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think you are?” I feel pretty strongly that if you don’t
dare to have an ambition, no one will have it on your
behalf. You may have people around you prepared
to help, but if you don’t know where you want to go,
it’s very hard for anyone to guide you – you need to
have vision.
The CMO position at Gant covered product
marketing, retail…and go-to-market. I saw the
opportunity to seize a broad leadership role in a
smaller company and have a clear role for really
driving a business forward.
I think everyone has a bucket list. I love Gant. It’s an
absolutely amazing company with amazing owners.
What would draw me away? The opportunity had to be
damn good. I had a short bucket list of the companies
I would leave for, and Adidas was one of those.

Brian Grevy spent 12 years in senior roles at Adidas, rising to become General Manager
at its headquarters in Herzogenaurach, Germany. He left the global sportswear giant
in 2016 to become Chief Marketing Officer at the Stockholm-based lifestyle-retailer
GANT. Two years later, Denmark-born Grevy was made Gant’s CEO. He oversaw a
transformational internship programme called a ‘Flipternship’, which embraces the
idea that it’s never too late to learn new skills. Earlier this year, Grevy returned to Adidas
as an executive board member.
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What’s been your steepest learning curve?
When I became the managing director for Adidas
Group Nordics. It was the first time I had full P&L
(Profit & Loss) responsibility.
The second was to form a view for what the Nordic
region should look like in the future structurally. This
was the first time I had planned a large restructure.
The people side of a such a restructure was
the steepest learning curve. I had to let almost 37
percent of the staff go. Of course these were my
colleagues, and I had worked with some for more
than 15 years. The people side of a restructure
expends a lot of energy. Through this, I learned that
communication, transparency and a clear project
plan are paramount. In the case of Adidas Nordics,
we saw a successful transformation. We followed

those that left the company as they were landing
new jobs. We communicated this within the business
which the team appreciated. It’s important to show
empathy and show a ‘human side’, particularly
through times of change.
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“If companies are not ready to
look outside, they will face big
constraints”

I’ve done a number of side-steps. When I moved
from my global role in 2012 to the Nordic Managing
Director role, that was actually a step down in the
hierarchy of the company. But I did it because I knew
I needed to learn to run a P&L if I were to achieve my
ultimate ambition of becoming a CEO.
Do you see leadership moving across industries
becoming more common?
Yes, I see that more and more. Cross pollination is
happening with people moving across different
sectors. The way the world operates today and with
the new demands on business, I expect that you’re
going to work with companies from other industries.
I think industry boundaries will fade. For example,
at Gant we work with non-governmental
organisations, companies that have been
removing plastic from the oceans
and have been creating
new ways of engineering.

When the Adidas opportunity presented itself, it
was pretty straightforward for me. Even though I’ve
not been long enough in this role. You can’t decide
when opportunities present unfortunately but you
have to be ready to grab them when they do.
My advice is not to be shy about your
ambition, and understand that during your
career journey, the road isn’t just up.

What are the criteria that you apply when
considering roles? And what was it about the Gant
CEO role, and then going back as an executive
board member to Adidas, that made you go in
both of those directions?
I’ve always had a clear ambition. Some laughed at
me when back in 2007 I was clear that my goal was
to become a CEO. I was asked about my aspiration
and was very clear and said “If I’m with Adidas,
I want to be the CEO. Some reacted, “Who do you
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That would never have happened three years ago
if we’d been isolated in our own industry. Some of
the big complex societal and environmental issues
that the world faces today need companies and
industries to work together to solve them.

GANT’s 2025
target is for
100% of their
key materials to
be sustainably
sourced

How different are Gant and Adidas?
The sectors are different but clearly related. They are
of different scales. Gant is a family owned company.
When I came here, it was very much like a family
business. The business needed more operational
focus. The beauty with the owners at Gant is
that they wanted to reinvest back into the brands.
They understand that the health of the business
dictates how much we can invest back in the
organisation. Of course the reverse is also true: if
you are not earning, if the numbers are not there,
you need to make cuts, including to the work force.
It creates a negative cycle of events.
How did you manage the business to bring a new
focus on operational efficiency?
First of all, I communicated relentlessly about
what was happening and why. I was honest and
as transparent as was appropriate at every step
of the way. I was also realistic that not everyone
would want to join us on the journey, and that is
fine. I’m a firm believer that when you’re changing
a culture, communication is absolutely paramount.
I was direct with the team and told them: “The
operational pace will change and that starts
with the leadership team.” In the past, we would
meet ten times a year. Now, we meet every week.
I’ve replicated some of the public company discipline
to help us with operational rigour.
I’m aware I was driving a considerable amount
of change, but the transformation was successful,
primarily because of the communication rigour,
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and I believe, a really strong focus on the people.
We stuck to our word, and followed up on everything.
We were really clear about what’s most important
for the future company so that everyone knew where
their focus should lie, and not spend time in areas
that were not moving us forward in the right direction.
You’ve worked in different places in Europe.
Have you found yourself adapting your style in
different geographies?
I’m Danish by origin. We are very straight to the
point, there’s not much packaging. I’ve led teams
from around the world with people based in Brazil,
Tokyo, Shanghai, Portland and Germany. One thing
that is universal is to treat people with respect.
Explain to them why you are doing what you’re
doing and don’t dismiss or ignore people because
they don’t have the same view as you. I try to treat
everyone similarly. The receptionist in a company is
one of the most important people as they are often
the front line to your organisation. One grumpy first
call can put someone off your company for good.
Ultimately we all want recognition, to belong, and
that remains front of mind for me.
What have been the biggest benefits and
challenges of living in different countries?
You almost become a global citizen. You see things
from very different angles, because when you travel
and live abroad, you experience different dimensions
that you don’t get when you live only in one place.
I am extremely grateful for that. I would never give that
away. I’m grateful to be able to give that experience
to our kids. It’s great that they can look at the world
through the different cultural lenses. As I’ve been
fortunate enough to see, this experience is invaluable.
Japan stood out for me. I loved the culture of
respect for their elders, and in general. It’s a very
polite country. On the underground, for example,
there’s no pushing. People queue patiently, always
letting the older generation get on the train first.

“Big complex societal and
environmental issues that the world
faces today need companies and
industries to work together”
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Do you predict that the number of leaders making
these moves across industries is going to increase?
If companies are not ready to look outside, they will
face big constraints.
I think you will see many more collaborations
between companies than we do today because
this is what is required to find solutions to the big
problems we have in the world.
For example when you are looking for the best
ecommerce and digital talent, they can come from
so many areas now, as all industries face digital
challenges. Why would you restrict yourself to a
small number of industries?

By 2024 Adidas aims
to use only recycled
polyester in all Adidas
products across the
business – aided by
the introduction of
two new performance
fabrics where 100% of
the polyester used is
recycled

What is Flipternship and what was the inspiration
behind it?
The inspiration began with our brand campaign.
Everything is grounded in our ethos of ‘Never Stop
learning’.
The idea behind Flipternship is that we bring
people into the business who had never worked in
our industry or their role. For example we brought
in someone from banking to our PR team. We found
that this raises different questions. If you as an
organisation are willing to listen and learn from those
people and those questions, and not take a “But this
is how we always have done it” approach, it’s a great
way to support innovation and spark new and better
ways of working. I encourage my leadership team to
always be open and receptive to questions and resist
the temptation to be defensive. We can learn a huge
amount from new people coming in.
Have you seen any particular trends in terms of
where transferring across industries or functions
works particularly well?
One of the biggest questions for our industry is
“How do we solve the sustainability and pollution
challenge?”
Seaqual is a company that has 160 fishing boats
in the Mediterranean Sea. When the fishermen went
out, previously they would ignore the pollution
in the sea, passing it by and just taking the fish.
With more lateral thinking, there was the opportunity
to extract the rubbish while going about their primary
function. We had an arrangement where we bought
the plastic we could use, transforming it into yarns.
This was a pretty radical way of addressing a serious
problem and creating a ‘win-win’. It’s the interindustry collaboration that has made this possible.
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“I would tell them that the path is
not just up, you might need to take
a number of sidesteps, as well as
delivering good performance, along
with a little portion of luck”
How will consumer behaviours change over the
next five to ten years?
Demands will increase, and sustainability ethical
and social responsibility – will come to the fore.
I do believe we need to appreciate there are a lot
of good things happening in the world. The rhetoric is
pretty negative in that we all need to wake up, but the
younger generation care immensely and are making
more and more informed decisions, which in turn is
moving things forward for a better world.
However, we cannot rest. Everyone has a role to
play in continuing to focus on these issues. It is not
down to a CSR team sitting in the corner.
What will be the defining challenge for Gant and
Adidas in the next three years?
Scaling sustainably is the key challenge. We have
responsibility for a lot of people, not just at Gant,
but also in our supply chain. If we suddenly stopped
operating it would impact hundreds of thousands
of people. It’s important to take that responsibility
seriously. The consumer’s voice is so powerful here.
But I fundamentally believe, that for apparel, the
most sustainable thing is to buy high quality products
created responsibly.

Gant has also given me great experience of
‘pulling up my sleeves’ and being part of operations
and getting to the bottom of problems. This is
another thing that I believe will be really beneficial
as I go back to Adidas.
What’s your advice to those with big ambition?
I would encourage them to think carefully about the
experiences they need to assemble to equip them to
be ready for that role. It may require some side steps.
I would tell them that the path is not just up, you
might need to take a number of sidesteps, as well
as delivering good performance, along with a little
portion of luck.
Finally I would suggest that in most cases,
companies are looking for change agents. Those
receptive to change and those capable of driving it.
What do you want your legacy to be?
I want to leave a company that has a very clear
purpose of ‘We’re doing this!’ and leave something
behind that is in a much better state than when I
entered it, knowing the things I prepare will benefit
someone else.
I have a 2040 aspiration for sustainability. Here we
have a roadmap till 2030 on aspirations we want to
achieve and that has been important for me. I want
to leave something someone else can take and just
make better and better and better.
Interview with Beverley Le-May
Head of Sporting Goods & Fashion
blemay@sriexecutive.com

What do you take from your time at Gant as you
return to Adidas?
When you are in a big machine, numbers suddenly
become big and you get blind to the value of
money. I know what you can get out of a small
organisation by being much more cost aware
because you don’t have the money or the resources.
That means you are more creative.
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Contact SRI
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Our team work collaboratively across the globe within media, content,
technology, sports, esports, and sporting goods & fashion sectors.

SRI is an executive search and talent consulting firm focused on shaping the futures of
clients and candidates across the media, content, technology and sport landscape. We
have deep expertise in these dynamic, disrupted and increasingly interconnected sectors.

Europe

We partner with our clients to find the game changing talent that will help them thrive.
SRI has worked with a broad range of companies from content owners to fast growth
consumer technology disruptors to shape their businesses.
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