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Elizabeth Judge on a frustrated shopper who is now finding her feet selling outsize shoes
THROUGHOUT her teenage years, Gina Hennessy was relentlessly taunted. Not over the way she looked or her weight, but over her size 9 feet. As she matured, the problem got no better. very few stores stock shoes above 8½, so while her friends squeezed into the latest fashionable pointy shoes or dainty kitten eels, Ms Hennessy was forced into masculine clumpy shoes or trainers.
"Shoe shopping should have been a pleasure activity, but it was a nightmare for me", she recalls. "I found myself always wearing trousers or long shirts to cover up my feet because I was embarrassed".
She knew the problem was widespread - many of her friends had the same problem, as did her sisters, tall women like herself. And statistics from British Footwear Association showed her that 3 percent of women in the UK have a shoe size of 8½ or bigger, with the figure set to increase with passing generations.
The former manager of a hairdressing salon, from Kilbeggan, Co. Westmeath, in the Republic of Ireland, saw before her both a clear business opportunity and a chance to ease the misery for hundreds of thousands of women suffering the same embarrassment and pain as her. She decided to set up Cinderella Shoes, selling fashionable footwear for shoe sizes 8½ to 12.
Three years later and the shop, based in Tullamore, Co. Offaly, has become mecca for women with big feet. The business now has a turnover of £250,000 ad is set to launch in the UK with its first store opening in the autumn.
Running the business is easy compared to getting it off the ground, Ms Hennessy says. Almost as soon as she had the idea, she encountered her first obstacle: she was unable to find anyone to supply her with the kind of shoes that she wanted.
"People are simply not interested in making big shoes - they see it as an unviable business proposition", she says. "I ended up scouring the world, taking sketches and showing people exactly what I wanted.”

Eventually, she persuaded two companies - in the US and Italy - to work with her. But that was only the start.

"I spent six years researching and planning the business. I was funding it myself, I knew it was risky and I wanted to be as well-prepared as possible before I opened up.”

With her business partner, David Hide, she visited a succession of fashion shows and trade shows. "We knew that it was crucial to learn about how to stay abreast of the fashions and to know when we should be getting in stock, which is more difficult than it sounds", she explains.

Through her networking efforts she made friends who were able to help in her areas of retail, too. They warned her of the importance of carefully researching the right location for a store, spending money on marketing and making her website look ad attractive as a store.

She knew that other companies already sold outsize shoes, so decided to focus on women only, particularly smart work-style shoes and pretty eveningwear. She followed the advice of her contacts and opened in Tullamore in the centre of Ireland to ensure that access is easy for everyone. "We waited six months to enable us to get property there because we knew it was important", Ms Hennessy explains.

To entice more people to the store she offers special appointment services, allowing potential customers to try on the shoes, which start at £40, with several different outfits

For many of her customers, visiting the shop is about more than just buying a pair of shoes, she says. "It is the solution to a deep-rooted problem. Many women come here and spend two hours choosing the shoes they want and talking to me about their experiences. Then they call up afterwards to say how much better they feel about themselves."

To ensure that her staff can empathise with the customers, she employs only people with feet sized 8½ or bigger.

Manufacturers impose a 10 per cent surcharge for outsize shoes, but Ms Hennessy is absorbing the cost. "I am still in the early stages of building a brand. I simply have to hope that, further down the line, I will claw it back", she says.

The attention she paid to her internet site has paid off, with 50 per cent of sales coming from online. However, she is adamant that she must keep opening more stores: "It is expensive, but people like to look at things and try them on."

· Cinderella Shoes: 0035 3506 26696
