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Chapter 7 

TOMS campaign to End Gun Violence: 

On November 19, 2018, Blake Mycoskie appeared on the Jimmy Fallon Show on NBC in New York 

City. He was sobbing: ”Tonight we are announcing that we’re gonna evolve our giving model, so 

TOMS will not only continue to give shoes but we will give considerable resources to the causes [of] 

one of the most important issues of our time. And we’re gonna start by giving $5 million to the most 

amazing organizations who are working hard on the ground every day to end gun violence. And this 

will be the single largest corporate gift to end gun violence in the history of the United States.”1 The 

audience went crazy with applause, and while Blake covered his eyes to cry, Jimmy Fallon reached 

over to him to try to reassure him and help him get his composure back. The announcement was 

preceded by Blake contextualizing the plan to address gun violence with the full weight and 

credibility of TOMS behind him. A phone call from his wife while he was at work earlier in the month 

set him off. It was soon after the mass shootings in Thousand Oaks, California, and at the Tree of Life 

Synagogue in Pittsburgh, PA. She said that she was scared, and was not going to take their son to 

school that day. She said ‘it has to stop,’ and that ‘someone needs to do something about it.’ Blake 

agreed with her, got off the phone, and was ‘emotional’ but determined. He apparently decided on 

the spot that he and TOMS would enter that arena. And take on that fight.  

 The next day, those of us who subscribe to TOMS.com, got this email:  

TOMS end gun violence email sent November 20, 2018 

  

                                                           
1 Blake Mycoskie, The Jimmy Fallon Show, 19 Nov. 2018, https://www.nbc.com/the-tonight-show/video/toms-
founder-blake-mycoskie-announces-5-million-donation-to-end-gun-violence/3832969 

https://www.nbc.com/the-tonight-show/video/toms-founder-blake-mycoskie-announces-5-million-donation-to-end-gun-violence/3832969
https://www.nbc.com/the-tonight-show/video/toms-founder-blake-mycoskie-announces-5-million-donation-to-end-gun-violence/3832969
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Similarly, the TOMS.com homepage immediatley and drastically changed from a gentle sales  

platform to a direct social activism site:  

TOMS.com homepage on 11/20/18 

 

 

As of February 2019, the TOMS.com website drastically changed again. Gone was the “Improving 

Lives/How We Give” tab that showed the five social justice projects and five product lines that 

supported them. 

There are now only three (3) tabs: 

Shop 

Your Impact >>> Stories 

Passport Rewards 
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“Your Impact” is a re-direct to “Stories,” a blog about the new End Gun Violence Together (EGVT) 

campaign. “Passport Rewards” is their frequent shopper program. 

 

And in the “Shop” tab, there is now a 

new product line called ‘Accessories’ 

that features the EGVT Weekender 

Bag for $325. Clearly, TOMS is 

monetizing a crisis with this product. 

There are also $30 EGVT t-shirts and 

$60 hoodies with the same EGVT 

branding. So it would seem that the 

$5 million pledge by Blake on behalf of TOMS on Jimmy Fallon may in part come from sales of EGVT 

branded products.  

Here is my post to Twitter about it (Feb. 15, 2019). And here is 

Blake on Twitter, November 28, 2019, touting that the postcard 

writing campaign to politicians in Washington, D.C. to take action 

on ending gun violence had already generated over 285,000 

responses. Blake wants universal background checks, which he says 

over 90% of Americans agree on. All of this is fine, but I am not 

sure that it can be sustainable in a business framework. I am also 

concerned about the raw emotionality of Blake on Jimmy Fallon, 

and in response to his wife, in that sound business decisions are 

rarely made in reaction to fear, tragedy, horror, shock, or sadness.  

Blake on Twitter Nov. 28, 2018 

Blake’s efforts were clearly reactionary, and even impulsive. His fairly 

recently acquired new roles as husband and father have certainly changed 

him, as getting married and having kids changes everybody. Again, that’s 

fine and reasonable. But to drag his company literally into the crosshairs of 

this debate is perhaps not reasonable, as gun ownership, unlike childhood 

shoeless-ness, is in this country, a polarizing political issue, best handled by 

companies who are in that sector. For example, in March of 2019, Dick’s 

Sporting Goods pulled the sales of guns and ammunition from over 125 

stores; moreover, “last February [2018], the company said it would stop 

selling assault-style weapons after the mass shooting at a Parkland, Florida, 

high school. It also raised the minimum age for all gun sales to 21 and 

stopped selling high-capacity magazines that hold a large number of bullets 

https://money.cnn.com/2018/02/28/news/companies/dicks-weapon-ban/index.html
https://money.cnn.com/2018/02/28/news/companies/dicks-weapon-ban/index.html
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for semi-automatic weapons.”2 This kind of move, by an actual firearms retailer, can make a real 

impact on this issue, not just throwing money at the problem. Indeed, how exactly is the $5 million 

that Blake promised that TOMS would provide going to help? Where exactly will the money go? Are 

these grants to community organizations? Is there a One-for-One model being implemented as well, 

in order to fund this cash giving initiative?  

       Blake also seems to have an imperfect if not under-developed sense of how so-called back-

ground checks work. The postcard part of the End Gun Violence Together (EGVT) campaign was 

based on the rationale that background checks solve the problem of guns getting into the wrong 

hands. Blake stated in his email, “We’re calling on our lawmakers to pass universal background checks 

because it’s something 90% of Americans agree on.” While this may be true, Blake’s logic is faulty 

here in that the ‘warrant’ (or the ‘because clause’ in Toulmin argumentation) should be: “because they 

actually prevent gun deaths.” Not, that we should do this because most Americans agree on it. I 

attempted to point this out to Blake on Twitter, and referenced my own research on the topic of 

background checks, mental illness, and gun laws. As I have a close family member who has SMI 

(Severe Mental Illness), and who has been involuntarily committed to a mental hospital twice (in SC), 

and who was at times both violent and suicidal, this issue was of grave concern to me. Here is part of 

what I found out, that while each state makes its own laws about access to firearms for the mentally 

ill, South Carolina has very specific codes that bar access:  

 

S.C. Code § 16-23-30 It is unlawful for a person to knowingly sell, offer to sell, deliver, lease, 

rent, barter, exchange, or transport for sale into this State any handgun to: 

A person who has been adjudicated mentally incompetent; or 

A person who by order of a circuit judge or county court judge of this State has been 

adjudged unfit to carry or possess a firearm. 

 

S.C. Code § 44-23-1080 No patient or prisoner under the jurisdiction of the South Carolina 

Department of Mental Health is allowed access to firearms or dangerous weapons. 

 

Both these codes directly applied to my family member. Yet, as I later found out after talking directly 

to the Sheriff’s Deputy of Richland County, Columbia, SC, that these codes cannot usually be 

enforced or found out by way of background checks: “For at least two reasons: 1) A mental health 

care facility has no mechanism to report the involuntary commitment of a person, to the NICS 

(National Instant Criminal (aka ‘Background Check’) System), which is run by the FBI. Also, because 

these patients/persons are often NOT criminals, there would be no reason to report; 2) HIPAA laws 

prevent health care facilities from sharing patient records or even basic information (like was the 

                                                           
2 Meyersohn, Nathaniel. “Dick’s Sporting removes guns and ammo from 125 stores.” CNN.com, March 14, 2019, 
https://www.cnn.com/2019/03/14/investing/dicks-sporting-goods-guns/index.html 

https://www.cnn.com/2019/03/14/investing/dicks-sporting-goods-guns/index.html
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person even admitted to a mental health care facility) with law enforcement, much less a gun shop 

owner.”3 So, the unfortunate take-away is that crazy people can still get guns, for self-harm, or for 

other-person harm. Background checks will not prevent that. Arguably, most of the recent mass 

shootings were done by disturbed if not clinically mentally ill perpetrators, yet all of them were able 

to purchase guns legally, passing whatever extant background checks existed in their jurisdictions, 

including the Parkland High School shooter. Unless we let the HIPAA info talk to the NICS info (which 

we should do), or unless we criminalize mental illness (which we should not do), the mentally ill will 

never appear as re-flagged on a background check to buy a weapon. It doesn’t seem that Blake 

understands this. So, I would ask first, that he get himself a bit more informed about the issue, as it is 

among the most serious we face in this country, before he restructures his entire company, and 

business model, and website to try to use the considerable social consciousness heft of TOMS to 

move the nation toward reasonable gun laws.  

 But, enough of that. Let’s see what would happen if TOMS really does go all in and monetize 

the gun crisis with EGVT merchandise, in a quasi-One-for-One model. Here are the current EGVT 

products offered at TOMS in the Apparel and Accessories line: 

 

Product Weekender Bag Hoodie T-shirt 

Image at 

TOMS.com 

    

Price $325 $60 $30 

Cost (est.) $100 $15 $5 

Margin $225 $45 $25 

 

Will TOMS thus take those margins and donate them as part of the $5 million promised? If so, that 

would likely be fine with most customers, but it has not been advertised of stated as such. For 

example, in the product description for the EGVT Weekender Bag, it just says: “Comprised of durable 

18oz cotton canvas, vegetable tanned leather handles and closure straps, and a fo rtified leather 

bottom, sitting atop metallic foot studs. It has one large compartment with a sleeve pocket on the 

inside.” It does not say: “By purchasing this bag, part of the proceeds go toward supporting EGVT”  

                                                           
3 Ferszt, Elizabeth. “The Truth about being deemed mentally ill and Access to firearms.” Wordpress.com, May 23, 
2018, https://elizabethferszt.wordpress.com/2018/05/23/the-truth-about-being-deemed-mentally-ill-and-access-
to-firearms/ 
 

https://elizabethferszt.wordpress.com/2018/05/23/the-truth-about-being-deemed-mentally-ill-and-access-to-firearms/
https://elizabethferszt.wordpress.com/2018/05/23/the-truth-about-being-deemed-mentally-ill-and-access-to-firearms/
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Finally, a recent article in Forbes only half way joked that the TOMS model could be used to fix and 

perhaps prevent the recent college admissions scamming and corruption crisis at elite universities by 

rich parents. The writer posits this hypothetical: 

Toms Shoes is a brand and company that became famous for sponsoring a free pair of shoes 

for a person in need with every shoe purchased by a customer. What if elite colleges took a 

page from the Toms example and created a transparent program where wealthy parents can 

gain additional points toward an admissions slot for their child if they sponsored say five or 

ten students from less fortunate backgrounds?4 

 

He qualifies the proposition by stating that admissions academic and merit standards would still be in 

place, but that the very rich could no longer leverage their wealth by way of donations, or their own 

alumni status, to get their kids into elite colleges. The Forbes writer takes it a step further, by 

suggesting the TOMS model could actually deliver higher ed in the form of a kind of ‘shoe drop’: 

 

The Toms example also provides for another concept elite universities could consider. When a 

customer buys a Toms shoe, the company delivers a free shoe to a person in need – usually 

somewhere else in the world. What if elite universities established branch campuses – 

leveraging their incredible brands but with clearly differentiated admissions standards – to 

provide more educational opportunities for students in underserved communities, not 

just from underserved communities. Again, the sponsorship from wealthy families could be 

used to support this model. 

This last idea is true genius, in that the ‘getting-your-hands-dirty’ part of charitable giving or 

volunteerism is what many rich people fear most – they would rather write a check or make a 

donation. I know that I am generalizing here, but giving money is not the same as giving sweat 

equity, or putting shoes on a child’s feet in another hemisphere. That’s what TOMS is fearless about 

and is best at: giving on the ground, right in the community. That was Blake’s original vision of the 

logistics of the TOMS model: shoes for shoes. Not money to prevent gun violence. My feeling is that 

Blake has taken TOMS in an inauthentic direction, in that the TOMS model was not philanthropy; it 

was (and is) a tangible act of giving (shoes). Offering to give a $5 million donation in money (not 

goods or services) to this cause is better served by the retail firearms community, who know the 

products, and the customer base, and the tough issues surrounding gun laws way better than Blake 

or TOMS. It’s just not a good fit for TOMS to take on gun violence.  

 There is also the issue of market research and demographics; it is unlikely that the core 

                                                           
4 Brandon Busteed, “How TOMS shoes could help fix elite college admissions.” Forbes.com, 14 March 2019, 
https://www.forbes.com/sites/brandonbusteed/2019/03/14/how-toms-shoes-could-help-fix-elite-college-
admissions/#2bf659d43c6b 

https://www.forbes.com/sites/brandonbusteed/2019/03/14/how-toms-shoes-could-help-fix-elite-college-admissions/#2bf659d43c6b
https://www.forbes.com/sites/brandonbusteed/2019/03/14/how-toms-shoes-could-help-fix-elite-college-admissions/#2bf659d43c6b
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customer of TOMS shoes or other products is the same demographic as the core customer of 

firearms. So, Blake will never be able to attract the group of consumers that he really needs to be at 

the table in this debate: gun-owners. He already has the folks who would serve ‘Vegan Chocolate 

Cupcakes’ at their weddings (per the TOMS Wedding Toolkit); he already has the folks who flock to 

the peace sign logo; he already has the beachies and the hippies and the hipsters. Whom he really 

needs are folks who do not share the same cultural or aesthetic values as TOMS. But again, the EGVT 

campaign is not an impactful realm for TOMS to place itself in. As with Dick’s Sporting Goods, the 

world’s largest bricks-and-mortar retailer Walmart could move the proverbial dial in favor of 

reasonable gun restrictions. In a press release from 2018, after the school shooting in Parkland, 

Florida, Walmart made this statement: 

In light of recent events, we’ve taken an opportunity to review our policy on firearm sales. 

Going forward, we are raising the age restriction for purchase of firearms and ammunition to 

21 years of age. In 2015, Walmart ended sales of modern sporting rifles, including the AR-15. 

We also do not sell handguns, except in Alaska where we feel we should continue to offer 

them to our customers. Additionally, we do not sell bump stocks, high-capacity magazines 

and similar accessories.5 

Walmart can affect change on gun violence. Dick’s Sporting Goods can affect change on gun 

violence. Not because either of these retailers is offering $5 million, but because they both control 

the sale of the physical product, firearms. TOMS would be better off partnering with a Walmart or 

Dick’s, instead of foolishly monetizing this crisis with an over-priced bag, hoodie, and t-shirt. 

 As Blake tells us at the very end of Start Something that Matters, that “once you start helping 

others . . . you will feel less sad, less stressed, more purposeful”6; indeed, this is true simply because 

helplessness (the inability to help) has been overcome by action. He also exhorts readers to put down 

his book, think about their ideas, write down those ideas, and take the next step: Start something 

that matters.7 Since 2006, Blake has achieved much in inventing the One-for-One business model, 

fueled by story-telling, unique marketing, and a sincere passion to give. He has started a movement 

that has grown into a cultural pillar in both the business world and in the media. The next move he 

needs to make involves trust, trust in the rest of us who have participated in, and believed in, his 

work at TOMS. Trust that you taught us well, Blake. Trust that we are woke. We got it from here. 

 

                                                           
5 “Walmart Statement on Firearms Policy.” Walmart.com, Feb. 28, 2018, 
https://news.walmart.com/2018/02/28/walmart-statement-on-firearms-policy 
6 Mycoskie, p. 184 
7 Ibid., p. 185 

https://news.walmart.com/2018/02/28/walmart-statement-on-firearms-policy

