
1 
1 1

Sustainable consumption 

EU Brussels, 07.05.2013

Walter R. Stahel, DUniv (Surrey)

Visiting Professor, University of Surrey

Founder-Director, The Product-Life Institute, Geneva, 

www.product-life.org, productlife.org@gmail.com



Is non-consumption the ultimate 

sustainable consumption?  

• This slide show is based on shared tasks 

and responsibilities – you read, I talk 



Her car is 82. 

She’s 102. 

Both still 

going strong.  

Margaret Dunning, 102, of Plymouth, Mi., stands on the 

running board of her 1930 Packard 740 Roadster at the 

2012 Glenmoor Gathering of Significant Automobiles in 

Jackson Township.  



Allen Swift 

owned & 

drove the 

same car 

for 82 

years  

Mr. Allen Swift (Springfield, MA) received this 1928 Rolls-Royce 

Piccadilly P1 Roadster from his father, brand new - as a gradua-

tion gift in 1928. He drove it up until his death last year.....at the 

age of 102. He donated it to a Springfield museum after his 

death. It has 1,070,000 miles on it, still runs like a Swiss watch, 

dead silent at any speed and is In perfect cosmetic condition. 
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Local job creation through longer service life: skilled workers 

replace material and energy in manufacturing  

spare parts 



Service-life extension of goods 
• relies on a personal relationship with goods, 

• eliminates fashion and ‘keeping up with the 

Jones’es (i.e. can be regarded as ‘boring’), 

• creates local jobs in a regional economy, 

• is a priority of the 2008 EU Waste Directives 

(reuse of goods is the other). 

For individuals, service-life extension is 

one approach to sustainable consumption. 

For economic actors, it is the norm when it is 

cheaper than buying new replacement goods.  

 



Reuse  

needs 

innovation 

in 

remarketing 

skills ! 

d 



Service-life extension 

needs innovation in 

appropriate repair and 

maintenance services  



Life-long guarantees  

facilitate sustainable consumption 

• life-long guarantees for  

– availability of spare parts,  

– repair services,  

– replacement of broken goods, 

 



Caran d’Ache Ecridor “Lignes Urbaines” is coated with  

palladium. In an ultra-contemporary design, guillochage on  

the six facets of the body, represents the converging vertical  

lines of a skyscraper  and gives the writing instrument an  

extraordinary effect of perspective. Swiss made.  

International lifetime guarantee. Price  € 100.- 



Lifetime guarantees are offered for 

• Zippo lighters,  

• Magnum flashlights,   

• mechanical watches, 

• Bialetti coffee machines (since 1935), 

• an U.S. outdoor clothing company, 

• in Germany, for many products sold by 

Manufactum  

PS Teddy bears lived for ever without 

guarantees 

 



Quality often has a price, but 

• Many cheap mass-produced goods are 

disposable, they rely on garbage-in-garbage-out 

economics and can often not be repaired.  

• Exceptions to this are:  

- second hand goods (e.g. eBay, flee markets), 

- single-use cameras (but are not digital),  

• Second-hand may even offer better quality: 

- second hand clothing has lower risks of 

allergies (OECD study xxx), 

- rail grinding instead of new rails (Railways).  

 



What are ways out consumption? 

• Renting instead of buying, 

• Shared utilisation  

• Shared ownership 

 



Buying goods (versus buying performance)  

Buying goods at the Point of Sale gives you  

• full ownership, including cost of risk, cost of 

operation & maintenance and end-of-life cost 

of waste, 

• capital gains if value increases over time, e.g. 

real estate, works of art, oldtimer vehicules, 

• the same status symbol as renting, leasing or 

stealing the desired good. 

 



Buying performance (versus buying goods) 

By buying goods as services at a Point of Service, e.g. 
• renting goods (cars, handbags, clothes, tools, 

apartments),  
• using shared goods, such as washing and drying in a 

Laundromat instead of buying a washing machine,  
car sharing,  

and by buying performance, such as  
• have your clothes washed to drycleaners,  
• use city-bikes, taxis, smartphones, cloud computing,  
• use public transport (railways, airlines, metro, busses) 
• use hotels, B&Bs, instead of renting an apartment,  
 
You gain flexibility, can be fashionable (a different one 
every day) and have zero responsibility for the goods’ 
maintenance and repair costs and end-of-life waste costs.  



New wisdom?  

True wealth lies in utilisation,  

not in ownership 

 

Aristotle 



Manufacturers and fleet managers 

selling performance 
• switch from a throughput to a circular economy, 

from an industrial to a service economy,  

• retain ownership of the embodied resources,  

gain resource security for the future, 

• internalise the costs of risk and of waste and 

therefore have economic incentives for prevention. 

Examples:  

• Michelin selling tyre use (pay-per-mile) for trucks,  

• Rolls-Royce power-by-the hour for jet, gas turbines,  

• U.S. administration’s (NASA, Pentagon) preferred 

procurement option is buying performance 

 



Example: Private 

Finance Initiatives 

(PFI) 

are increasingly used 

for the construction 

and long-term opera-

tion of  infrastructures 

by a single economic 

actor. 

Le Viaduc de Millau, a 

2001 78-year 

contract to design, 

finance, build and 

operate the bridge (to 

2079), with a 

maintenance contract 

until 2121 
Le pont de Millau, France 



NASA buys commercial (launch) services, not 

hardware, and NASA specifies mission unique 

requirements. This has resulted in the launch of 

innovative start-ups competing to find the best solution:  

SpaceX, Odyssee Moon,  



The Performance Economy: sustainable profits with an  
internalisation of the costs of risk and waste 

    manufacturer   consumer  waste 

industrial economy      dispersed  

selling goods  warranty  consumer  State carries  
       carries all   waste costs 

      risiks  

   manufacturer/fleet manager   consumer  waste  

Performance Economy      concentrated 

selling system  manufacturer/     
  utilisation   fleet manager     
     carries all risks      

        
strong economic incentive for 

loss and waste prevention 



The economic quality dilemma of manufacturing: 

quality and durability of consumer goods 

Quality 

high RENTAL ECONOMY   PERFORMANCE-ECONOMY 

  sale of fashion and function sale of performance and results 
 in a multi-option society  in system solutions in the sense
 or for short time use  of physical asset management 

  clothes, uniforms, tools,  infrastructure investment (PFI) 
 goods 

  INDUSTRIAL ECONOMY THIRD WORLD 

  sale of (replacement) goods the dilemma of a scarcity of 

  to keep the throughput  resources, goods and money 

Quality economy (and GDP) going (infrastructure, equipment, 

low (clothes, cars, electronics) buildings, vehicles, goods) 

 

  short          long  
 product-life         product-life 



22 

mio t GHG emissions 

Lifetime 

optimisation 
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services 

Circular 

Economy 

(restorative) 

Source: WRAP (2009) 

GHG reduction 

German EEG 100 mio t 

800 mio t 
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Where to find more 
information:  
 
 
The Performance Economy 
Walter R. Stahel 
 
published by  
Palgrave Macmillan London 
March 2010 
 ISBN 978-0-230-58466-2 


