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Can Nike's new app guide designers on making sustainable material choices?
Photograph: Dan Chung for the Guardian

Nike is a company for whom performance is everything. The company
employs 38,000 people globally and last year posted revenues of over
$24bn. At the London Olympics, 58 gold medalists were wearing Nike
branded garments; their achievements epitomised the standards to which
the company aspires in all facets of its operation.

This month in London, Nike launched its Making app, a digital tool that
shares some of the data the company uses when considering the
environmental impact of the materials used in apparel and footwear
design. The app provides a mark out of 50 for the 22 materials most
commonly used by its designers, using information that is drawn from the
Materials Sustainability Index (MSI) that it has developed over the past
seven years.

Nike estimates that materials make up about 60% of the lifecycle
environmental impact of a pair of trainers, whereas the manufacturing
process accounts for about 25% and the remainder is split between
transport, retail, office facilities, packaging, use and disposal. By
targeting and monitoring its approach to land, energy and chemical use,
greenhouse gas emissions, waste water discharge and solid waste, Nike
aims to drive down the impact its products have before the product goes
into manufacturing. The Making app shares the information that Nike has
amassed and tries to use its influence to inspire an emerging generation
of designers.
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The app itself is neat, if fleeting (the Nike materials library has about
75,000-80,000 samples in it), and allows the user to compare materials
using their overall scores or the specific environmental impact areas of
chemistry, energy, water and waste, as well as whether the material uses
recycled or organic content. The app is intended to be used by designers
as they work through the various material iterations of the garments they
are creating (plans exist to update the index with scores for footwear). It
acts as a very general sustainability conscience, allowing the designer to
make decisions about the impact that each project they make might
have. The design is simple, and the information is quickly and intuitively
delivered.

Making was tested in-house by Nike and through a programme with
designers at London College of Fashion over a period of 18 months.

"Designers are the start of everything and if we can educate the designer
to make better choices then they can become agents of change for the
entire industry," says Hannah Jones, vice-president of sustainable
business and innovation at Nike. There are now plans to integrate the
app into design courses in six institutions around Europe and further
expand the way in which the app functions.

The Making app is a consumer/student-facing product that provides a
glimpse of the wider research that Nike is undertaking to address the
increasing problem of a scarcity of resources that faces the fashion
industry. The MSI that underpins the Making app has been gifted by
Nike to the Sustainable Apparel Coalition, which represents about 30%
of global apparel and footwear sales. It will develop and share data with
its members in order to develop greater traceability and transparency
across the industry.

The index can be added to by anyone who is registered and the data
inputted will be peer reviewed.

At a corporate level, Nike is challenging its staff to innovate using
sustainability as a foundation of their design ethos. As Jones
acknowledges, there was a stigma surrounding the aesthetic and
suitability of sustainable or eco-friendly apparel.

"It was always seen as a bit 'Granola'. It would compromise on
performance and maybe you'd have to pay more. So we said to our
design team to create without any compromise to performance. This
started to create a whole new paradigm within the design community [at
Nike]. When they thought about doing things with sustainability in mind, it
could actually trigger a breakthrough in performance as well."

Nike is using some of its flagship products to continually challenge the
preconceptions of sustainable design – for example, the new England
football shirt is made of a fabric produced using recycled bottles.

Although Making is limited in its scope, and only provides data on the
cradle-to-gate performance of materials (rather than cradle-to-cradle,
which is much tougher to quantify), it does offer some idea of the extent
to which Nike is trying to influence the industry into acting
conscientiously. Its implementation, however, remains hampered by the
high standards of Nike products. Nike footwear designer Vivian Mong,
who works for Nike Tennis, said at the launch of the app: "The main
concern is performance and aesthetic. We can't compromise on that, it
always comes first."

Possibly the biggest challenge for the company is matching its
commitment to performance with its environmental concerns – which
Jones at least acknowledges will require innovation at all levels of the
company. Making is a step towards sharing that aim with the entire
industry.

Owen Pritchard is deputy editor of Icon Magazine, a British publication
dedicated to architecture, design and culture. He is based in London.
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