
 
  

Warby Parker's Vertical Integration
Playbook 

Idea In Short

Warby Parker built a billion-dollar eyewear business by cutting out the middlemen that kept
prescription glasses expensive. Four Wharton MBA students founded the company in 2010
after one of them misplaced a $700 pair of glasses and balked at replacing them at a similar
price. Rather than license frames from an optical conglomerate, Warby Parker designs and
prices its own eyewear, ships trial pairs to customers' homes and now runs more than 300
stores across the United States and Canada. The company went public on the New York
Stock Exchange in 2021 and posted its first full year of net income in fiscal 2025, on revenue
near $872 million. Its social mission, distributing a pair of glasses for every pair sold,
doubles as both branding and market entry strategy in lower-income regions

Warby Parker — Business Model CanvasKey PartnersNonprofit distribution partnersContract frame manufacturersIn-store independent optometristsLogistics & delivery carriers

Key ActivitiesIn-house frame designIntegrated online & retail opsHome try-on logistics

Key ResourcesIn-house design catalog323-store retail networkE-commerce platform & data

Value PropositionsDesigner glasses, lower pricesHome try-on: 5 frames, 5 daysWide range of frame stylesBuy a Pair, Give a PairOmnichannel convenience

Customer RelationshipsSelf-service online buyingIn-store staff & eye examsGive-back brand storytelling

ChannelsWebsite & mobile app323 retail storesHome try-on shipments

Customer SegmentsPrice-conscious style shoppersUrban, digitally native buyersSocially conscious consumersIn-store eye exam patients

Cost StructureManufacturing & store leasesMarketing & platform tech Revenue StreamsRetail & e-commerce salesEye exams & accessories

A Wharton complaint becomes a company

Neil Blumenthal, Dave Gilboa, Andrew Hunt and Jeffrey Raider met as first-year MBA
students at the University of Pennsylvania's Wharton School in 2008. Gilboa had just paid
roughly $700 to replace a pair of prescription glasses he lost on a backpacking trip, a price
he and his classmates thought absurd given how cheaply frames and lenses actually cost to
produce. The four pooled $30,000 each from their savings and launched Warby Parker
online in February 2010, pricing glasses at a fraction of what optical retailers charged. The
company's name comes from two characters in a journal by Jack Kerouac, a literary
reference that set the tone for a brand built on wit rather than clinical seriousness.
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That founding complaint, that a commodity product carried a designer markup for no clear
reason, still shapes every pricing decision the company makes.
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Vertical integration removes the markup

Traditional eyewear pricing passed through several handoffs before reaching a customer: a
designer licensed a brand name, a manufacturer built the frame, a wholesaler distributed it
and an optical retailer added its own margin. Warby Parker's founders chose to own that
chain instead of renting pieces of it, designing frames in-house and working directly with
manufacturers rather than licensing existing designs.
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Removing each intermediary let the company sell a complete pair of prescription glasses for
well under $100 at launch, without cutting corners on the lenses themselves. Rivals
dependent on licensing deals and wholesale distribution could not match that price without
giving up their existing retail relationships.

Home try-on turns a browser into a fitting room

Online shopping could not solve the one problem that mattered most to eyewear buyers:
knowing how a frame actually looks on their face. Warby Parker's answer was a home try-
on program that mails five frames, selected online, to a customer's door for a five-day trial
at no charge before purchase.

Warby Parker was founded with a rebellious spirit and a lofty objective: to offer
designer eyewear at a revolutionary price while leading the way for socially
conscious businesses
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The program doubled as a research tool, showing the company which shapes and colors
customers kept versus mailed back, data it fed directly into future frame designs.

Stores become a growth engine, not a fallback
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Physical retail looked at first like a concession to the limits of online shopping, but Warby
Parker built its stores to extend the same model rather than compete with it. Each location
carries the full online catalog at the same price, staffed by salaried employees and many
house independent optometrists who lease space to perform eye exams. By the end of
fiscal 2025, the company operated 323 stores across 102 markets in 44 U.S. states and
Canadian provinces, with 50 more planned for 2026.
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Stores now drive a meaningful share of new customer acquisition, since a walk-in eye exam
often converts into a repeat online buyer months later.

A give-back program doubles as marketing

Since its founding, Warby Parker has run a program called Buy a Pair, Give a Pair,
distributing a pair of glasses to someone in need for every pair sold, through nonprofit
partners that train low-income entrepreneurs to sell glasses in their own communities. The
program has passed several million pairs distributed since 2010, spanning countries across
Africa, Latin America and Asia where the company holds no retail presence of its own.
Framing the giveback as trade rather than charity lets Warby Parker fold it into marketing
spend rather than corporate philanthropy and the company references the program
throughout its brand storytelling. Competitors have since copied elements of the model,
though few tie it as directly to the core purchase transaction.

A direct listing takes the model public

Warby Parker chose a direct listing over a traditional IPO, skipping the roadshow and new-
share issuance that usually accompany a market debut. Shares began trading on the New
York Stock Exchange under the ticker WRBY on September 29, 2021, priced by the
exchange at $40 before rallying to close near $54, valuing the company at roughly $6 billion
on its first trading day.
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Going public without raising new capital signaled confidence that the business no longer
needed outside funding to keep growing, a marked shift from the venture-backed years that
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preceded it.

Profitability arrives on a public balance sheet

Warby Parker spent its first years as a public company posting losses while it invested in
stores and technology. That changed in fiscal 2025, when the company reported net
revenue of $871.9 million, up 13% year over year and its first full year of net income, $1.6
million, compared with a $20.4 million loss the prior year.
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Active customers grew 7% to 2.69 million and average revenue per customer rose to $324,
evidence that store expansion and give-back marketing were converting into repeat, higher-
spending buyers rather than just foot traffic.

Key Partners

Nonprofit organizations distribute glasses through the Buy a Pair, Give a Pair program,
extending the brand into markets Warby Parker does not serve directly. Contract
manufacturers build frames and lenses to the company's in-house designs rather than
supplying pre-existing product lines. Independent optometrists lease space inside retail
stores to perform eye exams under the Warby Parker name. Logistics and delivery carriers
fulfill home try-on kits and online orders across the United States and Canada.

Key Activities

Warby Parker designs its own frames rather than licensing existing styles, keeping product
development inside the company. It operates an integrated supply chain that serves both e-
commerce orders and 323 retail stores from shared inventory. Running the home try-on
program, mailing and processing returned trial frames, remains a core logistics activity. The
company also coordinates its Buy a Pair, Give a Pair distribution alongside every sale.

Key Resources

The in-house design team and its catalog of proprietary frame styles anchor the company's
product identity. A retail network of 323 stores across 44 U.S. states and Canadian
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provinces gives the company a physical footprint many digital-native rivals lack. Its e-
commerce platform and years of home try-on data guide design and inventory decisions.
Brand equity built around affordability and social mission functions as a resource in its own
right.

Value Propositions

Warby Parker offers designer-style prescription glasses at prices well below traditional
optical retailers, without the licensing markups baked into competitors' costs. The home try-
on program lets customers test frames at home before buying, removing the biggest barrier
to shopping for glasses online. A wide range of frame styles supports personal expression
rather than a one-size-fits-all catalog. The Buy a Pair, Give a Pair program adds a social
dimension that factors into many customers' purchase decisions.

Customer Relationships

Most customers interact with Warby Parker through self-service digital channels, browsing,
ordering trial frames and completing purchases without a salesperson. In stores, salaried
employees assist with fitting and coordinate with in-house optometrists on eye exams,
replacing the commission-driven tactics common at competitors. Repeat purchases are
reinforced by prescription renewal reminders and the ongoing brand narrative around the
give-back program. Customer feedback from returned try-on frames feeds back into design
and merchandising decisions.

Channels

The company's website and mobile app handle the bulk of transactions, supported by the
home try-on program that ships trial frames directly to customers. Physical stores, 323 of
them by the end of fiscal 2025, carry the full catalog and host eye exams performed by
independent optometrists. Both channels share the same pricing and inventory system, so a
customer can start a purchase online and finish it in a store. Nonprofit distribution partners
serve as an additional channel for the give-back program abroad.

Customer Segments

Price-conscious consumers who still want current frame styles make up the largest
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segment, drawn by prices well under traditional optical retail. Younger, urban and digitally
native shoppers respond to the brand's try-before-you-buy model and social media
presence. Customers who value corporate social responsibility factor the give-back
program into their purchase decision. A growing segment of eye-exam patients uses in-
store optometrists as an entry point before buying glasses.

Cost Structure

Manufacturing and materials for frames and lenses represent a recurring cost, even with in-
house design cutting out licensing fees. Retail lease payments, staffing and store buildout
costs have grown alongside the 323-store footprint and the 50 additional openings planned
for 2026. Marketing spend supports both digital acquisition and the storytelling around the
Buy a Pair, Give a Pair program. Technology and platform costs cover the e-commerce site,
mobile app and the logistics behind home try-on shipments.

Revenue Streams

Retail store sales now account for a substantial share of the company's $871.9 million in
fiscal 2025 revenue, alongside e-commerce sales through the website and app. Eye exam
fees, charged where in-store optometrists operate, add a smaller but growing service
revenue line. Contact lens and accessory sales supplement the core prescription and non-
prescription glasses business. Average revenue per customer reached $324 in fiscal 2025,
up 5.7% year over year, reflecting repeat purchases across both channels.

1Warby Parker company history
2How Warby Parker undercut the industry
3Neil Blumenthal on building Warby Parker
4Warby Parker's path to sustainable growth
5Warby Parker direct listing debut
6Warby Parker fourth quarter and full year 2025 results

Summary

Warby Parker's next phase tests whether the direct-to-consumer playbook scales past its
first profitable year. Fifty new stores planned for 2026 push the company deeper into a
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channel it once treated as a supplement to e-commerce, betting that in-person exams and
easy pickup convert online browsers into repeat buyers. EssilorLuxottica's scale and price-
focused rivals such as Zenni keep margin pressure high, forcing Warby Parker to defend its
position on design and service rather than price alone. The company's wager, that vertical
integration paired with a credible social mission builds durable loyalty, remains unproven at
a larger scale but has cleared the harder test of turning a public, scrutinized balance sheet
into consistent profit
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