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‘Design for Obsolescence’ or ‘Designing for Obsolescence Management’?

These two terms are often misunderstood or incorrectly used interchangeably, yet they represent opposing 
design philosophies:

Design for Obsolescence

Refers to the intentional practice of designing products with a limited supportable lifespan.

Often driven by commercial motives, this approach encourages repeat purchases by rendering older 
products non-serviceable or incompatible with newer technologies.

Common in consumer electronics, and fast-moving tech sectors.

Forces the end customer to replace product with new product instead of repairing.
Also referred to as planned obsolescence.

This approach undermines sustainability and long-term customer trust.

Designing for Obsolescence Management

Refers to the strategic planning and engineering of products to ensure they remain supportable and 
functional over extended lifecycles.

Employed in industries where long-term reliability is critical (e.g., aerospace, defence, medical, industrial, 
automotive).

This approach increases product sustainability, reduces lifecycle costs, and strengthens customer 
satisfaction.

This document is an overview of Designing for Obsolescence Management; when it is implemented, and 
how it is implemented.

A comprehensive and well-structured product Obsolescence Management Plan must be initiated at the 
earliest stages of a product’s lifecycle—during the conceptual and then design phases.
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Early integration of obsolescence management ensures that:

•	 Risks are identified and mitigated proactively, not reactively.
•	 Component selection is informed by lifecycle considerations, legislative compliance, and availability
•	 Design strategies (such as modularity and use of standard components) are embedded from the outset.
•	 Sustainability goals and service life expectations are achievable without costly redesigns.

Conceptual Stage Implementation
During the Concept Stage of a products’ life, the technologies being considered must be assessed for 
their lifecycle maturity and potential risk of obsolescence. Early evaluation helps ensure that the selected 
technologies will support the product’s intended operational and service life.

Key areas to assess include, but are not limited to:

1.   Connectivity
1.1  Physical Connectivity:

1.1.1  Evaluate standards such as USB, Ethernet, CAN bus, HDMI, etc.
1.1.2  Assess industry support, version maturity, and upcoming revisions.

1.2  Wireless Connectivity:
Evaluate technologies such as Wi-Fi, Bluetooth, 5G, Zigbee, LoRa, and emerging standards, 
recognizing that applicable standards may differ across regional markets and regulatory 
jurisdictions.
Consider adoption rates, regulatory factors, and long-term support.

2.   Power Systems
2.1  Voltage standards and trends (e.g., 5V, 3.3V vs. newer low-voltage systems, 2.5V, 2.2V, 1.8V, etc)
2.2  Availability of supporting components (e.g., regulators, power modules)

3.    Processing, Memory and Digital ‘Glue’ Technologies
3.1   Processor architectures (e.g., ARM, RISC-V, x86)
3.2  Memory types (e.g., DDR4 vs. DDR5, Flash types)
3.3  Roadmaps of major silicon vendors

4.    Display and User Interface Technologies
4.1   Screen technologies (e.g., LCD, OLED, e-ink)
4.2  Interface methods (e.g., capacitive vs. resistive touch, SAW etc)
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5.    Mechanical Standards

6.    Security Technologies
6.1   Cryptographic modules
6.2  Trusted platform modules (TPMs)
6.3   Compliance with evolving security standards

7.     Modularisation

Fastening, housing, and form factors
Passivation. (Hexavalent Chromium previously used for Aluminium now falls under 
RoH    legislation)
Material trends (e.g., composites vs. metals)

To address obsolescence in technology families that undergo frequent updates 
or changes, modularising the product can be an effective mitigation strategy.
Use standardized interfaces to allow future integration of newer components 
without redesigning the whole system.

5.1
5.2

5.3

7.1

7.2

Criteria for Technology Selection during Product Conceptual Stage
When assessing each technology, consider the following criteria:

1.	 Lifecycle Status: Is the technology emerging, mature, or declining?
2.	 Industry Adoption: How widespread is its use across industries?
3.	 Vendor Commitment: Are vendors providing long-term support?
4.	 Regulatory Impact: Are upcoming regulations likely to impact availability?
5.	 Upgrade Pathways: Is there a clear migration path for future upgrades?

Component Selection during Product Design Stage
The Design Stage of a product demands that designers investigate in detail each component they plan to 
integrate into the final product. This investigation includes evaluating:

•	 Component lifecycle status
•	 Availability from multiple sources (Avoid sole-source or niche components whenever possible)
•	 Risk of future obsolescence
•	 Compliance with current and forecasted regulatory and qualification standards
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However, conducting these assessments is a time-consuming and onerous task that can absorb a significant 
portion of the designer’s time - time that could otherwise be spent focusing on the core functional and 
innovative aspects of the product design.

This is where the Component Management/Product Lifetime Management (CM/PLM) Team plays a crucial 
supporting role.

How the Component Management Team Assists:

•	 Component Research: PLM specialists research and maintain up-to-date information on the lifecycle 
status, sourcing options, and technology maturity of candidate components.

•	 Preferred Parts Lists: They curate and manage approved parts libraries, guiding designers towards 
components with proven or forecasted longevity and supplier stability.

•	 Obsolescence Risk Evaluation: PLM evaluates parts against obsolescence forecasting tools and 
databases. 

•	 Supplier and Manufacturer Engagement: PLM teams liaise with suppliers to gather lifecycle statements, 
EOL forecasts, and alternative component recommendations.

•	 Documentation and Traceability: They ensure that part selection, risk assessments, and sourcing 
decisions are properly documented for future sustainment activities.

The (CM/PLM) Team and Design Team liaise to ensure that component selection is optimised for both 
product functionality and future Obsolescence mitigation.

The Design Team should ensure that the Product Design Folder (or equivalent) identifies each components’ 
critical characteristics to assist the (CM/PLM) /Sustaining team in any future obsolescence mitigation efforts.
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Disclaimer

This document is intended for informational purposes only and provides general guidance on obsolescence 
management practices. While efforts have been made to ensure the accuracy and relevance of the content, 
the strategies, recommendations, and examples included are not exhaustive and may not be suitable for 
every organization or situation.

The authors and publishers do not accept any responsibility or liability for any actions taken based on the 
information provided in this document. Users are advised to conduct their own assessments and seek 
professional or technical advice tailored to their specific operational, regulatory, and business requirements 
before implementing any obsolescence management strategies.

This document does not constitute legal, technical, or professional advice. The use of any information 
contained herein is at the reader’s own risk.
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