
 

The 10 reasons your shoes don’t last, and 
what you can do to select shoes that do. 

 
In 2009, I ordered a pair of boots 
that I thought were going to 
change my life. I was finally at a 
place in my career where I could 
spend more on better shoes. I felt 
like a million bucks when I tried 
them on.  A year later, and I was 
not wearing them every day, the 
soles were flapping like Daffy 
Duck’s mouth whenever I walked. 
I took them to a local cobbler to 
have them repaired only to find out 
they couldn’t be. Money down the 
drain.  
 
At that point I began to research 
how mass produced shoes were 
made. What I found astounded 
me.  
 
The very nature of mass 
production in shoes, breeds 

inferiority. Not only are the 
materials inferior, the 
manufacturing process is full of 
problems and oversight. Worse 
than inferior, mass produced 
shoes cause a cycle of mass 
waste. In fact, over 300 million 
shoes are thrown into landfills 
each year - in the US alone. Plus, 
the industrial process itself creates 
a behemoth of waste, not to 
mention pollution. And the worst 
part of all, and this one really hit 
me hard, still does, I learned that 
people are forced into working in 
many of these factories. But it’s 
not just the factories where the 
shoes are made - It’s also the 
places where the hides are 
tanned, and the companies that 
truck the materials from place to 
place. 



 
Needless to say, I began making my own shoes shortly after. 

 
 

 
 

Here are the 10 biggest reasons we’ve all experienced 
shoes that fall apart long before their expiration date, and 

how you can avoid it in the future. 
 

1. Poor leather Quality: 
There’s no question that leather qualities vary greatly. Most mass produced 
shoes use “genuine”, or “patent” leather, which probably sounds good, but I 
assure you it’s not. Genuine leather is actually one of the lowest grades of 
leather, and patent leather refers to the plastic coating that goes over 
leather to make it permanently shiny - which can only work by using a split. 
 
Let me explain. A cow’s skin is thick, like super thick. So thick that using 
the full thickness of it is impossible when it comes to anything that needs to 
be flexible. So it gets “split”. The splits closest to the outer skin layer of the 
cow are the strongest. The splits that come from the innermost part of the 
skin, are the weakest. From strongest to weakest we have: 

Full Grain - this is the outermost layer of skin 
Top Grain - this is the layer under the outer layer 
Genuine Leather - this is the innermost layer of skin 
Patent Leather - innermost layer with an added coating of plastic 

 
The reason patent leather can’t be made from full grain is because the 
surface contains too many blemishes for a smooth glassy look. Using the 
inner layers allow for a more consistent color and texture. The problem is, 



the fibers are much looser, more prone to cracking and stretching and 
ultimately fall apart much sooner than full grain leather. 
 
What to purchase: Shoes made of full grain leather, or even top 
grain if full grain can’t be found. They will last much longer, and if the 
full grain is of a good thickness, and conditioned once in a while - it 
can last for generations. That’s why we use it exclusively at SH. 

 

2. Fiberboard Insole material: 
This may seem silly, but i’ve seen it 100s of times. The insole, not the insert 
that you see just before sliding your feet into your shoes. It’s what the 
shoes are built around, underneath the insert. 99% of the boots and shoes 
made today are made with fiberboard insoles. After about a year of daily 
use these insoles crack from moisture and sweat, and begin to break down.  
 
What to purchase: The truth is, it will be difficult to find a pair of 
boots or shoes under $500 (many at that price still use fiberboard) 
with an actual leather insole, but that’s what you want. Unfortunately 
the only way to know what you are getting is to ask. Sometimes, the 
inserts are removable, and you can pull them out to look. You’re also 
looking for someone to say they are hand welted, which can only be 
done with a leather insole. 

 

3. The way they were put together: 
Do you know how they are made? I mean, do you? More often than not 
they are simply glued together, like entirely. And, if perchance they are 
assembled with more than glue, it’s usually in such a way that speeds up 
production rather than increases quality. They are also made with false 
stitching to make them look like they are made better. 
 



What to purchase: As I mentioned above, if they are hand 
welted, you have a quality shoe. But there are other means of 
construction that are suitable. A Blake stitch for example, means that 
the sole is stitched rather than glued on. 

 

4. The synthetic materials used: 
I’ve already spoken about low grade leather, but often the shoes made 
today use more synthetics than leather. I’m not opposed to synthetics 
altogether. However, they do take longer to break down in a landfill than 
leather does, so if they are being thrown away in the numbers I mentioned 
above, this is a huge issue. But more than that, the synthetics affect shoe 
quality.  
 
They feel great initially, I know. The problem is, the synthetic materials start 
to feel less good in about 6 months. The foam and neoprene padding stop 
having their resilience and become softer and less cushiony. The result is 
less comfort or even discomfort. Our feet are designed to take the weight of 
our bodies. Cushioning our steps so much that they are unable to work as 
designed puts uneven wear and tear on other parts of our bodies. Shoes 
should have some structure, not feel like concrete, but some structure, so 
that your feet can tell they are planted firmly.  
 
What to purchase: This goes back to the leather insoles. Its firm, 
but soft. It gives support without feeling too stiff (though some must 
be broken in), and it begins to mold to the shape and contours of you 
individual feet when broken in. Another option is to buy shoes with 
the synthetics that can be easily removed and replaced. 

 



5. The speed of manufacture: 
That’s right. Shoes are made entirely too fast. The sewn part of the uppers 
aren’t back-stitched so they become unravelled, the glue isn’t set so it 
comes apart quickly, the leather isn’t properly molded into the shape of a 
shoe and tries to revert back to its old, flat shape, etc… 
 
Making shoes is a patience game, the more you have while making, the 
better the outcome. Many glues work incredibly well, but only if the 
directions are followed. Also, leather must be wet in order to stretch it into a 
shoe shape. It takes time to dry (3 days in my studio) and glue should not 
be applied until it has. 
 
What to purchase: Ask the company you’re buying from how 
long it takes to make a pair of shoes. If it takes less than three weeks, 
they were rushed. If they mentioned they are “hand lasted” you know 
you’re getting shoes that are better.  

 

6. Poor quality control: 
I’m not saying there isn’t someone checking every individual shoe before it 
is boxed and shipped out, some companies do that. What I’m talking about 
is the quality control that occurs during construction. When there are 
hundreds of people sewing, or gluing, or stretching leather, there is no way 
to back them up and make sure each step is being followed correctly. At 
Standard Handmade, the patience with which we have for construction 
becomes our quality control - In fact, we don’t need to have anyone inspect 
the final product because it wouldn’t have made it that far with a defect. 
This also means less waste for us.  
 
What to purchase: The only way to avoid bad quality control 
practices is to buy made-to-order, custom handmade, or bespoke 



shoes. As a bonus, you get to have a say about them before they are 
made. 

 

7. Assembly lines: 
Assembly lines, have you ever worked on one? I haven’t but I’ve seen the 
footage. Could you imagine what it would be like to label a battery with 
“made in USA” 12-16 hours a day? I can, it would cause a little death in me 
over time, which would cause me not to care much about the work that I 
do. If I don’t care about the work I do, I don’t care about the quality of the 
work I’m doing. This is happening everywhere in the shoe industry, and 
these are just the people who have a choice in the matter. Hundreds of 
thousands of people don’t have a choice, and I can’t imagine they are all 
that interested in the quality of their work either.  
 
What to purchase: Find shoes that are made by one person, if 
you can. If not, ones that are made by just a few people who are paid 
well for their craft, and are not overworked. You’ll find that very few 
companies are transparent about this, but the ones who are, will 
gladly share just as we do. 

 

8. Poor quality of life for workers: 
Slave labor. There are an estimated 20 million slaves in the world today. To 
give you an idea how big that number is, during the african slave trade, 
which lasted over 400 years, a total of 8 million people were sold into 
slavery.  
 
Today, people, usually children or young adults are taken from their homes 
with the promise of a better future for themselves and for their family, only 
to learn they will never see them again. There is nothing good about this - 
except that unknowing consumers get to have extremely low priced goods, 



and feel like they’ve saved money. But the truth is, anything that requires 
skilled labor to produce will cost money, and it should be worth it. 
 
People who are forced into working at factories have a poor quality of life. 
They are overworked, underpaid if any pay at all, and are separated from 
their families. Not only is this a sad, inhumane, and unacceptable process - 
we can’t expect these people to make anything of real value. Think about 
the kind of work you’d produced if you were underpaid, considered 
expendable, and were undervalued at your job.  
 
That’s why we spend countless hours making sure all of our materials are 
from reliable sources. For the most part we use american leather from 
american tanneries and buy direct. For the materials we can’t get in the US 
we spend time to find the companies where people get to live lives that 
matter, and which are full of love and value. In this way we are trying to 
create more demand for slavery-free products, which, once the culture 
changes from “how cheap can I get something,” to “how well was this made 
with respect to people, the planet, and the quality of the product,” will 
create less demand for slave labor.  
 
What to purchase: Slavery-free, conflict-free shoes! There aren’t 
many companies that even know who’s really making their shoes or 
where there leather is coming from, but I encourage you to do your 
research. I can’t stress it enough.  

 

9. Made entirely on machines - which don’t have any feet 
of their own: 

Seriously, the machine doesn’t care about your feet. Mass produced shoes 
are made almost entirely on machines now. Even the sewing machines are 
becoming automated. Sounds precise, right? Yes, it is. So much so that the 
life has been taken away from them. Our feet aren’t entirely symmetrical, 



and don’t fit and mold perfectly. Shoes, like a good book in which the words 
have new, profound meanings every time you read it, should be full of life 
and character, and change overtime, in a good way, just as you do. 
 
What to purchase: Try to find shoes made with real hands, and 
the imperfect-perfection that comes from a practiced, steady hand. 
Intentionality and integrity produce better outcomes than efficiency.  

 

10. Too many options, endless variety: 
Besides making it hard to choose the blue ones between the red ones, 
between the yellow ones, the brown ones, black ones, pink ones, orange 
ones, caramel, tan, stone, lace up, velcro, striped, studded, 
glow-in-the-dark, it’s difficult to keep the quality to a satisfactory level when 
there are so many variations to make. This is due in large part to the fact 
that not every material in each variation will have the same properties. 
Even the same hide of leather will vary in thickness and stretch. Not only 
that, dyes and finishes are inconsistent. The colors are not quite the same 
from hide to hide, much like ceramic tile. When a computer decides to cut 
the leather by hide it is looking to get the most patterns cut from one piece 
as possible without care for whether or not a portion of the hide is 
unsuitable.  
 
What to purchase: Simplicity is better 99% of the time. We hand 
pick all of our leathers, as well as decide which parts of the hide work 
best for certain parts of the shoes or boots. Look for companies that 
keep things simple, and are more transparent about their process of 
choosing materials.  

 
 



In 2011 I sold my first pair of shoes after having honed my craft for a 
couple years. I began making custom boots and shoes from that point 
forward, and in 2015 Standard Handmade was born.  
 
If you’re ready to wear boots made entirely for you, that last a lifetime, 
minimize waste, and are slavery and sweatshop free, click the link 
below.  

Shop Now 
 
Your shoes are on your feet most of the day, and they should help 
you go the distance, and then some.  
 
It’s time for shoes that are different, rather than those which 
perpetuate a cycle that keeps us buying nonstop, just to be thrown 
away, and which keep people in bondage. 
 
Note: If you’re looking for a design or aesthetic that’s more custom 
than you see on our site, don’t hesitate to contact us here. We can 
make all styles - And we want you to be 100% happy.  
 
My hope is that this PDF helps you tremendously on your next shoe purchase, even if that is not 
with us.  
 
Thanks for reading, and I wish you the best. 
 
Sincerely, 
Chad Kimball 
Owner & Operator of Standard Handmade 

https://www.standardhandmade.com/collections/frontpage?page=1

