Planned Obsolescence - A societal necessity… or a vulgar waste of finite resources?
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The purpose of this research paper is to gain a greater depth of understanding on the controversial practice of planned obsolescence, in an attempt to determine whether its criticisms are justified, or whether its unfavourable consequences should be overlooked for the greater good of technological and social development.
Planned obsolescence is the economical practice of planning, designing and producing a product with an artificially low shelf life, so that it becomes obsolete within a pre-determined and reduced timeframe. The intention of this act is to generate repeat purchases and achieve greater long-term sales volume.
One of the earliest known examples of planned obsolescence can be traced back to the beginning of the 20th century. Following invention by Thomas Edison in 1879, the first type of mass-produced lightbulb had a typical lifespan of over 1,500 hours. However, as the lightbulb customer base grew, manufacturers realised that more money could be made by artificially reducing the lifespan of their product. As a result, by the middle of the 20th century, and despite technological advances that should have increased the products reliability, the average lifespan of a lightbulb had dropped to under 1,000 hours - a reduction of over 33% (Stanley, 2018).
The practice was further adopted throughout the 1920s and 30s in an attempt to cultivate sales growth during the great depression, and by the 1950s and 60s the act was commonplace across many fields of manufacturing. As per Boradkar (2010); Obsolescence, planned or unplanned, was perceived as an inevitable force to be embraced as a mechanism for technological change, economic success, social prosperity and human satisfaction.
Henry Ford, the revolutionary automobile manufacturer, was at first fundamentally opposed to the ethics behind planned obsolescence. In the autobiographical account of his life to date, Ford stated that; It does not please us to have a buyer's car wear out or become obsolete. We want the man who buys one of our products never to have to buy another. We never make an improvement that renders any previous model obsolete' (Ford, 1922). Ford was referencing his legacy; the ground-breaking Ford Model T, the sole product of his company for almost 20 years between 1908 and 1927. However, with the ink of Ford's words barely dry, his company took a downturn. Between the years of 1922 and 1927, sales of his iconic vehicle plummeted year on year, and, having vehemently refused to update and restyle his Model T, production was finally halted in 1927 upon the release of his new product - the Ford Model A. "While Ford's market share had dropped from 51% to 9% between 1922 and 1927, the new Model A picked the figures back up to 30% by 1929" (Yale Law Journal, 1971:567). The marketplace had changed, and no longer were people willing to pay new money for old designs - no matter how reliable and robust. Consumer desires had shifted, and they left behind the manufacturers who weren't on board with their new expectations.











[bookmark: _Hlk4411688]Fig.1: 1923 Ford Model T
	A more recent example of a company associated with the act of planned obsolescence would be the tech giant, Apple. Often cited as a company founded on innovation and development, they have also faced well founded accusations that software updates render older models of their products sluggish and essentially useless (Gibbs, 2017), whilst also receiving - from some quarters - strong discontent over the regularity in which they bring out new, flagship models - often with only minimal upgrades over its predecessor (Gibbs, 2015). In fact, the company released none other than 17 different iPhone models in the 10 years between 2007 and 2017.
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Fig.2: 17 iPhone models in 10 years
In 2018, an Italian watchdog found the tech giant guilty of deliberate planned obsolescence (Burns, 2018), though the relatively meagre punishment of €10 million is unlikely to alter the practices of a company who turned over $62.9 billion in the fourth quarter of 2018 alone (Haslam, 2018).
	Although slight variations of the model exist, there's typically considered to be three major types of obsolescence. Firstly, there's Functional Obsolescence; where existing products become superseded by newer, better functioning alternatives that enter the market. Then there's Contrived Durability; where a product is specifically designed to fail within a set amount of time, and where repair is made impractical either by design, or due to a purposeful lack of spare part availability. Lastly, there's Perceived Obsolescence; where a product is otherwise of sound quality and performance but becomes undesirable in our minds due to fashion or other changes that make it feel unsatisfactory. In his influential and widely read book 'The Wastemakers', author Vance Packard 'applauds and welcomes functional obsolescence, […] but rejects the other two as manipulative and dishonest' (Boradkar, 2010). He believed that such practices ultimately lead to the waste of finite resources and the degradation of lifestyle, whilst also believing it produced a change of character in the people it targeted. The 'constant thirst for raw materials and fuel to support production' and the 'careless, wasteful and unregulated habits of corporations' were his utmost concern (Boradkar, 2010), but he also feared that the commercialisation of America through its constant bombardment of advertisements, commercials and capitalist propaganda would lead to the public becoming 'hedonistic, materialistic, soft and passive', before ultimately finding 'their main life satisfactions in their consumption role rather than their productive role' (Packard, 1960). To counter this, Packard was a proponent of consumer activism, education and conservatism, whilst insisting that manufacturers should employ extensive quality control, ditch the fad-based direction of consumerism and instead switch focus back to utility and serviceability. He was also an advocate for greater government control and oversight, with further power and authority afforded to not-for-profit watchdogs.
	Another classic example of planned obsolescence can be found in modern day home printers - or more specifically - the ink cartridges found within modern day home printers. Many of the products sold by major manufacturers - whether via the use of internal microchips or batteries - have an inbuilt timer that starts to count down upon first installation. The purpose? To force resales on a consumer who is essentially punished for not using their product frequently enough. The customer has to replace a cartridge, which, for all intents and purposes, may be completely full. Further to that, most printers require all colours to be stocked before the consumer can resume printing. For example - if they wish to print in grayscale, but they've run out of cyan - that's unfortunate… but tough. Before that expensive piece of technology can be used again, they'll need to restock all ink bays (Hadhazy, 2016). 
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Fig.3: A familiar sight for owners of home printers
If that's not infuriating enough, past practise has seen manufacturers disable all device functions - even the scanner, for instance, until the low ink supplies have been fully replenished. Of course, ink isn't required to scan an image to PC - but never mind that technicality - this practice generates repeat sales for the manufacturer, which fundamentally is what matters most (Consumerist, 2013).
[bookmark: _Hlk4430908]This type of chicanery doesn't only damage the pockets of the consumer, it also has an impact on our wider environment. As per Hadhazy (2016), 'according to Cartridge World, a company that recycles printer cartridges and offers cheaper replacements, in North America alone, 350 million (not even empty) cartridges end up in landfills annually. Beyond waste, all that extra manufacturing can degrade the environment too'. Although this example is specific to an exceptionally small sector of manufacturing, it can act as a microcosm for wider industry as a whole. In their book 'Consumer Engineering', authors Sheldon and Arens were little concerned about environmental impacts. They argued that 'people are persuaded to abandon the old and buy the new to be up-to-date, to have the right and correct thing. Does there seem to be a sad waste in the process? Not at all' (Sheldon and Arens, 1932:7) and rather nonchalantly quipped 'we still have tree-covered slopes to deforest and subterranean lakes of oil to tap with our gushers' (Sheldon and Arens, 1932:65), proudly proclaiming that such an approach is 'the American way'.
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Fig.4: A man-made mountain
Theoretically, the justification for planned obsolescence is based upon a reliable transition of discarded items into the second hand market. However, the belief that one persons unwanted goods will neatly serve the desires of another are not quite so straight forward. Although the used car market, for example, is geared towards resale with a robust pre-owned network, most products do not enjoy such structure. Instead, a large proportion of unwanted items end up collecting dust in charity store windows or wasting away atop of junkyard scrap heaps (Boradkar, 2010).
Despite concerns over the environmental impact of planned obsolescence, the practice does offer a range of significant positives. Firstly, it has a rather beneficial societal impact. In the early 20th century, economist Thorsten Veblen noted that the ability to discard items and replace them with a newer, more superior alternative has an overall pleasing, beneficial effect on the person doing the replacing (Gleeson, n.d.). It also empowers the consumer. Whereas in generations past they may have been stuck with an unsatisfactory, sub-standard product, the scale of choice now offers the option of replacing such an item in a short period of time and taking direct action against the manufacturer by switching to a rival companies' services (Del Mastro, 2012 and Strausz, 2009). As Slade (2016) professed; 'There’s no doubt about it, more people have had a better quality of life as a result of our consumer model than at any other time in history.'
[bookmark: _GoBack]	The biggest advantage for planned obsolescence is undoubtedly the impact it's had on technological advancement in the last 70 years. Taking the mobile phone as an example, the average consumer is content with the current short lifecycle model, but it comes with one condition; each new product has to supersede the last. In that case, the customer is content with their choice as in return for a short lifecycle, they receive the latest and greatest technology. If the manufacturer fails at delivering this, then they're likely to lose a customer. If the entire industry fails however, then discontent will rise, as consumers start to question the model they're subscribed too. This unwanted scenario serves as motivation for the manufacturer to push technological boundaries and deliver what's perceived as a high-quality product, time after time (Fishman, Gandal and Shy, 1993). 
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Fig.5: Technological growth since 1900
	In conclusion - and as is often the case - a straight forward answer cannot be given on whether planned obsolescence has had an overall positive or negative impact on humanity to date. The answer is not black and white, rather a shade of grey somewhere in between. It is without question that planned obsolescence has had a major influence in shaping our consumer choices over the last 100 years and is no doubt part of the reason we've seen a rate of technological growth never experienced before. But just as unquestionably, the practice has fostered a culture of waste that should shame modern man. As populations explode over the next 50 years, it's vital that our current rate of waste does not explode with it. A balance needs to be struck, and the sooner that happens the better.
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