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Innovation in the Workplace

Roland Jones | Jul 16, 2020

From creating the world’s first biodegradable disposable nitrile glove to inventing the first one made
from PVC, Showa is an innovator in the hand protection space. Here’s how it uses research and
development to lead in the PPE market. 

The coronavirus pandemic has significantly increased the world’s use of personal protective equipment,
which is necessary to keep employees safe from the highly infectious coronavirus. 

But nearly all of the safety equipment employed for this purpose—the N95 masks, the gowns and the
gloves—are made of nonrecyclable materials, and they will eventually be thrown out. 

Where they go next is a critical question for the well-being of the environment, says Matthew
Piotrowski, product manager at Showa, a manufacturer of hand protection for the workplace.
 

“You would never think that four fingers and a thumb could have so much
technology devoted to it.”
Matthew Piotrowski
Showa

“The number of single-use disposable gloves used globally every year runs into the hundreds of billions,
and most of those items end up in a landfill at some point,” he notes. And the waste tally is likely to
increase as PPE manufacturers continue to produce products as the pandemic continues.

Read more about reopening in the MSC Direct Reopen Safely Guide

Thankfully, Showa has developed a solution to combat waste. 

Showa’s gloves with Eco Best Technology (EBT) are engineered for accelerated biodegradation in
biologically active landfills. According to Showa, independent certified laboratories performing long-
term landfill biodegradation testing (according to ASTM D5526-12) reported that Showa's gloves with
EBT achieved 82 percent biodegradation in only 386 days, while gloves without EBT achieved only 1.9
percent biodegradation over the same period.

https://cdn.mscdirect.com/global/media/pdf/resources/covid-reopen-guide.pdf
https://www.showagroup.eu/en/technology/en/eco-best#:~:text=SHOWA's%20revolutionary%20Eco%20Best%20Technology,hand%20protection%20in%20the%20market.
https://www.astm.org/DATABASE.CART/HISTORICAL/D5526-12.htm


EBT was first introduced in 2012 and now extends to 12 Showa gloves on the market.

“We want to focus on adding to that number, so it doesn’t end with these 12 styles,” Piotrowski says.
“Our goal in the next two to three years is to have as many products as possible within the Showa
portfolio with this biodegradable technology.”

Emphasis on Research and Development

Showa’s EBT technology is characteristic of a company that’s always committed to developing the most
advanced technologies through investments in research. 

This 66-year-old glove company, which is responsible for 58 patents, developed the first soft nitrile glove
and was the first company to produce PVC gloves for commercial uses. Other notable company
inventions include:

The world’s first wrinkle-finished, natural rubber-coated glove in 1960
The world’s first disposable nitrile glove in 1991
The world’s first accelerator-free disposable glove in 2003
The world’s first biodegradable disposable nitrile glove in 2012

Based in Japan, Showa maintains a strong commitment to U.S.-based manufacturing, Piotrowski says.
Most of the company’s glove styles are manufactured in Asia and Central America, but a massive
multimillion-dollar expansion project is currently underway at the company’s Fayette, Alabama, plant
to increase production capabilities on single-use-style gloves in the United States. 

The company mainly serves the food and manufacturing sectors. And, as with many other PPE
providers, the onset of the COVID-19 crisis drove up orders for Showa’s gloves, Piotrowski says. Orders
for April and May were very strong, he adds, but with a strong inventory, the company was able to
meet the rising demand. 

“Unfortunately, now we’re running low on inventory in some of our styles, or some of them are on back
order simply because the demand for PPE globally has skyrocketed,” Piotrowski says. “But on average
we hold one to two months of inventory on our shelves.”

Read more about Showa’s Eco Best Technology

Piotrowski says the COVID-19 crisis has presented an opportunity for the company to strengthen
relationships with key partners and begin relationships new customers. Given the potential issues with
the global supply chain, some are looking to purchase PPE from local U.S. producers, he says, noting
that very little of what Showa produces is subcontracted out to another company, and so the company
has a degree of vertical integration that gives it control over the supply chain in some cases down to the
raw materials. This gives some degree of comfort to those customers who now prefer to buy from U.S.-
based sources.

“I wouldn’t say it’s something that all of our customers are coming to us for, but it is definitely on the
lips of a lot of customers,” he says. “Some customers that may have preferred an overseas provider that
sells at a lower cost are showing interest now in the U.S.-made products that Showa produces,” he
adds. 

While it may cost a little bit more to buy from a U.S. producer, customers are starting to see the value
of relying on producers who are closer to home because they don’t have to wait three months for an
order to arrive from overseas, and a provider such as Showa can be nimble and supply customized
small-batch orders, Piotrowski notes.

https://www.mscdirect.com/betterMRO/safety/video-eco-best-technology%C2%AE-showa


The ‘Cadillac of Gloves’

Another of Showa’s key strengths is its commitment to quality, says Piotrowski, noting that the
company has a reputation for producing the “Cadillac of gloves.” 

“We are not a generic low-cost manufacturer,” he says. “We focus on product quality, performance and
value above all else.”

At the foundation of this commitment to quality is a dedication to research and development,
Piotrowski says. 

“We spend millions each year on research and development, and we have 100-plus people in the R&D
center in Himeji, Japan,” he says. “You would never think that four fingers and a thumb could have so
much technology devoted to it.” 

Showa’s corporate saying is “always innovating, never imitating,” he adds. 

“We’ve been the inventors of so many glove styles over the past four decades,” he says. “Our ability to
understand industry trends and react to them with really unique products is due to our dedication to
research and development. We always want to be leading the pack; we want to be innovators, not
imitators.”
 

A good example of this innovative streak is Showa’s Temres technology, the world's first waterproof
and breathable glove, where water moisture in the form of vapor can pass through the glove’s fabric to
the outside, but once it has turned to a liquid state on the outside of the glove it can’t pass back in
again because the molecules are too large. The technology uses two main membranes in the glove to
enable the effect, which includes both breathability and water resistance.

“The application prevents your hands from getting sweaty,” Piotrowski says. “It’s very big in the
commercial fishing industry. You can wet your hand, stick it inside the glove and, in a while, your hand
will be dry, and you may start to actually feel a bit of moisture on the outside of the glove because the
moisture from your hand moves through the membrane.”

Piotrowski says the company also found, to its surprise, that the Temres gloves had found a following
in the mountaineering community. 

“A well-known hiker and mountain climber did a review on all the equipment that he would take on
one of his normal mountain hikes—he went over the boots that he wore, the jacket and the pants, and
even the gloves he brought, and it turns out the one he preferred was the Temres technology,” he says,
adding that he even said he would prefer a different color. “We’ve listened, and now we are coming out
with a black version in a retail version for that side of the business as well,” he adds.

Read more: Best Practices for Reopening Safely After COVID-19: What Manufacturers Need to Know

EBT Biodegradable Gloves

For now, though, Showa’s primary focus is the development of its EBT gloves and extending the
technology to its other products, Piotrowski says. 

When EBT gloves are disposed of in biologically active landfills, microorganisms are attracted to the
EBT material, which allows them to consume, metabolize and breakdown the gloves into natural
compounds. According to Showa, gasses from this process are released seven to nine times faster than
traditional disposable gloves, making the biodegradation a good source for biogas. This process

https://www.showagroup.com/us/en/technology/en/temres%C2%AE#:~:text=How%20does%20it%20work%3F,100%20%C2%B5m%20to%203%2C000%20%C2%B5m.
https://www.mscdirect.com/betterMRO/safety/best-practices-reopening-safely-after-covid-19-what-manufacturers-need-know


requires the use of landfills with biogas installations.

“The push for us is to have a significant percentage of the Showa catalog of styles have this
technology,” he says. “And over the next two to three years nearly all of Showa’s unsupported glove
styles will be manufactured with EBT technology. This includes the products made here in the United
States, so there’s a dedication to US manufacturing and the preservation of the environment as well.”

Explore SHOWA's full line of EBT Biodegradable Gloves.

 

What is your shop doing to deal with a growing dependency on PPE?
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