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The Great Dilution: Value Engineering, 
Skimpflation, and the Crisis of 
Competence 
An Analysis of Ontological Degradation, Cognitive 
Load, and the Right to Material Integrity 
Introduction 
The contemporary consumer landscape is currently undergoing a structural transformation 
that transcends the traditional economic metrics of inflation, purchasing power parity, or 
supply chain volatility. While the early 2020s were characterized by headlines focused on the 
rising cost of goods—a phenomenon widely understood as inflation—a more insidious and 
permanent shift has been occurring beneath the surface of the global economy: the 
systematic degradation of the material world itself. This report conducts a comprehensive, 
multi-disciplinary investigation into the convergence of two distinct but mutually reinforcing 
corporate strategies—"Value Engineering" and "Skimpflation"—and their downstream effects 
on human cognition, social stratification, and the ontological status of the objects that 
constitute our daily reality. 

From 1990 to 2025, the industrial logic governing the production of consumer goods shifted 
from a paradigm of durability, utility, and "thingness" to one of disposability, simulation, and 
"calculated dissatisfaction".1 This transition has been driven by the financialization of 
manufacturing, where the primary objective is no longer the production of a "good" in the 
ethical or material sense, but the optimization of a margin through the extraction of "surplus 
quality." The result is a material environment characterized by "breakpoint engineering," where 



products are designed to fail at precise intervals, and quality is shaved down to the absolute 
minimum viable threshold of consumer acceptance—a point just shy of triggering mass 
abandonment.2 

This analysis argues that this material degradation is not merely an economic annoyance or a 
nostalgic grievance, but a public health and philosophical crisis. The constant interaction with 
failing, inferior, or toxic objects imposes a measurable "cognitive tax" on the human brain, 
depleting executive function, elevating cortisol levels, and contributing to a state of societal 
"stupor" or learned helplessness.4 Furthermore, this cognitive and physiological burden is 
unevenly distributed, creating a toxic class divide—a "feudalization of quality"—where the 
wealthy purchase "competence" (durability, safety, function) while the poor are relegated to a 
world of "ontological failure," characterized by objects that are physically unstable, chemically 
hazardous, and functionally unreliable.6 

By synthesizing data from materials science, neurobiology, behavioral economics, and 
continental philosophy, this report establishes a framework for understanding "Ontological 
Degradation"—the process by which objects lose their essential reality and become mere 
transient simulations of utility. Finally, it proposes a new normative and regulatory framework, 
"The Right to Competence," which posits that access to a functional, non-toxic, and reliable 
material reality is a fundamental prerequisite for human autonomy, mental health, and civic 
participation.8 

Section I: The Architecture of Simulation — The 
Material Transition (1990–2025) 
The physical composition of the domestic and commercial environment has shifted radically 
over the last three and a half decades. This period, roughly 1990 through 2025, marks the 
acceleration of a "materials transition" that is paradoxically characterized by technological 
advancement in high-performance sectors (aerospace, renewable energy) and profound 
material regression in the consumer sphere.9 While the "energy transition" seeks to move from 
fossil fuels to renewables, the "consumer materials transition" has moved in the opposite 
direction: from durable, renewable, organic materials to short-lived, fossil-fuel-derived 
synthetic simulations. 

1.1 The Great Substitution: From Essence to Surface 
The most visible manifestation of this transition is the displacement of solid, organic materials 
by engineered substitutes that mimic the appearance of the original while stripping away its 
structural integrity and longevity. This is most evident in the furniture, cabinetry, and 
construction sectors, where the shift from solid wood to Medium-Density Fibreboard (MDF) 
and particleboard illustrates the economic logic of ontological degradation. 



The Rise of MDF and the Simulation of Wood 

Between 1990 and 2025, the market for solid wood furniture effectively stagnated, showing 
negligible growth rates of 1.8% to 3% in many markets, while the global market for MDF 
exploded. By 2024, global MDF production had reached nearly 119 million cubic meters, 
expanding at a Compound Annual Growth Rate (CAGR) of 7.5%.10 This divergence is not driven 
by consumer preference for MDF, but by the irresistible economics of industrial efficiency. 

MDF production operates with a yield efficiency of 90%, utilizing 85-95% of wood waste 
(sawdust, chips, and shavings) bound together by synthetic resins (urea-formaldehyde) under 
heat and pressure. In contrast, harvesting solid timber involves a 25% waste factor and growth 
cycles spanning 20 to 50 years.10 The result is a cost disparity that makes solid wood 
economically irrational for the mass market: MDF production costs approximately $220 per 
cubic meter, compared to $450–$650 for seasoned hardwood.10 

However, this efficiency comes at an ontological and functional cost. Solid wood possesses 
"essence"—a grain structure that provides anisotropic strength, the capacity to be repaired 
(sanded, re-stained), and the ability to age gracefully (patina). MDF is an isotropic slurry of 
fibers and glue. It has a compressive strength of roughly 35 MPa, significantly lower than the 
50+ MPa found in oak or maple.10 Crucially, MDF does not age; it degrades. It is highly 
hygroscopic; when exposed to moisture, it swells and loses structural integrity, a process that 
is irreversible. Once the screw-holding capacity of MDF fails, the object cannot be repaired, 
only replaced. 

This shift transforms the furniture object from a "durable good"—potentially a generational 
asset—to a "consumable." The modern table or cabinet simulates wood through photographic 
laminates or thin veneers, but it functions as a temporary surface. In Baudrillardian terms, it is 
a simulacrum: a copy without an original, designed to look like a table but engineered to 
function as a temporary holding pattern for waste.11 

The Synthetic Textile Takeover 

A parallel and equally profound transition has occurred in the textile industry. In 1996, 
synthetic fibers accounted for approximately 45% of global fiber production. By 2023, that 
figure had risen to nearly 75%, with polyester alone dominating the market.12 The production 
of synthetic fibers has doubled since 2000, driven by the "fast fashion" model which relies on 
the cheap, rapid production of garments that are not designed to survive repeated 
laundering.13 

This represents a degradation of the "second skin." Natural fibers (cotton, wool, linen) are 
breathable, biodegradable, and chemically compatible with human biology. Synthetic fibers 
are essentially plastics (polyethylene terephthalate) spun into thread. They entrap heat, 
harbor bacteria, and degrade into toxic dust. The environmental footprint is catastrophic: the 
apparel industry now generates millions of tonnes of plastic pollution, much of it in the form of 



microfibers shed during washing.12 The transition from natural to synthetic is a transition from 
an open ecological loop (growth-decay) to a closed toxicological trap, creating a persistent 
layer of "ambient friction" in the form of skin irritation and thermal discomfort. 

1.2 The Illusion of Durability: Appliance Lifespans 
The narrative of "technological progress" suggests that modern appliances should be more 
reliable and efficient than their predecessors. However, the data reveals a complex reality of 
"planned obsolescence" and "value engineering" that contradicts this assumption. While 
official bodies like the European Environment Agency (EEA) report statistical increases in the 
longevity of certain appliances (e.g., freezers holding steady at 20 years), these figures often 
mask the granular reality experienced by consumers and repair technicians, and fail to 
account for the "survival bias" of older units.15 

Repair professionals consistently report that washing machines and dishwashers, which once 
lasted 30-50 years (the "1970s benchmark"), are now designed for a 10-15 year lifecycle, with 
frequent interventions required within the first five years.16 This anecdotal consensus is 
supported by empirical studies analyzing appliance lifespans in Scandinavia, which identified 
a distinct "cliff" in the 1990s and early 2000s. 

Table 1: The Collapse of Appliance Longevity (1990-2010 Transition) 

Appliance 
Category 

Avg. Lifespan 
(Pre-1990) 

Avg. Lifespan 
(Post-2000) 

Decline (%) Primary 
Failure Mode 

Washing 
Machines 

19.2 Years 10.6 Years -45% Control board 
failure, bearing 
fatigue, plastic 
tub fracture 

Ovens 23.6 Years 14.3 Years -39% Electronic 
sensor failure, 
element 
burnout 

Dishwashers 15+ Years 10-12 Years -25% Pump failure, 
seal 
degradation, 
rack corrosion 

Refrigerators 15-20 Years 12-15 Years ~20% Compressor 
fatigue, 



coolant leaks, 
PCB failure 

Data synthesized from.16 

This decline is not accidental but structural. It is the result of Value Engineering applied to 
the "breakpoint." Manufacturers have replaced durable materials (steel drums, mechanical 
timers, copper windings) with cheaper, lighter, and more complex alternatives (plastic tubs, 
digital control boards, aluminum windings). A mechanical timer might last 40 years; a digital 
control board, susceptible to heat, humidity, and vibration, often fails within 8 years.17 
Furthermore, the integration of micro-components creates irreparable failure points; a 
50-cent capacitor failure on a motherboard often necessitates replacing the entire $300 
board, rendering the repair economically irrational.16 

1.3 Ontological Degradation: The Loss of "Thingness" 
This material transition precipitates what can be termed Ontological Degradation. In 
philosophical discourse, particularly in the work of Martin Heidegger, a "thing" (das Ding) 
gathers a world around it; it has a presence and a reliability that grounds human existence.11 
An oak table is not just a surface; it is a repository of time, craft, and stability. It offers 
"resistance" to the world, and in that resistance, it offers support. 

The modern "value-engineered" object, however, lacks this "thingness." It is what Heidegger 
might call "standing-reserve" (Bestand)—merely resource waiting to be consumed.11 When an 
object is designed to last only as long as its warranty, it ceases to be a companion in our lives 
and becomes a "service-delivery instance." A particleboard table simulates a table; a 
fast-fashion polyester shirt simulates clothing. They perform the function for a brief window 
but lack the internal integrity to endure. 

This creates a "reality deficit." We are surrounded by objects that claim to be one thing 
(durable, solid, permanent) but are ontologically another (fragile, hollow, transient). This 
dissonance requires the consumer to constantly engage in "reality testing"—checking if the 
chair will hold, if the shirt will shrink, if the handle will snap. As we will see in Section III, this 
constant verification imposes a heavy cognitive load, contributing to a generalized state of 
anxiety and fatigue. 

Section II: The Corporate Strategy of Calculated 
Dissatisfaction 
The degradation of the material world is not a passive byproduct of entropy but an active 



output of corporate strategy. Two primary mechanisms drive this: Value Engineering (the 
technical reduction of cost) and Skimpflation (the economic reduction of quality). Together, 
they form a strategy of "Calculated Dissatisfaction," where the goal is not to delight the 
consumer, but to extract maximum value while delivering the minimum viable quality 
necessary to prevent market exit. 

2.1 Skimpflation vs. Shrinkflation: The Taxonomy of Loss 
In the high-inflation environment of 2021-2025, consumer goods manufacturers faced rising 
input costs and supply chain volatility. Their strategic response bifurcated into two primary 
tactics: 

1.​ Shrinkflation: Reducing the quantity or volume of the product (e.g., a 500g cereal box 
becomes 450g) while maintaining the price. 

2.​ Skimpflation: Reducing the quality of the product (e.g., replacing olive oil with palm oil, 
reducing active ingredients, cutting service staff) while maintaining the price.1 

While shrinkflation is a quantitative adjustment, Skimpflation is a qualitative degradation. It is 
far more insidious because it attacks the "intrinsic quality" of the good.19 A smaller chocolate 
bar is still chocolate; a chocolate bar where cocoa butter is replaced by hydrogenated 
vegetable oil is an ontologically different (and inferior) substance. 

Consumer Outrage and Deception 

Research from the Marketing Science Institute (MSI) reveals that consumers view skimpflation 
as significantly more "unfair" and "deceptive" than shrinkflation. In controlled studies involving 
various product categories, the disparity in consumer outrage was stark: 

●​ Cereal: 84.2% of consumers judged a quality decrease (skimpflation) as unfair, 
compared to 47.6% who judged a size decrease (shrinkflation) as unfair. 

●​ Soda: 81.3% judged skimpflation (e.g., using cheaper artificial sweeteners) as unfair, 
while 47.6% judged shrinkflation (bottle size decrease) as unfair. 

●​ Shampoo: 81.4% judged skimpflation (using less expensive cleansing agents) as unfair, 
whereas only 39.4% viewed shrinkflation as unfair.19 

These metrics indicate that consumers intuitively understand that skimpflation alters the 
"contract" of the transaction—they are paying for a specific experience or utility that is no 
longer being provided. Skimpflation is, effectively, a breach of the material contract, yet 
manufacturers persist in the practice because it is harder to detect (opaque) compared to 
weight or size (transparent). 

2.2 Breakpoint Analysis and the "Edge of Failure" 
To implement skimpflation without triggering immediate mass abandonment, firms employ 
Breakpoint Analysis (or "consumer pain threshold" analysis). This is the industrial design 



equivalent of finding the LD50 (lethal dose) in toxicology. 

Engineers and marketers determine the exact point at which a reduction in quality becomes 
perceptible and unacceptable to the consumer.20 They ask specific questions: How thin can 
the plastic of a water bottle be before it crumples in the hand? How much sawdust can be 
mixed into the beef before the texture becomes unrecognizable? How long can a customer 
wait on hold before hanging up? 

This logic drives products to the "Edge of Failure".3 In the past, engineers applied a "safety 
factor"—designing a bridge to hold 5x the expected load, or a blender to last 10x the warranty 
period. Today, Value Engineering aims to reduce that safety factor to near zero. Ideally, from 
a pure profit-maximization perspective, a product should last exactly one day longer than its 
warranty. Any durability beyond that point is considered "wasted value" or 
"over-engineering".16 This precision engineering of failure transforms the consumer's 
relationship with the object. We no longer own tools; we lease "functionality intervals." When 
the interval ends (breakpoint reached), the object dissolves into waste. 

2.3 The Economics of Maximizing Complaints (Defensive Marketing) 
Counterintuitively, economic models suggest that increasing customer dissatisfaction—or at 
least managing it cynically—can be profitable. The seminal work by Fornell and Wernerfelt 
(1987) on "Defensive Marketing" provides a theoretical basis for this approach. They 
demonstrated that in mature markets with high barriers to entry or high switching costs, it is 
often more cost-effective to retain dissatisfied customers through "complaint management" 
than to spend heavily on "offensive marketing" (advertising) to acquire new ones.22 

Calculated Dissatisfaction works by creating a "defensive shield." If a firm skimps on quality, 
a certain percentage of customers will complain. By resolving these specific complaints (e.g., 
offering a refund or replacement), the firm retains the customer. Meanwhile, the "silent 
majority" who are dissatisfied but do not complain continue to purchase the degraded 
product because the transaction costs of switching (finding a new brand, testing it) are too 
high.22 

Thus, the optimal strategy is not "zero defects" (which is expensive) but "maximum tolerable 
defects." The firm skimps on quality to save production costs, accepts a rise in complaints, 
and uses a fraction of the savings to manage those complaints. As long as the savings from 
skimpflation exceed the cost of complaint management and the revenue lost from defecting 
customers, the strategy is profitable. This is the Mathpolitik of modern manufacturing: the 
algorithmic calculation of how much suffering a consumer base will absorb before revolting.23 

2.4 Financialization and the Hollowing Out of Quality 
The "financialization of everything" accelerates these trends. When private equity (PE) firms 
acquire manufacturing or service companies, the timeline for return on investment (ROI) 



shortens dramatically. The goal shifts from long-term brand stewardship to short-term cash 
flow extraction. 

In sectors like healthcare and consumer goods, PE ownership is strongly correlated with a 
decline in quality. Studies show that PE-acquired healthcare facilities see adverse health 
outcomes, reduced staffing, and a shift toward high-margin/low-value services.24 In consumer 
goods, this manifests as "stripping assets"—selling off the real estate, reducing R&D, and 
aggressive value engineering to boost margins for a resale. The "brand" is treated as a husk to 
be filled with inferior product until the reputation collapses, at which point the investors have 
already exited.26 The financial logic dictates that the "goodwill" built up over decades by a 
brand is a resource to be mined, not preserved. 

Section III: The Neuro-Cognitive Impact of Material 
Failure 
The degradation of the material environment exerts a profound, measurable toll on human 
biology and psychology. We do not just "use" objects; we are cognitively embedded in our 
environment. When that environment becomes unreliable, "ambient friction" rises, imposing a 
Cognitive Tax that depletes the brain's limited resources. 

3.1 The Cognitive Tax and Executive Function Depletion 
The World Bank's analysis on the "cognitive tax" of poverty provides a crucial framework for 
understanding the impact of product failure. The report establishes that scarcity and "daily 
hassles" deplete mental bandwidth.4 

The Mechanism of Depletion 

Executive function—the brain's ability to plan, focus, remember instructions, and juggle 
multiple tasks—is a finite resource. When an individual is forced to constantly troubleshoot 
their environment (e.g., a car that won't start, a zipper that jams, a glue that fails), they are 
paying a "bandwidth tax." 

●​ IQ Impact: Research shows that the cognitive burden of managing scarcity and daily 
hassles can reduce fluid intelligence by approximately 10 to 13 IQ points.4 This is 
equivalent to the cognitive impairment of losing an entire night's sleep or three-quarters 
of a standard deviation. 

●​ Strategic Paralysis: When working memory is clogged with the details of mere survival 
(fixing the immediate breakage), the brain loses the capacity for "germane load"—the 
effort required for learning, strategic planning, and long-term thinking. The individual 
becomes trapped in a "Detail Trap," unable to see the forest for the weeds.27 



Skimpflation as a Cognitive Stressor Skimpflation increases this tax. In a stable material 
world, a tool is an extension of the hand; the user forgets the tool and focuses on the task 
(Heidegger's "readiness-to-hand"). In a skimpflated world, the tool constantly breaks, calling 
attention to itself (becoming "present-at-hand" in a mode of failure). The user must stop the 
task to fix the tool. This "context switching" is neurologically expensive, consuming glucose 
and triggering stress responses.27 

3.2 Cortisol, Learned Helplessness, and Societal Stupor 
The chronic unreliability of the material world contributes to a state of Learned 
Helplessness. Originally defined by Martin Seligman, this occurs when an organism learns 
that outcomes are independent of its actions—that "nothing I do matters".5 

When a consumer researches a product, buys a "reputable" brand, and it still fails within a 
year, they experience a loss of control. Repeated exposure to uncontrollable "micro-failures" 
(leaking boots, peeling veneers, glitching software, shredding fabrics) conditions the subject 
to passivity. The logical conclusion becomes: "Why research? Why invest? Everything is 
garbage anyway." 

Physiological Toll 

This state of low-grade, chronic frustration triggers the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal (HPA) 
axis, releasing cortisol. While acute stress (fight or flight) is adaptive, chronic stress from 
"daily hassles" is toxic. It leads to: 

●​ Hippocampal Atrophy: Prolonged exposure to cortisol can reduce the volume of the 
hippocampus, the brain region responsible for memory and context.28 

●​ Executive Dysfunction: Stress impairs the prefrontal cortex, leading to poor 
decision-making and impulse control.29 

●​ Fatigue and "Stupor": A collective "brain fatigue" where the population lacks the energy 
for civic engagement or complex problem solving because their bandwidth is consumed 
by the friction of daily life.30 

This suggests a hypothesis of Societal Stupor: A population exhausted by the cognitive load 
of navigating a failing material environment is a population that is politically docile and 
intellectually blunted. The "ambient friction" of skimpflation acts as a sedative, keeping the 
populace occupied with the maintenance of their immediate surroundings rather than the 
improvement of their society. 

Section IV: The Toxic Class Divide — The Feudalization 
of Quality 



The burden of ontological degradation is not shared equally. We are witnessing a 
"feudalization" of reality, where the wealthy inhabit a world of competent, safe, and durable 
objects, while the poor and middle class are relegated to a material slum of toxic, disposable 
simulacra. 

4.1 The Boots Theory Validated: The High Cost of Poverty 
Terry Pratchett's "Samuel Vimes Boots Theory of Socio-economic Unfairness" has 
transitioned from literary satire to economic fact. The theory posits that poverty is expensive 
because the poor cannot afford the high upfront cost of durable goods (e.g., $50 boots that 
last 10 years) and must instead buy cheap goods (e.g., $10 boots that last a season), 
ultimately spending more ($100 over 10 years) for a worse experience (wet feet).6 

Modern Verification 

In the era of Skimpflation, this divide has deepened. The "durability gap" between entry-level 
and luxury goods has widened. 

●​ Entry-Level: Dominated by MDF, polyester, and bonded leather. These materials degrade 
rapidly and cannot be repaired. They are designed for the landfill. 

●​ Luxury: Retains access to solid wood, full-grain leather, and serviceable metals. Brands 
like Hermes or high-end appliance manufacturers sell "repairability" and "heirloom 
quality" as luxury features. 

●​ Artificial Scarcity: The fashion industry exacerbates this by destroying unsold stock to 
maintain price floors, ensuring that quality goods do not filter down to the secondary 
market.6 

The result is a "poverty penalty" where low-income households face higher "replacement 
rates" for essential goods, effectively paying a surcharge for their own liquidity constraints. 

4.2 The Toxicological Apartheid: PFAS and Microplastics 
The class divide is not just economic; it is toxicological. Cheap goods are not just flimsy; they 
are chemically hazardous. 

The Synergistic Toxicity Threat 

Recent research from the University of Illinois and University of Birmingham reveals a 
terrifying synergy between Microplastics (MPs) and PFAS ("forever chemicals"). 

●​ The Findings: When PFAS and MPs are present together, they exhibit a synergistic 
toxicity that is greater than the sum of their parts (approximately 40% of the increased 
toxicity is due to synergy).31 The mixture significantly increases reactive oxygen species 
(ROS) production, gene expression related to oxidative stress, and DNA damage, 
particularly in kidney and liver cells.32 

●​ Mechanism: MPs act as vectors, adsorbing PFAS and transporting them across 



biological barriers (like the gut or blood-brain barrier) that they might not cross as easily 
alone. Once inside, the mixture induces oxidative stress, genotoxicity, and reproductive 
failure.31 

Exposure Disparity 

●​ Budget Goods: "Fast fashion" and discount household goods are primary vectors for 
this toxicity. Testing of items from ultra-fast-fashion retailers (e.g., Shein, Temu) has 
frequently found elevated levels of lead, phthalates, and PFAS in clothing—items worn 
directly against the skin.6 Synthetic textiles (polyester) are the main source of 
microplastic shedding in the home. 

●​ Luxury Goods: While not immune (Dior scandals reveal labor abuses), luxury goods are 
more likely to use natural fibers (cotton, silk, wool) which carry a significantly lower 
chemical burden and do not shed persistent microplastics.6 

The Health Gap This exposure disparity contributes to the widening gap in life expectancy 
between the rich and poor. In the U.S., the richest 1% of men live 14.6 years longer than the 
poorest 1%; for women, the gap is 10.1 years.34 While access to healthcare is a factor, the 
chronic environmental exposure to "material friction"—both the stress of product failure 
(cortisol) and the chemical load of toxic materials (PFAS/MPs)—is a significant, undercounted 
driver of this mortality gap. The poor are literally being poisoned by the objects they can 
afford. 

Section V: Toward a Framework for 'The Right to 
Competence' 
The crisis of material quality is a crisis of rights. The current regulatory framework, focused on 
"consumer protection" (refunds, safety minimums) and the nascent "Right to Repair," is 
insufficient. It places the burden of rectifying the failure on the consumer. We need a 
philosophical and legal shift toward The Right to Competence. 

5.1 Philosophical Basis: Competence as Autonomy 
The "Right to Competence" posits that an individual cannot exercise autonomy or 
self-determination in an environment that actively thwarts their agency.8 If a person's 
"bandwidth" is entirely consumed by the "daily hassles" of maintaining a failing material world, 
they are effectively disenfranchised. They lack the cognitive surplus required for citizenship, 
parenting, or self-improvement. 

Therefore, Competence—the reliability, safety, and intelligibility of the material world—is a 
prerequisite for freedom. A "competent object" is one that: 



1.​ Honesty: Is ontologically what it claims to be (wood is wood, metal is metal). 
2.​ Serviceability: Can be maintained by the user. 
3.​ Non-Toxicity: Does not degrade into hazardous waste during normal use. 

5.2 Critique of 'Mathpolitik' and Entropy 
The current system is governed by Mathpolitik—the use of mathematical modeling (like 
Fornell's complaint maximization or breakpoint analysis) to manage and exploit entropy.23 
Corporations use algorithms to find the exact point of maximum extraction and minimum 
quality. 

This is a weaponization of entropy. By designing objects that decay (planned obsolescence), 
corporations force consumers into a cycle of "eternal return" to the checkout counter. 
However, as Graeber notes, this is a "linear atrophy," not a circle.36 The material degrades into 
waste, and the consumer degrades into debt and exhaustion. 

5.3 Policy Recommendations: A New Regulatory Architecture 
To secure the Right to Competence, we must move beyond "Right to Repair" (which assumes 
the object breaks) to "Right to Durability" (ensuring the object lasts). 

1. The Cognitive Impact Statement Just as we require Environmental Impact Statements, 
regulators should require Cognitive Impact Statements for consumer goods categories. 
Manufacturers must demonstrate that their design choices (e.g., removing physical buttons in 
cars, using glitchy software interfaces) do not impose an excessive cognitive load on the 
user.37 

2. Minimum Durability Standards (The "Vimes Law") Regulations should establish minimum 
lifespans for essential goods (appliances, footwear, tools). If a washing machine cannot be 
guaranteed for 10 years, it should perhaps be taxed as a "disposable" item to account for its 
environmental and cognitive externality. The EU's Ecodesign Directive is a start, but it must be 
expanded to include "ontological integrity" (banning materials that simulate others 
deceptively).38 

3. Total Lifecycle Liability 

Manufacturers must be held liable for the post-consumer phase of their products. If a 
polyester shirt sheds microplastics that bioaccumulate in the population, the manufacturer 
should bear the cost of that "toxic trespass." This would internally price the externality of 
skimpflation, making durable natural materials economically competitive again. 

4. Ban on "Synergistic Toxins" Based on the Illinois/Birmingham findings 31, there should be 
an immediate moratorium on the use of PFAS in products that inevitably degrade into 
microplastics (e.g., stain-resistant synthetic carpets or clothing). The co-occurrence of these 



materials is a chemical weapon deployed against the public. 

Conclusion 
The transition from 1990 to 2025 has been a quiet catastrophe. We have traded the 
"thingness" of our world for a "user experience" that is increasingly hostile, fragile, and toxic. 
Skimpflation and Value Engineering are not clever business strategies; they are engines of 
ontological degradation that strip-mine the cognitive and physical health of the population. 

The "Great Dilution" of our material reality has created a society that is tired, stressed, and 
poisoned. The rich escape into islands of competence, while the majority navigate a sea of 
failure. Reclaiming the Right to Competence is not just about getting better washing 
machines; it is about reclaiming the dignity of human life from the math of extracted value. It 
is about demanding a world that works, so that we may have the energy to do the same. 

Table 2: The Hierarchy of Material Degradation (The Skimpflation Trajectory) 

Stage Strategy Mechanism Ontological 
Status 

Consumer 
Impact 

1. 
Optimization 

Efficiency Reducing 
waste in 
production. 

Good Lower price, 
same utility. 

2. 
Shrinkflation 

Quantitative Reducing 
volume/weight. 

Diminished "Hidden" price 
hike; 
annoyance. 

3. 
Skimpflation 

Qualitative Substituting 
inferior 
ingredients/ma
terials. 

Simulacrum "Different" 
product; 
breach of 
trust. 

4. Breakpoint Structural Removing 
safety margins; 
engineered 
failure. 

Fragile Anxiety; "daily 
hassles"; 
cognitive tax. 

5. Toxicity Chemical Introducing 
hazardous 
cost-savers 

Weapon Health 
degradation; 
genetic 



(PFAS/Syntheti
cs). 

damage. 

Analysis synthesized from.1 
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