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This study seeks to show how Nike, Inc. has effectively followed a strategy to 

increase the sale of its products that can be characterized as propaganda. Regarding 

method, this is a qualitative study which applied the propaganda analysis plan developed 

by Jowett & O'Donnell (1992) to examine and describe (1) Nike's ideology, (2) 

corporate structure and culture, (3) purpose, (4) targeted audiences, (5) the dissemination 

of the propaganda, (6) techniques for increasing its effectiveness, (7) existing 

counterpropaganda and contradictions, and (8) the effectiveness of the campaign. The 

study provides evidence that Nike engages in propaganda through an organized, 

systematic, and deliberate attempt to influence the beliefs, attitudes, perceptions, and 

actions of specific audiences for the purpose of accomplishing fixed objectives. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Overview 

Propaganda has been defined as a planned, organized, and methodical effort to 

mold perceptions, manage cognitions, and influence behavior or decisions to accomplish 

a response that furthers the desired purpose of the propagandist (Jowett & O'Donnell, 

1989). It has been used throughout history to promote and maintain specific ideologies 

that serve the propagandists, including those seeking to benefit financially (Lasswell, 

Casey & Smith, 1969). 

For centuries, political and religious groups - the Romans, Christians, American 

colonists, Nazis - have effectively used propaganda to accomplish their goals. It is my 

contention that certain corporations are today using many of the same propaganda 

techniques to promote not a religion or a government, but products and services. 

This study seeks to show how Nike, Inc., the world's leading designer and 

marketer of athletic footwear, apparel, accessories and equipment, has effectively 

followed a strategy to increase its sales that can be characterized as propaganda, not 

unlike that applied in other institutional settings. It also seeks to contribute to what is 

known about propaganda that is used to achieve specific commercial objectives (Jowett, 

1987). 



Nike, which sells nearly 200 million pairs of shoes each year and had sales of 

$9.2 billion in 1997, is considered one of the great corporate success stories of the last 50 

years (Katz, 1994; Donnally, 1997). Founded in 1971 by Philip H. Knight, the company 

today stands as one of the most admired in the U.S., selling more than half a million pairs 

of shoes every day (Robinson, 1997; Donnally, 1997). Further, along with companies 

such as Mercedes-Benz, McDonald's, and Marlboro, it ranks among the 10 most 

powerful brands in the world in terms of developing deep-rooted bonds with its 

customers (Kochan, 1997). 

As I will show here, Nike's ultimate goal is to direct the behavior of targeted 

consumers to accept a specific ideology and purchase Nike products. To accomplish 

these goals, the company sets forth a well-planned, well-organized, and well-funded 

campaign designed to mold the perceptions, manage the thoughts, and direct the 

behaviors of targeted consumers. 

Scholars have developed a series of analytical questions to use when investigating 

propaganda (Smith, 1981; Lee, 1945). More specifically, Jowett & O'Donnell (1992) 

have developed a systematic process for analyzing propaganda that focuses on 

identifying, examining, and describing (1) the structure and culture of the propagandist 

organization,(2) the purpose of the propaganda, (3) the context in which it occurs, (4) the 

target audiences, (5) dissemination tactics, (6) strategies for increasing the impact of its 

messages, (7) counterpropaganda, (8) contradictions and (9) the propaganda campaign's 

effect. 



While this plan has been used previously to analyze government, political, 

religious, and war propaganda, it has not often been applied to corporate propaganda. 

This study will apply this plan to analyze the propaganda of Nike, Inc. 

I begin by defining some key terms related to this study, including a discussion of 

advertising as propaganda. I also provide a brief review of modern propaganda literature. 

I then describe the methodology used and limitations of the study. I conclude Chapter 1 

by justifying the study. 

In Chapter 2,1 provide relevant background for this case study. First, I examine 

the ideological context in which Nike's propaganda occurs. I also examine the 

company's organizational structure and corporate culture. 

Next, I provide a detailed case study of Nike's propaganda. I begin by 

determining the purpose of the campaign and to whom it is targeted. I then examine how 

Nike disseminates its messages, as well as how it attempts to increase its effectiveness. I 

also examine the presence of counterpropaganda and Nike's response to this. Further, I 

describe contradictions between Nike's messages and its actions. I end the chapter with 

an evaluation of the propaganda's effectiveness. 

In Chapter 4,1 summarize the study and provide recommendations for future 

study. 



Definition of Terms 

Propaganda 

Scholars have long struggled to clearly define propaganda. However, it has 

typically been characterized by scholars and experts as being an (1) organized, planned, 

systematic, conscious, intentional, deliberate, open, precise, and consistent attempt (2) by 

an institution (e.g., government, corporation, religious organization) (3) to influence, 

manipulate, and/or shape the beliefs, attitudes, perceptions, decisions, and/or actions of a 

particular audience (4) to accomplish the fixed or immutable objectives - both revealed 

and hidden - of the communicator (5) without regard for the welfare of the audience 

(Bernays, 1928; Lee, 1945; Qualter, 1962; Ellul, 1973; Kecskemeti, 1973; Theodorson & 

Theodorson, 1969; Thomson, 1977; Smith, 1981; Jowett & O'Donnell, 1989,1992). 

Smith (1989) adds that propaganda is also characterized by the conscious use of 

unethical techniques of persuasion, such as arousing emotions with intense language or 

images, thereby clouding the audience's judgment in deciding what is in their best 

interest. He further argues that propaganda relies on the use of systematic irrational 

persuasive techniques which produce claims that cannot withstand careful analysis. 

While nearly all persuasion may include the use of some irrational techniques, Smith 

claims propaganda uses these techniques methodically and deliberately, which he argues 

is unethical. Despite Smith's (1989) characterization of propaganda as unethical, other 

scholars claim that by itself, propaganda is neither "good," nor "bad," but simply a 

process or procedure that uses symbols to communicate ideas quickly to an audience 

(Lee, 1974, p. 226). Some uses of propaganda (e.g., using it to rally support for the war 



against Hitler) can be considered "good." Others (e.g., the Ku Klux Klan using it to 

spread racial hatred) can clearly be regarded as "bad." Lee (1974) adds that in order to 

arouse the strongest emotions and be most effective, the propagandist's symbols -

whether words, architecture, music, or personalities - must be familiar to the target 

audience. 

Sproule (1994) argues that propaganda is an attempt to persuade an audience 

without appearing to do so. Put differently, it is a kind of "covert manipulation" (p. 3). 

He also identifies the "massive orchestration" of symbols as another characteristic of 

propaganda (p. 4). He argues that, by itself, a self-serving persuasive message cannot 

necessarily be classified as propaganda. However, when large institutions plan and 

execute well-funded campaigns through the mass media, these messages become 

propaganda. 

Sproule (1994, p. 6) also includes "tricky language" as a key characteristic of 

propaganda. While rhetoricians have made attractive claims in their speeches and 

arguments throughout history, these have always required supporting evidence and faced 

challenges from their opponents. In contrast, the attractive claims of propagandists are 

rarely questioned or examined by mass audiences, making supporting arguments 

unnecessary. 

Finally, Gordon (1971) highlights three characteristics of propaganda. First, it has 

a clear institutional goal. Second, it reaches a sizable mass of people in generally the 

same format. Third, it shapes the cognitive, emotional, and/or dispositional aspects of its 

audience so as to increase the probability of accomplishing its goals. 



Ideology 

Ideology is the foundation on which effective propaganda is built, providing the 

target audience with a framework for interpreting reality (Kecskemeti, 1973). It can be 

descri bed as a set of values, beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors that make up a set of norms 

for a particular society (Jowett & O'Donnell, 1989). 

Scholars contend that a propagandist will often promote an ideology that 

maintains the legitimacy of his or her institution (e.g., a corporation), associating his or 

her organization with only the best parts of an ideology while ignoring the unpleasant, 

destructive, or offensive ideas (Jowett & O'Donnell, 1989; Lasswell, Casey & Smith, 

1969). Evidence of the propagandist's ideology can be found in both verbal and visual 

representations (Jowett & O'Donnell, 1992). As this study will show, Nike seeks to 

promote and defend the ideology of sport for the purpose of selling its shoes and other 

products. 

Persuasion 

A distinction should be made between propaganda and persuasion. Scholars 

argue that while propaganda and persuasion are both forms of communication that use 

many of the same techniques to achieve behavior change, propaganda differs from 

persuasion in purpose (Jowett & O'Donnell, 1989). Persuasion is a reciprocal process in 

which a person's cognitions, attitudes, or behaviors toward an object, such as a product, 

are influenced by another person's communication about that object (McGuire, 1989). 

According to Jowett & O'Donnell, 1986), unlike persuasion, propaganda is 

intended not to promote mutual understanding or fulfillment of needs, but to accomplish 
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specific goals or objectives that may or may not be in the best interest of the receiver or 

audience. When a persuader wishes to effectively achieve a goal, he makes his purpose 

clear, then seeks voluntary behavior change by fulfilling the needs of the persuadee (i.e., 

a "win-win" situation). This may be accomplished by explaining, teaching, interacting, 

and sharing with the audience with clear understanding that he or she hopes to achieve a 

change in the audience's attitude or behavior. Further, it may be accomplished by 

relating or "anchoring" a message to beliefs, attitudes, or values already accepted by the 

audience. 

A propagandist, however, seeks to promote his or her agenda - which is often 

concealed - without regard for the interests of the audience. Unlike persuasion where 

goals may change depending on the needs of the audience, propaganda is not necessarily 

interested in a "win-win" situation, although it may appear that a propagandist is 

promoting a mutually beneficial objective (e.g., quality shoes for money). Assuming that 

the target audience responds as the propagandist hopes, it is the propagandist - not 

necessarily the audience - who benefits. 

Also, while persuasion is a reciprocal process that involves the sharing of 

information, propaganda is often characterized by the control of information flow, such 

as controlling the media as a source of information dissemination (Jowett & O'Donnell, 

1986, 1992). Further, propaganda messages are typically unilateral in that they flow in 

only one direction, from the propagandist to the target audience (Kecskemeti, 1973). 

For this study it is important to note that because Nike is ultimately attempting to 

persuade consumers to buy its products, its propaganda can be classified as "economic" 
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or "commercial," which includes marketing functions such as advertising, public 

relations, and sales promotion (Kecskemeti, 1973). This study focuses primarily on the 

"propaganda function" of marketing, i.e., advertising, promotions, and public relations 

(McGarry, 1950, p. 272). 

Public Opinion 

As its definition indicates, propaganda involves the manipulation or management 

of behavior patterns and public opinion, which is a collective opinion of what people in a 

particular group think about an issue, typically one that is of some importance to them at 

a specific time (Hennessy, 1981). Jowett and O'Donnell (1992) describe behavior as a 

kind of external public opinion visible in verbal and nonverbal responses. Scholars agree 

that the ultimate objective of any propaganda campaign is to manipulate behavior, 

whether that behavior be voting for a political candidate, supporting 

a proposal, or, as in this case, purchasing a product. 

Advertising 

Advertising is regarded as the most obvious form of institutional propaganda 

(Jowett & O'Donnell, 1986). It is also the primary tool of commercial propaganda, 

typically designed to appeal to the emotions of consumers for the purpose of incenting 

purchase or shaping behavior (i.e., buying habits) (Block, 1948; Combs & Nimmo, 1993; 

Fowles, 1996; Huxley, 1962; Jowett & O'Donnell, 1992; Lambert, 1944; Lasswell, 1941; 

McGarry, 1958; Mitchell, 1970; Schudson, 1984). 

In keeping with the definition of propaganda put forth here previously, it can be 

argued that advertising is a form of propaganda. It is the result of a systematic, deliberate 



attempt to persuade the target audience to accept the viewpoint of the propagandist 

(Jowett, 1987). Schudson (1984, p. 10) argues that advertising should be classified as 

propaganda because i t . .seeks to promote sales, it does not seek to improve the lives of 

consumers except as a means to the end of sales." It is also a form of one-way 

communication in which there is little or no feedback from or reciprocal interaction with 

the audience. 

Sproule's (1994) previous characteristic of propaganda as being covert would 

appear to exclude much advertising as the source of the message is clear. But much 

advertising is often wrapped in attractive language, uses honored symbols, and relies on 

endorsements from trusted celebrities. Further, messages and symbols can be woven into 

various forms of entertainment, such as sporting events and popular movies, that make 

propaganda difficult for consumers to detect (Sproule, 1994). This leads back Smith's 

(1989) assertion that deliberate propaganda is unethical. 

Literature Review 

While a great deal of literature exists on the subject, as stated here previously, 

much of what has been written about propaganda has tended to focus on large-scale 

political or war propaganda campaigns. Those that have examined commercial 

propaganda have typically done so in an advertising context. Further, while Nike's 

marketing and advertising strategies and tactics are frequently the subject of articles in 

scholarly journals, popular magazines, and newspapers, as well as book chapters, none 

have examined these strategies from a propaganda perspective. 
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For this study, I draw from classic propaganda, persuasion, and mass 

communication literature, including significant studies and essays by Berelson and 

Janowitz (1966), Dexter and White (1964), Doob (1935,1950, 1966, 1989), Hovland 

(1953), Janis (1959), Katz (1955), Klapper (1960), Lasswell (1941, 1952, 1962), 

Lazarsfeld (1948), Lippmann (1949), McGarry (1950, 1962), Zimbardo (1977). This 

literature provides insight into and examples of effective propaganda techniques. 

I also drew heavily from classic and modern works in public relations (Bernays, 

1928, 1952,1955,1961; Cutlip, 1994; Grunig, 1992; Lerbinger, 1972) and advertising 

(Fowles, 1996; Pope, 1983; Schudson, 1984). Again, it should be noted that most 

previous literature on commercial propaganda has focused almost exclusively on 

advertising, neglecting other elements of corporate propaganda. While some works 

included here are more significant than others, all provide insight into the development 

and use of propaganda in various contexts. 

Studies focusing on the early uses of propaganda are numerous. The propaganda 

of Louis XIV (Klaits, 1977), Napoleon (Holtman, 1950), the American colonists (Berger, 

1961; Davidson, 1941; Harth, 1993; Miller, 1994), Martin Luther (Edwards, 1994), and 

King John during the English Reformation (Levin, 1989) have been examined. 

A wealth of literature also exists on political propaganda, with the propaganda of 

Nazi Germany receiving considerable attention from scholars (Alexander, 1959; 

Aronsfeld, 1985; Baird, 1975; Herb, 1997; Herzstein, 1977; Rutherford, 1978; Sington, 

1943; Welch, 1995; Zeman, 1964). The propaganda of Communist Russia has also been 

studied closely (Davies, 1997; Kenez, 1985). Further, studies exist that specifically 
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examine propaganda activities - both during times of war and otherwise - of America 

(Buitenhuis, 1989; Creel, 1972; Lavine, 1972; Summers, 1972), Italy (Arnold, 1998), 

England (MacKenzie, 1988; Messinger, 1992; Sanders, 1983), and the Soviet Union 

(Barghoorn, 1964; Ebon, 1987; Hazan, 1976). 

A number of studies have focused on wartime propaganda, including the Civil 

War (Rubin, 1980), World War I (Lasswell, 1971; Ponsonby, 1928; Ross, 1996), World 

War II (Boehm, 1989; Rhodes, 1994; Winkler, 1978), the Vietnam War (Page, 1996), and 

the Gulf War (MacArthur & Bagdikian, 1993; Taylor, 1992). The Cold War has also 

been examined from a propaganda perspective (Bogart, 1976; Hixson, 1998; Snyder, 

1997; Whitton, 1984). 

Literature also exists that focuses on specific propaganda methods and techniques 

(Clews, 1964; Brown, 1963; Thomson, 1977). In addition, several studies have focused 

on specific mediums as dissemination vehicles of propaganda, including radio 

(Critchlow, 1995; Harwood, 1972; Lisann, 1975), film (Combs & Combs, 1994; Culbert, 

1993; Hoffmann, 1996; Leiser, 1975; Short, 1983; Taylor, 1998), literature (Foulkes, 

1983), art (Wistrich, 1996; Zeman, 1978), music (Perris, 1986), sport (Hart-Davis, 1986; 

Hazan, 1982), and theater (Szanto, 1978). 

Research also exists on religious propaganda (Bormann, 1997, Jowett & 

O'Donnell, 1986; Silver, 1964; Spencer, 1995) and international propaganda (Kunczik, 

1997; Martin, 1969). In addition, at least two studies have thoroughly chronicled the 

history of propaganda (Nelson, 1995; Taylor; 1995). 
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Regarding literature related to this study, a number of studies published in the 

1990s specifically address the issue of modern corporate and commercial propaganda, 

although none have attempted to systematically analyze it as will be done here. Still, 

these studies describe how propaganda is being used today by big business and special 

interest groups to accomplish specific commercial goals. 

Pratkanis and Aronson (1991) examined propaganda in modern times, outlining 

the techniques marketers and advertisers use to promote their companies and products. 

Similarly, Combs and Nimmo (1993) argued that today, major aspects of daily life call 

for the use of propaganda to communicate messages that further the goals of the 

propagandist (e.g., organizations, corporations, special interest groups). Propaganda, 

therefore, saturates American society, shaping our perceptions and values. According to 

Combs and Nimmo, unlike "old" propaganda, propaganda today is so fluid, subtle, and 

ubiquitous that the audience has come to expect and welcome it. 

Goldman and Papson (1996) focused on how consumer advertising attempts to 

link products or brands to a set of values or meanings that are relevant to the target 

audience. Carey (1995) examined the role of corporate propaganda in the United States, 

beginning with a discussion about its American origins and development. Carey argued 

that advertising and public relations are the primary forms of propaganda in a democracy, 

with most targeting either broad audiences or influential people or groups, such as 

journalists or political leaders. 

Finally, a recent study by Edelstein (1997) reviewed how propaganda has evolved 

since the end of the Cold War. Also, Sproule (1994) examined how democracy is 
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threatened when communications channels deliver messages and themes that persuade 

consumers to accept ideas that further the agendas of special interest groups and 

corporations. 

Methodology 

This is a qualitative study that includes my personal observations and experience, 

supported by an analysis of Nike's published reports, company documents, sports 

marketing strategies, public relations programs, marketing communications techniques, 

and advertising campaigns. I have researched and read more than 650 published news 

articles and feature stories about Nike, many including interviews with and comments 

from Nike employees at all levels of the organization. 

The study is also supported by my personal interviews with Nike employees and 

others familiar with the company, its marketing strategies and tactics, corporate culture, 

and inner workings. I selected a qualitative methodology because, while quantitative 

methods are regarded as more objective and generalizable, an intense involvement with a 

specific organization such as Nike provides a rich understanding of the complexities and 

the context in which propaganda occurs. 

According to Miles and Huberman (1984, p. 15), "Words, especially 

when...organized into incidents and stories, have a concrete, vivid, and meaningful flavor 

that often proves far more convincing to a reader - another researcher, a policy-maker, a 

practitioner - than pages of numbers." By using a case study approach, I hope to isolate 

specific characteristics of modern propaganda. I also hope to provide an in-depth 

description of a specific situation from which insights can be gleaned into communication 
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strategies, techniques, and processes that were used in that situation (Kreps & Lederman, 

1985). 

Because of Nike's prominence, a wealth of archived literature is available for 

analysis. The company is, almost daily, the subject of news stories, articles, editorial 

columns and opinion pieces in newspapers, magazines, and trade publications. Many of 

these include lengthy, for-the-record interviews with senior Nike officials and others 

familiar with the company. Further, the company has been the focus of two books 

{Swoosh and Just Do I f ) which provide in-depth information about Nike, including its 

history , management team, philosophy, and strategies. This lessened the need to conduct 

personal interviews with key Nike executives for this study. 

Limitations of the Study 

This is a case study of Nike, Inc., with emphasis on Nike's propaganda strategies 

and techniques. It is important to point out that I am a full-time member of the marketing 

department of Footaction USA, one of the nation's largest branded athletic footwear 

retailers with 560 mall-based stores nationwide, where I serve as marketing 

communications manager. Nike is one of Footaction's key vendors, with sales of Nike 

products making up a significantly large percentage of Footaction's total sales. While I 

have not had access to Nike strategy sessions, because of my position, I can provide an 

industry insider's perspective on Nike's marketing and communication techniques. 

Further, since Nike's performance and strategic decisions often have a significant impact 

on the industry, I carefully monitor the company's activities - marketing and otherwise. 
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This study does not attempt to exhaustively examine all of the theories and 

research related to propaganda, persuasion, marketing, advertising, communication, and 

related areas. That endeavor is clearly too much to undertake here. However, it does 

draw from relevant research and literature as it relates to this case study. Further, despite 

comparisons to other propaganda campaigns throughout history, this study does not 

attempt to classify Nike's propaganda as "good" or "bad," it seeks only to identify and 

describe it. 

Justification 

Scholars contend that propaganda is so pervasive today that it is difficult for 

consumers to avoid it (Combs & Nimmo, 1993). However, one cannot assume that the 

public is conscious of it and is resistant to its messages (Sproule, 1994). This is because, 

in many cases, the most menacing forms of propaganda are the kind that are not 

recognized as propaganda, including television, architecture, advertising, and design 

(Thomson, 1977). 

Producers of propaganda in a popular culture judge their propaganda to be moral 

and indigenous in their origin and dissemination. Further, propagandists defend their 

messages as truthful (Edelstein, 1997). This perception may help explain why consumers 

do not normally associate advertising and other marketing techniques with propaganda. 

Still, it is believed that if people understand how the propaganda process works, they can 

be liberated from it (Combs & Nimmo, 1993; Thomson, 1977). 

This study will help marketing, advertising, and public relations professionals, as 

well as students, better understand the role propaganda plays in achieving corporate 
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goals. It also provides insight into specific strategies and tactics used by a leading 

marketer to communicate with its target audiences. 

A case study of Nike was selected based on the intensity of its propaganda and its 

relevancy in our society. It also provides an example of how corporate propaganda is 

being used in American society today. 

By using a case study approach that follows a systematic analysis plan, I am able 

to provide an in-depth description of specific propaganda strategies and processes. 

Further, the study provides consumers, communications practitioners, and scholars with 

description of how one company uses propaganda to market and sell its products. 

Finally, little communication research has examined the use of commercial propaganda 

by corporations beyond advertising. While this study provides a thorough investigation 

of Nike's advertising, it extends into a number of the company's other propaganda 

techniques, as well. 



CHAPTER2 

CASE STUDY BACKGROUND 

This chapter lays the groundwork for a in-depth analysis of Nike's propaganda. It 

begins by examining the ideological context in which Nike's propaganda campaign 

occurs. This is a key issue because propaganda messages vary depending on the mood 

and climate of the times, a society's core values and beliefs, traditions, rituals, and so 

forth. As described here previously, to be most effective, propaganda should be in line 

with ideas and values to which the audience already subscribes and, therefore, it is 

important that the propagandist has a clear understanding of the history, times, and events 

in which the campaign occurs (Jowett & O'Donnell, 1992). 

In addition, this chapter examines Nike's organization, structure, and culture, 

which typically provide the foundation for propaganda strategy. Organizations with a 

strong, centralized leadership and a vibrant, well-defined corporate culture tend to 

produce more effective propaganda campaigns (Jowett & O'Donnell, 1992). The chapter 

concludes with a description of Nike's corporate headquarters in Portland, Ore. 

American Core Values 

American values include achievement and success (i.e., winning) through 

competition, activity, work, patriotism, individual personality, freedom, material wealth 

and comfort, progress, character, determination, courage, willpower, and discipline 

(Dennis, 1989; Edwards, 1973; Goldman & Papson, 1996; Sage, 1980; Vander Zanden, 

17 
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1965; Williams, 1963). Scholars contend that sport provides a forum for expressing 

some of these values (Snyder & Spreitzer, 1978). 

Pierce (1997) uses former professional basketball star Larry Bird as an example of 

how American values are manifested in sport. According to Pierce, basketball fans 

viewed Bird as the "Working Class Hero," who worked hard and sacrificed to overcome 

his relative lack of athletic ability, which resulted in a rise to fame and fortune in 

professional sports that confirmed that anyone can make it in America. This example 

also demonstrates that Americans also love underdogs who beat the odds (Klapp, 1962; 

Novak, 1985). 

Individualism is another value Americans hold closely. According to Klapp 

(1962), Americans value independent souls who take the path less traveled. Nike 

supports this notion by endorsing athletes such as John McEnroe, Charles Barkley, and 

Andre Agassi: The rule-breakers, rebels, and rogues who "buck the system." Further, 

individualism also manifests in fashion as consumers search for ways to stand out and be 

unique (Sproles, 1985). 

Americans also prefer the authentic to the inauthentic. For example, Coca-Cola 

has long promoted its soda as "the real thing," making it clear to consumers that its drink 

is the original, not a knock-off. In the athletic shoe business, authenticity is critical to a 

brand's success, which is why Nike is so careful to position itself as a sports company, 

not a fashion company. In fact, Nike is driven by a strong belief in authenticity (Katz, 

1994). Says company founder Phil Knight, "We work hard to convey that performance, 

not image, is everything" (Katz, 1994, p. 68). Nike believes that unless its products are 
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somehow connected with sport, it cannot establish credibility among sports fans and 

consumers (Saporito, 1998). 

Finally, according to a report prepared by Yankelovich Partners ("Jump-starting," 

1997), Americans value winning. Sage (1980) contends that Americans not only want 

winners, but in sports, also demand winners. Nike's focus on winning starts with its 

name - Nike, the Greek Goddess of Victory. It is also evident in Nike's television 

advertising, which has shown athletes as warriors - kicking, leaping, diving - whatever is 

necessary to win (Lane, 1996). Jenkins (1998, p. A19) contends that Nike 

"conspicuously worships at a classical altar, where strength, competition, and victory are 

prized above all." 

Carey (1995) argues that Americans tend to have strong beliefs about what is 

"good" and what is "evil," making it easier for propagandists to manipulate these notions 

to their benefit. As I will show here, Nike manipulates these beliefs in its propaganda 

messages. In fact, one Nike ad, titled "Good versus Evil," depicts a team of Nike-

sponsored soccer athletes playing a game against a team of demons. The ad begins with 

the "bad" team battering the "good" athletes, but by the end of the commercial, "good" 

overcomes "evil" for the victory. This theme of bad versus good is especially appealing 

to young people who covet strength, speed, power, and skill to defeat a wicked foe (Del 

Vecchio, 1997). 
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Sport In American Society 

Scholars contend that sport is one of the most pervasive social institutions of our 

society, and today ranks as one of the most important aspects of American life, modifying 

and directing the behavior of Americans (Sage, 1980; Snyder & Spreitzer, 1978;). Sport 

contains values and norms that provide rules for the acceptable expressions of physical 

activities in the form of athletics. It also includes guidelines about ways in which sport is 

socially established in a particular society (Snyder & Spreitzer, 1978). Involvement in 

sport, either as a participant, fan, or casual observer, is today considered to be almost a 

requirement by many people, not only in America, but around the world. 

Today, sport - a critical part of the American way of life for nearly 150 years -

provides Americans with an easy-to-grasp drama of conflict, victory, and defeat 

(Messenger, 1985; Sproule, 1994). Further, major professional sports, such as basketball, 

football, and baseball, today are not simply forms of entertainment, but institutionalized 

rituals or symbolic public dramas (Novak, 1985). 

Athletic events and sports games now occupy ever-greater portions of the popular 

consciousness (Katz, 1994). The importance of sport in modern American society is 

clearly evident in the mass media: Bulky sports sections in the newspaper; sports 

magazines; sports movies; books about sports, sports teams, sports history, sports trivia, 

and famous athletes; sports-only Internet sites; and all-sports radio stations and TV 

networks, including the Entertainment and Sports Programming Network (ESPN), the 

most profitable cable network, which has succeeded because to a large group of media 

consumers, one can never watch too much sports programming (Carvell, 1998). In fact, 



21 

no nation in the world compares with the United States in terms of watching sports on 

television, a medium with the ability to convey emotions such as joy, intensity, pain, 

hope, and exhilaration to spectators at home (Lucas & Smith, 1985; Real, 1990). 

But Americans not only watch, talk, read and write about sports, they also play 

sports. For example, according to the National Sporting Goods Association, 33.3 million 

Americans play basketball ("Sports participation," no date). In addition, more than 73 

million Americans walk for exercise, an increase of 20 million since 1986 ("Sports 

participation," no date). 

Nike clearly understands the role of sports in American society. In its 1997 

annual report, the company claims to use "the power of sports to express the power of the 

brand" (p. 21). According to Nike founder, Chairman, and Chief Executive Phil Knight, 

sports are at the center of American culture ("Phil Knight," 1996) and now dominate 

American society. Nike has capitalized on this by aligning itself closely with sport 

(Whipple, 1996). 

Katz (1994) asserts that Knight understands that his company's success is closely 

linked with the emotions that connect consumers and the enduring fantasies that are 

linked to sport. Said one Nike employee: "People have brought all of their passions and 

frustrations to sports for a long time, and as long as two children run between two trees to 

see who's the fastest or toss stones into the water to see which one skips the farthest, they 

always will. Nike is part of a much larger emotional equation...." (Katz, 1994, p. 218). 

Another Nike employee asserts that Nike isn't a shoe company, but a sports company. 
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"It is not just a better definition of what our epicenter is, but what we are all about" 

(Saporito, 1998, p. 51). 

Commercialization of Sport 

Nike's increased earnings over the last decade has mirrored the increased 

popularity in sport. Today, businesses are using sports as a way to reach their targeted 

consumers. According to Nicholas H. Niles, publisher of The Sporting News: "Sports is 

no longer just what's happening on the field. Now, athletics and business are sharing the 

arena. As a result, sports are increasingly complex, influenced by powerful economic, 

political and societal forces" (Knisley, 1993, p. S2). 

Sport as a promotional vehicle gained popularity in the 1980s (Sproule, 1994). 

By 1988, sport sponsorship had become the fastest-growing medium in North America 

(Ukman, 1995). Today, a decade later, it is estimated that companies will spend $15 

billion on sport sponsorships, including $4.5 billion in North America (McNatt & Light, 

1998; Spiegel, 1998). 

Over the last 15 years, more and more companies such as Nike have attempted to 

align their brands, products, and services with sports and the athletes who play them. 

According to Greising (1996), the commercial exploitation of sports and sporting events 

has exploded. One way companies have tried to link to sport is through sponsorship, a 

form of propaganda which Ukman (1995) asserts has become as important to marketing 

as advertising, sales promotion, and public relations. Sponsorships, Ukman (1995) 

contends, enable companies to communicate interactively instead of passively so 

consumers can experience what a company values. 
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The growth of sports marketing is no where more evident than the Super Bowl 

and the Olympic Games, which over the last decade, have developed into massive 

commercial events. Once just a championship game, the National Football League's 

Super Bowl is now a week-long, multi-million dollar extravaganza featuring concerts, 

festivals, golf tournaments, black-tie galas, parades, youth clinics, interactive football 

theme parks, parties, autograph sessions, and trading card shows. For those who can't 

attend the game, the Super Bowl is beamed to an estimated three billion people in more 

than 180 countries around the world (NFL Super Bowl XXXI game program., p. 190), 

including millions of Americans during prime time. All of these events provide sponsors 

with an opportunity to link their product or service with the excitement and mystique of 

the Super Bowl. 

According to Sproule (1994), the Olympics have developed into the globe's most 

notable forum of propaganda via sport, serving as a medium through which corporations 

can communicate their messages. However, Swift (1996, pp. 21-22,24) argues that 

corporations using the Olympics to communicate with consumers should not be 

surprising: 

What would the founder of the modern Olympics, Baron Pierre de Coubertin, 
think of this corporate hijacking of the Olympic spirit?...Given a choice between a 
small, pure, commercial-free Olympics, and the come-one, come-all festival of 
Atlanta, the largest sporting event ever held, the guess here is that the baron 
would have called it a no-brainer...Tasteless, over-the-top...marketing schemes -
corporate kitsch - is what Americans have always done best...Nationalism at the 
Olympics is fast becoming an anachronistic concept....Footwear companies, 
whose endorsement contracts enable Olympic prospects to earn a living by 
competing, now command more loyalty than national flags...The global 
economy's mantra of free trade is now echoed in the Olympic movement. And 
appropriately so. Sport should mirror society. 
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Nike's Corporate Organization and Structure 

Headquartered in Beaverton, Oregon, near Portland, Nike employs more than 

23,000 people worldwide, most serving one of three functions: Product development, 

marketing, and support (legal, finance, human resources, etc.). Nike's Promotion & Sales 

division includes the marketing communications, retail (architecture), product 

marketing/merchandising, sales, customer service, and image design departments. The 

company's public affairs division plans and executes Nike's community relations 

programs. These departments act as the company's "communicators and storytellers" 

(Nike website, 1998). 

Nike's advertising agency of record since 1982 has been Portland-based Wieden 

& Kennedy, Inc., which employs more than 500 people worldwide, including 330 in 

Portland. Besides Nike, the agency's client list includes ESPN, Microsoft, Coca-Cola, 

and Miller Brewing Co. (Manning, 1998, June 11). Nike public relations is handled in-

house. Among the company's key executives, three - the vice president of corporate and 

social responsibility, the vice president of corporate communications, and the director of 

labor practices - have communications backgrounds, working in either public relations, 

journalism, and/or public affairs. Along with advertising, these functional areas help 

make up Nike's public persona, communicating to various audiences what Nike stands 

for. 

While most of the products Nike designs and markets are sold through retailers, 

the company operates 11 NikeTown locations, two Nike Stores, and nearly 50 outlet 
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stores that sell Nike merchandise. According to the company, there are plans to open 

additional stores. 

Company Leadership 

Scholars contend that in order to be successful, propaganda must be programmed 

and carried out by only one authority (Doob, 1950). Caesar, Lenin, Hitler, and Mao Tse-

tung are some examples of strong leaders and skilled propagandists who were widely-

admired, trusted, and respected by their followers (Smith, 1981). While the complexity 

of modern corporations makes it difficult for one person to plan and execute an entire 

campaign, strong leadership and a well-defined chain of command are essential to ensure 

the consistency of the campaign. Further, a talented communications staff (i.e., 

advertising, design, marketing, public relations) is critical to successfully developing and 

carrying out a campaign. 

Nike is still led by its founder, Phil Knight, an intense competitor who not only 

serves as Nike's chairman and chief executive officer, but also is a major company 

shareholder with about $3 billion in stock (Marks, 1997, August 4). In the early 1990s, 

Knight still owned more than 90 percent of Nike's Class A stock (Hill, 1991). Knight has 

acknowledged that his position as one of the company's majority shareholders has been a 

primary factor in Nike's success (Hill, 1991), providing Nike with long-term stability. 

The Sporting News' 1993 Most Powerful Man in Sports and the first corporate 

executive to appear on the cover of Sports Illustrated, Knight has almost always had total 

control over his company, not wanting to relinquish any of his authority (Strasser & 

Becklund, 1993). This control has clearly affected Nike and its culture. The company is 
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a reflection of Knight, both from an organizational and philosophical standpoint, to the 

point where some employees believe that they don't work for Nike, but for Phil Knight, 

who has saturated Nike with the personality of an intense, inwardly-focused athlete 

(Jenkins, 1998; Katz, 1994; Strasser & Becklund, 1993). According to one senior Nike 

official, the charismatic Knight, a skilled speaker who . .gives you chills when he 

speaks" (Feit, no date, paragraph 50), serves as Nike's guiding light and visionary. Nike 

employee John Kortebein puts it simply, saying Knight "is the heart and soul" of Nike 

(personal communication, June 24, 1998). 

As discussed in the previous section, many of Nike's key executives have 

significant experience in communications. Maria S. Eitel, Nike's vice president of 

corporate responsibility, has worked in corporate, public and community affairs. She 

also served in the White House as deputy director of media relations and later as special 

assistant to the President for media affairs. Prior to her work at the White House, Eitel 

was a broadcast journalist and television producer. 

Dusty Kidd is the director of labor practices for Nike. He has also served as the 

company's director of U.S. public relations and director of communications for Asia 

Pacific. Kidd holds a master's degree in journalism and was a foreign correspondent, 

editor and publisher in business journalism for 15 years. 

Kirk Stewart serves as vice president of corporate communications for Nike. 

Previously, he was the chairman and chief executive of the international public relations 

firm Manning, Selvage & Lee. He holds a master's degree in public relations. 
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Others responsible for managing Nike's brand image include Vice President of 

Design Gordon Thompson. Thompson has an architecture and environmental design 

background. Geoffrey Frost, who joined Nike in 1996 as its global advertising director, 

recently left the company. Prior to joining Nike two years ago, Frost had worked as a 

creative director for several major advertising agencies in New York, London, and Paris. 

Nike's Corporate Culture 

Culture has been defined as "the institutionally or informally organized social 

production and reproduction of sense, meaning, and consciousness" (O'Sullivan, Hartley, 

Saunders, & Fiske, 1983, p. 57). It can be described as the network of shared 

philosophies, ideologies, values, assumptions, beliefs, expectations, attitudes, and norms 

that hold a community together (Kilman, Saxton, & Serpa, 1985). Similarly, corporate 

culture has been defined by Davis (1984) as the pattern of common beliefs and values 

that give meaning to members of an organization, and provide them with rules for 

behavior within the organization. Elements such as heroes, myths, rituals, and 

ceremonies help form an organization's culture and provide it with stability (Deal & 

Kennedy, 1982). 

Deal and Kennedy (1982), who have studied organizational cultures extensively, 

have found that: 

Companies that have cultivated their individual identities by shaping values, 
making heroes, spelling out rites and rituals, and acknowledging the cultural 
network have an edge. These corporations have values and beliefs to pass along -
not just products. They have stories to tell - not just profits to make. They have 
heroes whom managers and workers can emulate - not just faceless bureaucrats. 
In short, they are human institutions that provide practical meaning for people, 
both on and off the job (p. 15). 
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As I will show here, Nike not only uses propaganda to help sell its products, but 

also uses what Lambert (1944) characterizes as "internal propaganda," imposing total 

uniformity of thought and action on those in the organization. According to Pratkanis 

and Aronson (1991), strong organizations are almost cult-like in that they weave stories 

and legends about the life history of the company's leader. 

In the case of Nike, the company carefully nurtures the stories related to its 

history, founders, and company-sponsored athletes. For example, a 25-year Nike 

employee runs the company's corporate education department, designed to articulate and 

present Nike's vision and clearly define what the company stands for (Feitelberg, 1997; 

Hill, 1991). 

Nike employees are expected to exhibit respect for their company's heritage and 

strong competitive desire (Katz, 1994). In a kind of storytelling function that helps 

ensure certain stories and legends are passed along from one generation of employees to 

the next, original Nike employees occasionally return to the corporate offices to talk with 

newer employees about what Nike was like in its formative years (Katz, 1994). 

Nike employees contend that their company is more than shoes and apparel; it is a 

full-blown culture (Tedeschi, 1991). The Nike culture includes, as scholars claim 

necessary for all cultures, heroes who personify the culture and its values (Jowett & 

O'Donnell, 1992). For example, banners hanging from the ceiling in the company 

gymnasium bear the names of Nike corporate heroes, including the first official Nike 

employee. 
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An in-house video production department has created some 1,400 films about 

Nike products, athletes, employees, founders, and promotions, mixing music and imagery 

with slow-motion highlights of sports action (Katz, 1994). In one Nike-produced film 

about the late long-distance runner Steve Prefontaine, one of the first athletes to wear 

Nike shoes, the one-time Olympian is described as "a rebel from a working class 

background, a guy full of cockiness and pride and guts. Pre's spirit is the cornerstone of 

this company's soul" (Katz, 1994, p. 62). 

Other current and former Nike endorsers are held in high regard inside the Nike 

organization, as well. For example, many of the buildings on the Nike campus are named 

for Nike athletes, some "decorated with a superhero's mythos..." (Katz, 1994, p. 56). 

In May 1998, Nike devoted several pages of its corporate website to its company 

history, including information and photos of Nike forefathers. One page, dedicated to 

Jeff Johnson, one of the company's first salesman, explains that: 

.. .in 1965 the former miler, social worker, and anthropology grad stuck the shoes 
in his van, drove to high school meets, and talked shop with runners. He listened 
to their needs, built them prototypes, and helped them succeed. He understood 
aspiration - and in 1971 gave it a name. The night before the company's first 
shoe boxes were printed, Johnson dreamed an identity for the new brand: Nike, 
the Greek Goddess of Victory. His was our first voice. 

Nike's company headquarters are located on One Bowerman Drive, a street 

named after Bill Bowerman, the former University of Oregon and U.S. Olympic Track & 

Field coach who founded the company with Phil Knight and who developed the now-

legendary ' waffle" athletic shoe sole. According to Nike employees, Bowerman instilled 

a competitive spirit in Nike that lives on (Feitelberg, 1997, December 18). His quotes 

adorn the walls around Nike's headquarters and are frequently included in company 
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documents (Katz, 1994). Described as "demanding and dedicated," Bowerman "...taught 

his runners to seek the competitive advantage everywhere - in their bodies, their gear, 

and their passion. Other coaches didn't like him. They didn't win like him either" 

(nike.com, 1998). 

The company also carefully preserves the memory — and to some extent, the myth 

- of Steve Prefontaine, who ran for Bowerman at the University of Oregon and was the 

first athlete to wear Nike shoes. One passionate Nike print ad, for example, reads: 

The look in Pre's eyes. Nobody else ever had it like that. Sometimes when he 
ran, he was trance dancing. There were carpenters, mill workers, shopkeepers in 
the bleachers at Hay ward Field. A competitor once said the cheering for Pre was 
so deafening, you almost wanted to stop running. He ran the kind of race that 
made spectators yearn. Pre died in a 1975 car crash and it just about broke 
everyone's heart. What would he have done with distance when he was 25 or 30 
years old? He placed fourth in the '72 Olympic five thousand and would have 
been 25 at the next Olympics. How far could he have gone? He didn't get a 
chance, we didn't get a chance to know. What does a great runner who died 
almost twenty years ago have to do with Nike running shoes? Everything (Nike 
website, 1998). 

Nike employees, who during orientation watch a music and sports video about the 

spirit and competitive fire of the athlete, have a clear understanding of their mission. 

They believe their company exists to motivate consumers, promote sport, enhance their 

lives via sports and exercise, and help athletes improve their performance (Feit, 1998; 

Nike annual report, 1997; Katz, 1994). Says Nike founder Phil Knight, "The dominant 

culture at Nike comes from the playing field. The world of sports marks the way we talk 

to each other and how we relate" ("In the world of sports," 1996, p. 55). For example, 

Nike managers are called "coaches," and meetings are "huddles" (Feit, 1998). 
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For Knight and other Nike employees, the company stands for sports, a strong 

belief in the quest for excellence and an elevated way of life (Feit, no date, paragraph 33). 

In an eight-panel print ad, Nike humorously explains its culture: 

We love to compete. If we made fishing poles, then you'd see us at shark-hunting 
tournaments. If we produced high-viscosity motor oil, we'd hang around 
demolition derbies. And if we wrote children's books, we would host a spelling 
bee with big, honking, polysyllabic words. 

One newspaper reporter who covers Nike nearly full-time explained that, like a 

single-minded, championship athlete, Nike has an intense desire to win and destroy the 

opposition. For Nike, "win-win is for pansies." He described the company's culture as 

aggressive" and "powerful" (Manning, 1998, June 22). Another industry insider 

claimed that there is an underlying arrogance throughout the company. "It's as if they 

know something you don't and never will, unless, of course, you work for them or do 

exactly what they want" (Scott, 1998, June 23). Others have similarly described Nike, 

calling it "inflexible and arrogant" (Moore, 1998, paragraph 22). 

According to Thomson (1977), leaders frequently encourage individuals to 

sacrifice themselves for the sake of some higher goal. Nike, for example, makes its 

employees ".. .feel like their work has more in common with Mother Teresa than Henry 

Ford" (Feit, no date, paragraph 8). In Nike's case, employees are on a quest to be the 

best sports company in the world, ".. .creating great products that athletes use to win" 

(Nike annual report, 1998, p. 9; Nike annual report, 1997). They are "protagonists for the 

human spirit overcoming adversity" (Solomon, 1998, p. 37), missionaries for something 

they are dedicated to - sport - which they believe make the world a better place and 

improve people's lives (DeMartini, 1997; Nike website, 1997). 
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As shown here, the beauty and passion of sport has been accepted by Nike 

employees as their guiding principle (Katz, 1994). Nike endorsers frequently visit the 

company s headquarters to speak with employees and weekly e-mails provide employees 

with updates of how Nike athletes and teams are performing (Feit, no date). 

The overwhelming athleticism of Nike's corporate culture makes less-athletic 

employees feel it necessary to learn more about teams, leagues, and games so that they fit 

in (Katz, 1994). Nike claims this focus is a major factor in the company's success. It is 

different from other sports shoe and apparel companies because its products are "built by 

athletes for athletes' (Nike annual report, 1997, p. 7), who understand the game because 

they play it and follow it closely. This provides Nike with a clear understanding of what 

the company stands for. A former Nike marketing official says, "When brands go wrong, 

it's because they don't know what they are about at their core. For us, it's incredibly 

clear: What happens on the field" (Lefton, 1996, p. 32). 

Phil Knight, who spent considerable time in Asia after college, wanted Nike 

employees to be as loyal as those he had observed in the Far East (Labich, 1995). For 

many of the first Nike employees, Nike was more than a place to work, it was a family 

with principles worth fighting for (Strasser & Becklund, 1993). During one company 

sales meeting in the early 1980s, a Nike employee said: "Nike was not a company, but a 

cult. And these people were its followers out to swoosh the world....It reminded him of 

Jonestown" (Strasser & Becklund, 1993, p. 344). According to a retail executive who 

works closely with Nike, "There is a fierce loyalty to the brand which translates into a 

devoted work ethic" (Scott, 1998). 



33 

The power of Nike's strong culture is indisputable (Labich, 1995). In fact, one 

attitude survey found Nike's employees to be the most loyal group ever recorded (Katz, 

1994). One intense all-employee meeting at the corporate headquarters ended with the 

showing of a graphic film featuring athletes slamming into the ground and while the song 

"Through the Storm" blared over the sound system (Katz, 1994). Meetings such as these 

inspire, excite, and motivate Nike employees, and create a setting in which people can 

"maximize their contribution to the company" (Nike consumer brochure, 1996). 

One of the most loyal groups of Nike employees - called EKINs (Nike spelled 

backwards) - travel the country visiting athletic shoe and sporting goods retailers, 

educating store salespeople and spreading the Nike word (Katz, 1994; Labich, 1995). To 

demonstrate their devotion to Nike, EKINs frequently tattoo the Nike swoosh logo on 

some part of their bodies, including the foot, ankle, and inner-thigh. This kind of 

devotion has led some outsiders to claim that Nike has the characteristics of a cult (Katz, 

1994). For example, when Nike employees become completely committed to Nike, 

according to their co-workers, they have "drunk the Kool Aid" (Feit, no date, paragraph 

24), another apparent reference to the 1978 Jonestown massacre in which cult members 

committed mass suicide by drinking cyanide-laced Kool Aid. 

To further develop allegiance to the company, Nike positions its primary 

competitors, such as Reebok and Adidas, as enemies who threaten Nike's success. This 

creates an "us against them" mentality. Says Knight, "I want my people to believe that 

whenever...our other competitors succeed, we will be less able to do all the things we 

want to do...I just don't want to like my competitors" (Labich, 1995, paragraph 31). 



34 

During World War I, citizens were conditioned to hate and fear the enemy and 

encouraged to pull together to accomplish a greater goal (Jowett & O'Donnell, 1992). 

Similarly, one Nike competitor - Adidas - has become a "demonized force inside Nike" 

(Katz, 1994, p. 15). Further, Knight has told employees that he hates Reebok Chairman 

Paul Fireman (Katz, 1994). As shown here, Knight has created a team-like atmosphere 

inside Nike where company employees are considered members of the team and those 

outside are opponents (Katz, 1994). 

Nike's Corporate Headquarters 

Nike has been cited as an superb example of a company that has successfully 

revealed its corporate culture via the design of its corporate offices (Capowski, 1993). 

The company's 175-acre "World Campus" helps to reinforce the company's values -

performance, authenticity, commitment, teamwork, competition (personal 

communication with John Kortebein, June 24, 1998) - while insulating employees from 

the outside world, . .a sort of Vatican for the missionaries of sneakers" (Egan, 1998, p. 

68). 

According to Nike officials, the company's headquarters are meant to portray the 

company's size, constancy, and conviction (Hill, 1991). Nike's corporate offices have 

been described as "a shrine to quality-of-life and athletic pursuits contrived as a company 

town" (Katz, 1994, p. 60). Egan (1998) claims the headquarters is the source of 

enlightenment where Nike employees can be indoctrinated into the company. 

The campus, which is similar to that of a small college with flagpoles, fountains, 

lakes, and jogging trails, is surrounded by small, grassy hills, making it difficult for 
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outsiders to see in (Strasser & Becklund, 1993). It has the feel and spirit of a major 

university on the day of the big game (Solomon, 1998). Amenities include a cafeteria, 

sports deli, barber shop, laundry, day care center, athletic club, gym, cafeteria, tennis and 

basketball courts, soccer fields, gift shop, automatic teller machine, and a Nike Museum, 

where display cases house photos of early Nike employees and other company-related 

memorabilia. There's also a bronze statue of the legendary runner Steve Prefontaine, to 

whom the museum is dedicated (Gorman, 1991; Katz, 1994). 

Not surprisingly, sports themes dominate the campus. The walls of the company 

cafeteria feature framed covers of Sports Illustrated magazine, each with an athlete or 

athletes sporting Nike products with the swoosh logo clearly visible (Katz, 1994). 

Bronze plaques, photos, and banners commemorate athletes, and buildings are 

named in honor of sports heroes (e.g., The Bo Jackson sports center). Even menu items 

in the company cafeteria are named for Nike athletes (Feitelberg, 1997). One observer 

described it as "a monument to the sports apparel industry" (Moore, 1997). 

As might be expected, the Nike logo is everywhere: 

Red Swooshes float on computer screen savers, Swooshes are imprinted on 
notebooks and Styrofoam coffee cups - there is no place on campus to hide. Not 
the outdoor pool patio (the giant beach umbrellas are stamped with a Swoosh), not 
the company basketball gym (mid-court boasts a gigantic Swoosh), not even the 
men's bathroom, where Penny Hardaway and Alonzo Mourning posters smile at 
you from behind the ubiquitous logo. There seem to be Swooshes stitched into 
every piece of available fabric in sight: on collars, on socks, on shorts, on T-
shirts, even on custodians' caps (Feit, no date, paragraph 40). 

There are plans to expand the company's headquarters by one million square-feet 

at a cost of more than $200 million. The expansion would add a daycare center, new 

athletic complex, and possibly a skating rink (Law, 1995). 
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Keeping employees informed and up to date throughout the campus and 

throughout the company is a clearly a priority for Nike. Internal communication 

mediums include a company Intranet called "Swooshnet," a weekly employee e-mail 

newsletter, a bi-monthly news magazine (the Nike World Record), flyers, posters, and an 

in-house television network called NTV (nikebiz.com, 1998). 



CHAPTER 3 

ANALYZING NIKE PROPAGANDA 

Using the plan described here previously, this chapter systematically analyzes 

Nike's propaganda. It begins with an examination of the purpose and intended effects of 

the propaganda. While the goal of most commercial propaganda is fairly straightforward 

- to influence consumers to purchase a particular product - Nike is also promoting a 

specific ideology that ultimately supports its sales. 

This chapter also seeks to find and describe (1) the target of Nike's propaganda, 

(2) the various media which Nike uses to disseminate its messages, (3) the special 

techniques it employs to increase the effectiveness of its propaganda, and (4) existing 

counterpropaganda and contradictions. The chapter concludes by assessing the 

effectiveness of Nike's propaganda. 

Purpose of Nike's Propaganda and Its Intended Effects 

Through its propaganda activities, Nike attempts to weave its products into the 

cultural fabric of sports and link to its emotional vigor (Jensen, 1996, December 16). 

Says Nike founder Phil Knight: "We draw from the emotion of sport to build our 

products and sell them" (Knisley, 1993, p. S-2). As discussed here previously, sports — 

not shoes, apparel, or equipment - is the basic nature of the Nike brand (Ogden, 1997). 

Nike attempts to link with sports - not merchandise - because the company believes sport 

"is a force that provides a much stronger platform than fabric..." (Nike annual report, 

37 
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1997, p. 2). Further, on its corporate website (nike.com, 1998), the company proclaims it 

is "driven by the desire to expand the Nike vision into the fabric of sports around the 

world." 

Katz (1994) asserts that Nike tries to link each consumer's dream to a Nike 

association that frequently connects top athletes with a pair of Nike shoes. Many agree 

that the company has succeeded. According to Feit (1997), only a few companies have 

been able to link their products or brands with a whole value system such as Nike has. 

However, while Nike wants consumers to associate its products with sports and 

vice versa, as a public company, it has a responsibility to create value for its shareholders. 

Corporations exist to make money, not to serve society (Greider, 1992). By establishing 

and nurturing relevant emotional ties with consumers, Nike is ultimately interested in 

maximizing long-term profits (Nike consumer affairs brochure, 1997 and 1998; Strasser 

& Becklund, 1993). 

The primary goal of most propaganda is persuading or reinforcing a group to act 

or behave in a certain way (Christenson & McWilliams, 1962). More specifically, 

commercial propaganda, including advertising, is typically charged with influencing 

buying habits or persuading consumers to purchase a product or service (Lasswell, 1962; 

Jowett & O'Donnell, 1989; Turow, 1992). Propagandists are also interested in people 

accepting their ideology (Jowett & O'Donnell, 1992). In the case of Nike, should 

consumers accept its ideology about the importance of sports and fitness and begin 

exercising or join a team or health club, for example, it will likely translate into sales for 

the company. 
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Finally, it is important to point out that commercial propagandists do not normally 

reveal their ultimate goal to the audience. In other words, if Nike were to claim that its 

intent is to persuade consumers to purchase its products, its messages would likely be met 

with resistance and, thus, Nike would have a more difficult time achieving its ultimate 

goal, even though this goal is well-understood and accepted by the average consumer. 

Target Audience 

Based on Nike's popularity and position as the clear leader in the athletic shoe 

industry, some have argued that the company attempts to sell its products to everyone, 

regardless of race, creed, color, gender, or age (DeMartini, 1997). However, for many of 

its products, there is evidence that Nike's target audience is 12-34 year-olds, both male 

and female. Further, Nike frequently targets active young males, essentially teens age 

12-17, who compete in sports. For this consumer segment, purchasing sneakers . .is a 

time-honored and nearly universal... ritual" (Vanderbilt, 1998, p. 146). 

Research has found that sports are an important part of teens' lives, either as a 

participant or a spectator. For males, participation in team sports, such as basketball or 

football, provides a sense of belonging and acceptance, which is important to teens 

(Teenage Marketing & Lifestyle Study, 1996). Teens also frequently look to the top 

professionals when choosing athletic shoes and are interested in the latest, most 

fashionable styles. It is interesting to note, however, that in many cases Nike shoes are 

not worn for their designated sport (e.g., basketball, running), indicating that consumers 

often purchase these items for fashion ("Nike," no date). 
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Despite this evidence, Nike contends that it doesn't target specific demographics. 

Instead, the company focuses on psychographic segments, such as people who have a 

passion for basketball, or who are devoted runners. For example, a Nike ad featuring 

football athletes or with a football theme, targets those consumers who are dedicated 

football fans and follow the game closely ("Nike football campaigns," 1996). 

Further, a 1998 television campaign for Nike running shoes featured several 

world-class runners who, while known by running enthusiasts, are not recognizable to 

most consumers. While the ad was humorous, Nike was attempting to speak to the hard-

core runner. As one observer put it, if you don't know who the athletes in the 

commercial were, . .you're not in the target audience" (Base, 1997, paragraph 6). 

According to a sporting goods retail executive, although Nike frequently specific 

audiences (e.g., teens, runners), because the company's product base is anchored by 

authentic, performance-driven athletes, it appeals to anyone that enjoys watching, 

following, and/or playing sports (Scott, 1998, June 23). 

Nike's target audience also varies depending on the product. High-end running 

shoes with special technical features are aimed at the serious runner. At the same time, 

crosstraining shoes are designed for the mass market (Strasser & Becklund, 1993). 

Messages to promote products for soccer, a game generally played by younger people, 

are focused to youth (Thurow, 1997). Nike golf shoes and apparel are targeted to golfers, 

a more conservative group in terms of fashion (Meyers, 1998). 

According to company sources, "We're always asking ourselves who our target 

consumer is...I can't name just one. One...is a 30-year-old woman taking an aerobics 



41 

class; another is a 15-year-old boy who loves basketball...We've broadened ourselves to 

become...a total fitness company" (Mouchard, 1993, paragraph 13). 

By targeting athletes who use their products to compete, Nike is attempting to 

reach opinion leaders who are interested in specific sports or fitness activities (e.g., 

running, football, basketball, aerobics). Others — athletes and non-athletes alike — look to 

these "footwear experts" for guidance when purchasing athletic shoes. 

It is clear that African-Americans and Hispanics are an important consumer group 

for Nike, as well as other athletic shoe companies. Research shows that African-

American and Hispanic male teens buy about half of the high-end athletic footwear sold 

in the U.S. (Sosnick & Shanley, 1998). This group buys athletic shoes most frequently 

and is most brand conscious (Teenage Marketing & Lifestyle Study, 1996). In addition, 

fashion and opinion leaders often emerge from this group (Sproles, 1985). 

Disseminating the Propaganda and Increasing Its Impact 

For persuasive communication to be most effective, the audience must (1) pay 

attention to the message, (2) understand and believe it, (3) accept it and find it relevant, 

and (4) remember it through reinforcement via other sources (Zimbardo, Ebbeson, & 

Maslach, 1977; Hennessy, 1985). The following sections will detail how Nike creates 

and disseminates its messages to accomplish these objectives. 

Propaganda experts have stressed the importance of targeting a specific audience, 

then attempting to reach that audience through every available medium (Bernays, 1928; 

Doob, 1966; Jowett & O'Donnell, 1992). In fact, the most successful propagandists in 

history have been quick to adopt the most modern means of mass communication 
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(Hoffmann, 1996). However, it should be noted that most propaganda messages do not 

flow in two-way channels (Kecskemeti, 1973). As will be shown here, Nike most often 

utilizes mediums in which there is no significant communication - if any - back from the 

target audience. 

As I will outline in detail here, Nike takes full advantage of both traditional and 

modern media to deliver its messages, always finding new and unique ways to 

communicate with its target audiences (Grimm, 1996). During the 1996 Summer 

Olympics, for example, Nike: 

.. .made a massive spot media buy on Olympic coverage in at least 20 markets, 
part of a total $35 million assault across other networks, radio and print using its 
top Olympic and NBA stars...; blanketed the Atlanta area with 130 outdoor ads; 
and moved into an Atlanta warehouse to create a hospitality showcase (Grimm 
1996, p. 32). 

The company also employs a number of techniques to increase its propaganda's 

impact. Among the tactics Nike uses to increase the likelihood of its messages getting 

through to and being accepted by the audience are using respected, credible athletes as 

spokespeople; appealing to strongly-held beliefs and existing attitudes; and incorporating 

intense visual images and brash language into its print and television advertisements. 

These techniques and others will be examined and discussed in this chapter. 

Media Utilization Techniques 

Although Nike is perhaps best-known for its television advertising campaigns, the 

company utilizes every relevant medium to effectively reach its target audience. I 

examine some of its media utilization techniques here, including architecture; print, 

television, and outdoor advertising; sporting events; movies; merchandise; and its logo. 
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Architecture 

In the early 1990s, Nike began opening huge, multi-level retail stores, some as 

large as 85,000-square-feet, costing as much as $30 million to build (Spevack & Seckler, 

1996). Currently located in 11 U.S. cities, these "NikeTown" stores, which drew more 

than 15 million visitors last year (Silverman, 1998), provide the company with a powerful 

vehicle to spread its propaganda. The giant stores help make Nike's message easy to 

comprehend and alluring, and, according to Nike, help the company connect emotionally 

with consumers, inspire them, and serve as a three-dimensional representation of the Nike 

brand and its ideology (Silverman, 1996; Nike website, 1998; Wilson, 1997; Silverman, 

1998). Argues one marketing executive, "They are designed to be high-visibility 

environments that project an image that this is a big, important company" (Theobald, 

1998, paragraph 11). 

Named Money magazine's best store of 1992, NikeTowns are so impressive that 

many people visit the store not to buy something, but just to look at it (Stegemann, 1997; 

Hannon, 1991). Goldman (1998, p. 50) described the stores as "over-the-top stores-cum-

temples to the Nike cult." Besides offering hundreds of Nike products for sale, the 

typically multi-level stores feature everything from a 900-gallon saltwater aquarium to 

20-foot high banners, towering statues, and sculptures of superstar athletes. 

Sounds, room temperature, and lights vary depending on where consumers are in 

the store (Hannon, 1991). Further, as with the company's headquarters, the swoosh logo 

is everywhere: On door handles, bolts, guardrails, staircase banisters, elevator buttons, 

chairs, hangers, overhead lights, display fixtures, and shopping bags (Donnally, 1997; 
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Goldin, 1996; Rooney, 1991). The words "courage," "teamwork," "commitment," and 

"honor" are forged into the exterior cornerstones of the NikeTown in New York City. At 

another, 12-inch letters over the exit of the store reads: JUST DO IT, Nike's now-famous 

slogan. 

Goldin (1996) contends that when customers enter a NikeTown, the Nike 

mystique is clear. As Vanderbilt (1998, p. 151) puts it, "...NikeTown tells consumers 

that Nike is so ingrained in our culture that its image makers can transcend the quotidian 

act of selling and move on to more interesting things." 

According to one architect who visited a NikeTown: 

The...stores combine elements from the art museum display, the veneration of 
Charles Barkley's sneakers, video as theater, Nike ads, and retail in a tight, 
sophisticated package. It's retail as entertainment and popular culture - hybrid 
entertainment. Through lighting, color, decoration, and symbolism, a trip to buy 
sneaks has become both educational and highly involved entertainment fSlonim 
1995, p. 9). 

Nike's visual symbols of power extend beyond its NikeTown retail stores, 

however. Like Julius Caesar, who "spent lavishly on producing a spectacle" (Jowett & 

O'Donnell, 1992, p. 38), Nike attempts to create an atmosphere - through pageantry and 

show - that enhances its reputation. At a sporting goods industry trade show, for 

example, Nike transformed a hotel ballroom into an invincible visual affirmation of 

Nike s position as the leader in its industry, featuring temples, columns, statues, photos, 

and giant globes engraved with the word NIKE (Katz, 1994). 

At the 1996 Summer Olympics, Nike turned a shabby, multi-level parking garage 

into a massive, concrete and steel marketing facility (Wells, 1996), that included a retail 

store, mini-amphitheater, booming music, and a showcase of athlete-worn shoes and 
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apparel. Similarly, at the 1998 World Cup in France, Nike built a $7 million theme park 

where fans played interactive games and visited with Nike-sponsored teams and players 

(Fatsis, 1998). 

The use of architecture, buildings, and sculpture as propaganda media is not a 

new technique. According to Thomson (1977), buildings have the ability to 

communicate reverence, size, confidence, strength, and energy. Further, he asserts that 

sculpture provides propagandists with the ability to glorify and increase the greatness of 

heroes. 

Jowett and O'Donnell (1992) point out that, during World War II, Nazi Germany 

was especially skilled at utilizing architecture and sculpture as propaganda media (Jowett 

& O'Donnell, 1992). One observer went as far as to liken Nike's use of architecture to 

that of the Nazi's during World War II: 

Hitler...believed that buildings have persuasive power. His architects 
created...public structures that combined neoclassical references with freestanding 
sculptures (often athletic Nordic figures), axioms carved into walls or hung on 
panels over doorways....We do not need a swastika to know how much this 
sounds like NikeTown, or how much Nike's efforts to govern a population...bears 
uncomfortable resemblances to the strategies for propaganda and control 
practiced by....totalitarian states (Levy, 1996, p. 33). 

Outdoor Advertising: Banners, Murals, and Posters 

The use of posters as a propaganda medium is by no means a new technique. 

During World War II, the Nazis used posters regularly, most featuring vibrant colors 

(typically red), huge illustrations, and commanding slogans (Jowett & O'Donnell, 1992). 

In fact, in the case of the Nazis, posters and banners were the principal source of 
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propaganda, most frequently featuring a single Nazi swastika (Jowett & O'Donnell, 

1992). 

At the Olympics in Barcelona, Atlanta, and Los Angeles, Nike hung giant murals 

of company-sponsored athletes on the sides of buildings (Brewer, 1993; Strasser & 

Becklund, 1993). The company also distributed small "Just Do It" cards at the 1996 

Summer Olympics for fans to hold up as television cameras panned the crowd 

(Spiegelman, no date). Also at the Olympics in Atlanta were 130 Nike outdoor ads 

throughout the city (Grimm, 1996). At the 1982 NCAA Final Four, murals and 

billboards made Nike images visible from almost anywhere (Katz, 1994). When a 

contingency of Nike athletes was traveling through Europe on a basketball exhibition, 

Nike promoted the event so thoroughly with posters and banners that it was difficult to 

find a wall or street post that didn't proclaim the upcoming arrival of star Nike athletes 

(Katz, 1994). 

Nike posters featuring company-sponsored athletes and lifestyle themes are so 

visually attractive and well designed that consumers gladly purchase them from retailers 

and put them up in their homes, offices, dormitory rooms, lockers, and locker rooms. 

Even the Nike poster featuring only the company's swoosh logo is available for sale. 

Television and Print Advertising 

Television is generally regarded as advertising's most impactful medium because 

of its ability to dramatically represent imagery through the combination of motion and 

sound and can convey several symbols at the same time and can increase its impact by 
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simultaneously reinforcing words, images, and sounds (Keller, 1998; Smith, 1981). Its 

reach is also considerable with most U.S. homes having at least television. 

In order to most effectively reach its target audiences, Nike relies on mediums 

that targeted consumers pay most attention to and are most influenced by. For example, 

studies have found that teens, one of Nike's key targets, spend more time with television 

than any other medium. Teens watch nearly 12 hours of television each week, with cable 

television and magazines rated as the most attention-getting. Male teens concentrate their 

television viewing on two cable networks: MTV, the music network, and ESPN, the all-

sport network (Teenage Marketing & Lifestyle Study, 1997, Fall). Survey research has 

revealed that Nike TV commercials are popular among 12-15-year-old boys and African-

American teens because these groups find the ads unique and attention-getting (Teenage 

Marketing & Lifestyle Study, 1996, Fall). 

For print media, Nike focuses its advertising on sports-related magazines that its 

target audience subscribes to and reads. For example, Sports Illustrated is the most-read 

magazine by male teens. This group typically relies on magazines for information and 

reads publications that address its interests (Teenage Marketing & Lifestyle Study, 1996, 

Spring; Teenage Marketing & Lifestyle Study, 1997, Fall). Not surprisingly, Nike 

advertises heavily on both ESPN and in Sports Illustrated because these outlets deliver 

the target audience and are in line with the company's strategic direction (i.e., sports). 
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Sporting Events 

According to Ukman (1995), companies typically use event sponsorships to 

increase the visibility of their products or services and align their brands with events 

relevant to the target consumers' lifestyles and interests. Further, she claims it has been 

shown that sponsorship helps brands build credibility, imagery, and prestige. Put simply, 

sports marketing aligns a product with something the consumer has an interest in 

(O'Neal, 1987). 

As discussed previously, Nike maintains its association with sport and sporting 

events via sponsorship of major professional and amateur athletes, teams, and events. 

Through these sponsorships, Nike has a significant presence at virtually every major 

professional and amateur sporting event in the U.S., whether football, basketball, 

baseball, hockey, soccer, tennis, golf, wrestling, or volleyball. As will be discussed here 

later, one of Nike's greatest strengths is its ability to use sporting events as a media to 

display its products on authentic, world-class athletes (Marks, 1996). 

Nike does not restrict its sponsorships to teams and athletes, however. At the 

1998 Winter Olympics, Nike negotiated a deal with CBS to provide jackets and other 

apparel for the network's 1,800 employees who were in Nagano, Japan, to cover the 

Games. The Nike logo was frequently visible on camera as reporters for CBS Sports, 

which broadcast the Games, wore the apparel while on the air (Sullivan, 1998). 

Further, the company's logo is on visual media around the fields and stadiums, as 

well. During the 1996 Olympics in Atlanta, for example, while Nike was not an official 

Olympic sponsor, the company's logo was visible everywhere: On billboards, on its 
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giant quasi-game park towering over Olympic Park, and on the backs, chests, and feet of 

many Olympic athletes (Schaffler, 1996; Callebs, 1996). Scholars contend that this kind 

of message dissemination, where large crowds are concentrated in confined spaces, such 

as a stadium, sports arena, or tourist attractions (e.g., NikeTown), is an effective 

substitute for mass mediated techniques, such as television advertising, for reaching a 

target audience (Lerbinger, 1972). 

Nike's deals with college teams also help ensure that the company's logo is seen 

on more than just uniforms and sports equipment. For example, its sponsorship 

agreement with the University of Arizona guarantees that Nike will get advertising 

signage at the school's various sports venues, including the 56,00-seat Arizona Stadium 

(Frauenheim, 1998). 

To provide the company with more control over how its images and athletes are 

portrayed, Nike created a Sports & Entertainment division, charged with developing 

events, such as European basketball tours and 3-on-3 tournaments, that create 

experiences that communicate Nike's core values and messages (Jensen, 1996, 

September 30). Besides providing an effective medium with which to disseminate its 

messages, the creation and sponsorship of these types of sports events may serve to 

supplement Nike's mass propaganda activities, such as television advertising, by 

providing a sort of gathering place (in this case, an arena or stadium) where groups of 

consumers are exposed to Nike's messages in one place at one time (Lazarsfeld & 

Merton, 1948). 
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Electronic Mediums 

Nike print ads that ran during 1997 featured only a single shoe with a toll-free 800 

phone number along the bottom. When consumers called the number, they heard a 

recorded message from a Nike athlete who wears the shoe in training or during 

competition. The consumer could not, however, interact with the athlete or leave a 

message. 

Other ads featured electronic mail addresses. E-mail to these addresses received 

back a message from Nike directing the consumer to a URL web address inside Nike's 

award-winning website, which observers claim is saturated with the Nike ethos ("Top 

corporate websites," 1998). According to Nike, the ads are designed to provide 

additional interactivity and intimacy with consumers (Sorkin, 1997). 

In addition to toll-free 800 telephone numbers, e-mail, and websites, Nike also 

uses fax technology to communicate with consumers. For example, consumers calling 

Nike's headquarters can use their telephone dial pads to select various corporate 

documents which are then faxed to them automatically moments later. As with the 800 

numbers, e-mail, and Internet media, Nike can control the messages delivered to 

consumers. It should be stressed that, as used by Nike, all of these technologies are one 

way; Nike controls the flow of information. Further, the consumer does not actually 

interact with anyone at Nike or provide any real feedback. 

Movies 

Film has never been used extensively as a propaganda medium to achieve specific 

commercial goals, but by incorporating products seamlessly into a movie, film can be 
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very effective as for the internal and external dissemination of propaganda (Sproule, 

1994). As discussed previously here, Nike maintains an in-house video production 

facility at its headquarters that has created more than 1,400 high-quality videos related to 

Nike, its history, products, athletes, and employees. As with the company's television 

commercials, these films, shown primarily to Nike employees, use a mix of imagery, 

music, and words to motivate and provide a clear representation of what Nike stands for. 

As for the external dissemination of propaganda via film, Nike's primary endorser 

- Michael Jordan - starred in the 1996 Warner Brothers movie Space Jam, which also 

featured a number of well-known cartoon characters, including Bugs Bunny and Daffy 

Duck. The movie, which grossed $27.5 million domestically its opening weekend (Box 

office top ten, 1996), sprung from a Nike television commercial featuring Jordan and 

Bugs Bunny (Klein, 1996). While Nike did not produce the movie, Jordan's agent, 

David Falk, served as an executive producer for it, which showcased Jordan and the 

products he endorses (Kempley, 1996). Anderson (no date) argues that the movie was an 

extensive commercial for Nike and other brands, as well as "spokes-god" Michael 

Jordan. 

Logo Design and Usage 

Symbols are important in linking all of the propagandist's visual media programs. 

Symbols such as the cross and the fish of Christianity, Nazi swastika, Soviet Hammer and 

Sickle, and American Stars and Stripes provide superb value in terms of identification, 

repetition, systematization, suggestion, representation of limits, and utter emphasis of size 
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(Thomson, 1977). According to Doob (1966), propagandists use visual symbols, sayings, 

slogans, and logos because they are easy to understand and remember. 

Today, the Nike logo is recognized around the globe as one of the best-known and 

most powerful corporate symbols (Dugan, 1997; Vanderbilt, 1998). In fact, Richards 

(1998) claims the swoosh logo is as well-recognized as the international distress sign 

S.O.S., and Jensen (1996, December 16) argues that in recent years, items featuring the 

Nike logo were in more demand by consumers than any competing brand, possibly any 

brand. The swoosh, which today can be seen on everything from Nike products and 

packaging to retail displays to posters, banners, and print and TV advertisements, is so 

powerful that Nike now allows it to stand alone, without the Nike name. Industry 

observers claim using the name and the logo is no longer necessary because the swoosh 

logo ".. .so cleanly conveys the essence of what the company stands for, it makes using 

the name redundant" (DeMartini, 1997, p. 34). 

When displayed in its typical bright red, the Nike swoosh conveys a forceful, 

vigorous, bold, dynamic, and intense image (Kobayashi, 1990). Patton (as cited in 

Vanderbilt, 1998, p. 65) described the swoosh as "abstract and rather graceful.. .an 

extremely versatile graphic element." Nike characterizes its logo as "fresh, pure, and 

powerful" and "embodies the spirit of the winged goddess who inspired the most 

courageous and chivalrous warriors at the dawn of civilization" (Nike retail advertising 

kit, 1996, p. 3; Nike Consumer Affairs brochure, 1996). The company further claims that 

its swoosh design is the visual epitome of Nike ideology, symbolizing what Nike stands 

for: 
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...[The swoosh logo] is our way of identifying the best sports and fitness products 
made for athletes everywhere. It is also the best tool to move product through to 
consumers...The strength of the Swoosh is its simplicity, both in color and 
configuration...It is imperative that the integrity of the Swoosh be 
maintained...NIKE is committed to the purity and control of the Swoosh" (pp. 3-4, 
15). 

The Nike logo has become so omnipresent that the company is now taking steps 

to reduce its prevalence by replacing the swoosh with a script "Nike" on many print and 

television advertisements and some products, and developing unique logos for many of 

its sub-brands (Silverstein & Maguire, 1998; Wilner, 1998). Nike executives contend 

that the company's swoosh logo has been overexposed, leading target consumers -

especially teens - to consider it "uncool." According to one Nike employee, "You see 

jokes in the comic strips about its ubiquity" (Jensen, 1998, February 9, paragraph 15). 

Another claims that"... we had the swoosh on everything and it was just ridiculous" 

(Egan, 1998, p. 69). 

In addition to removing the swoosh logo from Nike print and television 

advertisements, it will be removed from the Nike website and Nike's corporate 

letterhead. It will, however, remain on Nike products (Murray, 1998). Experts claim that 

the strategy to decrease the prominence of the ubiquitous swoosh logo, while bold, is the 

right thing to do. According to one marketing expert, "When you become part of the 

landscape, your brand is in grave danger of no longer registering with the consumer. 

Their mind is too used to it. It simply shuts the impression out" (Murray, 1998, 

paragraph 14). 

Other multi-national corporations have also begun searching for ways to recast 

their well-known logos. Coca-Cola, for example, recently abandoned the dynamic curve 
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that runs through its logo in an attempt to highlight other elements of the brand (Murray, 

1998). Further, there are examples in history of institutions using variations of their 

primary symbol or logo throughout their propaganda campaigns. Nazi Germany, for 

example, used several logos during its campaign. Most included the swastika combined 

with other symbols such as the eagle and wreath. 

Similarly, Nike has combined the swoosh with other graphic elements, such as 

layering it on top of a capital "N" or the word "swoosh." Logos for its outdoor, tennis, 

and golf divisions also blend the swoosh logo with the other designs. 

The Product as a Promotional Medium 

One of the most effective mediums for increasing visibility of the Nike swoosh 

logo is Nike products. When strategically placed on shoes and apparel items, the logo is 

clearly visible to not only consumers at an event, but also to those watching on television. 

Nike was the first apparel company to move its logo from the traditional spot on the 

upper-right or left-side of the chest or sleeve of a shirt to more visible locations on the 

shirt, including the center of the chest, upper center of the back, shirt collar, and center of 

the front neckline. Nike was also one of the first companies to design shoes with the logo 

on the bottom of the outsole. Because athletes' shoes are frequently turned bottom-up 

while on the ground, after a tackle for example, the sole of the shoe is often visible to 

fans and spectators watching on television. Rick Reilly (1997, p. 78), a senior writer for 

Sports Illustrated, points out that Nike's swoosh logo nearly covers professional golfer 

Tiger Woods: 
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Tiger Woods...has the Swoosh on the front of his hat and the side of his hat and 
the back of his hat and on his turtleneck and on his shirt and on his sweater and on 
his vest and on his pants and on his socks and on his shoes. 

Nike's Phil Knight claims that a key reason Nike became an official licensee of 

professional and college sports teams, providing them with on-field apparel, including 

uniforms and sideline gear, was to increase its in-game television exposure. Unlike 

shoes, which are visible to the TV viewer only sometimes, logos on uniforms are visible 

nearly all of the time (Leiber, 1997). Today, besides the top, bottom, front, back and 

sides of sandals and shoes for every sport, including football, baseball, basketball, 

wrestling, volleyball, and track and field, the Nike logo appears on sunglasses; watches; 

swim goggles; swimsuits; NBA, NFL, NHL, MLS, and NCAA team jerseys; hats; skates; 

golf, batting, football, hockey, and weightlifting gloves; baseballs; basketballs; footballs; 

soccer balls; snowboards; hockey sticks; baseball bats and gloves; T-shirts; tank tops; 

sweatshirts; shorts; exercise bras; wristbands; headbands; tennis skirts; knit caps; 

backpacks; and sports equipment bags, among other items. 

By strategically positioning its logo on its various products, Nike is able to expose 

the swoosh to consumers. One observer claims that the Nike swoosh logo is so prevalent 

on the upper chest of the relatively conservative jerseys of Penn State University's 

football team, that it should change its name from the Nittany Lions to the "Nittany 

Nikes" (Fleming, 1998). 

When stitched onto players' uniforms, the Nike swoosh logo is visible in game 

photos of almost every major daily newspaper or sports periodical. For example, the 

cover of the December 9, 1996, issue of Sports Illustrated, arguably the world's premier 
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sports magazine with a paid circulation of 3.2 million, featured at least five clearly visible 

Nike logos. As another example, in a recent issue of a 90-page pro football magazine, 

there are 59 easily-identifiable swooshes in editorial pages, not advertisements. 

Time magazine's 1996 Summer Olympic preview issue featured sprinter Michael 

Johnson, a Nike-sponsored athlete, on its cover, shining in a gold track uniform with the 

Nike logo fixed prominently on the chest. Observers argued that even if Nike had 

produced its own magazine, it would have been difficult to more effectively promote its 

brand (Hayes, 1996). 

Another issue of Sports Illustrated provides a similar example of how the 

company benefits from putting its logo on its products. Phil Knight appeared on the 

cover and a 20-page article inside the magazine focused on Knight and his company. 

However, Nike's influence was visible throughout the entire issue: 

A picture of a baseball player sporting Nike-Swooshed shoes appeared on page 4. 
Several basketball players in Nikes appeared on page 9, and Nike icon Nolan 
Ryan was depicted pounding on the head of another player on page 12. Nike's Bo 
was shown being bitten by another player on page 15, and Nike shoes and Nike 
logos were prominently visible during a baseball melee on page 16. Nikes could 
be spotted on some NFL players on pages 18, 21, and 22; and an ad for Modell's 
Sporting Goods carried a full-page photograph of a Nike hiking shoe on page 26. 
The Dutch tennis star Richard Krajicek wore flashy Nike...items on page 45, and 
a baseball catcher showed off his Nikes on page 47....which led up to the long 
portrait of the company's role in sports that began on page 54 and took up the rest 
of the issue (Katz, 1994, p. 286). 

Besides using athletes to help promote its shoes when on the court or field, Nike 

has also distributed its products to other stars, primarily popular Hollywood actors and 

actresses. For example, in the late 1970s, Nikes appeared in a number of the top-rated 

TV programs, including Charlie's Angels, Starsky and Hutch, Happy Days, The Six 
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Million Dollar Man, and Barnaby Jones (Katz, 1994). Today, Nike has a private facility 

in Marina del Rey, Calif., that supplies Hollywood celebrities - including Jerry Seinfeld 

and Helen Hunt - with complimentary Nike merchandise (Trudeau, 1998). 

Increasing the Impact and Effectiveness of the Propaganda 

Nike incorporates a number of techniques to help ensure the target audience 

attends to, perceives, remembers, and acts on its messages. Some of these techniques are 

examined in the following sections. 

Appealing to Existing Beliefs and Values 

Communication researchers have found that propaganda and other persuasive 

messages are more likely to be accepted and acted upon if they are in line with existing 

beliefs, opinions, and thought patterns (Ewing, 1942; McGarry, 1962). Further, experts 

agree that it is unlikely audiences will be persuaded to take action if the appeal is contrary 

to their core beliefs (Doob, 1966; Hill, 1993; Kecskemeti, 1973; Lambert, 1944; Petty & 

Cacioppo, 1986). Therefore, understanding what the audience accepts, approves of, 

values and believes is critical when developing effective messages and themes. In other 

words, successful propaganda relies on correctly predicting how an audience will respond 

(Fried, 1943). 

By aligning propaganda messages with the audience's values, beliefs, and 

interests, members of the audience sense the propagandist's message are emanating from 

inside themselves (Jowett & O'Donnell, 1989). Essentially, these messages "resonate" 

with values and attitudes members of the audience already hold so that the propaganda is 

not perceived by the audience as propaganda, but as truth (Fried, 1943; Jhally, 1987). 
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Armed with a clear understanding of the target audience, a propagandist can tailor 

messages that are in-line with the attitudes, values, and beliefs of the audience to make 

them more impactful. 

In Nike's case, the company attempts to link its products to deeply held and 

widely shared beliefs and values, many of which are above reproach. It creates and 

disseminates themes that the target audience finds significant and that support its personal 

ideology (Fowles, 1996). Advertising experts argue that this technique of developing 

messages that are consistent with a group's experiences may be useful in encouraging 

consumers to accept a particular product (White, 1976). 

Just as the attitude of the German people helped Hitler's Nazi propaganda succeed 

(Doob, 1935), American attitudes about sports, competition, and rebelling against the 

establishment have helped make Nike's propaganda more effective. Nike wants 

consumers to establish the link between Nike products and consumers' core beliefs, 

values, and emotions (MacLachlan, 1995). Dan Wieden, an advertising executive who 

has played a key role in developing the Nike brand, claims he attempts to create 

advertising messages that".. .resonate with genuine honesty, either in terms of the 

information they convey or the attitude they embody" (Vagoni, 1998, p. 22). In its 1997 

annual report, Nike claims that it attempts to connect its brand to consumers on both an 

emotional and cultural level. The company typically attempts to achieve this connection 

through sport, which Nike refers to as "The timeless human passion" (Nike annual report, 

1997, pp. 16-17). 
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As discussed here previously, Nike's messages are clearly in line with the values 

of most Americans: Excellence, cooperation, authenticity, and integrity (Smith, 1997). 

Evidence that Nike has connected with consumers can be found in the popularity of many 

Nike television commercials and print advertisements. Some of the company's television 

ads are so popular that consumers wait for them to come on so that they can watch them 

over and over again. In fact, consumers found one Nike print advertising campaign so 

inspiring that thousands of consumers called Nike's headquarters, many requesting 

printed copies of the ads (Katz, 1994). Again, the key to the effectiveness of these ads is 

that their messages "sink down into our personal philosophies" (Goldman & Papson, 

1996, p. 172). 

Nike frequently uses patriotic themes to appeal to consumers. In one Nike ad, 

powerful American symbols such as the American flag, national anthem, and Mount 

Rushmore can been seen (Araton, 1997). As another example, Nike designed the 

uniforms for the 1996 U.S. Olympic track and field team so that the uniforms' logo 

featured a likeness of the American flag, except that the white stars that usually appear in 

the upper left-hand corner of the flag had been replaced with a single Nike swoosh logo. 

Nike designers claim they had looked to the flag for inspiration for the logo's design 

(Reid, no date). 

Even some messages that are, on the surface, offensive, appeal to certain 

American values. For example, a Nike billboard advertisement at the 1996 Summer 

Olympics in Atlanta claimed: "Day 1: Wave a flag. Day 2: Crush the dreams of others." 

Another read: "If you're not here to win, you're a tourist" (Kravitz, 1996, paragraph 5). 
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Critics argue that while winning-is-the-only-thing messages such as these may seem 

detestable on the surface, they embody America's idea of sport and capitalism 

(Strongman & Lubich, no date). 

Using Athletes as Opinion Leaders, Expert Spokespeople, and Models for Behavior 

In sports, the best athletes are generally regarded as "experts." Nike signs many 

of these athletes to endorsement contracts which require them to serve as spokespeople, 

appear in company ads, and wear Nike products during competition. In one print 

advertisement, Nike argues that "A good spokesperson always has a personal working 

knowledge of the product they are spokeperson-ing." With this in mind, "Nike has 

turned the endorsement relationship...into an extremely expensive art form" (Katz, 1994, 

p. 219). 

When he started Nike, Phil Knight clearly understood the effect opinion leaders 

had on public opinion. Early on, Knight believed that if the top runners were wearing 

Nike shoes, others would follow their lead (Labich, 1995). Said Knight: "You put a pair 

of Nikes on the right pair of feet and they get noticed" (Collins, 1992, p. 45). For 

example, one of the first professional athletes to sign with Nike was tennis star John 

McEnroe, who company insiders found had an impact on shoe sales simply because he 

wore them (Strasser & Becklund, 1993) According to one former Nike manager, "When 

these [endorsements] work, they are magic" (Manning, 1998, May 24, paragraph 6). 

When Nike outfits top professional athletes, others - from amateurs to teens to 

kids - follow, looking to imitate their heroes. Hayes (1996) contends that when 
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companies such as Nike align themselves with athletes, "...it's like buying magic in a 

bottle," primarily because of the perceived purity of sport. 

Nike has established itself as the industry leader, in part, by endorsing 

controversial athletes and personalities, developing products for them, and creating 

marketing campaigns to support them (Miller, 1995). Today, Nike's stable of athletes is 

not only broader, but much deeper than its competitors' and the company uses those 

athletes, more than anything else, to spread its messages. 

Nike first began signing athletes to endorsement contracts as a way to establish a 

reputation as the shoe favored by the best upcoming players, never releasing publicly 

what it was paying athletes to wear its shoes, fearing that if fans knew players were being 

compensated it would appear to be inauthentic (Strasser & Becklund, 1993). By the mid-

1980s, however, that had changed. Nike signed basketball player Michael Jordan to a 

record endorsement deal (Raismann, 1984). It has since become apparent that it was a 

wise investment. Fowles (1996) contends that Nike has linked itself so well to Jordan, 

arguably the greatest professional basketball player of all time, that Nike and Jordan are 

one in the same. Today, the Nike Air Jordan is clearly associated with Jordan's on-court 

performance (Walker, 1997). 

Besides Jordan, it is well-documented that Nike has a contract that pays 

professional golfer Tiger Woods — who Nike claims has the .. .type of appeal that can 

drive sales, boost TV ratings and elevate an entire sport" - $40 million over five years 

(Enrico, no date, paragraph 9; Lane, 1996). The company's endorsement contracts with 

other top-notch athletes are equally lucrative and well-known. Michael Johnson, a world 
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class sprinter and Olympic gold medallist, for example, signed a sponsorship deal with 

Nike in 1997 for about $12 million (Stephens, 1997). 

In professional sports, Nike has endorsement deals with 10 NBA teams, eight 

NFL teams, six NHL clubs, and six Major League Soccer teams. Nike also has 

agreements with about 200 NBA players (Manning, 1998, May 24) and approximately 

250 NFL players. By adhering to the strategy of generally supporting the athletes instead 

of the leagues, Nike is able to retain its outsider image. 

Nike reinforced this image in 1995 when it announced its sponsorship of Texas 

Stadium, home of the Dallas Cowboys, arguably professional football's most-watched 

team. Nike's Phil Knight and Cowboys owner Jerry Jones announced the deal, which the 

NFL claimed violated league revenue sharing rules, not with a discreet news release, but 

during the Cowboys' nationally-televised Monday Night Football game against the New 

York Giants. Both Jones and Knight appeared on the sidelines during the game, drawing 

the attention of the television cameras and earning comments from the game announcers. 

It could be argued that this sensational public act, similar to Martin Luther s act of nailing 

the Ninety-Five Theses to the door of the church in 1517 (Jowett & O'Donnell, 1992), 

was part of a planned propaganda strategy designed to draw attention to Nike and 

reinforce its image as a rebel, fighting the establishment, in this case the NFL. 

On the college level, the company has sponsorship deals with dozens of Division I 

schools, including a number of the traditionally top-ranked and most visible teams. 

North Carolina, Alabama, Arizona, Michigan, Kansas, Duke, Georgetown, Penn State, 

Florida State, Ohio State, Syracuse, USC, Grambling, Villanova, Miami, Texas A&M, 
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Wake Forest, Washington, Stanford, and Colorado. The company pays the University of 

Colorado, for example, $2.75 million for licensing rights, has deals to pay the University 

of North Carolina and the University of Arizona $7 million each over five years, and 

signed a deal in 1998 with the University of Florida worth $9 million (Frauenheim, 1998, 

Aim, 1998; Maisel, 1997). In addition, Nike annually distributes millions of dollars 

worth of product to college athletes in an effort to further authenticate its brand (Leitch, 

1998). 

On an international level, 600 athletes competing at the 1998 Winter Olympics 

were outfitted by Nike (Sullivan, 1998). In addition, Nike paid the Brazilian soccer team 

$200 million in 1996 for sponsorship rights and has a deal with the U.S. National soccer 

team worth $130 million (Saporito, 1998). The company is also the official sponsor of 

the International Ice Hockey Federation - supplying players with Nike-logoed uniforms, 

as well as skates, sticks, and other equipment - and sponsors key members of the U.S. 

Olympic ski team, including Picabo Street. Despite the cost, outfitting literally hundreds 

of teams and athletes provides Nike with another way to not only increase its exposure, 

but to align itself with sport. For example, Nike's presence at the 1996 Olympic Trials 

was overwhelming: 

All the major moments of the Trials.. .were adorned with the ubiquitous Nike 
Swoosh. Michael Johnson's world record, Carl Lewis making his fifth Olympic 
team, Dan O'Brien coming back to make his first, Gail Devers coming from 
behind to win the hurdles, Jackie Joyner-Kersee long jumping into first place with 
both legs wrapped. Swoosh. Swoosh. Swoosh. And track and field is just one 
event where Nike holds court (Hayes, 1996, paragraph 34). 

Today, even high school teams are paid to wear Nike products. A high school 

coach in New Jersey, for example, claims Nike paid $20,000 to sponsor the school s 
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teams, providing shoes, T-shirts, hats, and warm-ups as part of the deal. However, 

because of tight budgets, many schools gladly wear the Nike-provided uniforms for free 

(Smith, 1997). 

Athletes as heroes. 

Scholars contend that in every culture there are heroes who symbolize the values 

of that culture. Further, it is held that highly emotional advertising may take advantage 

of these values by linking a product (e.g., athletic shoes) to these values. The key is 

getting the target audience to associate the product as part of a specific set of values 

(O'Shaughnessy, 1992). 

The mass media, particularly television, has played a role in the development of 

athletes as heroes. According to Real (1990), sports on television focuses on specific 

athletes who transform into heroes and archetypes for successful behavior. Athletes such 

as Johnny Bench, Babe Ruth, Willie Mays, Joe DiMaggio, and Pete Rose - all of whom 

Americans have described as "heroic" ("Heroes of Young America," 1980,1981,1985-

1991) _ embody positive qualities of the American ideal (Crepeau, 1985). The media 

have aided in the development of sports and sports legends by embellishing the games 

through the use of imagery, metaphors, and the creation of heroes - the Babe, the 

Gipper,...the Four Horsemen, the Yankee Clipper,...and the Galloping Ghost" (Snyder & 

Spreitzer, 1978, p. 145). Real (1990) adds that sports fans connect spiritually with the 

athletes they watch, ascending with their heroes to imaginary heights. 

Hero worship has always been effective for propaganda exploitation and a fast 

way to gain the target audience's cooperation (Thomson, 1977), perhaps because a 
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society's heroes symbolize what is important to that society and provide a model for the 

ideal member of that society (Crepeau, 1985; Snyder & Spreitzer, 1978). American 

society appreciates magnificent achievement regardless of whether that performance is on 

the stage, television or movie screen, radio or stereo, or playing field (Klapp, 1962). But, 

because of the success of Nike endorser Michael Jordan, Americans today are demanding 

more from their heroes. According to one expert, ".. .it's no longer enough to be 

handsome, articulate, and good. Hero appreciation is driven by superhuman 

performance, and now to be a champion to the level that Jordan has set the bar at 

(Johnson, 1998, paragraph 3). 

In 1984, Nike marketing executives accurately predicted that in the late 1980s and 

into the 1990s, star athletes would, more than ever, be society's heroes (Strasser & 

Becklund, 1993). It was then that the company began to sell not shoes, but heroes. 

According to Vanderbilt (1998, p. 132), "By individualizing its endorsers, in every 

element of the company's communications, Nike meant to apotheosize them and 

implicitly identify itself, their home, as the Olympus of America's 1980s celebrity-

worshipping-hero-adoring consumer culture. 

As discussed previously, sport serves as a medium for society to express its 

values. In many cases, sports heroes are prime targets for hero status because they 

externalize key American values (Crepeau, 1985). In fact, because of modern society's 

thirst for heroes, individual superstar athletes have begun to eclipse sports teams and 

games (Furst, 1980). However, because of Nike's ability to develop products and 
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campaigns around individual athletes - a process sometimes called "active hero creation" 

(Feit, no date, paragraph 18) - this trend may actually benefit the company. 

Heroes also serve as sources of meaning for individuals of lesser standing. 

Athletes, like movie or music stars, worshipped for their position m society, their good 

looks, and/or their talent, also serve as opinion-leaders, who are the key to the spread and 

acceptance of fashions, an important distinction considering that Nike's primary products 

are shoes and apparel (McCracken, 1986; Sproles, 1985). 

A number of propaganda and persuasion scholars have found that a 

communicator's effectiveness is based in great part on his or her credibility, expertise or 

perceived expertise, competence, experience, and trustworthiness (Hovland, Janis, & 

Kelley, 1953; McGuire, 1973; Newsom, 1946). Further, there is evidence that people 

typically agree with people they like (McGuire, 1973). Smith (1981, p. 41) adds that role 

models - such as professional athletes - . .may achieve a parental or even godlike 

ascendancy (charisma) and magnify the impact of a message many times." 

Consumers often adopt a certain behavior from another person because the 

conduct helps define his or her self-image. By attempting to be like the other person -

adopting words or mannerisms or opinions - the individual preserves a fulfilling self-

definition (Kelman, 1965). Thomson (1977, p. 27) refers to this phenomena as the 

"source effect:" The effect on the credibility of a message because it appears to originate 

from a trustworthy or expert source. 

Consumers tend to emulate those who they consider to be more knowledgeable or 

experienced. However, it goes further. By purchasing Nike products, consumers are 
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often imitating a celebrated athlete, and in the process, build up their egos as they 

"become" their favorite celebrity (Pratkanis & Aronson, 1991). Put another way, star 

athletes are people who consumers aspire to be and to which they attempt to relate their 

identity. As consumers see Nike athletes in action during a game or a television 

commercial, they pick up symbolic portrayals of modeled activities that provide them 

with guidelines for their behavior (Jowett & O'Donnell, 1992). Says one NikeTown 

customer, "If they're good enough for (top-rated tennis pro) Pete Sampras, they re good 

enough for me" (Goldin, 1996, p. 23). 

For example, athletic shoe retailers claim that teens typically don t refer to 

particular styles of shoes by name, and instead call it by the shoe's endorser, e.g., the 

Jordan" (Nelson, 1996). Statements such as this help to confirm the theory that when 

linked to opinion leaders and models such as professional athletes, propaganda messages 

appeal to the desires of the target audience (McGarry, 1962). 

Athlete endorsers also provide Nike with a way to attract the attention of the news 

media. At the 1998 Winter Olympics, Nike funded the first-ever Kenyan cross-country 

ski team. According to Nike, the company made the decision to underwrite and promote 

the team because it "believes that sports should have no boundaries" (Sullivan, 1998, p. 

C6). However, it also understands that a sponsorship such as this one allows Nike the 

opportunity to generate positive news stories. "It's good for business," admitted one 

Nike marketing executive about the Kenyan ski program (Killon, 1998, paragraph 20). 

Recently, shoe companies have begun to move away from using professional 

athletes as spokespeople. Reebok, for example, recently released several of its high-
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profile athletes, including Shaquille O'Neal and Emmitt Smith, from their endorsement 

contracts with the company. Others have made similar moves claiming that big-dollar 

athletes - aloof and out of touch with reality - no longer appeal to large segments of 

consumers, including teenagers. Recognizing this trend, Nike has shifted its marketing 

strategy to make its athletes seem more approachable and unpretentious. According to 

one Nike employee, the company is now focusing on trying to "make sports and athletes 

more accessible. To combine the champion athlete and the consumer's own experience -

that's where the magic is" (Voight & Parpis, 1998, p. 30) 

Still, Nike executives contend that sponsoring athletes is fundamental to their 

marketing strategy (Manning, 1998, May 25). The company claims it supports the 

athletes it endorses regardless of their actions, on or off the court or field. According to 

one former Nike manager, "It's almost like being a family. When you're a family, you 

protect other family members" (Manning, 1998, May 25, paragraph 12). Another 

concurs, claiming, "We are an athlete's company first and foremost and we will always 

be that" (Burbury, 1998, paragraph 25). 

In an elaborate print ad that ran during the 1996 Summer Olympics, Nike explains 

its dedication to athletes while subtlety needling those companies that have no connection 

to sports (e.g., IBM, Coca-Cola, American Airlines), but sponsor sporting events solely 

as a way to market products: 

We don't sell dreams. We sell shoes. We sell shoes to athletes. Not just the ones 
whose events have been sanctioned by some committee. So we feel a close bond 
with athletes. We're not screaming "Today Atlanta, tomorrow the Welsh Corgi 
Dog Show in Henley on the Thames!" We don't stencil our values on the newest 
fad, or trend, or media event destined to get great ratings. So in "The Spirit of 
Competition," we didn't just change the label and redesign the packaging; we 
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changed the product. We don't sell dreams. We sell shoes....If you put an 
officially licensed logo on a box of cupcakes in anticipation of world-class 
competition, you are a marketer. If you redesign a pair of athletic shoes in 
anticipation of world-class competition, you are an innovator... .Notice: The 
Spirit of Competition" cannot be celebrated through customer discounts, 
manufacturer rebates, and frequent flyer miles.. .Listen: This is not just what we 

do. It's who we are. 

While there is a trend away from using sports figures to promote shoes, certain 

high-profile athletes are still considered to be effective endorsers. For example, Michael 

Jordan, a Nike spokesperson for nearly 15 years, is more popular among consumers than 

ever before. Consumers claim that Jordan's unsurpassed talent as a basketball player, 

combined with his personable off-court demeanor, make him a perfect spokesman. 

According to one consumer, "He's just a class guy, and he's the ultimate. A lot of 

people will never get to meet him in person or go to his games. So they latch on to 

anything they can get their hands on." Another, a 15-year-old boy, said: "He's such a 

great basketball player and cool guy that he makes you want to have something of his" 

(Spears, 1998, paragraphs 19, 31). 

Emotional Appeals 

Scholars have found that emotion can activate behavior and influence choices, 

and, therefore, plays a critical role in propaganda (O'Shaughnessy, 1992). Further, 

experts have long argued that one reason successful propaganda is effective is because it 

appeals to emotions rather than to reason {Propaganda Analysis, 1937, November). 

Thus, it should come as no surprise that propaganda that is entertaining, dramatic, and 

dynamic has a better chance of making an impression on an audience (Thomson, 1977; 
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Bradac, 1989; Combs & Nimmo, 1993). In other words, consumers are more likely to 

attend to propaganda of this kind. 

Hitler, who believed making strong emotional appeals was the key to propaganda, 

used radio extensively to disseminate his messages (Jowett & O'Donnell, 1992). For 

Nike, the arousal of emotions is also important (although clearly for a different reason), 

but instead of radio, the company most often relies on television to communicate with its 

target audiences. With its ability to merge motion with sound, television can be 

emotionally persuasive, more so than radio or print mediums (Hoffmann, 1996). 

Barry (1997) contends that ads that fail to establish an emotional link with 

consumers will falter. As discussed here previously, among Nike's corporate objectives 

is establishing emotional links with consumers. It does this through its strategic 

alignment with sports. According to Nike Chairman Phil Knight, There is nothing like 

the emotion of the playing field" (Feitelberg, 1997, p. 10). But the company's marketing 

programs go beyond simply associating its products with sports. Its advertising is so 

powerful, Schrage (1997) argues that Nazi film propagandist Leni Reifenstahl - who 

Hoffmann (1996) claims skillfully combined propaganda with elegant beauty - could 

create "Triumph of the Will"-style ads for Nike. 

As discussed briefly here previously, Nike's award-winning advertising (the 

company won 48 Clio Awards from 1995-1998) — from TV to print to outdoor — often 

uses graphic images to not only "break through" the clutter of mass media advertising, 

but to connect emotionally with people through sports and the imagery related to sports. 

As discussed here previously, in one Nike TV ad, a team of Nike-sponsored soccer 
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athletes goes head-to-head with a team of demons in a classic matchup of "Good vs. 

Evil." Further, in a Nike print ad, an exhausted tennis player is shown vomiting. 

According to Lefton (1996, p. 30), Nike is using "blood and vomit in the name of brand 

equity." 

A 10-part TV campaign for Nike apparel in 1998 followed a fictional girls high 

school basketball team on its road to the state championship. The ads are extremely 

realistic and never make it clear that the team is, in fact, fictional. Over the course of the 

campaign, the audience becomes familiar with many of the girls on the team and shares 

with them the ups and downs of the season, from getting booed by opposing fans to being 

recruited by colleges. Nike claims that it designed the ads to appeal to teenage female 

athletes, who, according to Nike, have an interest in seeing reflections of themselves in 

commercials (Kruh, 1998). 

Music 

Music is a powerful propaganda tool frequently used to influence the emotions of 

an audience (Thomson, 1977). For example, Christianson and Lindlol (1983) contend 

that rock music, used in many current television commercials, is ".. .by its very nature an 

excitatory stimulus and can arouse the listener" (p. 36). Specifically, music has been 

found to be effective in arousing emotions such as passion, excitement, confidence, and 

pride. Further research has shown that adolescents use music to lift their spirits, 

strengthen their mood, and get "pumped up" (Wells & Hakanen, 1991). 

Songs that the target audience already knows are more valuable than unknown 

songs because, as is the case with spokespeople and sports events, advertisers can "drape" 
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their products with the meanings that the audience has already given to the songs 

(Fowles, 1996). In addition, research shows that using popular music groups and music 

with upbeat lyrics helps to influence teenage consumers (Beemer, 1998). 

Nike clearly understands the importance of music in its advertising campaigns. 

The company was the first to use a Beatles master recording in a TV commercial (Hems, 

1987). According to Fowles (1996), when Nike secured the rights to the Beatles song 

"Revolution," it knew exactly what kinds of meanings and associations it was buying. 

Like sports, music plays an important role in the lives of teenagers, a key Nike 

target, providing them with a way to express themselves and their culture (Teenage 

Marketing & Lifestyle Study, 1996, Fall). Therefore, Nike frequently uses popular music 

as a way to get their attention and gain credibility. For example, in a 1997 television 

advertising campaign for its apparel, Nike uses "ultra-cool atmospheric music from 

popular artists ("Dandy Worhols' track," 1998, paragraph 2). As another example, the 

Nike television commercial launching its new "I Can" slogan that debuted during the 

Super Bowl in January 1998 featured a song from the alternative band The Verve. 

Another popular Nike television ad called "Search and Destroy" united stirring images of 

athletes in competition with torrid music by the punk rock band Iggy and the Stooges. 

Myths and Legends 

A myth is a "story in which meaning is embodied in recurrent symbols and 

events, but it is also an idea to which people already subscribe; therefore, it is a 

"predisposition to act...a model for social action" (Jowett & O'Donnell, 1992, p. 215). 
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Nike uses myths not only to build a stronger corporate culture, but also to arouse 

emotions among its target audiences. 

Nike uses myths as a way to help the company link its brand to specific themes -

typically sports - and express its corporate ideology. The company is named for Nike, 

the Greek goddess of victory who, according to the Dictionary of Classical Mythology 

(Grimal, 1951, p. 310), was "the personification of Victory winged and flying at great 

speed." At its website, Nike describes the goddess as a "mystical presence, symbolizing 

victorious encounters and presiding over history's earliest battlefields The Nike 

Swoosh embodies the spirit of the winged goddess who inspired the most courageous and 

chivalrous warriors at the dawn of civilization." 

In one of its more copy-heavy print ads, Nike acknowledges the role and power of 

myths in sport: 

You ever hear of that story about Babe Ruth pointing towards the fence right 
before he belted a home run exactly where he said he would? No one even knows 
if it's true or not, it's like a myth. But man, you sure want to believe it happened. 
You want to believe that someone could have that much faith in themselves, in 
what they do, in what they're capable of, that they'd guarantee they're going to do 
something and then go ahead an do it. 

Nike has also used variations of favorite children's rhymes in its advertising 

messages, putting a humorous spin on age-old classics with which almost every 

American is familiar. For example, one ad reads: "Jack and Jill raced up a hill to see 

who was faster. Jack's feet were bare, Jill had Nike Air, poor Jack could never catch 

her." Another reads: "Mary had a little shoe it's sole was full of Air and anyone that 

Mary raced didn't have a prayer." 
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As discussed here earlier, to preserve and honor its uniqueness and further its 

mystique, Nike educates it employees on various key moments in company history. 

However, certain stories are promoted outside of the company, as well, including how 

Bill Bowerman invented the now-famous Nike "waffle" running shoe outsole by pouring 

rubber into a waffle iron while sitting at the breakfast table, how Nike founder Phil 

Knight sold the first pairs of Nike shoes out of the trunk of his car at local track meets; 

how a college student created the Nike Swoosh logo for $35 in 1971; and how three other 

shoe companies rejected the idea of the Air-Sole before Nike recognized its value. 

Intense Visual Images 

The intensity of a stimulus is directly correlated with perception (Doob, 1966). 

Although propaganda can be created through words, scholars contend that images have 

the ability to communicate immediately and can be as effective as words in persuading 

consumer to buy specific products (McLaren, 1998; Percy & Rossiter, 1980). Intense 

visual appeals not only attract the attention of the audience, but are typically more 

memorable (Pratkanis & Aronson, 1992). In particular, graphic images are especially 

appealing to teens and young adults. These consumers are generally more insecure and 

more susceptible to peer pressure (Barry, 1997). 

Nike ads, both in print and on television, regularly feature eye-catching images of 

battle-worn athletes, intercut with equally dramatic shots of "sporting triumph," which is 

consistent with Nike's ideology (Garfield, no date, paragraph 9). One Nike television 

commercial that ran during the 1996 Summer Olympics ended with a distance runner 

vomiting violently and a bloody mouthpiece flying in front of the Nike swoosh logo 



75 

(Lane, 1996). In addition, a Nike ad in Australia was criticized as gratuitously and 

flagrantly violent in a harmful manner. The ad featured a bloodied player explaining that 

while he was not willing to die for his team, he would ".. .go into an extended coma 

(Labich, 1995, paragraph 50; "Nike ad too violent," 1997). The company also took down 

some of its huge posters around France during the 1998 World Cup after locals 

complained that the murals, featuring militaristic imagery, were offensive (Manning, 

1998, July 1). 

Some Nike campaigns mix violence with humor. A 1998 campaign for Nike 

tennis footwear showed players, judges, and ballboys collapsing and dying during a 

match. According to the creative director who developed the spot, the purpose of the ad, 

called "Sudden Death," was to attract the audience's attention . .in a way that will be 

remembered" (Beatty, 1998, p. B2). Another Nike television commercial featuring 

Pittsburgh Steelers quarterback Kordell Stewart showed Stewart throw a newspaper with 

such force that it amputates the arm of a man who tries to catch it. 

Nike uses other, less violent, images to attract and hold the attention of 

consumers. A 1998 campaign for its F.I.T. apparel line, for example, featured well-

known, nearly-naked athletes, both male and female, including Chicago Bulls superstar 

Scottie Pippen and professional volleyball player Gabrielle Reece. 

Frequent criticism of Nike ads by consumer groups does not deter Nike, however . 

In fact, since controversy attracts the attention of the news media, the company welcomes 

it, using it as a tool to help deliver its messages through to consumers. The goal, for 

Nike, is reaching its target audience. According to Phil Knight, "It doesn't matter how 
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many people you offend as long as you're getting your message through to your 

consumers" (Lane, 1996, paragraph 30). 

Increasing Demand By Limiting Distribution and Controlling Information 

As defined here previously, marketing includes distribution, which Nike uses 

strategically to increase the prestige value of its shoes. Nike does not sell its product to 

every retailer who requests it. Further, it distributes its best merchandise to those stores 

that agree to promote it most aggressively (Hassell, 1997). By limiting distribution of 

and controlling information about its top-of-the-line shoes, such as its Air Jordan line, 

Nike creates a kind of "buying frenzy" among consumers, especially teens (Horovitz, 

1996, p. 2B). In the case of the Air Jordan, this scarcity created a demand new to the 

athletic footwear industry (Strasser & Becklund, 1993). 

According to Sproles (1985), commodities that are scarce, limited in distribution, 

or in short supply often have a distinct value and, therefore, command high prices. These 

items offer their owners prominence and a special standing in society because by 

controlling them the owners have something unique and something others do not have. 

Leiss, Kline, and Jhally (1990) contend that: 

Status or prestige is inherently scarce. There can never be enough for everyone 
because the whole point about attributes like prestige is that by their nature they 
must be distributed unevenly; only a few persons can be famous (p. 299). 

Perhaps the most important propaganda function of limiting quantities and 

controlling information flow is that it drives rumor and generates a "buzz" around 

whatever is scarce. In this case, by limiting information about and supply of its high-end 

shoes, consumers are left to speculate about its new design, color makeup, release date, 
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technical features, and so on. A number of independent websites, for example, are now 

devoted to news and information about scarce Nike products such as the Air Jordan. 

Monopolizing Communication Channels 

Lazarsfeld and Merton (1948) assert that if a person's or company's mass 

mediated messages go unquestioned, the source enjoys a kind of monopoly. In other 

words, media monopolization occurs in the absence of counterpropaganda. As discussed 

here previously, Nike protects itself from its competitors' counterpropaganda by 

associating its name and products with deeply-held American beliefs and values that are 

rarely, if ever, disputed. In fact, in the past, Nike competitors have frequently attempted 

to emulate Nike's advertising strategies, themes and messages. 

While Nike does not own the mass media, to a certain extent, its financial strength 

enables the company to saturate it with advertising. Nike's 1997 media expenditures 

were $163 million. In comparison, its top competitor, Reebok, spent just less than $56 

million, while Adidas, the No. 3 brand in athletic footwear, spent just more than $20 

million on advertising (Lefiton, 1998). To compare further, McDonald's had media 

expenditures of $580 million in 1997; Visa, $238 million; and Coca-Cola Classic, $112 

million ("Superbrands," 1998). According to its 1998 annual report, Nike's total 

advertising and promotion expenses for fiscal 1997 were more than $978 million, 

including $500 million on sports marketing and $400 million for communication, such as 

advertising. 

Wall Street stock analysts argue that Nike's marketing might is unmatched in the 

athletic footwear industry (Silverstein & Maguire, 1998). At the 1996 Summer Olympics 
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in Atlanta, it spent $35 million on advertising (Marks, 1996). During the Winter 

Olympics in Nagano, Japan, the company spent $17 million on advertising (Feitelberg, 

1 9 9 7 ) . Nike earmarked between $30-$50 million to launch its new Alpha line of 

products (Jensen, 1998, October 5). Finally, over the last six Super Bowls, Nike has 

invested nearly $19 million in TV advertising ("Super Bowl ad spending up 50%," 1998, 

January 20). 

Nike also outspends its competitors in print advertising. In 1997, for example, the 

company spent more than $48 million on magazine and newspaper advertising (Leading 

national advertisers, 1998, October 28). A number of Nike's print ads were also 

relatively elaborate. For example, a March 1998 issue of Sports Illustrated included a 

16-page advertising section for Nike's new line of apparel. 

One industry observer noted that "The biggest advantage Nike has is that it sits 

down with more chips than anyone else" (Himelstein, 1997, p. 80). For example, while 

competitors were signing a few athletes to endorsement contracts during the late 1980s 

and 1990s, Nike focused on quantity, overwhelming competitors and catapulting Nike's 

ascent to a household name. As with television advertising expenditures, "None of 

Nike's competitor's could match its pocketbook" (Manning, 1998, May 24, paragraph 

47). 

As Nike has grown, it has become vertically integrated. Today, the company has 

the ability to control distribution, marketing, and product development (Goldin, 1996). 

Perhaps more importantly, from a propaganda standpoint, it can ensure the consistency of 

its messages at all levels. This power provides the company with the leverage to force 
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retailers to accept a unified concept that preserves Nike's image. While this leverage 

helps build Nike's brand, it makes it more difficult for competing retailers to differentiate 

their stores from those of their competitors (Jensen, 1997, March 17), reinforcing the 

propagandists concept of "win-lose." 

When feasible, Nike will create its own mass mediated vehicles to reach its target 

audiences. For example, to help promote its products and image in Italy, Nike created its 

own 28-page sports magazine featuring photos of and stories about American and Italian 

athletes. The goal, according to Nike, was to provide targeted consumers with an attitude 

they would accept (Moore, 1995). 

Nike, which had at one time reportedly considered developing its own cable 

television network (Jensen, 1996, December 16), also utilizes media - such as websites, 

Internet e-mail addresses, and toll-free 800 phone numbers - that provide the company 

complete control over how the message is presented and disseminated to the target 

audience. For example, Nike developed a special website during the 1996 Summer 

Olympics called "@lanta," which included photos and what Nike called "wire stories," 

but were in actuality articles generated by Nike staffers (Nike heads to @lanta, 1996). 

The site, which earned the Internet Professional Publishers Association Award for Design 

Excellence, was praised as having ".. .the most effective marketing copy on the Internet 

today" ("This week's DX Award," 1996). 

Even publications not produced by Nike are often dominated by Nike-related 

content. For example, Peterson Publications, publisher of the popular basketball 

magazine SLAM, created a special magazine called KICKS (slang for "shoes") in August 
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1998. The 98-page magazine was devoted entirely to Nike basketball shoes and the 

athletes who wear them. The magazine's cover features a Nike athlete. All of the 

photographs inside the magazine are either of Nike shoes or Nike endorsers. The major 

articles are about Nike basketball athletes, both male and female. The pull-out poster 

features basketball star Michael Jordan, a well-known Nike endorser. Ten pages include 

379 photographs of Nike basketball shoes produced between 1973-1998. Finally, the 

only two paid advertisements that appear in the magazine (one on the inside front cover 

and one of the back cover) are for Nike basketball shoes. 

As discussed here previously, Nike created a Sports & Entertainment division, 

responsible for creating sports events to showcase its players. The division gives Nike 

complete control over how its brand is packaged and presented (Jensen, 1996, September 

30). 

In addition, during 1997, Nike ran print ads that featured only an image of a Nike 

shoe and a URL Internet address that linked to a special page inside the Nike website 

with additional information about the shoe and the athlete(s) who wore it. The company 

ran similar ads that directed consumers to a toll-free telephone number to listen to a Nike 

athlete talk about the featured shoe. As discussed previously, this creative use of 

electronic media enables Nike to more effectively control the flow of information from 

the company to consumers. 
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Slogans 

To help make messages easier to grasp, propagandists often simplify their 

messages and circumstances to give target audiences the perception that they have 

mastered what previously seemed to be a mystery (Doob, 1935). In the example of 

Nike s Just Do It" slogan, consumers perceivably thought about, considered, talked 

about, and postponed getting involved in some sports or fitness activity. Nike simplified 

the "situation" for them by encouraging them to: "Just do it." It is the company's 

recommendation for a specific course of action. The slogan is simple, forceful, and easy 

to understand, remember, recall, and to be used and referred to again and again. 

Nike s Just Do It" slogan, designed to have inner meaning for consumers so that 

it is embraced as a way of life, has been accepted as part of ordinary language (Goldin, 

1996, Hill, 1991). The slogan, described as a "modern war whoop," (Katz, 1994, p. 146) 

evokes feelings of personal potential and can be applied to any consumer's situation 

(Grimm, 1990; Katz, 1994). According to one Nike employee, the slogan is "a mantra to 

athletes and those that achieve" (personal communication with John Kortebein, June 24, 

1998). In an elaborate, eight-panel print advertisement, Nike described its "Just Do It" 

slogan as a disturbing inner voice speaking to consumers who face a formidable task. 

Nike s latest slogan - "I Can" - attempts to convey the same attitude by 

establishing a link with sports and the emotions it arouses (Manning, 1997, December 

30). Another Nike slogan, "There is no finish line," created more than 20 years ago, 

appeared on the company's 1992 annual report and can still be seen in retail stores and 

trade shows. It, too, is designed to inspire and motivate consumers. 
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One reason Nike's slogans may be so successful is that, as is the case with most 

effective propaganda, they appeal to the basic human need of self-actualization, which is 

the need to evolve as individuals, fulfilling one's potential (Newsom, Scott, & Turk, 

1989). Further, the slogans are ones that audiences can personally identify with. They 

are vague enough to enable consumers to transfer their personal position in life to the 

maxims and mottoes of the propaganda campaign (Lasswell, 1941). 

Language Usage and Rhetoric 

Propaganda is typically packaged in engaging language without the support of 

well-developed rationale or arguments (Sproule, 1994). In addition, the language of 

propaganda can be concentrated through future tense verbs, and obstinate and offensive 

language, designed to arouse emotions, and redefine terms to the propagandist's 

advantage (Burgoon, 1989). Nike frequently uses intense, exaggerated, passionate, 

cinematic, and colorful language in its advertisements and commercials to gain and hold 

the attention of its audience and urge them to act. One 1996 print ad asks: 

Are you an athlete? Because if you are, then you know what it means to want to 
be better. To want to be the best. You can't just sit around and BS about how 
much you want it. Show me how much you want it. Stop just 'thinking about it' 
and wondering about if and 'hoping for if and actually go out there and get it 
Dare to do what it takes to be the best. And then, whether you win, lose or 
collapse at the finish line, at worst you'll know exactly who you are. 

Another spurs consumers to act: 

Do not resist chances. Take them like vitamins. Let go of the brakes Do 
something 
chin rise i 
Just do it. 

something the guys in the bowling league would be terrified of. You feel your 
c in rise up from your chest....And there will be one less thing you cannot do. 
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Other copy - consistently linked to Nike's ideology - is intended to inspire: 

All your life you are told the things you cannot do. All your life they will say 
you're not good enough or strong enough or talented enough. They'll say you're 
the wrong height or the wrong weight or the wrong type to play or be this or 
achieve this. THEY WILL TELL YOU NO, a thousand times no until all the no's 
become meaningless. All your life they will tell you no, quite firmly and very 
quickly. They will tell you no. And YOU WILL TELL THEM YES. 

Other examples include, "It's never too late to have a life. And never too late to 

change one. Just do it," and, "The game is never over. The best victory is a challenged 

victory. It's much harder to crush the drive of an underdog" (Nike annual report, 1997, p. 

27). An ad for Nike women's products reads: "You don't have to be your mother. If you 

inherit something, inherit her strength" (Lippert, 1991, p. 33). Another argues that 

"Passion is not arrogance." 

Another Nike print ad addresses ideals: "I will always believe in the ideal. 

Ideally the best. I hope to be remembered, not just recalled. I hope to make a difference. 

I hope that someday everyone would just do it." One Nike poster reads: "Do not become 

a cynic. That is a sure sign of physical and spiritual atrophy....There are yet places that 

speak to our souls." 

When quoted in the news media, either through a statement or an interview, Nike 

employees consistently make the company's beliefs clear. For example, when asked why 

Nike typically opts not to sponsor events such as the Olympics, company employees 

contend that Nike prefers to invest in the athletes and promote the sport rather than 

supporting official federations and organizing committees (Burbury, 1998). Further, as 

discussed previously, when preparing external communication pieces such as the 
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company's annual report, Nike consistently refers to itself as a "sports company." As 

another example, in a statement explaining why Nike would no longer use PVC in its 

shoes, Nike claimed, "We are a sports company, and we must help protect the 

environment that athletes need to participate in their sports" (Hilzenrath, 1998, paragraph 

5). 

Nike spokespeople sometimes take subtle jabs at their competitors. For example, 

one Nike spokeswoman explained Nike's reason for not officially sponsoring the 1996 

Olympics, as many more conservative companies had done, by saying, "We don't rent an 

event every two years. We stand behind our athletes 365 days a year" (Myerson, 1996, p. 

CI). Another explained that sports is a full-time business for Nike, saying, "We're in the 

sports business year round" (Wells, 1996, p. 3B). Finally, Nike's director of sports 

marketing has argued that, unlike other shoe marketers, Nike is a sports company, "24 

hours a day, seven days a week, 365 days a year" (Burbury, 1998, paragraph 5). 

Even in crisis situations, Nike spokespeople are careful to use language that 

furthers the company's ideology. For example, Ambassador Andrew Young returned 

from a well-publicized inspection of Nike factories in Indonesia with the 

recommendation that, while Nike is generally "doing a good job" in providing safe, clean 

working conditions, the company "can and should do better." Nike responded with a 

statement that began: "Nike agrees. Good isn't good enough in anything we do. We can 

and will do better." 

In a subtle way, Nike also uses attractive words and phrases that help separate its 

products and programs from the norm. For example, it describes its NikeTown concept 
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not as a store, but as "retail theater" (Rooney, 1991, p. 2) and "commanding architecture" 

(Nike website, 1997). Its shoes are "footwear," watches "timing," and sunglasses 

"eyewear" (Hassell, 1997, paragraph 36). Nike refers to its sponsorship of teams and 

athletes as "partnerships" (Leitch, 1998, p. 11). Finally, one Nike executive recently 

referred to the company's marketing efforts as "demand creation" (Nike: No 

fundamental change in sports marketing strategy, 1998, paragraph 3). 

Nike also uses sensational, overstated language. It describes its Air Jordan shoe 

as "the pinnacle of innovation and quality, inspired by the greatest basketball player in 

the history of the game" (Britt, 1997, p. Bl). A Nike Consumer Affairs brochure 

describes its shoes as "twentieth century footwear that lifts the world's greatest athletes to 

new levels of mastery and achievement." The company's 1997 annual report (p. 8) 

contends that Nike is "Building shoes that allow athletes to play for life." 

Printed on the labels inside every piece of Nike apparel, on its shoe boxes, and 

inside its shoes is this message: "Engineered and built to the exact specifications of 

championship athletes around the world." Finally, the company claims in one print 

advertisement that "we are now...able to use clothing to gain physical and psychological 

advantage against our competition." 

Nike also uses strong, off-color, sometimes offensive language in its messages in 

an effort to appeal and relate to its target audience. According to Del Vecchio (1997) this 

tactic is especially effective when young people are the target audience. A 1996 print ad, 

for example, asks, "Who the hell does Nike think they are?" In another, the company 

asserts that real fans enjoy every aspect of sports: "They've got to accept the whole 
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enchilada. And it's a spitting, cussing, sweating, blister-breaking enchilada, with extra 

cramps...." 

The copy for a 1996 print ad for its crosstraining shoes reads: "Considering how 

many places there are where half-hearted, mediocre drag-assery will get you by, it's 

refreshing to know that a football field isn't one of them." That same year, Nike debuted 

a print ad claiming that "Right after Bob Kempainen qualified for the marathon, he 

crossed the finish line and puked all over his Nike running shoes. We can't tell you how 

proud we were." 

Humor is an effective way to make a point more quickly, gain the attention of and 

establish credibility with the target audience (Bogart, 1976; Sternthal & Craig, 1973). By 

showing the audience that Nike "gets it," the company is essentially saying, "We 

understand you, your sport, and what you love (and hate) about it," whether 

skateboarding, running, soccer, or tennis. Copy for an award-winning print ad for Nike 

golf, for example, reads: "Golf is an invitation. To know God. To know Satan. To hit a 

1-iron (see: to know God)." In these cases, Nike is preparing its messages in the 

language of those it seeks to persuade, a technique common to propaganda (Siepmann, 

1962). 

Nike s propaganda themes quietly extend onto its packaging and onto its products. 

The tags inside the collars and waistlines of Nike apparel items often include 

inspirational messages. After the usual instructions for caring for the item (e.g., Machine 

wash, cold water, do not bleach, tumble dry), are messages such as "endure," "push 

yourself," and "have heroes." Finally, a tag attached to a Nike cap reads: "This article 
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was made for your head. With its excellent construction, quality fabrics and engineered 

fit, your head will like it. It is authentic. It is athletic." 

Repetition 

Research has demonstrated that repetition increases a message's persuasive impact 

and is a favorite tool for intensifying a message (McGuire, 1973; Thomson, 1977). The 

more frequently a stimulus is repeated, the more likely it is to be attended to and 

perceived by the audience. Once perceived, it must be repeated again so that the learning 

is reinforced (Doob, 1966). Fried (1943, p. 274) contends that "...without repetition the 

average mind neither learns nor remembers." Clearly, if a propagandist intends to 

register an impression, he must use repetition. At the least, one benefit of repetition is 

that it increases the likelihood of reaching the target audience when relevant motivation is 

effective (Lerbinger, 1972). This is important considering that the first condition for 

influencing an audience is that it must be exposed to the communication (Cox, 1964). 

As discussed here previously, the Nike logo is repeated on Nike shoes and apparel 

to the point that it is seemingly everywhere, especially now that Nike merchandise is 

available worldwide. However, Nike invests huge sums of money into its advertising 

campaigns to ensure that its messages are not only repeated, but frequently refreshed, an 

important tactic considering that varying ads and messages has been shown to decrease 

resistance to propaganda and increase familiarity (Doob, 1966; Pratkanis & Aronson, 

1992). 

As shown here, Nike not only uses all available media to transmit its messages, 

but the company also spends millions of dollars to repeat its messages, effectively 
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saturating its target audience's favorite media channels. The company also varies its ads 

- although not its core messages - so not to annoy its target audience. 

For the fiscal year ended May 31, 1997, Nike's advertising and promotion 

expenses totaled nearly $980 million (Nike annual report, 1997). This kind of spending 

has helped make Nike's corporate symbol as well-known as traditional American 

symbols such as Mickey Mouse (Lane, 1996). Through propaganda and repetition, Nike 

has developed from a brand of athletic shoes to a symbol indivisible with sports (Jensen, 

1996, December 16). 

Fashion 

Fashion is a tool of influence for the propagandist because while it provides a 

convenient guide for deciding how to behave, Cialdini (as cited in Trout, 1996, p. 27) has 

argued that it also leaves those using the s h o r t c u t . .open to the attacks of profiteers who 

lie in wait along its path." Described by scholars as a symbolic commodity increasingly 

built and promoted around symbols, fashion provides consumers with a way to 

communicate who they are or want to be (Holbrook & Dixon, 1985; Sproles, 1985). 

Nike employees refer to fashion as "the f-word" because it is not in line with the 

company s desire to align itself and its products with athletics and sports performance 

(Grimm, 1990). However, because Nike markets products that people wear, fashion 

plays an important role in the company's propaganda. 

One of Nike's key target audiences is teens, who are not only conscious of fashion 

trends, but sensitive to intense peer pressure and group norms - the beliefs, values, 

attitudes, and behaviors derived from membership in groups (Jowett & O'Donnell, 1992, 
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p. 25). Research indicates that pressure to conform has a strong influence on fashion 

(Davis & Miller, 1983). Further, Noelle-Neumann (1984) claims that by wearing the new 

fashions, people can avoid isolation. This "fitting in" is important, especially among 

teens, an important consideration when propaganda is encountered as a statement of the 

accepted group tendencies. It has a better chance of being effective than formal media 

because of the social rewards associated with it (Lazarsfeld, Berelson, & Gaudet, 1944). 

Fashion is an effective way to integrate into society or a specific group, and a reasonable 

explanation of why something such as shoe styles can effect public opinion (Noelle-

Newman, 1984). 

In the case of Nike, consumers who have been exposed to Nike's propaganda and 

accept its ideology wear Nike shoes and apparel because they may wish to be perceived 

by others as authentic, individualistic, and/or sports-minded. According to Sproles 

(1981), a new style is first adopted by a few of the most fashion-conscious consumers 

who then introduce it to others. Nike clearly understands this process. In fact, Phil 

Knight's theory is that: 

...in high school there are only Five Cool Guys who set the social and sartorial 
standards everyone else follows. Knight reasoned that if he could get his shoes on 
the most dominant and charismatic runners, the sporting equivalent of Five Cool 
Guys, then the pack might very well come along (Labich, 1995, paragraph 4). 

According to Sproles (1985), subcultural groups within a society - such as black 

Americans and teenagers - frequently develop as fashion trendsetters. In the case of 

Nike, as the company targets these groups for its propaganda, and they respond to it by 

purchasing Nike shoes and apparel, the styles are then accepted by the mass population, 
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in some cases because of mass marketing (Sproles, 1985). One expert contends that in 

the case of athletic fashion, trends originate from urban areas and spread towards the 

suburban and rural areas (Romero, 1996). Further, as fashions become saturated and 

widely accepted in a society, new fashions rise up and replace older ones (Sproles, 1981). 

This may help explain why Nike introduces almost one new shoe style each day (Lane, 

1996). 

Finally, clothes — specifically brand name clothing, including shoes — have 

become increasingly important in American society. Clothes communicate one's sex, 

standing in society, and level of "hipness" (Fowles, 1974). In fact, for the last several 

years, the primary focus of a teenager's wardrobe has been footwear ("Hot sheet," 1997). 

Specifically, basketball shoes have developed into "a kind of body art, or foot armor, for 

kids 12-17...." (Lefton, 1998, February 2, p. 24). 

Relevance 

Messages and images that are familiar to audiences are often more credible. For 

example, during the American Revolution, when attempting to enlist the French as an 

American ally, colonial leader Benjamin Franklin channeled messages through the 

French press and French officials. Just as Franklin recognized the importance of 

addressing foreigners by speaking through foreigners (Taylor, 1995), Nike understands 

that to be most effective, its communication must have local relevance. 

To make its messages more relevant, Nike tailors its advertising to specific 

markets, regions, and consumers. What appeals to consumers in Los Angeles, for 
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example, may not make sense to those in Miami. Differences in culture and language 

require propagandists to alter their messages for impact. 

For example, Nike's New York City and Los Angeles "Attack" marketing 

campaigns feature local athletes - such as members of the New York Knicks - in 

advertising spots and concentrates on local grass-roots events that are meaningful to area 

consumers (MacDonald, 1998; Rich, 1996). According to one Nike designer: 

... .City Attack is Nike's way of getting underground, getting to deeper roots. 
There are a lot of kids in L.A. and New York, mainly African American and 
Hispanic, who buy a lot of shoes. These kids don't care about big national 
celebrities....Kids will spot a fake right away, so everything about City Attack is 
very true to the culture (Dooley, 1996, paragraphs 7, 9). 

As another example, while NikeTown locations in the United States include huge 

images of well-known American athletes, the NikeTown in Toronto features portraits of 

Canadian sports heroes. Further, when developing the NikeTown store in London, Nike 

carefully studied what motivated British consumers (Silverman, 1998). In these cases, 

Nike is attempting to exhibit familiarity with the target consumers' environment, 

developing images and messages that are "culturally-friendly," a common propaganda 

technique (Siepmann, 1962). 

To gain insight into what consumers want and find what is relevant to them, Nike 

invests significantly in grass-roots research, gathering qualitative data from athletes and 

others at various sporting events, gyms, recreation centers, outdoor parks, and workout 

facilities. The company also gathers data from store and market visits, retailers, focus 

groups, and advertising tracking studies (Willigan, 1992). However, instead of testing 
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the 150 television commercials it produces each year for effectiveness, Nike claims it 

often relies on "gut instinct" (Jensen & Cuneo, 1998, p. 24). 

Some Nike employees contend that it is not necessary to conduct research, 

arguing that because most of the people who work for Nike are knowledgeable athletes, 

formal research is often unnecessary (DeMartini, 1997). Says a top Nike official, "The 

No. 1 way we find out about what's hot is by doing the activities ourselves" (Mouchard, 

1998, paragraph 15). 

Supplemental Face-to-Face Communication 

Researchers have found that mass propaganda is most effective when 

supplemented with personal interaction. Face-to-face contact and interaction help 

reinforce mass propaganda activities by producing a sort of "clinching effect" (Lazarsfeld 

& Merton, 1948, p. 511). By reaching and influencing key members of key groups (e.g., 

high school athletes), propaganda often establishes a "social relay" channel that increases 

the intensity of a message. Thus, by focusing communications on a few, the propagandist 

increases the likelihood of reaching a much wider audience, and with more intensity 

(Smith, 1981). 

To enhance its other, mostly mass propaganda efforts, Nike provides consumers 

with face-to-face contact and interaction with Nike athletes, employees, volunteers, and 

products, reinforcing the company s other activities. As discussed here previously, the 

company has created huge quasi-theme parks at major events, such as the Olympics and 

the World Cup, so that consumers can interact with Nike employees, volunteers, and 

athletes, and experience the Nike brand. 
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Nike public relations programs include Participate in the Lives of American 

Youth (P.L.A.Y.), Girls Only Sports, Nike University, Nike Swoosh Club, and Nike 

Sports Leadership Camps, all of which provide opportunities for interaction with key 

audiences. Further, the company's sponsorship of high-profile sports camps and high 

school athletic teams not only increases awareness of the Nike brand, but enables opinion 

leaders — in this case, top high school athletes — to interact with Nike representatives and 

sample (i.e., wear in competitive game conditions) Nike merchandise. Thomselli (1998) 

explains that at the 1998 Nike All-America camp, for example, participating high school 

players received Nike shoes, shorts, and jerseys. The coaching staff at the camp was 

outfitted with Nike gear, as well, and the basketballs used during the camp were stamped 

with the Nike swoosh logo. 

In the main gymnasium where the camp was held, banners featuring key Nike 

basketball endorsers such as Michael Jordan and Penny Hardaway hung from the rafters. 

In addition, a display featuring Nike basketball shoes was set up inside the gym. 

As another example, the company's EKIN representatives visit stores around the 

country, talking with retailers and providing their associates with technical product 

information. Further, Nike S.W.A.T. team members travel the country in Nike-swooshed 

Hummers™, stopping at sporting events, playing fields, parks, and conventions to visit 

with consumers, set up interactive games, and pass out Nike giveaway items. In addition, 

Nike sponsors a VolleyVan, which makes appearances at conventions, YMCAs, Boys & 

Girls Clubs, Nike P.L.A.Y. programs, and other events nationwide conducting volleyball 
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clinics. Finally, its Nike Swoosh Challenge, held on 100 college campuses, provides the 

company with a platform to interact with nearly two million students (Khermouch, 1997). 

In addition to event sponsorships, the company's NikeTown stores also serve as 

meeting places for local athletes interested in getting involved in grassroots sports 

activities (Nike lights up Honolulu," 1998). The Seattle NikeTown web page asks, 

"Need a place to run and train with people who share your passion for running? 

NikeTown is the place. NikeTown's Swoosh Running Club meets every Wednesday at 6 

p.m. While at NikeTown, these athletes are exposed to Nike's propaganda at the same 

time, providing them with the opportunity to look at and discuss Nike products, tour the 

store, and watch videos of Nike athletes. 

Counterpropaganda 

As Nike has grown and become more powerful, it has become more difficult to 

retain its hip image. Today, as a multi-million dollar corporation, Nike has begun to be 

perceived by many teens not as a rebel, but as part of the establishment, a perception 

company founder Phil Knight has always feared. In fact, in 1996, Knight said, "If the 

average consumer sees us as the establishment in five years, then I would say we've 

failed" (Jensen, 1996, December 16, p. 16). 

Near the end of 1997 and into 1998, Nike's sales slumped considerably, forcing 

the company to consider cutting its marketing budgets by more than $100 million 

(Jensen, 1998, March 23). A shift in fashion is partly responsible for the downturn. 

Since early 1997, consumers have moved away from athletic shoes to outdoor, hiking-

style boots and other darker colored casual shoes. However, some believe the downturn 
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is due to Nike's oversaturation in the marketplace. The company's Swoosh logo is now 

almost omnipresent (Saporito, 1998, March 30). 

Nike's Phil Knight points to poor marketing as one of the reasons for the 

company's recent struggles (Jensen, 1998, March 23). He also suggests that the 

company s sheer size is another reason for the misstep, understanding that there is only a 

slight difference between being perceived as a rebel and being perceived an intimidator 

(Saporito, 1998). According to one radio personality, "Nike is the perfect corporate 

villain for these times, an example of the new global corporate hegemony" (Feit, 1997, 

paragraph 4). Today, in part because of Nike's effective propaganda, consumer 

perception is that Nike is a huge conglomerate that owns virtually everything and is 

located everywhere (Feit, 1997, paragraph 37). 

Critics claim that by using high-profile professional athletes and sermonic copy in 

its advertising campaigns Nike has positioned itself as self-righteous. This, in turn, has 

opened up the company to criticism. "If you put yourself in that holier-than-thou role, 

you re asking for it," said a longtime advertising trade magazine reporter. Said another: 

"...some people would say that Nike is pontificating" (Feit, 1997, paragraphs 54 and 55). 

A Los Angeles Times advertising critic praised a recent Nike television ad because, in her 

opinion, unlike previous Nike ads, this one did not attempt to ".. .raise athleticism to a 

religion.. .hammer away at viewers with politically correct messages.. .or simply get in 

your face" (Gellene, 1998, paragraph 2). 

In response to these problems, Nike has begun breaking its various divisions (e.g., 

golf, tennis, outdoor) into separate, smaller companies and, as discussed previously, is 
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now designing its products with more subtle swoosh logos. It has also created special 

logos - free of the swoosh - for its Michael Jordan, Tiger Woods, ACG outdoor, and 

Alpha lines (Feitelberg, 1998; Moore, 1998). In addition, the company is taking steps to 

ensure that its ever-present swoosh logo is not further overexposed by removing it from 

television commercials and other mass media advertisements (Murray, 1998). 

The company is also opening more outlet stores, which are considerably less 

flashy than its NikeTowns, in an attempt to alter the its perception that it is distant, even 

contemptuous, to more approachable and community-focused (Moore, 1998). However, 

the outlets are primarily designed to help Nike liquidate some of its product inventory. 

In addition to these problems, since the early 1990s, Nike has come under attack from 

human rights activists, claiming, among other things, that the company's overseas 

factories fail to pay workers adequate wages, employ child labor, and mistreat workers. 

The anti-Nike sentiment has intensified over the last two years. College students, 

media personalities, and members of Congress have begun demanding that Nike improve 

the conditions of its factories. Feit (1997) contends that because of Nike's position as the 

market leader, underdog-loving Americans were essentially looking for a reason to turn 

on the company, and that the labor issues have provided consumers with a reason to do 

so. 

In response to the unwavering criticism, which has ranged from protests outside 

of retail stores that sell Nike products, to anti-Nike websites, Nike developed and 

maintains a strict Code of Conduct for its factories, provides workers with plastic cards 

outlining the Code, and enlisted former United Nations Ambassador Andrew Young to 
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tour its factories and report his findings. Further, Nike terminated the contracts with four 

of its factories that failed to adhere to its Code. More recently, the company announced it 

would raise the minimum age for workers in its overseas factories and impose higher air-

quality standards in its manufacturing plants ("Nike CEO," 1998). All announcements 

were well-publicized in national media outlets. In fact, Phil Knight made the most recent 

announcement related to the labor issues during a speech at the National Press Club in 

Washington, D.C., ensuring that the company's message would be widely-distributed. 

The strategy may have been effective in taking some of the unwanted spotlight off 

of Nike. According to one major critic, "Nike has really started to raise the standards" 

(Binole, 1998, paragraph 2). 

According to a Nike statement, "Nike truly has been, and continues to be, a good 

citizen. We are glad to be held to a higher standard, and we try to improve our operations 

in this area with every breath we take." In a four-page brochure distributed to interested 

consumers, Nike clearly outlines the progress it has made in addressing issues related to 

factory conditions and environmental concerns. The brochure, called NIKE NOW 

Informed Consumer Update, also highlights contributions the company has made to 

communities, both in the United States and overseas. Nike also created a website -

www.nikeworkers.com - that provides consumers with information on the company's 

labor practices and initiatives. 

While Nike has had to contend with the counterpropaganda efforts of human 

rights organizations and special interest groups, the company has been fortunate that its 

competitors have never mounted a strong, sustained counterpropaganda campaign. There 

http://www.nikeworkers.com
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are a number of multi-national athletic footwear manufacturers and/or marketers in the 

marketplace today, including Reebok and Adidas. None has been as successful as Nike 

in consistently promoting its brands. Further, none has used propaganda as effectively as 

Nike to communicate its messages and link its brands to meaningful, deeply-held 

consumer values. Moreover, while Nike's slogans, symbols, and ideology have remained 

intact over many years, those of its competitors have changed, faded away, or been 

replaced frequently, none simple enough or significant enough to make a lasting 

impression on consumers. For example, while Nike has consistently communicated its 

"Just Do It" message, Reebok has moved from "UBU" to "Life is short, play hard" to 

"Planet Reebok." 

As discussed here previously, scholars have argued that propaganda that goes 

unchallenged enjoys a kind of monopoly in the marketplace (Lazarsfeld & Merton, 

1948). Instead of focusing on themes and messages that differed from those of Nike, 

many Nike competitors frequently mimicked the look and feel of Nike's campaigns. It 

could be argued that if Nike's competitors were to produce counterpropaganda that 

methodically questioned Nike's messages and themes, Nike's propaganda would likely 

be far less effective. 

For example, as discussed here previously, Nike consistently claims that it is a 

sports company, not a shoe company. However, these claims have never been 

questioned. Is Nike really a sports company, or is it, in fact, a company that makes shoes 

and other products for athletes (and others)? Does this make it a sports company, or a 

company that - like Wilson, Rawlings, Reebok, Champion, Prince, Adidas, and others -
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makes products for sports and fitness. Clearly, by convincing its employees and 

customers that it is more than a shoe company, Nike has gained a competitive advantage. 

However, is this an accurate representation of the company? 

As is the case with most propaganda, reality does not always correspond with the 

propagandist's ideology, or the view of the world as dictated by the propagandist so that 

it works to the propagandist's advantage. Close examination of Nike's propaganda 

reveals additional contradictions between the company's messages and its actions. As 

Katz (1994, p. 59) puts it: "Corporate imperatives seem to collide with the perceived 

values that Nike claims it is protecting." Jenkins (1998) adds that some consumers fail to 

find every aspect of Nike's ideology attractive. Inevitably, he claims, some consumers 

were going to perceive the contrasts, and call attention to the differences between Nike's 

image and the reality of the situation. Of course, Nike is not alone. According to 

experts, major corporations and marketers have always been concerned about a difference 

coming to light between their appearance and reality (Feit, 1997). 

For example, an October 17,1996, CBS News report on the program "48 Hours" 

found that Nike-subcontracted factory workers earned less than the minimum wage, 

worked long hours, and suffered from health problems, such as weight-loss. The 

program pointed out that while on the one hand Nike talks about providing opportunities 

for athletes around the world, its shoes are manufactured in Third World countries where, 

according to one study, employees were subjected to verbal abuse, sexual harassment, 

and corporal punishment (Archdeacon, 1998). 
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Further, while one Nike television campaign highlights the importance of 

empowering girls via participation in sports, it has been reported that some of the young 

female factory workers in Southeast Asia are not permitted to talk while working 

(Keown, 1997). In fairness, these cases appear to be isolated incidents that Nike critics 

have aggressively promoted over a long period. Still, Albom (no date, paragraph 17) 

argues that, "No other company tries to paint itself as such an angel, while doing so much 

of the devil's business." Another observer added that, "They can't call themselves good 

corporate citizens on the one hand, yet not pay attention to some of the racial injustices 

and social injustices in which they're involved, on the way" (A. Smith, 1997, paragraph 

45). 

There are other examples. Observers have described NikeTowns as 

"monuments." The Chicago NikeTown, for instance, is one of that city's largest tourist 

attractions, drawing more than one million visitors each year, more than Chicago's Art 

Institute (Brumback, 1996; Wilmer, 1992). Ironically, one Nike print ad calls 

monuments "a hoax, a conspiracy designed by bureaucrats and construction companies to 

draw you away from important places." 

Another example: Nike has repeatedly claimed that the purpose of its sponsorship 

of athletes, teams, clinics, and camps is to support sports and provide opportunities for 

athletes and young people. At the same time - in many cases in the same sentence -

Nike concedes that it is a business and has a responsibility to pursue a return on its 

marketing investments. For example, when asked why Nike supported the Kenyan cross-

country ski team at the 1998 Winter Olympics, a company marketing executive explained 
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that "It's good for our business. People forget we are in business. That's what we 

do...We want to expand opportunities for young people" (Killion, 1998, paragraph 19). 

Put another way, Nike's purpose is to expand opportunities for athletes and others in 

order to expand its profits. 

As Thomaselli (1998) contends, to claim that Nike sponsors events and athletes 

completely out of greed is probably hypercritical. However, to argue that the company 

does so simply as a charity would be naive. 

As a final example, while Nike relishes its image as an "outsider" - refusing to 

sign on as an official sponsor of the Olympics, signing outspoken athletes as endorsers, 

and producing furious "in-your-face" TV commercials - the company is, in reality, a new 

member of the old guard. As DiManno (1998) puts it: "The anti-authoritarian, rebel 

image has been usurped by a marketing monstrosity" (paragraph 16). 

Assessing the Campaign's Effectiveness 

The final and perhaps most important stage of propaganda analysis involves 

measuring the propaganda campaign's effects. In this case, effectiveness can be gauged 

by determining if the audience is visiting its stores, purchasing and wearing its products, 

adopting its slogans, and accepting its ideology. 

Nike's sales are the most obvious indication of its propaganda's effectiveness. 

According to analyst reports, Nike increased its U.S. market share by more than 15 

percent between 1992-1997, nearly doubling its sales while competitors' sales were 

generally flat or down (Silverstein & Maguire, 1998). Revenues for fiscal year 1997 

topped $9 billion with the company's Air Jordan line of shoes and apparel accounting for 
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approximately $300 million annually. Sosnick and Shanley (1998) estimate that sales of 

Nike footwear, which take up nearly 70 percent of the display space in mall-based 

athletic specialty stores, accounted for 43 percent of all U.S. athletic footwear sales in 

1997. Further, it has been estimated that the company sells 500,000 pairs of shoes every 

day (Donnally, 1997). 

But the effects of the company's propaganda campaign go beyond market share, 

sales growth, and increasing revenue. Nike, now synonymous with sports, has captured 

"the hearts and minds" of the American public (Dutton, 1997). Observers argue that Nike 

is one of only a few American companies to have its vision embraced by consumers (Feit, 

no date). 

Recent research by Teenage Research Unlimited (TRU) shows that Nike, which 

enjoys the same level of awareness among consumers as powerhouse brands such as 

IBM, McDonald's, and Coca-Cola, remains the dominant brand among teens, beating out 

such established brands as Sony, Nintendo, and Levi's (Jensen, 1996; "Teenage Lifestyle 

Update," 1997, S22; "Teen bits," 1998; Willigan, 1992). Further, Nike ranks as the 

favorite shoe - both for sports and casual wear - for boys and girls ages 8-24 ("Hot 

sheet," 1997). In a 1996 survey for SLAM, an edgy basketball magazine targeting male 

teens, 85 percent of its readers claimed to own at least one pair of Nike basketball shoes. 

Nike is not only the most popular athletic shoe, but the preferred brand of team sports 

clothing for 12-17-year-old boys ("SI offers teens' preferred brands list," 1998). Further, 

Nike ranks second in brand loyalty among female consumers, providing evidence that the 
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company has effectively managed to create strong bonds and relationships with 

consumers other than teens (Kirk & SaoBento, 1998, p. 22). 

Nike's official website ranks as one of the top five most-visited sports-related 

sites on the Internet. However, there are at least 30 websites developed by Nike loyalists 

to promote the shoe company and its products. The website of the "Unofficial Nike Fan 

Club," for example, is designed to provide Nike consumers with a place to gather online, 

and show their support for the company. It features comments by members of the club 

about Nike, many demonstrating their commitment to Nike. Among the comments are: 

"I'm totally dedicated to Nike and I will always buy their products;" "I buy at least 
four pairs of Nike shoes a year!;" "I have spread the good word of Nike to all I 
know;" "My quote for my yearbook is 'buy Nike';" "I wake up really early in the 
morning just to line up outside the store to make sure I get my shoes;" "I love 
Nike;" "My whole room is filled with Nike posters and swooshes;" "I have a 14k 
Swoosh Nike ring;" "I keep the Swooshes from the stuff I buy and hang them all 
over my room;" "I...spread the good word about Nike;" "I tell people to buy Nike 
shoes and clothes;" "I had an 18 karat gold Swoosh specially made for my 
necklace." 

The Nike logo is also turning up on the bumpers on rear windows of cars and 

trucks, school notebooks, locker doors, and desks. Nike banners are regularly stolen 

from sporting events, strung up in the rooms of teens as trendy wall coverings or trophies. 

The swoosh logo has even been engraved in the dental work of consumers (Gold teeth, no 

date). As discussed here previously, until recently, Nike has had the power to sell its 

products to everyone while remaining hip (Horovitz, 1996; Lefton, 1998, February 2). 



CHAPTER 4 

SUMMARY, CONCLUSION, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

FOR FURTHER STUDY 

Summary and Conclusion 

This study sought to describe how one of the most powerful and respected 

American companies uses propaganda to accomplish its goals. Numerous case studies 

have examined the marketing, advertising, public relations, and promotional programs, 

themes, techniques, and strategies of major U.S.-based corporations. However, I could 

find none that focused solely on corporate propaganda. By systematically examining and 

analyzing Nike, Inc. - its ideology, organizational structure and culture, goals, target 

audiences, message strategies, dissemination tactics and techniques, etc. - 1 have 

attempted to add to the body of propaganda literature a clear and thorough description of 

specific propaganda strategies and processes, and illustrate the complexities and context 

in which these take place. 

This study, focusing on a well-known, highly-regarded American company, 

makes it clear that modern corporations can achieve their organizational goals by 

adhering to many of the time-tested propaganda techniques organizations and institutions 

have used for centuries to shape perceptions, influence attitudes, and direct behavior. 

In analyzing Nike's propaganda, I have attempted to show how its ideology, 

strong corporate culture and corporate leadership, strategic dissemination tactics, and 

104 



105 

techniques to make its messages more appealing and memorable combine to help the 

company accomplish its corporate goals. I have also attempted to show the effects its 

propaganda has had on its audiences. 

As shown here, Nike's propaganda activities begin with a clear understanding of 

the power of sport in America. An important part of American society for nearly two 

centuries, sport is at the heart of Nike's ideology. The emotions and values associated 

with sport (e.g., competition, hard work, achievement, courage) - values embraced by 

Americans - provide Nike with a solid platform from which to build its propaganda 

campaigns. 

Because it is a business, Nike's ultimate goal is to sell its products to consumers. 

To do so, the company focuses on connecting its products with the institution of sport. 

Along these lines, Nike employees deeply believe that they work not for a shoe company, 

but for a sports company that makes products that benefit both the athletes who wear 

them in competition and the consumers who wear them for daily exercise. They value 

competition, winning, loyalty, teamwork. They are well-versed in the company's history, 

familiar with its founders and endorsers, including their accomplishments, philosophies, 

and convictions. They view competing companies and those that work for them as 

enemies, opponents on a football field before the championship game. 

The company's headquarters help to reinforce Nike's ideology and core values. 

The sports-themed corporate campus resembles an exclusive and elaborate athletic 

training facility, featuring playing fields, gymnasiums, swimming pools, and jogging 

paths, as well as plaques, statues, photos, and banners honoring respected athletes. 
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Nike's first employee, founder Philip Knight, remains today as the company's 

leader. For more than 25 years, Knight has served as the heart of the company, its 

visionary and spiritual guide. In addition to serving as chairman, Knight has provided the 

company — and its propaganda efforts - with stability and focus. 

Considering Nike's tremendous sales, it would appear that the company's 

propaganda is targeted at a wide audience. However, research shows that brand-

conscious, sports-minded African-American and Hispanic male teens purchase the 

majority of the higher-priced athletic footwear products in the U.S. With this in mind, 

many of Nike's propaganda messages target active young males who play sports. The 

company also tailors its messages to specific groups of athletes or sports enthusiasts, e.g., 

runners, football players, female basketball players, and soccer players. 

Nike dedicates a significant percentage of its annual sales creating and 

disseminating its messages via television, print, and outdoor advertising; sports league, 

team, athlete, and event sponsorships; architecture, and other tactics. To increase the 

impact of its propaganda and increase the likelihood that the audience will not only attend 

to, but perceive, remember, and act on it, the company strategically appeals to its 

audience's strongest values and beliefs; stimulates its emotions with music, strong 

language, and intense visual images; uses clear, simple, memorable slogans and logos; 

and supplements mass mediated messages with more personal, face-to-face 

communication. 

Nike's $35 million propaganda program during the 1996 Summer Olympics in 

Atlanta, for example, included a 20-market television advertising campaign; an elaborate 
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print advertising campaign featuring multi-panel ads in Sports Illustrated; an extensive 

outdoor advertising campaign featuring 130 billboards around the city; the creation of a 

massive interactive park; a specially-designed website dedicated to the Olympics; and the 

sponsorship of hundreds of competing athletes. To increase the impact of its messages, 

Nike's ads for the campaign featured intense visual images, such as athletes vomiting, as 

well as controversial copy (e.g., "Crush the dreams of others"). The campaign resulted in 

considerable press coverage for Nike and helped further establish the company as a 

leader in its industry. 

Until recently, Nike has not had to deal with any significant counterpropaganda 

campaigns from its primary competitors. However, over the last two years, constant 

counterpropaganda efforts by human rights activists - concerned about the working 

conditions in Nike-contracted factories overseas - have begun to take their toll on the 

company. If nothing else, their efforts have, in the words of Nike chairman Phil Knight, 

"...cast a cloud..." (Swoboda, 1998, paragraph 7) over Nike, distracting its employees and 

exposing some of the contradictions in the company's propaganda messages. In addition 

to its labor problems, Nike's size, power, reach, and omnipresence - in a society that 

favors the underdog - have made it an easy target for critics (Feit, 1997). 

Still, the effectiveness of Nike's propaganda is clear. The company's sales 

approached the $10 billion mark in 1998. But its effectiveness is evident on more than 

the balance sheet. Nike regularly tops the list of popular brands among teens. Its 

advertisements are among teens' favorites (Channel One's Sports & Athletic Shoes 

Online Survey, 1997). Dedicated Nike consumers display the company's swoosh logo in 
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their homes, on their cars and other personal items; gush about its products, athletes, and 

advertising campaigns; and pour into its mammoth retail stores. 

However, its work is not only appreciated by consumers. Nike was one of the 

first three companies inducted into the Marketing Hall of Fame, created to honor those 

companies that have had a significant effect on the American lifestyle (Katz, 1994). 

It should be made clear that propaganda alone is not responsible for helping Nike 

build its brand. The company has a reputation for innovation, and its products are 

regarded by consumers and those in the industry as some of the best available. 

Specifically, its Air cushioning system is considered to be the most significant technical 

innovation for an athletic shoe in the past 100 years (Zemke, 1998). In addition, 

regardless of how effective Nike's propaganda is at driving sales of its products, had 

these items been of poor quality, after their initial purchase, consumers would have 

abandoned Nike's shoes and other products, convincing others to do the same. 

As shown here, when used strategically, propaganda can be a powerful tool in 

building strong brands and marketing products. In fact, many of the techniques discussed 

here have been and continue to be used by marketers. However, few, if any, have been as 

systematic or successful in using propaganda as Nike. 

Recommendations for Further Study 

While this study provides a comprehensive and detailed review of Nike's 

propaganda strategies, tactics, and techniques to illustrate how corporations can utilize 

this form of communication, additional techniques may be gleaned from case studies of 

other major companies, such as Walt Disney, Marlboro, McDonald's, and Microsoft. 
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Future research should also include a content analysis of American newspapers 

designed to categorize and tabulate frequency patterns, messages, symbols, and themes of 

corporate propaganda campaigns from which researchers could make quantifiable 

inferences into the companies' intentions and effects. In addition, a semantic analysis that 

examines how consumers react to the words and phrases corporate propagandists 

manipulate to create symbolic meaning (e.g., "Just Do It") may provide additional 

insight. 
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