Poor people,
poor proclucts"
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A prellmlnqry analysis of the
impact on low income
households of longer lasting
consumer durables

Tim Cooper

SUMMARY

This paper addresses the potential
impact on low income households of
initiatives to increase the life span of
consumer durables. Such initiatives
would reduce the excessive waste
generated in industrialised nations,
but there may be a conflict with
social objectives, in that prices of the
cheapest household appliances,
which poorer households can only
barely afford, may increase. The
paper applies data from recent
Government surveys on spending
patterns among the poor to earlier
research on product life undertaken
by the author (Cooper, 1994). It
explores the options available to low
income households if prices of essen-
tial items increase and identifies
some alternatives to purchasing new
products. It concludes that, in theory
if not in practice, several such
options exist. However it highlights
the complexity of the issue by con-
trasting the belief that it is unaccept-
able for households to be so poor
that they have to utilise products dis-
carded by others, with the argument
that it is environmentally unrealistic
to assume that every household
should possess an ever-increasing
range of new consumer durables.
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Sustainable consumption & social justice

ince the 1992 Earth Summit there
Shos been growing interest in the link

between environmental policy and
social justice. Policies designed to
encourage environmental sustainability
by influencing consumption patterns
invariably have a social dimension: there
will be winners, but also losers. Thus
measures fo promote sustainable con-
sumption are liable to meet with political
opposition unless carefully designed,
especially if those people liable to suffer
are already socially disadvantaged.

The manufacture and sale of longer
lasting household products has recently
been proposed as a necessary response
to the everincreasing volume of waste
generated in industrialised countries. This
paper explores the potential impact on
the poor of such a strategy.

Anecdotal evidence suggests that many
poor people buy consumer durables such
as kitchen appliances second hand rather
than new. The environmental significance
is clearly positive in that use is made of
items which would otherwise be discard-
ed prematurely. It is not the ideal solution
from a more critical, social perspective,
however, which would question whether
poor people should have fo live off the
‘waste' of the affluent.

An alternative option for the poor might
be to buy the cheapest, budget range
products. Even this is less than ideal, how-
ever, in that these are often less durable
and, in the case of electrical appliances,
less energy efficient and thus more costly
fo run. An enforced increase in the dura-
bility of new household products may well
increase their price and thus make them
less accessible.

In order to understand the meaning of
sustainable consumption there is a need
for greater understanding of the social
dimension of consumption and waste. It
has recently been argued that much con-
sumer research has in the past fended fo
concentrate on 'middle class' interests,
such as trends in high street sales and the
impact of 'out of town' supermarkets.
There have, for example, been few stud-
ies of alternative modes of consumption
such as second hand shops and car boot
sales, which are of particular relevance
fo low incomé households (1],

Similarly, little research has been
undertaken on the social dimension fo
waste generation, or, more specifically,
who throws what away, why, and when.
Indeed there are not even comprehensive
statistics available at present on the over-
all composition of household waste. This
paper represents a preliminary attempt to
address such concerns.

At the outset it is necessary fo define
the households which might be consid-

ered 'poor’ in a generally affluent society,
"one in which a clear majority has been
able to satisfy their physical and social
needs and is able o enjoy at least some
material and non-material wants 12). This
paper will use households on low
incomes as a proxy for the poor because
most of the available data on the posses-
sion of consumer durables and household
expenditure on such items is disaggregat-
ed in this form. Strictly speaking, howev-
er, the poor cannot be equated with
people on low incomes. People's current
income is not the sole determinant of their
standard of living, which will be affected
by a range of factors, including previous-
ly acquired possessions and savings.

The life span of consumer durables

The life span of consumer durables will
vary according to product type and qual
ity and it is important not to generalise. A
product's durability may be defined as its
ability "to perform its required function
over a lengthy period under normal con-
ditions of use without excessive expendi-
fure on maintenance or repair’ 131. Many
factors affect product life spans, among
them the quality of materials and fittings,
ease of repair, availability of spare parts,
technological advance and fashion. The
care with which products are treated and
frequency of use are also important influ-
ences. litfle published data is available
on how long consumer durables typically
last, apart from the estimates in Table 1

Tablo 1: Product life spans:

(average service life)
Cars 11-12 years
Cookers ~ 10-15 years
Washing ma@hmes 7-10 years
Refrigerators 10-12 years
Microwaves 8-10 years
Radio cassette players 10 years
Telephanas : 3 years
Televisions 10 years

Source: Tim Cooper (1994),

Beyond Recycling: the longer life option,
London: New Emneml,c?;'goundahon

It is important to note the different infer-
prefations of 'product life'. Second hand
use may well affect a product's 'service
life', the period from the point of sale to
the point of final disposal, which therefore
differs from its 'replacement life', the peri-
od from the point of sale to the point at
which the buyer purchases a replace-
ment.

The case for longer lasting products

Consumer durables are products
designed for repetitive use such as vehi-
cles, kitchen appliances, audiovisual
equipment, furniture and floor coverings,
hardware and other household and gar
den equipment. The environmental case
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for them to be longer lasting is strong I,
In brief, it rests upon the assertion that
there is a need to reduce the physical
throughput of the economy - the input of
energy and raw materials and the output
of waste and pollution. In order to
achieve such a reduction, while maintain-
ing people's material living standards, the
average life span of products needs to be
increased.

It should be stressed that from an envi-
ronmental perspective the aim is to opti-
mise rather than moximise durability.
There are exceptions to the general prin-
ciple of increasing product life: for exam-
ple, it may be better to replace an old or
malfunctioning refrigerator which is ineffi-
cient in its energy consumption than fo
prolong its life.

Longer lasting products may also ben-
efit the consumer financially, offering bet-
fer value for money. Although consumers
are strongly influenced by a product's
point of sale price, the cost per unit of ser-
vice provided by the product more accu-
rately reflects its ultimate value. For exam-
ple, in ferms of service provided, a prod-
uct which retails at £300 and lasts for 8
years is not as good value as one which
is priced at £400 but lasts for 12 vears.
However consumers often lack informa-
tion about the design life of products nec-
essary to make well informed choices,
and some would be unable to afford the
higher price of longer lasting products.

If consumers benefit, why has planned
obsolescence arisen? While there is no
single deferminant of product life, one
explanation often given is that the market
for many household items has become
saturated and companies can therefore
only maintain sales volumes by shorten-
ing product life spans (table 2). There is
certainly no technological reason why
longer lasting products should not be
made 151, Durability is simply an aspect of
quality. The challenge is how fo create an
effective demand from consumers for

higher quality products.

Table 2: Possession of
consumer durables

(all households)
Refrigerator/Fridge-freezer 99%
Telephone 92%
Washing machine 91%
Video recorder 79%
Car/Van 70%
Microwave 70%
Tumble drier 51%
CD player 51%
Dishwasher 20%

Source: CSO (1996) Family Spending 1995-96
London: HMSO

A wide range of measures to encour
age longer lasting products have been
proposed 0. Some relate fo design,
while others (collectively termed 'product

life extension') are concerned with prod-
ucts already in use. They include labelling
products  with their anticipated design
life, fiscal incentives such as zero rating
VAT on repair work and spare parts, the
use of significantly longer and free guar-
antees, and the development of after-
sales services and second hand markets.
Some proposals, such as labelling or min-
imum standards, would not be without dif-
ficulty, as a product’s life span is affected
by the intensity and care of use as well as
its infrinsic design.

Consumable durables
and poorer households

Households in lower income groups tend,
not surprisingly, to possess relatively few
consumer durables (table 3). Even so,
poverty does not appear to prevent them
from possessing those items widely con-
sidered to be necessities. Other products
appear not to be sought affer: market
analysts Mintel report that almost two-
thirds of people not owning a dishwash-
er consider the item fo be an 'unneces-
sary luxury' 7). Only among the very
poorest households, those in the lowest
10% decile group, do less than three-
quarters of households possess refrigera-
fors, televisions and washing machines.

fion in demand will be greatest for prod-
ucts for which demand is elastic, those
which are inessential. To what extent
might prices rise as a result of increased
product durability and effective demand
consequently fall2

Improved quality in the form of
increased durability would normally be
expected to result in higher prices,
although some authorities argue that price
increases should not be great because
materials account for only a small propor-
tion of total costs (9. Another possibility is
that prices rise as the government infro-
duces ecological tax reform, which would
increase the cost of energy and raw mate-
rials (while reducing that of labour). Its
advocates, such as Ernst von Weizsacker
of Germany's Wuppertal Institute, argue
that consumers do not pay a 'true' cost
when buying products, as environmental
cosfs associated with consumption, such
as waste collection and disposal, are not
paid directly but passed on fo the rest of
society through local taxation 110,

Price sensitivity is likely to be particu-
larly significant at the budget end of mar-
kefs. In the early 1990s there was an
increase in demand for lower priced
white goods (111, According to Mintel, the
market for laundry and dishwasher appli-

Table 3: Possession of consumer durables by selected income decile

group 1995-96 Al
households

Telephone 92%
Washing machine 91%
Video recorder 79%
Microwave 70%
Tumble dryer 51%
CD player 51%
Dishwasher 20%

Lowest 2nd decile  9th decile Highest
10% group group 10%
77% 86% 99% 100%
72% 81% 98% 99%
46% 60% 93% 95%
44% 54% 83% 85%
26% 35% 64% 73%
19% 26% 73% 81%
3% 5% 38% 58%

Source: Department of Social Security (1995) Households below average income, London: HMSO

A recent Government report reveals
that since 1979 there has been a sub-
stantial increase in the possession of con-
sumer durables, particularly fridgefreez-
ers and telephones, among low income
households (8] (table 4). The data does not
distinguish  whether the products are
owned or rented, however, nor does it
give any indication as to their age and

quality.

Market implications of
longer lasting products

The following assessment of the possible
social impact of measures to encourage
longer lasting products first addresses the
potential market implications and then the
impact on low income households. As a
preliminary analysis it is simplified in that
no specific policy is defined and consumer
durables are considered as a whole.
Consumer demand for a product nor-
mally falls if its price rises in response fo
increased production costs. This reduc-
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ances was increasingly polarised, with a
growth in budget and premium brands
and a reduction in middle market (£300-
£450) brands . Up to 30% of the market
is now accounted for by products priced
at below £300 (12, According to one
manufacturer, the profit on a washing
machine priced at £270 is barely
£17.50 whereas that on a model costing
£700 is over £125 131 Assuming that
this is correct, budget range manufactur-
ers are least likely fo be able to absorb
additional production costs resulting from
measures to increase durability. Low
income households would thus be espe-
cially vulnerable to price rises.

At the premium end of the market con-
sumers might regard paying a higher
price for a longer losting product as an
acceptable 'green premium' for an envi-
ronmentally friendly product. However,
according to a recent National
Consumer Council report there may be
fewer consumers willing to pay such a
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Higher prices for new consumer durables

Table 4: Trends in the possession of consumer durables ! :
may cause a ripple effect in these markets

(% of income distribution, before housing costs)

Bottom 10% Botiom 20% Total population which could harm low income house-

1979 1992/3 1979 1992/3 1979 1992/3  holds. A reduced supply of second hand

Telephone 47% 78% 46% 75% 70%  90% goods caused by people deferring new
Washing machine 69% 89% 70% 89% 84% 93% purchases, fogether with increased
Car/Van 39% 55% 36% 49% &8% 7% demand from people no longer able to
Fridge/Fridge-freezer 86% 98% 87% 99% 94% 99%  buy new ifems, might create upward
Freezer/Fridgefreezer ~ 29%  83%  32%  83%  53% 90%  pressure on prices. Households on the

Source: Department of Social Security (1995) Households below average income, Londor: HMSO

premium on altruistic grounds than some
surveys have suggested (14 A positive
response by consumers would in any
case depend on the credibility of claims
about life span. Currently, there is much
confusion about environmental claims (19)
and price remains the key factor influenc-
ing decisions to purchase consumer
durables, across all income groups (16,
In response to any increase in the
price of consumer durables, households
would have to choose between spending
a higher proportion of their income on
consumer durables, buying a smaller
number of consumer durables, trading
down to models with fewer features, rent-
ing, or buying second hand. Some might
defer their purchase of replacements
either out of choice |if products designed
for longer life maintained their appear-
ance for longer and were more reliable)
or necessity (because of the higher cost of
replacements). :

The impact on poorer households

In affluent countries such as Britain, poor
er people fend not to do without basic
consumer durables such as refrigerators
and washing machines but to suffer lower
quality. They buy budget range models
which are cheaply made, or second
hand items may soon be in need of
repair and are sometimes unsafe. What
would be the impact on low income
households if longer lasting consumer
durables resulted in higher pricese

One means of considering the poten-
fial implications is to analyse expenditure
patterns. Households in the lowest 10%
income group spend, on average, £82
per week. A quarter is spent on food and
non alcoholic drink (approximately £21)
and a further quarter on housing and
energy costs (£21]. The rest is spent as
follows: household and leisure goods
(£10), alcohol and tobacco (£7), travel
(£6.50), leisure services such as televi-
sion and video rental (£5), household ser-
vices such as telephone costs (£4.50),
clothing (£3.50), and personal goods
such as toiletries (£3).

Consumption patterns vary according
to income. Households with a relafively
low income spend a lower than average
proportion of income on leisure goods
such as audiovisual equipment, but a
marginally higher proportion on house-
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hold goods such as kitchen appliances
and furniture. In each case, the variation
between higher and lower income
groups is not substantial, although house-
holds with @ higher income obviously
spend more in absolute terms.

Significantly, the variation between
income groups is far greater for motoring
and 'leisure services' than for household
goods or leisure goods. It appears that
people are rather more inclined fo spend
additional income on motoring, entertain-
ment and holidays than on higher quality
consumer durables. This would suggest
that if the price of consumer durables
increased, people may prefer to buy
lower quality models, or even second
hand items, than fo spend a higher pro-
portion of their income on such products.

Llow income households have the least
flexibility in their spending options. Even
so, it is unlikely that they would do with-
out consumer durables which nowadays
are widely regarded as necessities. If
prices rose some people who previously
had been able to afford budget range
models would have to buy second hand.
Others might find ways of reducing
expenditure elsewhere, or would rent
instead of purchasing outright.

The second hand market is particularly
important to low income households.
Consumer durables of the kind sold in
second hand shops, car boot sales and
jumble sales (such as appliances, kitchen-
ware and clothing] are often heavily dis-
counted, especially if product technology
is advancing rapidly, as with hi fi sys-
tems, felephones and home computers.

lowest incomes may then be unable to
afford even second hand items.

A trend towards longer lasting prod-
ucts may have wider effects of particular
relevance to low income households. For
example, an improvement in affersales
services, with cheaper repairs and parts
available for longer periods, would help
households who have always been less
able to afford new ifems.

Options for helping poorer households

How can the inferests of the poor be
protected if prices of essential household
goods increase?

People criticise the 'throwaway soci-
ety', yet relatively few appear able and
willing to pay a premium for higher qual-
ity products which would last longer. If
there is to be a major shift towards longer
lasting products one change required is
in people's attitudes, so that consumer
durables are viewed as long term invest-
ments. As Stahel and Jackson have right-
ly pointed out, "properly maintained or
repaired goods are no longer a sign of
good husbandry, but of poverty and sec-
ond-lass status'l17). '

Second, the promotion of appropriafe
savings schemes such as those run by local-
ly based credit unions could help low
income households who might otherwise
lack the initial capital to pay for higher qual-
ity products. Indeed, many consumers might
benefit from better money management
skills: much money is spent financing loans
rather than paying for higher quality.

Third, there is a need to improve the oper-
afion of second hand markets, on which
many low income households depend. As a
New Economics Foundation discussion

Table 5: Expenditure on household goods and leisure goods by decile

group 1995-96

Household goods

Leisure goods

Average weekly % total Average weekly % total

expenditure (£/p)  expenditure  expenditure (£/p) expenditure
Lowest 10% Vi 8.8 508 315
Second 10.10 8.4 5:80 4.4
Third 14.42 92 6.42 4.1
Fourth 16.56 8.1 9.78 4.8
Fifth 2007 8.2 10.14 4 2
Sixth 22.04 A 1573 5.9
Seventh 28.72 8.4 1927 S
Eighth 31.61 8.3 19.50 Sell
Ninth 34.67 7.8 19.49 4.4
Highest 10% 48.55 7.8 32.58 82
All households 2315 8.1 13:23 4.7

Source: CSO (1996) Family Spending 1995-96 London: HMSO
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paper indicated, such markets provide an
effective means of extending product life
spans 118). Second hand products ought fo
be safe, function properly and be reason-
ably reliable. This is often not the case,
however, because some sectors of the mar-
ket are inadequately regulated and Trading
Standards departments are not always able
fo protect consumers from unsafe or sfolen
items.

The second hand market has consider-
able potential for expansion. Over the past
twenty years the growth of the charity
shops sector, which now comprises around
7,000 shops with a turnover approaching
£350m, has been a remarkable success
story (191 Even so, many products which
are discarded end up in landfill sites even
though they could be repaired. If this
potential is to be realised, however, addi-
tional public resources are needed in trad-
ing standards departments to ensure that
consumers are adequately profected.

Fourth, an expansion in the rental market
may help low income households. Rental
has historically proved aftractive to poorer
people who lack adequate initial capital to
purchase items and cannot get credit. Some
advocates of longer lasting products are
sympathefic fo renfal, arguing that consumer
durables could be made to higher standards
because there would be no commercial
advantage to be gained from planned obsc-
lescence. The profit incentive would come
from providing a satisfactory service, rather
than selling more products 120 The rental
sector had until recently been in long ferm
decline in Brifain. Significantly, perhaps,
Thorn, owners of Radio Rentals, has recently
been able to develop Crazy Ceorge's, a
high street chain deliberately targefed at low
income households which rents out a range
of products including audio equipment,
white goods, computers and furniture (21).
There is, however, a disadvantage in that
most renfal customers ultimately pay more
than if they had purchased products.

Fifth, increased sharing and barter may
help low income households 1221 An obvi-
ous example are local Exchange and
Trading Schemes, commonly known as
LETS. Such schemes, in which a local cur-
rency is created as a basis for exchanging
skills and equipment, have expanded
rapidly over the past decade. There are
now over 400, involving around 35,000
people. For example, household and gar-
den equipment which is movable and not
used each day, such as lawn mowers and
power drills, can be borrowed using the
currency. The borrower has to offer ser
vices or equipment fo other members of the
scheme in exchange, but cash is not
required. LETS can thus offer poorer
people access fo items which they would
be unable to buy. Membership may be
particularly useful for households in the
poverty frap, who need consumer durables

but cannot eam the necessary income fo
buy them without losing state benefits.

Finally, a revival in the repair sector
would benefit households with low
incomes, who are less able fo replace bro-
ken items. This is another sector of the
economy which has atiracted litile
research interest and for which inadequate
data is available. Its environmental signifi-
cance ought to be recognised by govern-
ment, in that repair and reconditioning
work prolongs product life spans and
thereby prevents products from becoming
wasfe prematurely. As the modern era of
mass consumption has progressed, such
work, being labour infensive, has become
relatively expensive. In confrast, many con-
sumer durables are manufactured overseas
where labour is cheap. There are meo-
sures which Government could take to
increase repair work, such as zerorating
VAT on repairs. Designers could make
products more easy to disassemble, while
manufacturers could seek to standardise
parts and make them available for longer
than at present.

CONCLUSION: Do ‘green’ products
reinforce social inequity?

Ultimately, the fact that people purchase
products with relatively short life spans
reflects the fact that they have limited
incomes and cannot always afford the best
quality. As long as consumers have choice,
some will accept a lower quality model of
one product in order to buy others.

Among poorer households, however,
the choice is more usually between buying
a budget priced model, second hand, or
not at all. If society determines that the
durability of products must improve and
prices are consequently higher, buying new
may no longer be an optfion. In other
words, the removal of lower quality prod-
ucts from the market would reduce their
choice. Does this mean that there is
inevitably a trade off between environmen-
fal goals and social goals?

There need not be. In theory, if longer
lasting products are more efficient econom-
ically, in terms of providing the greatest ser-
vice for a given cost, economic resources
are released which could be directed to
the poor. Moreover, as a general principle
the Government could infroduce fiscal mea-
sures fo overcome any reduction in the
effective spending power of poorer house-
holds caused by its environmental policies.

Some people may question whether it is
acceptable to introduce  measures
designed to remove lower quality items
from the market if the only alternative for
some low income households would then
be to buy second hand. On the other
hand, is the social pressure for all house-
holds to be regularly equipped with new
products realistic in the light of environ-
mental concerns?

Equity requires the just treatment of dif
ferent social groups. A fundamental redis-
fribution of income and wealth may well be
considered imperative by those who object
fo poorer households having to use prod-
ucts discarded by others. The primary con-
cem of this paper, however, has been to
explore whether an environmental policy
can be designed with complementary mea-
sures fo ensure that the poor are not made
any worse off. There are clear environmen-
fal benefits to be gained from the manu-
facture and sale of longer lasting products,
but low income households must be
provided with a range of aftractive alterno-
fives if the cost of new consumer durables
becomes prohibitively expensive.
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