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PLANNED OBSOLESCENCE
What is it?
Do you remember when the
light bulbs lasted longer than a
year? Did your first washing
machine worked for at least 15
years and its replacement only for
4? That is the purpose of what we
call the “Planned Obsolescence”:
creating products with a finite
life span.

WHICH INDUSTRIAL SECTORS
ARE CONCERNED?
The answer is simple: all of
them. The clothing department is
concerned since there’s a new
trend and new collections each
year (high quality nylon stockings
used to exist but their resistance
to laddering was diminished to
encourage the consumer to buy
others). The computer industry
works in that respect too
otherwise why would there be
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A FEW ENLIGHTENING FACTS

“ The real marvel is the Centennial
Light in Livermore, California – an
incandescent light bulb manufactured
back in the 19th century. The world’s
longest lasting light bulb still shines today
uninterrupted after a century of use ”

In the 1920s, Osram, Philips and
General Electrics formed a cartel
to control the manufacture and sale of
light bulbs. They decided to reduce the
life span from 2,500 hrs to 1,000 hrs by
1940.

Brooks Stevens (industrial designer
of the 1950s) - His purpose was not to
encourage Planned Obsolescence but
rather incite the consumers to get the
latest version of the product and
abandon the old one.

Disposability over
everything else?
•••

The Vicious Circle of
“DEATH DATING”*

This situation creates
advantages for the
manufacturers, but also for
the consumer. For instance,
the revenue from sales is
increased, the company can
be seen as leader in its
domain and they have to
innovate rapidly to make
people buy other products. As
for the consumer, products
are (supposedly) cheaper, so
one can change quickly, and

We work to buy
products, goods
We work more to
buy more

Those products are
designed to cease
functioning
➡ The consumer becomes a “walking debt”
➡ The consumer decides to keep the “outdated product”

feel like he (or she) is the new
ambassador of the brand. The
* the other name for “Planned Obsolescence”
competition between
individuals is tough, so the a growing dissatisfaction on p h o n e i s c h e a p e r t h a n
need to be in the trend is also the part of the consumer, so c h a n g i n g t h e b a t t e r y !
important (that’s why people the manufacturers struggle Moreover, there is a kind of
tend to queue in front of an a g a i n s t a p o s s i b l e b a d c o m p e t i t i o n b e t w e e n
Apple store when latest
reputation. The consumer, on consumers, they want to have
product is commercialized).
the other hand is forced into a the best product so they
W h e r e t h e r e a r e perpetual consumption cycle r e c e i v e p r e s s u r e f r o m
advantages, there are also (see above) and has to save themselves, but also from
disadvantages, on both sides. even more money in order to advertising and medias in
O n t h e o n e h a n d , t h e spend it in other products. ge n e r a l ( T V, m a ga z i n e s ,
multitude of products creates And sometimes, buying a new billboards...).

A WIND OF CHANGE?
According to
the United Nations
,
the amount of e-was
te
production reaches
“In terms of concrete action, the French Green Senator Jean-Vincent
EESC plans to organise a major Placé prepared a bill (April 2013)
European Round Table in 2014 supposed to extend the minimum life
involving all the relevant actors and span of a product and by doing so,
covering all sectors”
limiting the planned obsolescence.

20 to 50 million
tones
every year

Economic interest at the expense
of our planet: the e-waste issue

TYPES OF

PLANNED
OBSOLESCENCE

Technical:
A product becomes outdated
(e.g: when a new version of a
product comes out)
Aesthetic:
A product becomes out of
fashion (problem of style)
Functional:
A product is made to cease
functioning with a given
period
Service / System:
Concerns a change in the
ser vice of system that
s u p p o r t s t h e p ro d u c t s
(encourages the consumer to
buy another product)

WHY ARE THINGS MADE TO FAIL? QUANTITY APPEARS TO BE MORE
IMPORTANT THAN QUALITY....
Nowadays, goods are designed to be unrepairable (you can’t fix your
own car, change your phone’s battery without going to the store...), this
means that when a product is changed, a new one has to be created, and
the more you have to replace it, the more resources are needed and it
creates a resource depletion (especially in rare earth).
Most of the products are not recyclable, so when the manufacturers
collect their old products, it’s to send
them to landfills in under-developed
countries which creates pollution, but

PROBLEMS?

the toxicity of the components also
spreads diseases among the people who

Notification:

try to live from this «black market». And

Generally, small lights turn
red to warn that a piece of
the product needs to be
replace (however it’s still
working...)

since it’s impossible to control each and
every containers of the world, the traffic
continues... We also consume more
energy (and water) since we have to
make more products.

George
Nelson
Industrial Designer

Environmental impact
(problem of e-waste +
transport between each
stage of the
production)
Use of a finite amount
of natural resources

WHAT CAN WE DO ABOUT IT?
We can start by buying quality
goods, because the cheapest isn’t
always the best for us and the
environment.

Consumer not aware
nor in control of the
lifespan of a given
product

Buy things made out of recycled

“We need thi
n g s material, and manufacturers need to
create recyclable products.
co ns um ed , bu rn ed
up,
w o r n o u t , re p l a
c e d , Replace a product when it’s out of
order and not out of fashion.
di sc ar de d at an
ev er
And simply: take care of your goods!
increasing rate”

=> Responsibility of the
designers
=> Everybody’s
responsibility to recycle
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