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The importance of brands, mentors, listening, and loving your work. Erika Nardini grew
up in New Hampshire as an athlete and ardent New England sports fan. She started her
career in a global financial services company and today is CEO of Barstool Sports, the
United States’ hottest and fastest-growing lifestyle content brand, a state-of-the-art
business driven by media, commerce, events, and gaming. In between, she’s been a
leader at companies such as Digitas, Microsoft, Demand Media, and AOL. While building
brands is the thread that runs through her career, Erika’s unique approach has powered
a notable career trajectory and created impressive business results on the cutting edge
of each of the internet’s tectonic shifts over the last 20 years.
When you started your career, what were you
looking to do?
I had had this realization after my junior year in
college that I needed to get my act together and
learn finance, basically. I was a sociology/philosophy
major, and then I felt, oh God, I’m not ready for the
real world and I need to go to a bunch of finance

“The need for new business models
has become, not just necessary or
nice to have, it’s become urgent”

SRI

classes. I thought maybe I wanted to be a lawyer.
I knew I wanted to work in business. I don’t know
that I knew exactly what I wanted to do. I knew I
liked to work. I knew I liked to make money. I knew
I liked to work with other people and wanted to
learn. The economy was very good when I graduated
from school, so I was fortunate to have a lot of
options. I got a job at Fidelity Investments. And my
first experience was exactly what I didn’t want to do,
which then led me to what I wanted to do.
And what was that moment, do you remember?
I only remember I had a big office in Fidelity
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Investments (in Boston). The work was solitary and
tedious, or what I felt was tedious. It was essentially
legal review. I was not passionate about the things
everyone else around me was passionate about.
I remember that I went to a meeting in another
building, another Fidelity office, and I walked onto
the floor, and there were people talking and it was
very social, and there was colors everywhere, and I
distinctly remember there were all of these stuffed
animals on the tops of the cubicles. At that point
in time, (Fidelity’s advertising client) Discovery used
to send out every year, huge, really egregiously big
stuffed animals to the media buyers. And I remember
seeing all the media buyers, and I thought, I want to
get into media.
And so that’s when I set my mind that there was
something different here that was more like me.
I went to go see HR, and they said, you’re an idiot.
You’re making the worst career move. I would make
much less money and go from a profit center to a
cost center. But I loved it and never looked back.
When I got there, the internet was very new,
and it was not prestigious. In those days, no one
would really care to work in the internet. But I was
fortunate to be able to work in the internet, because
that’s now been my home.

That was the beginning–the dialogue era. Right?
The internet is, you know, it’s limitless, it’s boundless,
and to this day it’s a lot of different things to a
lotta different people. Technology is connection,
it’s community. What was exciting to me was
figuring out technology, content, and brand, and
how, at that point, at Fidelity, how one of the
most reputable financial firms in the world would
navigate it. That was really exciting to me.
From there, I went to go work at a host of ad
agencies and then really started to look more at
buying and content and distribution and interaction,
and how things could be created on internet that
could be connected to people that could be monetized
in interesting ways. At that point it was so early,
it was such a wild west, before standardization,
before DoubleClick, before everything we know today.

“I always wanted to learn. I always
wanted to be making progress,
and I didn’t like the status quo”

The internet has had a lot of different things going
on over the years. And you’ve worked at a number
of different places with different products,
audiences and customers, yes?

Looking back at it, you were present at many of
the cool, peak moments of the internet at a lot
of great places, such as MSN, Yahoo, Demand,
and AOL at its end as an independent company.
How today would you describe that journey?
How’d that happen?
I always really liked to work. I always cared.
How would I describe it? I always wanted to learn.
I always wanted to be making progress,
and I didn’t like the status quo, and
so I’ve looked for opportunities,
I’ve looked for opportunities
with people. When I went to
go work for Joanne Bradford at
Microsoft, that was one of the
biggest breaks in my career.
That was an incredible moment.
I had someone incredibly
inspiring to work for who was
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very driven, who was
pioneering. Joanne was
pioneering content and
technology and advertising
on the internet, and, as
a woman, was running a division of
Microsoft. I was always hungry to get
my hands into things and to have
managers or bosses who trusted me
to do things, who gave me a lotta rope
to learn and try, and then also really
pushed me.
How did your bosses influence you?
I worked for a lot of really inspiring women.
I worked for Gayle Troberman at Microsoft. I worked
for Joanne Bradford. They taught me implicitly and
explicitly. Joanne taught me so much about high
standards and showing up and work ethic and
power and driving results. And Gail taught me so
much about storytelling and creativity and the art
of the pitch.

I would say I’m in the lifestyle slash entertainment
slash media industry. We, Barstool Sports, are in,
content, media, lifestyle, entertainment, sports.
I think everything is changing. For one, the
distribution of content has changed. For another, the
way brands are born and the way they connect with
audiences has changed. The need for new business
models has become, not just necessary or nice to
have, it’s become urgent. I also think you’re seeing
decay. I think you’re seeing the golden children
gasping for air. You see what’s happening with
Refinery and Vice and Buzzfeed and Tasty, you see
these luminary companies who are so honest and
raise so much money, and you see them start to
have to do all-stock transactions just to fight another
day. You’re seeing consolidation of digital media.
You’re also seeing the decay of traditional media.
You’re seeing the concentration of ad revenue into
the platforms, and then you’re seeing the emergence
of so many sources of content, all this fracturing,
such as podcasting and social and YouTube.

What was hard along the way?
I probably worked too much in my 30s, to be honest
with you. All I did was work. I feel like I’m developing
hobbies now that I probably should have started in
my 20s and 30s. There was some personal sacrifice
there. I figured out how to manage a global team
and that was very challenging. I’ve worked in big
companies and very small companies and there
were very different sets of challenges along the way.

What in your background has prepared you to be
good at this?
I’m not sure I’m always good at it. But, but for one,
I think what has prepared me for this is that I love
brands. I love content. I love personalities. And I’m
curious. I think that those things put me in a good
place to be in a business that’s changing constantly.
And I love the internet.
Two is that I was—and am -- hungry and I wanted
to make a mark. I think in a lot of ways, I found my
moment here at Barstool, which I feel really grateful for.
I think it helped to be working in very big companies
and working in small companies and thinking about
technology, content, monetization, and distribution.
I think about all those things all the time.

Let’s shift and talk about the industry that you’re
in now. I don’t know how we define it exactly, so
why don’t you try to define the industry you’re
in now and talk about what’s changing right now
and what you’re thinking about?

What’s going to change next year? What are you
really thinking about?
Podcasting, I think, will grow and be an even bigger
business that it is today. I think you’re going to see the
emergence of new players like Amazon and Spotify.
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“Technology is making us more
efficient and more accountable”

You’re going to see them become dominant in
media and in advertising. I think you’re going to
see a new social world. Look at the phenomenon
of TikTok. There’s going to be a new generation on
platforms that are coming up. I think you’re going to
see a post-Instagram world. I think you’re going to
see continued cultural polarization. I think we are in
just a very polarizing time right now. So I think we’re
going to continue to see that.
As the leader of, Barstool Sports, how are you
thinking about preparing your company for that,
whether it’s people or technology or business
planning?
One is that I don’t like dependencies, so the more
diverse we can be, the better off we are. Two, we’ve
grown so quickly that we basically need a new
company every six months. So we need to take steps
to get to the next operational level to be an over-$100
million revenue company*. What is the operation we
need? What are the goals we need? What are the
skills we need? What’s the infrastructure we need?
I spend a lot of time thinking about that. How do we
get bigger but still stay small?
Barstool is obviously famous for its brand voice
and extraordinary audience engagement, but, as a
business, what’s most disruptive about Barstool?
I think that we’re a three year old company with
extremely low capital expenditure that is competing
with extremely big, extremely resourceful companies.
And we’re winning. That is what’s so cool about
Barstool.

comfortable with technology. I like that, too.

“You have to hold yourself to a high
standard, pushing to be better.
You gotta be very self critical,
and you can’t buy your own hype”
To your earlier point about Barstool scaling but
needing to stay culturally “small,” as a leader,
reflecting on your experience at other companies
and the mentors you’ve had, how do you think
about culture?
I think you stay connected to your team, and that
doesn’t just mean your management team. I think
you stay connected to the whole team. I really try
to do that. I make it a priority to be connected with
everyone here, or as many people as I can here
because, at the end of the day, I think it matters.
You spend so much time at work. You wanna feel
like you’re a part of something that matters,
and that you’re contributing to it. So that’s one thing.
Two, and it’s a lot of what I learned from Joanne
and others, is that you have to hold yourself to a
high standard, pushing to be better. You gotta be
very self critical, and you can’t buy your own hype.
I think we’re one of the most self-critical companies.
That’s great for us because it just means that no
one’s ever satisfied, and I think that’s just a great
way to be.

And what’s the role of technology?
Technology is eating the middleman and disrupting
everything in the best way. As a company, technology
is making us more efficient and more accountable.
We’re tracking ourselves and we’ve become more
rigorous. That’s important. I also think technology
is challenging our competitors in a way that it
doesn’t challenge us because we live on the internet
as a company, we’re just more accustomed to and

That sounds a lot like you when you were in college.
Not a lot of college kids figure out that they’re
on the wrong track and need to do something
different. Is that right?
Yeah, you know, I went to college with this hockey
player, and he probably said this phrase a million
times, “I didn’t come here for a haircut.” I always
thought that was a really great phrase because I
didn’t come here for a haircut, either. If we’re gonna
do this, let’s do this and that’s how I feel about it.
That’s just how I feel about work.
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*(Barstool was a seven-figure
company with 15 staff when
Erika became CEO in 2016.
Today there are more than
200 employees and nearly
ten times more revenue.)

Again, back to this question about what space
Barstool is in… You’re in ecommerce but you’re not
a pure ecommerce company. You’re involved in
sports betting, but you’re not a gaming company.
You’re a media company, but not just that. How
do you set strategy when you’re in multiple lines
of business, all of which are evolving? Where do
you get advice?
I love to get advice from everybody and anybody.
That advice can come from a social media manager
here or it can come from a big-name industry expert.
I don’t care. I don’t really notice the difference. I
just want to be with smart people who have a point
of view and know something that we don’t know.
We watch the internet all the time. The internet is a
great teacher.
I also look to our board. I look to our partners,
who are very smart. We’re really fortunate to
have a lot of great partners. We just launched a
partnership with Gallo, for example, and what
I’ve learned from the Gallo team is so awesome
and inspiring. I didn’t know anything about the
manufacturing of wine. Now I know a lot about it.
I like that.
Finally, what about you, Erika? What’s, what’s
next for you?
Next for me? I’m learning how to play hockey.
Interview with Keith McAllister
Head of Digital, Media & Technology
kmcallister@sriexecutive.com
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Contact SRI

SRI

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.

Jim Chaplin

CEO
London
jchaplin@sriexecutive.com
+44 (0)7827 828 874

Chris Jordan

Head of Esports & Gaming
London
cjordan@sriexecutive.com
+44 (0)7827 345 758

Ashling O’Connor

Mike Squires

Chairman
London
msquires@sriexecutive.com
+44 (0)7990 581515

Alistair Milner

Head of High Performance
London
amilner@sriexecutive.com
+44 (0)7500 105 208

David James

Head of Sport
London
djames@sriexecutive.com
+44 (0)7808 639 563

Mark Moreau

Co-Head of Europe
London
mmoreau@sriexecutive.com
+44 (0)7826 555 550

Patrick Albrecht

Adam Hillier

Jay Hussey

Keith McAllister

Glenn Horine

Christine Venditti

Jamie Waldron

Paul Chidley

Helen Soulsby

Jonathan Harris

Tom Watterson

Head of Media, Entertainment
& Technology, Europe
London
aoconnor@sriexecutive.com
+44 (0)7824 821 000

Co-Head of Europe
Lausanne
palbrecht@sriexecutive.com
+41 (0)78 612 54 83

Our services include executive search, emerging leaders search, hiring strategy, board
assessment, succession planning, salary benchmarking, new market entry consulting
and multi-vacancy projects.
Find out more at sriexecutive.com

Partner, Media, Entertainment
& Technology
London
ahillier@sriexecutive.com
+44 (0)7931 127 276

Beverley Le’May

Head of Sporting Goods & Fashion
London
blemay@sriexecutive.com
+44 (0)7957 730 532

North America
CEO, North America
New York / Boston
jhussey@sriexecutive.com
+1 650 787 3075

Partner
Boston
cvenditti@sriexecutive.com
+1 650 906 6092

Head of Digital Media
and Technology
New York
kmcallister@sriexecutive.com
+1 646 732 3175
Head of Media & Entertainment
Los Angeles
jwaldron@sriexecutive.com
+1 310 924 2960

Partner, Sport
New York
ghorine@sriexecutive.com
+1 203 814 7307

Partner, Sport
Los Angeles
pchidley@sriexecutive.com
+44 (0)7432 735 900

Asia-Pacific
Head of APAC
Singapore
hsoulsby@sriexecutive.com
+65 9061 1411

Head of ANZ
Sydney
jharris@sriexecutive.com
+61 (0)413 939 993

Head of Hong Kong
Hong Kong
tomwatterson@sriexecutive.com
+852 9335 5915
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