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Hawks CEO: ‘I’m not scared to sound a little foolish’ 

By Henry Unger 

He tried to put a Coke logo on the moon, helped launch the drink’s still-popular polar bear ads and 

rebranded Turner Entertainment networks at a critical time in their development. 

But Steve Koonin may be in for the creative challenge of his life as he tries to recast how Atlanta 

basketball fans view the Hawks in his new job as the team’s CEO and part-owner. 

Koonin, a 57-year-old Atlanta native known for his marketing prowess, faces skeptical consumers who 

have been alienated by the Hawks’ mediocre results on the court. What’s more, the other team owners 

tarnished the Hawks’ brand during a lengthy legal battle with a former partner. They also claimed they 

had no intention of selling the Atlanta Thrashers hockey team — and then they did exactly that and it 

was moved to Canada. 

Koonin spent 14 years at Coke, rising up its marketing ranks to become vice president of brands, sports 

and entertainment. He then spent 14 years at Turner Entertainment, becoming president of four 

networks with hit shows like “The Closer” and “Rizzoli and Isles.” He talks about his experiences, as well 

as the tough task ahead of him. 

Q: Your mother sold houses and your father sold jewelry in Atlanta. How did that influence you? 

A: My aspirations were to be a liquor salesman. During college, I worked in liquor stores in the summers. 

After graduating from UGA in marketing, I sold spirits to bars and restaurants. 

A few years later, the southeastern office of my company was closed and I got reorganized out of a job. I 

learned that companies can’t love you. You have to have your own path. 

Q: What did you do? 

A: One day in 1985 at 5 p.m., I called Coke headquarters and asked to speak to the director of 

marketing. It was a cold call. The assistant wasn’t there and the guy answered his phone. If he didn’t, my 

entire life would be different. 

I told him there was an opportunity for Coke, that I can help the company become a bigger player in the 

bar and tavern business. I had my pitch ready and got him interested in the first 30 seconds. 

Ideas open doors. It did for me at Coke. 

Q: What did you learn there? 

A: Coke was the greatest (marketing) grad school in the history of man. 

I learned the marketing philosophy of surprise and delight. Do more than what’s expected. Disarm 

people. 

Everything you do communicates a message. You have to think it through. 

Q: You wanted to advertise Coke on the moon. How did you think that one through? 



A: I’ve always been a voracious reader, and a lot of my reading has connected me to marketing ideas. 

When I was working for Coke, I read a newspaper article in the late 1990s that the moon was six inches 

closer to the earth than originally thought. 

I said to myself, “Who has a tape measure that big?” 

I found the scientist at the University of Texas at El Paso. He said they shoot a laser to the moon, it 

bounces back and they can measure it. 

So, at Coke, we started to build a pattern with lasers from the earth to the moon. We wanted to 

advertise Coke on the moon on Dec. 31, 1999 to usher in the 2000 millennium. We worked on it for 

months. 

But the idea got nixed when the FAA said that amount of laser power going up in the sky would cut 

airlines in half. 

I learned a great lesson: Ideas are like disposable diapers — when they’re full of crap, you throw them 

away. 

Look for the diaper than can be full of gold. 

About 15 years later, NASA put a picture of the Mona Lisa on the moon using a different type of 

projection. 

Q: How did you come up with effective marketing campaigns at Coke? 

A: I look at the world with different eyes — fact-based, not fear-based. 

I’m not scared to sound a little foolish. If you don’t try new ideas, you’ll wither and die. You’ve got to 

continually take risks. 

In 1987, again from reading, I saw a guy who created an amazing 3D technology using inexpensive 3D 

glasses. I convinced the executives of the popular “Moonlighting” TV show to do their finale using 3D 

glasses. Coke would get the glasses made. We would promote the show’s finale by giving away the 

glasses when consumers bought Coke at retailers. 

We produced 26 million 3D glasses. But there was a writers’ strike. The finale was canceled and the 

glasses went into the warehouse. 

We resurrected the glasses in 1989 when we convinced NBC and the NFL to use them in the Super 

Bowl’s halftime show. People still talk about that — both good and bad. 

Bonus questions 

Q: Why did you leave Coke? 

A: I was typecast as the marketing guy, as the brand evangelist. They looked at me to come up with an 

idea and then get it done. “Give Steve some raw meat and some money.” 

But I wanted to get the feeling of cause and effect from a profit-and-loss statement. I wanted to run a 

business, which was what I got the chance to do at Turner. 



If you create a new program, you get a report card from the ratings. There was instant gratification or an 

instant death watch. 

Q: What did you learn from managing a lot more people at Turner? 

A: You’re much more effective as a we than a me. It’s all about building a team. Leading and developing 

people is much more gratifying than accomplishing something by yourself. 

Managing means you have to do less and empower people to do their jobs. Some new managers are like 

children with new puppies — they strangle it to death. They micromanage. 

You want to teach what’s expected, listen and get feedback, and then hold people accountable. 

Q: How did you go about rebranding Turner networks, such as TNT (“We know drama”) and TBS (“Very 

funny”)? 

A: In 1999, cable was exploding. The networks had to become brands. 

We did a tremendous amount of psychographic research that I learned at Coke. What’s in people hearts 

and minds? What are their attitudes? 

We did 2,300 interviews with viewers around the country. It gave us a great road map. 

I came to Turner with a simple business philosophy. We were going to do the “3 Ps” — position the 

networks, program to the positioning, and then promote the hell out of the programming and 

positioning. 

I told employees if they’re doing anything else, please stop. We will find you something to do within 

these lanes. 

Q: How do you encourage creativity? 

A: Oysters only make pearls when they’re irritated. 

Creativity needs an irritant. No idea is born perfect. It needs to be nurtured. Constructive debate is 

good. 

I don’t want “yes people.” I want “no people,” but those who also say, “Here’s how we can do it better.” 

Q: I know you’re no longer at Turner, but the company is planning to cut a substantial number of jobs 

soon. What is your take on this? 

A: Of course, I’m not privy to the Turner plans, but the pressures on the business to grow because of the 

rapidly changing TV environment cause painful cuts to achieve the company’s goals. 

Q: How are you planning to refurbish the Hawks’ image? 

A: We have brand issues and complex challenges. What a fantastic opportunity. I love to build. 

We have to touch people’s hearts and minds. We have to build passion. 

Apathy does not exist in the top sports in Atlanta. There’s been apathy toward the Hawks among the 

fans. 



They brought me in as a change agent, but that doesn’t happen overnight. There will be no 2014 

transformation in the next few weeks. It’s not that simple. Life doesn’t work that way. 

Q: What are you doing to start the process? 

A: We are cranking on deep-dive research now, everything from TV ratings to the target audience. We 

need to build a generation of fans, starting with the Millennials. 

It’s about building a new dialogue with new ideas. If we allow the dialogue to be about the past, then 

we’ve failed. 

Winning and building a great fan experience at Philips Arena will be the keys. 

My mantra is three-tenths of one percent. If we get that percentage of the metro area’s population 

coming to the games, that’s about 18,000 people and we’re sold out. That doesn’t sound too daunting. 

Koonin’s remarks were edited for length and clarity. 

 


