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Introduction and Justification 

In Greek, Nike means “victory” and since the beginning of the company in 1972, victory 

has been a term that has represented many things about the Nike brand. The Nike corporation 

produces athletic shoes, apparel, equipment and accessories that can be found in distributors in 

over 170 countries worldwide, it sponsors many professional and college level sports teams and 

has grown to be one of the largest athletic apparel corporations in the world. In the early „70s 

they started out manufacturing running shoes featuring innovative new technology that increased 

traction and made the shoe lighter as a whole. (Nike, 2010) Since then the Nike brand has taken 

off and become more than simply successful, it is infamous though for a few different reasons. 

         The Nike name, generally linked to success and wealth, first got into trouble in the early 

„90‟s when footage of sweatshop and child labor in their factories was broadcast on international 

television, smearing their name across the globe. (Beder, 2002) In 1998 cofounder and CEO Phil 

Knight even recognized that the Nike name and product “has become synonymous with slave 

wages, forced overtime, and arbitrary abuse.”(Levenson, 2008) Since those dark days however, 

Nike has made a concerted effort to both improve their reputation as an internationally active 

corporation and improve their production and business practices. One of the ways in which these 

improvements were manifest was in a new focus on sustainability. Since the „90‟s Nike has been 

ranked 3rd in Corporate Responsibility Officer‟s Best Corporate Citizen‟s List as well as one of 

the World‟s Top Sustainable Stocks by Sustainable Business. (Epstein, 2010) They‟ve 

implemented new design principles such as the 7 specific “Designs for the Environment” 

principles that represent another set of criteria their designers use while creating product ideas. 

There has also been increased communication between their materials sourcing department and 

their manufacturing department on ways in which products can be more sustainable, with waste 

reduction as a key issue. (Charter, 2001) Most importantly, for some authors, they‟ve changed 

the way they approach the idea of sustainability from a compliance-related or risk-oriented 

activity to an “opportunity for innovation.” (Epstein, 2010) 

         Though Nike seems to have come a long way since a very low point, socially and 

environmentally speaking, a mere decade ago, there also appears to be fewer tangible results than 

plans made. One of their sustainability-based endeavors has been to attempt to eliminate 

polyvinyl chloride or PVC plastics in their footwear. This has been a fairly publicized goal and 

though it has been part of a plan for about 10 years now, it has not been fully implemented, 

though Nike‟s website says the plastics have been removed from almost all products. (Nike, 

2010) Darcy Winslow, General Manager of Sustainable Strategies, was quoted in an interview 



saying PVC alternatives can cost anywhere from twice to six times as much as PVC and this has 

been their primary deterrent. She was also quoted in that same interview in 2001 as saying that 

she sees “every single product having sustainable attributes being build into it within 3 years.” 

(Charter, 2001)  

         We decided to look into the sustainability of Nike shoes because of a few simple reasons. 

Like innovative changes happening at corporations like Walmart, if Nike were to change its 

production standards for higher environmental quality it would force a change in much of the 

rest of the athletic apparel and sneaker industry. Besides the fact that it is a very wealthy 

company, Nike is a brand that almost all Americans can say they‟ve heard of and many 

Americans can say they‟ve bought from and in that way their shift as a corporation could have 

far-reaching effects. A few in our group had heard something about Nike working to move 

towards sustainable products and that helped spark our curiosity as well. We wanted to see 

whether a corporation of Nike‟s size and infamy could truly make the move towards a 

sustainable product or if what we heard were rumors or green-washing. We also found it 

interesting to look with more depth into a product that is used by all of us. Shoes are a basic 

necessity in our society and Nike shoes are very commonly found. By exploring the methods 

used by Nike in particular we were given an idea as to some of the basic methods of all shoe 

production and what it takes to make a sustainable, economically viable and stylish shoe product.  

 

Materials Assessment 

            Considering that material supply chains account for 80% of the total energy required to 

make a shoe, the materials that comprise a tennis shoe are incredibly important when examining 

the sustainability of said shoe (Henderson et al, 2009). In an attempt to discover what materials 

go into the production of Nike tennis shoes, I utilized the online Customer Service chat option on 

Nike‟s website. The agent allotted to me was unable to answer any of my questions regarding 

materials. In fact, I was told that said information would need to be retrieved from the Nike USA 

Consumer Services. After connecting with an agent on the phone, I was informed that Nike “will 

not release a comprehensive list regarding materials used in Nike products” (Brian, personal 

interview). I was, however, directed to look into Nike‟s “Considered Design” program website 

which listed a few materials. From said website, I was able to find highly limited information 

regarding materials used in shoes. Moreover, the information gathered only covered shoes under 

the Considered Design label. 

  

Considered Design, Nike Inc.‟s attempt to assess and reduce environmental degradation coming 

from the production of their shoes, has allowed for Nike to set standards for sustainable 

manufacturing of products. These goals, listed on the Nike website, seek to shift towards 

environmentally friendly materials, eliminate the use of solvents, and reduce waste during 

production (Nike Inc., 2010). The website lists twelve of the Considered Design products, ten 

shoe designs and two jackets. Of the ten shoes, only six shoes have any mention of materials in 

their descriptions. The Grigoros kayak shoe, made with one single piece of rubber, was designed 



for the Beijing athletes and can be recycled without any separation (Nike Inc., 2010). This 

forethought in design harkens to Bill McDonough‟s Cradle to Cradle thinking and allows for a 

drastic reduction in waste. This commitment to reduction of waste shows with the next 

Considered shoe. Released in 2008, the Trash Talk is made from scraps from the factory floor in 

both the upper and mid-sole of the shoe (Nike Inc., 2010). Following 2008, the information 

regarding how the shoes are deemed “Considered Design” becomes more and more vague. 

2009‟s Dart VII is described in this way: “recycled materials were used throughout” (Nike Inc., 

2010). This seems highly descriptive when compared to the Humara Cl and Tiempo Mystic II 

FG. These shoes each use recycled nylon and environmentally friendly materials “whenever 

possible” (Nike Inc., 2010). These vagaries, however, end with the Pegasus 25. This shoe uses 

Nike Grind, a rubber made from recycled shoes, an airbag made of 83% recycled polyurethane, 

and an upper mesh of 20-25% recycled PET (Nike Inc., 2010). In addition to the information 

garnered through the sales website, one can access a new tool used by Nike to rate the 

sustainability of materials used. 

  

In order to give public information, albeit limited information, regarding the Considered Design 

program, Nike has released a tool used in the examination of the life-cycle of materials needed 

during the production of shoes. This tool is called the Material Assessment Tool (MAT) and 

analyzes the life cycle of all raw materials used in production (Henderson et al, 2009). The MAT 

has allowed Nike to view the impacts from the materials used across four spectra: Chemistry, 

Energy/CO2-equivalence, Water/Land Use, and Waste (Nike Considered Design, 2010). In 

practice, the MAT allots a higher score for products deemed to be environmentally preferred 

materials (EPMs) while less sustainable products receive a lower score. The MAT Matrix itself 

shows the main materials used in the production of Nike shoes with scores associated within 

each stratum listed [Table 1]. This score is then calculated into Nike‟s own “Considered Index” 

by dividing the EPM points for each material by the total materials used. The examination of this 

average allows for a broader examination of the sustainability of each individual product 

(Henderson et al, 2009).While a product may have a higher score relating to each EPM, the use 

of a vast number of materials will pull the Considered Index down, accounting for all materials 

used in production. 

  

Table 1. Material Assessment Tool (MAT) Scores Matrix. Materials with the lowest and 

highest scores in each category are highlighted red and green, respectively. 

Material 

name 

Chemistry 

Total 

Energy/ 

CO2-eq 

Total 

Water/Land 

Use Total 

Waste Total Total LCA 

score 

Maximum 

possible 

points 

40 24 16 20 100 



Cotton - 

Recycled 

28 15 16 13 72 

Silk 34.5 13.2 9 7 63.6 

Polyester - 

Recycled, 

Solution Dyed 

16.1 17.5 12 12.3 57.9 

Polyester - 

Recycled, 

Piece Dyed 

20.1 17.3 9 11 57.4 

Down 21.1 20 9 4 54.1 

Polypropylene 

- Virgin 

18 20 12 4 54 

Lyocell 18.2 14.7 11.5 4 48.4 

Polyester - 

Virgin, 

Solution Dyed 

12.6 18.8 12 5 48.4 

Rayon - 

Beech 

Cellulose; 

Polynosic 

15.2 16.3 11.5 4 47 

Polylactic 

Acid (PLA) - 

Virgin 

12.1 17.5 13 4 46.6 

Cotton - 

Organic 

21.8 16 3 5 45.8 

Polyester - 

Virgin, Piece 

Dyed 

9.4 16.3 9 5 39.7 

Cotton - 

Conventional 

13.8 16.3 4 5 39.1 

Hemp 18.2 10.3 6.3 4 38.8 



Rayon - 

Bamboo 

11.1 12.5 11 4 38.6 

Synthetic 

Leather 

7.4 17.5 10.5 2.5 37.9 

Ramie 7.5 15 10 4 36.5 

Rayon / 

Viscose - 

Wood 

Cellulose 

9.4 11.3 11.5 4 36.2 

Leather - Full 

Grain 

15 7.8 9 2.5 34.4 

Acrylic 9.7 12.5 7.5 4 33.7 

Wool 10.5 10.3 6.8 5 32.6 

Nylon 6 - 

Virgin 

6.1 13.2 7.5 2.5 29.2 

Spandex (PU) 6.1 12.5 7.5 2.5 28.6 

Jute 7.7 12.5 4 4 28.2 

Nylon 6,6 - 

Virgin 

5.7 13.2 6 2.5 27.4 

 

  

         A close look at the MAT scores shows the comprehensiveness of the system. By breaking 

the assessment down into four separate categories, the score for each material is easily seen 

across many spectra. Additionally, the table allows for a close examination of each material‟s 

strengths and weaknesses in reference to sustainability. For example, while recycled cotton leads 

in Water/Land Use points, Waste Total points, and even Total Life Cycle-Assessment points, the 

necessity of solvents and refinement causes lower scores in the Chemistry and Energy strata. The 

chart also shows that, while prized for its sustainability in most industries, organic cotton scores 

lowest of all materials for Land/Water Use.  

 

After considering all of the materials and inputs used in the production of our Nike shoe 

sample, it is important to consider alternatives. Finding shoe alternatives pertaining to 

sustainability limits our selection, but one may hypothesize that a good factor for this would be 



limiting the materials. Each material used in a product causes an environmental impact, whether 

it be through the methods of extraction, processing, transportation or disposal. For example, a 

shoe made of twenty different materials could mean environmental degradation, energy use, or 

waste production from each of these factors, for each of the twenty materials. If the shoe were 

made from only a few different materials, this would cut down on all of these factors 

significantly. This being said, certain materials have more of an impact than others. One material 

in particular may have more of a negative impact in the production process than, say, five other 

individual materials. Today most shoe materials can be processed synthetically, however the raw 

materials come from all around the world, depending on the shoe and what its inputs are. 

             One alternative to our Nike shoe sample is Tom‟s Shoes eco-friendly alpargata. 

Alpargatas are Argentinian, slipper-like shoes that are generally made from a few simple 

materials. (Irwin, 2007) The soles are made from a type of grass fiber called jute that is then spun 

into rope. This rope is then pressed into the shape of a shoe sole. The top of the shoe is made 

from cotton. The cotton is spun into fabric and sewed to the sole. The only other material is a 

wood insert in part of the sole, which sometimes is not used (Espadrilles, 2009). Tom‟s Shoes 

has introduced a line of eco-friendly shoes that are made from organic cotton, a non leather 

interior, and recycled rubber soles. Some of the shoe models are also available with the 

traditional jute rope sole (Gordon, 2008). In the Nike Material Assessment Tool, organic cotton 

places towards the middle of the list of impacts of shoe material life cycles, jute places towards 

the bottom, and although they do not have recycled rubber, all of the recycled products placed at 

the top of the list (Henderson et al, 2009). Both companies are very vague when they are 

describing their production, which makes it very hard to compare the two products. However, 

only using three products in the Tom‟s Shoe model compared to the long list of materials that go 

into the Nike shoe product does make a difference. Limiting materials will help Nike to reduce 

its footprint and in doing so become more sustainable. 

         Another alternative is the Timberland Earthkeepers series of shoes. Timberland defines 

“Earthkeeping” as “straightforward, practical, common sense. It means taking actions that enable 

us to be good stewards of the earth. Earthkeeping is the way we make our products” 

(Timberland, 2010). Not only does Timberland use products such as “Green Rubber” (recycled 

rubber) to make their boot soles as well as use renewable energy in their facilities, and plant 

millions of trees to decrease their carbon emissions from manufacturing and energy use. 

Timberland also uses a “Green Index” to evaluate their production of footwear and clothing. This 

includes their climate impact, the chemicals used, and their resource consumption. The three 

equations below are used to generate this index. 

● Climate Impact (kg CO2e for shoe)/10, score =10 =10 

● Chemicals ( 0 uses = 0, 1=2.5, 2=5, 3=7.5, 4=10) 

● Resources (wt of non-recycled, organic or renewable material/weight of shoe) 

Climate impact measures the emissions of greenhouse gases from the production of each 

material to the manufacturing of the final product. Timberland is trying to eliminate chemicals 

used in production that have been linked to human or environmental harm so in measuring their 



chemical output they can track their progress in this material sector. They are developing safer 

and more environmentally friendly substitutes to use instead of the conventional production 

chemicals. Lastly, the resources used are the measured land, water, and chemical use. The table 

below shows the Green Index as Timberland scored.  

 

 
Timberland also has a measure of their ecological footprint using the same three categories 

involving their eco-friendly practices. 

 
These factors are based on all of Timberland‟s production, and is not specific to its eco-friendly 

line of Earthkeeper boots. These boots use a much higher percentage of recycled materials and 

safer chemicals, lowering their Green Index number and also lowering their footprint. The new 

“Earthkeeper 2.0 Rugged” is Timberland‟s most eco-friendly boot and boasts a plethora of 

sustainable amenities including: 

● “Designed for disassembly – at least 50% of the materials on this shoe can be recycled or 

reused at the end of its first life. 



● "Premium full-grain leather from a Leather Working Group certified gold-rated tannery 

for comfort and durability. 

● 100% recycled PET laces. 

● 45% recycled PET linings. 

● A detachable and recyclable Green Rubber™ outsole made from 42% recycled rubber 

can go back to a Green Rubber™ factory for recycling” (Timberland, 2010). 

 

One of the most difficult elements of recycling is the issue of disassembly. Many 

products today are impossible to recycle because of the way they are put together, and cannot be 

taken apart for recycling of their individual parts. The Earthkeeper 2.0 Rugged is designed 

specifically to be easily disassembled for recycling purposes. Another innovative component to 

the boot is the use of recycled PET. Timberland mentions that “Americans use 2,500,000 plastic 

bottles every hour” (Timberland, 2010). They utilize the PET plastic in plastic bottles for 

components of their boots, helping to solve some of the waste issue developing from this 

problem (Timberland, 2010). 

            Although Nike has dedicated an entire division to sustainability, and publishes a 

corporate responsibility report every year pertaining to environmental factors in their corporation 

and production, they are still very vague and have a far way to go in terms of becoming 

sustainable. Tom‟s Shoes and Timberland both offer products that seem to be more sustainable 

than any of Nike‟s shoes in production. Nike‟s goal "To create innovative and sustainable 

products” is progressing but seems to be doing so very slowly in their materials, and especially 

when compared to the alternatives (Nike Inc., 2004). As more companies like Timberland and 

Tom‟s Shoes introduce eco-friendly and sustainable products, others like Nike will be pressured 

to improve their practices to more sustainable measures. 

 

Social and Environmental Impacts and Potential For Recycling 

 As mentioned earlier in the report Nike refuses to share information about material use 

and processing, so the material assessment was very limited, which then limits the degree of 

impact evaluation. Nike only releases information about materials in their “Considered design” 

line, which is part of their sustainability initiative. And even then they use their own index to 

interpret information about the materials sustainability, so it is difficult to grasp or see the 

evidence to back up their claims. When companies control they evaluation of sustainability 

progress it looses legitimacy because the company can make things look any way they want. 

Also, not knowing where any of the materials came from makes it impossible to evaluate the 

social and environmental impacts related to the extractions, processing, and distribution of 

resources from that region. For instance where Nike gets their cotton from dramatically effect the 

degree of social and environmental impacts, in the sense that if cotton was produced on forced 

child labor practice in Uzbekistan and used intensive pesticides and other petroleum products the 

impacts would be much greater than if the cotton was produced organically in India or Turkey. 

http://www.google.com/url?q=http%3A%2F%2Fcommunity.timberland.com%2FProduct-Philosophy&sa=D&sntz=1&usg=AFQjCNGA-x5mtUrt5aUc9qHY9bbNf5F9xA
http://www.google.com/url?q=http%3A%2F%2Fcommunity.timberland.com%2FProduct-Philosophy&sa=D&sntz=1&usg=AFQjCNGA-x5mtUrt5aUc9qHY9bbNf5F9xA
http://www.google.com/url?q=http%3A%2F%2Fcommunity.timberland.com%2FProduct-Philosophy&sa=D&sntz=1&usg=AFQjCNGA-x5mtUrt5aUc9qHY9bbNf5F9xA
http://www.google.com/url?q=http%3A%2F%2Fcommunity.timberland.com%2FProduct-Philosophy&sa=D&sntz=1&usg=AFQjCNGA-x5mtUrt5aUc9qHY9bbNf5F9xA
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http://www.google.com/url?q=http%3A%2F%2Fcommunity.timberland.com%2FProduct-Philosophy&sa=D&sntz=1&usg=AFQjCNGA-x5mtUrt5aUc9qHY9bbNf5F9xA
http://www.google.com/url?q=http%3A%2F%2Fcommunity.timberland.com%2FProduct-Philosophy&sa=D&sntz=1&usg=AFQjCNGA-x5mtUrt5aUc9qHY9bbNf5F9xA
http://www.google.com/url?q=http%3A%2F%2Fcommunity.timberland.com%2FProduct-Philosophy&sa=D&sntz=1&usg=AFQjCNGA-x5mtUrt5aUc9qHY9bbNf5F9xA
http://www.google.com/url?q=http%3A%2F%2Fcommunity.timberland.com%2FProduct-Philosophy&sa=D&sntz=1&usg=AFQjCNGA-x5mtUrt5aUc9qHY9bbNf5F9xA
http://www.google.com/url?q=http%3A%2F%2Fcommunity.timberland.com%2FProduct-Philosophy&sa=D&sntz=1&usg=AFQjCNGA-x5mtUrt5aUc9qHY9bbNf5F9xA
http://www.google.com/url?q=http%3A%2F%2Fcommunity.timberland.com%2FProduct-Philosophy&sa=D&sntz=1&usg=AFQjCNGA-x5mtUrt5aUc9qHY9bbNf5F9xA
http://www.google.com/url?q=http%3A%2F%2Fcommunity.timberland.com%2FProduct-Philosophy&sa=D&sntz=1&usg=AFQjCNGA-x5mtUrt5aUc9qHY9bbNf5F9xA
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Due to the unavailability of information the evaluation focused more upon potentials for 

recycling.  

 

Reuse a Shoe Program/Nike Grind 

         Nike has created a strategic alliance with an eco-non-profit organization “National 

Recycling Coalition” (NRC) in order to collect used tennis shoes, as part of Nike‟s Reuse a Shoe 

Program (Kumar, 2006). Founded in 1978, the National Recycling Coalition, Inc. is a non-profit 

organization representing all the diverse interests committed to the common goal of maximizing 

recycling to achieve the benefits of resource conservation, solid waste reduction, environmental 

protection, energy conservation, and social and economic development. Nike benefits in multiple 

ways from this partnership, firstly it is easier and less costly than collecting shoes themselves, 

also, having this partnership with an eco non-profity gives Nike that green image that they are 

clearly trying so hard to convey. From my research the legitamacy of this is questionable  

Worn out and defected shoes can be sent directly to processing plant, dropped off at all of 

the Nike location, or they can be given to an eco non-profit in collaboration with Nike. As of 

2006 there was an average of only 3 drop-off locations for the 19 participating states in the US 

(Kumar, 2006). But since then the number has increased significantly. Reuse-A-Shoe program 

has gained a lot of popularity, having hundreds of organizations and groups have applied to be 

party of the Reuse-A-Shoe effort. Nike plans to the UK, Australia, and countries in Asia.  

         Nike relies on its partner network to collect tennis shoes. Once a member of the NRC has 

collected 5000 pairs of shoes, Nike will arrange for the shoes to be sent to one of their two 

recycling centers, in Tennessee and Belgium (Nike, Inc.). Shoes are shipped free of charge. The 

process of collection depends on the geographic location and number of items. The NRC takes 

care of the logistics of collecting the shoes, leaving Nike to focus on the end uses for the 

resulting Nike Grind material (Kumar, 2006).           

         Nearly two million shoes are collected annually. Once collected, shoes are sent to a Nike 

processing facility where they under go complex separation process (Nike, Inc.). Shoes are 

broken down into three parts, the rubber out sole, the upper fabric and the middle foam. Then 

each material gets ground up to what Nike refers to as “Nike Grind” (Nike, Inc.). Nearly every 

part of shoe is reused. Nike grind is a durable athletic surface material used in products such as 

fitness matting, running tracks, athletic fields, and playgrounds. the durability and usable life 

spanned is relevant to sustainability. Sports surfaces are the main way Nike recycles used shoes, 

and it extends use of shoes up to twenty years(Kumar, 2006).  

         Through a chemical process at recycling center, Nike obtains three distinct types of Grind 

material (upper fabric, midsole foam and outsole rubber). Each are used in a different way to 

make new sports surfaces like soccer and football fields, basketball and tennis courts, tracks and 

playground surfacing. Nike licenses Field Turf uses Nike grind material from manufacturing 

byproducts exclusively (Nike, Inc.). 

 There is a lack of information on the solvents used in such chemical processes because 

Nike doesn‟t release full and accurate information about materials, or chemical processes, which 



leads me to think they have a lot to hide about the truth of Nike‟s sustainability. Although this 

program does reduce a significant amount of municipal solid waste, and reuses material rather 

than putting them into a landfill or an incinerator, which is a positive aspect. The closed loop 

supply chain is definitely a more sustainable model than the previously used conventional supply 

chain, yet without concrete information it is difficult to confidently say just how sustainable the 

closed loop is, or weather it is actually a closed loop at all.  

It is unclear what emissions are produce, or how much energy is consumed, or if the 

chemicals used are toxic, bur regardless of that, transforming waste into secondary material 

reduces waste. That in its-self reduces social and environmental impacts by decreasing the 

amount of unfair waste dumped in peoples back yards, which pollutes the soil and water through 

chemical leaching and run off. Using waste as a secondary product also decreases environmental 

impacts related to the primary resources that would have been used otherwise. It also reuses 

dependence of resources such as petroleum. yet It is difficult to evaluate the level of 

environmental and social impacts related to Nike‟s footwear industry because there is a huge gap 

in the information and research. But at a more universal level it is unjust and unsustainable to 

pollute the soil and water upon which all life is dependent. 

 There is great potential for reducing impacts related to waste and shoe production, 

Nike‟s Reuse-A-Shoe is a good example of this. with millions of shoes being made and throw 

away every day even changing the design of the shoe so it can be more easily taken apart goes a 

long way in making the product more sustainable, on a count that it makes it easier to reprocess 

the materials. when it‟s easier, it‟s cheaper, when it‟s cheaper more businesses with be attracted 

and adopt the method. Even if the company didn‟t reprocess the shoes, it creates an opportunity 

for a business to be created for that purpose. This would create jobs, reduce waste, and give the 

company a greener image which i becoming increasingly valued by companies around the world.  

  

Corporate Practices 

            Nike as a company has made significant efforts to improve its own corporate practices 

with regard to sustainability, as well as influencing legislation internationally to improve global 

corporate practices. Nike CEO Mark Parker has been instrumental in changing the company‟s 

vision regarding responsible, environmentally sound practices.  

         Nike‟s history of sustainability efforts begins in the late 1995 when the company 

attempted to lower greenhouse gas emissions by replacing sulfur hexafluoride (SF6) in its shoes. 

Sulfur hexafluoride is a greenhouse gas used in air cushioned shoes. By 2003, Nike completely 

replaced SF6, which represents 80% of the company‟s total greenhouse gas emissions since 

1997. A second GHG previously found in Nike shoes, perfluoropropane (PFP), was removed by 

2006 when a large research and development project called “Considered Design” found all 

nitrogen alternatives for PFP. (Ceres, 2008)  

The company also has a history of offsetting emissions. In 2000, Nike purchased its first 

offsets for business travel emissions. Since 2000, the company has purchased 111,000 tons of 

CO2 offsets. (Ceres, 2008) The next year Nike joined the World Wildlife Fund Climate Savers 



Program and set CO2 emission reduction targets. Part of this program requires Nike to submit 

inventory data for third party review, as well as biannual progress reports. Nike exceeded its 

carbon reduction goals in 2005 and has since expanded these goals.(Ceres, 2008)  Joining the 

WWF Climate Savers Program shows Nike‟s commitment to accountability and responsibility. 

Another example of this commitment is the Corporate Responsibility Committee. Established in 

2001, this committee meets three times per year to review policies and make recommendations. 

All Corporate Responsibility meetings are attended either by CEO Mark Parker or chairman 

Philip Knight. (Ceres, 2008) In 2006, the company improved its framework for ensuring 

executive accountability and responsibility. Nike has organized corporate responsibility teams 

that are managed by the Vice President of Corporate Responsibility, who in turn answers directly 

to CEO Mark Parker. Since 2007 the Nike Board of Directors approved new global corporate 

responsibility targets, GHG reduction goals, and climate neutrality goals. (Ceres, 2008)  

Nike is also very politically active and has facilitated meaningful change in legislation. In 

November, 2007 Nike joined other corporations such as Sun Microsystems and Coca Cola as 

signatories of the Bali Communiqué. (Ceres, 2008) The Bali Communiqué calls for a legally 

binding United Nations framework to solve climate change issues. At the signing of this 

communiqué, CEO Mark Parker said, “Tackling climate change is a catalyst for growth and 

innovation. These are complex issues, which is why international agreement and action is 

imperative to creating positive change.” (Ceres, 2008) Parker has also personally written letters 

to congressional leaders in 2007 and 2008 urging meaningful legislative changes with regard to 

climate change. Nike has attempted to further the discussion of climate change by sponsoring the 

Focus the Nation initiative, which is designed to open dialogue between civic organizations, faith 

organizations and students. Also, in 2008, Nike joined the Climate group, which aims to 

accelerate climate action internationally. Another huge step Nike took in promoting 

sustainability was BICEP, the Business for Innovative Climate and Energy Policy. (Ceres, 2008) 

This business coalition was founded in November 2008 by Nike, Sun Microsystems, and 

Starbucks in partnership with Ceres, a coalition of environmental and special interest groups 

working with companies to address global sustainability challenges. The goal of BICEP is to 

promote strong climate and energy legislation in the United States. BICEP promotes policy 

changes based on 8 guiding principles: 

1.)   Set short- and long-term greenhouse gas reduction targets 

2.)   Stimulate “green” job growth 

3.)   adopt a national renewable portfolio standard 

4.)   Capture vast energy efficiency opportunities 

5.)   Boost investment in renewable energy, energy efficiency and carbon capture and storage 

technologies 

6.)   Establish cap-and-trade system with 100% auction of carbon allowances 

7.)   Encourage transportation for clean energy economy 

8.)   Limit construction of new coal plants to those that capture and store CO2. 

 (Ceres, 2008) 



Nike is also a signatory to the World Wildlife Fund Tokyo declaration in 2008, which claims that 

greenhouse gas emissions must be reduced by 50% by 2050, and that total emissions must 

decline within 10 to 15 years to avoid serious consequences. (Sony Corp., 2008) Other notable 

signatories of this declaration include Sony and Nokia. Nike has also stepped up its sustainability 

efforts in the United States: the company is now a member of the Oregon Governors Climate 

Change Integration Group as their headquarters is located in Beaverton, Oregon. In addition to 

this, Nike has testified on two occasions at field hearings of the US House of Representatives 

Select Committee on Global Warming and Energy Independence. (Ceres, 2008) While Nike has 

testified in favor of stricter legislation in the US, their motives must be considered as over 97% 

of Nike shoe production occurs outside the US. (Nike, Inc. 10k Form, 2010) Hence, Nike would 

not feel the economic burden of cap-and-tax legislation, giving them an advantage over domestic 

US shoe companies. 

         In addition to Nike‟s many efforts to effect change through legislation and international 

agreements, the company has made significant internal improvements as well. Nike publishes an 

annual Corporate Responsibility Strategy report detailing the company‟s sustainability efforts, 

goals and results. (Nike, Inc., 2010) In addition to the CRS reports, Nike introduced the 

“Considered Index” in 2007. (Henderson et al, 2009) This index is a tool for measuring material 

usage across the diverse line of shoes Nike produces. The Considered Index evaluates and scores 

Nike shoes based on metrics like amount of waste and solvent usage. (Henderson, 2009) The 

index also incorporates awards for innovation and gives production teams incentives to improve 

the production process of their shoe. (Henderson, 2009) Nike has also attempted to reduce its 

employee carbon emissions through various workshops, including one called Climate Café 

located at their headquarters. In 2008, the company introduced an internet forum for employees 

to share and discuss ideas related to lowering emissions. (Ceres, 2008) Nike also promotes 

alternative transportation options for employees such as electric vehicle charging stations, as 

well as promoting virtual meetings to lower travel emissions. Nike also offsets 100% of its 

business air travel emissions. (Ceres, 2008) Efforts to improve the company‟s manufacturing 

practices include audits of factories with the goal of increasing efficiency. The Nike Energy 

Challenge is another program that creates a competition between company facilities to spur 

innovation and efficiency. Not only is Nike looking to lower its energy demands through 

increased efficiency, but the company is looking to clean up the supply of energy used in its 

factories. For example, in the Nike European Distribution Center, located in Laakdal, Belgium, 

there are 6 wind turbines producing electricity. This facility is the largest of its kind in Belgium 

to run solely on clean energy produced on-site. (Ceres, 2008) 

         Nike has proved without a doubt in the last decade that the company is dedicated to a 

more sustainable future. While improvement is still needed in some areas, the company has made 

significant efforts to open dialogue about and reduce greenhouse gas emissions over the last ten 

years. Through political and social means Nike has led by example and looks to keep improving 

in the future. New goals for the company include achieving climate neutrality in Nike brand 

facilities and business travel by FY11, to achieve climate neutrality among all Nike facilities by 



FY15, to achieve a 30% reduction in their inbound logistics footprint (Using 2003 as a baseline) 

by FY20. (Ceres, 2008) Nike‟s dedication to carbon neutrality, accountability, responsibility, and 

sustainable corporate practices sets a fine example for other corporations to emulate. While the 

company‟s image has had it‟s ups and downs over the years, Nike‟s dedication to sustainability 

seems genuine and their progress is encouraging. 

 

Recommendations for Consumers and Policy-Makers 

As the largest producer of athletic footwear in the world, Nike has a huge impact on 

people and resources around the globe. The company has recognized their dependence on fossil 

fuel energy and oil for materials, exposing them to high oil prices or carbon restrictions in the 

future. Meanwhile, waste production and use of toxic materials and water also pose major risks. 

They also face public criticism from the conditions of the factories making their products. Nike, 

Inc. has claimed sustainability is a core value of their company, recognizing the opportunities for 

innovation, corporate responsibility and increased profitability. The company still has many 

improvements to make, but could use new government regulation and transparency requirements 

that would level the playing field with other footwear companies, encourage innovation and 

inform consumers.  

The company was one of the first in the footwear industry to embrace globalization, 

contracting manufacturing to other companies located in countries with cheap labor at a time 

when most shoes were still produced in the United States (Locke, 2002). Factories that Nike 

contracted with employed 823,026 people in FY09, about half of which worked in footwear 

(Nike, Inc. CRR, 2009). Shoe factories are located almost exclusively in China, Thailand, 

Indonesia and Vietnam. With an outsourced manufacturing network widely distributed across the 

world, it‟s difficult for U.S. policy makers to have a major impact on the sustainability of Nike‟s 

footwear. 

         Regardless of this hurdle, policy makers can require transparency about corporate 

impacts on sustainability, as well as the potential impacts of a changing climate on their 

business. This is especially true for publicly traded companies (like Nike, Inc.), because the 

Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) can require them to release information to benefit 

shareholders. The SEC recently issued an interpretive guidance that clarifies what companies 

need to disclose to investors in terms of climate-related „material‟ effects on business operations, 

whether from new emissions management policies, the physical impacts of changing weather or 

business opportunities associated with the growing clean energy economy (Securities and 

Exchange Comission, 2010).  

         Policies from the SEC should also require the release of data on the embedded energy 

and emissions from the materials purchased by companies for the production of their products, 

and the risks they pose. Such information will make it easier for companies to see their impact 

and find areas of improvement. Government regulation (no necessarily from the SEC) could also 

require companies to release the materials and chemicals used in their products, which would 

disallow them from claiming that it‟s proprietary information.  



With a lack of data, a company like Nike that outsources most of its products might think 

that the majority of energy use comes from transportation from factory to store. When they 

looked at the whole picture, they found that 59 percent of the embedded energy in a typical 

running shoe was in the materials, 22 percent in manufacturing and 10 percent in shipping (Nike, 

Inc. CRR, 2009). When calculating GHG emissions, Nike still does not include the emissions 

from materials. Without new regulations, the publicly available information released from 

companies will be inconsistent. 

         Programs like Nike Reuse-A-Shoe should be encouraged by the government through tax 

breaks and investment into research of closed loop systems. Nike is currently struggling with a 

lack of locations for drop offs and high shipping costs (Nike Inc. CRR, 2009). Considering the 

U.S. doesn‟t have a federal recycling program, a national recycling system for apparel is 

unlikely. But research in this area could be especially useful for footwear, which has a short 

useful life.  

         Nike has been very active in the U.S. policy arena, particularly around sustainability 

issues. As previously mentioned, they have been active in the WWF Climate Savers Program, 

Corporate Responsibility Committee and signed the Bali Communiqué. It was a founding 

member of BICEP, an organization advocating for a strong national U.S. climate and energy 

policy. This should indicate policy makers that major U.S. based global corporations are ready to 

innovate, and a level playing field would be very beneficial. 

         Consumers have a plethora of choices to make when buying a pair of shoes, and 

sustainability is usually not their primary concern. In focus groups, Nike found that consumers 

were skeptical about the performance of shoes made from Environmentally Preferred Materials 

(Henderson, 2009). If a consumer is a big fan of Nike shoes and sustainability minded, we 

encourage them to buy a shoe with a Considered Design rating of “gold”. Despite criticism of the 

scoring system (which could result in a “silver” rated shoe with heavy solvent usage), the MAT 

is a through assessment of all the materials used to make a shoe. Nike should make these ratings 

(and the reasoning behind them) publicly available and more easily accessible to their customers. 

Due to differing measurements of sustainability used by shoe manufactures, and the 

material requirements of different footwear styles (sandals versus boots for example), it‟s 

difficult to make a recommendation about which shoes are the most sustainable. The alpargatas 

and boots we examined earlier are certainly more sustainable than your average shoe. Tom‟s 

shoes are more socially sustainable, since they give away a pair for every pair that‟s bought. The 

Timberland Earthkeeprs and Nike‟s Considered Design shoes are certainly more sustainable than 

the other shoes their companies make, but more data needs to be made public in order to make a 

strong recommendation.  

 

Conclusion 

With the scope of a corporation like Nike, it is important to consider the legitimacy of its 

production, materials and practices, especially when much of it is private, classified, and 

unavailable to the public. When dealing with materials, Nike was uncooperative with divulging 



any information, besides a few inputs to production in their “MAT.” It is important to consider 

alternative shoes or footwear companies that may have a more sustainable approach, not only for 

consumers, but also to help compare production procedures and encourage companies like Nike 

to improve their practices to be more environmentally friendly and more sustainable. Companies 

such as Timberland with their Earthkeeper series is a good example and a step in the right 

direction to using recycled materials in their shoes, less hazardous materials, and crediting some 

of their emissions by planting millions of trees or using renewable energy.  
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