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INTRODUCTION: THE ART OF SPORT



I’m looking at a projection screen that’s flanked by more than a hundred flags from nations around the world. The international atmosphere is fitting, because this is Nike’s Sebastian Coe Building, named for the British runner who won the gold medal in the 1500 meters at both the 1980 and 1984 Olympic Games. One of Coe’s quotes comes to me now: “Competing is exciting, and winning is exhilarating, but the true prize will always be the self-knowledge and understanding that you have gained along the way.” At the end of a twenty-seven-year journey from design intern to chief marketing officer of the Nike brand, I feel those words. It’s February 2020 and this is my retirement celebration.


On the screen, I see “GH,” my initials. I am surprised—and honored—that it’s been designed in a way that’s reminiscent of the athlete logos we created over the years for the likes of LeBron, Tiger, and Serena. I got my start at Nike in 1992 designing logos for products, athletes, and anything else Nike sent my way. Now, my persona was a logo, bringing it all full circle, and right off the bat my emotions are making their way to the surface.


The evening is full of reminiscences and a word or two of advice (from me) to the people with whom I have worked and who have been my family for nearly three decades. One of the more moving moments is when the new head of creative for the brand, my old friend and protégé Gino Fisanotti, presents me with a gift. It’s a large framed portrait of Colin Kaepernick by the photographer Platon.


You may not know Platon by name, but you likely have seen his work: His signature black-and-white photographs of celebrities, world leaders, athletes, and artists are critically acclaimed for capturing the essence of the person behind the title or reputation. In a single image of, say, Muhammad Ali, you see the human in the boxing legend. In that way, Platon’s portraits don’t look like the heavily art-directed, idealized work one usually attributes to professional photographers. Rather, they are meant to appear like Platon shot his subject in a stolen moment, a brief second where the image slips and the all-too-real person emerges, especially in the eyes. His high-contrast photographs, set against a white background, presents the person and the personality in the rawest way.


That sort of creative genius doesn’t just happen; it must be designed to happen. Like all great art, a Platon portrait is meant to evoke an emotion, but that emotion isn’t accidental. There is a deliberateness in the process, no different from a writer weaving a story. I can’t really tell you how Platon does it; how he’s able to tell a story through his portraits and elicit a response from his audience that exposes some truth about the human experience. But I can tell you how we, as brand marketers, can strive to achieve it.


My passion for fine art on the level of Platon is matched only by my love of sport. At first glance, these appear to be two separate interests, but when we look below the surface of sport we see that it has the ability to stir the purest and most visceral of our emotions; agonies and ecstasies played out on the field and in the stands for us all to feel. As Nelson Mandela once said: “Sport has the power to change the world. It has the power to inspire, it has the power to unite people in a way that little else does.”


As I looked at Platon’s portrait of Kaepernick, I once more felt the power of art to convey an impression that is both timely and timeless. The portrait was part of a marketing campaign—my last campaign at Nike—but it was also art, designed to be more than a simple photograph. It is imbued with Kaepernick’s personality and passion. At the same time, this portrait is a statement of purpose for Nike: the ability of sport to change the world. The portrait hangs proudly in my home office today because it represents not only great art, but also great brand marketing. Indeed, it is a reminder to me that art and marketing can fulfill the same ends, and often should try to fulfill the same ends.


And, lastly, looking at the portrait, I am reminded about the journey that made it possible. A journey that started roughly five months earlier.
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In August 2019, I went to see Platon in his studio in New York City. Our friendship dated back to 2013, when I, then head of Global Brand Creative for Nike, invited him to speak at one of the company’s “brand camps.” In addition to being a master photographer, Platon is also a master storyteller who has this amazing ability to weave mesmerizing narratives through his singular images. I had the honor of introducing Platon to the audience and interviewed him onstage about his process and some of his most famous portraits. Out of that, our friendship began. The next time we worked together was when I asked him to shoot the Brazil National Football team for Nike, which had sponsored the team and designed its uniforms in 2014, after its Confederations Cup victory. The resulting photographs were iconic Platon, mostly black-and-white images of the players themselves, set against a white background, but with the added splash of yellow highlighting the jerseys: The players are presented as individuals, but the yellow ties them together as a team. Perhaps the true stroke of genius for Platon’s work in Brazil was that he went far beyond what my brief—or work outline—had defined as the project, and ended up shooting not just the athletes but also the passionate Brazilian fans. The finished photographs put both groups side by side. The result was something that transcended mere sport, because his photographs showed how sports and culture are so closely entwined. To ignore the latter in favor of the former is to miss why sports resonates with so many millions around the world.


But when I walked into Platon’s studio that August day, I didn’t come with any plan. We talked as friends, and then Platon mentioned that he was donating his photographs of African-American leaders who had been civil rights champions to the Smithsonian’s National Museum of African American History and Culture. It is an impressive list of heroes, from Muhammad Ali to Harry Belafonte to Elaine Brown. An insight flashed in my mind.


“You’re missing someone,” I said.


“Who?” he asked.


“Colin Kaepernick.”


Platon replied that he couldn’t get access to someone like Colin. I could help with that. When I left Platon’s studio, I called Gino, who at that time was starting to plan marketing around a new limited-edition Air Force 1 shoe for Colin. Gino, thinking it over, said that a series of Platon portraits of Kaepernick might be a great way to help launch the new sneaker and tell a larger story. And so, the Kaepernick “True to 7” campaign began to become a reality. I flew back to the Nike campus and met with Gino to talk specifics. The idea was simple: Tie the campaign—which featured not only a shoe but also a jersey—to Colin’s “seven values” that informed his belief system through a series of iconic Platon black-and-white portraits. The campaign launched in December 2019. To help promote the campaign, Colin had posted on his Twitter page: “For those true to themselves on and off the field. Proudly, unapologetically and against all odds. This is only the beginning.”
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And now, one of those Platon portraits hangs in my house, a gift from Gino, whose support, insight, and devotion to our work with Colin was instrumental in making my last Nike project one of the most memorable.


The story of our work with Colin began two years before my visit with Platon, during a lunch get-together at Nike Headquarters in Beaverton, Oregon. That is a topic for another chapter, but it means that the Platon portrait represented more than the “True to 7” campaign. It was a physical representation of a creative journey that had begun years earlier, during a moment when we listened to Colin to learn what he wanted to say. Platon had never been a part of our designs, not until I met with him at his New York studio. But the creative process doesn’t follow a linear path, and often moments of inspiration come upon you in unlikely places—if you’re open to them. The entirety of our work with Colin Kaepernick was based off the insight that his message, by exposing hard truths about racial injustice, was inextricably tied with sports and the experience of Black Americans. But beyond the social impact of Colin’s message are the lessons the “True to 7” campaign can teach brands. For Colin (and for Nike) there was no distinction between the personal and the professional. He was the same person on the field as he was off, and it was Nike’s responsibility to reveal this person and his passion to the world. Had we focused only on Colin’s message, we would have missed its relevance to sport. Likewise, had we focused only on sport, we would have undercut Colin’s message. The two—the personal and the professional—had to be one.


A lot of the inspiration for this book came from the work with Colin, and from the journey I took during those final years of my Nike tenure, where so many of the lessons and insights I had formed during the previous two and a half decades had come together. The creative philosophy that I wholeheartedly speak to my audiences today, in my capacity as a brand advisor for start-ups and more established companies, was encapsulated with the creative collaboration with Kaepernick, Gino, Platon, and the talented Nike brand team, and forms the basis of this book. Put simply, a brand gains a competitive advantage through its ability to construct powerful emotional bonds with its consumers. I believe this connection can be consistently achieved by cultivating a strong creative culture.


I call this Emotion by Design—the ability to create stories, images, and experiences that make people feel that even their most audacious dreams are possible to achieve. Over the years, I forged this philosophy within a creative culture where ideas were dominant. Now my passion is in instilling this creative marketing and branding philosophy in others, for a key point about Emotion by Design is that it can be practiced and applied by all types of business leaders and teams. The success of this creative methodology isn’t dependent on large resources. An agency of five employees can generate phenomenal success with its branding just as effectively as a company of thousands. Millions of dollars aren’t required to make consumers feel. The emotional connections that form a bond between brand and consumer don’t depend on the size of the brand or its resources; they depend on the power of the story and the depth of the connection.


I also want to refute the notion that not everyone is creative. While the application of ideas—the art directing, the copywriting, the app design, the film directing, to name a few—is reserved for those with expertise in these fields, the conception of those ideas isn’t—and shouldn’t be—limited to “creatives.” Everyone has an imagination; everyone has aspirations and dreams. The trick is instilling a culture and an environment where those imaginations are given space—and are given voice. Too many brands and companies stifle the innate talent of their teams by harnessing their creative energies to preconceived notions and personal biases. These companies at times try to channel their creative minds into highly structured processes and modes of thought—and risk ending up with a brand that can be uninspiring and unconnected with their consumer bases.


Which is why brands must embrace a mindset that invites outside voices into their creative process and encourages these voices to draw upon their unique experiences to inform their work. Diversity and inclusion should be a goal in its own right, but it amazes me that even today, so many companies don’t see why a diversity of experiences, thought, backgrounds, ideas, and values is a prerequisite to build a creative force that can change the world. Creativity grows from the insights we discover that others miss. We find these insights through the diversity of experience in our teams, as well as from our own passion for exploring beyond what we know.


This book is a celebration of creativity and a call to arms for brand builders to rediscover the human element in forming consumer bonds. In the chapters that follow, readers will go on a journey of creativity through insights drawn from my Nike experience and beyond, and whose lessons can be applied across the continuum of marketing disciplines. From building stories of greatness for LeBron to drawing inspiration from Kobe’s boundless curiosity and imagination to a concert for the Air Force 1 sneaker to creating a movement about movement with Kevin Hart to motivating new generations of athletes through Just Do It. Readers will experience the art within marketing and the Emotion by Design that it creates.


Building a world-class brand today is a fine balance between art and science. Data has given us more knowledge about our consumers than we could have ever imagined. We now have the ability to be more effective, more timely, more tailored, and more productive with our content and storytelling. But while data and analytics has given us more in one sense, it’s also taken from us as well. We are less creative, we are less innovative, and we take fewer risks. It’s not a question of priority, but of balance. When in harmony, art and science can achieve amazingly effective results. The information and data these lines of code present to us are amazingly useful, and allow us to eliminate friction and inconveniences from the consumer experience. But the scales are not balanced. The result in many cases is that brands have come to prioritize transactional relationships with consumers, when they should be building human relationships.


In this book, I will convey the lessons and principles I have forged from thirty years in this field. I will examine how a lot of my creative process and principles took their inspiration directly from the arena of sport’s greatest collaborators—its athletes, coaches, and teams. My hope is that readers will be able to see how these creative processes and principles possess a universal application for brands large and small. Above all, this book strives to be a useful plan for business, marketing, and creative professionals, whether you are a team of one or a group of one thousand. The insights in this book, when applied, can empower you as a leader, your team, and your brand to achieve a level of creative excellence that builds lasting bonds with your consumers.


A Note on Structure


Before we begin, I want to explain the structure of this book to help readers understand what it attempts to do. The book is presented in a way that gives the reader a playbook for unleashing creativity within your team. And when I say “creativity,” I’m referring to the kind of paradigm-shifting creativity that stirs emotions and connects us to one another. The chapters are organized so that the foundational elements are provided first, followed by the application of those elements.


The book draws heavily on the innovative work from my career within the world of sports, giving readers in many cases a closer look at what that creative teamwork looked and felt like to produce some of the most memorable and iconic marketing campaigns of our time. I was fortunate in beginning my tenure at Nike during a time of radical creative collaboration for the brand. This culture and community endured throughout my career even as Nike experienced phenomenal growth and had to mature beyond its less structured beginnings. Within the teams where I worked there existed an ethos that encouraged imagination and ideation. There also existed a culture of resourcefulness that meant you were often given responsibility over a project even if you didn’t have the requisite experience. All of us had the sense that we were building something special, and I don’t mean just the company. I mean that we felt as if our work was connecting with consumers in a way that produced real human moments. Our films, our campaigns, our products mattered to people. Nike was becoming the definitive brand in sports footwear and apparel, and this bestowed upon us a feeling of responsibility. If what we were doing mattered to people, then we had an obligation to get it right for them. When a brand achieves that level of consumer engagement, then in many ways you are no longer selling something; you are part of the culture. This, of course, also means that you must protect what you have built and ensure that the level of excellence consumers have come to expect continues. No small task, and for this reason I hope that this book gives readers the tools to create a culture within their own organizations that is able to continually produce excellent branding, storytelling, and experiences that build and maintain those powerful emotional bonds with their audience.


With the notable exception of chapter 1, every chapter follows a similar structure and presents a unique element that will produce a stronger brand. The end of each chapter will also include a list of principles that highlight and condense that chapter’s ideas and themes. Chapter 1 gives readers a better understanding of who I was when I first joined Nike, and thus is very biographical, while the other chapters are presented thematically. The stories I have chosen to illustrate a lesson or idea in specific chapters are the best stories I could tell in that moment. But the creative process never is so orderly, and stories I have chosen for one chapter could easily have applied to another. For this reason, readers will notice the repetition of certain ideas—empathy, insight, and creative collaboration, to name a few—popping up in several stories. And that’s because all those elements went into those creative endeavors. Chapter 2 presents several of these themes in a “foundational” way; in other words, without these traits present in your organization, it’s hard to find inspiration and innovate with purpose.


Finally, I want to highlight the closing themes of the book here at the beginning. As brand marketers, we have the amazing opportunity to use our insights, our tools, and our imaginations to say something about the world around us. We must remain true to our brand’s purpose, but we should not ignore those opportunities to create impactful, world-changing moments. The stories we put out into the world can only build a stronger bond with our consumers when they are tied to the same aspirational motivations that reside in every person. Reach for those horizons. Cynicism is our opponent, and we must constantly fight against it. In short, be part of something greater. Strive for achieving a higher purpose. Leave a legacy of greatness.















CHAPTER 1
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MY JOURNEY INTO THE ARENA


My friend saw that I was struggling and handed me a glass of water. It was true my mouth was dry, but that was nothing compared to my nerves. The extrovert who loves sports, competition, and hip-hop just wasn’t showing up that day; today, it was the introvert artist. The art, my art, wasn’t the problem. The problem was telling the story of my art—more accurate, my designs—to the audience in front of me. The dozen or so sets of eyes that belonged to my professors, my classmates, and other designers whose work and craft I respected and which had guided and informed my own, were turned on me, waiting to be impressed, to be amazed, to decide if I was truly one of them. One set of eyes in particular I felt boring into me, judging and weighing whether I had what it takes to enter this elite world of design. On the line was nothing less than the dream I had four years earlier, when I entered the Minneapolis College of Art and Design.


I was in the middle of presenting my senior thesis, an exploration between the visual arts and the liberal arts through the medium of design: a story of the contrasts and parallels between those worlds as told through my imagery. This was highbrow stuff, a journey in design meant to be taken in by the creative community. But if the journey is to be taken, then it must first be accepted as worthwhile, as meeting the highest standards, not by following the rules, but by pushing beyond everything that had come before. And the set of eyes I most needed to take this journey with me belonged to Laurie Haycock Makela, head of the Walker Art Center in Minneapolis, which is one of the most respected and most visited contemporary art museums in the world.


A month or so earlier, I had applied for one of the highly coveted Walker internships in the design department. Despite my heightened anxiety the day of my senior thesis presentation, I didn’t lack confidence in my talent. I knew I was tracking toward being one of the top designers in my class, and so I wasn’t surprised when Laurie called to let me know I was one of the finalists for the spot. She also suggested that I invite her to my presentation. Of course when the head of the Walker “suggests” you do something, it’s not really a suggestion at all. My senior thesis wasn’t only a presentation of the talent I had honed while at MCAD; it was now an interview.


Joining the Walker, even as an intern, would have been the culmination of many dreams and efforts since I was a child. Born of a Black father and white mother, I was adopted by my white parents and grew up in a nearly all-white suburb of Minneapolis called Minnetonka. Surrounded by the natural beauty of the land, and feeling more than a little like an outsider with my mixed heritage, I turned inward and mined my imagination. By the time I was five, I was accustomed to hearing from my parents and teachers: “You are a great artist!” My parents invested in summer drawing classes—having the middle school art teacher over to the house for dinner—new drawing and drafting tables, and even creating a drawing wall in the small bedroom I shared with my two brothers. The wall became the mural of my imagination.


In grade school, I began to experience a lot of direct racism. I wasn’t equipped to deal with it, as I didn’t have anyone to learn from and look to who had similar experiences—so I turned to my art. Drawing allowed me to put my daydreams on paper and escape from reality. By the time I reached high school, I was immersed in different dimensions of the art and design world, which weren’t exactly normal interests for a Black kid in the early 1980s. But I found comfort in this passion, which allowed me to make sense of the world by reimagining what was possible. I also found my identity (though not all of it) in this confluence of art and design and I wanted more.


These were lofty ambitions for a kid from Minnesota, even if I had access to one of the best institutions for my talents in the Minneapolis College of Art and Design. During orientation, I heard a not-uncommon statement by one of our advisors: “Look around,” he said, indicating my fellow freshmen. “Only ten percent of you will be practicing design as a career.” He was right, of course, but I heard those words as a challenge. This elite world of design was my calling, and I’d be damned if I wasn’t going to join its ranks. Ten percent was still stiff competition, and I was determined to outwork and outhustle them. By the end of my time at MCAD, I could say I did both, and my eyes were now set on the future, specifically the Walker, which offered one of the most coveted yearlong internships for young designers. The Walker Art Center was the embodiment of what I adored: cutting-edge design that broke boundaries and pushed the definition of what was possible. Tasked with visually communicating the latest art exhibitions, Walker designers got as much latitude for self-expression as the artists themselves. It’s the kind of design that doesn’t really exist anymore in today’s digitally driven world. Back then, designers at the Walker made trends, just as much as the artists whose work was housed within its walls. To showcase that art, through posters, catalogs, and exhibitions, required a level of design that was as equally revolutionary. To enter that world was to be on the verge of entering the elite arena of design.


Now, all that stood between me and the attainment of my dream was a senior thesis that brought in such esoteric thinkers as Carl Jung and Laurie Haycock Makela. I gulped the glass of water given to me by my concerned friend and forged ahead…
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“I think you should do it,” my friend told me. It was the spring of my senior year at MCAD, a month or so before I was set to present my senior thesis, and “it” referred to a minority internship program being offered by Nike. “I’m going to go for it, and you should, too,” he said.


“No, man, that’s your thing,” I replied. I wasn’t just being nice either. My friend was what today we would call a “sneaker head,” the type of person who dreams about sneakers and designs shoes in his notebook in his spare time. While my mind was focused on bringing esoteric psychology into my design work, he loved thinking up cool new shoe designs. We were both at MCAD but were obviously on different tracks. Nike most certainly was his thing; mine was the Walker, which I had already applied to.


But it wasn’t like his suggestion to apply to Nike came out of nowhere. Since I was a child, I had loved sports and competition. As a kid, I didn’t turn only to art to find my identity, I also drew inspiration from the performances and personalities of Black athletes of the ’70s and ’80s. Immersing myself in sport became a daily ritual. Collecting football and baseball cards was beyond an obsession. I had a large paper route so I could make some spending money, but more important, I could pore over the sports section and memorize the Major League baseball batting averages and home run leaders, who back then were dominated by African-American ballplayers.


The culture these athletes helped create—which was really a reflection of the urban Black culture that I had very little experience with—had started to infiltrate the mass market. The days of Bill Russell and Converse All-Stars were slowly but surely giving way to Michael Jordan and Nike. I mention Nike specifically because much of how I consumed these new superstars was through the medium of marketing. Away from the court or field, athletes were swiftly becoming aspirational icons of cool—and the marketing images and ads had become generators of the same exhilaration and emulation that one would get watching these athletes perform. I was taken in by these artistic displays, not realizing at the time that the emotions they gave me were the emotions they had been designed to give me. It was design on a wholly different level from what I would learn when I entered college.


Now, let’s turn the clock to 1992. Everywhere you looked, you saw it—that unmistakable rebellious Nike spirit. You could pop on the television, and there would be tennis star Andre Agassi, clad in neon green apparel, smashing the ball while the Red Hot Chili Peppers played in Nike’s Rock ’n’ Roll Tennis commercial. Turn the channel again, and you’d hear the lyrics “and we all shine on” from John Lennon’s “Instant Karma,” serving as the anthem for Nike’s latest Just Do It commercial.


That spring of 1992, Nike was on fire. It was the twentieth anniversary of the company, and with ambassadors of the brand like Jordan, Charles Barkley, Jerry Rice, and Ken Griffey Jr., Nike was everywhere, as was its iconic trademark, the Swoosh. With more than $3 billion in annual revenue, Nike might no longer have been a small Oregon upstart; however, its rebellious attitude and revolutionary spirit were still intact and spreading rapidly across the world. To own a pair of Nikes wasn’t just the height of cool; it said something about how you looked at sport and life: You played to win, but you did it with style.


Time and again, Nike was at the intersection of sports and culture. They weren’t just responding to it, they were creating and leading it. As Jordan was in hot pursuit of his second NBA championship with the Chicago Bulls, Nike released the coveted Air Jordan VII sneaker and the commercial hit of the Super Bowl, “Hare Jordan.” In the ad, Michael teamed up with Bugs Bunny to defeat a team of bullies on the basketball court. On top of that, the brand opened its second Niketown retail store in Jordan’s backyard of Chicago. They had revolutionized sneakers, and now the Niketown concept was redefining the shopping experience.


Nike’s innovation was fueling its dominance across basketball, running, tennis, and cross-training. The launch of the all-new Air Huarache line of footwear was in full bloom. Flipping through any magazine at the time, you would undoubtedly come across its ad that asked in big, bold type, “Have You Hugged Your Foot Today?”—a promise about how comfortable this innovation was on your feet. Turn a few more pages, and you would see another ad showcasing Nike’s new outdoor sports line called All Conditions Gear, led by the Air Deschutz sport sandal, with its tagline, “Air Cushioning Meets Air Conditioning.” Nike’s voice was as innovative as the products themselves.


Like every other competitive, sports-loving kid of the era, I was fully immersed in this new culture created by Nike, without entirely realizing why. What’s odd is that I never really saw what Nike did with its marketing—it’s mastery of images and emotions—as design. Design was what I did; it was what I was in school for, it was what I would go to the Walker to do. In other words, design was more than some commercial selling shoes. And then that spring my world turned upside down: In the 1980s and 1990s, Print magazine was the number one graphic design publication in the country, and of course I eagerly awaited each new issue. Its Spring 1992 issue had a story on the Nike Image Design team, with a picture showing the team waist-deep in the man-made lake that was at the center of the new Nike headquarters in Beaverton, Oregon. The man in the center of the photo, flanked by twenty other designers, was Ron Dumas, head of the Image Design team and creator of the Jordan “Wings” poster—which showed a life-size Jordan in his Bulls uniform with outstretched arms, one hand palming a basketball, above a quote from William Blake: “No bird soars too high if he soars with his own wings.”


I knew the poster well, since I had it in my college apartment. In that moment, after reading the article, I suddenly realized something that I’m almost embarrassed to admit to today: There were designers behind these images and ads that had had (and continued to have) such a profound effect on me. It sounds absurd for the designer I was then, but I had never given much thought to the people behind Nike’s marketing. Now, here they were, staring me in the face, waist-deep in water. The feeling I had in that moment was a bit, I imagine, like an astronomer discovering a new planet in space: It’s been there the whole time, but you’re only now seeing it.


Now, my friend has told me there’s an opportunity to work in this mysterious world that I just now knew existed. I went home and sat in my sparsely appointed college apartment, staring at the Jordan “Wings” poster on my wall, Michael staring back, with the Blake quote calling to me. Michael’s intense gaze, coupled with this quote about striving for greatness, convinced me: I would apply for the internship.
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In early April, I learned that my senior thesis presentation had gone over well with those who mattered most, especially with Laurie. Soon after, I heard that I had been accepted to the Walker Art Center internship, which would start on September 1. The Nike internship was over the summer, which meant I could do both—if I was accepted to both. But despite my excitement for the Nike opportunity, my vision and dreams remained with the world of the Walker. It represented the pinnacle of everything I had learned and honed while at MCAD, whereas Nike seemed to me like a fun way to spend the summer.


Then I get the call from Nike, offering me the spot. As it happened, my classmate, the sneaker head who had also applied for the internship, was in the room at the time Nike called. He was happy for me, even if I could feel his disappointment. The call came from Chris Aveni, then one of the heads of the Nike Image Design team. It was a quick, almost curt call: The internship began in the first week in June, where there would be a day and a half of orientation. If I couldn’t make the start date, which was a week after my graduation, then the internship would go to someone else. There was no question that I would accept the offer then and there.


Looking at my friend, and overcoming the guilt I felt, I said I could make it. How, I didn’t know. After graduation I was broke and had no way of getting to Oregon. Thankfully, my parents decided to loan me their Ford Econoline van, the kind with the fold-out bed, poker tables, blinds in the windows, and airbrushed color gradients on the sides. I wasn’t about to complain about these garish design features and the bumper stickers, even if it went against what I stood for as an aspiring designer. For a family of seven on a teacher’s salary, loaning me the van for the summer was a huge sacrifice for my parents.


I drove the van twenty-seven hours across the country from Minneapolis, over the Badlands of South Dakota, between the Rocky Mountains, and onto Highway 84 through the breathtaking Columbia River Gorge. I finally arrived in Beaverton, and drove straight to the Nike office parking lot. All I knew about Oregon was this address. The problem was that this was a Thursday; the internship didn’t start until the following Monday, and I didn’t know another soul in the area. So I slept in the van in the parking lot for the next three nights while looking for an apartment that wouldn’t charge me first month’s rent up front, because I had only $300 to my name and a maxed-out credit card.


The days allowed me to get a good look at my new workplace, my brand-new workplace. The new Nike campus had been a work in progress for more than a year, with new buildings opening on a rolling schedule. Each building was named after an iconic athlete who’d had an impact on the brand, from Michael Jordan and John McEnroe to Joan Benoit Samuelson, the first women’s Olympic marathon champion. It was a combination of museum, park, and office, all in one. To a sports-obsessed kid like me, it was like my mecca. I was never going to be a professional athlete, but this was pretty darn close. More important, Nike recognized that creating an inspiring, physical work environment would yield greater collaboration, productivity, and innovation. While many companies follow this model today, Nike’s unique insight was that to ignite creativity, it helped to work in creative spaces. It was as if Nike’s ethos was reflected in the architecture and environment, a place where creatives could thrive in a domain dedicated toward inspiring their talents. To feel inspired by your surroundings, and to use that emotion to inform your work, set a new standard in corporate culture. As any pair of Nikes is more than a pair of shoes, so too was the Nike headquarters more than a collection of buildings to house employees. The buildings themselves were part of the story, generating an immersive experience that to my twenty-two-year-old eyes and heart was beyond anything I had imagined.


The beating heart of the campus was the state-of-the-art Bo Jackson Fitness Center. Three years earlier, my emotional connection with the brand had deepened with the launch of the memorable Bo Knows campaign and the introduction of cross-training to the world. This commercial had a profound effect on me. My parents had bought me a sand-filled weight lifting set when I was thirteen, so by the time the campaign came around, I was years into a daily ritual that combined cardio and weights. The Bo Jackson Fitness Center would become my home away from home that summer.


On Monday I joined seventeen other interns of color from across the company for a brand orientation, and I quickly realized I was the only one from out of state. The rest were all local kids, straight from Oregon. The orientation was hosted by Jeff Hollister, the third employee at Nike and a close friend and teammate of Steve Prefontaine, the legendary University of Oregon and Olympic distance runner and the first athlete Nike ever sponsored. Jeff talked about the history of the company in vivid detail, the brand’s values, and the maxims that defined the Nike team culture. We learned what it meant to lead from the front, Prefontaine’s approach to running races. When Jeff translated that to the brand and business world, it meant if you want to be an innovator, you need to defy the conventional tactics, and take the lead from the start and let the competition react. It was only the beginning of what would become a steady stream of leadership principles born from sports and applied to brand building. That day we left with the voice of Pre through his famous quote, “To give anything less than your best, is to sacrifice the gift.”


From the very beginning, Nike was subverting my expectations. True, I would likely receive a slightly less… motivational talk when I joined the Walker in September, but the concepts that Jeff mentioned—and which Pre personified—could have been ripped from the Walker itself: defying convention, pushing boundaries, going beyond what was possible. There was a culture here, I remembered thinking, a culture of excellence.


And what a culture it was. This was the early 1990s, and this was Oregon, the focal point for so many countercultural trends then just picking up speed. On the radio, bands like Pearl Jam, Nirvana, and Soundgarden had introduced a new style of music known as grunge—a kind of rebellion against the glam metal and hair bands of the 1980s (whose power ballads were a constant presence in the halls of my high school). This new wave of music defined a generation with its biting irreverence and sense of irony—which also fairly accurately defined the people and ethos I met in the Image Design office. There was almost a conscious determination in the office to reject the traditional trappings of corporate life: While I came from a world where “business casual” was owned by brands like Banana Republic and Ralph Lauren (a style I most heartily embraced) this office was dominated by shorts and sandals, at times even bare feet and open, half-buttoned shirts. On my first day of work, in a Ralph Lauren button-up, I was told: “We need to teach you how to dress.” Yes, it was a culture all its own—brashness with a wink. Almost the entire design office was homegrown: born and raised in Oregon with a strong affinity for outdoor adventure sports. The department had a formidable intramural softball team called the Short Order Cooks—so named because of the last-minute requests that always ended up on the design team’s desk. Some of the guys in my office even belonged to a band called the Bookhouse Boys.


In tone, if not in spirit, I realized I was very far away from the world of MCAD and the Walker. At twenty-two, I was the youngest member of the Nike Image Design team and the only intern in the design office, and I walked in there absolutely unprepared for what I was about to experience. These were people who took the whole “work-life balance” part of the job seriously. They were great designers but that wasn’t all they were; some were outdoor enthusiasts, most loved music, and they brought all these hobbies, interests, and passions into the office with them, like someone bringing in a picture of their family. I quickly learned that an inordinate amount of time was spent planning and executing practical jokes on others in the office. To pull just one example, some of the guys designed a wall clock for a specific person in the office who left at 5:00 p.m. every day. Literally, every day. So, naturally, the pranksters took an old clock, replaced every numeral with a 5, and hung it in the office, leaving zero uncertainly about whom the clock was intended to lampoon. To be blunt, this wasn’t the world I imagined I would join when I set my heart on a career in design.


These were like the friends you had in high school, not the peers you chose in your profession. Yes, they had passion, but their passion wasn’t only their job—a difference I wasn’t used to. I was quiet, serious, but curious—and eager to make friends. I quickly joined the office softball team because I saw how seriously the other guys took it. But my real breakthrough came when some of the guys in the office asked me to lunch. They had heard about “the van,” and they wanted to take it for a spin. (Man, that van—there are so many reasons I am thankful for it.) The lunch proved to be the moment when I finally was accepted by my new coworkers. I was able to open up and show them who I was, not who I thought I had to be as an intern. I learned that they wanted to meet the real me, the guy behind the designer brands I had admired; they wanted the guy who rolled into Beaverton in his parents’ van; not just the designer, but Greg from Minnetonka. So that was the guy I showed them, and they became my friends.


This was a culture unlike anything I could’ve imagined, but it worked. Ron Dumas, the chief of the Image Design team, had instilled an ethos among his team that basically followed Nike’s slogan: Just do it. If you had an idea, just do it. Some symphonies are highly orchestrated, where the conductor is an omnipresent force, willing the other musicians to follow their cue. But there are also symphonies where the conductor is less present but no less felt. Ron’s influence was palpable, even if he ran a highly decentralized operation. His expectations guided the work ethic of the office, and his team delivered time and again. Only on those rare occasions when the pranks would go too far—and they often did—would Ron step out of his office to wrangle the teenagers.


There was one exception to the laid-back, THC-laced esprit de corps that summer, and his name was John Norman. John made my own anal-retentiveness look almost lazy. This guy obsessed about every single detail in his projects, down to the exact placement of a letter in a headline: “Not a quarter of a millimeter, Greg; one thirty-second of a millimeter!” John also scorned computers, a tool I had been using in my creative endeavors throughout college. But in John I found a kindred spirit, a man who took design as seriously as I did. John in turn saw the same in me, and took me under his wing. I learned through John the importance of exactness, a thing that wasn’t necessarily highly touted in the school of design I had attended. But when you have one second to capture a consumer’s attention, the difference between 1/4 of a millimeter and 1/32 of a millimeter matters.
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It proved to be an extraordinary summer for Nike and sports. Early in the season, Agassi won Wimbledon—his first Grand Slam—by defeating Goran Ivanišević. He didn’t just win with superior performance, he did it with a unique style that bucked the stuffy, all-white dress codes, wearing colorful new Air Tech Challenge Huarache tennis shoes and bold apparel to match. Of course, in previous years, Agassi had worn Nike denim shorts on the court.


Michael Jordan and the Chicago Bulls were a dominant force, and the Bulls were playing the Portland Trail Blazers in the NBA Finals that June. MJ and the Bulls would win, of course, and go on to dominate basketball and the entire sports world for the following decade. Once the NBA Finals were over, it was time for the Tournament of the Americas, and Portland was the host city. This was the first-ever assembled Dream Team of NBA players. Up until that point, the USA team had always been composed of college players. All these superstars in Portland were playing other teams in the Americas as a prelude to the Olympics in Barcelona.


My love of basketball and its superstars was fed all summer, hitting a peak at the Barcelona Summer Olympics, where the Dream Team would go on to win gold. Nike won too, considering they sponsored most of the players on the court. The brand, always with perfect timing, had a commercial ready featuring the Dream Team as dynamic animated characters. These Olympics would be historic for other reasons. This would be the first time South Africa would be competing since 1960 after having the ban lifted for ending apartheid.


We were also witness to what in my opinion was the greatest Just Do It moment in history to that point. Derek Redmond, a sprinter from Great Britain, was running in the 400 meters semifinal heat when he fell to the ground with a torn hamstring. As he got up and began limping, his father came out of the crowd, shoved past security and onto the track, and helped carry Derek across the finish line. Making the moment even more poignant—for Nike, at least—was the fact that Derek’s father was wearing a hat with the Just Do It slogan across the front. At the time, it didn’t feel like marketing, just fate.


Being a member of the team, I shared these moments of fulfillment and pride with everyone else in the office. While I didn’t personally design any of the logos, events, or commercials that had such an effect on that summer of sports, I was able to feel something that I hadn’t as a designer: this sense that our work had meaning, that we were part of the national conversation, not speaking to ourselves, as designers sometimes do, but moving with world events and even shaping them. This wasn’t the sort of “popular” design I had dismissed as a student at MCAD, with my eyes set on the elite world of the Walker; this was different. In the same way that one gets an emotional response to an athlete’s performance, others responded to Nike’s marketing with joy and a sense of purpose. It was visceral.


The summer of my internship coincided with Nike getting its first Apple Macintosh computers. My relationship and appreciation for Apple had started in 1982, when my father brought home an Apple II. Unable to afford the monitor that came with it, we used our small black-and-white television as the screen. The channel dial was missing, so we had to use pliers to toggle back and forth from the TV channels to the Mac channel. It was the first fusion of analog and digital experiences for me, and it sparked my understanding for how technology could power creativity or hold it back. A flashy computer program was not a substitute for an idea; the idea had to always come first. So the timing of those Macs could not have been more perfect, and the moment presented an ideal opportunity to make a reputation. My office had no experience in how to use them, and I happened to be fluent in multiple Macintosh programs coming right out of college. I wasn’t there to make copies and file documents, and this gave me a perfect platform to make myself useful and show the team what my design skills were.


The internship culminated with an extraordinary design opportunity. There would be no assisting other designers on this one. I was on my own and had to prove myself to the higher-ups. I, along with other seasoned designers, was tasked with designing a logo for the next two-sport superstar, Deion Sanders, that would be on the tongue of a new shoe, the Air Diamond Turf, the first cross-training shoe for both baseball and football players. The logo had to express Deion’s skill, style, and attitude (“Primetime”) into a brand mark. It had to tell a story, yes, but it also had to generate a response, an emotion, in the same way as the Jordan Jumpman generates an emotion. And of course the logo also had to incorporate his two sports, baseball and football, and his playing number and initials.


It would be no small feat to get all that information into a symbol the size of a quarter. I was ill prepared as I couldn’t rely on the type of design work I had been doing through college, which was more print oriented. In school, I was designing things like posters, wine labels, stamps, and catalogs, where the goal was to offer something fresh and unique, something no one has done before. I knew how to do the kind of design that one stands back and admires for several moments, seeing something new from each angle. That’s a far cry from designing a logo for a superstar, where uniqueness isn’t itself the goal; the goal is generating a reaction, an emotional attachment to the brand, achieved in the split second it takes one to see it. Just think of the Jordan Jumpman logo—simple, clean, a silhouette, but the feeling it generates, the sense of immediate identification, and the thrill of poetry in motion. That is what a logo can achieve.


This was new territory for me, but I didn’t dare tell anyone that. As I looked around at the other designers who were participating, it was clear that they were following old-school techniques: hand drawings on paper. I instead used Adobe Illustrator on an Apple computer. I thought it would be to my advantage, but it proved stifling, and my attempts, while original, lacked that visceral edge; in a word, they lacked Deion. The computer is great for print communication but less useful for logo design, where the goal is to unleash your imagination on the paper, letting your mind guide your hand. What I saw as old-school, and therefore a bit primitive, was in fact how Nike’s designers were able to tap into that visceral emotion a logo must generate. But I was young and arrogant, and I pressed on, unwilling to let go of the digital tools I had mastered. I knew deep down that this was a struggle, but I pushed forward with my process. I got so desperate that I called my college professor to express the difficulties I was having and ask for some advice. He said, “Logo design is an old person’s game.” Well, that didn’t help, as I was young, and that wasn’t doing me any favors.


My logo wasn’t chosen. It hurt, as I hadn’t experienced a rejection like that in my young career. My first instinct was to say that maybe this wasn’t the place for me, but my manager that summer cleared my head of those thoughts pretty quickly. He explained that in the process of innovation, you don’t lose. You win by playing the long game and using moments like this to learn and come back stronger next time. He was right, of course, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that a lot of the lessons I had learned about design had very little meaning in this dynamic landscape of split-second emotion. I was a marathon runner in a sprinter’s world.


Perhaps sensing the sting of defeat—or maybe because he wanted to reward me for a summer of good work—Ron Dumas took me along to the meeting where the winning logo was presented to Tinker Hatfield, who is regarded as the greatest sneaker designer of all time. Yeah, that helped ease the pain.
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The summer was over, and I spent the last weekend watching Buddy Guy and B. B. King mesmerize the audience at the Mount Hood Blues Festival. I thought it would be the last time I would be in Beaverton. Of course I wasn’t allowed to leave before being on the receiving end of a good prank. On my last day, I walked into my cube to find a wall-sized poster of the van hanging there, with the words “Don’t Design and Drive” etched across the front. The prank wasn’t nearly as mean as it could’ve been, but then I assume they took it easy on me hoping I would come back one day. In any case, I said my good-byes, and got ready to drive the van back to Minnesota and start my internship at the Walker. It would prove to be the van’s last drive. I had managed to save $500 from my three-month intern salary, which was still $200 more than when I had arrived. But on the drive back, the brakes went out, and the repairs cost me the $500 I had saved. So I rolled home much the same as I had left it: dead-ass broke.


My internship at the Walker started soon after, and suddenly I was thrust back in the world I had once loved and admired. If the Nike internship was intended to be a fun three-month pit stop, the Walker was serious business. No shorts or T-shirts here. No softball teams or practical jokes in the office. This was a place that defined artistic excellence, and there was instant pressure that came with living up to that legacy. Your design work needed to respect the past and, at the same time, define the future. With the pressure came an equal amount of freedom to experiment and create new ways to visually communicate the Walker programs, often to very niche audiences.


While there, I had incredible opportunities to expand the museum’s reach and open up art exhibitions to new and underserved audiences. I was chosen as the design lead for the first national exhibition of its kind on the art of Malcolm X: a gallery of artistic expressions of the civil rights icon from a variety of artists, completed during and after his life. The programming culminated with a special early screening of Spike Lee’s historic Malcolm X film, starring Denzel Washington. The film spoke to me, as it did to most young Black Americans at the time and has done since. It’s too much to say that I identified with Malcolm, but I certainly understood his search for identity. With his feet set in two different worlds, Malcolm broke with African-American civil rights leaders of the past and forged a new path toward Black empowerment.


I remembered the sports stars of my youth, and how they too forged their own path of empowerment, not just by what they did on the field, but also by how the public saw them through the lens of Nike. I found my identity in them; I found strength, and hope, and a sense that they spoke to me. As a child, I was the audience, but as an intern at Nike, I had been one of those helping create those moments. The summer of ’92 provided several such moments—from Jordan capturing his second title to the historic Dream Team to Jackie Joyner-Kersee winning gold in the heptathlon—I felt the same pride that everyone in the office felt. Why? Because Nike was tied to that moment. I got a taste of that as an intern, and I wanted more. At Nike, designers moved with the cultural currents, responded to momentous events, and shaped how people saw the world of sports. I wanted to be part of that work. Above all, there was power in what Nike did from its irreverent, countercultural (and much less diverse) outpost on the West Coast. The letters I received from my new friends in Beaverton, asking when I was coming back and joking about the summer we had together, also didn’t hurt.


It was late April, eight months into the Walker internship, and I was thriving when Nike called to tell me they had an open design position with my name on it. There was only one condition: If I couldn’t make a start date of May 15, it was off the table. There was no flexibility as Nike was experiencing tremendous business growth at the time and needed help immediately to continue to drive and deliver on the demand for the brand. I thought about my time at Nike often, and the moment I got that call, my heart, mind, and soul all pulled me back to the Swoosh. There was work to be done back in Oregon. There was potential for meaning and fulfillment in a way that I couldn’t see if I remained on my current path. There was no question that I would go.


There was only one problem: I’d have to tell Laurie. By then, Laurie had become my mentor, and I learned many lessons in my time under her. One day I was working on a design layout, meticulously placing elements, when she grabbed the mouse and messed up my design, moving things around randomly on the screen. I was horrified but it was exactly what I needed. The point, Laurie said, was to stop trying to be perfect. Loosen up, and you’ll begin to discover new creative territory, and in turn so will your audience. She was right. I had a tendency to play it too safe, and to this day, I use that lesson and her voice to keep pushing beyond the expected.


I revered Laurie and in a way I feared her, too. Imagine telling Anna Wintour that you’re leaving a Vogue internship early. Who leaves the rarefied air of a global creative mecca to work in… sports? How could this be done respectfully? But when I finally told her I needed to trust my instincts and take what I had learned under her leadership and apply it in an arena with a massive global reach, she gave me her blessing.


I needed that closure. I needed that reassurance that what I was about to do was OK in the eyes of one of the people I admired most.


Of all the lessons I had learned from my summer at Nike, none affected my decision more than this: Emotion was the point. It also helped that my internship had coincided with that incredible summer of sport in 1992. There was the Bulls, the Olympics, the Dream Team. There was Andre Agassi winning Wimbledon wearing all-white Nike apparel, including a hat bearing the Swoosh that would lead to Nike changing its corporate logo. There was the sheer audacity of some of the commercials, like “Godzilla vs. Charles Barkley,” where the Phoenix Suns star challenges the monster to a one-on-one in the streets of Tokyo. Underneath this incredible energy there was a true focus on trying to build a brand that extended the definition of sport beyond the fields, courts, and great athletes. The phrase “Stay in your lane” didn’t apply, and we actively merged our lane with other cultural currents. It was an exhilarating time for Nike as well as for a young designer like me. Little did I know that it was only the beginning.


At Nike, we stirred visceral emotions in our audience, our consumers, not just to get them to buy our shoes, but to get them to feel like they were part of the story themselves. The Walker did and continued to do great work, both by attracting the most cutting-edge artists in the world and also by urging its design team to bring focus to that art in equally cutting-edge ways. I know I would’ve been very happy there—had I never had my Nike experience. An artist will say that art can change the world, and this is true. But at Nike I came to understand that art only moves people when they feel inspired or heard or driven to excellence. And I saw that Nike had only just begun to understand what it could do with emotion, that there was more to be uncovered and explored, that the confluence between sport and the passions that moved the world was just beginning. I wasn’t about to miss that.


So once again it was time to make that twenty-seven-hour drive back to Portland. This time in my own car, a GMC Jimmy: a step up from my parents’ van but without the charm and mystique. The new job would be in Nike’s Image Design department within the newly opened Nolan Ryan Building, which was named for another childhood idol, the Hall of Famer and career leader in strikeouts, with the fastest pitch in baseball at one time. Another opportunity to live up to a standard of greatness.


The last drive to Nike felt temporary, but this one had a feeling of finality to it. I knew in my heart that I would not be coming back to Minneapolis. There would be no more choices between art and sport. They would be forever intertwined.
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