content is, and
there's a lot of it online, but I also still am a very firm believer in the power of local video. Spot
television to me is an incredible resource that we avail ourselves of tremendously. Not only
because we're required to invest locally as per our franchise agreement.

You and I have relationships virtually with those newscasters that we watch every single morning
whose weather forecast we trust, whose perspective on what's going on with traffic in the Midtown
Tunnel or on 495, what's going on at the airport. These are relationships that are built over time
between viewers and their hosts, and so we want to be able to tap into that power of local
connectedness through supporting them with our message. I do see a return to more event-based
marketing in the future.

I think as casting sorts to level out, we're able to get staffing levels back to where we want to be. As
people have come to understand how to live with COVID, in a real-world experience sense, I do
expect brands to take a more aggressive stature on experiential marketing, because look, it's a
great way to take what happens in the four walls of your brick and mortar or in your virtual world
and bring it to consumers.

I also think there is going to be a settling down of what is happening in the world of digital
marketing, meaning that everybody was throwing a tremendous amount of money in the last couple
of years into display advertising. For example, I think the market's going to level off. I think brands
like ours are going to be approaching providers with more than just getting the effective cost per
acquisition. I think the company that you keep, especially in this age of fake news and questionable
content is more and more important.

I know brands like ours are constantly monitoring where our advertising is to ensure that we're not
implicitly or explicitly supporting messages that are inconsistent with our brand values.

Matt: Are you also looking at partnerships, collaborations with other brands to bar their brand
equity and vice versa?

Doug: We are. I think in our space, it is a little bit tricky because corrective eyewear is a medical
device so you can't give away tickets to The Giants with every eye care purchase as much as you'd
want to do that or maybe not The Giants. Although as a struggling Giant fan, I hope it's The Giants.
The collaborations and partnerships we're looking for are really into access. We've done some great
work this year in the Hispanic community with a few partners that have allowed us to really deliver
an authentic message in an authentic way.

We have a fantastic collaboration with Nickelodeon that involves the SpongeBob Squarepants asset
and Pearle Vision that we're in our second year of. That is a great example of breaking through the



clutter and delivering a strong message in an entertaining way. Those collaborations that make
sense for us, are ones that we're always open to but we're certainly not at a place where we're just
going to throw money at the-- we take a really serious approach because it's our franchisees' money
with the must-dos and the need to do. Then you get into the nice things if business is flying and you
take a flier every once in a while.

Matt: Doug, to wrap things up, you're in a position as CMO of a huge brand. It's a spot that any
entry-level marketer wants to end up in. What advice would you give to people coming out of
college, wanting to go into marketing and wanting to someday be a CMO? What should they be
doing? Where should they be spending their time and where should their focus be?

Doug: First of all, I think getting a really clear and concise answer to what is the purpose of
marketing is super important. I graduated with an MBA in marketing. As I mentioned, I know what
the textbook definition of marketing is, but when you're sitting across the table from somebody
who's leading a marketing function, they want to understand that you understand the pragmatic
definition of what marketing is.

I think understanding the difference between a product and a brand is really important because you
as a candidate have to think about yourself as a brand. What makes you different? What makes you
special? What is the reason that a brand should make an investment in you? Especially for
entry-level candidates, it's not about what you've done. It's about what you can do, we hire for
potential, we want passion, we require purpose, those are all things-- if you've done internships,
fabulous, and I would encourage you to do those.

It's really about what we think you can bring to the table, the investment that we're going to make in
you, that hopefully, you're going to pay back to us, that is the reason for bringing you on board.
Again, think about yourself as a brand, think about what separates you, and by all means, scrub
those red cup pictures off your social media platform. We absolutely look, and I've got several
embarrassing stories of candidates who didn't change their perspective on them pretty quickly.

Matt: Get rid of the red cups everyone.

Doug: Get rid of the red cups. If you don't know what a red cup is, Google it, you'll figure it out.

Matt: That was awesome, we covered so much. I feel like I definitely have a much better
understanding in terms of where your head's at, where you're focused on. In this crazy fast-paced
world, what do you feel is worth slowing down for, in your life personally, to get out of the crazy work
mode and get some peace?

Doug: The hardest job that's not on my LinkedIn profile, and should be, is being a husband and a
father of two teenagers. I take the time to be involved with my son, who's an athlete, and try to
sometimes coach him. With my daughter, just sharing her passions in music and art. I think we, as
marketers, are so focused on delivering results that at times we lose sight of the how, not just the
what, that is important. I'm trying to invest more time outside of the office, improving my tennis
game.

Importantly, inside the office, I'm spending more time actually listening and having conversations
with people and conversations that aren't just about, "Hey, did you do this?" Or "Where is the status
on this?" But "What's going on? How are you feeling?" Everyone's got a movie playing in their head as



they're still navigating through this pandemic world. It's important as a leader, if you want to lead
and most importantly, to have people to follow, you got to care about the person behind the eyes, as
we like to say. I'm really blessed, I've got a team of superheroes that I go into battle with every day
and that hopefully would follow me into the next battle down the line.

Matt: Thanks so much, Doug. This has been an incredible podcast. I can't wait for our listeners to
check it out. Thank you again for joining. On behalf of Suzy and Adweek team, thanks to Doug Zarkin
for joining us. Make sure to subscribe, rate, ram, review the Speed of Culture podcast on your
favorite podcast platform. Until next time, see you, everyone. Take care.

Matt: Speed of Culture is brought to you by Suzy as part of the Adweek Podcast Network and a
guest creator network. You can listen, subscribe to all Adweeks podcasts by visiting
adweek.com/podcast. To find out more about Suzy, head to suzy.com and make sure to search for
the Speed of Culture in Apple Podcast, Spotify, and Google Podcast, or anywhere else Podcasts are
found. Click follow so you don't miss out on any future episodes. On behalf of the team here at Suzy,
thanks for listening.


