
ALL. What are the long-term economic and consumer consequences of the Phoebus Cartel's 
industrial strategy? 

1. Analysis of Market Saturation: How does the "mire" in sales turnover caused by long-lived bulbs 
that led to the formation of the Phoebus Cartel in 1924 structurally compare to the threat of "socket 
saturation" facing modern LED manufacturers? Analyze whether the industry's contemporary 
responses (shifting to cheaper, lower-life LEDs or focusing on smart lighting) represent a new, more 
technologically sophisticated form of planned obsolescence than the cartel’s original simple life-span 
reduction. 

2. Economic Philosophy and Sustainability: The shift to planned obsolescence was founded on 
the belief that selling a person a product only once was "bad business" and that obsolescence was 
necessary to keep factories running and people employed (the Depression-era argument). Critically 
evaluate the viability of the alternative economic model proposed for sustainability—based on buying 
fewer, better products and expanding the repair/servicing sector—considering the political challenge 
that such a transformation is likely to "slow economic growth" in the short term. 

3. Technological Innovation vs. Corporate Strategy: Contrast the technical focus of pre-cartel 
lightbulb engineering—which resulted in durable products lasting 1,500 to 2,500 hours or more 
(exemplified by the Livermore bulb)—with the technical effort expended by the Phoebus Cartel, where 
the only significant innovation was the "precipitous drop in operating life". How does this historical 
divergence illustrate the conflict between maximizing technological capability and maximizing sales 
turnover? 

4. Policy Implications of Enforcement: The Phoebus Cartel maintained its 1,000-hour standard by 
requiring member factories to send samples to a central laboratory and fining them if the bulbs lasted 
too long. Considering this historical effectiveness of internal enforcement for shortening life, what 
specific policy mechanisms (such as mandatory labeling or increased consumer guarantees) are 
needed today to effectively enforce minimum durability standards, especially against a flood of 
low-quality, short-lived LED bulbs entering the global market? 

5. LED Technology and the Challenge to Obsolescence: The advent of high-durability LED bulbs 
(50,000-hour design life) is potentially the first mass-consumer product to challenge planned 
obsolescence. Analyze how the lighting industry’s move to "lightified products" that integrate with the 
Internet of Things (IoT) shifts the risk of obsolescence from the physical bulb itself (like the filament in 
the cartel era) to the digital hardware and software update cycle, mirroring the rapid obsolescence 
seen in smartphones. 

6. Corporate Restructuring and Market Evolution: Analyze the significance of major founding 
companies of the Phoebus Cartel—Osram, Philips, and GE—spinning off or selling their traditional 
lightbulb divisions. Does this collective withdrawal from the lamps market indicate the eventual failure 
of the cartel’s repetitive-sales model in the face of long-life LEDs, or is it a strategic evolution toward 
providing high-value LED components and "smart" services where obsolescence can be digitally 
embedded and controlled? 

 



7. Consumer Experience and Sophistication: In the Phoebus era, manufacturers rationalized the 
shorter bulb life as a trade-off for higher quality and brightness. Today, consumers face 
technologically sophisticated LED products where reported failures might be due to "careless 
manufacturing" or "purposefully engineered life-shortening defects". Discuss the ethical and economic 
implications of the observation that few consumers will notice or complain if a sophisticated bulb fails 
prematurely (e.g., after 9 years instead of 14), given the cartel's history of prioritizing profits over 
consumer best interest. 

8. Culture Shift and Consumption: The foundation of the modern consumer economy is rooted in 
planned obsolescence and the "philosophy in free spending and wasting". Evaluate the difficulty of 
achieving the "radical, systemic change" necessary for environmental sustainability—specifically, a 
culture shift away from the "pursuit of novelty, disposability, short-term value"—when economic 
growth, fueled by this consumer culture, remains the "primary performance indicator" for governments 

 


