
monique “mo” 
matheson, Chief 
Human Resources 
Officer at Nike Inc., 
talks to Brunswick 
about the shift in 
employee experi-
ence, HR’s role, the 
power of teams and 
what it means to  
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S
ince joining nike in 1998, she has 
worked across Nike’s HR function, 
including VP, Chief Talent and Diversity 
Officer, VP and Human Resources Busi-
ness Partner for North America, Global 
Product Creation (Footwear, Apparel 
and Equipment), and Global Functions 
and Nike Inc. Affiliates.

In her role as CHRO, Mo Matheson drives the 
global Human Resources strategy for Nike and leads 
business growth and transformation through the 
lens of people—managing functions including total 
rewards, talent acquisition and management, cul-
ture, DEI, leadership development, learning, orga-
nizational effectiveness and employee engagement. 
She’s passionate about people and a strong believer 
in the power of teams.

Coming from an employment law background, 
Matheson saw the opportunity in working with 
employers to create systemic change in the work-
place by advocating for employees. With this as her 
North Star, she leads with a people-first mental-
ity and is constantly seeking ways to create positive 
employee experiences and environments where peo-
ple can be their best, authentic selves. 

Matheson is a proud alumna of both the Univer-
sity of Washington and Indiana University’s Maurer 
School of Law, the wife of an Oregon State Senator, 
and mother to two young adults. As with many at 
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MONIQUE “MO” MATHESON

Nike, sport is very much a part of Mo’s day-to-day 
life: She enjoys both watching and playing sports but 
equally enjoys long walks with her dog and traveling.

As a former college tennis player-turned-
employment lawyer, you appear to hold the 
perfect position: Chief Human Resources Officer 
at a company that’s synonymous with athletics. 
What drew you so early to HR?
I attribute that to strong personal values set around 
equity that were grounded in me at a young age. 
Both of my parents were in public education. To me, 
education is the ultimate equalizer.

Through school, whether it was undergrad or law 
school, the things I was most interested in talking 
about were equality or equity-based, gender equity 
in particular.

Pursuing employment law was a natural path for 
me. I chose to work with employers because I believe 
you can drive more change from within than from 
the outside. 

When looking back, it makes all the sense in the 
world. If you are me, there’s no place you’d rather 
apply your craft, energy and passion than Nike. 
Because the alignment is so deep across equity and 
sport, and I can speak with real authenticity around 
my passion for sport and how it makes the world a 
better place.

What lessons and disciplines have you brought 
to business from athletics? 
The importance of working as a team. Put simply, 
I’ve always loved the fact that we’re better together. 
I’m not a go-it-alone kind of person, so the cama-
raderie and the idea of being part of a team is as 
important, if not more important, than my indi-
vidual success. Of course, I’m driven and care a lot 
about my success, but for me, it’s always “team first.”

The other mentality that I live by is that you can 
always be better—there’s always room for improve-
ment. I was a strong tennis player in the US North-
west, and I played number one on scholarship at 
University of Washington. During my time at col-
lege, I competed in some early professional Euro-
pean tournaments and immediately realized that 
other players were better than I ever dreamed I’d be. 
I got beat a lot, but with this I recognized there are 
always going to be 100,000 people who are better 
than me. It gave me perspective. 

Humility is so important. Understanding that 
there is constantly something to learn, something 
you can improve, there is always someone who’s bet-
ter than you out there, so that you don’t get sucked 

into thinking you’ve got it all, you’ve nailed it.
Sports open doors for what’s next.  

You mention humility. Given the understanding 
that there’s always someone better and plenty to 
learn, how do you still feel confident and com-
fortable in your role? 
It’s all about alignment to your values and purpose. 
With every step along the way, as long as my value 
was to contribute, to “do good” in the world, to be 
successful and to have those around me be success-
ful—I was confident. 

As I’ve progressed in my role and career, I’ve 
found that you have to be willing to lose your job 
to make the everyday calls on the kinds of issues at 
hand that support your values. I’m confident and 
comfortable in being guided by my value set and by 
what I believe is right for the company, for the cul-
ture and for our people.

And you know what? If my leaders or the decision 
makers do not agree, that’s OK. My job is to provide 
my point of view about what I think is right. But 
there have also been a lot of times in my career where 
I didn’t have that level of confidence.

When you have alignment—with who you are, 
the people you work with every day, and the com-
pany you work for—you can trust you’re where you 
need to be.

In the 23 years that you’ve been a HR leader at 
Nike, how has the profession changed, for better 
or worse?
HR has always been valued at Nike, but our role has 
also changed for the better. There’s a specific value 
that the function brings to the organization. The 
human resources and people function has a very 
unique view across the enterprise; there’s some 
exceptional work that no other part of the company 
can do as well as us when we’re doing it excellently.

When we’re performing at our best, there’s a vir-
tuous feedback loop. Our activities are informed by 
the things that are most important to our people and 
the business. The idea that we’re a steward, an advo-
cate for the enterprise and for all the employees is, to 
me, a noble role. 

With the crises that have been thrown our way 
over the years, the role and the value of our work, is 
recognized more and more. Because of this increased 
recognition, we now must deliver sharper results, 
and real value that can be measured. This is where 
HR is shifting the most.

And we can’t do it alone. These big issues that 
we’re trying to solve are very systemic in nature 
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and require multiple stakeholders who are pulling 
in the same direction to contribute to the end goal. 
To come back to the idea of a team, there’s very lit-
tle that we solve as a single HR function—we must 
work with the entire business.

During your time at Nike, how have employee 
expectations of their employers changed?
Employees are expecting more and more from their 
employers. In the United States, employees are look-
ing for benefits and social services that are provided 
through governmental entities in other countries, 
but this isn’t the case in the US. 

Employees are also looking for a two-way rela-
tionship with employers—they want to be invested 
in versus only working toward the company’s suc-
cess. They want to be viewed as an individual, and 
they’re looking for signs that employers are inter-
ested in who they are rather than how they show up 
at work. I didn’t hear much about this in the first 15 
years of my career.

Personally, I had a big transition moment earlier 
in my career when I came out at work, and I shared 
that I had a wife. That was probably one of the most 
impactful moments that I’ve had in my career. I 
realized that the people I was trying to lead needed 
more from me. The fact that I was so private was 
going to stand in the way of them forming a rela-
tionship with me.

As I think about inclusion in the workplace, it’s 
essential that nothing is left on the table in terms of 
being who you are—bringing your whole self. This 
isn’t without danger, but it’s part of the whole rela-
tionship that’s shifting. And I think employees are 
becoming less apologetic about their desire to show 
up as themselves.

It sounds like showing that you’re invested 
in people’s success and that you care about 
employees is so important right now: How are 
you and Nike bringing that forward?
Nike has a long history of valuing its people and 
diversity. 

We’ve historically had very progressive positions 
on social issues, whether it’s women in sports, pro-
fessional athlete pay or race. We’re really uniquely 
Nike in this way. This track record means we have a 
solid foundation that is authentic to Nike.

Investing in our people’s success is also authentic 
to the idea of team, coaching and high performance. 
The challenge for us is to consistently uphold those 
concepts and those values which put people at the 
center of everything we do.

What do you think is driving people to shift roles 
now? Is there anything that stands out related to 
the power of employee versus employer? 
For the corporate employee population, there are 
many people who are reevaluating the combina-
tion of work and life, and the role that work plays in  
their life.

People are taking stock of the trade-offs. They’re 
asking themselves: “Do I like that I spend more time, 
in any given week, doing this kind of work, with these 
people? Do I feel like that’s the right compromise, 
given the other goals in my life? Does this work allow 
me to have a family, meaningful relationships or 
community connection?”

This evaluation of work and life integration is 
purpose-driven. It’s also flexibility-driven, it’s driven 
by who you’re working with every day and those 
team relationships. It’s a very localized decision.

When this equation feels like it isn’t working, that’s 
where opportunities arise. Flexibility is a huge part 
of this and is opening up jobs that probably weren’t 
accessible to people before. 

For the front-line employees, there’s a real push 
for competitive benefits and pay and financial inclu-
sion to ensure that employees across all parts of our 
organization can choose to stay, and feel good about 
that choice. 

You mention that you value “team.” When 
thinking about engaging people to want to stay, 
assuming that’s important to them, too, how do 
you ensure “team” remains possible in a remote 
environment? And how are you trying to help 
Nike do that?
This is the challenge of the day: figuring out how to 
create any kind of team and connection in a remote 
environment. The key is in consistent convening. It’s 
important to push through this one-dimensional 
screen to have some form of human connection. 
The electric energy of togetherness is something 
which cannot be recreated through a screen. Our 
goals are to deliver a uniquely Nike employee experi-
ence which is grounded in sport, and create a work-
place that strengthens our culture of innovation, 
team and community, and empowers each of us to 
do our best work.

Also, fun is so important at Nike. Nike people are 
world-class funny, clever and smart. When we’re at 
our best we are working hard, and it’s a whole lotta 
fun. That’s part of why we’re pushing to start to cre-
ate forums where we are together in-person again. 
Because over time, we don’t think that “team” will 
live in the same way if it’s 100% virtual. u
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