
It is possible to have different products for the same
job. Consider cleaning. You could use a vacuum
cleaner, a carpet sweeper, a dust pan and brush or a
broom.  Each of these will have different effects on our
environment in terms of its manufacture and its use
and eventual disposal. The broom made from natural
and renewable materials has the least effect but is the
most difficult to use and probably the least effective.
The vacuum cleaner made from a wide range of non-
renewable materials and manufactured components will
have the most effect of the environment but is the least
difficult to use and the most effective. There is a
dilemma here – good for us but bad for the
environment, or bad for us but good for the
environment!
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An important way of looking at the impact of a
product on our environment is product life-cycle
analysis (PLCA). PLCA is sometimes called ‘cradle to
grave analysis’ because it tries to describe everything
that is involved in the life of a product; from the
impact of getting the raw materials used to make the
product to what happens to the product after its useful
life is over. 

The life-cycle of a product is summarised in the
diagram below. You can use each part of the diagram to
ask questions about the impact of the product on our
environment.
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Product life cycle analysis

Pause for thought

What effect will the size of the inputs and outputs
labelled * have on the environmental impact of a
product?

Why is it important that the feedback loop labelled
** is maximised?

P

Question

2 Discuss the following questions with others in
your class.
a What can be done to lessen the

environmental impact of the vacuum cleaner?
b Why do people buy and use products that are

harmful to the environment?
c What can be done to encourage people to

buy products that do less damage to the
environment?

Q

Research

Compare the sustainability of a towel and a hair
drier. Present your answers as bullet points in a
table.

R
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Thinking about a washing machine

The case, chassis and working parts are made mainly
from metal. This has to be extracted and refined. It is
important that the amount of energy used for this is
kept to a minimum. It is also important to keep
emissions into the environment and waste products
from these processes to a minimum. Once the metal is
available it has to be turned into the various parts of
the machine. Again the energy used and the emissions
and waste should be kept to a minimum. Once the
machines have been made they have to be distributed
and sold. Again this will use energy and cause emissions
and waste which should all be kept to a minimum.
Then the machine is used. A washing machine might
have a working life of 20 or more years during which
time it will use energy and give out hot water
contaminated with detergent. Finally the machine will
come to the end of its useful working life. It is
important that as much material as possible is recycled
and that any disposal is as harmless as possible.

3
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What is the environmental cost of clean clothes?

Question

1 In the life of a washing machine, which input
and output do you think are likely to cause the
most environmental impact? Discuss your
answers with others in your class. You can look
on the web to get more information. This site
from Australia gives useful information:
http://www.environment.gov.au/portfolio/esd/cli
mate/gwci/contents.html.

Q

How much of these materials will be used in the life of a washing

machine?




