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BUILDING THE CORPORATE LEARNING BRAND: 
THE STORY OF NIKE U 

Research Associate Robert 
Crawford prepared this case 
under the supervision of 
Professor Shlomo Ben-Hur as 
a basis for class discussion 
rather than to illustrate either 
effective or ineffective handling 
of a business situation. 

In September 2011, Nike’s chief learning officer Andrew Kilshaw sat 
at his desk at Nike headquarters in Beaverton, Oregon looking back at 
what he and his team had achieved during his first 18 months in the 
job, and ahead to how they should further develop the learning 
function. Under Kilshaw’s leadership the learning function had 
become both globally integrated and locally relevant, and it could 
move more nimbly while leveraging the scale of a centralized 
structure. But Kilshaw could not rest on his laurels. With the 
transformed organization now in place, he needed to demonstrate the 
business impact of the learning function. 

During his first three months at Nike, Kilshaw had studied the inner 
workings of the company’s unique culture and formulated a detailed 
plan to bring the learning and training offerings closer to the evolving 
needs of the business. He had proposed to re-organize the learning staff 
globally, enabling them to better support the building of necessary 
organizational capabilities and contribute to Nike, Inc.’s long-term 
growth plans. His plan called for a significant change in the way his 
team of over 70 worked together and as strategic partners with the rest 
of the company, and involved a number of difficult personnel changes. 

In early 2011, with the go-ahead from his boss and a number of key 
executives, the moment had come to move from inspiration and ideas 
to the hard test of implementation. Though Kilshaw was pleased with 
the progress made to date, he had been working grueling hours and 
traveling frequently to offices across Asia and Europe. Furthermore, 
he and his wife were expecting their first child and he knew that he 
could not sustain that kind of pace indefinitely. The next several 
months would be devoted to continuing to engage stakeholders 
throughout Nike’s highly matrixed organization and building 
momentum for the re-energized global learning function. With the 
launch of the newly branded “NikeU” in the summer of 2011, the first 
phase of the transformation was complete. Yet Kilshaw recognized 
that more challenges lay ahead. How could he ensure that the learning 
offer was what the business needed and secure the necessary funding? 
How should he govern the learning function? And how should he 
measure and demonstrate value?  
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Company Background 

Founded in 1964 as an athletic shoe company (Blue Ribbon Sports), Nike grew into the 
world’s largest sports equipment and apparel company in the space of a few decades. It was 
renamed Nike in 1978, seven years after the first shoes bearing the Nike name and “swoosh” 
logo were sold. Nike became known for its distinctive shoe designs, such as “Air Jordans,” 
the best-selling athletic shoe of all time. By manufacturing overseas, the company kept its 
prices relatively low. Another key component of its business model was the use of 
endorsements by sports celebrities in vivid advertisement poses, mixing sport with fashion 
and lifestyle. With a string of acquisitions including Umbro, Converse, Cole Haan and 
Hurley International, Nike continued to transform itself from an intuitive, go-by-the-gut 
company into a professionalized organization that relied on a matrix structure and the latest 
computer forecasting models.1 In FY 2011, revenues reached US$20.862 billion, with a net 
income of $2.19 billion.2

The company developed a unique culture, embodied in its 11 Maxims (refer to Exhibit 1). It 
was informal and highly action-oriented with a management style that both demanded high 
performance and granted considerable autonomy. Within the guidance provided by the 11 
Maxims, employees enjoyed the freedom to pursue their goals in virtually any way they 
chose. With the matrix structure, they often answered to multiple bosses, each with his or her 
own criteria for success. In this way, Nike strove to balance energetic entrepreneurship with 
the company’s strategic goals. For example, the manager of a running category store had to 
fulfill targets in sales of running footwear and related apparel, while also being measured 
against broader direct-to-consumer and geography P&L targets. It was a company, according 
to Kilshaw, in which you: 

… need to choose your goals and priorities very carefully. So many things are coming at you 
every day that it feels like the company has a kind of over-abundance of creative ideas and is 
running after the next “shiny new thing”…However, the matrix creates a healthy tension, not 
as a top-down dictatorship, but as a decentralized place with lots of choices about what to do. 

From an employment perspective, Nike has always been the top of the heap in Oregon, the 
most desired employer. Many of its employees have spent their entire career at the company 
and many top managers have been here since the early days, with longstanding relationships 
crucial for getting things done. 

With its roots firmly in Oregon, Nike at times struggled to keep pace with its global growth. 
In many ways, it was not yet a truly global corporation that could look beyond a primarily 
US-centric perspective as a matter of course. 

The Learning Function 

In March 2009, as part of a response to the recession and after a long period of rapid growth, 
Nike announced a major reorganization. Although Nike’s basic strategy and business model 
remained intact, up to 4% of its workforce would be cut, which translated to approximately 

1 Stanley Holmes with Aaron Bernstein, “The New Nike,” 20 September 2004, 
www.businessweek.com/magazine/content/04_38/b3900001_mz001.htm. <accessed 6 March 2012>. 
2 2011 Form 10-K, Nike, United States Securities and Exchange Commission. Do 
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1,400 jobs from 35,000 worldwide.3 The reorganization was designed to streamline the 
management structure, which some in the company viewed as having grown haphazardly, 
adding too many layers of process and procedure.  

One of the affected units was the learning function, which was transformed from a highly 
decentralized structure to a leaner centralized model (refer to Exhibit 2). Operating from 
within human resources, the new Global Talent Development (GTD) function was mandated 
to build better leaders, managers and employees – to provide Nike employees with the 
leadership, management and functional skills they needed in their roles. As part of a broader 
organizational transformation, the rationale for transforming the learning function was clear. 
Historically, only certain leadership and management development programs were offered 
centrally and consistently across the organization. The vast majority of development 
offerings were created locally to serve business unit or country/regional needs. Each unit 
tended to operate independently, issuing directives and creating education initiatives that 
were offered to narrow target audiences. This resulted in duplication of effort and weak 
economies of scale due to the small size of the initiatives. The decentralized approach also 
failed to leverage best practices across the company and provided an inconsistent customer 
experience for learners. Efficiency was lower than it could be, costs were higher.

Following the 2009 reorganization, the learning function was configured around centralized 
“Centers of Excellence” responsible for global curriculum design. The organization 
struggled, however, to leverage the scale of a global organization while catering to the highly 
individualized needs of business units and geographies. 

Enter Andrew Kilshaw 

When Nike contacted Kilshaw, he was about to embark on an innovation change agenda at 
BlackRock, based in San Francisco, having previously led its global talent management 
function. Kilshaw had started his professional life in IT before moving to consulting in 
process reengineering and strategy. He then acquired an MBA from IMD in Switzerland, 
after which he stayed on to work in the business development unit focusing on program 
design and delivery. He later moved to Barclays Global Investors in San Francisco, which 
was subsequently acquired by BlackRock. His global exposure, strategic understanding of 
business processes, and intimate awareness of the executive education business combined to 
make him an attractive candidate for the chief learning officer role at Nike. 

Kilshaw immediately liked the sound of the Nike position. The company had been searching 
for nine months for the right person to lead a struggling learning function, which made this 
an appealing challenge. In addition, with his passion for sports and competition, Kilshaw 
believed he would fit into Nike’s culture. “It’s a very right brain kind of place,” he said, 
“where relationships are critical. The inner culture reflects the brand – ‘just do it,’ ‘fail 
quickly to succeed sooner’ and ‘don’t ask for permission, ask for forgiveness.’” Finally, he 
was assured by his future boss, the head of talent management, that he would enjoy his 
complete support; he would work with the executive team and the top 250 leaders. “The 
mandate was simple and clear: Make it work at the highest level. I was given few specific 
constraints as to how I should do it.” It was just what he wanted. He started in June 2010.  

3 “Nike Outlines Reorganization Plans,” The Seattle Times, 20 March 2009, 
http://seattletimes.nwsource.com/html/businesstechnology/2008894446_webnike20.html <accessed 6 
March 2012>. Do 
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Being a Sponge 

For the first three months, battling the desire to immediately take the actions he intuitively 
felt were needed, Kilshaw undertook a systematic diagnosis of how Global Talent 
Development was working (refer to Exhibit 3). Rather than imposing his opinions, he asked 
for suggestions and advice from the 70 employees he oversaw and from many others. As a 
result of these early conversations, he built a core of committed supporters. “It was inquiry 
instead of advocacy,” he said. “I learned and got their buy-in at the same time.” He learned 
how to express things in accordance with company custom using storytelling and sports 
metaphors. He also adopted the Nike Maxims and key business processes, such as 
Assortment Planning, to frame his actions and decisions. Among other things, this meant 
avoiding “human resourcey” manager-speak. Rather than referring to “driving functional 
excellence” or “process redesign,” he started talking about “building muscle memory” and 
the Nike Maxims “Be a Sponge” and “Evolve Immediately.” 

While preparing to present his plan to the executive vice president of HR, he came to several 
conclusions. First, though Nike operated in many countries, his function had not yet adopted 
a global mindset. Teams at world headquarters (WHQ) tended to drive the agenda and rarely 
involved global, non-WHQ teams in setting priorities or designing programs. Learning 
managers outside Oregon often felt tremendous frustration because their voices (and the 
needs of their businesses) were not being heard.  

Second, because the chief learning officer position had been unfilled for 12 months before he 
started, each unit tended to function as an island, operating as an isolated silo within the global 
team. As a result, the global functional learning design teams were producing programs and 
“throwing them over the wall” to the geographic groups to deliver. At the same time, because 
the units were unaware of similar efforts elsewhere, many local projects were duplicated and 
often disproportionately costly. “People didn’t really understand their roles as part of a global 
team,” he explained. “They functioned separately rather than in a matrix.” 

Third, according to Kilshaw, the processes that were in place had little consistency, either in 
terms of oversight or guidelines for setting priorities. The functional groups operated more as 
order takers than trusted consultants. “It was as if you went to the doctor, asked for morphine – 
and got it, no questions asked!” Assessment of training programs was often lacking and the 
quality of the work varied, even though it was often very high. Finally, given the model 
Kilshaw had in mind, he knew that several team members would have to radically change their 
approach if they were to remain in the evolving organization. 

Despite the challenges and the changes that were needed, Kilshaw had learned that Nike’s 
culture was one that pursued opportunities and upside potential, rather than endlessly 
discussing problems and the downsides. He observed that a strong foundation, with all the 
essential elements, had been put in place with the 2009 reorganization; however, in the absence 
of a chief learning officer, the model had not been “activated.” Kilshaw concluded that he 
would have to break down the silos, enhance communication, and create some new tools. He 
also needed to change mindsets – things were taking too long to get to market. He explained: 

To use a nautical analogy, we were building “supertanker style” programs for every business 
need. While they can carry a lot of product – in our case impact a lot of learners – they take a 
long time to build and are slow to get moving, hard to maneuver, and very expensive. I 
proposed that we transform our learning portfolio thinking into that of a flotilla, adding smaller 
“speed boats” to address targeted learning needs quickly and nimbly, while building the big 
programs when appropriate.  Do 
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Finally, in order for him to oversee and coordinate all activities, the learning function would 
have to operate as one function but, true to Nike’s culture, not as a quasi-dictatorship. He 
would, he knew, have to inspire a followership by creating a compelling vision and enticing 
his team along the new path. He had to activate a learning function that “thinks globally but 
acts locally.” 

Kilshaw presented his vision and a plan to the HR executive team. With their support, he 
took his story on the road to the global HR Business Partner community and key business 
stakeholders, explaining the proposed changes and next steps. 

Building the Learning Brand 

In the fall of 2010, with executive buy-in to his plan, Kilshaw began to execute. He knew 
that there were downsides to any centralized structure which, if not carefully managed, could 
outweigh its benefits over the old decentralized model. To help him reason through this, he 
had discussed his options with a peer group in a non-competing segment of the retail apparel 
industry, which had recently gone in the opposite direction – towards decentralization. This 
was, in his view, a classic case of “managing the paradox”: neither answer was right, 
however, the positives of each could be amplified while the downsides could be mitigated 
(refer to Exhibit 4).

The most important early item on his change agenda was to create a compelling internal 
brand for the learning function. While his unit would remain part of HR, Kilshaw did not 
think that the name for the group – Global Talent Development – was the best choice. 
“When I asked around,” he recalled, “people would often confuse us with the recruiting team 
and say, ‘Oh yeah, you hire good people, right?’” In a company that had one of the most 
recognized brands in the world, he knew the importance of having a powerful brand to 
support his vision. Working with a brand consulting firm to thrash out some ideas, he and his 
team eventually settled on the concept of NikeU. It was partly to accommodate Nike’s 
successful “Merchandising University” and other similarly named groups at the company. 
However, he wanted to avoid the connotation of an academic ivory tower or internal 
university, which did not quite fit with Nike’s culture. The U would stand, he explained, “for 
you, for us, for unlimited potential, for unconventional learning, and not explicitly for 
university” (refer to Exhibit 5).

After a long discussion, Kilshaw’s team concluded that the NikeU brand would be based on 
five brand truths which they would aspire to get their consumers to say about NikeU: 

1. We are easy to access  

2. We are easy to do business with  

3. We are catalysts for learning, not just providers of learning 

4. We provide access to the right learning, at the right time and in the right way 

5. Our heritage and history are our orange thread.4

4 This was a play on words, transforming the term “red thread” – referring to the common thread that 
ran through everything they did – into one that used the Nike corporate color. Do 
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Kilshaw and his team also identified Amazon’s inspirational business model as an analogy 
for the types of solutions that NikeU would offer the learner. First, similar to Amazon’s 
internally conceived, proprietary Kindle tablet reader, NikeU had a vertically integrated 
product in leadership and management development – with a centralized budget and full 
accountability for global curriculum and program design and delivery. Second, analogous to 
Amazon’s product categories – books, films and video games, etc., which added value to 
suppliers through Amazon’s powerful online retailing presence – NikeU offered but did not 
itself produce learning experiences developed by experts in Nike’s functional units, i.e. 
merchandising, sales, retail or finance. In other words, while NikeU was neither expert in 
these functions nor in charge of a development budget for them, it would add value by 
turning expertise from functional units into world-class learning programs, with a focus on 
the units’ key capabilities. Lastly, like Amazon’s wish list (where it is possible to link to a 
competitor’s products) or its marketplace (where third-party products are offered that are not 
offered through Amazon’s supply chain), NikeU would act as an aggregator of other training 
materials that did not emanate from NikeU (refer to Exhibit 6).

Kilshaw’s aim was for NikeU to function as a “one-stop shop” for all Nike’s employee 
learning needs. His team would manage the overall learning experience for the company, 
packaging the materials in a consistent manner using standard access portals and delivery 
mechanisms. 

Evolving Immediately 

At the beginning of 2011, Kilshaw began the difficult process of aligning people and 
competencies with jobs, organizations and locations. He also brought in new people to fill 
gaps in organizational capacity, such as project management, use of technology and 
instructional design. Some moved on from the team. In addition to the eight teams he 
oversaw – five Centers of Excellence (CoEs) and three geographic units – he invested 
heavily in the skills and resources needed to build an online learning platform. As well as 
bringing in new capabilities, he also sought to augment the skills of the existing team. 
Kilshaw explained: 

We created what we called communities of practice, acting as cross-functional teams 
identifying best practices for us to adopt globally in seven key areas, for example, in 
evaluation, training needs analysis, communication, and project planning.  

Honoring the Nike tradition of individual autonomy, Kilshaw ensured consistency in the 
team’s approach through strategic direction but left it largely up to smaller teams to decide 
how they would break down silos and begin to function as integrated units. Not only were 
they accustomed to doing things with that degree of freedom, but it engaged them in the 
process as responsible actors capable of making their own decisions. “You don’t fight your 
own ideas,” he observed. 

With the teams in place, Kilshaw began the outreach to the functional business units to 
identify their key learning needs. One of the highest profile programs already in development 
was the Merchandising University which, if successful, could serve as a template for 
NikeU’s functional offerings to the company. The Merchandising University would serve 
approximately 650 merchants from all over the world and develop a core capability that was 
critical in supporting Nike’s growth in the Direct to Consumer channel. If they got it right, 
the results would be indisputably clear, a success story that demonstrated how development 
could strategically support the business. Do 
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The newly created communities of practice began by undertaking a redesign of program 
lifecycle processes. Meanwhile, Kilshaw and his leadership team turned their attention to 
redefining the higher-level, strategic processes by which the global function’s entire 
curriculum and portfolio were defined. 

Kilshaw also lobbied for a more integrated approach to identifying developmental needs. It 
needed to happen farther upstream, with the HR Business Partners working together with 
talent acquisition and talent planning. With his colleagues, Kilshaw led the development of 
an annual integrated talent management roadmap, which sought to synchronize business 
strategic planning processes with people strategy planning processes and the creation of 
integrated talent strategies. These were designed to ensure that the levers of acquiring talent 
(recruiting), moving talent (succession planning) and developing talent (NikeU’s mandate) 
would proceed purposefully and in partnership. 

The resulting model mirrored the inherent tension in the Nike matrix, seeking to function 
from more than one direction. First, the NikeU CoE teams (e.g. global sales, global finance) 
aligned their curricula to support their global functions and strategic objectives through the 
corporate strategic planning process. This set the foundations for global programs from 
which the geographic teams could create a localized assortment of curricula that met their 
business needs.

Second, the geographic teams would meet with the global CoE teams to provide a localized 
set of training solutions that met their immediate learning needs while leveraging global 
scale and minimizing duplication of effort. This required a common understanding of both 
the broad, universally applicable themes to develop (about 70% of their content) and the 
remaining 30% or so that would address the particularities of local situations, which could be 
just a small variation of content or delivery method. Kilshaw explained: 

In the same way that our global categories create regionalized assortments of products for that 
specific market, we created a global portfolio that was regionally relevant. Some of that is 
pushed where consistency matters, some of that is pulled or adapted where it needs to be for a 
regional market.  

For example, in Asia, managers viewed formal classroom training as an investment and sign 
of confidence in them from their superiors, whereas many in the US felt it was much less 
important; this should be taken into consideration, Kilshaw argued, when designing their 
respective programs. The content might be the same (the 70%), but the delivery would 
accommodate regional, cultural and market-specific differences (the 30%). 

Third, Kilshaw’s team sought ways to directly engage their customers. For starters, the team 
emphasized the need for managers to pay for their employees to participate in programs. It 
functioned as a business within a business, rather than relying on HR funding and offering a 
program in the hope that employees would come. This created a new dynamic – managers 
would have to commit their own resources and would hold a stake in programs’ success. In 
other words, the managers themselves would lead the effort to get their people to participate. 
If it failed, their budget would be on the line, not someone else’s. Finally, to further “catalyze 
learning,” all alumni of a program would be able to exchange ideas online, reinforcing the 
learning momentum in real time through contact with one another as well as with recognized 
leaders who offered direct answers to questions. 

The NikeU brand and the new methods of the communities of practice were rolled out at a 
four-day development program for the global NikeU function in July 2011 to activate the 
new organization model and launch the NikeU brand internally. Kilshaw said:  Do 
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We took the whole NikeU global function through what we wanted our consumers to 
experience – an informative, branded learning experience built by us, for us. We showed 
ourselves the sort of classroom experience we could build in about four weeks – the best 
possible speedboat! The design was a collaborative project which resulted in a marquee event 
that signaled the activation of the global learning function and the moment at which we would 
let go of the old.  

His boss enthusiastically approved the results. Kilshaw’s baby was born three weeks later. 

Building Muscle Memory  

With the new processes and leadership team in place and the design of the online NikeU site 
on track, Kilshaw cut back his working hours to spend more time with his family. It was the 
end of the foundation-building phase and time to go to market. Now that his team understood 
how to operate as a global function within the matrix, they began to pursue a variety of 
programs leveraging the benefits of the new model. 

For example, the team responded to an urgent need for a high potential Emerging Leader 
program in Europe. In the past, resource constraints had meant that the Global Leadership & 
Management Development CoE in Beaverton had been unable to prioritize this. This time, 
Kilshaw could fully endorse and support the European team in designing and running a 
program for Europe with the CoE providing evaluation and input to the program design. The 
European program was then used as a template for other regions designing similar programs 
in accordance with their needs. 

Continuing to Do the Right Thing 

After a year and a half in the role of chief learning officer, Kilshaw had established a solid 
foundation for the NikeU learning function and his staff were developing the skills and 
mindset needed to collaborate effectively in the new structure.  Clearly, there was work still 
to do in rolling out the new learning platform with various learning tracks (refer to Exhibit
7) and integrating non-NikeU training into the NikeU platform – and many questions 
remained.  

How should Kilshaw continue to ensure that learning offers met the highest priority business 
needs and received the necessary funding? Echoing a saying of Charlie Denson, president of 
the Nike brand, Kilshaw observed, “We can do anything, but we can’t do everything.” In a 
culture where mandates from headquarters rarely worked, how should Kilshaw govern the 
learning function? And how should he measure and demonstrate its value?  

Heading home from another long day at work, Kilshaw was satisfied with what had been 
accomplished so far but acknowledged that important challenges remained in realizing the 
full potential of the transformation he had set in motion. 
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Exhibit 1 
Nike 11 Maxims 

0.1 It is our Nature to Innovate. 

0.2  Nike is a Company. 

0.3  Nike is a Brand. 

0.4  Simplify and Go. 

0.5 The Consumer Decides. 

0.6  Be a Sponge. 

0.7  Evolve Immediately. 

0.8  Do the Right Thing. 

0.9  Master the Fundamentals. 

0.10  We are on the Offense. Always. 

0.11  Remember the Man. 

Source: Company information
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Exhibit 2 
NikeU Organization Chart 2009: With all Development Centralized 

Source: Company information 
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Exhibit 4 
Paradox Map: Upsides and Downsides of Centralization 

Source: Company information 

Do 
Not

 C
op

y 
or

 P
os

t

For the exclusive use of C. Yang

This document is authorized for educator review use only by Ching Yang HE OTHER until March 2015. Copying or posting is an infringement of copyright. Permissions@hbsp.harvard.edu or 
617.783.7860



 - 13 - IMD-4-0330 

Exhibit 5 
Driving Alignment across the NikeU Brand: People, Processes, Systems 

Source: Company information 
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Exhibit 6 
Amazon Analogy 

Source: Company information 
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Exhibit 7 
NikeU Site Architecture 

Source: Company information 
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