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Compatibility with Shoe-care 
Products – A Recommendation 

 

When spots or areas of discolouration appear on new shoes shined for the first time with shoe polish, 

complaints are inevitable. Unfortunately, such cases are on the rise. That is why PFI and the leather-

care product manufacturers who are members of the German Cosmetic, Toiletry, Perfumery, and 

Detergent Association (Industrieverband Körperpflege‐ und Waschmittel e.V., IKW) have issued a 

Quality Assessment Recommendation for Compatibility of Shoe Uppers with Care Products. This 

recommendation will enable shoe manufacturers and other leatherworkers as well as the shoe and 

leather trade to establish whether the upper materials used are indeed compatible with care products.  

 

In 2013 the manufacturers of shoe-care products noted 

a significantly greater number of consumer complaints 

after use of shoe-care products than in previous years. 

Fortunately, only few shoe manufacturers have been 

affected. The complaints received concerned shoes with 

synthetic upper materials, and also leather shoes. The 

problem: Lack of care-product compatibility of the 

upper materials. This applies both to water-based and 

to solvent-based care products.  

 

Finishing agents based on aqueous formulations are increasingly being used in leather and shoe 

production. In order to obtain fashion effects, a finishing agent having a colour different from that of the 

leather is frequently applied. Increasingly, such finishing agents prove to be neither smear-resistant nor 

water-resistant. Colour changes can then occur on contact with water or care products. A further 

observation is that the bonding of dyes to sensitive leathers is often insufficiently stable. On contact with 

care products they can migrate to the surface and cause irreparable colour changes. This applies to shoes 

in all price ranges. 

 

In an effort to protect the environment, many manufacturers are producing shoe creams based on 
solvent-free, water-based formulations. Such care products are ideally suited for high-quality shoe upper 
materials. Yet the number of customer complaints after use of water-based shoe-care emulsions on a 
number of shoe brands increased significantly in 2013, probably because the quality of the finishing 
agent for the upper material was compromised. If this is indeed the case, then the finishing agent can 
even be wiped off with a damp cloth – regardless of whether a care product is used. This leads to 
irreparable damage if the colour of the finishing agent differs from that of the upper. 
 

Nor are all shoe upper materials stable towards commercially available solvent-based care and 

waterproofing sprays. These sprays usually contain alcohol or industrial spirit as solvent. They are well 

suited for high quality shoe upper materials. If the finishing agent is of poor quality, the upper material is 

subject to partial dissolution at the surface or swells; during wear microcracks invisible to the naked eye  

 

http://www.ikw.org/fileadmin/content/downloads/Haushaltspflege/HP_IKW-E.pdf
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develop in the upper material and allow penetration of solvent into the material, thus enhancing this 

effect. This also causes irreparable damage such as spots or grey discolouration. 

 

In cooperation with the Test and Research Institute Pirmasens (PFI)  the leather-care product 
manufacturers who are members of the German Cosmetic, Toiletry, Perfumery, and Detergent 
Association (Industrieverband Körperpflege‐ und Waschmittel e.V., IKW) have issued a Quality 
Assessment Recommendation for Compatibility of Shoe Uppers with Care Products. This provides 
footwear manufacturers and the shoe trade with a useful instrument to determine whether shoe upper 
materials are indeed compatible with care products. This IKW Recommendation is also of value in other 
fields, such as for leather furniture and leather bags. 
 

The Recommendation can be downloaded in English or German from the website 

www.haushaltspflege.org, as can Recommendations for the Quality Assessment of Leather Care 

Products.  

 

Any questions? Please contact: 

Dipl.-Ing. (FH) Liselotte Vijselaar 

Head of Physical Testing Laboratory at PFI 

Tel.: +49-(0)6331 – 2490 12, E-Mail: liselotte-vijselaar@pfi-germany.de  
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