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Apparently, it’s easy to come up with a good idea. You

might expect Spencer White to take another view

because, during his time as director of advanced

technology at athletic sports brand Reebok, concepts of

his—the Pump (the first shoe to have an internal inflation

mechanism to make the upper fit better) and the DNX (shoes

containing cushions of moving air)—won worldwide renown

and featured in the company’s global advertising campaigns,

but he says there are millions of good ideas around.

Now billing himself as a consultant and an inventor, the

founder of a new company called PlayOn Technologies

points out quickly that the role does not include running

through a list of these million ideas until the footwear brands

he works with find the one that will make them a million

dollars. He repeats the message—as though to

schoolchildren who have heard a lesson a hundred times but

refuse to take it on board—that material innovation in

footwear is not a get-rich-quick activity.

He estimates that it takes at least two seasons to push

through material innovation and, perhaps, three years to

bring a new functional benefit to market. “It’s the same in

any industry,” he insists. “You can always find innovation.

There are millions of ideas, millions of types of material. But

there is also an infinite number of ways to get things done,

and when you set out to do something new, it’s always risky,

always messy and mistakes happen.”

You can learn to love the mess; Mr White is adamant that

this is, in fact, “the fun stuff”. But it means that, even if ideas

are abundant, turning one into a genuinely innovative

product is expensive.

SELF-EXAMINATION
Any footwear brand facing a choice of possible new

avenues to go down must ask itself if the result will be a

shoe that fits with overall brand strategy. Can the company

afford the time and money to develop the idea, and is the

finished product one that it can produce at a reasonable

cost? Is it really going to make a difference?

Spencer White believes that companies should only go

ahead if the answer to all these questions is yes. But it has

to be a genuine ‘yes’. In his experience, ‘ideas people’ are

popular inside big corporations. Sales teams always want

The Reebok Pump running shoe, one of the
products Spencer White developed there.

CREDIT: REEBOK

IDEAS MAN SAYS FOOTWEAR IS
A SPECIAL CASE



MANUFACTURING & MATERIALS INNOVATIONWF

XX

something new to talk about, so they want innovation.

Marketing does too—the next new idea could be the one that

allows them to set the world on fire. Designers will also

want something new to work on (“that’s why they went to

design school,” he observes).

On the other hand, if the same old shoe keeps selling

season after season, there will be plenty of people—

especially on the production side—who resist innovation. He

points out that factories make money by “churning out” and

that they often have to be pushed to try something different,

unless, of course, you can come up with an idea so good it

bowls everyone over immediately.

IN SEARCH OF THE BIG IDEA
Trade shows are certainly an option for finding one of

these winning ideas; there is usually plenty of innovation on

show, although, of course, your competitors will be there

too, looking at the same things.

Mr White recalls a more exclusive approach: “Years ago,

at Reebok, Ralph Lauren came with a coterie of four or five,

all dressed head to toe in black. They went round our

research lab and the coterie members put ‘RL likes’ stickers

on some of the things we had there. At the end we caught

them walking out with samples.”

On the materials side, he advises keeping a close eye on

industries such as medical devices, defence, aerospace and

automotive, the ones with the big research and development

budgets. In cars, for example, he says there are “all sorts of

sensors and communications technology” that were not there

ten years ago. And when technology becomes mass-produced

for another industry, it can become cheap enough to use in

footwear. Textiles, now with woven-in communications and

sensor technology, proves the point he feels.

But he insists that we have used leather to make

footwear for so many centuries for a good reason: leather

works. It stretches just enough to give the right shape and it

“responds in just the right way” to the foot.

“New things in communication are happening in all

kinds of ways in other industries and they will certainly

happen in footwear,” he says. “We’re still asking the same

questions about why you would want communications

technology in a shoe. What is it we want to change? Do we

need GPS to tell us how fast we’re running? But at least the

components are becoming affordable now.”

NEW LOOK, NEW FEEL
On the design side, he argues that, in comparison to

products such as skis and bicycles, which he describes as

“dramatically different” in look these days, footwear’s look

has changed little. “There are some nice new materials, but

that’s it—functionally, footwear is not that different from ten

years ago,” he says.

Perhaps it’s got something to do with how closely we

wear shoes to the body, because, on bikes, the saddle has

also changed little, even when wheels, pedals, brakes, gears

and frames have all been changing radically.

Getting out of the office or retail environment and into the

natural world is a beautiful way of finding new ideas, which

Huge variety in the shape and size of people’s feet means footwear is a very special industry.
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leads him to talk about biomimetics, the science of using

materials to mimic how biology works. He imagines polymers

that work like muscles, opening and closing like a valve, and

ceramics that work like shells, but he says he’s aware of

nothing that’s ready right now to put straight into a shoe.

His favourite example of innovation from another

industry also derived its inspiration from nature, specifically

from bees. It’s a honeycomb cushioning material called

Hexalite, which he decided to use in Reebok running shoes

because of its stiff but light structure. He recalls: “In 1988 an

inventor told us he could make honeycomb from urethane.

In the lab it buckled a bit, but it looked cool, so marketing

brought it to market and it’s been a huge success.”

HOME OF THE BRAVE
In their quest to keep their product ranges fresh and new,

he urges footwear companies to be brave but also to be

honest. If an idea they are developing is not working, they

should cut their losses on it, sooner rather than later.

Most people work in teams these days and Mr White

suggests that team-members must keep to the same goals,

or at least goals that are “close enough”. With a spread of

geographical locations and input from consultants, it’s all

too easy for things to go in different directions, he says.

Setting measurable goals for innovation is tricky, but far

from impossible. It goes back to asking how much of a

difference the idea will make, and probing carefully to

establish how much difference is enough. An inventor can

come along and show off a new cushioning material that

will reduce impact by 5%, but so what? Will the person

wearing the shoe really notice that?

A lot of what product development people find

themselves doing much of the time amounts to small,

incremental change, because the most important thing we

require of shoes is that they continue to do what they have

always done.

If a company decides that the goal is to develop a new

material that will change the world, whether it sells or not,

everyone in the company has to understand that this is the

objective. And if the aim is just to keep up with competitors,

imitating new technology they have begun to put on their

shoes, that’s a different goal again. 

A SPECIAL CASE
“Footwear is special,” Mr White continues. “Parts of a

shoe have to withstand immense strain, but others have to

withstand practically none, so it’s hard to judge how much

stress the whole shoe will have to put up with. There is no

mathematical model to show how a particular material will

behave in a shoe. That may come in ten years, but ten years

ago we said it would come, and it hasn’t yet.”

Another reason why footwear is special is that the left

foot is different from the right foot and the pressure points

change. Two people can have the same length of foot, but

different toe-lengths. Manufacturers, therefore, have to

choose between design for the average or for the whole

range, with the huge biological variability that implies.

Being honest in all this is about “telling everybody

everything, rather than only telling people what they need to

know”, he adds.

MISTAKEN IDENTITY
His is the voice of experience. He has a lot to say about

mistakes he has made, but he points out right away that he

knows he’s not the only one to have made them.

On the subject of abandoning—sooner rather than

later—ideas that seem not to be working, he says the main

reason for taking that stance is the speed with which hot

topics can become stale. He explains: “If you make a

physical prototype and show it to senior management or

show it to a retailer, they expect to have the product on

shelf in six months. They don’t want to wait three years

because by then, from their point of view, the idea will be

ancient history.”

In an ideal world, companies would be so closely in

touch with consumer taste and demand that they would

X

New materials are becoming available to footwear
manufacturers all the time, but there is a reason why we have

used leather for centuries: leather works.



know intuitively which new footwear ideas would sail and

which would fail. The only practical solution, Mr White says,

would be to make lots of samples and put them on people’s

feet for tests—“simple, but expensive”, he calls it.

Another mistake he admits to having lived at close hand

is “functional myopia”. He says: “Designers are not the only

ones who can have good ideas. Designers only know how to

draw and you can really annoy them just by taking a pencil,

drawing something and saying, ‘This is what I think we

should do’.”

The marketing department in many companies suffers

from the same ailment, in his opinion, especially at head-of-

department level. He has some sympathy: “The new person

always comes in with a new business plan, but there has to

be a lag-time. At the same time, they only have six months

to prove they are worth the big bucks, so they have to

impose their own view on what started before they arrived.”

Senior management in general can also pose a problem,

and again Spencer White has some sympathy. Many

members of senior management teams have a background

in product development, so it’s understandable if they can’t

“keep their hands off”. They, too, are people who have

known the thrill of hatching a good idea. Nevertheless, the

conclusion he has come to is that the most successful

leadership teams are the ones that “set something up to

work and then let it happen”.

Still on the subject of mistakes, he points out that the

most obvious one of all is not to learn from previous

mistakes. “Footwear is bad for this,” he believes. “We don’t

have history. People don’t keep track of decisions we made.

Experience reduces mistakes, but in my view it also reduces

innovation. We’ve probably all heard people react to an idea

by saying, ‘We tried that ten years ago and it didn’t work ’.

Why didn’t it work? Maybe something has changed that

means it would work now.”

He thinks that it sometimes pays to take a chance and

urges the footwear industry to be smart, to be brave, to be

honest and to be innovative.

X

Shoemakers are by nature conservative and
generally not particularly receptive to new
innovations unless they can see an obvious benefit
in terms of quality, cost savings or easier
processing; preferably all three. Too many
apparently bright ideas in the past have resulted in
disasters for those involved. DuPont and Corfam in
the late 1960s is a classic example. Despite all the
marketing hype of the sports shoe brands, the
footwear market in general is governed more by
affordability than anything else, hence the
phenomenal spread of low cost shoes from China
across the world.

The introduction of EVA in to the footwear industry
in the late 1970s was an innovation that has had a
lasting impact. It was both effective and relatively
easy to process from large moulded sheets. Despite
all the claims made for the air, mechanical and gel
systems used to provide shock-absorbancy in sports
shoes, the vast majority continue to use an EVA
type mid-sole with a hard wearing outer sole. While
it is now an old technology, it is such an adaptable
material that it continues to be used in a wide
range of footwear. 

The other material innovations that have shaped
today’s shoes have also been fundamental in that
they too could be applied to a wide range of shoe
types. Vulcanised rubber and then, PVC and PU
soles, cellulose insole board, heat-activated toe
puffs and counters, to name but a few. In every

instance however, they also helped to improve
quality, lowered costs and made the manufacturing
process easier. There will doubtless be more in the
future but, Spencer White is correct when he says
that it takes time. This especially so in order to
have the long lasting impact these have all had. 
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…and it should be noted…  

EVA flip-flops are worn by millions.
CREDIT: STEVE LEE
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