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Poor people cannot afford cheap

things. (Finnish saying)

7.1 Introduction

Extending the lifetime of products and components has the potential to slow

down the overall flow of resources in the economy (Bocken et al. 2015) and sup-

port the circular economy (CE). A CE is promoted as a conceptual model to-

wards a more sustainable system of consumption and production (Sustain-

able Development Goal 12) (see, e.g., Khajuria et al. 2022).The lifetime ofmost

products can be extended through the use of more robust materials, design

for durability, care, maintenance, repair, and reuse, thus reducing waste and

the need to extract materials for manufacturing.These strategies, and the im-

portance of product lifetimes in a CE context, also mean that there is a strong

correlationbetween: 1) product policies that support aCE; and 2) the concept of

productdurability (i.e.products that–in somewayor another–maintain their

function, form, and attractiveness over time).While different product groups

face different interpretations of durability and different challenges – for ex-

ample, the implications of durability for textiles will differ from those for elec-

tronics (see, e.g. Klepp et al. 2022) – there is still a common overarching issue

of overproduction and overconsumption, even of durable items.

The choice of which products to purchase is important as it creates ‘lock-

ins’. For instance, buying second-hand (or retro) items is increasingly popular

inmany countries,but if ourparents andgrandparents had chosen topurchase
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160 Durable Economies

cheap stuff with limited durability, there would be nothing retro to buy today.

In addition, product characteristics are determining environmental impacts

in several otherways, such as resource use (purchasing fewer butmore durable

products leads to using less material), energy use (how energy efficient is the

product?), toxic waste (does the product contain dangerous substances?), and

plastic pollution (what is the product made of?).

Looking back in time, some authors argue that consumer and professional

products were more durable or were used for longer than they are today, and

people used to maintain and repair them on their own or by using cobblers,

tailors, blacksmiths, etc. (Slade 2006; Strasser 1999). One example, from one of

the authors of this chapter, is a shirt inherited from his father: the shirt sur-

vived over 40 years of intense use without any need for repairs. The introduc-

tion to this book argues that the mass production techniques introduced in

the Industrial Revolution made it possible to produce larger volumes of stan-

dardised products, as well as increased durability and accumulation. This led

to concerns that, if the products had a very long lifetime, demand would not

be able to match supply, and not all products that were manufactured could

be sold (i.e. overproduction), thus leading to unemployment and economic re-

cession. An important asymmetry between the supply and demand of prod-

ucts is indeed seen as one of the factors leading to the Great Depression of the

1930s. An answer to this problemwas thus formanufacturers to shorten prod-

uct lifetimes through the active planning of product obsolescence, as elabo-

rated by London (1932). In other words, a wide range of products weremade to

breakprematurely,promptingquick replacement andhigh consumption levels

(Slade 2006).

Victor Lebow summarised the implications of what is known as a ‘produc-

tive economy’:

Our enormously productive economy … demands that we make consumption our

way of life, that we convert the buying and use of goods into rituals, that we seek

our spiritual satisfaction, our ego satisfaction, in consumption … [W]e need things

consumed, burned up, replaced and discarded at an ever-accelerating rate. (Lebow

1955)

Obviously, these trends do not apply to all kinds of products, or all markets.

There are still examples of well-crafted products in some markets, e.g. for

furniture, machinery, and professional clothing, not least in business-to-

business markets. Further, ‘premature’ obsolescence, whereby manufacturers
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7 Dalhammar et al.: Regulation with a lasting impact? Policies for product durability 161

make a product ‘good enough’, considering consumer expectations and price

competition, is increasingly problematic (Dalhammar et al. 2021b). This im-

plies that obsolescence is not necessarily ‘planned’. It is nonetheless evident

that there are indeed many low-quality consumer products on the market,

and poor quality is a key reason behind, for example, e-commerce consumer

returns being destroyed by the retailer without the items ever being in use;

destruction is less costly than making the returned product available for sale

again (Roberts et al. 2023).

It is increasingly understood that public policy interventions are necessary

to enable longer product lifetimes as part of a CE, given the existing barriers

found in the current ‘linear’ economy.To this effect, in the last 20years,bothEU

and national policymakers have attempted to address growing concerns about

the environmental and human health impacts of production, consumption,

and waste. Pursuing product durability is part of these policy efforts to realise

a CE, with the assumption that slowing product loops can slow the impacts of

productionandconsumption.Requiredpolicy interventions for theCE include

both the adoption of new policies (e.g. on product design) and changes to ex-

isting policies (such as consumer laws) that act as barriers to circular solutions.

The literature argues for policy changes in international (Lindahl andDalham-

mar 2022), European (Wilts and O’Brien 2019; Milios 2018), national (Circle

Economy n.d.; Milios 2016), and regional and local (Circle Economy 2019; Dag-

ilienė et al. 2021) levels. Product-oriented policies, such as design standards,

guarantees, public procurement, and lifecycle costingmeasures, are a key part

of the CE policy agenda.

Promotingproduct durability is part of these policy efforts.However,on its

own thiswouldnot solve the current problems related to our consumptionpat-

terns. Although more durable products may often cost more, both to produce

and to purchase, there are many barriers beyond product durability that must

alsobe addressed (suchas theprimacyof shareholders andother shortcomings

in company law, as well as short-term and narrow pressure for the maximisa-

tion of returns to investors in financial markets and the banking sector) if we

are to achieve a true sustainability transition (Sjåfjell et al. 2019).Otherwise,we

riskupholdingmassproduction,overproduction,and the consumerist society,

but with more durable products, thus potentially aggravating both ecological

and social pressures.

Consumers are also important actors: they must be willing to invest

in high-quality products. However, while consumers generally want more

durable products, there is evidence that this mainly applies to certain product
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categories (Dalhammar et al. 2021b), and it is questionablewhether consumers

in general are prepared to pay more for durable products (Sajn 2022).There is

also a gap in policies addressing citizens and consumers.

In this chapter, we consider the concept of ‘durability’ in relation to the

production and consumption of products, and we explore how public policies

can promote longer-lasting products through targeted policy interventions.

Public policies have an important role in shaping economies; in essence, they

influence the rules of the game.We focus on the context of the EU to exemplify

the multi-level and multi-dimensional character of such policy approaches.

In Europe, several policies have been adopted that address the various lifecy-

cle aspects of products (for an overview, see, e.g., Dalhammar et al. 2021a),

including regulating chemicals in products (Alaranta and Turunen 2021), pro-

ducer responsibility rules that mandate consumers to collect and recycle end-

of-life products (e.g. Manomaivibool 2009; Maitre-Ekern 2021), and rules

that set minimum energy efficiency standards for products (Dalhammar et al.

2018). This policy mix is complemented by other policies that address several

environmental aspects, such as ecolabels and sustainability criteria in green

public procurement (Milios 2016; Dalhammar et al. 2021a; Hansen et al. 2021).

In this contribution, we critically examine these policies and discuss ad-

ditional policy interventions that could promote longer-lasting products and

components.The stated research objectives are to:

• describe and analyse emerging European policies that aim to increase

product lifespans; and

• relate policy developments to the concept of a ‘durable economy’ for prod-

ucts.

Themethods employed are:

• literature searches using relevant keywords in Scopus, Web of Science,

Google Scholar, and LUBSearch; and

• a policy analysis, which in this case involves an analysis of current policies

and potential policy outcomes, and the consistency of the ‘policy package’.

When relevant, references are also made to specific laws.

We mainly deal with consumer products (business-to-consumer), not

business-to-business. We have not limited our analysis to specific prod-

uct categories, but many of the examples are related to consumer electronics
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and appliances.The analysis is nonetheless relevant for textiles and furniture.

Further, we consider various types of policies (i.e. administrative, economic,

and informative) and various legal fields (e.g. consumer law and product

regulation). The main focus is on EU policies and national policies, but, in

some cases, references are made to local initiatives.

Chapter 1 of this book put forward the argument that durability is a con-

tested quality whose definition remains something of a black box, and that

there aremultiple qualities to durability that contribute to the ability of things

to hold their shape, such as robustness, sturdiness, reliability, stickiness, time-

lessness, and resilience.These qualities, in turn, also influence whether prod-

ucts become prematurely obsolete as well as the length of their lifetimes. In

addition, practices of consumption, use, repair, and so on are determinants

for durable economies. The production of more durable products does not in

itself create a less consumerist society.

In a European standard, durability is more formally defined as the ‘abil-

ity to function as required, under defined conditions of use,maintenance and

repair, until a limiting state is reached’.1 In this case, we are examining prod-

uct durability in terms of qualities of robustness and functionality, recognis-

ing that these in turn are dependent upon and exist in relation to many fac-

tors involved in the conditions of use, maintenance, and repair. While factors

such as attractiveness, newness, and product care also play a role in product

lifetimes, these are considered less by current policies and are included only in

the perspectives of citizens.Whendiscussing functionality,we also refer to the

product lifetime. In this chapter, we primarily understand lifetime as techni-

cal, or functional, lifetime, which can be expressed as the total period during

which an asset or machine can technically perform or function before it must

be replaced. Importantly, lifetime is not necessarily measured in ‘time’; other

possible units include number of cycles, hours in operation, kilometres driven,

etc. Some other key concepts,with definitions taken fromEuropean standards

and laws, are found in Table 7.1.

1 EN 45552:2020.
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Table 7.1: Definitions from standards and legal texts.

Concept Definition

Durability Ability to function as required, under defined conditions of use, main-

tenance and repair, until a limiting state is reached (EN 45552:2020)

Reliability Probability that a product functions as requiredunder given conditions,

including maintenance, for a given duration without limiting events

(EN 45552:2020)

Maintenance Action carried out to retain a product in a condition where it is able to

function as required (EN45552:2020)

Repair Process of returning a faulty product to a condition where it can fulfill

its intended use (EN 45554:2020)

Spare part A separate part of an EEE [product] that can replace apart of an EEE. The

EEE cannot function as intendedwithout that part. The functionality of

EEE is restored or is upgradedwhen the part is replaced by a spare part.

(RoHSDirective, Article 3)

A significant difference between durability and reliability is that the latter

concept does not include repairs.Thus, the reliability of a product may be five

years of normal functionality but repairing restores the durability of the prod-

uct and can extend the product lifetime.

In the next section,we discuss why products become obsolete as a starting

point for our investigation into the ways in which durability can be addressed

through policy.This is followed by an analysis of the potential gains fromdura-

bility and longer product lifetimes, from both an environmental and a con-

sumer perspective, and a review of the main strategies that can be employed

for achieving longer product lifetimes. We then discuss existing and emerg-

ing policy approaches at the EU level, at national levels, and at local levels, to

support longer lifetimes through durability, repair, and refurbishment.This is

followed by a section on the role of citizens, in which we examine how they

can be engaged to support longer product lifetimes as well as barriers to them

playing a more active role.We then discuss policy strategies and the latest de-

velopments in light of the concept of a ‘durable economy’. Finally, we end with

concluding remarks on how current policies should be even more progressive

to support longer-lasting products, and why we need to further question the

way current markets work.
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It should be noted that the European policies primarily aim to bring about

longer product lifetimes. While longer product lifetimes can obviously be as-

sociated with the concept of ‘durability’, they are not necessarily the same. In

our final discussions we consider these issues.

7.2 Reasons for premature obsolescence

It should be noted that it is hard to obtain good information on how durable

products have been in the past. Furthermore, many products sold today are

quite durable, and product lifetimes have not necessarily become shorter for

all product categories (Dalhammar et al. 2021b). Still, there are clear indica-

tions that the lifespan of some product groups is shrinking (Huisman et al.

2012; Prakash et al. 2016; Stamminger et al. 2018). Although in most product

categories there are a few so-called ‘champions’ – i.e. very long-lived products

– there is nonetheless a need and potential to increase the lifespan of more

products. Thus, while we may not aim – at least in the short term – for very

durable items, or for lightbulbs that last over 100 years, it should be possible to

make most everyday products longer-lasting than they currently are.

Moreover, the literature highlights that peoplewant products to last longer

(Echegaray 2016; Cooper 2004; Wieser et al. 2015; Sajn 2022), or be repairable

(Perzanowski 2021), although the age of the consumer influences how long

some products – like mobile phones – are used for (Wieser and Tröger 2018).

Further, consumers aremore interested in longer lifetimes for certain product

categories (e.g. so-calledworkhorse products such aswhite goods) than others

(‘up-to-date’ products); reasons for this include long lifetimes effectively ‘lock-

ing in’ consumers to owning a product considered to be outdated (Dalhammar

et al. 2021b; Jaeger-Erben et al. 2021).

The main reasons for product obsolescence include the following (for a

deeper discussion of these issues, see Proske and Jaeger-Erben 2019; Kahlin

McVeigh et al. 2019) :

• Product failure or breakdown: This is often due to specific components

breaking down. Product failure can be the result of in-built obsolescence

(e.g. printer cartridges that are made to stop functioning before they are

fully empty) or the use of low-quality materials.
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• Lackofaccess torepair: Inparticular the lackof access to spareparts, tools,

andmanuals, or services for repairs outside the repair service network au-

thorised by the product manufacturer.

• Economic obsolescence: Repair services or parts are available, but expen-

siveor inconvenient,or generally considered inferior tobuyinganewprod-

uct with a guarantee.

• Technological or functional obsolescence: ‘Outdated products’, e.g. a lack

of software updates or support, or software updates that impede the func-

tioning of the product.

• Symbolic obsolescence:Obsolescence driven bymarketing campaigns and

social expectations, abundance, and a search for ‘newness’, etc.

Current policy approaches primarily focus on the first three categories above.

It is usually more difficult to address technological and symbolic obsolescence

through policy: if people want novelty, there is little point in adopting policies

for prolonging the lifetime of old products they will discard anyway. In addi-

tion, it is also important to note that sometimes obsolescence can be planned

for safety and other reasons: for example, products and components become

obsolete if they are found to be defective or unsafe (e.g. they contain toxic ma-

terials), or undesirable for other reasons (e.g. inefficient appliances that may

still be functional).

Manufacturers can make use of one or more of the following three key

strategies to stimulate repetitive consumption (i.e. shorter consumption

cycles): 1) the limitation of material or component durability; 2) lack of re-

pairability; and 3) design features that stimulate rapid replacement (Guiltinan

2009).

Consumers often believe that companies engage in ‘planned obsolescence’.

This has been defined by French legislators as: ‘A group of techniques through

which a manufacturer or a marketer seeks to deliberately reduce the lifecycle

of a product in order to increase its replacement rate.’2However,while planned

obsolescence does occur (KahlinMcVeigh et al. 2019), there is limited evidence

that it is commonplace, at least as a deliberate act; products may have a rather

short lifetime, but this is not planned per se (e.g. Longmuss and Poppe 2017).

Instead, other market factors can explain why products are not as durable as

people expect, or as durable as their designers intended.These factors include

2 French Consumer Code Articles L441-2.
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increased product complexity, cost pressures, and shorter time to market

(ibid.).

Nevertheless, even if planned obsolescence is not common, there is evi-

dence that producers adopt strategies thatmake it difficult or even impossible

for users to repair their products (Svensson-Hoglund et al. 2021; Dalhammar

et al. 2021b; López Dávila et al. 2021b), thus effectively shortening product life-

times. Strategies to reduce repairs notably include product designs that make

repairs difficult and expensive, expensive spare parts, and intellectual property

rights and contracts that stop independent repairers and citizens from engag-

ing in repair activities.

Many consumer products – fromelectronics to clothes –have a strong aes-

thetic design element. New designs of the same product or product category

are released regularly, with new aesthetics and functions emphasised in their

marketing. Also, fundamental functions are ‘extended’ in new product mod-

els by way of attracting attention to their symbolicmeanings (Eisenman 2013).

Suchpractices stimulate the replacement of products before failure.Thus,even

a ‘durable’ product can in practice have a short lifetime because a newermodel

has prompted its disposal.

Since planned obsolescence is rare, the preferred term for strategies that

effectively limit product lifetime is ‘premature obsolescence’. The term has no

formal definition, but it describes a situation in which products break down

faster than expected and/or cannot be repaired due to design or cost reasons.

Whether the breakdown of a product is ‘premature’ can be measured against

a standard: for instance, a consumer guarantee, a legally set requirement on

product lifetime, or reasonable consumer expectations (Dalhammar et al.

2021b).

7.3 Encouraging longer product lifetimes and durability:
rationale and strategies

Durability is generally seen as a key strategy towards a sustainable CE and is

largely linked to initiatives to increase product lifetime. Extending product

lifetimes can be achieved in many ways; not all strategies will necessarily be

linked to product durability, particularly if longevity is to be achieved through

reuse or repurposing; in that case, the product may have a ‘first life’ and a ‘sec-

ond life’, and the durability of the first life and/or the total lifetime can be rele-
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vant.While these issues are complex, what we really want in the context of the

CE is to maintain the value of a resource.

Thus, longer functional lifetimes are verymuch associated with durability.

An important question is whether longer product lifetimes are always benefi-

cial in termsof achieving sustainability.A recent literature review (Dalhammar

et al. 2021b) found the following:

• Longer lifetimes are generally positive for ‘passive’ products, such as fur-

niture and textiles, as well as for products that have their most significant

environmental impacts in the extraction and production phases, such as

ICT and consumer electronics.

• For high energy-consuming products, such as white goods, there can be

a trade-off between energy use (and thus climate change impacts) and

resource gains (which are connected to various environmental impacts).

Then, the optimal lifetime depends on, inter alia, how much more energy

efficient a new replacement product is compared with the old product and

how often it is used.The electricity mix of a country also has an impact: in

countries with a high share of renewables in the electricity mix, it is less

environmentally beneficial to switch to a more energy-efficient product.

• Asmore andmore product groups are coming closer to the technical limits

of energy-efficiency improvements, it makes more sense to prolong their

lifetime, as new models do not provide much in the way of energy-effi-

ciency gains. Further, if people buy more efficient products but do not use

the ‘ecomode’–perhaps because the ecomodeprogrammeof adishwasher

takes several hours – the potential gains from amore efficient product are

not materialised.

Generally, it is agreed that it does make sense – from an environmental per-

spective – to prolong the lifetime of most products.The next question is what

‘lifetime’ really means. This is not necessarily straightforward, especially for

more complex products such as lightbulbs, where lifetime relates not only to

how long the product functions, but also to whether its colour and light (lu-

men) output remain consistent over time.

There are three main strategies to extend product lifetimes: 1) design for

long life; 2) handle products with care (maintenance) to extend life; and 3) sup-

port the ‘R’ strategies that focusonkeeping theproduct inuse for longer (inpar-

ticular repair, refurbishing, and reuse) (Dalhammar et al. 2021b).The first key

strategy consists of designing for durability: for example, investing in higher-
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quality materials or making the product more robust or more repairable (i.e.

easy dismantling, production of key spare parts, etc.). However, durable or re-

pairable products make sense only if they are used for a longer period of time.

That is where the second strategy,which aims to ensure that products are con-

tinuously maintained and serviced, comes in, with the objective of increasing

the product’s lifetime in use.The third strategy relating to ‘R’ activities (see Ta-

ble 7.2) effectively postpones the moment when products and individual com-

ponents reach their end of life. For instance, direct reuse and repair, done to-

gether or separately, can enable continued usage of an older product. Refur-

bishment or re-manufacturing can be applied to products and components to

restore functionality, or even enhance it. It should be noted that the exact def-

initions of several of the ‘R’ activities are not agreed upon in laws or standards,

and they are often used in differentways (formore discussion on the terminol-

ogy, see, e.g., Gustavsson et al. 2021; IRP 2018; EC 2020).

Table 7.2: The ‘R’ activities explained

Term User Definition Level

Repair and

mainten-

ance

First user

Extends the life of a product during its first

use by retaining or restoring its functionalities

with maintenance and minor repairs that

can be done by users, manufacturers, or

professional service providers

Reuse
Second-

hand

Extends the life of a product or part by having

a second-hand user utilise it for the same

original purpose with no or only minor en-

hancements and changes

Can be combinedwith refurbishing

Refurbish-

ment

Second-

hand

Extends the life of a product by replacing

a few major components, which restores

its functionality and provides a good or

acceptable performance for a second-hand

user (also known as reconditioning)

Product
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Term User Definition Level

Compre-

hensive

refurbish-

ment

Second-

hand

Extends the life of a product by undertaking

refurbishment activities (see above) within

industrial or factory settings, with a high

standard and level of refurbishment to enable

the product to meet applicable technical

standards or regulatory requirements, with

the result ofmaking a fully functional product

to be used for its originally intended purpose

Repurpo-

sing

Second-

hand in

another

applica-

tion

Extends the life of a product or part by using

it for a purpose than the one it was originally

produced for (sometimes also known as

cascaded or second use)

Remanu-

facturing

Second-

hand

Enables a full new service life of a product via

a standardised industrial process that takes

place within industrial or factory settings, in

which cores are restored to original as-new

condition and performance, or better

The re-manufacturing process is in line with

specific technical specifications, including en-

gineering, quality, and testing standards, and

typically yields fully warranted products (and

per agreement of global industrymembers)

Compo-

nent

Recycling

Same

industry

(closed)

Any

other

industry

(open)

Closes material cycles by retrieving rawma-

terials from the product and returning them

to the production process of new products

in lower-quality uses or in other products

(down-cycling or open-loop), similar products

with the same quality (closed-loop), or higher

quality and functionality (upcycling)

Material

Recovery Any

Only the energy is recovered, through, for

example, incineration, while the material is

lost (but thematerial replaces another fuel)

Energy

Source: Based on Albertsen 2020, with amendments.

The ‘R’ strategies involving restoration of functionality can be related

to supporting durability. While these strategies refer to products and com-

ponents, they are dependent upon practices, which involve capabilities,
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knowledge, and routines and ultimately depend on social and material ar-

rangements.Whilemany ‘R’ strategies focus on the product, it is also necessary

to consider the role of components within product-focused strategies. For

example, harvesting components from end-of-life or obsolete products can

enable reuse and repair at the product level, as the harvested spare parts may

allow for a less costly repair process (Richter et al. 2022).The policies that aim

to increase the lifespan of products and components do so by incentivising

design for longer life and/or support the ‘R’ activities in various ways.

It should be noted that the various ‘R’ activities in Table 7.2 are not equal

from a consumer perspective: a consumer would prefer to buy a product that

is ‘durable’ rather than one that is ‘repairable’ (Dalhammar et al. 2021b).When

buying a new product, durability is associated with quality, whereas a refer-

ence to it being ‘repairable’ could be interpreted as it being of poorer quality,

because it seems to imply that repair will be needed. From an environmen-

tal perspective, durability is also superior to repairability, since repair means

that new components will be needed and existing ones will be discarded. Plus,

in practice, many repairable products are discarded because repair is not at-

tempted or proves unsuccessful (see, e.g., Jaeger-Erben et al. 2021). However,

policymakers do not necessarily prioritise durability over repairability policies

(Dalhammar et al. 2021b). For instance, requirements in the Ecodesign Direc-

tive (2009/125/EC) more commonly address repairability than durability. The

main reason for this is that it is easier to enforce rules on repairability,whereas

it is more complicated to define – and thus enforce – durability.

7.4 Policies promoting longer functional lifetimes and durability

The emergence of the CE as a distinct area of policymaking has provided mo-

mentumfornewpolicies that promote longer lifetimes,andwenowsee several

such policies – adopted or proposed – at European, national, regional, and lo-

cal levels. Importantly, given themany barriers to longer product lifetimes and

the ‘R’ activities, a substantive policy mix is required (see Figure 7.1).
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Figure 7.1: Summary of barriers for longer lifetimes, reuse, remanufacturing, and

repairs.

Source: Dalhammar et al. 2021b.

In this section,we first discuss the policies related to durability and longer

functional lifetimes through design, repair, reconditioning, refurbishment,

and re-manufacturing more specifically. We end this section by discussing

existing policies that create barriers to durability and longer product lifetimes.

Several recent policy proposals address product lifetimes. The European

Commission presented its package of policy proposals under the Sustainable

Products Initiative (SPI) inMarch 2022 (for an overview, see EC 2022c). It pro-

poses the introductionofdigital productpassports thatmaybeused to transfer

data on lifetime and repair activities. Further, the proposal for a newecodesign

regulationwill cover newproducts groups such as furniture and textiles,where

lifetime and repairability requirements will most likely be discussed.

The Commission package also included an initiative on ‘empowering con-

sumers for the green transition’ (EC 2022a). It contains proposals to ensure

that consumers obtain reliable and useful information on products, includ-

ing on their lifespan and repair options, and to prevent sales of products with

a covertly shortened lifespan (ibid.). Furthermore, a Commission proposal on

‘right to repair’ (R2R) is expected in 2023.

There are also national proposals for changing marketing practices. In

France, the NGO HOP (2020) has proposed: 1) introducing an obligation for

advertisers to mention repair, reuse, and the second life of products, as well
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as recycling opportunities of the products they advertise; 2) regulating green

claims in advertising and marketing to avoid green-washing by banning the

use of certain wording thatminimises a product’s impact on the environment;

and 3) imposing the display of environmental indicators in advertising (such

as ecolabels).

Table 7.3 gives an overview of different adopted and proposed policies at

the EU,member states, and local or regional level that address longer product

lifetimes.
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In addition to the initiatives outlined in Table 7.3, there is also untapped

potential; legal norms could have an impact on stakeholder attitudes and be-

haviours, directly and indirectly,when it comes to product durability, not least

individuals’ attitudes and expectations regarding product lifespans. However,

even though EU law stipulates that sustainability should be considered across

EU policies and activities,3 not all policies with influence on product longevity

do so appropriately. For example, EU consumer law4 fails to include durability

in the requirements on product quality (Pihlajarinne 2022: 120–1, 125).

7.4.1 New European standardisation activities

TheEuropean Commissionmade a standardisation request (M/543) to the Eu-

ropean standardisation organisations CEN, CENELEC, and ETSI in 2015.The

aimwas to develop standards onmaterial efficiency that would support future

legal requirements for energy-related products, most notably those set under

the Ecodesign Directive. Most of the standards are not intended to be directly

applied to a specific product group, but rather to be used as a framework for

the development of product group-specific standards. The topics covered in

the standardisation request are linked to the following material efficiency as-

pects of energy-related products:

• product lifetime extension though design for durability, repairability, and

remanufacturing;

• ability to reuse components fromproducts at their endof life (which in turn

could support repair and re-manufacturing); and

• promotion of the use of secondary (reused) components and/or recycled

materials in products,which could also promote durable design of compo-

nents.

The most relevant standards in the context of this chapter are outlined in Ta-

ble 7.4 below. Some researchers argue that the new standards on material ef-

ficiency can be a ‘game-changer’ and support future ecodesign and labelling

regulations (Schlegel et al. 2019), but this remains very uncertain as there are

several barriers associated with regulating specific product groups (Dalham-

mar et al. 2021b).

3 Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union, Article 11.

4 EC Directive 1999/44/EC.
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Table 7.4: List of European standards relevant for the durability and repairability of

products.

Standard Main purpose

EN 45552:2020 General

method for the assessment

of the durability of energy-

related products

Contains definitions of concepts such as ‘durability’ and

‘reliability’

Provides a framework comprising parameters andmeth-

ods for assessing the reliability and durability of energy-

related products

EN 45554:2020 General

methods for the assess-

ment of the ability to repair,

reuse, and upgrade energy-

related products

Defines parameters andmethods relevant for assessing

the ability to repair and reuse products; the ability to up-

grade products (excluding re-manufacturing); the ability

to access or remove certain components, consumables,

or assemblies from products to facilitate repair, reuse,

or upgrade; and lastly by defining reusability indexes or

criteria (supporting a ‘repairability scorecard’)

EN 45556:2019 General

method for assessing the

proportion of reused com-

ponents in energy-related

products

Deals with the assessment of the proportion of reused

components in energy-related products, on a generic

level, which can be applied at any point in the life of the

product

EN 45553:2020 General

method for the assessment

of the ability to reman-

ufacture energy-related

products

Providesageneralmethodology forassessing theability to

re-manufacture energy-related products and elaborates

on the assessment and process of re-manufacturability in

a horizontal, cross-productway – however, product group-

specific standardsareneeded toproperly assess individual

product groups

7.4.2 Policies for more durable design

Some policies provide incentives for manufacturers to design more durable

products. At the EU level, the Ecodesign Directive has been used to set design

(functional) lifetime requirements for two product groups (for more details,

see Maitre-Ekern and Dalhammar 2016):

• Vacuum cleaners: Rules relate to the minimum lifetime of engines (hours

in operation) and durability testing of the hose; these are the two compo-

nents most likely to break on a vacuum cleaner.
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• Lighting products: Lamps have been regulatedwithminimum lifetime re-

quirements related to several dimensions, including ‘lamp survival factor

at 6,000 hours’, ‘lumen maintenance’ at 2,000 and 6,000 hours, ‘number

of switching cycles before failure’, and ‘colour rendering’ consistency over

time.

In the case of vacuum cleaners, one reason for the standards was that relevant

standardisation for testing already existed, making it possible for manufac-

turers to prove legal compliance. Often, such testing standards are not avail-

able,whichmakes it difficult to introducemandatory durability requirements.

Another problem is the assessment of very long-lived products, conducted by

market surveillance agencies; indeed, such items can hardly be tested for 15

years in a laboratory to mimic daily use, as once the tests were completed, the

model would no longer be sold on the market (Dalhammar et al. 2021b).

Another way to incentivise more durable product design is to extend the

legal guarantee period. The EU set some minimum rules for consumer guar-

antees, but several European countries have gone further, introducing longer

guaranteeperiods andchanges in the ‘burdenofproof ’ (Maitre-EkernandDal-

hammar 2016; Keirsbilck et al. 2020). There are, to the best of our knowledge,

no evaluations done onwhether these rules have the anticipated effects or not.

For thispolicy tohave thedesiredeffect, ‘R’ strategiesmust alsobe thepreferred

remedy for product faults under guarantee (see, e.g. Svensson-Hoglund et al.

2021).

France is also planning to introduce amandatory durability index in 2024.

The idea is that the repairability index that is already in place (discussed in the

next section) will be incorporated into the new durability index, together with

two new criteria:

• Reliability:Thismay include aspects such as durability/robustness, correct

maintenance of the product, and related consumer information, as well as

requirements adapted to each product group.

• Upgrade:This may include aspects related to software and hardware up-

grades, as well as requirements adapted to each product group (ADEME

2021).

France announced at the end of 2022 a proposal for how the scheme would

work and what product groups should be covered (ADEME 2021), but the plan

appears to be delayed.
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Anadditional challenge is that someproducts are not evenused: their com-

mercial lifetime never starts, as they are thrown away and discarded by re-

tailers or e-commerce actors before use (in the case of overstock and returns)

(e.g. Pourhejazy 2020; Napier and Sanguineti 2018; Roberts et al. 2023). This

relates to the issue of accumulation highlighted in the introductory chapter

to this book. This is a tremendous waste of resources, which France in par-

ticular has started addressing by introducing a ban on the destruction of un-

sold goods; under Article 35 of the French LawNo. 2020–105 from 10 February

2020, destruction of unsold goods is no longer permitted. The law stipulates

that companies must prioritise the following actions (in line with the waste

hierarchy): ensure that the products are reused (second-handmarkets), redis-

tributed (e.g. through donations), or recycled. The law covers several product

groups and entered into force on 1 January 2022 for some product groups; suc-

cessive regulations covering more product groups are underway (Dalhammar

et al. 2022b). However, the rules do not, at this point, have a strong impact on

practices due to exemptions, lack of transparency, and limited enforcement,

among other factors (Roberts et al. 2023). Now, the European Commission has

included transparency obligations relating to discarding and destroying un-

sold goods in the proposedEcodesign for Sustainable ProductsRegulation that

was released on 30 March 2022 (EC 2022b). Chapter VI of the proposed Regu-

lation would require large companies to publicly disclose the number of un-

sold products they discard and the reasons for discarding them. In addition,

the Commission sets itself themandate of adopting delegated acts prohibiting

the destruction of unsold products in certain conditions.

However, while these policies point to objectives of using and redistribut-

ing existing stocks better, there is still uncertainty about the effects of these

policies in terms of overproduction and overconsumption.

7.4.3 Policies for supporting durability through ‘R’ strategies

In the last couple of years, many consumer NGOs and independent repairers

have lobbied for R2R policies. Such policies serve a number of objectives – in

particular allowing citizens to repair their products, including through inde-

pendent repairers (outside the original equipment manufacturer’s (OEM) au-

thorisednetwork), and allowingboth citizens and independent repairers to ac-

cess necessary repair manuals and tools and purchase spare parts. Politicians

have started to support these objectives, both in the USA and the EU.
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In the USA, this has led to several R2R bills being introduced at the state

level.With somevariations, these initiativesmainly aim to forceOEMs to allow

independent repairers and product owners to accessmanuals, tools, and spare

parts (Svensson-Hoglund et al. 2021). In June 2020, New York State was the

first to pass such a bill.The bill is expected to have a national effect, similar to

theR2Rbill for automobiles passed inMassachusetts in 2012; following the lat-

ter, the stipulations were implemented nationwide through a voluntary agree-

ment between car manufacturers and repair service providers (Wiens 2022;

Svensson-Hoglund et al. 2021). In addition, the US Federal Trade Commis-

sion has some existing rules in place that aim to protect citizens from repair

restrictions; it is also considering new rules as well as enhanced enforcement

(FTC 2021; Svensson-Hoglund et al. 2021).

At the EU level, the legislative solution has been tomandate producers that

want to put products on the EU market to comply with specific R2R obliga-

tions.These R2R provisions have mainly been adopted for products that come

under product-specific regulations within the Ecodesign Directive. Table 7.5

provides an idea of ‘typical’ requirements. There is a notable difference in the

‘repair rights’ bestowedonprofessional repairers comparedwith those that ap-

ply to non-professional repairers (e.g. DIY or community repair cafés). Non-

professional repairers are not guaranteed access to the same range of informa-

tion and spare parts as professional repairers. For example, common citizens

and non-professional repairers are guaranteed access to spare shelves for a re-

frigerator, but not spare parts for the electrical components of a refrigerator;

the latter are guaranteed only for professional repairers.
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Table 7.5: Examples of R2R standards set under the Ecodesign Directive.

Product

group

Examples of criteria applied

Refrigerators,

electronic dis-

plays,washing

machines,

washer-dry-

ers, dishwash-

ers, refrigerat-

ing appliances

with a direct

sales func-

tion,welding

equipment

Spare parts

Making key spare parts available for all professional repairers and some

parts for all users

Maximumdelivery time for spare parts

Replacing spare partsmade possible with commonly available tools

Obligation toprovide informationon, for example, access toprofessional

repair, ordering spare parts, minimumduration of producer guarantee,

andminimumperiod duringwhich key spare parts are available

Information on (some of) the above should be publicly available

Information

Making repair and maintenance information available to qualified

repairers

Providing information on the availability of software and firmware

updates (for some product groups)

Making software updates available for aminimum number of years, at

no, or limited, cost

Dismantling

Product design: dismantling of key components andmaterials should

be possible with commonly available tools

Source: Dalhammar et al. 2021b.

At the national level, we have seen several interesting policy initiatives

(Almén et al. 2021; Dalhammar et al. 2022b). The most notable is certainly

France introducing a mandatory repairability index in 2021, which applies to

five product groups so far. The index is a type of scoring system for product

repairability based on five criteria: 1) how long the producer provides inde-

pendent repairers and citizens with technical documentation; 2) the product’s

ease of disassembly; 3) the availability of spare parts in years and delivery time;

4) the price of these spare parts; and 5) sub-criteria specific to each product

group (Dalhammar et al. 2022b). France has also proposed repair funds,

whereby producers will pay part of the costs for repairing a product. The sys-

tem is currently being set up, and the idea is that it will be organised through

producer responsibility schemes (Thompson 2022). Making producers pay for

some of the repair costs could provide incentives to design durable and even

repairable products. However, to date, the costs and producer responsibilities
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havenot beenhighor ambitious enough todrive significant ecodesign changes

(Maitre-Ekern 2021).

A national policy that can support the repair sector more directly is tax

reductions for the repair sector. One example is Sweden, where the VAT rate

(which is high in Sweden, at 25 per cent for most businesses) was halved from

2017 for some repairs; the government recently proposed that it should be

halved again (Almén et al. 2021; Dalhammar et al. 2022a). The effect of these

approaches has not been evaluated.

At the local level, twoAustrian cities have introduced local repair networks,

which are open to independent repairers who fulfil certain criteria (Lechner et

al. 2021; Almén et al. 2021; Dalhammar et al. 2022a).When citizens undertake

repairs at these repairers, they are subsidised via public funds. For instance,

in Vienna, citizens can download repair vouchers online, which provide them

with a 50 per cent discount on the repair cost up to a maximum amount.

Regarding reconditioning, refurbishment, and re-manufacturing, it is of-

ten hard to differentiate between these practices, so here we treat them to-

gether and generally define themas a third party (i.e. after the product’s end of

use) conducting awide range of repair or preparation for reuse efforts deemed

necessary in order to make the product available on the second-hand market.

The EU has provided financial support to set up the European Remanufactur-

ingNetwork,but it hasnot adoptedmanypolicies todirectly support re-manu-

facturing and reconditioning, except for general recommendations to support

such activities through public procurement. Someparts of the re-manufactur-

ing sector, however, are growing quickly without any need for policy support,

such as the re-manufacturing of cars, trucks, and heavy machinery (US Inter-

national Trade Commission 2012).

At the national, regional, and local levels, re-manufacturing is supported

especially through public procurement. In Sweden, the public sector can sup-

port ICT re-manufacturing by, for example, selling used computers to re-man-

ufacturers or purchasing re-manufactured ICTproducts (Crafoord et al. 2018).

Furniture re-conditioners and re-manufacturers have received some support

through public procurement of reconditioned furniture (Öhgren et al. 2019),

an approach that has recently been scaled up.
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7.4.4 Current policies that act as barriers

to longer lifetimes and repairs

Even though an impressive number of new policies are emerging to support

longer lifetimes and the ‘R’ strategies, they also need to overcome many bar-

riers.These are not only major economic barriers related to the low pricing of

primary resources andbusinessmodels geared towards newproducts, but also

existing policies that hinder circular solutions. Legislation is often a key bar-

rier for ‘R’ strategies such as reuse, re-manufacturing, and repair (Gustavsson

et al. 2021; Hansen et al. 2021; Rizos et al. 2021; Svensson-Hoglund et al. 2021;

Lindahl and Dalhammar 2022). Among the key legal barriers, we find the fol-

lowing:

• Current waste legislation and rules on shipment of waste make it difficult

for reuseandpreparation for reuseactivities (including repair and re-man-

ufacturing) ofpotentially functionalwasteproducts andcomponents tooc-

cur because of the administrative burden of rules and bureaucratic proce-

dures required to transport waste for such processes.

• Waste management targets, and the way in which producer responsibility

schemes are implemented, lead to the recycling of functioning (or poten-

tially functioning) products and components.

• If a product is refurbished or re-manufactured and is considered a ‘new’

product (rather than the same ‘old’ product), it has to comply with rules

relating to the introduction of a new product on the market. Examples of

such rules include taxes and chemical laws regulating content.

• Rules on substances may act as a barrier to repair, re-manufacturing, and

recycling.

• Intellectual property laws– including patents, trademarks, and copyrights

– often constitute barriers to repair and re-manufacturing, for instance

by making it harder to reuse products or to access spare parts and repair

manuals.

• In some countries, such as the Netherlands, the reuse of harvested spare

parts is not allowed without certification, which is a barrier for many

re-furbishers.

Although the EU aims to address some of these barriers with CE policy pack-

ages, current proposals do not seem sufficient to successfully overcome all the

barriers that stand in thewayofdurability.For instance,solutions forovercom-
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ing barriers stemming from intellectual property laws are still largely missing

from the policy efforts.

7.4.5 Policies addressing durability and citizens

Durability is not just a question of producing longer-lasting and repairable

products, it is also – andmost importantly – an issue of purchase and use.The

life of a durable product will be extended and have a positive environmental

impact only if its user invests in it, uses it with care, undertakes repair when

needed, and shares or passes onwhat they don’t use to avoid accumulation and

waste (Figure 7.2).

Figure 7.2: Citizens’ roles in durable economies.

Source: Adapted fromMaitre-Ekern and Dalhammar 2019; Camacho-Otero et al. 2020.

As depicted in Figure 7.2, from a durability perspective, the ideal role of

the citizen is to choose to acquire fewer, more expensive, and longer-lasting

products that they use for longer periods. This is crucial not only to create a

demand, but also to enable durability-related activities later on in the cycle

shown in Figure 7.2; for example, the repair of low-quality items is often not

feasible. Moreover, citizens should avoid unnecessary purchases and instead

use and care for what they already have (i.e. through repair, repurposing, or

borrowing). This is also likely to be the outcome if durable products are made
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more expensive. Where the acquisition of a product is necessary, citizens will

prefer products that have a longer expected lifetime and can be repaired (i.e.

create demand and enable the rest of the cycle shown in Figure 7.2), or they

will choose items from the reuse and resale (second-hand) market (i.e. to cap-

italise on unused durable items, again to avoid accumulation and waste – see

the arrow from ‘Reselling’ to ‘Acquiring’ in Figure 7.2).

During the use phase, the product is treated with care and maintained as

needed. Unused items are ideally made available to others in the form of shar-

ing or borrowing to maximise their utility. If the device becomes unwanted, it

is passed on to others, through either informal or commercial channels.Where

failures occur or products lose their function, citizens will attempt to repair

them tomake use of the durable properties of the product. At the end of use –

when the product has become unwanted – it is put into the second-handmar-

ket directly (reuse) or, if necessary, after re-manufacturing, reconditioning, or

refurbishing.

These behaviours are quite remote from the common consumption be-

haviour inWestern countries. In a society with a freemarket, it is still difficult

to envisage forcing citizens to adopt any given role. However, policies can be

adopted that contribute to making it easier, more attractive, and more clearly

beneficial to assume more sustainable roles, and less obvious, economically

sound, and socially acceptable to continue with the more unsustainable ones.

For example, labelling and other information can guide citizens in making

decisions based not only on the price upfront, but also on long-term costs.

Likewise, tax rebates for repair activities provide incentives to attempt repair

rather than discarding items at the first sign of failure. However, a real break

from wasteful consumption patterns and habits of accumulation and discard

is bound to require going further than this, notably to address so-called re-

bound effects where consumers buy new products from the ‘gains’ made from

efficiency or less replacement (Sorrell 2007). A true sustainability transition

requires promoting sufficiency (i.e. reducing consumption), which demands

even tougher interventions on consumer choice.

In addition, amore durable economy could be imagined as one where citi-

zens actively participate in the value chain, fromdesign andproduction (e.g.as

prosumer) to technological and social innovations (e.g. repair cafés) and open

source. Finally, a key aspect in changing the roles of citizens occurs through

education, from kindergarten and primary school and all the way through to,

and during, adult life. Currently, repair and maintenance of products that are

owned are usually not the norm.This could be changing.One study shows that
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Finnish citizensare increasingly seekingbetter alignmentbetween their values

andconsumptionpatterns,and thus theyarewilling topaymore for something

durable (Green andKorkman 2022).However, the emergence of a ‘repair norm’

seems to be absent in the field of electronics; buying a newproduct rather than

repairing the old, broken one is still seen as the normal thing to do inwealthier

nations (López Dávila et al. 2021a).

While citizens and consumer NGOs claim that people want more durable

products, it is fair to question whether they are in fact willing to pay for them.

People may hesitate to pay double or triple the purchase price they are used

to paying or expect to pay for a very durable product, even with the promise

of long-term economic gains. Generally, people do not properly calculate the

‘total cost of ownership’ (i.e. the cost per year, or per month, over a longer pe-

riod), which would support the purchase of the more expensive product from

a purely economic point of view (Dalhammar et al. 2021b). However, a higher

upfront purchasing cost is difficult or impossible tomeet for some consumers,

thus leasing and sharing options need to be considered.

The durable economy faces a steep uphill battle; its realisation hinges on

citizens and consumers overcoming the current logic of the market that too

often is in contradiction with not only their personal economic interests, but

also the goals of sustainability.The linearmodel has created a system in which

individuals lack information and skills to make sustainable purchase and re-

covery choices.Moreover, people are often steered by habits and ideas of what

is the ‘common thing’ to do.For the timebeing, resources andnewproducts are

relatively cheap (often due to cheap labour in countries where components are

sourced or manufactured) and under-priced in relation to their environmen-

tal impact. On the other hand, activities such as repair are expensive in high-

income countries because they are labour intensive, and salaries and labour

taxes are high. Thus, it often makes more economic sense to buy a new prod-

uct rather than repair the old one (Dalhammar et al. 2021b).This is exacerbated

by other factors, such as the fact that a new product often comes with a three-

to five-year commercial warranty, whereas warranties on repairs are usually

much shorter, if they exist at all.
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7.5 A critical discussion of policies and their relation
to a ‘durable economy’ for products

Although an important focus on recent CE policies is on extending product

lifetime, durability will not necessarily be achieved with upcoming regulatory

changes. For example, repair is a highly prioritised strategy in CE policy de-

velopments.The proposed ecodesign regulation includes it as one of its priori-

ties.However,design for repairmay affect other aspects of durability.Whereas

durability may favour gluing together the casing of a smartphone or a laptop

to make themwaterproof, repairability would call for using screws, which de-

creases waterproofness (see Chapter 8). Generally, durability and lifetime, al-

though closely related and overlapping, are not one and the same. The broad

and complex policymix relating to theCE in theEUand in the variousmember

states can lead to unintended effects –or rather, the expected benefitsmay not

materialise –because other factors are not addressed properly. In this section,

we therefore critically discuss some of the main points of tension in Europe’s

emerging sustainable product policy in light of the broader conversation about

transitioning to a ‘durable economy’.

In this chapter, we have established that regulators are increasingly aim-

ing to promote longer product lifetimes, mainly for environmental reasons,

through CE policies.This is very apparent in the sustainable product initiative

of March 2022, which notably aims to introduce ecodesign requirements for

durability, but also for upgradability and repairability. It will certainly prove

challenging for the Commission to develop ecodesign requirements that will

reconcile all the priorities of the future regulation.

In addition, such legal rules are effectively achieving ‘choice editing’, in-

creasing the regulatory hurdles that products must pass to be allowed on the

market. Corporations that are forced to redesign their products may consider

changing business models – from selling to leasing or providing services, in-

cluding maintenance and repair, for example – to reap the benefits of more

durable design (Dalhammar 2016). Changes in businessmodel are an expected

and desirable effect of policies aimed at product durability, but the benefits for

the environmentwillmaterialise only if bothproducers and consumers align in

their behaviours. Restricting the supply of poor-performing products through

regulations may prove very effective in changing design and production pat-

terns, but they do not necessarily guarantee sustainable consumption in terms

of conscious purchasing and careful use. In fact, consumers may end up be-

having unsustainably with more durable products, for instance by replacing
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or discarding functioning ones if they look for novelty. In that case, regulating

the supply of more durable products could even be a case of over-engineering

– that is, designing a product to be more robust or have more features than

is typically necessary for its intended use – and this would be a waste of re-

sources.

Changing consumption habits is hard, and there is growing recognition

that informationandeducationalmeasureswill notbeenough.Notgivingcon-

sumer choice toppriority appears tobenecessary,alongwithempoweringcon-

sumers in their choices. In sum, product regulation is not straightforward. Al-

though consumer habits, business models, and markets are in constant inter-

action with each other, changing one variable will not necessarily lead to de-

sired changes in others. Trade-offs must be explicitly explored and discussed

in policymaking.

When it comes to norms regarding product longevity, publicly visible re-

pair initiatives, such as repair cafés, can normalise the idea of not accepting

breakage as the end of an item’s life (Madon 2022). Research on consumer at-

titudes to repair also show that people would like to see public messaging on

the importance of repair, similar to what has been done in Sweden with re-

gard to reusable grocery bags (López Dávila et al. 2021a), a form of messag-

ing which presumably also apply to keeping products in use for longer. The

most important factor, from the perspective of policies, is perhaps how legal

norms impact social norms; if the message is that innovation and the sale of

new products is more important than repair – which is the case in current in-

tellectual property laws – then the public will internalise such a mindset (see

Pihljarinne 2022). Given the many barriers to the emergence of more durable

consumption practices, it appears appropriate to adopt an approach of ‘choice

editing’ for consumers, whereby legislators impose rules designed to achieve

durability. Change is indeed unlikely to take place without strong policy and

legal measures to lead the way.

Another important but unpopular topic is that there is a need to make

products of higher quality, as well as a need for consumer products to bemore

expensive. This may sound counter-intuitive when we have established that

people will usually make decisions based on their immediate economic inter-

ests. However, there are indications that people are better at maintaining and

repairing expensive products, and that the number of repairs increases for

more expensive products. Indeed, people are more willing to invest in repair

for products on which they have invested money, and the repair of products

is gaining traction as innovation rates slow down (e.g. for mobile phones).
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In order to get and keep consumers on board, expensive products must have

better guarantees to make durability and care attractive in the long term.

As for the industry’s arguments that we ‘price the poor out of the market’,

there are solutions to be pursued, including instalment contracts or leasing

(Hammond and Prahalad 2009). In fact, getting access to higher-quality prod-

ucts would often be the best option for low-income individuals when the ‘total

cost of ownership’ is considered (see thediscussion inDalhammar et al. 2021b).

Such regulations should be combined with educational and information ini-

tiatives to make consumers more aware of product quality and its relation to

environmental impacts, and to the total cost of ownership. These initiatives

should possibly be combined with more visionary ideas on involving citizens

in creating more sustainable products, and preparing them to better engage

in maintenance and repair activities. Research shows how hard it is to change

consumer behaviour; it is certainly easier to regulate the products. The ques-

tion is, canworsening environmental criseswait for consumers to change their

behaviour, or should regulations be used evenmore ambitiously?

If we are serious about transitioning to a sustainable future, the price of

products should reflect their true cost, includingecological and social external-

ities. A green tax reform could completely change the rules of the game in cur-

rentmarkets,making productsmore expensivewhilemaking labour for repair

cheaper. However, this is not likely to materialise in the near future.Thus, the

most viable way to achieve longer-lasting and more expensive products is to

set regulations – such as ecodesign requirements – thatmake products higher

quality and more expensive. Policies need to engage consumers and citizens

in a way that stimulates consumption of fewer products of higher quality, and

consumer choice should be complemented with a sense of responsibility for

the products bought and for maintaining them for as long as possible. How-

ever, such a strategy is yet to emerge, and consumption patterns show no sign

of changing at the pace needed to respond to the crisis we are facing.

Current policies are basedona rather ‘technocratic’ approach: setting stan-

dards and regulating lifetimes,making repairsmore attractive, and using life-

cycle assessments and economic calculations as tools for finding the right bal-

ance between benefits and costs.However, they appear to fall short of enabling

a different approach to consumption and changing social norms. Striving for

genuine durability requires craft and vision to create something unique. Cur-

rent policies aim to support theCEbyaddressinga resource challenge,but they

fail to fully engage with the paradigm shift necessary to achieve a sustainable
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economy. Too often, current ways of designing and consuming products are

unchallenged, even when there may be other ways of satisfying human needs.

7.6 Conclusion and outlook

In this chapter, we have presented the emerging policy landscape for product

regulation as part of the CE, which includes a mix of very different policies,

with focus on achieving durability.We have established the following points:

• Policies can address durability by addressing the lifetimeof products in de-

sign or by extending product lifetimes through ‘R’ strategies.

• Policies are adoptedatdifferent levels (e.g.atEU,national,and local levels).

• Quite different regulatory frameworks are applied, including those relat-

ing to product legislation, criminal law, and consumer law.

• The policies address different aspects and thus different producer ‘respon-

sibilities’, such as information requirements,design requirements, and re-

quirements to support independent repair with manuals and tools.

One key finding is that policymakers are now determined to intervene in cur-

rentmarkets, as themarket hasprovenunable todeliver sustainable outcomes.

Aspart of the transition to sustainability towhichEuropehas committed,more

durable productsmust be placed on themarket. If producers do not step up to

the challenge, policymakers are showing that theywill. Likewise, policymakers

are increasingly intervening to end particularly unsustainable practices, such

as single-use plastics. In 2019, the EU legislator banned ten single-use items

as part of the EU’s commitment to fightmarine litter and plastic pollution.5 In

line with France’s recent anti-waste legislative package, the next target for the

EU is unsold products that are often destroyed, evidence that the incentives of

market actors are not in line with societal objectives.

Current approaches show that policymakers increasingly engage with

‘choice editing’ for consumers, who can buy only the products that pass

through the ‘regulatory needle’. The EU ecodesign scheme effectively limits

consumer choice by removing the worst performers from the market, and

allows for competition to take place based on factors related to durability

rather than just price.

5 Directive (EU) 2019/904.
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In addition, the various indexes, labels, and other information schemes

that are in place today or are about to be adopted can contribute to creating

‘spill-over effects’: even if people today seldomconsider product durability and

repairability when they purchase an item, the citizens of tomorrow may start

payingmore attention as they receivemore and better information of this kind

(Dalhammar et al. 2021b).

Regarding the intended effects of policies, most policies are recent and

have not been evaluated yet. Some desired effects may be achieved for

‘workhorse’ products (e.g. some white goods), but policies will probably

work less well for product categories where consumers look for novelty or

trends.The question is whether policymakers and other societal actors should

address the underlying causes: consumers’ need for and expectation of ‘the

next best thing’.Wemight even start questioning some innovations per se: do

weneed another new version of a smartphone? Is ‘fast fashion’ at all justifiable?

Neither producers nor citizens can in themselves change a paradigm that

has been in place for several decades.A combination ofmore durable products,

more access to repair, and better infrastructures for reuse and other recov-

ery activities, coupled with clear information, strengthened guarantees, and

targeted incentives, can trigger a lasting change in both production and con-

sumption patterns and bring us one step further on the road to amore durable

future.

More progressive policy approaches are needed to transition to a CE that

supports durability.This involves:

• considering the prospect of products becoming more expensive in order

to have higher quality, durability, and repairability integrated into product

design;

• considering not only the durability of products but also the durability of

components, so that thesemight be used for repair, or as parts of modular

designs that enable longer product lifetimes; and

• reviewing marketing practices, as these often promote unsustainable be-

haviours andchoices thatunderminepolicies formore sustainableproduc-

tion and consumption.

Ultimately, the important societal and political role of material wealth and

product acquisition needs to be addressed as a consumption challenge. This

requires sufficiency policies that address the limits of the ‘consumption space’

of each individual and the need to divide the Earth’s resources more equally
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(Raworth 2018; Hickel 2018; Newell et al. 2021; Dalhammar et al. 2022b). In a

sustainable durable economy, the production of durable products would be

the norm and consumption would be careful andmindful.
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