Philipson column for 29 June 2004 
A couple of weeks ago in this column I wrote about mobile phones and their ubiquity in today’s world. I was astounded at the feedback I received. Mobile phones, probably because they are more widely used than just about any other consumer device, seem to attract a great deal of attention. I got emails about all sorts of aspects of mobile phone usage.

The pros and cons of mobile phone usage could take up a space much larger than this column. I have strong views on the subject, but let me instead address the comments many people made on my observation that Nokia phones all come with the same charger. That means that in multiple-phone households such as mine, which are on their nth generation of mobile phones, there are many more chargers than phones.

At our place we have Nokia and aftermarket Nokia-compatible chargers going back years, and we keep one in every room so that wherever we are we can charge our phones. Bad practice, many people advised me. Nokia chargers may all have the same plug, but they are of different voltages. I checked the ones in my house, and it is indeed that case that their voltages range enormously, from 3.7 volts to 8 volts.

We have all been happily using all chargers with all phones with no heed to the consequences. But one correspondent said that he has not mixed his phones and chargers since he noticed the voltage discrepancy, and that using a phone with something other than the charger it came with will damage the battery or the phone itself.
After I got similar emails from a few other people I decided to look into the matter. I contacted Nokia, consulted with an electrical engineer, and trawled the net for as much information as I could find. The general consensus from these many sources is that my correspondents are right, and that using too low a voltage will cause the battery not to charge properly, and that using too high a voltage will overcharge and damage the battery.

Nokia “recommends” that the phone is used only with the charger it came with, but also offers a helpful compatibility chart on its website (www.nokia.com) to show which phones work with which chargers. Nokia told me that most phones sold in the last few years will all work with the ACP8A and ACP12A 5.7 volt charger.
If you want to know more than you need to about batteries and battery technology, download the excellent 70 page report New Technology Batteries Guide from the US National Institite of Justice. It is a superbly written overview of everything about batteries, and can be downloaded for free at www.nlectc.org/txtfiles/batteryguide/ba-toc.htm
Mobile phones mostly now use Lithium Ion (Li-Ion) batteries, which are much more efficient that the older Nickel Metal Hydride (NiMH) and Nickel Cadmium (NiCad) varieties. Li-Ion battries don’t suffer from the “memory effect”, and unfortunate characteristic of NiMH and especially NiCad batteries that meant that they “remembered” past charges. If you only ever charged them when they were half discharged, eventually they would only ever hold half a charge.

Li-Ion and the even newer Lithium Polymer (Li-Poly) are also lighter, and they charge more quickly. But like all batteries they should be properly maintained, which should, apparently, include using the right charger.

Maybe. Nowhere in the literature or the advice I received, from Nokia or others, was there any indication of just how much damage using chargers of different voltages will cause. I can tell you that the phone that I recently replaced, a Nokia 8310 with a Li-Ion battery, was still working well and charging without any problem, after two years of being charged willy nilly on a range of different chargers with different voltages. And if it’s a problem, why didn’t Nokia change the plugs so that new phones can’t be used with old chargers? I’ve long since forgotten which phone came with which charger.
Maybe the battery life was shortened, but in this case the battery still lasted longer than the phone (which shattered after falling one too many times off the desk. My previous one drowned in pineapple juice). I think I will still go one using all the different chargers I have – the inconvenience of using the same charger all the time outweighs the disadvantage of an unquantifiable reduction in battery life.

Aftermarket Li-Ion batteries are now down to below $40. Over two years, that means that even if my regimen of charging my phone anywhere shortens the battery life by that time, it has cost me about 40c a week not to have to constantly ensure that I was carrying the right charger.

You can also buy cheap aftermarket chargers. The ones that charge through the USB port of your laptop are particularly nifty. Of course, Nokia and others will say you should buy only genuine manufacturer-branded parts, but that is as big a ripoff in the electronics industry as it is in the car industry.

So, should you use old chargers, and aftermarket chargers, and other people’s chargers? My own experience is that it doesn’t really matter. But then I am offering different advice from all the experts, and what would I know?
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