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Reebok aims to overtake Puma as the world’s third largest sporting goods brand in the next 
five years but it is facing a tough battle to rebuild its former high-quality image.  

After years in which the brand name was tarnished by its running shoes being sold cheaply 
alongside steaks and beer in supermarkets, Reebok-owner Adidas last year started the largest 
overhaul in the US company’s history.  

But the organisational revamp has turned into an uphill struggle after a sharp fall in consumer 
demand as a result of the global financial crisis. In the first quarter, Reebok posted an 
operating loss of €96m.  

This has prompted analysts to lose their patience. Commerzbank’s Christoph Dolleschal calls 
Reebok a “never-ending restructuring story”. Others have begun saying that the overhaul is 
Adidas’s last chance to turn Reebok round. 

Uli Becker, chief executive of Reebok, is aware of the pressure but is confident that, with the 
measures he has taken, the US sporting goods brand will hit the ground running once the 
economy bounces back.  

“We were not shocked by the crisis because Reebok has been facing challenging situations for 
years,” Mr Becker says.  

He believes Reebok will become Adidas’ main growth engine.  

“We want to kick the number three from the podium within the next five years,” he says, 
referring to Reebok’s current fourth rank behind Puma, Adidas and Nike as a global sporting 
goods brand.  

But he bows to critics who say that it has taken Adidas far too long to reorganise Reebok after 
it bought it in early 2006 as a weapon in its fight with main rival Nike.  

“We underestimated the amount of time needed for the restructuring,” the Reebok head 
admits.  

But Mr Becker, who was sent from Adidas to Reebok in 2006, originally as chief marketing 
officer, points to the dire state which Reebok was in at the time of the €3bn deal.  

“Reebok was light years away from being... a global brand,” he says.  

The company was concentrating its efforts on the US and UK markets, and Mr Becker says it 
was concerned with sales rather than focusing on the brand and its quality. The fall in the price 
paid for Reebok shoes mirrored the decline in its brand image – in the end consumers saw 
Reebok in the same light as unbranded products. 

Adidas’ first steps to get Reebok back on track involved investing heavily in its products, in 
particular by stepping up product management, design and development.  

Mr Becker says the quality and design of the brand’s shoes have become competitive again. 
“We will now have to heighten the consumer profile of the brand.”  

Steps towards this have already been taken in women’s products, where Reebok launched a 
partnership with Canadian circus company Cirque du Soleil and a new fitness shoe.  



Similar initiatives will be launched for men’s products next year. In addition, a large-scale 
marketing campaign for the whole brand is planned for 2010. 

There are tentative signs of improvement in the business. Mr Becker says he expects women’s 
products to grow significantly this year; in the first quarter, it grew at a double-digit rate.  

Overall, sales at Reebok are forecast to remain flat this year, after falling by a fifth each year 
since Adidas bought the company.  

Mr Becker says the company has deliberately forgone revenue as the price to pay for exiting 
cheaper products. A year ago Reebok sold 30 per cent of its shoes for $29.90 (€21.60), these 
“junk sales” had come down to a tenth in the first quarter of this year. 

“We hope that we can close this chapter by the end of the year,” he says.  

To save costs, the company recently integrated central Adidas and Reebok functions into “joint 
operating models” in Asia, Europe and Latin America. As a consequence, several hundred jobs 
were slashed in sales, service and other areas. At Reebok, 300 people had to leave this year, 
reducing its workforce to 8,000.  

Mr Becker envisages a similar structure for North America, where Adidas’ base is in Portland 
and Reebok’s in Boston. 

Reebok will now concentrate on growth and on the goal to regain its long-gone status as a 
highly profitable brand, Mr Becker says. Well aware of the difficult market situation and the 
intense pressure from the capital markets, he does not set a public date for this to happen.  

“The aim is to become as profitable as Adidas,” is the only profitability target he is willing to 
give. 
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