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MEC 

Situation Analysis:  

Canadian outdoor company, Mountain Equipment Co-Op (MEC) was founded 1971, offering 
exceptional outdoor equipment products at accessible prices. Central to its identity over the 
years has been an emphasis on sustainability, telling buyers that the co-op aims to have “the 
smallest possible footprint and your purchases also help conserve the places where we play and 
support all Canadians getting active outside.” The co-op business model resulted in MEC 
becoming Canada’s largest co-operative, with over 5 million members. 
 
A global pandemic reached Canada in March of 2020 and led to travel restrictions and 
shutdowns across the country. These restrictions resulted in more Canadians than ever 
choosing to explore their own country, particularly residents of urban areas who flocked in 
large numbers to national and provincial parks, cottage country, and camp sites. With its 
reputation for affordable and sustainable outdoor equipment, it was not uncommon to see 
line-ups outside of MEC stores across the country as Canadians loaded up on camping, hiking, 
climbing, and other outdoor gear.   
 
In the fall of 2020, MEC announced that it was being acquired by Los Angeles-based Kingswood 
Capital Management. While the sale took place with the unanimous consent of its board of 
directors, the 5 million members of MEC were dismayed. The announcement resulted in 
backlash from loyal customers and members and a crisis in its brand identity. 
 
MEC’s business model as a co-op has built a community, and involved members in the 
functioning of the business, including voting, investing, and purchasing. Many members, even 
those who were pivotal to the founding, were informed about the Kingswood Capital 
acquisition by news outlets. Members argued they should have received an email directly from 
MEC before information was released to the news, so it would not have been such a shock. 
Expectations were set higher for MEC from members due to its membership style business 
model. 
 
Compounding the damage to the brand in the eyes of co-op members and Canadians, the co-op 
system was, in fact, not financially viable. On September 14, 2020, MEC filed for creditor 
protection just before announcing the sale. Issues included slow sales and online competition, 
particularly highlighted by pandemic restrictions to in-store shopping in individual Canadian 
provinces. 
 
Enraged co-op members began a change.org petition almost immediately in an effort to reverse 
the board’s decision. Eventually, legal action was taken citing the violation of the rights of co-op 
members to meaningful consultation. The action was overruled, and the sale was accepted by 
B.C. Supreme Court Justice Shelly Fitzpatrick.  
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The current public relations weakness is the lack of consumer trust and the damaged 
reputation MEC has gained from the poorly handled communications execution of the 
Kingswood Capital acquisition. Members of MEC claim to be disappointed, betrayed, and 
‘gutted’. Other concerns include the hiring of an executive, who is currently CEO of LALO, an 
acronym for "Light Assault Lo-Vis Operator”, very much clashing with the original brand’s 
values, as well as the sale of in-depth data on each of the more than 5 million members of the 
original co-op. 
 
With the finalization of the purchase by Kingswood Capital, the company can now count on 
solid financial footing to restore the brand’s reputation, expand and maintain jobs, while 
working to ensure that MEC is still where Canadians choose to shop for outdoor gear. 
Kingswood Capital has promised to stay true to MEC’s brand and core values while increasing 
online and in-store purchases. 
 
Communications will assure members that Kingswood Capital promises to stay true to MEC’s 
Canadian identity, along with its mission and sustainable values, and will outline how it plans to 
do this with an emphasis on a hopeful and successful future. As stated by Kingswood Capital, 
“we can see a very bright future for the company, and that's why we chose to keep 21 out of 
MEC’s 22 stores open and hire over 85% of the active staff”. The future of MEC includes its 5 
million members, and the object of this campaign is to rebuild trust and create ambassadors for 
its future from each of its members. 
 

Strengths  

• Quality and innovative MEC brand. 

• It is an older company with 
established brand recognition. 

• Only MEC sells their MEC brand. 

• Exceptional outdoor equipment 
products at accessible prices. 

• MEC was named Canada’s Most 
Trusted Brand in 2016, 2017, 2019 
and 2020 

Weaknesses  

• MEC failed to maximize its social 
media potential, with few followers 
relative to its number of members. 
 

• American ownership will create 
hesitancy in Canadian shoppers who 
would be more likely to spend their 
money on Canadian-owned 
businesses. In 2020, BDC published a 
report stating that 97% decided to 
buy local to support the local 
economy. 

Opportunities  

• Expansion of retail stores in the U.S. 
and internationally. 
 

Threats  

• Competitors coming out with new 
and popular innovative products. 
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Research Summary:   

Our public relations team has conducted primary research (surveys, interviews, environmental 
scans) and secondary research (news articles) in order to understand the level of trust of 
employees, MEC members, and of the general public in Canada who may be future members or 
consumers.  
 
Each of these groups were able to provide different feedback based on their experience and 
knowledge of the organization and its change of ownership, allowing for targeted messaging. 
 
Surveys: 
 
Surveys were conducted via the Survey Monkey platform on 500 current and past MEC 
employees across Canadian store locations. The survey identified opinions, attitudes, and 
impressions of the employees toward the acquisition. 
 

• 40% of employees feel positive about the acquisition - believing that they won’t lose 
their jobs under a new management while 40% of employees feel negative about the 
acquisition and 20% choose to not comment about it. 

• 45% of employees believe that the company will grow faster with Kingswood Capital 
Management. 

• 80% of employees suggested that corporate social responsibility should be the 
company’s focus to win members back. 

• 75% of employees believe that the stores have too many products that are unrelated to 
the core business. 
 

• Increasing yearly profits. 
 

• Greater social media presence and 
engagement with consumers, 
environmentalists, and MEC 
members. 
 

• Include members in the rebuild of the 
brand.  

• Competitors with better social media, 
advertising, app and website design 
layout. 
 

• COVID-19’s had led to the increase of 
on-line shopping and in-store 
shopping restrictions while MEC 
customers enjoy more in-store 
shopping experience to test and try 
products and services (bike services, 
ski services, expert advice, etc.) 
 

• Members are disappointed and will 
look for alternative options. 
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Surveys were conducted via the Survey Monkey platform on all 5 million members with 3 
million responses across Canada. The survey identified whether members would remain loyal, 
what actions the company were expected to take in order to regain trust, and if they had found 
alternatives to MEC items. The survey also empowered members to offer suggestions on a way 
forward for the organization, and what they felt should be MEC’s top priority among 
sustainability, financial viability, or growth. 
 

• 50% of members responded that they would remain loyal with the proper incentives 
while 40% of members said they are looking for alternatives, and 10% of members are 
undecided. 

• 30% of members were able to find satisfactory MEC alternatives.  
• 90% of members felt that sustainability should be the top priority of MEC. 
• 75% of members suggested that a way forward should include community building and 

circular economy systems. 
 
Surveys were conducted via the Survey Monkey platform to 1000 Canadians identified through 
outdoor enthusiast groups and young adults as potential consumers. Surveys asked whether 
they had heard of the change of ownership and whether they would be inclined to become 
members based on incentives. 
 

• 60% of participants between the ages of 17 and 25 responded by saying they were not 
familiar with the change of ownership news.  

• 45% of participants between the ages of 17 and 25 know the benefits of being outdoor 
while 40% prefers to stay indoor for gaming, and social media challenges and 15% said 
they would like to focus more on studying and career. 

• 80% responded that incentives and community building opportunities would be reasons 
to buy items from MEC. 

 
News articles - quotes and thoughts from MEC members and the MEC leadership team  
 
Sept 16, 2020 in CBC: MEC founding member says she feels 'grief and betrayal' over sale of co-
op to U.S. firm 
 

• “I think one of the errors that MEC made was going for excessive growth”- Sara Golling, 
Founding MEC member. 

• “Too much, too much stuff. Being less careful about quality. Having too much stuff on 
clearance.” 

• “We will be reducing the amount we spend on corporate overhead to increase the 
amount we spend on people, products and community,” said the letter, signed by 
incoming CEO Eric Claus. The letter also mentioned the company plans to put customers 
and employees first by focusing on stores and supporting the “passionate people on the 
floor who have real knowledge and expertise 
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• “They promised to treat employees well and to live up to MEC's values and we're going 
to watch to make sure that happens.” 

• "I think the co-op model could be a good solution to a lot of problems we have in 
inequality and social environmental justice," Robin told CBC's Ottawa 

 
Sept 28, 2020 in The Conversation : The value of the Mountain Equipment Co-op sale lies in 
its customer data 
 

• “Kingswood bought access to, and control of, an unparalleled treasure trove of 
consumption data and purchase histories. That and detailed, verified personal 
information including name, age, address, telephone number and email.” 

• “Until now, MEC’s members have gone along based on trust and a belief that the 
organization’s decision-makers, as custodians, act in the best interests of the enterprise 
and its members.” 

 
Oct 9, 2020 in CTV News: MEC to lay off fewer employees than planned with one store to 
close, say new owners 
 

• “The Vancouver-based company says that 85 percent of its active workforce will remain 
on the job once the deal closes, up from a minimum of 75 per cent that Kingswood 
Capital Management Ltd previously indicated.” 

• “Kingswood plans to keep 21 of its 22 stores open, up from its original plan for a 
minimum of 17 stores.” 

 

Objectives:  

The public relations team will create the “Growing community and trust across Canada” 
campaign, to rebuild trust with employees and former members, grow consumer and brand 
awareness across the country, and provide a ‘membership’ style engagement strategy between 
MEC and the public, mimicking the original co-op incentives and values throughout a one-year 
campaign (March 2021 - March 2022). 
 

• Create an understanding of MEC’s new vision and growth plans under a new 
management team among 50% of former members and 90% of employees by the end of 
the campaign in March 2022. 

• By March 2022, convince 50% of former members and 80% of employees that the 
acquisition will be beneficial for MEC and the community in the long run. 

• Improve company reputation by raising awareness about MEC’s new social and 
environmental initiatives by an improvement of 30% of happy new ‘members’ at the 
end of the campaign. 
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• Increase from 50% to 80% loyalty of former members with MEC by the end of the 
campaign. 

Target Audience: 

Primary audiences 
Internal:  

• MEC employees 
MEC has 964 full-time employees and 1,587 part-time employees in Canada. They are a 
Canada-wide crew of adventurers, thinkers, doers, writers, photographers and people who love 
the outdoors. They have extensive experience and knowledge of MEC’s products and services. 
They are a “green team” that love to contribute their part to a clean and sustainable future. 
After the acquisition, they are worried about MEC’s future as well as their jobs and MEC will 
work to encourage their company loyalty and create a positive company culture. 
 

• Board of Directors- CEO Eric Claus, Judi Richardson, MEC’s board chairwoman, MEC 
leadership team 

MEC leadership before the acquisition had little experience with co-op culture and saw 
themselves as vital to the expansion and creation of a business model that could compete with 
Amazon. The new leadership team needs to have a deep understanding of the Canadian retail 
landscape, but also the outdoor community and the history of the co-operative. Diverse points 
of view and experience (from members and employees) will be shared consistently with the 
leadership so that they do not stray from the new culture and objectives. 
 

• Former and current members 
MEC has over 5 million former members who love to get active outdoors. They are eco-
conscious, healthy, athletic, outdoorsy and adventurous types. They love to be part of the MEC 
community hub for running races, bike meetups, yard sales, and gear swap. Under the new 
membership initiative, new ‘members’ who love their pets and will be encouraged to bring 
their pets with them to events. After the acquisition, MEC members felt shocked and 
uninformed, the new US management team will work to rebuild the culture and community.  
 

• MEC suppliers 
Besides their own brand, MEC also carries products from over 120 global suppliers including the 
North Face, Garmin, Salomon, Arcteryx and so on. These suppliers also produce outdoor gear, 
and their concern about MEC’s acquisitions is around new business models, growth plans and 
the potential impact on supply chains and distribution and competition. Suppliers will be 
assured that their products, as long as they fit within MEC’s sustainable guidelines, will receive 
equal prominence on shelves alongside MEC branded materials. 
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External:  
• News media 

Traditional media and blogs which had covered the sale and the negative narrative in the fall of 
2020 will be contacted again. By circling back to the journalists and writers, they will be 
encouraged to provide a follow up story on what actions were taken and how MEC will pursue 
building trust and community across the country via the stores, former members, employees 
and new partnerships. 
 
Secondary audiences 
Internal:  

• Brand ambassadors 
MEC ambassadors are working to set new benchmarks in their chosen fields and pushing 
themselves beyond their individual limits. They are our field testers who make sure our 
products can hold up to the rigours of the Canadian wilderness. Our ambassadors are 
storytellers, using word and video to share their passions and experience to help engage and 
inspire all of us to get outside and push our limits. 
 
External:  

• Environmentalists  
This target audience is middle to upper class Canadians, between 17-65 years old. Most 
environmentalist groups live on the West Coast of Canada. Women make up the majority of the 
population, with 21% higher participation than men. Canadians with higher incomes are more 
likely to change their practices to help the environment. They are activists and influencers who 
lead by example, advocating to protect the natural environment through changing harmful 
human activities. 
 

• Canadian outdoor enthusiasts 
This target audience is middle to upper class Canadian millennials, from 25 - 50 years old who 
live in major Canadian cities. They are eco-conscious, healthy, athletic, outdoorsy and 
adventurous types. They are included, but are not limited to, rock climbers, hikers, campers, 
runners, yoga and snow enthusiasts, cyclists and surfers. 
 

• Government  
This target audience includes government departments and agencies (i.e., Employment and 
Social Development Canada). Their concern is Canadian job losses resulting from the acquisition 
and the employment/ hiring plan under the new management of American-owned Kingswood 
Capital. 
 

• Investors 
This target audience is upper class Canadians, from 35-60 years old who live in major Canadian 
cities. They see value in MEC stocks and are active participants in the investment marketplace. 
This includes former members, who were the original contributors to the growth of the 
company.  
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3 Key Messages:  

“MEC products are carefully chosen, ethically sourced and re-purposed. MEC is the leader for 
everything outdoors in the Great White North.” 

“MEC partners with environmentally sound and sourced companies around the world to be 
able to provide the best outdoor experience for our current and new members.” 

“At MEC, we care about the world around us, not leaving waste behind is a rule every outdoor 
enthusiast knows, and we’re bringing that commitment to our products.” 
 
MEC ‘members’ 
 
“Together, we look forward to building a resilient and sustainable future for MEC in Canada. We 
look forward to your input and are committed to building community and trust.” 
 
“What matters to you, matters to us. The future of MEC is in the hands of our ‘members.’”  
 
MEC staff 
 
“Working at MEC will feel like an extension of your personal interest in the outdoors with the 
opportunity to show leadership in areas of adventure.” 
 
“MEC is here to support your career path.” 
 
“Under the new management, we are committed to supporting our employees, celebrating and 
recognizing differences, and driving a workplace that values excellence and supports 
environmental sustainability.” 
 
Potential MEC members and Canadian outdoor enthusiasts  
 
“We love your backyard as much as you do! Let us help you explore, discover and share your 
local landscape.” 
 
Suppliers 
 
“MEC believes that success is driven by collaboration with partners across the value chain to 
implement high quality products while maintaining highest environmental standards.” 
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Strategies and Tactics: 

Strategy:  
Former member relations  
To rebuild former member’s trust from the lack of communication of the Kingswood Capital 
acquisition through media and social media relations. 
  
Tactics:  

• We will write and release an apology from MEC to each former member via email with 
transparent messaging about the financial issues the co-op experienced and why 
Kingswood Capital was chosen. 

• We will update MEC’s website on the news of the acquisition and the steps to come.  
• MEC will introduce a new loyalty program encouraging ‘membership’ where members 

are highlighted on MEC’s social media, 10% of all products, invitations to exclusive 
outdoor events and monthly speaker series with environmentalists and outdoor 
enthusiasts. 

Strategy: 
Internal communications 
To rebuild employee trust and increase employee commitment through participation from 
employees in meetings, staff events, and as brand ambassadors.  
  
Tactics:  

• The company will create a semi-monthly all-hands meeting for all employees (from 
retails to the corporate office), in which the leadership team shares the MEC’s strategies 
and growth plan under the new management. 

• Create and send out monthly company-wide newsletters to keep staff up to date on 
current events internally and externally. 

• Engage MEC staff-led outdoor expeditions and day trips together with members. 
• Create a clear sense of Canadian outdoor enthusiasm through monthly training and 

education initiatives among MEC employees, where they not only are informed 
consultants for consumers in-store but can lead outdoor expeditions and day trips in 
their communities.  

• We will host speaker series for members and potential customers where employees will 
be invited to act as a host and interviewer of the guest personalities. 

Strategy:  
External communications (community, government and environmentalists) 
To build awareness to suppliers, environmentalists and government departments regarding 
MEC’s growth plans and introduce the company’s new CSR initiatives through media relations. 
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Tactics:  
• We are going to write and publish a press release about MEC’s CSR initiatives under the 

new management, including organizing community events, implementing sustainable 
sourcing and supply chains, creating a recycling program for used MEC products, and 
promoting environmental practices. 

• We will also write and publish a press release about MEC’s growth plans, including 
hiring, market development, future expansion and sustainable sourcing. 

• Each store will conduct two annual employee-led "dumpster dives" to understand 
where they are generating waste and to identify opportunities for further improvement, 
battery and e-waste recycling stations at each store location, numerous employee ideas 
to reduce waste. 

• MEC will create an Environmental Sustainability Committee - each store has one senior 
employee and up to ten retail employees, 5 representative members, and 20 corporate 
employees from all departments across Canada who meet monthly to share ideas and 
lead environmental initiatives.  

• The leadership team will develop and create Supplier Code of Conduct and distribute it 
to all MEC suppliers to ensure suppliers meet all requirements. 

Strategy:  
New customer relations  
MEC wants to focus on influencing external audiences, with emphasis on Canadian outdoor 
enthusiasts, MEC ‘members’ and customers-to-be. They are the future of MEC’s success as a 
remodelled Canadian outdoor equipment retailer.  
  
Tactics: 

• Organize MEC events, create content on the MEC website with an event calendar and 
blog of events of day trips, clean-up days, and volunteer opportunities, and fundraising 
initiatives for environmental causes. 

• The Speaker Series will be hosted monthly with MEC ambassadors such as Autumn 
Peltier, Anita Naidu, Sandy Ward, etc. The speaker series will be hosted virtually and live 
streaming to all MEC’s social media channels. After each event, the marketing team will 
distribute the recording links to all members and stakeholders. 
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Timeline:  
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Budget: 

 

Item Description  Cost 
(including 
tax) 

Speaker series  Speaker fees, transportation, venue, 
food and beverage 

$30,000 

Media Releases Content creation and publication via 
Businesswire of press releases about 
apology, CSR initiatives and growth 
plans  

$15,000 

‘Loyalty Program’ card roll out Cost 10 cents per card x 1,000,0000 $100,000 

Staff led expeditions  Travel fees, staff wages, food and 
beverage 
  

$40,000 

Form an Environmental Sustainability 
Committee 

Meeting cost, staff wages, food and 
beverage 

$6,000 

‘Dumpster Dive’ and community clean up 
days 

Staff wages, food and beverage $10,000 

Semi-monthly employee meetings Food and beverage, meeting cost, staff 
wages, online platform subscriptions 

$20,000 

Develop and create Supplier Code of 
Conduct and distribute it to MEC suppliers  

Staff wages, distribution cost $3,000 

Update MEC website, create content with 
event calendar and blog of events  

Website development, staff wages $30,000 

Create and send out monthly company-
wide newsletters to keep staff up to date 
on current events internally and externally 

Staff wages, HubSpot Marketing 
subscription 

$15,000 

Contingency fee  

(15% of total budget)  

Money set aside for unforeseeable costs  $40,000 

Total 
 

$309,000 
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Evaluation and Measurement: 

• Reached 50% approval rate of the acquisition from former members and 75% from 
employees. This was measured by attendance to meetings, bi-annual surveys, and 
employee and member turn-around.  

• Obtained 10,000 media mentions using the new standardized Media Rating Points 
(MRP) by the end of the campaign. 

• Had a minimum of 500 guests attend each speaker series with a growth of 5% by the 
end of the campaign. This was measured by attendance numbers and tickets sold online 
via Eventbrite.  

• Reached 40% increase of happy new ‘members’ by the end of the campaign. This was 
measured by returning former MEC members signing up for the loyalty program, and 
new member participation and sales using CRM reports. 

• By March 2022, the PR team saw a 55% increase in members and new customers getting 
outdoors, measured through participation in MEC events, including community clean up 
days, dumpster dives and staff-led expeditions by reporting and comparing the number 
of participants.  

• Reached 70% of open rate and 40% of click rate through monthly company-wide 
newsletter. 

• Gained 10,000 new visitors to the website and an average of 70% repeat visitors from 
across Canada by the end of the campaign using Google Analytics as a measurement 
tool. 

• The newly established Environmental Sustainability Committee submitted 4 
recommendations to MEC leadership by the end of the campaign to aid with 
transparency on environmental practices and potential new areas for sustainability 
leadership. 

• Distribute the newly created Supplier Code of Conduct to all MEC suppliers with 70% 
positive response rate over the course of the campaign. Responses were measured and 
tracked by individual emails and phone calls between MEC management and supply 
leadership. 
 

 

 


