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PRAISE FOR BRIEANE OLSON AND CO-CREATED

Co-Created by Pacsun CEO Brieane Olson is an intimate description of corporate culture change that has led to the (co)creation of one of the most amazingly successful clothing and accessories brands today. Olsons refreshingly honest writing style describes both early pitfalls (leading to a chapter 11 restructuring) and careful strategic rethinking to go from a surf-and-skate retailer selling other brands to an own-brand company which puts authentic community building front and center. This book details the secrets behind what I call the First Law of Customer Centricity: Build from the outside-in rather than sell from the inside-out. This is a must-read for both legacy brands needing transformation and all companies who seek to understand the power of next-gen audience marketing.

Rohit Deshpande

Baker Foundation Professor, Sebastian S. Kresge Professor of Marketing Emeritus, Harvard Business School

In Co-Created, Brieane Olson offers more than a story of Pacsuns reinventionshe presents a masterclass in authentic, purpose-led leadership. What stands out most is Brieanes leadership philosophy: She reminds us that when companies are rooted in their values and evolve with intention, they dont just sell productsthey build communities and create lasting impact.

Artemis Patrick

President and CEO, Sephora North America

I know firsthand that collaborating with your community is the secret to building something truly iconic. Co-Created is Brie Olsons love letter to culture and creativityshowing how listening and co-creation can transform not just a brand but the world around it. Community as the new couture! Thats hot.

Paris Hilton

CEO, 11:11 Media; Entrepreneur; Advocate; Celebrity

Brieane Olson is the rare leader who blends vision with heart. In Co-Created, she shows how courage, community, and creativity can transform even the most legacy-bound brand into a cultural force. This book is a masterclass in transformation, but it is also a love letter to whats possible when vision meets resilience. Brieanes courage to challenge the legacy playbook, her relentless pursuit of relevance, and her ability to fuse creativity with operational excellence are the reasons Pacsun stands as a case study in reinvention. As a friend and client, I couldnt be more proud to stand beside Brieane as she shares this story with the world and to witness her redefining what female leadership looks likebold, inclusive, and unapologetically authentic.

Jennifer Prince

Chief Commercial Officer, Los Angeles Rams

Co-Created is a definitive look at business transformation. Brieane Olson shows how Pacsun put community at the center to move forward with resilience, creativity, and leadership. Its a story of reinvention in a time when culture moves fast and expectations move faster. Every leader, in any industry, will find lessons worth carrying into their own work.

Russell Wallach

Global President, Live Nation

Pacsuns evolution is a fascinating example of the possibilities unlocked when brands operate with an eye towards whats next. They recognized that the future of shopping is about creating an ecosystem where brands, creators, and communities come together. With this, they were one of our first partners to seize the opportunity in discovery-led e-commerce. Its a great lesson in modern brand building.

Shou Zi Chew

CEO, TikTok

Turnarounds are challenging, each in their own way. Yet in Olsons hands, Pacsuns turnaround is a joyous re-creation that results in a new answer to the most fundamental of questions: Why is this business relevant? Her strategy was forged not in isolation but in co-creation, through authentic engagement with customers, purpose-led leadership, and an open and collaborative culture. Olson will convince you that it is all a deeply human endeavor. Get inspired by what she and her team did at Pacsunthen imagine what you could achieve.

Cynthia A. Montgomery

Charles B. (Tex) Thorton Chair, Advanced Management Program, Harvard Business School

Brieane Olson offers a powerful road map for revitalizing heritage brands by turning customers into collaborators. Co-Created proves that purpose, cultural fluency, and community engagement can drive sustainable growth and keep retailers ahead in a rapidly evolving market.

Jill S. Dvorak

Senior Vice President, National Retail Federation

Co-Created is such an inspiring and insightful look at how culture, creativity, and community can truly transform a brand. Bries leadership shines through every page. She shows what it means to listen deeply, to build with purpose, and to lead boldly in a constantly evolving landscape. This book isnt just about Pacsuns reinvention; its a playbook for any leader who wants to create meaningful impact by putting people and values at the center. I have such admiration for Brie as a leader, and I couldnt be more excited to celebrate this important work.

Jennifer DiPasquale

President and Co-Founder, Women in Retail

Brieane Olson understands what so many leaders still miss: Creators arent just collaborators, theyre co-architects of culture. In Co-Created, she shows how Pacsun has embraced co-creation not as a marketing tactic, but as a true business strategyinviting creators and communities to help shape everything from products to storytelling. As someone who lives at the intersection of brands and creators, Ive seen firsthand how Bries vision has redefined what authentic collaboration looks like, and why Pacsun is now a cultural force that moves at the speed of its community.

Chris Detert

Co-Founder and Chief Communications Officer, Influential

Co-Created captures Bries brilliance as a leader who sees what others cant. With vision, creativity, and a deep understanding of culture, she reimagined Pacsuns future while inspiring teams to build with heart and purpose. This book isnt just about brand transformationits a powerful blueprint for how Bries unique blend of cultural insight and bold leadership can drive lasting growth.

Melissa Campanelli

Co-Founder, Women In Retail Leadership Circle

It is a privilege to discuss Brieane Olson and her new book, Co-Created, which highlights her vital contributions and vision for Pacsuns evolution in recent years. Today, the company represents far more than a retail brand; it stands as a cultural interpreter and leader within the industry, thanks to its thoughtfully curated designs and innovative marketing strategies.

Throughout her career, Brieane has been an invaluable friend, business partner, mentor, and source of inspiration across both creative and business sectors. As a prominent female leader in the fashion industry, she not only supports emerging designers but also champions established brands, delivering an empowering message to a new generation of young girls and future industry leaders. Her authentic insights into the intersection of fashion and contemporary culture underscore her strengths, grounded in integrity and a nuanced understanding of todays landscape. I consider myself fortunate to be part of her circle and wish her ongoing love, success, and happiness as she navigates her journey.

Jeff Hamilton

Legendary Jacket Designer

Pacsun gave me one of my first opportunities as a creator; seeing my casual fit check in my room turn into something way more impactful was incredibly surreal. It showed me firsthand how forward-thinking companies like Pacsun can empower creators to spark change. Co-Created beautifully captures that exact spirit of listening, connecting, and collaboration.

Lyla Biggs

Creator

I have worked closely with Brie for fourteen years and have witnessed her leadership skills up close. It is one thing to have a (co)create strategy in mind (which is brilliant, by the way), but it is another matter entirely to have the leadership skills to bring it to life. Brie and her team have done an exemplary job of infusing the (co)create vision throughout the organization and rallying all of Pacsuns (co)creators to collaborate and propel the Pacsun brand forward. In this book, Brie does a terrific job, not only describing the vision of customer-centric (co)creation but also spelling out a road map that every reader can follow to make it a reality. At Golden Gate Capital, we are delighted to have been along for this tremendous ride and are grateful to be partners with Brie and her team.

Neale Attenborough

Managing Director, Golden Gate Capital

I have had the distinct pleasure of working in partnership with Brie over the past fourteen years at Pacsun. Brie is a rare talent whose leadership inspires all around herfrom the talented employees at Pacsun to the many creative and collaborative relationships with partner brands, co-creators, and suppliers. I am excited that Brie has put pen to paper to share Pacsuns incredible journey. Co-Created is a must-read for any leader aspiring to create an enduring connection with their customers.

Mike Montgomery

Managing Director, Golden Gate Capital

Brie Olson was a classmate with whom I shared both joys and hardships at Harvard Business Schools AMP, and we were the only participants from the fashion industry. In November 2024, during the collaboration between WILDSIDEYohji Yamamoto Inc.s new project focused on partnershipsand Pacsun, launched at ComplexCon Las Vegas, she proposed a market-conscious branding strategy, welcoming Formula 1 to attract new fan bases. Her business strategyconsistently prioritizing a market-in perspective, including the element of good surprise, while remaining trend-consciousstems, I believe, from her profound insight and overflowing passion for the market. I look forward to seeing her continue to spearhead Pacsun in bringing fresh energy to the fashion industry.

Tsuyoshi Muraki

Chief Development Officer, Yohji Yamamoto
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PROLOGUE

ELEVEN THOUSAND ASTRIDS

BLACK FRIDAY IS notoriously intense for retailers. At Pacsun, we start planning for it a year in advance. Three months prior, the preparation intensifies. By the time the big weekend arrives, we are having hourly calls to track numbers with our digital and field teams, monitoring website, social, and brick-and-mortar sales. Those calls continue through the weekend. On Black Friday weekend in 2023, one name came up repeatedly on those calls: Astrid.

To clarify: Astrid is a jean. More specifically, the Astrid wash of Pacsuns Casey Low Rise Baggy Jean. And Astrid would become a case study in what happens when strategic community building, social commerce infrastructure, and authentic creator partnerships converge at precisely the right cultural moment.

In the days leading up to Black Friday 2023, creator Lyla Biggs, as part of Pacsuns TikTok open creator affiliate program, posted a video featuring the now-famous low-rise jeans. Lylas videocandid and simple, shot in her bedroom at homewas shared to her five thousand followers. Those followers liked, commented, shared, and bought. The algorithm picked up on that excitement, views increased, and the brief clip went viral.

By Black Friday, Pacsun had already sold eleven thousand Astrids. From there, the brand would go on to sell another sixty thousand pairs of the jeans on TikTok alone, plus hundreds of thousands in stores across the country. By the end of the weekend, all of our digital inventory had sold through. Everyone wanted the viral TikTok jean.

What made this moment significant wasnt the sales numbers themselves, but what they represented: a validation of a strategic approach to brand transformation that could be replicated, not only by Pacsun but also by other companies. The Astrid phenomenon demonstrated how legacy brands can successfully evolve by becoming purpose-driven, shifting their culture to prioritize community and then bringing that community into the conversation and further empowering them through the creator economy.

This wasnt about one viral moment. It was about creating conditions for sustainable growth through genuine community engagement. For brands looking to connect with younger consumers, for investors seeking companies positioned for the future of retail, and for partners wanting to work with organizations that amplify their communities, the weekend demonstrated a clear blueprint that spoke to a scalable, strategic methodology: Listen first, build together, and let your community lead the way.

So, how did Pacsun manage to go from struggling legacy brand to cultural force? This book is my attempt to answer that question. Ultimately, the answer lies in our commitment to our purpose: Pacsun seeks to inspire the next generation of youth, building community at the intersection of fashion, music, art, and sport. This transformation wasnt just about what we left behind; it was about what we stepped confidently towarda vision to inspire, innovate, co-create, and take action alongside the communities we serve.

That shift was much larger than TikTok or any other platform. It spoke to a fundamental revolution in how Pacsun engaged with and addressed its customers, a change that proved far greater than any single medium. That pivotal shift is what allows us to connect so profoundly with youth culture today.

In the pages to come, Ill detail not only what we did to get there but also how we had to rethink what it means to be relevant along the way. Because relevancy is a constantly evolving process. The consumer is always moving, which means the brand is always refining its strategy. And the work of achieving relevancy is never complete, as it requires staying in lockstep with the consumer. What follows is both our methodology and our road map forward.

A VIRAL MOMENT, BUT NO COINCIDENCE

As the CEO of Pacsun, a question Im often asked is, How did you transform the brand? The answer isnt simple, because it wasnt any one person who transformed Pacsun from an uncertain legacy brand to one thats now helping to shape current cultural conversations. It took the hard work of many talented and dedicated people at Pacsun and a community of creators, customers, and collaborators to help us reimagine what a youth culture brand could become. Just as no one person can claim credit for the shift, there isnt a single pivotal moment that marks the turning point. Its been a deliberate build, day after day, driven by strategic decisions balanced with calculated risks, all guided by one fundamental change: inviting our community to co-create the brand with us rather than dictating to them from the inside out.

That evolution is best understood through the moments when strategy, preparation, and community converged. One of those moments came on Black Friday, 2023. While this particular weekend would become emblematic of our co-creation strategy in action, it represented the culmination of years of thoughtful preparation. What happened that weekend wasnt luck; it was the result of listening to our community and positioning ourselves to amplify their voices when the moment was right.

Theres a lot of history leading up to that viral moment in 2023, both for Pacsun the brand and for myself as the CEO. First founded in 1980 under the name Pacific Sunwear of California, the Anaheim-based company officially rebranded as Pacsun in 1999,1 almost a full decade before I joined. In 2007, I came on board as the senior product line manager for mens and womens non-apparel (accessories and footwear).

By the time I joined, Pacsun was already fighting for relevance. The brand had been challenged by a number of macro issues, including the decline of shopping malls, the rise of fast fashion, and shifting consumer preferences away from traditional surf-and-skate culture. Ill discuss these in greater detail in the first chapter. However, the biggest issue of all was that Pacsun had failed to carve out a distinct identity for itself. We had never developed an authentic, original vision for the brand as we know it today, which is driven by a mission to inspire the next generation of youth and build community at the intersection of fashion, music, art, and sport.

Those issues culminated in Pacsuns Chapter 11 bankruptcy filing in 2016, a clear indicator that change was needed.2 What wed been doing hadnt been working. The question then became, What should we be doing differently? It took careful planning, strategic risk-taking, and the hard work of many people to formulate the answer. The most pivotal shift was that Pacsun became a brand of its own, co-created with consumers through thoughtful community engagement that positioned those consumers not as passive recipients of our messaging but as partners in our brand development. Pacsun may have been created in 1980, but it would take an iterative act of co-creation to revive it decades later.

Reimagining Brand and Product Through the Eyes of Customers

Fifteen years ago, Pacsun was a surf-and-skate destination in the American shopping mall, a store selling other brands and none of its own namesake. Now, roughly 50 percent of the products in Pacsun stores carry the Pacsun label. As for the other brands we carry, there have been changes there, too. As surf-and-skate brands such as Quik silver, Roxy, and Volcom have lost popularity and other brands have gained ground, weve followed suit, bringing in new brands such as Kendall & Kylie, Brandy Melville, and Fear of God Essentials. While we have great respect and admiration for surf and skate and its influence on Pacsuns founding culture, our strategy prioritizes customer relevance above legacy brand associations. Consumer relevance is fundamental to retail viability, and sustainable retail operations depend on productmarket alignment.

As we navigated this transformation, we developed a comprehensive approach to customer feedback, listening to our consumers at every decision point. We didnt just listen; we actively invited dialogue. What did they like? What did they hate? What did they want to see in stores, online, and on social media? What made them connect with Pacsun, not as a retailer but as a brand? And how could we build that brand, together with them, to create something that went beyond clothingto develop a community?

That strategic reimagining of our brand, our product offering, and our creator relationships created the foundation for what happened on Black Friday 2023. We created the conditions for that viral moment in other ways as well. We had established our presence on TikTok in 2019, recognizing its potential beyond what others saw as a dance app, and built a following of two million engaged users in roughly eighteen months. The platform became a channel for demonstrating Pacsuns authenticity and cultural relevance while advancing our evolution into a purpose-driven brand. While we contributed content, our growing community increasingly drove the narrative. Generations Z and Alpha began creating content on our behalf, and we intentionally encouraged this shift. This marked our formal entry into co-creation, an extension of our traditional approach to social media and commerce that invited the everyday consumer to speak for our brand.

By November 2023, we had cultivated a substantial community of co-creators on TikTok while simultaneously building the technical infrastructure needed to support social commerce. When we initially joined TikTok, there was no TikTok Shop, the e-commerce platform that is integrated within the app today, allowing users to discover and purchase products directly through the platform. However, we had anticipated this development, so when TikTok Shop launched in September 2023, our technical team was ready to implement the necessary infrastructure.

While external observers might have attributed the Astrid success to viral luck, our internal team knew it was the outcome of deliberate planning. The jeans viral moment was the result of strategic preparation across multiple fronts: our evolution into a purpose-driven organization that prioritizes community collaboration, product development aligned with consumer values, and a marketing strategy that amplifies rather than dictates.

Although we had been building toward Black Friday 2023 for years, that weekend surprised us in some ways, providing new insights that would help fine-tune Pacsuns strategy from that point forward. We hadnt anticipated that Pacsuns viral moment would come from TikToks open creator platform specifically. To clarify, TikTok has two creator pathways: the regular TikTok platform, where anyone can post videos, and TikToks open creator platform, which is a more structured program that connects brands directly with vetted creators to develop sponsored content and partnerships. The open creator platform provides creators with campaign briefs, performance metrics, and guaranteed compensation, while regular TikTok relies on organic discovery and its algorithm.

We also didnt anticipate the halo effect of Astrids viral moment. The cross-channel impact exceeded our projections. Beyond TikTok sales, we observed increased foot traffic in physical stores, with customers specifically requesting the TikTok Jean, a testament to the omnichannel impact that social e-commerce can have. It was also noteworthy to us that this impact was generated by a micro creator. In the increasingly egalitarian modern media landscape, even a micro creator (defined as a creator with fewer than ten thousand followers) could make a big impact.

Additionally, we gained a new appreciation for how this model could empower individuals within the creator economy. Lyla Biggs earned compensation through her Astrid campaign on the open creator platform, while Pacsun benefited from authentic community advocacy. This mutual enrichment exemplifies the collaborative approach that defines a modern, purpose-driven brand: You must build with your customers. Successful brands are no longer created from the inside out. Theyre built collaboratively.

Validating Our Thesis: Co-Creation as a Competitive Strategy

Ultimately, Black Friday 2023 affirmed our theory that sustainable brands must create ecosystems rather than transactions, building purpose-driven communities where customers feel genuinely connected to something meaningful beyond the product itself. Its not just about a low-rise jean. There are plenty of competitors who could produce a low-rise jean. The competitive advantage lies in authentic community engagement and consumer investment in the brands purpose, identity, and values.

November 2023 was a data point showing us the power of co-creation. We took that data and adjusted our approach accordingly. Before Astrid, we had been investing less than half of our marketing/advertising resources in the open creator platform, with more money going to more traditional media (such as paid ads on TikTok). Today, the breakdown is almost the exact inverse, with substantial resources going to open creator platforms.

The shift toward co-creation and creator-first commerce has gone hand in hand with a move toward greater inclusivity. While we once focused on targeted collaborations, we now welcome more far-reaching partnerships. Instead of Pacsun contracting ten individual creators on socials to talk about the brandus choosing thempeople choose us. Creators who are interested in supporting the brand can reach out to us, and well send them a sample pair of jeans, but theres no contract tied to it. Now that TikTok has become a social commerce giant, accounting for almost 10 percent of total e-commerce business in 2024 alone, those creator relationships can prove very fruitful, not only for us but also for the members of our community, such as Lyla Biggs.

Its an intriguing shift. Prior to digital, opportunities for consumer control were limited. People were told what was cool to wear by fashion magazines, and products were sold through six-figure ads featuring top models. There was little opportunity for dialogue. A person could show what they liked by where they spent their dollars and, maybe, by participating in the occasional consumer survey over the phone or by mail.

Todays retail landscape demands genuine dialogue between consumers and brands. While many companies fear losing narrative control, Pacsuns embrace of platforms such as TikToks open creator platform represents the logical evolution of our purpose-driven approach: We invite anyone who connects with Pacsun to become part of our community and help shape our future.

The foundation of this strategy is systematic social listening across multiple platforms and real-time response to consumer signals. Following this

PURPOSE AS FOUNDATION: DEVELOPING AUTHENTIC CONSUMER RELATIONSHIPS
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