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 All mobile, still working, becoming sustainable 

Durable devices and a sustainable mobile strategy improves bottom line and corporate social responsibility  

Key Points: 

Access to IT through small, smart mobile devices is becoming a key feature of most repetitive business processes. The ‘consumerisation’ of mobile 

technologies has driven down prices of hardware and led to massive adoption of handheld, tablet, notebook and hybrid/convertible devices at home 

and in the office. This introduces new challenges which need to be addressed through a more sustainable mobile strategy for the workplace. 

A throwaway approach to consumer products does not work well in the enterprise where time and productivity is rapidly lost as devices change or fail. 

Mobile devices frequently show their fragility and the need to deal with it – cracked screens, scratches, replacements, warranties, insurance claims. 

The workplace needs durable and reliable tools, tailored and integrated with an ecosystem of peripherals and accessories, to perform specific business 

tasks. A sustainable mobile strategy extends the life of all ecosystem elements, streamlines maintenance and avoids downtime. It reduces costs and 

adds value to customer facing processes, while being environmentally friendly and reflective of a progressive attitude to corporate social responsibility. 
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The essential mobile element 
obile access to IT has proliferated through office environments 

and into consumers' pockets and homes. Ease of use and 

accessibility has led to people being over familiar with and reliant 

upon devices which are highly sophisticated, but relatively fragile - both 

physically and digitally. 

Drops, water ingress, cracked screens with the consequent need for device 

insurance and replacement are minor, but common occurrences, for many 

consumers. A still rapidly evolving mobile device market with innovation and 

frequent new product launches can address the issue of regular replacement, 

dispelling any qualms by encouraging trade ins and upgrades. 

While damage and replacement causes few problems for consumers, those 

whose working activities depend on mobile technology need more assurance 

and resilience. Increasingly sophisticated mobile devices are being relied upon 

by so many roles in almost all industries, in many environments that are more 

challenging than a carpeted office. 

These are not shiny individual gadgets, but critical integrated tools that must 

cost effectively deliver results, day-in, day-out, often in the most challenging of 

environments. They are being used for a specific task or role which generally 

requires other components to make them effective; integrated peripherals 

such as card readers, scanners or printers, vital to the process; accessories to 

make device use easier such as holders, mounts, docking stations, carry cases 

and straps. 

Ensuring the continuity of these repetitive processes that businesses rely on, 

with minimal impact on staff and without incurring disproportionate costs, 

requires a more sustainable and strategic approach to the purchase and 

operation of mobile devices. 

Mobile reality  
orking with technology on the move poses challenges. Mobile 

technology is vulnerable, the environment can be unpredictable, 

but the user still has a task to accomplish. 

 

Environment 
Different environments bring diverse challenges which can either cause 
damage to the device or make it harder for the user to operate – e.g. vibration, 
moisture, dust, heat, cold, sunlight, noise. It is often assumed that only the 
most challenging outdoor environments are sufficiently demanding for rugged 
or robust technology, but this is not the case. 

 
Many workplaces pose risks; chemical and liquid spills in healthcare, jostling 
and accidents in retail spaces, unanticipated bad weather anywhere outdoors. 
A relaxed user may be able to take sufficient care to minimise the impact, but 
in a work situation where the focus is on performing a specific task, the need 
to pay additional attention to the environment is an unwelcome distraction. 

M W 
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People 
The attitude, training and immediate external influences on workers will 
impact how well mobile technology fares. If they are careless or even simply 
distracted the chance of breakage increases. Individuals, as consumers, 
develop a strong attachment to the mobile devices they carry everywhere, but 
even these are often dropped and broken, forgotten on public transport or left 
unattended and vulnerable to theft or damage. 
 
Mobile devices provided by an employer carry less emotional attachment and 
occasionally can be resented by employees. Individuals need to be involved in 
to the whole process of mobile working to ensure that sound investment 
decisions taken by the organisation are not undermined. 
 
Modern mobile devices are increasingly driven by touch screen interaction 
where gestures are less physically positive than key or button clicks. If users 
are constrained by the environment, such as needing to use gloves or to 
commit their hands or attention to other matters than accessing IT, they may 
not be able to fully commit themselves to safeguarding their mobile tools. 
 

Technology 
Small mobile devices encourage a move towards a utility model, where 
expensive compute power and storage is removed from being duplicated at 
the edge, and concentrated where it can most efficiently be managed and 
delivered as a cloud based service. However, mobile technology and platforms 
have been evolving rapidly, partly due to consumer appetite and demands, but 
also due to the relative immaturity of the sector. 
 
Outside of the office environment, mobile device operation is designed for 
specific tasks where certain external functions are critical to the task. This often 
requires the use of additional technical peripherals and accessories. Significant 
changes over multiple device generations can cause problems, as it can rapidly 
make these peripherals and accessories obsolete. 

 
There are many criteria that affect the technology selection for mobile devices 
used for repetitive tasks that may have an impact on their ability to reliably 
support business processes. These include: 
 
Cost. No organisation wants to overspend, but the upfront cost of devices is 
only a small element of the total cost of ownership. Cutting corners and limiting 
upfront expense will often prove a false economy. 
 
Failure rates. Accidents happen and no technology is infallible, but there is no 
substitute for product quality and durability, especially in challenging 
environments or where the business process is significantly affected by failure. 
 
Peripherals. Printers, scanners, card readers etc. These may be thought of as 
peripheral to the main mobile devices, but they are often crucial to the 
operations that make up the business process. 
 
Accessories. Beyond the technical peripherals there may be docking stations 
and mounts, cases, straps and grips for the repetitive use and continued 
operation of mobile devices. These have a direct impact on ergonomic and 
productive use. 
 
Battery life. Mobile devices rely on their batteries, but longer life means more 
weight and in any event, batteries degrade over time, can fail suddenly and in 
extreme situations catch fire. Flexible battery design is critical. Sealed, easily 
swappable and standardised units make continued operation easier and 
minimise the impact on business processes. 
 
Servicing. In some situations, minor failures or changes will need to be 
remediated immediately and conducted in the field, such as replacing batteries 
or peripherals. Standardisation is key. Not only does it make the task of on-the-
job replacement easier, it reduces the need for holding multiple different parts 
for different use cases or devices.   
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The cost of failure 
obile devices provide fundamental access to IT data and processes 

for a significant numbers of employees, with smaller and touch 

screen devices now being deployed more than the traditional 

desktop replacements, i.e. laptops. Tablets, with their larger screen size and 

capabilities have become very popular (Figure 2), but mobile device technology 

overall is young and still fast evolving.  

 

Consequently, around a fifth of organisations expect to change employee 

mobile devices at least once per year. Even if devices are not changed, they will 

inevitably fail, especially as mobile working in any environment places 

significant stresses on mobile devices. A third of organisations think they will 

also have to replace a quarter of their devices due to failure within three years 

and one in five think that half of their devices will have failed within five years. 

Based on this, perhaps it is right to think that mobile devices could be 

disposable commodities? 

 

A disposable consumer-like model for mobile devices exists in many 

organisations, and it is often possible to shift or allow the responsibility for 

choices and purchase to the employee. Bring Your Own Device (BYOD) was a 

typical symptom of this approach. However, the organisation as well as the 

individual suffers the consequences of ‘exceptions’ when things go wrong. 

Gaps in security, hardware failure, software incompatibilities and data loss are 

not uncommon. 

For knowledge workers, any loss of mobile applications or communication 

capability is an inconvenience and will impact productivity, but for those 

engaged in frequently repeated tasks that relate directly to primary business 

processes – customer contact, operations, service maintenance – the impact is 

immediate and more significant. Even minor issues can inhibit business process 

continuity, and there is much that can go wrong: 

- Battery failure or degradation 

- Hardware damage 

- Connectivity failure 

- Loss of use of process critical peripherals 

- Impaired use of accessories e.g. broken mount, straps etc. 

- Incompatibility with replacement peripherals 

Individually these problems might be cheap to fix and seem of limited 

importance, but the real costs come from the consequential impact on the 

business process. It will impact stakeholders other than the worker directly 

involved; a customer may miss out on an order, a hotel guest may be late for a 

dinner appointment, the health of patients or the safety of colleagues may be 

put at risk. These ramifications of failures rarely show up on a ‘total cost of 

ownership’ calculation, but they will have a reputational or financial impact at 

some point.  

M 
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The need for more sustainability in IT 
he reasons for a sustainable IT approach are not simply altruistic, 

despite the many environmentally positive benefits and the awareness 

of corporate social responsibility (CSR).  A sustainable approach allows 

better long term value to be gained from IT investments, better manage 

commercial and external risks, offers a more conducive working environment 

for employees and ultimately improves bottom lines. 

This means selecting overall systems, architectures and individual products 

that will last longer, and are less resource intensive throughout construction, 

operation and disposal: 

Design to reduce raw materials.  Avoid hardware duplication. Where possible 

offload processing power and storage to the cloud. 

Extend system longevity. Individual technology items rapidly become 

obsolete. This is wasteful if it means an entire solution must be replaced 

because of a change to a connector or a peripheral. Standardise individual 

elements for ease of re-use over multiple generations. 

Reduce operational costs.  The most direct and noticeable savings come from 

reducing resources consumed during operation; consumables such as in 

printing, energy or fuel. 

Reduce maintenance costs.  Selecting well engineered products where 

disassembly features, for instance, allow for the quick sorting and removal of 

elements for servicing.  Product upgrades can then be planned both to prevent 

the premature retirement of components, and to protect customer 

investment. Promote repair and DIY repair. 

Reduce waste, recycle, recover. The EU’s WEEE (Waste Electrical and 

Electronic Equipment) Directive sets clear standards for the management of 

harmful materials frequently found in all products. The most important aspect 

of the Directive for users of ICT systems, whether for business or recreation, is 

the requirement for every manufacturer to take back and process the products 

they produce at the end of their use, thereby ensuring none of these items end 

up in landfill. This means that precious raw materials can be recovered and 

toxic by-products contained. End of life disposal is still a considerable issue to 

address, for IT and communications waste (Figure 3). 

 

However, carbon reporting and energy efficiency are mandated by regulators, 
in the UK through the Climate Change Act and CRC Energy Efficiency Scheme 
and across the EU by the Energy Efficiency Directive. This was in place for UK 
listed companies from 2013 along with ESOS (Energy Savings Opportunity 
Scheme) since December 2015 and similar schemes elsewhere across the EU. 
 
Efforts elsewhere to benefit from energy savings and reduce environmental 
impact puts IT infrastructure under increasing scrutiny. According to the 
European Commission, addressing IT could cut economy-wide carbon 
emissions significantly, primarily through improved monitoring and 
management of energy usage.  

T 
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Mobile devices and sustainable lifecycles 
sustainable approach means looking at the entire mobile device 

lifecycle and related ecosystem. The criteria for designing, producing 

and using devices used to support commercial or industrial processes 

are completely different (Figure 4). 

Yet many still think that consumer devices make great enterprise tools. In many 

circumstances they can, but as many organisations are finding out, there are 

longer term cost impacts to the short term gain of allowing employees to bring 

their own devices. 

Mobile devices do not exist in isolation, even when the use is simple network 

connection and remote access to email and other office functions. Security of 

the device, network connection or individual application (of which there are 

many) can easily be compromised and there will always need to be peripherals 

and accessories to get the best out of the mobile experience. 

For consumer devices, these might only comprise of chargers, cases and 

earphones, but for mobile devices that support business tasks there will be 

other items that are critical to supporting the process. 

These will often be much more expensive and sophisticated compared to the 

consumer world. Extending the value of investments in devices and any related 

peripherals, mounts etc. will have a significant impact on the sustainable value 

of the device – not only from a cost perspective, but also in terms of carbon, 

energy and raw material impact. 

If the use of expensive and task-critical peripherals can be extended over 

multiple generations of the core mobile device, then savings can be made not 

only in direct costs, but also in operational expenses such as maintenance, 

service, spares inventory and time out of service. 

While the lifetime cost of ownership of individual devices is important, these 

other elements have a significant impact the overall cost of delivering a mobile 

service to the business (Figure 5). 

  

A 
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Mobile sustainable value proposition 
more encompassing sustainable value proposition for the use of 

mobile devices needs to take into account the broader impact of 

technology and product selection. This involves more than just the 

explicit financial metric based on initial mobile device costs and must look: 

- Beyond the mobile device lifecycle and towards the business process 

- Beyond the mobile device to its entire supporting ecosystem 

- Beyond the user to the impact on other stakeholders 

- Beyond the organisation to the wider impact on society 

Those considering the impact of sustainability on their mobile device strategy 

mostly focus on product costs and the total cost of ownership. However, many 

recognise the importance of product quality and robustness, as well as the 

impact of the of external costs within the mobile device ecosystem, such as the 

lifetime costs of peripherals and accessories (Figure 6). 

 

The total value proposition (TVP) for the adoption of any technology widens to 

understand broader criteria than the simple direct return on investment. As 

well as the financial consideration, the TVP assesses the wider impact on the 

individual - scope, resource, time - and the organisation - value, risk, cost 

(Figure 7). There is also a competitive dimension to assess as outlined on the 

lower left of Figure 7. Organisations need to ask themselves “if our competitors 

adopt a more sustainable mobile device strategy, what is the impact?”. 

 

This type of assessment can highlight the clear value of a sustainable strategy 

for mobile devices, which then looks beyond the narrow view of the technology 

itself and towards its impact on the business process overall. There are cost 

implications from things such as downtime, employee frustration, unnecessary 

journeys or remedial actions due to the cost of failure at critical moments. This 

business process disruption will have costs that can be aggregated using a 

balanced scorecard as outlined on the lower right quadrant on Figure 7. 

A 
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When all elements have been assembled, the consequences of adopting or not 

adopting a sustainable mobile device strategy can be properly gauged. 

Organisations already have expectations of what the benefits of a sustainable 

mobile device strategy might be, and a fair proportion, almost one in five of 

those interviewed, believe that they will save over 50% of their mobile device 

budget (Figure 8). 

 

Most focus on the front of mind issues about spending less on the actual 

devices and lower cost of ownership. Battery use features highly as does 

spending on accessories, especially by those expecting greater returns on their 

sustainable strategy. 

Interestingly, those expecting the greatest returns have a lower focus on total 

cost of ownership. This is not to say that it has lost its importance. However, it 

is an indication that these organisations that are expecting the greatest returns 

are taking a wider look at the value they are obtaining from a sustainable 

mobile device strategy. 

For them, the expected savings extend beyond the device and its lifetime and 

so rather than looking at ‘total cost of ownership’ this has become ‘total impact 

on business’. From this it is possible to determine the overall benefits: 

- lower cost of ownership resulting from a longer lasting, durable device 

- ability to maintain, support, upgrade device through its lifetime 

- longevity of expensive peripherals or difficult to change accessories 

- less disruption from variable battery life or replacement 

- less impact on the employee from unforeseen events or device failure 

- a smooth process for multi-generational transition of devices 

- a process for the multi-generational support of peripherals 

In addition to the savings and efficiencies in business processes, the 

organisation also benefits by boosting its environmental credentials. With an 

increased understanding that a business can no longer act as an isolated 

commercial entity, independent of its wider impact, part of its corporate social 

responsibility is to improve the sustainability of resources and energy 

consumed and to minimise hazardous waste.  IT is a significant contributor to 

these aspects and so sustainable IT strategies add tangible environmental 

value. 
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Conclusion: Key elements of a sustainable mobile device strategy 
obile devices such as handhelds and tablets have become the most frequently carried and accessed items for consumers. Innovation is still rapid in this 
area and despite the costs involved, consumers upgrade and change their devices frequently. As they have become so commonplace, over familiarity 
has led to over confidence and complacency. Mobile devices are frequently treated badly and break. With a tightly integrated design there are few 

opportunities for repair, which has resulted in a disposable attitude for relatively expensive and sophisticated technology that is power hungry during construction 
and has a large appetite for precious raw materials and resources. 
 
This is not good for the environment and many organisations recognise that to demonstrate their corporate social responsibility they need to adopt more 
sustainable IT strategies. However, few organisations or individuals want to pay more simply to benefit the environment, despite legislative pressure. There has 
to be a financial incentive and savings that can be made from a more sustainable approach. These benefits can be particularly evident for mobile devices when 
they are used in demanding working environments as tools that directly support key business processes. Here, consumer levels of durability are not sufficient, 
and with a need to minimise business disruption, financial savings as well as environmental benefits can come from extending the life of all components. There 
are several steps every organisation using mobile devices could take to build, and benefit from, a more sustainable mobile device strategy: 
 

1. Encourage extended lifetime – get staff to understand the safe and effective use of mobile equipment in their care; reward the conscientiousness 
2. Provide durable technology – fit for the rigours of the working environment so that employees can focus on the task in hand not the tools that help deliver it 
3. Choose flexible elements – allows for quick replacement of items with shorter lifetimes e.g. batteries can easily be changed without impact elsewhere 
4. Task consistency – create stable and well thought out business processes to allow for greater longevity of task specific peripherals and accessories 
5. Field swappable units – in-field replacement minimises impact on employees and devices to stay in service for longer by avoiding return to base servicing 
6. Durable ecosystem – don't skimp on simple items – mountings, wrist worn straps, carry straps – as failures are just as likely to impact business processes 
7. Standardisation – allows common elements to be re-deployed, shared and more quickly sourced 
8. Dependable warranty – accidents happen, faulty devices are shipped and even good products fail; ensure critical items have suitable warranty protection 
9. Decommissioning – have a process in place to deal with lost or stolen devices and staff changes; ensure data is deleted and out of date permissions revoked 
10. Disposal – plan from the outset what to do at the end of a device’s lifecycle; re-use, recycle but ideally look for buy-back options up front 

 

References: 

1. Research conducted by Opinion Matters October 2016 (1000 interviews of IT decision makers across UK, France, Sweden and Spain) 

2. Eurostat EU figures for WEEE November 2016 
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About Panasonic 

Introducing solutions for a better working world 

Panasonic System Communications Company Europe (PSCEU) provides a wide range of cutting edge business products and solutions, from world-class broadcasting 

equipment, interactive displays and projectors, to state of the art unified communication systems, rugged notebooks and tablets. No matter how big your business or 

organisation, Panasonic System Communications Company Europe provides specialist equipment that allows you to capture, compute and communicate every piece of visual, 

voice and text-based data within your business. Panasonic is committed to developing unique and accessible ranges of business products and systems, all with multi-functional 

design and with advanced features at the heart of every product. 

And the results our customers achieve with this technology are quite amazing. As world #1 in high-brightness projectors, we helped create the world’s largest ever projected 

image in Moscow. 1 in every 6 calls made by small businesses are routed via our telephone systems. We lead the world in rugged computing, with the German Ski Association 

relying on our support to succeed in extreme temperatures. Our security cameras meant the Sochi Winter Olympics were the best-protected ever. And our broadcast 

technology brings the drama of El Clasico to millions of global fans. 

 

About Quocirca 

Quocirca is a research and analysis company with a primary focus on the European market. Quocirca produces free to market content aimed at IT decision makers and those 

that influence them in business of all sizes and public sector organisations. Much of the content Quocirca produces is based on its own primary research. For this primary 

research, Quocirca has native language telephone interviewing capabilities across Europe and is also able to cover North America and the Asia Pacific region. Research is 

conducted one-to-one with individuals in target job roles to ensure the right questions are being asked of the right people. Comparative results are reported by geography, 

industry, size of business, job role and other parameters as required. The research is sponsored by a broad spectrum of IT vendors, service providers and channel organisations.  

However, all Quocirca content is written from an independent standpoint and addresses the issues with regard to the use of IT within the context of an organisation, rather 

than specific products. Therefore, Quocirca’s advice is free from vendor bias and is based purely on the insight gained through research, combined with the broad knowledge 

and analytical capabilities of Quocirca’s analysts who focus on the “big picture”. Quocirca is widely regarded as one of the most influential analyst companies in Europe. 

Through its close relationships with the media, Quocirca articles and reports reach millions of influencers and decision makers. Quocirca reports are made available through 

many media partners. 

To see more about Quocirca's analysts, click here To see a list of some of Quocirca's customers, click here   To contact Quocirca, please click here.  

http://quocirca.com/about-us/media-partners
http://quocirca.com/analysts
http://quocirca.com/about-us/customers
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