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Learning Outcomes
At the end of this unit students should be able 
to:

• demonstrate a knowledge of the product life cycle 
and discuss the strategies used to extend it. 

Setting the Scene
Fairtrade Product sales are increasing 

The Fairtrade Foundation has reported that sales of 
Fairtrade products have continued to rise despite 
the current economic down turn.

More than 4,500 items sold in UK supermarkets are 
certified Fairtrade and British consumers are the 
world’s biggest Fairtrade spenders. 

Regardless of the higher price of some of these 
fair-trade products, consumers appear willing to 
pay extra to ensure farmers and communities are 
getting a fair price for their produce. Consumers 
are becoming more concerned about transparency 

and the ethical sourcing of goods. The public is 
becoming more aware of sustainability and product 
supply chains. As a result, fair trade sales, have 
increased.

Factors which can cause a change in the demand 
for Products:

• Change in price (lower price tends to increase 
sales);

• Customer tastes/expectations;
• Level of disposable income;
• Price of other similar products;
• Advertising.

Product
Product is often regarded as the most important 
element of the marketing mix and includes not only 
physical objects, but also services such as banking 
and legal advice, as well as places and ideas.

The product life cycle (PLC)
The product life cycle is a model which charts the 
stages a product will typically go through over its 
lifespan and measures the sales it is likely to have 
over this period.

We can get the PLC if we plot sales on the vertical 
axis against time on the horizontal axis.

The life cycle of a typical product can be divided 
into five key stages:

Development; Introduction; Growth; Maturity; and 
Decline as shown in the diagram on page 2.
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Fig 1: The product life cycle
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Although it is widely accepted that most products 
will follow this pattern, the exact duration of each 
stage and the level of sales achieved in each stage 
will differ widely between products.

Some products will have a longer flatter curve which 
reflects a gradual increase and decrease in sales, 
while others will have a much sharper shape which 
reflects rapid growth and equally rapid decline.

The first stage of the product life cycle is the 
development stage. This stage takes place before 
the product is put on to the market and therefore at 
this stage in the cycle sales are zero.

The next stage in the typical product life cycle is 
the introduction stage when the product is sold for 
the first time.

This stage is typically characterised by slow sales 
growth, as consumers are often reluctant to try new 
products or ideas. Advertising costs are typically 
high during this period, as firms try to attract new 
customers. This combination of low sales growth 
and high costs mean that the firm is likely to 
experience losses during this period.

The third stage of the product life cycle is the 
growth stage. At this stage sales begin to 

increase quite rapidly as the product gains market 
acceptance and more customers purchase the 
product. Fairtrade products are currently at this 
stage as sales are increasing.

During the growth stage firms will generally begin 
to make profits as even though costs remain quite 
high, they now represent a much lower proportion 
of total sales. Towards the end of the growth stage, 
competitors will enter the market attracted by 
the increasing sales and the firm may begin to 
experience more competition.

The next phase of the product life cycle is the 
maturity stage. This is the longest and most 
common stage for most markets and is often the 
most profitable. Sales continue to grow during this 
phase but at a much slower pace as competition 
intensifies in the market.

At the end of the mature stage the saturation 
point is reached. This is the point at which sales are 
at their peak and very few new customers can be 
found.

Eventually the sales of all products will begin to fall 
and the product will reach the last phase of its life 
cycle; the decline stage. In the decline stage sales 
revenue and profits will fall as prices are reduced 
in an attempt to stimulate sales. In most cases the 
product becomes unprofitable and the firm ceases 
production.

In some cases however the decline phase does not 
lead to the end of the product. If a product has built 
up sufficient loyalty, its sales may stabilise at a 
profitable level after the initial decline and the firm 
may continue producing the product for a long time 
thereafter.
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Activity
Sketch a typical Product Life Cycle diagram and 
for each of the products in the list below identify 
which stage of the product life cycle the product is 
currently at:
• Third generation mobile phones;
• Portable DVD players;
• MP3 music players;
• Personal computers;
• Fax machines;
• Intelligent synthetic fabrics;
• Music cassettes;
• Digital watches

Extending the product life cycle
Businesses are always looking for ways to increase 
their sales and one way to do this is to try and 
extend each of the stages of the product life cycle. 
Examples of strategies to extend the product life 
cycle include:

1. Product modification
A common strategy often used by firms to extend 
the life cycle of their products is to modify the 
products in some way so as to make them appear 
different or superior to the original product.

2. Repackaging
Making alterations to a product’s packaging can 
be a very simple but useful strategy when trying 
to extend the life cycle of a product. Repackaging 
is very common in the retail sector where the 
introduction of new labels, new colour schemes or 
new containers have all proven to be successful at 
extending the product life cycle.

3. Re-branding
The term re-branding refers to the process of 
selling the same product or service under a new or 
different brand identity. The purpose of re-branding 
is to give the product a new image which will appeal 
to consumers.

4. Reducing price
Reducing the price at which a product is sold is 
another strategy frequently used by firms to extend 
the life cycle of their products. A price reduction 
can be an effective tool in extending all of the 
stages of the life cycle since it is likely to attract 
additional custom and therefore increase the level 
of sales achieved in each stage.

Case Study
HMV

HMV is a retailer of music, film, games and 
technology products. In 2016 it experienced a 
£41m fall in sales due to a change in consumer 
trends. Britons are moving away from buying 
physical CDs, films and games collections. HMV 
claims that its fall in sales is also a consequence of 
its decision to retreat from the highly competitive 
challenging video games market. 

However, despite its fall in sales HMV remains 
positive for the future as market share increases. 
Vinyl sales surged more than 50% in some stores 
as Britons redeveloped their relationship with their 
record players. Last June, HMV relaunched online 
and is enjoying strong growth, with approximately 
1m visitors per month. HMV has also started to sell 
products such as speakers and turntables online.

1. Explain why HMV experienced a downturn in 
sales in 2016. [2]

2. Explain the strategies HMV have used to reverse 
the decline in sales and extend the product life 
cycle. [2]
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Key Terms
The product life cycle is a model which charts the 
stages a product will typically go through over its 
lifespan and measures the sales it is likely to have 
over this period.

The saturation point is the point at which sales are 
at their peak and very few new customers can be 
found.

Re-branding is the process of selling the same 
product or service under a new or different brand 
identity.

Revision questions
1. What happens during the development stage of 

a products life cycle? [2]

2. List the 5 stages of the product life cycle. [3]

3. For each of the 5 stages identify one product 
which is currently at that stage. [3]

4. What is an extension strategy? [2]

5. Explain the difference between rebranding and 
repackaging. [2]
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