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n By Emmet Pierce

Marcus Valdivia, president of  the Sector 9 skate-
board manufacturing company, has never lost the 
sense of  fun and excitement that first drew him to 
the sports and active lifestyle industry.

“My mom told me to stop playing with skateboards and get 
a job,” he said with a smile during a recent San Diego Business 
Journal roundtable session at the Connect office in La Jolla. 
“We make fun.” 

Young adults are eager to work for sports-oriented compa-
nies because they embrace the active lifestyle, Valdivia explained. 
Although these businesses cannot pay as much as the high-tech 
companies of  Silicon Valley, young people want to be a part of  
San Diego’s sports, sun and surf  scene.

“The culture is the reason these people come to work for 
us,” he said.

Valdivia was among about a dozen participants who attend-
ed the sports and active lifestyle roundtable meeting. He noted 
that some job applicants are overqualified for positions his com-
pany advertises. Their goal is to try to get their foot in the door 
and then work their way into something better.

Mark “Schmiddy” Schmid, CEO of  the ArtFunction 
Group of  Cos., said the industry often uses student interns to 
hold down labor costs.

“Everyone wants to be in the business, so we’ve got this 
great labor pool of  students,” he said.

John Sarkisian, CEO of  SKLZ, a Carlsbad-based manufac-
turer of  sports training equipment, said that his company has 
had to adjust to new regulations that limit the use of  temporary 
workers. 

While sports and active lifestyle companies have a “cool” 
factor that draws in many applicants, not all of  them are good 
fits for the business, said Tony Chen, CEO of  Osiris Shoes, a 
Carlsbad-based company that sells skate-lifestyle footwear and 
apparel.

Michael Marckx, president and CEO of  eyewear company 
Spy Inc., agreed. “You really have to cull from the group the 
people who will make a contribution to that ‘A’ team,” he said.   

The Importance of  Image and Culture
Steve Espino, senior vice president at AmericanWest 

Bank, said local sports and active lifestyle companies have suc-
ceeded in creating identities for their brands that create a per-
sonal bond with consumers. 

“What you are hearing here is the importance of  culture 
in these companies,” he said. “That is an important part of  the 
product. The brand is the culture of  the company.”  

Participants in the roundtable discussion said they see 
a bright future for their industry. Steve Sepeta, president of  
Adrenaline, a company that provides a variety of  services to the 
youth sports community, said he was “very optimistic.”

Lisa Freedman, executive director of  the nonprofit SD 
Sport Innovators (SDSI), shared his enthusiasm. “There is more 

Sports and Active Lifestyle Companies  
Promote a Culture of Fun

consuming going on,” she said. 
A survey released in October 2013 by SDSI, the San Diego 

Regional Economic Development Corp., and the San Diego 
Workforce Partnership found that about 1,200 local companies 
and about 23,000 employees make up the local sports and active 
lifestyle sector. Forty-three percent of  the firms have been cre-
ated since 2008. 

Even so, there are challenges facing the industry. One of  the 
biggest is coping with knockoff  products and accessories that 
are sold illegally at reduced prices. Chen said it is expensive to 
try to identify the counterfeiters and stop them from copying 
his shoes.

Marckx said stopping counterfeiters is particularly diffi-
cult overseas, where many sports and active lifestyle products 
are manufactured. Bryan Pate, co-founder and co-president of  
ElliptiGO, a maker of  elliptical bicycles, said the law places the 
burden on businesses to monitor counterfeit products that are 
sold online. 

Stephan Aarstol, the founder of  Tower Paddle Boards, 
said dealing with knockoff  products is something that companies 

will need to get used to, because the problem isn’t going away. 

The Online Challenge
Roundtable moderator Reo Carr, executive editor of  the 

San Diego Business Journal, said one of  the marketing chal-
lenges roundtable panelists share is making consumers feel like 
they are a part of  their worlds. 

Paul Wyandt, CEO of  ZOIC, a clothing maker based in 
Carlsbad, said he has found Facebook to be an effective tool for 
reaching out to consumers. He added that Instagram, an online 
photo-sharing, video-sharing and social networking service, 
steadily is growing in use.

Because the buyers of  sports and active lifestyle products 
communicate online, ArtFunction’s Schmid said it’s important 
to monitor the social media websites they use. If  someone has 
a problem with one of  your products, you need to address the 
matter quickly, he stressed.

Marckx agreed. He said the goal is to keep all customers 
happy.

“Our mantra is super services,” he said. 
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Sports industry leaders gather for a roundtable to discuss the San Diego sports and innovation cluster.

Stephan Aarstol, the founder of 
Tower Paddle Boards, said dealing 
with knockoff products is something 
that companies will need to get used 
to, because the problem isn’t going 
away.

Mark “Schmiddy” Schmid, CEO of 
the ArtFunction Group of Cos. said 
everyone wants to be in the business, 
so there is a great labor pool of 
students.   

John Sarkisian, CEO of SKLZ, said 
that his company has had to adjust to 
new regulations that limit the use of 
temporary workers. 

Lisa Freedman, executive director of SDSI said there is 
more consuming going on.

‘What you are hearing here is the importance of culture in 
these companies,” he said. “That is an important part of the 
product. The brand is the culture of the company.’

— Steve Espino, senior vice president at AmericanWest Bank referring to the personal bond these 
companies create with their customers.
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Member FDIC. Equal Housing Lender.

We’re banking on the businesses.

awbank.net

Visit us at 19 locations across Southern California.

“We’re a global business but we’re still home grown.

AmericanWest Bank truly understands our goals and 
they demonstrate their belief in our products and 
our company in tangible ways that add real value.”

-Jason Batten�eld,
President & CEO,
Injinji Footwear, Inc.

Photos by Bob Thompson
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About SDSI 

SD Sport Innovators (SDSI) is a 
nonprofi t, business accelerating 
organization that connects and 
drives the growth of Southern 
California’s vibrant sports economy 
by offering elite level networking, 
innovative programs and services 
for startups, mature companies 
and service providers. SDSI is the 
heartbeat of the Southern California 
sports business community, 
inspiring sports innovation through 
connections, networking, mentoring, 
education and access to capital.  

In 2008, CONNECT board member 
Marco Thompson created CONNECT 
SI as he recognized the sports 
industry, which thrives in Southern 
California, did not have a business 
organization to create this ‘culture of 
collaboration’ to connect the people, 
the research and the ideas to the 
capital, mentorship, leadership and 
the programs needed to succeed. 
In 2010, CONNECT SI rebranded 
as San Diego Sport Innovators or 
SDSI, Bill Walton was recruited to 
lead the organization as Executive 
Chairman of the Advisory Board and 
a dedicated staff was brought on 
to support him and the mission of 
SDSI. To learn more visit 
www.sportinnovators.org and 
www.connect.org. 

Marcus Valdivia, president of the 
Sector 9 said his mom told him 
to stop playing with skateboards 
and get a job.

Tony Chen, CEO of Osiris Shoes 
said sports and active lifestyle 
companies have a “cool” factor 
that draws in many applicants, 
but not all of them are good � ts 
for the business.

Michael Marckx, president and 
CEO of Spy Inc. said you really 
have to cull from the group 
the people who will make a 
contribution to that ‘A’ team.   

Lisa Freedman, SDSI, Sports 
Industry Roundtable.

Steve Espino, a senior vice 
president at AmericanWest Bank.

Paul Wyandt, CEO of ZOIC, said 
he has found Facebook to be an 
effective tool for reaching out to 
consumers. 

Bryan Pate, co-founder and 
co-president of ElliptiGO said 
the law places the burden 
on businesses to monitor 
counterfeit products that are 
sold online.

Steve Sepeta, president of 
Adrenaline, said he was “very 
optimistic.”
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By Steve Espino, San Diego Commercial Banking Market Manager, 
AmericanWest Bank

About AmericanWest Bank
Taking a chance. That’s what every business owner does in the beginning. 
They take a mere concept, nurture it and shape it into something that has 
value for others. And where there’s value, there is also a need to secure it, 

grow it and leverage it — there’s a need for a bank whose sole mission is to serve the 
people who make business happen. That’s the core value at AmericanWest Bank.

AmericanWest Bank is a business-focused community bank. We are financially strong 
and well-positioned for the future. Visit us at any of  our 10 area locations or anytime 
at www.awbank.net or call Steve Espino directly at: 619-237-4802.

There are many successful sports-focused businesses in the San Diego area. Some 
people say it is because of  the active lifestyle and the diverse natural assets, including 
beaches, mountains and deserts. Whatever the reason, San Diego is home to many 
sports and active lifestyle companies. We bank several of  them, which affords us a front-
row seat to the impressive innovation, creativity and business savvy in this industry. 

Working closely with local businesses and helping them achieve success is why I 
built my career in banking and why I’m at AmericanWest Bank. As a founding executive 
board member of  San Diego Sports Innovators (SDSI), it has been a pleasure playing 
a small role in moving our economy forward by offering advice and guidance to many 
sport-focused businesses. 

It’s a special type of  business leader who thinks ahead of  the curve and creates 
a product or service before the rest of  us realize we cannot live without it. If  that 
describes you, here are three tips to make managing the financial aspects of  your 
business easier, giving you more time to focus on running a successful business and 
creating the next big thing:

Consider your banker a member of  your team. Many businesses in the sports 
innovation industry launch with nontraditional financing (e.g. personal savings, loans 
from family and friends). When the time comes to consider growth strategies, it’s too 
late to decide where to go for financing. Start a relationship with a bank early on—even 
before you need that loan.  

Your banker can be a resource year-round, not just when you need a loan or line 
of  credit. Establishing and maintaining a strong relationship with your banker is 
invaluable—think of  it as any-time access to free expertise. It’s a red flag if  your banker 
isn’t interested in filling that role or is continually unavailable. Trust in your product. 
There are highly-skilled bankers with access to capital who are ready and willing to 
earn your business.

Getting that loan. There’s no shortage of  lending for qualifying businesses. You’re 
in the driver’s seat because there are banks such as AmericanWest here in San Diego 
County actively lending to businesses of  all sizes, so choose a banker who is the best 
fit for you and your company — someone who wants to truly know your business 
and shares your passion. Forgo bankers who are more interested in being “cool” than 
offering expert advice. Your banker should be willing to explain how banks evaluate 
credit and readily assist you in working toward building a business that shines under 
any credit review.

Add to your toolbox. Gone are the days when only the largest businesses can afford 
financial tools to streamline their daily tasks. Today there are solutions for businesses 
of  every size. Whether you prefer to manage all aspects of  your daily activity or utilize 
cutting-edge technology to minimize your hands-on time, there are tools to make your 
job easier.

If Your Sports Business is Playing to Win,  
Put a Good Banker on the Team 

Nominations Now Open

The 2nd annual celebration of  
General Counsel is designed exclusively to recognize  

excellence in the In-House Counsel community. This special evening 
honoring the best counsel in San Diego County brings together the 

members of the local bar and the leading In-House Counsel in a 
celebration of the accomplishments over the past year. General Counsel 
Awards showcases legal heroes in our community who exemplify traits 

that all In-House Counsel strive to attain and hone — measured and 
trusted judgment, legal and business acumen, vision, and leadership.

Awards will be presented in four categories:
•  Public Company  •  Privately-held Company  •  Nonprofit Company  •  Rising Star  

Event Information:  Contact the Events Department at 858.277.6359
Ticket price includes a 26-week subscription to the San Diego Business Journal ($15.00 allocated to the subscription). 

Current subscribers may gift their 26-week subscription to a colleague. 

Nomination Deadline: August 7, 2014
You may nominate or order tickets online at:  

http://www.sdbj.com/bizevents/

PRESENTED BY

2014 General Counsel Awards 
Thursday, October 2, 2014 • 4:00 – 7:00 p.m. 

Hilton La Jolla Torrey Pines (Fairway Ballroom)
10950 North Torrey Pines Rd., La Jolla 92037

Special Awards Reception with hosted hors d’oeuvres and cash bar
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