Highlights in Business, Economics and Management CMAM 2025
Volume 60 (2025)

Nike's Marketing Success: Strategic Determinants and
Sustainability Challenges

YilLong~
Vanke Meisha Academy, Shenzhen, 518083, China

* Corresponding Author Email: longyi@stu.vma.edu.cn

Abstract. Sports brands in the world are diverse, and the competitive market behavior between
global brands is very fierce. Nike relies on its unique marketing strategy to stand out from brands
from all over the world and become one of the strongest sports brands in the world. This article
through a comprehensive case analysis method, search and explore Nike marketing means. By
searching and understanding how Nike has grown from a small company to a globally famous 100
billion group, the readers can find out the key milestones affecting Nike's development. Positive
aspects of the brand, such as a strong brand image, effective use of celebrity endorsements, and
innovative marketing campaigns are analyzed. However, areas for improvement are also explored,
including issues related to sustainability as well as issues in the supply chain and the need for
innovation. The results show that Nike's marketing strategy has successfully created a strong brand
image, but there are still some problems that need to be improved. The study concludes that Nike
should strengthen its sustainability efforts and increase the transparency of its supply chain. In
addition, it should continue to innovate in marketing to maintain its market share. At the same time,
continuous innovation and progress to attract more consumers to pay attention to and use this brand.
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1. Introduction

Over the last few years, the sports industry's worldwide business sector has been moving forward
by leaps and bounds and has incredible climactic growth. As a result, the multi - billion - dollar
commercial enterprise has permeated almost every part of the world, with its arms and legs attached
to every one of its corners. In this respect, the sports apparel and footwear market play a significant
role as it is one of the biggest factors in the industry's growth. In this market platform, a larger demand
has gained for sports, fitness & active lifestyle, and fashion trends because of several interrelated
drivers.

In this intense market climate, Nike is the biggest player by far. It is one of the most popular and
successful brands in the sporting world today. Gaining insight into Nike's marketing strategy is much
more than a research project or brand - synonymous investigation; it is a key factor in furthering the
brand's success. This also offers a channel of awareness and innovation for other industry businesses.
Be they players who have been in the game for a long but rising in their lives or newcomers trying to
make a name for themselves, Nike's story can be of great help. This framework of development is an
example study for a wide range of people, especially for those who believe strategic thinking,
technical competence, and stamina can be the solution to win in every supremacy.

The story of the beginning of the company Nike is fully taking attention. It was started in 1964
under the name of Blue Ribbon Sports. These were the days of a very microscopic venture. The
visionaries were with a plan, but it was even more simplistic: to sell via retail outlets running shoes
that are manufactured in Japan. They started their business out of the car's trunk, having no
office/store, roaming from one location to the other trying to establish the market base. The grassroots
approach of the company would later be the underlying platform on which it would build its empire.
In 1971, a very critical decision was made to change the name of the brand. Years followed, and
steadily the brand has been on the rise. They slowly but steadily extended their product offering from
running shoes to everything from sports apparel, shoes, to equipment. Its range reached every biggest
metropolis in the world. It became an embodiment of sporting success, class, and coolness regardless
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of the geographical boundaries. The importance of examining Nike's marketing strategy is not only
for helping the winning of the brand but also because it has been the brand leader in the marketing
world with the combination of the potent tools, which have helped it to build the brand and succeed
in sales. Using the typical approach of celebrity sponsorships, it has pursued its marketing strategy.
Partnerships with the greatest athletic legends of the time, such as Michael Jordan, LeBron James,
and Serena Williams, have been the hallmark of their advertising strategy. Some individuals may
refer to the Air Jordan as an example of the level of collaboration. The AJ product was not just another
piece of merchandise; it was the beating of the culture's heart. It not only portrayed fitted sportily
high - quality athletic footwear but also had a pinch of style and demand for exclusivity. The fans of
Michael weren't just spending money on shoes; they had actually bought the legend Michael Jordan.

Along with celebrity testimonials, Nike's ad campaigns are as much a learning tool for brand
storytelling as anything else. The "Just Do It" campaign has made the slogan an anthem, which is
known and felt by all in different parts of the world. This simple line is not just an advertisement
tagline; this is a way of life that urges people to go beyond their limits, withstand challenges, and
pursue what they want the most. Such campaigns usually go through an emotion - triggering phase
properly depicted in the form of excitement for a sporting event, determination of an athlete, or even
the camaraderiec among fan groups. Despite the challenges Nike has encountered on its success
journey, it is doing well. The brand has confronted two large challenges in the last few years. The
sustainability of its supply chain is the first question. Since more consumers are demonstrating an
increased awareness of environmental issues, they are making companies responsible for their
environmental burden. The supply chain of Nike, covering raw material sourcing, manufacturing of
products, and transportation worldwide, endangers the environment because it has a large carbon
footprint. Questions have been asked regarding the source of the non - durable materials, energy
consumption, and waste generation. The second challenge is creating and looking for the source of
fresh ideas. There is a lot of motion in the game of sports, with new technologies and trends coming
up daily. Consumers want to be impressed by something new, which may be a revolutionary shoe
featuring a new type of cushioning technology or a high - tech outfit that helps a sportsperson achieve
top performance levels.

The following pages detail Nike's marketing strategy and how it has shaped the company.
Primarily, this will include a historical in - depth analysis of Nike, from the company's fabricated
establishment to the current greatness it holds as a giant. Topics like product introductions, market
penetration, and brand management will be among the marketing decisions people will be looking at.
The second part will focus on the analysis of the positive aspects of the brand. The researchers will
analyze and think about how Nike has become successful in the market, including Nike's marketing
strategy, product innovation and brand image. The third part is the Nike brand somethings that need
to be improved, Nike's main problem are based on its sustainability and innovation challenges and
users are supposed to find the problems and improve it. And it will consider some more objective and
appropriate suggestions on how Nike can increase its marketing strategy and how to overcome these
challenges. And it continues to maintain its position among sports brands as one of the most powerful
sports companies in the world.

2. The Growth History of Nike

The growth of Nike from a tiny business to a worldwide athletic giant is the classic story of novel
ideas and clever marketing. It was in 1962 when Phil Knight, who had been the University of Oregon
track team star, was impressed by the quality of shoes made at Japan's Onitsuka factory. This resulted
in a distribution contract of Onitsuka Tiger shoes in the United States [1].

In 1964, Knight teamed up with his mentor, Bill Bowerman, thus giving rise to Blue Ribbon Sports.
Their landmark product was the Tiger Cortez in 1967, which gained a lot of popularity among athletes
[1]. However, the year 1971 saw the company through a period of major transformation. It broke
from Onitsuka, adopted the name Nike (the Greek goddess of victory), and launched a new logo; the
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swoosh, by Carolyn Davidson, for $35[1]. It was in 1984 when things started changing for Nike.
After a difficult struggle in the mid - 1980s, the company decided to take a bold initiative and signed
an NBA rookie Michael Jordan. The Air Jordan brand emerged and a few years later Nike would
even bounce back from the NBA having several NBA athletes on its roster. The first two months saw
$70 million in sales, and by 1985, Nike's revenue surpassed $100 million. In 1997, Kenner
incorporated the Jordan brand as a separate division and it featured the universal "Jumpman" logo [1].
Since the late 1980s, Nike has progressively grown and diversified. It took over companies like Cole
Haan in 1988 and Converse in 2003. In 1990, the NikeTown stores appeared and they were focused
on enriching the shopping experience as well as promoting the brand. Besides, Nike experimented
with introducing new products in the markets; they included sporting technology gear and extreme
sports equipment in 1996 (Nike ACG) [1].

3. Positive Aspects of Nike

Nike, a global giant in the sports and athletic - wear industry, owes its preeminent position to
positive factors in various aspects. These factors have not only contributed to its past glory but also
laid the foundation for its continued development.

At the core of Nike's allure is its unwavering commitment to innovative product design [2]. Since
its establishment, the brand has consistently been at the forefront of technological advancements in
sports equipment. Take the Air Max technology as an example; it has revolutionized the sneaker
industry. By integrating air - filled cushions into the soles, Nike has innovated the shock - absorption
technology, providing athletes with enhanced comfort and performance advantages. This innovation
is not only reflected in functionality but also in the appealing appearance. The air cushions have
become a design signature, making the shoes not only high - performing but also highly stylish. Nike's
designers continuously collaborate with sports scientists and industry experts to develop materials
that are lightweight, breathable, and durable. In the realm of running apparel, they have created fabrics
that can wick away sweat, keeping athletes dry and comfortable during intense workouts. This
integration of performance - oriented innovation and cutting - edge fashion design has enabled Nike
to attract a diverse consumer base, ranging from professional athletes competing at the highest levels,
to casual fitness enthusiasts, and fashion - conscious individuals who regard sportswear as a means
of self - expression.

Nike's brand philosophy is another cornerstone of its success [2]. The "Just Do It" slogan, launched
in 1988, has transcended the boundaries of an ordinary marketing tagline. It has become an anthem
of self - empowerment, inspiring people around the world to break through their limits and pursue
their goals, regardless of the numerous obstacles on their paths. This powerful concept permeates
every aspect of Nike's marketing campaigns. Whether it is an advertisement showcasing Paralympic
athletes overcoming difficulties or a social media post sharing the personal best achievements of
ordinary people, Nike builds an emotional connection with its audience through storytelling. Its iconic
swoosh logo is a paragon of minimalist design. Recognizable instantaneously on a global scale, it
represents quality, speed, and excellence. Nike’s product designs adhere to the principle of simplicity,
avoiding unnecessary complexity and ensuring that the focus remains on functionality and the brand's
core identity. This simplicity not only makes the products more attractive but also easier to understand
and use, further strengthening the bond between the brand and consumers.

Nike's collaborative spirit is also a significant advantage [2]. By collaborating with athletes,
designers, and artists, the brand has created unique limited - edition products that have attracted
widespread attention. Collaborations with renowned athletes such as LeBron James and Serena
Williams have given rise to a series of signature shoe models. These shoes are not only outstanding
in performance but also highly collectible. These partnerships allow Nike to leverage the star power
and influence of these athletes to expand its audience and enhance brand loyalty. Similarly,
collaborations with fashion designers like Virgil Abloh have blurred the boundaries between
sportswear and high fashion. For instance, the Off - White x Nike collaboration series has been highly
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sought - after by both sneaker enthusiasts and fashion connoisseurs, enhancing Nike's brand image in
the fashion world.

In the market, Nike's leadership position is unassailable [3]. As the world's largest supplier of
athletic footwear and apparel, it benefits from economies of scale. This means that it can produce
products at a lower unit cost, thereby achieving higher profit margins or setting more competitive
prices. Its extensive global presence enables it to reach a vast customer base. Nike has stores in almost
every corner of the world, and its e - commerce platforms are highly optimized, facilitating
consumers' product purchases. The brand's strong market position also gives it an edge in negotiations
with suppliers, ensuring a stable supply of high - quality raw materials at favorable prices. Moreover,
Nike's brand recognition is extremely high, allowing it to set relatively high prices for its products.
Consumers are willing to pay more for Nike products because they associate the brand with quality,
performance, and fashion.

Financially, Nike is extremely robust [3]. Its stocks fall into the category of large - cap stocks,
providing stability and a reliable investment option. Over the years, the company has experienced
continuous growth, with a significant increase in its stock price, which attests to its strong financial
management capabilities. Nike has a dedicated finance committee responsible for overseeing
financial policies and ensuring rational decision - making. The company also invests heavily in
research and development, marketing, and business expansion, which has driven its continued growth.
In addition, Nike enhances its brand awareness and promotes growth through aggressive marketing
and product innovation, making it a growth stock that attracts investors seeking long - term capital
appreciation.

4. Areas for Improvement of Nike

Despite Nike's remarkable achievements, there are several aspects that the company needs to
improve in order to maintain its competitive edge and address various challenges in the market. These
aspects cover a wide range of issues, from supply chain - related problems to market - specific and
product - related concerns.

Nike's supply chain has long been under the spotlight, particularly in terms of labor standards and
environmental sustainability [4, 5]. Although the company has made efforts to implement lean
manufacturing in its supply chain, as indicated by the research of Distelhorst, Hainmueller, and Locke
in 2016, there is still room for improvement. In some regions, such as China, the implementation of
lean manufacturing has not significantly improved labor compliance. Nike should strengthen its
monitoring and enforcement mechanisms to ensure that suppliers in all regions consistently adhere to
high - quality labor standards. This may involve more frequent and in - depth audits, as well as
providing additional training and resources to suppliers to assist them in meeting these standards.
Moreover, in the context of the European Green Deal and the growing global concerns about
environmental sustainability, Nike needs to further reduce its environmental footprint in the supply
chain. This includes minimizing waste, reducing carbon emissions, and increasing the use of
sustainable materials throughout the production process.

The sports and athletic - wear market is becoming increasingly saturated, and Nike faces fierce
competition from both established brands like Adidas and emerging players [6, 7]. As analyzed in
various market research reports, although Nike has a significant market share, it has faced pressure
in certain market segments. To address this situation, Nike needs to focus on product differentiation
beyond just its brand image. It should increase investment in research and development to create
innovative products that offer unique features and benefits to consumers. For example, developing
new materials that provide better performance, higher comfort, and greater durability can help Nike
stand out in the highly competitive market. In addition, the company should explore new market
segments and geographical regions. In regions where its market share is relatively small, such as some
emerging economies, Nike can adjust its marketing strategies and product offerings to better meet the
needs and preferences of local consumers.
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Nike depends to a large extent on third - party retailers for a substantial portion of its sales revenue
[6, 8]. This reliance subjects the company to risks including alterations in the business strategies of
retailers, financial instability, or conflicts. As the retail landscape undergoes transformation, with the
growth of e - commerce and the shift in consumers' preferences, Nike is required to enhance its direct
- to - consumer (DTC) channels. By optimizing its online platforms and physical stores, Nike is able
to have better control over the customer experience, establish more robust relationships with
consumers, and gather valuable data regarding consumer behavior. Subsequently, this data can be
utilized for personalized marketing campaigns and to refine the product offerings.

Although Nike is well - known for its sports - related products, it still has the opportunity to further
expand its product portfolio [6, 9]. The company can expand into related fields, such as sports -
themed lifestyle products, wellness and fitness services, and even technology - enabled sports
equipment. This not only helps Nike attract new customer groups but also reduces its reliance on the
sales of traditional sports apparel and footwear. Moreover, Nike needs to be more adaptable to
changing consumer trends. For instance, the increasing demand for sustainable and eco - friendly
products requires Nike to accelerate its efforts in this area, not only in terms of materials but also in
manufacturing processes and packaging.

Nike has faced challenges to its brand reputation in the past, such as issues related to labor practices
and controversial advertising campaigns [6, 10]. To maintain and enhance its brand image, the
company needs to be more proactive in addressing social and environmental issues. This includes
increasing the transparency of its supply chain operations, taking a stronger stance on social justice
issues in a way that resonates with a wide range of consumers, and ensuring that its marketing
campaigns are inclusive and respectful. By actively engaging with consumers on these issues, Nike
can build higher brand loyalty and trust.

5. Suggestions for Nike

Regarding supply chain management, it is crucial to establish a comprehensive supplier rating
system that evaluates suppliers based on labor standards, environmental initiatives, and product
quality. Meanwhile, long - term cooperation commitments and technical support should be provided
to high - quality suppliers. Subsequently, blockchain technology should be introduced to improve the
transparency of raw material sources and production processes, thus enhancing consumer trust. Only
in this way can people have more confidence in this brand.

In today's complex market with numerous brands, in the face of fierce market competition, a
special innovation fund can be set up. Nike can cooperate with scientific research institutions and
universities to develop new materials and intelligent sports equipment. It should also conduct in -
depth research on the cultures and consumption habits of new markets and launch localized product
lines. This not only makes people feel a sense of affinity but also enables the acquisition of more
reliable data. Secondly, in terms of the construction of direct - to - consumer channels, improving the
personalized recommendation algorithm of online platforms and adding digital interactive experience
facilities in physical stores can make consumers more interested in Nike. In management, integrating
online and offline channels to provide a seamless shopping experience makes it more convenient for
consumers to shop and make choices.

When it comes to the future of products, it is necessary to form cross - disciplinary innovation
teams that integrate professionals from multiple fields. These teams should optimize and deliberate
from different aspects. While developing innovative products that combine fashion and health
monitoring functions, more attention should be paid to environmental protection issues to reduce the
environmental impact of products. For example, the team could research and develop biodegradable
materials for shoe soles that are as durable as traditional materials but have a much lower
environmental footprint. This would not only meet the growing demand for sustainable products but
also enhance Nike's brand image as an environmentally - conscious company.
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Finally, in terms of brand reputation management, Nike can hold themed press conferences at
specific times and carry out interactive activities on social media, which can attract more people's
attention to the brand. For instance, Nike could organize a press conference to announce its new
sustainable development goals and initiatives, and then use social media platforms to engage with
consumers, answering their questions and soliciting their opinions. Consumers can also be invited to
participate in the brand's sustainable development plans. Nike could launch a program where
consumers can send in their old Nike products for recycling, and in return, they receive discounts on
new purchases. Additionally, Nike can work with industry partners to jointly develop the future of
Nike products. Collaborating with other leading brands in the sports and related industries can pool
resources and expertise, leading to more innovative and competitive products. This not only allows
consumers to personally experience the advantages of the products but also brings many benefits in
terms of brand reputation.

6. Conclusion

This article first analyzes Nike's history, followed by the reasons for its success, its shortcomings,
and finally, some suggestions. Nike's journey from a small company to a global sports brand giant
fully demonstrates the power of its marketing strategies, strong brand philosophy, and collaborative
spirit. The brand's success is multi - faceted, rooted in its ability to revolutionize product design,
establish an emotional connection with consumers, and expand its business scope through
partnerships.

However, with the continuous development of the sports and athletic - wear market, Nike must
address numerous challenges to maintain its supreme position in the sports brand industry. For
example, issues related to supply chain sustainability and labor practices are not only moral
imperatives but also crucial for brand reputation in an era of growing consumer awareness. Nike
needs to strengthen its monitoring and enforcement mechanisms to ensure that the selected suppliers
adhere to high - quality standards, thereby enhancing and safeguarding consumer trust and loyalty.

Facing a gradually saturated market and intense competition from various sports brands, it is a
very important step for Nike to focus on product differentiation and explore new markets, which can
help it distinguish itself from competing brands. Increasing investment in research and development
to create new products can assist the brand in maintaining its lead in the highly competitive market.
Finally, it is necessary to adjust marketing strategies and product offerings according to the unique
needs and preferences of consumers. It would be ideal to directly obtain consumers' ideas and put
them into practice.

In addition, the development of the Internet and changes in consumer preferences have also
prompted Nike to consider a direct - to - consumer strategy for its products. Besides optimizing online
platforms and physical stores, Nike can enhance the customer experience, collect valuable data, and
build stronger connections with consumers. For instance, it can launch personalized marketing
activities and improve the way of product offerings. Product diversification and adaptation to
consumers who change with the trends are other aspects where Nike can strive for development.
Expanding into related fields such as sports - themed lifestyle products and health services can attract
new consumers to use the brand. Moreover, paying attention to sustainable development in materials,
manufacturing processes, and packaging can also have a positive impact on society.

Finally, it is also an important matter for Nike to maintain its dominant position by solving social
and environmental problems and actively managing its brand reputation. Nike has the opportunity to
play a leading role among these sports brands, actively support social issues, and ensure that its
marketing campaigns are inclusive and respectful. This will not only strengthen brand loyalty but also
create a more positive brand image in the eyes of consumers, thus attracting more consumers.
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