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Figure 1: Colin Kaepernick Nike ad (Nike, 2018).
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Overview: Nike Takes the Knee
On Monday, Sept. 3, 2018, unsigned 
professional football player Colin Kaepernick 
posted a tweet with an upclose black-and-white 
portrait, captioned “Believe in something. 
Even if it means sacrificing everything.” 
At the bottom of the photo were the Nike 
symbol and its slogan, “Just Do It.”  The tweet 
read the same text followed by the hashtag, 
“#JustDoIt.” On Wednesday, Sept. 5, 2018, 
Nike released a roughly two minute video on 
Youtube featuring Kaepernick, Lebron James, 
Serena Williams, and other prominent sports 
stars. The video quickly racked up millions of 
views, comments, and reposts. As of Dec. 5, 
2018, the video entitled “Nike-Dream Crazy” has over 27 million views and 18,900 comments.

Following the tweet and subsequent video, there was praise and outrage across the political and social 
spectrum. The video, which drew considerable attention, was part of the 30th anniversary for Nike’s “Just Do 
It” campaign. The campaign’s line, “Believe in something. Even if it means sacrificing everything” refers to 
Kaepernick’s act of civil protest towards police brutality and general racial discrimination in the United States. 
Kaepernick started a movement within and beyond the NFL in 2016 when he sat during the national anthem. 
Kaepernick, and many other players, chose to kneel in the following games after Kaepernick had a conversation 
about it with retired Army Green Beret Nate Boyer. “I am not going to stand up to show pride in a flag for a 
country that oppresses black people and people of color,” Kaepernick told NFL media in an exclusive interview 
after the game. “To me, this is bigger than football and it would be selfish on my part to look the other way. 
There are bodies in the street and people getting paid leave and getting away with murder” (NFL.com, 2016). 

Kaepernick’s actions, like the Nike campaign, were met with considerable praise and scorn. In both instances, 
those who saw Kaepernick’s actions as inappropriate or offensive, chose to destroy their relevant merchandise, 
often posting the results online. The following Tuesday, over 30,000 people tweeted with the hashtag 
#NikeBoycott, making it among the top trending topics on Twitter (Reuters, 2018). Some posted images of 
themselves burning and ripping their Nike shoes and apparel (Reuters, 2018). However, despite considerable 
backlash, Nike’s sales increased dramatically, and on Sept. 21, 2018, its stock price hit an all-time high of 
$86.04 per share (Nasdaq, 2018). In an earning report from late September, Nike reported a 36 percent growth 
in direct digital sales alone (Wertz, 2018).  

Nike’s Kaepernick campaign represents not only Nike’s willingness to wade into corporate political advocacy 
through engagement in controversial conversations, but also its move to position itself as the brand of a 
progressive, social policy, empowering men and women of all races. By putting itself out there on such a 
divisive issue, Nike has shown that its products now represent a set of values. “Nike is essentially telling 
people to pick a side with this campaign, and that risks alienating a large chunk of the country,” says John 
Maroon, president of Maroon PR. “It’s like Nike has made a clear-cut decision that this is our customer base, 
and no longer this group of people.” (Daniels, 2018). Nike has placed its corporate financial bets on Millennial 
Americans and those behind them who look increasingly like Kaepernick with each year.  Millennials 
themselves are 44 percent not-white, with that number only increasing with each successive generation (Jenkins, 
2018). Nike, as showcased by Kaepernick’s ad, is making sure its social media presence and reputation reflect 
this generational shift.

Figure 2: Kaepernick sits during the national anthem for the first 
time in August, 2016 (NBC Sports Chicago, 2016). 
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Company Overview
Nike, Inc., incorporated on Sept. 8, 1969, is engaged in the design, development, marketing, and selling of 
athletic footwear, apparel, equipment, accessories, and services. The company operates in North America, 
Europe, Greater China, Japan, and emerging markets around the world. The company’s portfolio brands include 
the Nike Brand, Jordan Brand, Hurley, and Converse. It sells its products to retail accounts, through its retail 
stores and websites, and through a mix of independent distributors and licensees across the world. The products 
are manufactured by independent contractors (Reuters, 2018).

Starting in May 2016, the company focused its Nike brand product offerings in nine categories: running, Nike 
basketball, the Jordan Brand, football (soccer), men’s training, women’s training, action sports, sportswear, and 
golf. The company also markets products designed for kids, as well as for other athletic and recreational uses, 
such as cricket, lacrosse, tennis, volleyball, wrestling, walking, and outdoor activities. The athletic footwear 
products are designed primarily for specific athletic use, and its other products are also worn for casual or 
leisure purposes. It sells sports apparel, and also markets apparel with licensed college and professional team 
and league logos (Reuters, 2018).

Nike, Inc. competes with Adidas, ASICS, Li Ning, Lululemon Athletica, Puma, V.F. Corporation and Under 
Armour (Reuters, 2018).

History

Nike, Inc., formerly Blue Ribbon Sports from 1964 to 1978, is an American sportswear company headquartered 
in Beaverton, Oregon. Bill Bowerman, a track-and-field coach at the University of Oregon, co-founded Blue 
Ribbon Sports in 1964 with his former student Phil Knight. They opened the first retail outlet in 1966 and 
launched the Nike brand shoe in 1972. The company was renamed Nike, Inc., in 1978 and went public two 
years later. By the early 21st century, Nike had retail outlets and distributors in more than 170 countries, and its 
logo — a curved check mark called the “swoosh” — was recognized throughout the world (Britannica, 2018).

In the late 1980s, Nike steadily expanded its business and diversified its product line through numerous 
acquisitions, including the shoe companies Cole Haan and Converse, Inc., the sports-equipment producer 
Canstar Sports, Inc., and the athletic apparel and equipment company Umbro. In 1996 the company created 
Nike ACG (“all-conditions gear”), which markets products for extreme sports, such as snowboarding and 
mountain biking. In the early 2000s Nike began selling sports-technology accessories, including portable heart-
rate monitors and high-altitude wrist compasses (Britannica, 2018).

Nike’s success partially stems from endorsements by athletes such as Michael Jordan, Mia Hamm, Roger 
Federer, and Tiger Woods. The NikeTown chain stores, the first of which opened in 1990, pay tribute to these 
and other company spokespersons while offering consumers a full range of Nike products. In the 1990s the 
company’s image briefly suffered from revelations about poor working conditions in its overseas factories 
(Britannica, 2018).

Its core values and mission center on bringing inspiration and innovations to every athlete in the world (Nike, 
2018) and recognizing that if someone has body, he or she is an athlete (Nike, 2018).

Corporate Character

Nike Inc.’s organizational culture is centered on creativity and innovation to provide products that suit 
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consumer preferences. It also aims to support business resilience and capability. Organizational culture is 
the combination of traditions, habits, values, and behavioral expectations among employees. Nike’s workers 
are given a set of instructions, rules, and expectations on how to do their jobs. These guidelines take into 
consideration the relations with customers and other employees. This approach ensures that the company 
maintains its corporate culture, which partly contributes to the success of the business. As one of the giants in 
the global athletic apparel market, Nike Inc. continues its policies and strategies to promote an organizational 
culture that reinforces business resilience and competence (Young, 2017).

Corporate Reputation

Nike spends more money than most other companies in the world on advertising and promoting the reputation 
of its products, coming in at $1.13 billion in 1998. Celebrities, such as Tiger Woods, Michael Jordan, Andre 
Agassi, John McEnroe, Monica Seles, and Carl Lewis were paid huge sums of money for their association with 
the company’s products. In 1998, for example, Nike paid Tiger Woods $28 million and Michael Jordan $45 
million (Jensen, 1999). 

Multiple allegations have come out against the brand in recent months, painting the picture of a toxic workplace 
culture and forcing the brand to conduct an internal investigation. In August 2018, a group of former female 
employees accused the brand of fostering a hostile workplace in a gender discrimination lawsuit (Hsu, 2018). 
Several top executives have left Nike since the start of the investigation. 

Just Do It

Today, reputation is more important than ever to sales, shareholder value, and attracting employees. This also 
leads to corporate responsibility being an increasingly vital element of reputation. However, this does not mean 
that people can depend on the enlightened self-interest of corporate management and boards of directors to 
ensure that human rights and the environment are safeguarded (Beder, 2002).

It is for this reason that community groups that concentrate their efforts on consumer boycotts, shareholder 
activism, and partnerships with businesses will often only be able to achieve superficial reforms rather than 
fundamental change. Real long-term change will involve the cultivation of grassroots power to oppose the 
muscle of companies whose fundamental products or ways of doing business need to be changed (Beder, 2002). 

Corporate Branding

The company has distinguished itself from just another shoe company to an athletic and fitness lifestyle brand. 
Consequently, the Nike Swoosh has become a significantly recognizable logo, putting Nike in the position 
of being one of the most valued, successful, and recognizable brands today. If any company can translate the 
importance of creating, protecting, and maintaining a brand for a company, Nike is paragon (ConceptDrop, 
2018).

Figure 3: Nike logo with name and swoosh 
(Nike, 2018).
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Corporate Social Responsibility 

Nike is one of the best known and recognizable brands in the sports shoes and apparel industry. In the past, it 
has courted several controversies related to child labor and ethics down its supply chain. However, in recent 
years, the brand has invested a lot in CSR and sustainability. The brand has been known for its great products 
and excellent marketing and advertising strategy. However, CSR activities have also an important aspect of a 
brand’s image, and now, many brands have made heavy investments into social and environmental initiatives.

Some two decades ago, Nike faced heavy criticism for low wages, difficult working conditions and use of child 
labor. While laws in this area have grown more stringent, customers also prefer shopping brands with lower 
environmental impact.  In the last decade, with the rise of CSR, Nike made major improvements that have 
changed its image (Pratap, 2018).

In step with CSR, in recent years, Nike’s focus is on halving its environmental impact, while doubling its 
manufacturing rate. It is focused on creating a better future for the world and the communities in which it 
operates through sustainable innovation. With the world globalizing so rapidly, sustainable innovation is the 
key to a better future, and therefore, Nike has increased its focus on sustainability since it has the potential to 
revolutionize the way Nike does business (Pratap, 2018). The company has made leaps and bounds since its 
days in the ‘60s.

Business Problem

Nike saw a drop in sales in 2017, with one quarter’s profits dropping by 24 percent (Bain, 2017). Year-over-year 
quarterly sales for the company were flat, especially in North America (Danziger, 2017). Overall, the company’s 
sales continued to grow because of sales overseas, but they fell flat compared to other years, such as a 10.5 
percent sales growth from 2014 to 2015 (Nike, Inc., CI B, 2019). Companies like Nike are also feeling pressure 
from specialty retailers, such as ON Running, a Swiss company that specializes in running shoes (2017). 
Specialty brand stores like this cater to specific customers’ needs, often beating out competition like Nike.

“Nike has struggled to generate excitement around new products and has seen sales drop in three of the past 
four quarters” (Winkler, 2018).  With continuous drops in sales, a bold move was necessary to grab new and 
lasting consumers, rather than attempt to win old ones back. The move would need to reflect the changing 
values and demographics of young Americans. “Millennials, those Americans between the ages of 22 and 37, 
are projected to surpass baby boomers as the nation’s largest living adult generation in 2019” (Jenkins, 2018).  
To rebound and retain market relevance, Nike must appeal to the millennial demographic.

Nike stock price reaches all-time high after 
Colin Kaepernick ad, Sept. 21, 2018 at 
$86.04 per share.

Figure 4: Nike quarterly year-over-year sales (Bain, 2017).
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Timeline: From Knee to Nike
August 2016: San Francisco 49ers’ quarterback Colin 
Kaepernick is photographed sitting on a bench while his teammates 
stand during the national anthem of an NFL preseason game. He 
later tells reporters it was in protest to injustice and oppression in 
the United States.

September 2016: Kaepernick appears on the cover 
of Time magazine in his 49ers uniform. According to E-Poll, 
Kaepernick is voted the most disliked player in the NFL (Larrabee, 
2016). However, in the same month Kaepernick’s jersey became the 
number one selling jersey in the NFL (Hanzus, 2016). 

September 2017: During a campaign rally, President 
Donald Trump makes reference to the protests of Colin Kaepernick 
and other NFL players and calls on NFL team owners to fire players 
who refuse to stand for the national anthem.

October 2017: As a free-agent, Kaepernick files a 
grievance against the NFL accusing team owners of colluding to 
not sign him as a player and forcibly keeping him out of the NFL. 
Kaepernick severed his contract with the San Francisco 49ers and 
became a free agent in March of 2017.

November 2017: Kaepernick is named “Citizen of the Year” by GQ Magazine. Kaepernick’s public 
identity continues to shift from football player to “embattled activist” (GQ Magazine, November 2017). In the 
same month, Kaepernick is named a finalist for Time’s “Person of the Year” and featured in the annual issue. 

December 2017: The ACLU honors Kaepernick by giving him the Courageous Advocate award. 
“We all have an obligation no matter the risk, and regardless of the reward, to stand up for our fellow men 
and women, who are being oppressed with the understanding that human rights cannot be compromised,” said 
Kaepernick during the acceptance speech. 

September 3, 2018: Nike unveils the 30th anniversary of its ‘Just Do It’ campaign featuring 
Kaepernick. Kaepernick himself kicks off the campaign by tweeting the original black-and-white portrait of 
himself and tagline. 

September 3, 2018: Responding to increasing pressure from the public, the NFL issues a statement 
after the release of the ad, stating “the social justice issues that Colin and other professional athletes have raised 
and deserve our attention and action” (Around the NFL, 2018).

September 14, 2018: Nike’s stock prices hit an all-time high, rebounding from a recent dip in stock 
prices shortly after the campaign is launched, spurred by concerns about the consumer boycott. Overall, Nike’s 
stock surged 16 percent in 2018 (Lucas, 2018).

Figure 5: Kaepernick on the cover of Time 
Magazine in September 2016 (Gregory, 2016).
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Nike’s Campaign and Response
Background  

Nike celebrated its 30th anniversary by releasing a new “Just Do It” campaign in September 2018, featuring 
unsigned NFL quarterback Colin Kaepernick. Kaepernick has been criticized, and some say ostracized, for 
kneeling during the national anthem at NFL games. This is not the first time Nike has used advertising to make 
social statements. Past ads have included people with disability, an openly gay and HIV-positive runner, as well 
as ads addressing inequality (Tyler, 2018).  

Public Response

Nike generated a lot of attention around its campaign featuring Colin Kaepernick. People took mainly to 
social media to either show support or disdain for Nike. Hashtags such as “#JustBurnIt” competed with 
“#ImWithKap” on Twitter. 

President Donald Trump has been a vocal critic of the NFL protest movement that highlights social and racial 
injustice. Upon the release of the campaign featuring Kaepernick, Trump did an interview denouncing the ad: 
“But I think as far as sending a message, I think it’s a terrible message and a message that shouldn’t be sent. 
There’s no reason for it (Coglianese & Enjeti, 2018).” 

From politicians to celebrities, the campaign was received with mixed reviews. Republican Senator Ted Cruz 
bashed Nike for being “on the wrong side of the American people.” Well-known actor and director Spike Lee 
praised Nike for being “on the right side of history” (Schultz & Pasquarelli, 2018).
Nike and Kaepernick took a hit from some high-profile people, but a poll conducted by YouGov, which 
tracks consumer perceptions of brands, found 46 percent of Nike customers have a positive opinion of Colin 
Kaepernick, compared to 34 percent of the general public (Schultz & Pasquarelli, 2018). Many of Nike’s 
consumers are younger generations that often call for social change, which could have been the result of only 
small fluctuations in the company’s stock. 

Police Response

Following the airing of the Kaepernick ad, Chuck Canterbury, National President of the Fraternal Order of 
Police quickly denounced the ad in a statement saying, “The Fraternal Order of Police has been called upon 
to boycott Nike for capitalizing on this former professional football player because he attracts controversy” 
(Canterbury, 2018). Converse to the Order’s criticism, The National Black Police Association had a different 
response. “The NBPA believes that Mr. Kaepernick’s stance is in direct alignment with what law enforcement 
stands for-the protection of a people, their human rights, their dignity, their safety, and their rights as American 
citizens,” said Chairman Sonia Pruitt in an official statement (Pruitt, 2018). 

Media Response

The New York Times
Colin Kaepernick’s Nike Campaign Keeps N.F.L. Anthem Kneeling in Spotlight, Sept. 3, 2018

Nike Returns to Familiar Strategy With Kaepernick Ad Campaign, Sept. 4, 2018 

Nike Nearly Dropped Colin Kaepernick Before Embracing Him, Sept. 26, 2018
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The Washington Post
Nike’s Colin Kaepernick ad campaign gets more years 
than nays from young people, Sept. 13, 2018

USA Today
Nike’s Colin Kaepernick TV ad is inspirational, not 
controversial, Sept. 7, 2018

Donald Trump: Nike’s Colin Kaepernick ad sends 
‘terrible message’, Sept. 4, 2018

CNN
Nike’s support of Colin Kaepernick has some destroying 
their shoes, Sept. 5, 2018

Nike’s Colin Kaepernick gamble is already paying off, 
Sept. 3, 2018

Fox News
Nike’s sales surge after releasing controversial Colin 
Kaepernick ‘Just Do It’ campaign, Sept. 8, 2018

CBS News
Nike stock price reaches all-time high after Colin 
Kaepernick ad, Sept. 14, 2018

Figure 7: Case Study Authors, 2018.Figure 6: Kaepernick named Citizen of the 
Year 2017 by GQ (GQ Magazine, 2017).
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Performance

Revenues for the Nike brand were $9.4 billion, up 10 percent (Nike, 2018), and the Nike Gross Margin 
increased 50 basis points to 44.2 percent (Nike, 2018). Adidas Gross Margin rose to 51.8 percent in the quarter, 
up from 50.4 percent a year ago (Bender, 2018).

“Nike took a strategic risk to alienate some customers in order to appeal to their core base of 18 to 29-year old 
males,” said John Gerzema, CEO of The Harris Poll. By highlighting an athelete and cause that resonated with 
their core consumer base, Nike invested in maintaining a strong brand identity for years to come. “It was a 
calculated move to become a more polarizing brand and it seems to have worked” (Wertz, 2018). 

Nike’s stock took a dip following the launch of its “Believe in Something” campaign, featuring unsigned NFL 
quarterback Colin Kaepernick. However, the dip was short-lived, and Nike saw positive trends throughout the 
month of September, including reaching an all-time high stock price, increasing online revenues by 31 percent, 
and peaking at more than 450,000 mentions on twitter in a single day (Wertz, 2018). Aside from its stock peak, 
Nike’s financial trends were similar to global market trends, including top competitor Adidas, Nike’s stock fell 
in October, and began to rebound in early November. Stabilizing market forces demonstrate Nike’s rebound in 
its efforts to appeal to the millennial consumer. 

Marketing

Nike was named Ad Age’s Marketer of the Year for 2018. “Depending on who you ask, Nike was either a 
crusader for social justice or an unpatriotic agitator making a hero out of a man who started the NFL movement 
of NFL players kneeling during the national anthem as a means to bring attention to racial inequality” 
(Pasquarelli and Shultz, 2018). Kaepernick already had a contract with Nike that had been set to expire. By 
resigning Kaepernick and building a campagin with him at the center, Nike knew it could create a campaign 
that would, love it or hate it, go viral. “Nike’s Kaepernick ad stands as a textbook example of how a marketer 
can change the conversation, a strategy that industry experts say will be emulated by many brands in 2019” 
(Pasquarelli and Shultz, 2018). 

NFL Partnership

Nike made a conscious choice to target 
the millennial demographic, while 
alienating others, and possibly ending its 
relationship with the NFL. The gamble 
paid off, proving not to alienate the NFL, 
as Nike re-signed to the be sole supplier 
of NFL team gear until 2028 (Garcia, 
2018).

Business Impact

Figure 8: Nike stock prices the day of the ad’s release (Nasdaq, 2018).
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Public Relations Impact
Nike’s campaign was not exclusively influenced by marketing value, but was driven by its desire to build 
relationships with its stakeholders, and manage for tomorrow by connecting with future generations with 
evolving social values.
“Actional legitimacy...creates the possibility of corporate dialogue with its publics when those publics can still 
affect corporate policy before any crisis occurs” (Boyd, 2000). 
Nike’s decision to prioritize Actional Legitimacy – aligning its corporate character and values to an emerging 
consumer base – demonstrates its willingness to listen to stakeholders and focus on relationship management 
rather than advertising to maintain market credibility. By starting this dialogue with its key public, Nike is 
managing a potential issue that can influence the future success and survival of its business operations. 
The public relations value of this campaign yielded more than 450,000 mentions on twitter in a single day 
(Wertz, 2018), and demonstrated Nike’s commitment to shifting demographics among the consumer base.

Public Relations Tactics

Nike’s marketing team did not think Kaepernick was a smart choice to grace the 30th anniversary of the “Just 
Do It” campaign. In fact, in summer of 2017, debate ensued at Nike’s headquarters over whether to cut loose the 
controversial and unemployed Kaepernick (Creswell, Draper & Maheshwari, 2018). As discussed, by choosing 
to have Kaepernick as the face of the campaign, Nike risked its relationship with the National Football League, 
a partner since 2012. Nike’s marketing team had decided to end the company’s contract with Kaepernick 
before the head of communications for Nike, Nigel Powell, intervened. Powell argued that Nike would face 
backlash from the media and consumers for siding with the N.F.L. rather than Kaepernick (Creswell, Draper & 
Maheshwari, 2018). Although the decision proved controversial, it demonstrated Nike’s commitment to align its 
corporate values with the millennial demographic, which positively impacted the company’s market position, 
and improved its social reputation.

Figure 9: Kaepernick receives the ACLU’s Eason Monroe Courageous Advocate Award in 2017 (Chasmar, 
2017). 
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Nike’s partnership with Colin Kaepernick sparked uproar from supporters and opponents alike on social media 
platforms. President of the United States Donald Trump was also compelled to weigh in on the debate.

Social media conversations mentioning Nike or Kaepernick leading up to the launch of the ad campaign 
remained constant, but saw a rapid spike and sustained volume in the following months.

Sentiment of social media conversation also took a significant jump in both negative and positive tone.

Social Media Impact

Figure 10: President Trump’s reaction to the Nike ad 
featuring Kaepernick (Trump, 2018). 

Figure 11: Data displaying Nike’s reach before and after the Kaepernick ad 
(Meltwater, 2018). 

Figure 12: Data displaying the positive and negative social media response before and 
after the Kaepernick ad (Meltwater, 2018). 
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Trending social media themes, which were dominated by keywords surrounding Nike’s campaign, demonstrated 
an effective public relations program, engaging social media user, on a communications platform in which they 
converse, and on a topic aligned with Nike’s targeted demographic consumers’ values.

Both Nike and Kaepernick saw significant increase in social media conversations, while competitors and former 
social justice campaign topics fell to secondary conversations online, further demonstrating the cord Nike’s ad 
campaign struck with consumers.

Nike’s ad campaign generated significant social media traffic and engagement. Nike took a calculated risk, 
estimating that social media conversations would be predominantly negative, but understanding that although 
the company would alienate the vocal minority, it would effectively be communicating with its targeted future 
demographics, meeting them on the platform in which they most often engage, and securing a more influential 
relationship with its base through online corporate social advocacy.

Figure 13: Trending themes in social media related to the Kaepernick ad following its debut (Meltwater, 2018). 

Figure 14: Data displaying a large uptick is social media convserations regarding Nike and Kaepernick 
following the ad’s debut (Meltwater, 2018). 
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Looking Ahead 
Nike made a conscious decision to ignore aging demographics who embraced typically non-millennial values, 
risking strong rebuke from those in positions of power and influence, to align its organizational values with 
those of an emerging more diverse, millennial consumer base. In addition to taking a stand with Kaepernick, 
Nike has shown great effort in showcasing its diverse set of products for women, religious minorities, and 
disabled athletes. 

“You can be darn sure that Nike has done its research and knows what will move its product and who this 
campaign will resonate with,” said [4C Insights Chief Marketing Officer Aaron] Goldman. Nike has bet on who 
its future consumers are, appealing to their sense of social justice and shifting demographics. Nike knew who 
would be upset by the Kaepernick campaign and ultimately decided that they are willing to make that short-term 
sacrifice for future success. 

Oppenheimer analyst Brian Nagel wrote, “Over time, for Nike, we think the power of the messaging from this 
new broader campaign is apt to overshadow any potential backlash, near term, in our view” (Linnane, 2018). 

Staking its reputation as a leader in athletic and fitness lifestyle, Nike sought to legitimize its brand through 
a cultural realignment that prioritized the values of consumers rather than influencing consumers through 
marketing. By doing so, Nike has influenced a growing consumer base, staking its place as the fitness brand for 
young, progressive athletes of all backgrounds. 

Figure 15: Nike’s Kaepernick ad in midtown Manhattan in September 2018 (Vigaray, 2018). 
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