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We were sitting in a small conference room in Li-Ning’s Beijing headquarters, Guo Jianxin and 
I, talking about the importance of brands in China. In case you’ve never heard of it — and I’d 
be a little surprised if you had — Li-Ning is a Chinese sneaker and athletic wear company 
named for its founder, Li Ning, a Michael Jordanesque figure in China who won three gold 
medals in gymnastics during the 1984 Olympics. Six years later, realizing that China lacked a 
high-end high-quality sneaker, Mr. Li started his company, where he remains chairman of the 
board. 
 
Mr. Guo, a pleasant, earnest 38-year-old, is Li-Ning’s chief operating officer, and he was 
dressed exactly the way you’d expect a sneaker executive to dress: a polo shirt with the Li-
Ning logo, blue jeans and a pair of Li-Ning sneakers. Then again, almost everything about Li-
Ning feels like your basic modern sneaker company: the airy, wide-open campus; the casually 
dressed young executives bustling about; the rows of basketball and tennis courts under 
construction; the huge posters everywhere of Chinese Olympians and other athletes who have 
endorsed Li-Ning shoes and clothing, like the tennis player Ivan Ljubicic and, believe it or not, 
Shaquille O’Neal. 
 
On a large grassy area stood the letters, in English, of Li-Ning’s slogan: “Anything Is Possible.” 
Do you hear in that slogan the echo of Nike (“Just Do It”) and Adidas (“Nothing Is 
Impossible”)? I certainly did.  
 
Although Mr. Guo, like many Chinese executives I interviewed, spoke proudly of his company’s 
research and development efforts, Li-Ning sneakers certainly don’t look any different from 
those you’d find in a Nike or Adidas store. The Shaq figure stamped on his branded line of Li-
Ning sneakers looked an awful lot like Nike’s Air Jordan figure. As for the Li-Ning logo, it bore a 
remarkable resemblance to Nike’s swoosh, except with a checkmark stuck at the front of it. 
 
Mr. Guo and the other Li-Ning executives have big plans for Li-Ning sneakers. Although they 
are currently serving the domestic market almost exclusively, they want to begin exporting to 
Europe and the United States — and go toe to toe abroad with Nike and Adidas, as it is 
currently trying to do in China. Mr. Guo told me the company now generates only 1 percent of 
its $700 million in revenue abroad; by 2013 — when it hopes to be generating over $2 billion 
in revenue — it expects 20 percent to come from exports.  
 
But to get there, Li-Ning will have to become a brand like Nike and Adidas. As Chiang 
Jeongwen, a Chinese marketing professor at the Cheung Kong Graduate School of Business, 
said, “When you get right down to it, Nike is a branding company”; to compete, Li-Ning would 
have to become one as well. 
 
There is no question that Mr. Guo — and everyone else at Li-Ning — is aware of this, and is 
trying hard to figure out how to make the kind of branding splash that comes so naturally to 
Nike and Adidas. “Branding is a necessity for our company,” Mr. Guo said. But the more he 
spoke about branding, the more I began to have my doubts that Li-Ning was ready for the big 
leagues. “In the coming years, we are going to have to find a Jordan for Li-Ning,” he told me 
through a translator. “Nike had Jordan. Where is our Jordan?”  
 
I pointed to a pair of the Shaq sneakers that had been brought into the conference room for 
my inspection. The sneaker cost around $120. How much of that price could be attributed to 
Shaq’s endorsement? I asked him. (Shaq signed with Li-Ning in 2005.) Mr. Guo hemmed and 
hawed, but then finally coughed up his opinion. “My personal belief is that it doesn’t make all 
that much difference,” he said. “It is probably not more than 10 percent. What the consumer 
cares about is the design, material and professional performance.” 
 
I thought to myself: that’s not what they believe at Nike. Then he told me something else. Li-
Ning shoes were purposely priced 20 percent below their Nike and Adidas equivalent. He didn’t 



explain why, but he didn’t have to. Li-Ning is simply not confident that its current brand can 
stand up to its big Western competitors. 
 
Truth to tell, neither is just about any other big consumer company in China. 
 
• 
 
It is easy when you live in the West to take brands — their power, their ability to conjure up 
feelings of status among consumers, the loyalty they can generate — completely for granted. 
Brands are almost part of the air we breathe. But go to China, and you get a whole new 
appreciation for brands. 
 
One afternoon, for instance, I went to a big five-story mart called the Silk Market, which was 
lined with tiny retail outlets all selling “branded” goods of every sort — watches and purses, 
shirts and suits, you name it. As I walked down a crowded aisle, I was inundated with sellers 
grabbing and clutching me, while pushing their goods under my nose. But they didn’t say, “Do 
you want a purse?” They shouted: “Louis Vuitton! Gucci! Armani!” All the goods were knock-
offs, of course. But it certainly spoke to the power of brands — a fake Louis Vuitton was 
somehow “better” than a better-made unbranded purse. 
 
You notice it everywhere in China. What is the car of choice in China if you have some money? 
Surprisingly, an Audi. Why? Because Audi got here early and did the best job among foreign 
car manufacturers of persuading the Chinese that an Audi is a symbol that you’ve made it. 
Everybody wants an iPhone — even though they are not even sold yet in China. Stroll down a 
fancy mall in Shanghai or Beijing and they’re all cluttered with the familiar Western brands. 
 
And not a single big Chinese brand. Partly, it is understandable that China would be lacking in 
brands as big as Toyota or Sony. It took Japan decades of work and innovation for those 
brands to succeed internationally: China’s experiment in capitalism is less than three decades 
old, and it has grown up around low-cost manufacturing. For a long time, this was a country of 
scarcity — it still is in some parts — so there was no need for anything so high-falutin as 
branding. Even when that began to change, the primary way Chinese companies competed 
was on price. 
 
There is another reason, too. There is a powerful sense among Chinese consumers that 
domestic brands are inferior — and a distinct lack of confidence among Chinese companies in 
the allure of their own brands. “It is very difficult to be a Chinese brand,” said Feng Jun, the 
39-year-old founder of Aigo, a consumer electronics company that also has high hopes of 
conquering the West with its branded products. (Among other things, it makes the most 
popular Chinese digital music player.) “No one in China believes in a Chinese brand.”  
 
The best-known Chinese brand is probably Lenovo’s ThinkPad laptop computer. But it was 
I.B.M. that developed the brand before spinning it off, and even then, Lenovo decided to drop 
its price when it first became a stand-alone company. Until recently, it didn’t even put the 
word “Lenovo” on the front of its computers. (It does so now.) 
 
Why does this matter? Partly it’s a matter of pride. Chinese executives want to be able to say 
that their companies are as well known as the big Western brands; Mr. Feng told me that in 
five years time, he wanted his company to be as popular as Samsung.  
 
But it is also a matter of necessity. As much as we fear China’s manufacturing prowess, 
Chinese companies fear the marketing abilities of the West. As the government allows more 
Western brands to break into the Chinese market in a big way, they inevitably take market 
share away from domestic companies. And if these same companies want to export their own 
branded goods, which is where the real profits lie, they’ll have to learn how to create distinct 
identities that appeal to consumers — in other words, brands. “Everyone in China has religion 
in branding,” said Scott Kronick, the president of the Chinese division of Ogilvy Public Relations 
Worldwide.  
 



But as the experience of Li-Ning illustrates, it’s a real struggle. During the 1990s, the company 
had the market completely to itself — but as soon as Nike and Adidas were allowed in more 
than a half dozen years ago, Li-Ning’s market share withered; by 2004, it ranked third. It 
currently has 18 percent of the market, while its bigger Western competitors have more than 
20 percent each. Facing Nike and Adidas, Mr. Guo said, made the company realize it had to 
become better at branding and marketing. 
 
So a few years ago, the company began bringing in branding experts to advise it, including Mr. 
Jeongwen, the marketing professor. “When kids wear Nike shoes, they feel as though they are 
the cool kids on the block,” he told me. “I said to the Li-Ning executives, ‘What does it mean 
when you wear a Li-Ning shoe?’ ” He was trying to show them that the point of the exercise 
wasn’t to copy from the Nike playbook, but to create a distinct identity. “They couldn’t define 
it,” he said. 
 
His advice to the company was that it should forget about the export market and concentrate 
instead on the growing domestic market — especially the many so-called Tier 2 and Tier 3 
cities, with populations well above one million, that the Nikes and Adidases hadn’t yet 
penetrated. He suggested that Li-Ning try to come up with shoes that have a distinctly Chinese 
flavor and would appeal, in an almost patriotic way, to Chinese consumers. Sure enough, when 
I visited Li-Ning I was shown an expensive green shoe that was named for Lei Feng, the 
famous Chinese soldier whom the government glorified after he died in 1962. 
 
What the company hasn’t abandoned, though, is its dream of moving its products to the West. 
For that, Li Ning is going to need a lot more than simply finding the next Michael Jordan. That’s 
going to take marketing skills its executives don’t yet have, and that China itself is still trying 
to learn. 
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