The journey of a smartphone
Duration
1–2 lessons, depending on the type of results presentation
Type of activity
· Small group or pair work
· Also suitable as individual or homework tasks
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 The journey of a smartphoneHandout for lessons 
The assignment on the following page 2 and the world map on the last page are suitable for printing as a handout for lessons.
Learning objectives
· Learners develop a basic understanding of global economic interconnections and their impacts.
· Learners gain practical insight into the professional field of “supply chain management” and learn about its central tasks and requirements.
· Learners examine the social, ecological and economic aspects of global supply chains.
· Learners sharpen awareness of the consequences of their own consumer behaviour for people and the environment.
· Learners acquire important methodological skills, particularly in research, presentation techniques and teamwork.
Difficulty


Curriculum link
· Geography
· Business administration
· STEM/digital education
· ESD


Target groups
· Upper secondary level
· Vocational schools
· university


Imagine you are working in the area of supply chain management at a major electronics company that manufactures smartphones. Your task is to trace the journey of a smartphone – from raw material extraction to sale – and to draw and describe the key stages on a world map.

1. Research and assign the following elements to the correct place of origin:
(Note: There may be several locations per stage.)

Raw materials: Which raw materials does a smartphone contain and how are they extracted?
e.g. lithium (for batteries), copper, gold (for circuit boards)

Production and assembly: Electronics manufacturing (e.g. microprocessors, displays), final assembly of the device

Sales and use:
Target markets: Where are most smartphones sold?

2. Reflect on and answer the following questions:
· What social or ecological challenges exist in the individual phases of the supply chain?
· Why is this organisation of the supply chain so complex?
· What responsibility do companies bear when purchasing raw materials?
· What role does supply chain management play in this context?
· What could your company do to make its supply chain more sustainable?

3. Presentation of your results:
Prepare a short presentation (approx. 3–5 minutes) in which you present your results to the class.

Tip: Helpful information can be found here (in German):
https://www.teacheconomy.de/media/unterrichtsmaterial/iphone-produktionsprozess/interaktiv/index.html
Video Galileo: Where smartphones come from. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=N9vPQf_L7-k


Tips for teachers: the journey of a smartphone
As an alternative to group work in class and presenting results to the whole class, this activity is also suitable as a homework task. Learners summarise their findings in the form of a report or several PowerPoint slides.

Suggested solutions: stages of the smartphone supply chain: raw material extraction:
Smartphones contain over 60 different elements, including:
· Lithium (batteries): Australia, Chile, China, Zimbabwe, Argentina
· Copper: Chile, Peru, USA, DR Congo
· Tantalum (from coltan): DR Congo, Nigeria, Rwanda
· Cobalt: DR Congo
· Rare earths: China, Myanmar, USA
Source: U.S. Geological Survey: Mineral commodity summaries 2025: https://pubs.usgs.gov/periodicals/mcs2025/mcs2025.pdf, accessed on 09.09.2025

Production and assembly:
· Microprocessors: Taiwan (TSMC), South Korea (Samsung Electronics), China
· Displays: South Korea, China
· Final assembly: mainly in China, increasingly also in India and Vietnam

Discussion points for the class:
Social and ecological challenges:
· Raw material extraction: environmental destruction, child labour, financing of conflicts (e.g. coltan in the DR Congo)
· Production: low wages, excessive overtime, lack of occupational safety
· Disposal: electronic waste, lack of recycling possibilities in many countries

Corporate responsibility:
· Due diligence in raw material sourcing (e.g. EU regulation on conflict minerals)
· Transparency and traceability of the supply chain 

Possible discussion question:
· Should smartphones be used for longer instead of constantly buying new ones?
· What can individuals do to improve the supply chain?
· How can political measures (e.g. EU legislation) help?
· What role do consumers play in the supply chain? 
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