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We all need transportation, communication, products, tools, shelter, and clothing. We 
must have water and air that is clean. (Papanek, 1971, p. 234) 

The pollution and damage has already been done to our oceans. In more recent days innovative 

designers have been addressing the issue of ocean waste through considered product designs and 

developments. Designs by adidas, Studio Swine, G-Star Raw, and Interface have shown 

examples of how they can create awareness, as well as implement cleanup operations and 

recycling plans in order to transform the wasted plastic found in the world's oceans. (Greenwood, 

2016) 

With the concern for our oceans in mind, these steps towards designing for social good will, 

“help alleviate immediate threats to marine wildlife and reduce the use of virgin plastics in 

product design, manufacturing and distribution.” (Parley for the Oceans, 2016) 

This essay will consider Victor Papanek’s views on the responsibilities of designers to design for 

social good in relation to the environment. It will then go on to describe the 3D-printed Ocean 

Plastic shoe midsole designed by adidas in collaboration with Parley for the Oceans. The third 

section of the essay will analyse the shape and colour of the shoe, the material make up, the 

function of the design, the audience it reaches, as well as its recycling processes. In the 

conclusion of the essay, it will be judged whether the 3D-printed Ocean Plastic shoe midsole by 

adidas and Parley for the Oceans, is in fact a design example for social good. 

Victor Papanek (1971) shares a magnitude of opinions on the responsibility of a designer in his 

chapter, Do- It-Yourself Murder: The Social and Moral Responsibility of the Designer, from 

Design for the Real World. In a discussion, his client Mr. G expresses that a designer has many 

responsibilities apart from designing an object that is beautiful and offers satisfaction to the 

consumer. What he believes is that the responsibility really lies in having a design that is 



received as a success in the market, so that it will support the community, finances and overall 

well being of the stockholders and workers involved. (Papanek, 1971, p. 231) 

Papanek agrees with this view, but shares an additional opinion. This is that social and moral 

judgements must be made by designers on whether the product they are asked to design will be 

of social good or not. This idea of designing for social good can be carried out by specialising in 

design for the areas of human needs rather than giving into design for market pressures. 

(Papanek, 1971, p. 232) 

It was his belief that with the advancement of technology, the inclusion of tools and machinery in 

mankind's basic needs, alongside shelter, food and clothing, is important. This stems to the idea 

that nearly all of the negative impacts made to the environment are a result of bad design or 

neglect from the design-planner. (Papanek, 1971, p. 232)  

Although in more recent years change has been taking effect. For approximately the first ten 

million years, society has taken the cleanliness of water and air for granted. Papanek tells us, 

amongst the complexity of the issue, industrial designers and industry itself can be held partially 

responsible for our world’s polluted water and tainted air. Specifically relating to this area, 

design for social good would have concern for thermal and chemical pollution in water as well as 

air. (Papanek, 1971, p. 232) 

To add to the already existing plastic waste threatening our Earth’s oceans, a recent study 

informs us that about eight million tons of plastic waste is being thrown into our oceans each 

year. (Parker, 2015) In reaction to this issue, Parley for the Oceans and the German sportswear 

brand, adidas, have teamed up to address the damage resulting from this ocean pollution. The 

first collaborative effort made between the two companies was seen in June of last year at a UN 



Climate Change event, where together they presented a prototype for the world’s first shoe upper 

(Fig. 1)  made solely from recycled ocean waste. (adidas Group, 2015) By replacing yarns with 

newly developed fibres made from accumulated fishing nets, the existing manufacturing process 

was used successfully for production. (Howarth, 2016) The nets used were retrieved by Sea 

Shepherd -- Parley‘s partner organisation -- from following an illegal poaching boat off a West 

African coast for 110 days. (adidas Group, 2015) 

!  
Fig. 1 - adidas + Parley for the Oceans, Ultra Boost prototype with ocean waste upper, recycled fishing net, 2015 

At a recent event organized by Parley for the Oceans -- Parley for the Oceans x COP21, Oceans. 

Climate. Life. -- adidas joined them in presenting a redesign of the previous sustainable footwear 

prototype. This new innovative prototype, known as the 3D-printed Ocean Plastic shoe midsole 

(Fig. 2), demonstrates progressive design within the footwear and textile industries. The concept 

shoe is a shining example of what can be achieved in contributing to the demise of ocean plastic 

pollution through technology and material innovation. (adidas Group, 2015) 



!  
Fig. 2 - adidas + Parley for the Oceans, 3D-printed Ocean Plastic shoe midsole, 3D-printed ocean plastic content - recycled 
polyamid and gill net, 2015 

adidas Group Executive Board member, Eric Liedtke, responsible for Global Brands shares some 
words: 

Together with the network of Parley for the Oceans we have started taking action and 
creating new sustainable materials and innovations for athletes. The 3D-printed Ocean 
Plastic shoe midsole stands for how we can set new industry standards if we start 
questioning the reason to be of what we create. (Liedtke, 2015) 

The materials used for adidas and Parley for the Oceans’ latest concept shoe redesign are majorly 

sustainable, coming from recycled materials found in the world’s oceans. The upper part of the 

shoe contains ocean plastic content, but the most progressive innovation of using these recycled 

materials to eliminate ocean waste, lies in the 3D-printed midsole. Contents of the midsole 

include recycled polyamid and gill net (Fig.3). (adidas Group, 2015) 



!  
Fig. 3 - Lindex Group, recycled polyamid and gill net, 2016 

Recycled polyamid is a material made from recycled waste. The most commonly recycled 

materials used to make polyamid are not only old fishing nets, but also mats, carpets and other 

waste from the manufacturing industry. Recycling ocean waste to eliminate pollution is just one 

of the benefits of turning this rubbish into a new usable material. Using this sustainable material 

also means that less water, energy and chemicals are used for production processes. (Lindex 

Group, 2016) 

Gill nets are made from two different material types which are monofilament and nylon. (Atkins, 

2009) Monofilament is a single strand of material that is later bundled, braided or fused together 

with multiple strands, and is most commonly made from nylon. (Berkley, 2016) Nylon is a very 

durable polymer plastic that stands up well against sunlight and weathering, making it a very 

suitable material for gill nets. (Woodford, 2015) 



The colour of the adidas and Parley, 3D-printed Ocean Plastic shoe midsole (Fig. 4) is a soft 

blue/green colour which appears to be a diluted color version of the material origin of recycled 

gill netting. Medium grey coloured recycled ocean waste material makes up the upper part of the 

shoe. 

!  
Fig. 4 - adidas + Parley for the Oceans, 3D-printed Ocean Plastic shoe midsole, 3D-printed ocean plastic content - recycled 
polyamid and gill net, 2015 

The midsole of the shoe has a visible texture (Fig. 5) of layers of lattice patterns built up from 

3D-printing, giving it an airy and intricate appearance. This shape has been achieved by merging 

these ocean materials with adidas recent concept shoe, Futurecraft 3D technology, which was 

adidas first attempt at 3D-printed footwear. To produce this durable, and innovative criss-cross 

work sole, adidas teamed up with Materialise a 3D-printing software provider. (Han, 2015) 



!
Fig. 5 - adidas x Parley for the Oceans, 3D-printed Ocean Plastic shoe midsole, 3D-printed ocean plastic content - recycled 
polyamid and gill net, 2015 

Additive Manufacturing, the more accurate name for 3D-printing, accounts for a variety of 

technologies guided by software where materials are added up layer by layer from renders of a 

3D image. This process can be done quickly, giving a short turnaround for prototyping and 

model making. (Dent, Sherr, 2014, p. 99) In the case of the Futurecraft 3D technology (Fig. 6 + 

Fig. 7), the process of laser sintering was used, where a laser seals powder together to create the 

3D form of the product. (Han, 2015) 



!  
Fig. 6 - adidas, Futurecraft 3D image render, thermoplastic polyurethane (TPU), 2015 

!  
Fig. 7 - adidas Group, Futurecraft 3D Additive Manufacturing, thermoplastic polyurethane (TPU), 2015 

This 3D-printed Ocean Plastic shoe midsole builds on the Futurecraft 3D technology that allows 

the midsoles to be tailored and moulded to the exact shape and contours of the owner’s feet. 

Although both designs are still in the concept phase and unavailable for purchase at this time, the 



idea is that with this 3D-printing technology a new phase of customisation would be available to 

increase athletic performance. The potential is that athletes could go into an adidas store and 

have an instant pair of 3D-printed running shoes as a result of briefly running on a treadmill. 

This concept success supports adidas’ commitment to innovation through production. (adidas 

Group, 2015) 

This demonstration of the 3D-printed Ocean Plastic shoe is an example of what can be done in 

the industry in order to contribute to change for the world’s oceans. (adidas Group, 2015) 

The 3D-printed Ocean Plastic shoe has been designed to reach multiple audiences. The primary 

audience that adidas and Parley for the Oceans have targeted are industry members. With this 

concept, they aim to influence representatives and decision makers in the textiles and sportswear 

industry to be more conscious about their designs and to re-think how they can also contribute to 

prevent pollution of our oceans. The 3D-printed Ocean Plastic shoe is a result of adidas and 

Parley for the Oceans working together to set an example of how major threats that have been 

made to our oceans can be addressed. (Ungureanu, 2015) 

A secondary audience that this concept product targets is athletes and consumers although the 

shoe is not yet available on the market. With this design, adidas is showing consumers that it is 

possible to make an effort to be recycling conscious by supporting designs that are contributing 

to make our world a better place. The philosophy that they are trying to instill in their products in 

order to communicate to consumers is that the sustainability movement is not only up to the big 

decision makers. But that creatives and consumers also have a responsibility to take action. 

(Ungureanu, 2015) 



In his speech at COP21, Liedtke explains, “no longer do we need to use virgin materials to make 

new products, we can now use ocean plastic, we can now use illegal gill nets to create something 

special. (adidasGroup, 2015) 

The 3D-printed Ocean Plastic shoe is made entirely from salvaged ocean waste that has been 

given a new life. adidas teamed up with a partner network of Parley for the Oceans to retrieve 

and recycle these materials in order to redesign new industry standards. (adidas Group, 2015) 

This system by Parley for the Oceans is also known as, A.I.R. implementation (Fig. 8) -- Avoid, 

Intercept, Redesign. (Parley for the Oceans, 2016) 

!  
Fig. 8 - Parley for the Oceans, The A.I.R. Approach, 2016 

This recycling success aligns with the mission statement of Parley for the Oceans. 

Plastic is a design failure. We can only end the problem with a new material. In the 
meantime we save marine wildlife by cleaning up shorelines and oceans and cut into the 
production of new, virgin plastic through closed-loop recycling systems. (Parley, 2016) 



Parley for the Oceans has a Ocean Plastic Program that approaches the issue of ending plastic 

waste through collaboration. Examples of how this is done is by direct action, communication 

and education, product fiction, and research and development. Some of these initiatives include 

working with international partners to cleanup plastic from coastlines, repurposing fishing nets 

found in the ocean, creating innovative recycled materials (Fig. 9), as well as developing new 

tools to eliminate future pollution. (Parley for the Oceans, 2016) 



!  
Fig. 9 - Parley for the Oceans, plastic process, 2015 

The adidas and Parley for the Oceans, 3D-printed Ocean Plastic shoe is a product that stands for 

how new industry standards can be set towards social good. This design for social good is not 

only made of recycled materials, but is an in action example of what can be done in response to 

the negative defects man has made to our world.  



Like Papanek (1971, p. 232) believed that the advancement of technology, tools and machines 

would become as important in mankind’s needs, this concept shoe shows us that with the 

advancement of a 3D-printer, conscious redesign in concern to water pollution is achievable. He 

believed that industrial designers and industry had an impact in taking cleanliness of water for 

granted. (Papanek, 1971, p. 232)  And now the message that adidas and Parley for the Oceans 

aim to communicate through this design will contribute to influence industry to be more aware of 

the power that they have in taking action towards this issue. 

Though both the Futurecraft 3D series and this latest 3D printed Ocean Plastic shoe are 
still in the concept phase, they represent an exciting direction for the sportswear giant 
moving forward; a direction that combines pioneering technological design, 
craftsmanship, 3D printing technology, and above all, a commitment to sustainability. 
(Kira, 2015) 
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