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HOW I GOT HERE

Felicity Milton is a 
mechanical engineer and 
Senior Manager, Strategy 
and Innovation at adidas, 
where she is responsible 
for digital strategy and 
business model innovation.

WHY DID YOU FIRST BECOME 
INTERESTED IN SCIENCE/
ENGINEERING? 
Design, sport, maths, and physics were my 
favourite subjects at school. They also had 
the added benefit of giving me more time 
in a workshop or on the sports pitch rather 
than at a desk in a classroom, which was 
always a big plus for me! I was intrigued 
by the engineering in sports equipment 
too – how can you tune the material in 
the midsole of a running shoe to provide 
maximum energy return for a certain 
cadance and force pattern? Then, you 
look at the human body, which gets even 
more interesting! Biomedical engineering 
is amazing, for example prosthetics that 
are connected to nerve endings and are an 
extension of the human body. I always saw 
engineering as less about jet engines and 
turbines and more as a way of improving 
human health and performance.

HOW DID YOU GET TO WHERE YOU 
ARE NOW?
I didn’t choose a sports engineering or 
specific medical course but decided to 
keep my options open with a general 
mechanical engineering course at Durham 
University. I picked a degree where I could 
specialise in the final two years, which 
is when I took modules in biomedical 
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and biomechanical engineering. While 
at university, I also started competing as 
a runner, which led to me getting offers 
from US universities to study and train 
out there. I applied to the Royal Academy 
of Engineering’s Engineering Leaders 
Scholarships scheme, which helped fund a 
trip to a sports engineering conference in 
Biarritz, where I met adidas’s senior director 
of engineering. 

After Durham, I studied an 
entrepreneurial degree in the US while 
running for Oklahoma State. As part of that, 
I founded a business and was suddenly 
going in a different direction. The product I 
developed was related to sports engineering 
– an electro-conductive, graduated 
compression sock for the Achilles tendon, 
intended as a rehabilitation product that 
could be used on the go. I came back to the 
UK and took a master’s in biomechanical 
engineering at Loughborough University to 
take advantage of the university’s business 
incubator. The product is still patented and 
I secured some funding for it but the next 
step is clinical trials, which I found quite 
daunting and expensive at the time. Instead, 
I began an internship at adidas, using my 
engineering background to work through 
the whole development pipeline, from 3D 
design and development to factories and 
marketing.

HOW I GOT HERE

WHAT HAS BEEN YOUR BIGGEST 
ACHIEVEMENT TO DATE? 
It’s a difficult question – I’ve found that 
sometimes when you’re focused on what 
you’re passionate about, things happen 
easily and it’s not about accolades or awards. 
I’m most pleased about everything I’ve 
learned along the way.

WHAT IS YOUR FAVOURITE THING 
ABOUT BEING AN ENGINEER?
I don’t do much engineering at the moment, 
but I do work very closely with lots of 
engineers. What I enjoy now is that not 
every opportunity has to come from a new 
technology, instead an old technology might 
be perfect for filling a gap in a specific market. 

I also think it’s important that engineers 
are driving new technology from a 
consumer or environmental need: adidas’s 
focus is on the environment now. We want 
to achieve a circular economy by creating 
a shoe made from one material that can be 
continuously recycled. People could rent 
a shoe for the duration of its life, then it’s 
taken back, recycled and a new one comes 
out for the owner. Eventually, the aim is 
to not even need the recycling process 
because that uses water and energy, so 
maybe using biodegradable products that 
can perform to a high standard instead. This 
kind of materials science and engineering is 
fascinating.

WHAT DOES A TYPICAL DAY AT WORK 
INVOLVE FOR YOU?
The pandemic has had a big impact on 
my role. At the moment, it’s a lot of Zoom 
meetings and screen time! Before COVID-
19, I was really focused on business model 
innovation and we were experimenting 
with democratising creativity; using robotic 
technology and the wealth of design, 
development, legal, production, digital, 
and distribution competencies that adidas 
has to enable creative consumers to 
co-create our products with us, connecting 
them to their consumers in the process. 
Unfortunately, that’s all on hold at the 
moment and now my main focus is 
e-commerce – our number one, always on 
store – pivoting our strategy and operating 
model so that we are able to respond and 
react to what consumers want and need 
when other stores or outlets are closed. 
We wanted to continue to reflect culture 
and celebrate sporting moments during a 
very difficult year for consumers and our 
company.

WHAT WOULD BE YOUR ADVICE TO 
YOUNG PEOPLE LOOKING TO PURSUE 
A CAREER IN ENGINEERING?
The landscape now is so different, with 
so many opportunities. The routes into 
engineering are really exciting, so think 
about where you want to learn and maybe 
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intern at a startup or smaller platform 
business model. Bigger corporations and 
the more traditional route have lots of 
benefits too, for example being able to make 
mistakes in a more protected environment. 
But if you’re really passionate and know 
what you want, be careful not to listen 
to too much advice! If you’re enjoying 
something, it doesn’t really feel like a job 
and by nature you’ll excel at it.

WHAT’S NEXT FOR YOU?
More of the same would be fun! I think 
at some point in the future, I’ll go back 
to the startup world. I’ve really enjoyed 
being able to have an entrepreneurial role 
within adidas, which is great. Walking that 
line between the startup world and the 
corporate world is really what I love.

Health has been at the forefront of all our 
minds this year, and the work that startups 
have been doing in this area, especially in the 
US, has been so valuable. One day I hope to 
make the transition from sport to health tech.
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