
Introducing Reebok 
Joseph William Foster was a cobbler, and an amateur athlete. 
Working from a bedroom above his father’s sweet shop in Bolton, 
England, he designed some of  the world’s first spiked running 
shoes. ‘J.W. Foster’, his business, was founded in 1900, and many 
British athletes used his shoes, including the 1924 100m Olympic 
champion Harold Abrahams – who you may know from the film 
‘Chariots of  Fire’. 

This family business prospered, despite interruptions caused by the 
World Wars. It operated from a small factory called Olympic 
Works, on the site now occupied by the University of  Bolton. By 
1958 a companion company called Reebok was set up, this being 

the name of  an antelope in Afrikaans. The Reebok 
spin-off  allowed the company to pursue new strategic 
directions, supplying the retail market rather than 
being purely a specialist supplier to athletes.  

In 1979, Reebok came to the attention of  an 
American businessman at a trade fair in Chicago. A 
deal was struck to license and distribute the Reebok 
brand in the USA. With sports clothing, accessories 
and “Weebok” children’s athletic shoes, Reebok had 
sales of  around $1bn by 1980. 
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The 1992 Reebok Advertising Campaign 
Despite commercial success in the USA, Reebok was always 
eclipsed by Nike, who spent vast amounts on advertising and 
celebrity endorsements. In 1992, Nike had Michael Jordan and the 
‘Dream Team’ headed for Olympic basketball success in what was 
effectively a ‘one horse race’. Reebok, at that time, was perceived as 
offering “the kind of  shoe that your mother wore”. 

In the USA, Reebok executives decided to do things differently: 
instead of  going head-to-head with Nike in a conventional 
advertising battle, they chose two relatively unknown athletes, in a 
largely unknown discipline. 

Dan O’Brien and Dave Johnson were decathletes: the British 
might have had fond memories of  Daley Thompson taking 
Olympic gold (Moscow in 1980; Los Angeles in 1984) but 
decathlon had never been hyped in the same way in the USA. 
Outside the athletics community, decathlon was virtually unknown. 

In 1992, all that was to change. It began with a series of  short 
advertisements that ran during Super Bowl XXVI in January of  
that year: 

“Dan can throw a discus 172 feet; Dave can long 
jump 24 feet 10½ inches. This summer, in 

Barcelona, they’ll be battling it out for the title 
of  world’s greatest athlete.” 

In a clever gimmick, the voice-overs in these initial TV 
advertisements showed baby photos of  Dan and Dave. As the 
campaign progressed, they gradually showed more up-to-date 
pictures of  the competitors.  
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There is good reason to consider a decathlete to be the world’s 
greatest athlete, as they have to master ten different track and field 
disciplines, and compete in all of  them, over two days. Points are 
scored across all ten, to determine the champion. 

What Could Possibly Go Wrong?  
For Nike, the Reebok campaign was like a nightmare: their rivals 
had taken an obscure sport and two unknown athletes, and 
catapulted them to the forefront of  public attention.  

Dan and Dave appeared on TV talk shows: they became celebrities 
in their own right, and they had fun doing the promotional work 
for Reebok together.  

 June 1992 saw the Olympic Trials held in New Orleans, where the 
three highest-scoring decathletes would qualify for a place in the 
US Olympic Team. Dan O’Brien was on good form, and during 
the first day (100 meters, long jump, shot put, high jump, and 400 
meters) he shot into first place. Dave was troubled by a foot injury, 
but his performance was still good, and he was known to be the 
strongest in the second-day events (110-meter hurdles, discus, pole 
vault, javelin and 1,500 meters). 

At the stadium, many in the crowd were showing their allegiance to 
Dan or Dave, via caps and tee shirts. Reebok’s advertising 
campaign had whipped up a frenzy of  excitement, and people 
expected to witness a clash of  titans. 

Dave was steadily closing the gap. Then came the pole vault.  

Both athletes elected to sit out the early rounds, to save energy. 
They waited until the bar was set at 4.8 metres, and then both 

stepped up to make the jump. It should have been an easy 
one, some 40cm below the personal best of  either man: 

Dave Johnson cleared it with ease, but Dan O’Brien 
failed in all three attempts. 

A terrible hush fell, throughout the 
stadium. 

Reebok’s “Dan and Dave” 
campaign had been 
conceived by Chiat/Day of  
Venice, California: the 
agency behind the famous 
“1984” television 
commercial for Apple’s 
Macintosh computer. They 
had a reputation for 
disruptive work.

Activity for students on a project management module: 

Imagine that your study group consists of  Reebok executives. It’s June 1992, and your campaign to 
promote Reebok as the shoe worn by the world’s greatest athlete has just suffered a serious reversal. 

• What will you do next? 

• What would you do differently, in a future campaign, to reduce the risk?
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With zero points scored in the pole vault, Dan wasn’t going on to 
compete in Barcelona. The “Dan and Dave” contest that had been 
promised in an advertising campaign lasting months and costing 
$25m (some sources say $30m) simply wasn’t going to happen. 

Aftermath 
There was worse to come: Dave Johnson’s foot injury got worse, 
and he received medical advice that he shouldn’t compete. As the 
remaining half  of  “Dan and Dave”, he elected to press on – and 
after two painful days of  competition in Barcelona he won the 
bronze medal. The “world’s greatest athlete” that year (if  we accept 
the premise of  Reebok’s campaign) was Robert Změlík, from 
Czechoslovakia. 

Having done real damage to his foot, Dave retired from 
competition soon after. Dan had another shot at Olympic glory in 
Atlanta in 1996 – and brought home the gold medal… but 
invariably it’s the 1992 ‘Dan and Dave’ campaign that he’s 
remembered for. 

Chiat/Day continued to work with Reebok all the way through 
1992… but lost the Reebok account the following year. 

Additional Sources 
99% Invisible, episode 267: The Trials of  Dan and Dave, available 
from http://99percentinvisible.org/episode/trials-dan-dave/  

DuFresne, C. (1992) ‘DAN vs. DAVE : Reebok's Risky Investment 
Centers on Decathletes O’Brien and Johnson, Who Haven’t 
Qualified for the Olympics Yet (but That's Shoe Business)’, Los 
Angeles Times,  June 18th 1992 

Maese, R. (2017) ‘The Legend of  Reebok’s ‘Dan and Dave’ ad 
campaign, as told by Dan and Dave’, Washington Post,  June 23rd 
2017

Activity for students on a marketing module: 

Imagine that you work for Chiat/Day. Dan O’Brien has just failed to qualify for the US Olympic 
Team. Reebok had fifteen TV advertisements lined up, ready to run in the weeks ahead, and now 
they’re all worthless. You need to pitch something new to Reebok, and fast! 

• What will you propose, in order to keep the Reebok account? 

• Can you make use of  Dan O’Brien, now that he can afford more time out of  his training schedule?
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