
(Excerpt from a case study written about Nike’s PR crisis following the failure of Liu Xiang at 

the 2008 Beijing Olympic Games) 

 

[BEGIN SAMPLE] 

Nike and the Chinese Market 

 Nike founder Phil Knight sold his first pair of running shoes in 1964, at the time doing 

business under the name “Blue Ribbon Sports.” The brand name changed to Nike, named after 

the Greek goddess of victory, in 1971 and introduced the “swoosh” logo in 1972. By 2004, the 

swoosh was the most recognizable brand logo in the world1. In American and European markets, 

the brand experienced success by tying that logo to superstar athletes like Rory McIlroy and 

Ronaldinho. Their relationship with basketball legend Michael Jordan alone has resulted in over 

$1 billion in sales2.  

In 1980, Nike first entered the Chinese market by opening a representative office in 

Beijing. Like other businesses courting China, Nike was attracted both by the size of the market 

and its readiness. In 1980, that market was just under one billion people, four times the size of 

the U.S. population that had made the company billions. In 2008, that population had risen to 1.3 

billion – all of whom were looking at Liu Xiang in his Nike running shoes as he prepared for the 

competition3.  

In addition to China’s size, its readiness was a factor. As a world power, China was only 

beginning to develop a middle class that could afford name-brand foreign goods, with a 

government that had only recently become receptive to the idea. Though only a small percentage 
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of the 2 billion feet in China at the time belonged to people who could afford Nike’s product, the 

population that could was already larger than the American markets that had turned Nike into the 

power brand it was. Nike sales in China were at $60 million in 2000, and had grown to ten times 

that amount by 20084.  

Because of the potential of the Chinese market, Nike used its influence with the 

International Olympic Committee to support Beijing’s application to host the 2008 Games. That 

decision was announced in 2002, the same year Liu Xiang broke the Asian record for 110 meter 

hurdles.  Liu became the first major Chinese athlete Nike backed with the full strength of their 

marketing investment power5. However, this move was not unprecedented. Their celebrity 

endorsement strategy had seen success in other markets. Basketball is one of the most popular 

sports in China, and Nike’s Chinese sales had seen a dramatic spike when Nike partnered with 

Michael Jordan in 1985. With Liu Xiang’s win in the 2004 games, the team at Nike saw potential 

to use the 2008 games to leverage that success6. 

From 2006 to 2008, Nike China’s advertising showcased Liu Xiang almost exclusively, 

at the recommendation of Jason White of Nike’s marketing partner Weiden & Kennedy. In 

Jason’s words, Liu Xiang’s celebrity in China at the time was like a combination of “Michael 

Jordan plus Tiger Woods plus Wayne Gretsky.” 7 A representative Nike ad spot run in 2006 

featured Liu Xiang going through various stages of running the hurdles, interspersed with images 
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of children and teens imitating those motions in play and practice. It reflected, and capitalized 

upon, how Liu’s success had captured the imagination of the entire country8.  

 

 

China’s Olympic Dream 

China did not compete in the Olympic Games until 1932, thirty-six years after the first 

modern Games were held. Early performances earned China the nickname “The Sick Man of 

Asia” until the 1984 Olympics in Los Angeles, where target pistol shooter Xu Haifeng won 

China’s first gold. In the 20 years between Los Angeles and Beijing, Chinese athletes took home 

210 gold medals. That was far behind Olympic leaders like the United States (392) or the 

USSR/Russia (283), but enough to place them 9th worldwide for total medals earned9.  

In 2008, Liu Xiang epitomized the Chinese Olympic journey. He had trained as a hurdler 

since the age of 12, and won his first world title in 2001. When he took Olympic gold and set a 

world record at the 2004 Athens Games, his victory made the world take Chinese track and field 

seriously, and made the Chinese more serious about track and field. Liu spent 2004 to 2008 

mobbed by admirers and a favorite for endorsement deals from cars to soft drinks to – ironically 

– cigarettes10.  

Liu and Jason were under immense pressure as the sprint began. Jason had Nike to make 

a huge investment that stood to be lost if the young athlete failed to perform as the sports 
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ambassador of a notoriously unforgiving nation11. U.S. track coach James Li remarked to Sports 

Illustrated shortly before the games, “I really don’t think that any athlete in any Olympic sport 

has experienced the kind of pressure that Liu Xiang is under. When you think about how big the 

country is, and how he is almost single-handedly carrying all the hopes of the Chinese people, it 

really is unbelievable.”12  

Nike advertising for the season leading up to 2008 demonstrates how fully the company 

was relying on Liu to carry the brand forward. Their basic strategy was to build brand awareness 

and emotional connection with Chinese consumers by using Liu Xiang as a single role model. 

Any robust marketing campaign includes numerous individual tactics, all serving the core 

message outlined in a creative brief. A deconstruction of the campaign further demonstrates how 

much the Nike effort relied on Liu Xiang: 

 

Objective Motivate people to buy Nike’s shoes by 

delivering a message that Nike can help 

you “find your greatness” just as Liu Xiang 

has.  

Target Audience Young people between 10 and 30, 

especially teens and young adults who 

have Liu Xiang as a role model. 

Insight The entire nation expects Liu to win the 

gold medal. Nike must win alongside him. 
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Promise “Just Do It” 

Support Liu Xiang is wearing Nike brands 

Tone Inspirational 

  

Ads resulting from the above creative brief capitalized on the national imagination Liu 

had captured, and made his status as a triumphant national hero the key message. Nike had 

helped Liu find his greatness, the message implied, just as Liu had helped China realize its own. 

It promised that Nike was ready to help individual Chinese athletes do the same.  

As the Games approached, tickets for Liu Xiang’s events were sold out and being scalped 

for ten to twenty times their face value13. Any entity associated with the champion was certain to 

receive a lot of attention. Although Carol expected Liu’s performance to solidify Nike’s position 

in China, the gamble carried risk – a lesson Nike had learned with Marion Jones and Justin 

Gatlin, athletes who had become the center of doping scandals while wearing the Nike swoosh14.  

[END SAMPLE] 
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