
  

 FOUL PLAY  

       Sponsors Leave Workers on the Sidelines 

  

 

    

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

   

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

A Report by BASIC (Bureau for the Appraisal of Social Impacts 

and Costs) for #/,,%#4)& %4()15% 352 ,ȭ%4)15%44%  

 

May 2016 

 



2 

 
 

  

  

 

 

 



3 

 
 

Summary 

 

 

Next June when the UEFA European Championship kicks off in France, the ×ÏÒÌÄȭÓ ÂÉÇ sportswear brands will unveil 

their new marketing campaigns, and their budgets are likely to break new records. For example, .ÉËÅȭÓ ÌÁÓÔ World Cup 

campaign in Rio ɀ ȰRisk Everythingȱ ɀ was budgeted at an estimated άή ÍÉÌÌÉÏÎ ÄÏÌÌÁÒÓȟ ÔÈÅ ÈÉÇÈÅÓÔ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÂÒÁÎÄȭÓ 

history.  

 

In addition to their ubiquitous media presence, ÉÎÔÅÒÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÆÏÏÔÂÁÌÌȭÓ three main sponsors ɀ Nike, Adidas and Puma ɀ  

have billed themselves as champions of decent working conditions in their factories. After a series of scandals made 

headlines in the 1990s, they made socially responsible policies a priority and are regularly cited as examples in the 

garment industry. 

 

However, in light of persistent problems (accidents, fires, low wages), it is legitimate to wonder if the situation has 

fundamentally changed for workers who eke out a meager ÌÉÖÉÎÇ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÂÒÁÎÄÓȭ ÓÕÐÐÌÙ ÃÈÁÉÎÓ. 

 

In order to begin to frame an answer, The Éthique ÓÕÒ ÌȭïÔÉÑÕÅÔÔÅ Collective has launched a study to explore the 

relationship between the sportswear brandsȭ business model and working conditions in their supply chains. 

 

Here are the main results: 

 

Endorsements are the ÇÒÏ×ÔÈ ÅÎÇÉÎÅȣ 
 

Because of ÆÏÏÔÂÁÌÌȭÓ media and social importance, it has become a major battleground for the ×ÏÒÌÄȭÓ major 

sportswear brands.  

Dominated by the Big ThreeɂNike, Adidas and PumaɂEuropean football endorsements have reached 

astronomical levels: deals made with the 10 biggest teams have risen from Ώ 262 to more than Ώ 405 million since 

2013. The same goes for celebrity athletes. Annual contracts with Lionel Messi and Paul Pogba have reached sums 

of between Ώ 35 to Ώ 40 million in 2015 compared with Ώ 20 to Ώ ΨΫ ÍÉÌÌÉÏÎ five years ago. 

This spike also applies to national teams: according to the magazine Bild, Adidas was willing to quadruple its level 

of endorsement to a billion euros over 10 years to avoid losing the team to Nikeɂan all-time record.  

This ȰÓÎÅÁËÅÒ ×ÁÒȱ is fueled by a fight for dominance over soccer, and through it, the world athletic apparel 

market. 

 

ȣof a model based on the exponential increase of sales volumeȣ 
 

In the 1990s, the major sportswear brands laid the groundwork for a model based on the bottom line. Nike 

became the industry leader, doubling its dividends since 2010 and achieving shareholder returns of 27.7% in 2015, 

far above the Dow (13.9%) or the S&P 500 (19.7%). In an attempt to catch up, Adidas and Puma have reacted by 

entering a race for profitability.  

 

To increase profit margins, these brands are having to sell more products to more consumers than ever before ɀ 

Nike, the industry leader, has doubled its sales in less than 10 years. This constant growth requires large 

investments in innovation and an ever-increasing media presence, notably through endorsements. 

 

 

ȣÁÎÄ ÃÏÓÔ-cuttingȣ 
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Starting in the 2000s, the big sportswear brands implemented a new system of supply chain management, 

allowing them to diversify their product line while integrating technological innovations. In the footwear sector for 

instance, an era of mass personalization has arrived, giving consumers the ability to customize their own shoe by 

choosing materials and colors. 

.ÉËÅȟ !ÄÉÄÁÓ ÁÎÄ 0ÕÍÁȭÓ ÕÓÅ ÏÆ lean manufacturing among the majority of their suppliers allows them to remotely 

manage all of their supply chains, which have become increasingly intricate and ramified (similar to what has 

occurred in the auto industry). 

 

These systems allow for optimized cost control: for each shoe model, the sportswear brands set their desired retail 

price and profit margin, and from there calculate the maximum production cost for the item. They then sit down 

with their supplier to determine which raw materials to use, their origin and price, as well as the exact number of 

minutes allotted to manufacturing and how much workers are to be paid. 

 

ȣwhich dictates sourcing choicesȣ 
 

Setting up systems of streamlined management allows sportswear brands to impact wages and working 

conditions in their factories, contrary to what they have sometimes claimed to the media. 

 

Lean explains the fact that, despite a drop in the number of supply chain partners, there are significant changes in 

the list of partner factories from one year to the next.  

The study also shows that sportswear brands use lean to exit certain countries and invest in others. Nike, Adidas 

and Puma are thus massively shifting their sourcing from China, where wages have seen significant increases, to 

Vietnam, Indonesia, and soon Myanmar, India and Pakistan, where lower wages allow for significant labor cost 

savings.  

In this way, they expose themselves to significant breaches in labor standards (unpaid overtime, no paid vacation, 

discrimination and impediments to organized labor), which they try to curb using an increasingly sophisticated and 

costly system of labor audits with uncertain results. 

 

ȣÁÎÄ ÄÏÅÓÎȭÔ allow workers to live in dignityȣ 
 

In 2015, the price breakdown of athletic apparel is clear: on average a mere 2% of the retail price of footwear ends 

up in the pockets of workers, compared with 1% of consumer or professional jerseys.  

For example, workers receive less than Ώ ΦȢ65 to manufacture the jersey of one the Euro 2016 stars, which is sold at 

about Ώ 85 to consumers. 

In most of the manufacturing countries, workers ÁÒÅÎȭÔ ÐÁÉÄ ÅÎÏÕÇÈ to cover ÔÈÅÉÒ ÆÁÍÉÌÉÅÓȭ ÂÁÓÉÃ ÎÅÅÄÓ. 

The long-term goal of sportswear brands is to drastically cut labor costs by automating the manufacturing of their 

products. The recent opening of !ÄÉÄÁÓȭ ÆÉÒÓÔ fully automated shoe factory in Germany is a sign of this coming 

trend. 

 

...undermining ÔÈÅ ÂÒÁÎÄÓȭ ÓÔÁÔÅÄ ÃÏÍÍÉÔÍÅÎÔ ÔÏ Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR)ȣ  
 

This methodical search for the lowest bidder ÃÁÓÔÓ ÄÏÕÂÔ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÂÒÁÎÄÓȭ stated commitment to build long-term 

partnerships with a more limited number of factories, and their resolve to give contract factories the means to 

improve labor and working conditions.  

For example, the industry-wide strategy of pulling out of China just as wages there have begun to allow workers to 

make a decent living would seem to contradict their stated pledge to ensure a living wage within their supply chain 

partners.  

Contrary to the stated CSR goals of sportswear makers, labor remains an adjustable value to the Big Three. 

  

Nevertheless, the Big Three could improve tÈÅ ÓÉÔÕÁÔÉÏÎ ÉÆ ÔÈÅÙ ÓÏ ÄÅÓÉÒÅÄȣ 
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Estimates realized as part of the current study show that paying workers a living wage would cost Nike, Adidas and 

Puma less than their current marketing and endorsement budgets, and the dividends they pay their shareholders 

each year.   

Paying a living wage would represent only a few dozen cents more in the final price tag of a pair of sneakers or a 

ÓÐÏÒÔÓ ÊÅÒÓÅÙȢ "ÕÔ ÉÔȭÓ thanks to these infinitesimal savings on millions of items that the Big Three can invest 

lavishly in their constantly ballooning marketing budgets, and their ȰÓÎÅÁËÅÒ ×ÁÒÓȱ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÐÏÒÔÓ ÆÉÅÌÄ. 

According to our calculations, endorsement costs of the 10 largest European football clubs since 2013 would have 

been sufficient to pay living wages to 165,000 workers in Vietnam and 110,000 workers in Indonesia. 

 

ȣor even change their business modelȣ 
 

Low wages result not from a lack of means, but from a global business model that should be reexamined. There is 

an alternative to this massive investment in marketing and communication to the detriment of supply 

subcontractors. In the past few years, other brands have begun to show this by building new models that allow 

workers to make a decent livelihood, from raw material producers to assembly-line workers, while offering 

consumers successful products. 
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1. Sportswear Brands: A High-volume Strategy Based on Technical Innovation and 

Branding and Endorsement Investment 

1.1 A Brief History of Athletic Apparel Brands 

 

1.1.1 The Dominance of European Giants Adidas and Puma Supplanted by the Emergence of Nike 

 

Adidas and Puma: The Invention of Modern Sports 

 

The idea of manufacturing sports-specific footwear was born in the late 1920s, and was developed by the brothers 

Rudolf and Adolf DasslÅÒ ×ÈÏ ÆÏÕÎÄÅÄ !ÄÉÄÁÓ ÁÎÄ 0ÕÍÁȭÓ ÃÏÍÍÏÎ ÁÎÃÅÓÔÏÒȢ The brothers, sports enthusiasts 

from a long line of Bavarian garment makers, sought to produce light footwear that was adapted to the various 

sports they practiced. This revolutionary new initiative met with no uncertain success in Germany, in a period 

when modern sports practice, and in particular English running and football, was in its infancy.1 

The Dassler brothers owed much of their success to partnerships with the sports clubs that were cropping up in 

Germany during the inter-war period, particularly football teams. They quickly attracted attention from national 

sports federations, in particular track and field clubs, who asked them to supply the German Olympic team in 

Amsterdam in 1928, an acknowledgment of the fledgling businessȭ ÓÁÖÏÉÒ-faire. The crowning achievement came 

at the Olympic Games in 1936 when Rudolf Dassler persuaded Jesse Owens to wear his shoes despite the Nazi 

ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔȭÓ likely retribution. OwenÓȭ haul of four gold medals cemented the DasslerȭÓ international reputation.2 

 

Like many others businesses, the company was put under Nazi control during WWII, and was only spared thanks to 

the $ÁÓÓÌÅÒ ÂÒÏÔÈÅÒÓȭ ÃÏÎÔÁÃÔÓ with the Nazi party. After the liberation, the Americans, discovering the company 

had sponsored Jesse Owens, allowed the company to resume production starting in 1946. Growing tensions 

between Rudolf and Adolf eventually burst into public view. Their relationship, which had soured during the war, 

led to a permanent rift  and mutual finger pointing during the postwar denazification process by the Americans.3 

Adolf, who had run the technical side of things left with his production team in 1949 and created the Adidas 

company (using his ÎÉÃËÎÁÍÅ Ȱ!ÄÉȱ $ÁÓÓÌÅÒɊȢ (Å invented the three parallel bars which ×ÏÕÌÄ ÂÅÃÏÍÅ ÔÈÅ ÂÒÁÎÄȭÓ 

logo and which made his products readily identifiable to consumers.  

The same year, Rudolf and his former sales team mounted their own factory on the other side of the Aurach River, 

recruited technicians and created Puma whose first logo he copyrighted. 

 

!ÄÉÄÁÓȭ ÂÕÓÉÎÅÓÓ ÂÏÏÍÅÄ after the 1952 Olympics in Helsinki, where Emile Zatopek took home three Gold medals 

for track-and-field wearing footwear with the 3-bar logo.4 

Meanwhile Puma saw substantial success in football, where design elements like the invention of the first cleats 

set the brand apart. Its partnership with the Brazilian football team starting in the 1960s helped cement its 

international renown.5 

 

Adidas and Puma became locked in a fierce competition to win endorsements from the ×ÏÒÌÄȭÓ best athletes, in 

particular in the Olympics and football. The family rivalry was passed down to the next generation after Horst and 

Armin Dassler, the sons of the respective founders of Adidas and Puma, took over as heads of the two companies. 

                                                                        
 
1 B. Smith, Pitch Invasion. Three stripes, two brothers, One feud: Adidas, Puma and the making of modern sport, Penguin books, 2007 
2 Ibid. 
3 Ibid. 
4 Ibid. 
5 Ibid. 
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During the 60s and 70s, Adidas gained ascendency over its rival sibling thanks to partnerships with the Olympics 

and 'ÅÒÍÁÎÙȭÓ .ÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ &ÏÏÔÂÁÌÌ 4ÅÁÍȟ Mannschaft. Puma struck back by paying the star Pelé to wear its shoes, 

giving the brand international exposure during the 1970 World Cup in Mexico.6 

From football and track and field, their rivalry extended into popular new sports, in particular tennis. 

 

In the late 1970s, Adidas took the lead in supplying athletic equipment to the Olympic Games (over 80% at the 

Montreal Games in 1976) and continued to develop its branding by inventing the international football 

endorsement.  

Horst Dassler signed the first such agreement in 1977 with FIFA president Joao Havelange. The deal invested 

private funds ɀ in partnership with Coca Cola ɀ to help bring the organization to developing countries. He created 

an umbrella company dubbed ISL7 to help bring private investment to the 1978 World Cup in Argentina. After this 

initial success, he ÁÎÄ &)&!ȭÓ new General Secretary Sepp Blatter set up a complete branding and sponsorship 

strategy for the following World Cup organized in Spain. This included exclusive commercialization rights for 

partner companies, the creation of a mascot and merchandising, and later TV broadcast rights. 

 

Based on the success of this model, ISL succeeded in branching out into the 1980 Olympic Games thanks to the 

support of newly elected IOC President, Juan Antonio Samaranch. 8 

The system has only gained momentum since then.  

 

The Rise of Nike and the End of European Dominance 

 

In the late 1960s, young Stanford student and sports enthusiast Philip Knight took a sabbatical to Japan to test his 

masters thesis on the feasibility of producing quality European-style athletic apparel in Japan at a fraction of the 

costɂsomething that had already taken place with cameras. 

In stores there, he found Adidas knock-offs bearing the Tiger logo, and decided to cold call the head of the 

company, Kihachiro Onitsuka. Posing as an American importer, he secured Tiger distribution rights for the United 

States.9 

Back in Oregon, he founded ÔÈÅ ÃÏÍÐÁÎÙ Ȱ"ÌÕÅ 2ÉÂÂÏÎȱ ×ÉÔÈ ÈÉÓ ÆÏÒÍÅÒ ÓÐÏÒÔÓ ÃÏÁÃÈ Bill Bowerman and began 

commercializing Tiger running shoes in the United Statesɂa market that had been dominated by Adidas and 

Puma. With a group of friends, he began to sell shoes in his free time at track meets. Phil Knight left his job as an 

accountant in 1969 to devote himself to the company full-time.10 

Faced with the difficulty of selling directly to consumers, they initially focused on selling sports shoes in bulk. They 

decided to rename their brand Nike and registered the ȰÓ×ÏÏÓÈȱ logo in 1972. After a failed attempt to 

manufacture their shoes in Mexico, they traveled throughout Japan, Taiwan and Hong Kong to build a network of 

suppliers which would make the first pairs of American-designed shoes.11 

 

4ÈÅ ÃÏÍÐÁÎÙȭÓ ÓÁÌÅÓ ÂÅÇÁÎ ÔÏ ÂÏÏÍ ÔÈÁÔ ÓÁÍÅ ÙÅÁÒ ÁÆÔÅÒ "Ï×ÅÒÍÁÎ was named trainer of the US Olympic track 

team in Munich. Nike shoes were highly successful among athletes who saw the brand as very close to them and 

their concerns.12 

                                                                        
 
6 CǊŀƴŎŜ рΣ [Ŝǎ ŦǊŝǊŜǎ 5ŀǎǎƭŜǊΣ ŘŜ ƭΩŀƳƻǳǊ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŀƭ Ł ƭŀ ƘŀƛƴŜ ǾƛǎŎŞǊŀƭŜΣ !ǇǊƛƭ нлмпΦ 
7 Originally called SMPI, the company became ISL (International Sports and Leisure) starting in 1982 
8 B. Smith, Pitch Invasion. 2007 op. cit. 
9 J. Strasser and L. Becklund, Swoosh: the unauthorized story of Nike and the men who played there, Collins, 1993 
10 J. Strasser and L. Becklund, Swoosh: the unauthorized story of Nike, 1993 op. cit. 
11 Ibid. 
12 Ibid. 
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After developing partnerships with amateur track teams, Nike launched a similar program with basketball teams 

starting in 1975. Sales doubled annually, finally reaching about 30 million dollars in 1977, and making Nike 

!ÍÅÒÉÃÁȭÓ ÔÏÐ ÂÒÁÎd of running shoes (but nonetheless lagging far behind Adidas in terms of overall US sales).13 

While Adidas, Puma and Converse focused on procuring endorsements from big-name athletes, Nike built its 

brand through partnerships with college track and basketball teams, and later baseball and soccer teams. Within 

three years, the company had increased its sales tenfold thanks to technological innovations (the introduction of 

light polyurethane souls and rigid vamps). Above all, the company benefitted from the jogging boom in the United 

States. A major social phenomenon, it propelled Nike sales to 270 million dollars in 1980 and 460 millions the 

following year. It was at this point that Nike decided to open its first European subsidiary and to reproduce its 

American success with running shoes and later tennis shoes, thanks to endorsements by well-known athletes (like 

English runner Sebastian Coe or tennis champion John McEnroe). 14 

 

.ÉËÅȭÓ ÇÒÏ×ÔÈ ÓÔÁÇÎÁÔÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 1980s due to problems organizing its vast production and distribution network, and 

the strides made by British competitor Reebok, which had recently entered the US market, and which saw 

dazzling success thanks to the step-aerobics boom, before going into running shoes. 2ÅÅÂÏË ÂÅÃÁÍÅ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄȭÓ 

number one sports brand in the mid-1980s (before going into decline in the 1990s and finally being acquired by 

Adidas 20 years later). To regain its edge, Nike invested heavily in athletic endorsements and scored a major 

marketing success through their 1984 partnership with Michael Jordan. Air Jordan sneakers created a consumer 

feeding frenzy catapulting sales to 100 million dollars in the first year. The launch of Nike Air Max in 1987 helped 

Nike move ahead of its competitors, a position it holds to this day.15 

 

1.1.2 The Sports Apparel Market 

 

The global market for sports apparel is estimated at approximately 220 billion euros annually. It represents about 

15% of total sales in the garment sector and it enjoys slightly higher growth (7.5% to 6%). North America is its 

biggest market, followed by Europe and then Asia which is seeing rapid growth.16 

 
Figure 1. Market for sports apparel by region ɀ global sales and estimated growth rates 2013-2017. 

Source : Euromonitor (2014) 

                                                                        
 
13 Ibid. 
14 Ibid. 
15 Ibid. 
16 Catalyst Corporate Finance, Global Sportswear Sector, 2014 
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The European Market for Athletic Footwear 

 

The growing popularity of athletic footwear as a substitute for traditional shoes is one of the ÓÅÃÔÏÒȭÓ main growth 

engines in Europe. Sales have benefited from growing consumer interest in more active and healthier lifestyles. 

Other growth factors are their fashionable image and the technological innovations which constantly improve the 

comfort of these shoes.17 

Sneakers represent about 20% of the European shoe market , which has started growing again since 2014, mainly 

in Northern and Central Europe. 

 
Figure 2. Shoe sales in the major European countries (in millions of euros). 

Source : Eurostat, Market Line, Euromonitor (2014) 

 

 

The European market for sports apparel  

 

In Europe, sports apparel is a Ώ Ϋ ÂÉÌÌÉÏÎ Á ÙÅÁÒ market and represents approximately 7% of overall garment sales. 

Contrary to the sector at large, sales have held steady or even increased slightly during the economic crisis (see 

diagram below)18
. 

 
Figure 3. Clothing sales in the European Union (in billions of euros). 

Source : Eurostat (2015) 

 

 

                                                                        
 
17 CBI, Mass market sports footwear in Europe, 2015 
18 CBI, Apparel Trade Statistics, 2016 
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The market shares of Nike, Adidas and Puma 

 

The sportswear sector remains quite fragmented internationally. Nike and Adidas dominate the market with sales 

revenues eight and five times higher, respectively, than their closest competitors, Puma and Asics. Their combined 

sales represent about 20% of the sector (see below).  

 

 

Figure 4. Major sports apparel market players 

Source: BASIC, based on the Boston Globe (2015) 

 

 

Analysis of the athletic shoe market (cf. below) shows that: 

- Nike is by far the largest athletic footwear maker internationally, with a market share close to 23%, 

followed by Adidas at almost 10%. The other direct competitors only represent a 1% to 5% market share 

each. 

- In the athletic apparel market, Adidas and Nike are tied for first place at about 10% of the market each. As 

in the athletic footwear sector, the other makers have market shares between 1% and 5%. 
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Figure 5. Main players in the athletic footwear and apparel markets. 

Source : BASIC, Merryl Lynch, Forbes, Market Realist, NPD Group ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÍÐÁÎÉÅÓȭ ÁÎÎÕÁÌ ÒÅÐÏÒÔÓ 

 

Certain individual sports are dominated by only a few brands. Thus, more than 70 % of football-related sales ɀ 

including shoes, apparel and equipment (balls, gloves, etc.) ɀ are realized by only 3 companies: the leader Adidas, 

followed closely by Nike, and Puma in third position (see below).  

 

Figure 6. Main football suppliers 

Source : BASIC, according to the Boston Globe (2015) 

 

The market in its entirety was estimated at Ώ 7.9 billion in 2015. 

 

1.2 A business model based on sales volume through innovation, marketing and endorsements  

 

1.2.1 Creation of demand through product diversification and marketing 

 

The importance of technical innovation: exponential growth of product lines and expanding consumption 

 

These past few decades, the ÓÅÃÔÏÒȭÓ Âig brands have created and maintained an athletic footwear and apparel 

market in constant expansion, reinforcing the development of sports activities with an ever-increasing choice of 

products for consumers. 

 

This is illustrated by exponential growth in the range of products offered by Nike. The number of Nike footwear 

items on the market has increased more than tenfold since the 1980s. 
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Figure 7. Number of shoe models commercialized by Nike 

Source: BASIC, based on data by R. M. Locke (MIT, 2003) and the Nike website (2016) 

 

This trend continues to accelerate today, ushering in an era of ȰÍÁÓÓ customizationȢȱ 4ÈÅ ÉÄÅÁ ÉÓ ÔÏ ÒÅÔÈink the 

mass production system to offer consumers an almost unlimited variety of customizable models at a cost that is as 

close as possible to the standard models.  

 

In practice, buyers can now design their own shoes online by choosing materials, colors and the shape and soul 

type. No sooner has the consumer paid than the order is dispatched to the factory.  

 

Figure 8. Example of a customizable model offered by Nike   

Source : BASIC, ÁÃÃÏÒÄÉÎÇ ÔÏ .ÉËÅȭÓ ×ÅÂÓÉÔÅ (2016) 

 

This increase in the number of models hinges on innovation, which has become the watchword of the Big 4ÈÒÅÅȭÓ 

new products. It is central to their branding and market differentiation strategies. 

 

For example, since the early 80s Nike has run its own in-house R&D lab to study the needs of athletes in 

partnership with scientists in biomechanics, physics and kinesiology. Financial analysts estimate that Nike and 

Adidas currently devote about 5% of their budgets to R&D, having registered 4,000 and 550 patents respectively.19
 

 

As marketing spending continues to grow so does its role in the business model 

 

Nike, Adidas and Puma have built up a design and marketing-based business model using capital freed up by a 

reduction in manufacturing costs.  

 

From its beginnings, Nike has outsourced production to give itself financial wiggle room. In the early 80, 

manufacturing costs represented only 60% of its sales revenue, compared to 75% for Adidas, whose production 

lines were primarily located in Europe.20 

 

These labor-cost savings allowed Nike to invest massively in marketing and sponsorship, spurring a sportswear 

ȰÆÁÓÈÉÏÎ ÃÒÁÚÅȱ that spread beyond traditional sports practitioners to a general public hungry for a new dress code. 

                                                                        
 
19 S. Dong, Tech-ǿŜŀǊΥ ¢ƘŜ ǘŜŎƘƴƛŎŀƭ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ bƛƪŜΩǎ Ƴƻǎǘ ƛƴƴƻǾŀǘƛǾŜ ŀǇǇŀǊŜƭΣ нлмс 
20 B. Smith, Pitch Invasion. 2007 op. cit. 
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Nike has built nothing short of an international legend based on brand storytelling, technical innovation and 

celebrity endorsements that feed consumer enthusiasm and sales growth.21 

 

The resounding success of this business model has led the other sportswear leaders to try to imitate it. To match 

.ÉËÅȭÓ marketing and endorsement spending, Adidas has gradually closed its European factories and moved to 

Asia since the 1980s, eventually outsourcing all its production.22 

 

In doing so, Nike, Adidas and Puma have entered a race over the last 30 years to reduce supply costs, grow their 

marketing and endorsement budgets, and ultimately sell more footwear and apparel than their competitors.  

 

Today only 51% to 54% of ÔÈÅ "ÉÇ 4ÈÒÅÅȭÓ sales revenue is spent on manufacturing costs (compared with 75% 

when production was based in Europe). As for marketing and endorsement investment, which has become 

obligatory, it has reached 10% for Nike and 14% for Adidas. It has even peaked at 21% for Puma whose current 

strategy is to reinvest massively in marketing and endorsement to improve its profitability and avoid being left in 

the dust by its two competitors. 

 

 

Figure 9. Financial profiles of Nike, Adidas and Puma 

Source : BASIC, based on reports published by the 3 companies (2015) 

 

Over the past 10 years, marketing and endorsement budgets have only grown (see attached diagrams): an 85% 

increase for Nike and more than 140% for Puma. They are now considered a necessary evil to spur sales growth 

and create consumer demand. 

 

                                                                        
 
21 BP. Bouchet et D. Hillairet, Marques de Sport : approches stratégiques et marketing, Editions de boeck, 2009 
22 B. Smith, Pitch Invasion. 2007 op. cit. 
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Figure 10. Evolution of Nike, Adidas and PumaȭÓ -ÁÒËÅÔÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ Sponsorship Expenses 

Source : BASIC, according to annual reports published by the 3 companies (2015) 

 

Among these expenses, endorsement contracts have seen an even more significant rise (see below). According to 

Nike, they have outpaced overall marketing expenses nearly 2 to 1 (+163% since 2005). As for Adidas, Deutsche 

Bank estimates show a 60% increase in football endorsements in scarcely three years. 

 

 

Figure 11. Incremental costs of endorsements for Nike and Adidas respectively  

Source: BASIC, according to NikeȭÓ !ÎÎÕÁÌ 2ÅÐÏÒÔ (2015) and Deutsche Bank estimates (2015) 

 

 

These investments have allowed for increased sales revenue growth for Nike, Adidas and Puma in similar 

proportions since 2005. 
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Figure 12. Sales revenue gains for Nike, Adidas and Puma 

Source : BASIC, according to annual reports published by the 3 companies (2015) 

 

This growth is due to higher prices as well as an increase in items sold. For example, between 2013 and 2015, the 

price of Nike shoes increased by 6% and the number of units sold by 7%.23 

 

Ultimately, these big increases allow the Big Three to pass on large profits to shareholders (see below). This is 

particularly true for Nike which is presented by financial analysts as the standard-bearer in the sector. The 

company has doubled its profits in the last five years and offered annual returns of 27.7 % to investors in 2015, far 

above the Dow Jones Industrial Average (13.9%) and the S&P 500 (19.7%). Adidas and Puma have entered into a 

race for profitability to attempt to catch up.24 

   

                                                                        
 
23 Market Realist, Nike Moves a Step Ahead with Innovation-Driven Growth, Marche 2016 
 http://marketrealist.com/2016/03/nike-moves-step-ahead-innovation-driven-growth/ consulted 05/15/2016 
24 Market Realist, Nike: 5-Year Returns Targets for Shareholders, October 2015 
 http://marketrealist.com/2015/10/nikes-5-year-returns-targets-shareholders/ consulted 05/15/2016 
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Figure 13. Sales revenue  for Nike, Adidas and Puma 

Source : BASIC, based on the annual reports published by the Big 3  (2015) 

 

1.2.2 Football Endorsements, at the heart of the battle between Nike and Adidas for the European market 

 

Football has gained undeniable social significance. It far outperforms other European sports in numbers of players, 

both amateur and professional, in popularity and media attention, and in economic development and symbolic 

power. It is thus a crucial battleground for the sportswear brands in their pursuit of expanding markets.25 

 

Football, a key sector for dominance over the European market 

 

Football has one of sportÓȭ most storied histories in terms of endorsements. Created in England in the late 19th 

century, the sport went professional in 1885, forcing early club owners to raise funds to pay players. This kicked off 

the tradition of charging stadium admission, and forced owners to turn to private sponsors for liquidity.26 

Meanwhile companiesɂfirst sportswear makers and later other consumer brandsɂquickly became interested by 

this sport whose popularity was gradually spreading around the world. 4ÈÅ ÓÐÏÒÔȭÓ ÖÁÌÕÅ ÉÓ embodied by the image 

of the football star, the cornerstone of Nike, Adidas and PumaȭÓ ÍÁÒËÅÔÉÎÇ ÓÔÒÁÔÅÇÉÅÓȢ27 

 

Starting in the 1970s, football sponsors began to compete to put their logos on events, clubs and players. This 

sport-company relationship played a major role in introducing football clubs to marketing culture and the possible 

profits to be reaped from their image. Starting in the 1980s, clubs were no longer content to just sell branded 

products (jerseys, bags, watches, perfume). As a result, revenue amassed by Ligue 1 French football for example 

jumped from 500,000 francs in 1970-1971 to 260 millions francs in 1990-1991.28 

 

For sportswear brands, international sports leadership plays out first and foremost on the football field. Until the 

1980s, it was dominated by Adidas and Puma (sometimes indirectly like in England where Umbro was Adidasȭ 

exclusive distributer and in France where Adidas acquired le Coq Sportif).  

In 1982, Nike entered the arena after consolidating its position in Europe in running and tennis sneaker sales. It 

outfitted  Peter With who brought Aston Villa to victory against the Adidas-sponsored Bayern Munich team in the 

European championship that year. From then on, the competition would only grow more fierce.29  

 

                                                                        
 
25 ²Φ DŀǎǇŀǊƛƴƛ Ŝǘ WΦ CΦ tƻƭƻΣ [ΩŜǎǇŀŎŜ ŜǳǊƻǇŞŜƴ Řǳ Ŧƻƻǘōŀƭƭ : dynamiques institutionnellŜǎ Ŝǘ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴǎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭŜǎΣ ƭΩIŀǊƳŀǘǘŀƴΣ нлмн 
26 J. F. Nys, La surenchère des sponsors dans le football, Géoéconomie, 2010 
27 J. F. Nys, La surenchère des sponsors dans le football, 2010 op. cit. 
28 A. Whal, P. Lanfranchi, Les Footballeurs professionnels des années 1930 à nos jours, Paris, Hachette, coll. ά[ŀ ǾƛŜ ǉǳƻǘƛŘƛŜƴƴŜέ, 1995 
29 B. Smith, Pitch Invasion. 2007 op. cit. 
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The stakes are enormous for the Big Three, pulling them into a merciless war to endorse the most prestigious 

clubs, players and national teams. For example, in 2006, Adidas sold more than 10 million official World Cup balls, 

and both Nike and Adidas saw their jersey sales jump by 33% in Europe on account of the event alone.30 

The media coverage devoted to football is also testament of this: in France for example, more than 40% of the 

population reported regularly following football matches on TV, radio, the printed press and online. 

 

 

Figure 14. Football spectatorship in France 

Source : Sportlab Consulting ɀ Sponsorship Yearbook (2013) 

 

In this context, the Big Three enjoy better name recognition than any other sponsor among football fans 

(according to yearly European rankings by the firm Sport+Market).31 Likewise, French polls show that Adidas and 

Nike are closely linked with football in the popular imagination.  

 

 

Figure 15. Main football sponsors cited by the French 

                                                                        
 
30 J. F. Nys, La surenchère des sponsors dans le football, 2010 op. cit. 
31 J. F. Nys, La surenchère des sponsors dans le football, Géoéconomie, 2010 op. cit. 


