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Adidas moves in one of the world's most competitive marketplaces.
To attract and retain people who have their finger on the pulse is essential
in a business that can turn on a heartbeat, says Debi O’'Donovan
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didas plays a central role in this month’s football

World Cup - it is sponsoring the official ball, all

the referees and nine of the finalist teams. It is

not surprising, because sport, and football in
particular, is its corporate lifeblood.

Its huge profile belies the fact that it only employs 446
people in the UK (including its sales and retail employ-
ees). But then all its famous sporting apparel and
accessories are made in countries such as Indonesia and
the Philippines, as well as its home country, Germany. It
uses its UK base in Stockport, in the north west of
England, as a distribution centre for the rest of the UK.
This is also where Tony Cooke, head of human
resources, is based.

Cooke started at Adidas in July last year. He is a
straight talking guy who isn’t afraid to say that things
haven't been as good as they could be.

Adidas feel the cold in Nike's shade, but the company
believes it can rein in the American sports giant and
ascend from the current number two spot.

Central to this is the Adidas brand. In a highly
competitive market, Adidas works hard to keep its finger

on the pulse of what is considered hip, and uses sporting
deities such as David Beckham and Anna Kournakova to
promote its latest designs. If all goes to plan, the new
ClimaCool shoe - a move away from the traditional
Adidas top selling white leather trainer - will soon be
appearing on trendy feet near you, even if you are more
likely to find the wearer choosing to sweat in a night club
rather than a gym.

Cooke’s aim is to spend as much time developing employ-
ees as Adidas spends developing its brand. “What we are
trying to do is to start thinking about developing people.”

This objective forms part of a global initiative
launched last month called Striving for Excellence. The
model focuses on four key business obsessions. They are:
customers, consumers, people and shareholders. Cooke
explains that the customers are the high street retailers
that sell Adidas goods; the consumers are the shoppers
that buy the goods; and the people are Adidas’ employees.

The aim is to look at the model and ask: ‘What would
the four obsessions look like if we were the best?’ As a



human resources man, Cooke believes the company's
target will be achieved by the way the managers manage
the business.

“We will say privately, without making a song and
dance about it, that we want to start putting the right
plans, procedures and ways of doing things in place as a
matter of course, to such a degree that we would be
among the best 50 companies to work for in the UK. It is
something that is close to my heart.”

A vital part of this is training and development. Last
year the company spent very little on training. “This
year, we are spending a hell of a lot of time and
resources on developing our behaviours.” Cooke also
knows the importance of setting the right example and
points out that the onus is on senior Adidas people being
role models.

In the past two years, Adidas has become more
comfortable about discussing itself with its employees.
Every quarter, employees from all functions of the
company are brought in to discuss how the business is

doing. “We try not to give a glossy magazine image of

what goes on. If things are good we tell them they're
good, but if they are bad, we tell them so.”

This practice of engaging employees in the business
has extended into enthusing employees about the brand.
To do this the company makes use of its state-of-the-art
Dassler Centre (named after Adidas founder Adi
Dassler) where all its latest products are displayed. “We
bring in employees and put on a presentation. We share
the latest videos and advertisements; we let them see the

latest products. We also have a question and answer
session with the senior team.” So, for example, before
Beckham'’s new football boot arrived in the shops, and
before World Cup adverts were screened on national
television, the entire workforce has seen them.

Not that Adidas appears to have much to worry about
on the employee relations front. Cooke says that staff
turnover in distribution is virtually nil, and when it last
had a meeting with the works council, the only request
was to have fruit in the vending machine. Adidas seems
to be a long way down the road of, as Cooke is fond of
saying, “doing the right things quietly”.

Naturally, sport and exercise play a central role at

Adidas at a glance

Above: Head of human
resources, Tony Cooke,
has a healthy obsessior
for sport and helps
Adidas keep its eye

on the ball

Adi Dassler made his first shoes in 1920. The name Adidas
came into being in 1948, and remained family-run until 1989.

It was floated on the stock market in 1995. In 1997 it acquired Salomon

Group and changed its name to Adidas-Salomon AG. There is a
combined workforce of more than 3,000 employees at its
Herzogenaurach headquarters in Germany, and its American base in
Portland, Oregon. Adidas-Salomon AG has about 13,000 staff
worldwide. Brands include: Adidas, Salomon, Taylor Made, Mavic and
Bonfire. Adidas is an official sponsor of the World Cup 2002, its ball and
its referees as well as nine finalist teams.
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Above: apart from Adidas. In May, Kevin Keegan played a key part in a
wellbeing, fitness is motivation course for managers. The firm is also in the
seen as an antidote to privileged position of being able to offer sports-related
stress rewards to staff. For example, there is an Above and

Beyond recognition scheme, under which staff earned
tickets to see Manchester United play in the European
Champions League; or on another occasion, were
awarded tickets to the Commonwealth Games.

And, as with most corporates worldwide, the World Cup
is going play a big role in the Adidas workplace, so it’s
taking a proactive approach. To circumvent increased
sickness absence on England match days, Adidas will
put up big screens and lay on lunch or breakfast,
depending on the time of the match. TV sets will be put
in offices to allow people to carry on working, but still

Adidas’ benefits culture

What are the business
challenges facing Adidas?

to be the leading sports brand in the
world

to open more retail outlets
throughout the UK

to recruit, not just good people, but
outstanding people

keep up with the games if they wish to. “I am trying to
box clever,” says Cooke. He acknowledges it will cut into
the working day: “In the end everyone will benefit by half
an hour,” he says.

In recent years health and exercise has raised its
profile at Adidas, although it has always been part of the
company culture. So the benefit Adidas is most proud of
is its Wellness Centre. This is more than simply an onsite
employee gym. “Behind the scenes there’s a hell of a lot
more that goes on.” He explains that Dr Dorian
Dugmore, who runs the Centre, has a team of people who
help with diets, blood pressure and heart testing. “There
is an assessment that they will do, that will tell you far
more than just whether you are fit or not. They do
cholesterol levels, when they have finished, boy do you
know you have been assessed!” He points out that if
employees were to get the same tests externally it would

Pension Healthcare cash plan on a on business use and status. Free Onsite facilities
Defined contribution scheme. voluntary basis from HealthSure, fuel for personal use. Can opt for Canteen and restaurant, vending
Employees contribute 5%. For cash instead. Administered by machines, staff shops, Wellness

general employees, employer Death in service Arval PHH.

contributes 5.5%. For senior Six times salary for pension

managers the employer scheme members, four times for Holidays
contributes 7.5%. non-members. Cover over four 25 days a year (20 days in retail Hexible working
_times is used for spouse pension. outlets). An additional day holiday  Flexible start time between 8 and
Healthcare for each five year period worked, 9am and flexible finish time
PMI on a voluntary basis from Gar up to 28 days in each calendar between 4 and 6pm. Overtime can

Bupa. Can also opt to cover family. For selected employees depending year.
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Centre (includes gym), tennis
courts and a football pitch.

be taken as flexi-leave.






