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Abstract 

The aim of the project is to develop a web-based system for the collection of cases of electrical 

devices with planned obsolescence by the public as well as their statistical preparation and 

analysis. 

1. Planned obsolescence 

Shorter product lifetimes and the consumption of electrical devices lead to an increase of the 

production and also to a higher resources consumption as well as to a larger waste accumulation. 

Often the suspicion is raised that producers would shorten the lifetime of their products deliberately 

(planned obsolescence) ([8] S.2). Already in the 1920s there were first signs of planned 

obsolescence, which were much later defined as such cases. One of the oldest examples of such a 

planned lifetime reduction is the PHOEBUS bulbs cartel. In 1924, the manufacturers General 

Electric, Philips, Osram and Compagnie des Lampe agreed that their bulbs should glow only 1000 

hours instead of the possible 2500 hours. The companies involved in the cartel controlled most of 

the market and were able to reduce the lifetime to increase their sales ([2] S.13 ff.).  

The term "planned obsolescence" was probably first published in Bernard London's text “Ending 

the Depression Through Planned Obsolescence” from 1932. Here he describes planned 

obsolescence as a “plan for ending the depression”. He claims that “People everywhere are today 

disobeying the law of obsolescence. They are using their old cars, their old tires, their old radios 

and their old clothing much longer than statisticians had expected on the basis of earlier 

experience.” ([6] S.2) 

The first known definition of obsolescence occurred in an article on "Purposeful obsolescence" of 

P. M. Gregory in 1947: “Purposeful obsolescence exists whenever manufacturers produce goods 

with a shorter physical life than the industry is capable of producing under existing technological 

and cost conditions; or whenever manufacturers or sellers induce the public to replace goods which 

still retain substantial physical usefulness.” [3]. 

Karl-Heinz Hillmann describes planned obsolescence in 1977 as an environmental and social 

problem: “Die Obsoleszenzstrategie (…)des geplanten Verschleißes umschließt mehrere 

Möglichkeiten, auf die bereits Vance Packard hingewiesen hat (1964, S. 6o-61). (…) Durch 

planmäßige Reduktion der Nutzungsdauer yon Gebrauchsgütern den Ersatz- und 

Erneuerungsbedarf der Verbraucher zugunsten unternehmerischer Wachstumsmöglichkeiten zu 

beschleunigen. (…) Inzwischen ist nun aber im Zusammenhang mit der lebensbedrohlich 

ausufernden Wachstums- und Umweltkrise eine einschneidende Veränderung des 

gesamtgesellschaftlichen Rahmens der Erscheinung geplanten Verschleißes eingetreten.“ ([4] S. 

49). 
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G. Wortmann recognizes in 1983 that the existence of certain obsolescence strategies in today's 

market activity can no longer be denied [9]. 

Nowadays, the term "planned obsolescence" is used and described more and more often:  

 „Obsoleszenz meint die „natürliche“ Alterung eines Produktes aufgrund material- und 

nutzungsbedingter Qualitätsverluste, wodurch bestimmte Funktionen schwächer werden, 

das Produkt seinen Zweck nicht mehr im gewünschten Ausmaß erfüllt oder es gar nicht 

mehr funktioniert. Von „künstlicher“ Produktalterung (geplanter Verschleiß) wird 

gesprochen, wenn ein Produkt vorzeitig, also vor der erwarteten natürlichen Alterung seine 

Funktion verliert oder wenn die Einführung eines neuen Produktes bzw. einer neuen 

Technologie, dazu führt, dass ein noch funktionstüchtiges Produkt die Erwartungen des 

Nutzers/der Nutzerin nicht mehr erfüllt und dieser daher ein neueres kaufen will oder 

muss.“ ([5] S. 3) 

 „Unter „geplantem Verschleiß“ oder „geplanter Obsoleszenz“ wird der geplante, vorzeitige 

Verschleiß von Produkten, die eigentlich viel länger halten könnten, verstanden. ([7] S.5) 

Planned obsolescence concerns strategies and proceedings of the manufacturers and the trade 

because they want to increase their profit by shortening the product lifetime and boost the purchase 

of new products. It is not about rated break points, which are for the protection of devices and 

users. Planned obsolescence is not easy to identify. But it can be made verifiable and visible with 

the help of the collection and analysis of different cases of damage. From the social perspective it is 

necessary to collect information on typical defects, damaged components and the repairability of 

products. 

Planned obsolescence can be classified into different dimensions. Not always the end of lifetime of 

a product plays the most important role in the use of the term "planned obsolescence": 

 

End of product lifetime 

No Yes 

End of the 
useful 

lifetime of 
the product 

user 

No 

use 

(no obsolescence) 

 

The product is usable and current 
user want continue using it.. 

use interruption  

(technical obsolescence) 

 

The product no longer satisfies the 
requirements, but the user really want to 

use it any longer and let it repair etc. 

Yes 

use interruption or end 

(psychological obsolescence) 

 

The product is usable, but its user 
wants / needs it no more, the 

product is made available for other 
users or thrown away. 

end of use 

(technical obsolescence) 

 

The product no longer satisfies the 
requirements. The user does not want 

to use it longer. 
a) the product is still repairable 

(end of the useful lifetime, but 
not of the lifetime) 

b) the product is not repairable 
(end of product lifetime 

Table 1: Useful lifetime and product lifetime (by [5] S. 15) 
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Technical obsolescence means: 

• Design-related shortening of the useful phase (example: permanently installed, non-

replaceable battery in a product) 

• Component-based approaches (example: undersizing of electrolytic capacitors in 

electronic products) 

• Qualitative obsolescence (example: in printer built-in counters that trigger a notification 

for a need for service, although none is required). 

• Functional obsolescence (example: the operating system of a computer is obsolete when a 

new, much needed software no longer works with it) 

Psychological obsolescence means: 

• New models and new technologies (fashion cycles) should bring old products to 

obsolescence. 

([7] S.25 ff.) 

 

2. Actual state of the portal 

Since February 2012 “MURKS? NEIN DANKE!”, a civic movement, works against planned 

obsolescence, which campaigns for sustainable product quality and product responsibility. The 

online presence of “MURKS? NEIN DANKE!” allows a first collection of cases of planned 

obsolescence by the public. Since its launch in February 2012 product users can report defective 

products (http://www.murks-nein-danke.de/murksmelden/murksmelden/). 

The website of the Association "MURKS? NEIN DANKE!" is located on a web server on which 

the free software WordPress is installed to manage the content and serves primarily as a content 

management system (CMS). 

A new message is previously stored as follows in the database and displayed on the website in the 

form of a blog: 

1. The form on the page http://www.murks-nein-danke.de/murksmelden/murksmelden/ 

should be filled in and "sent". 

2. An e-mail with the message is automatically generated and sent to the Wordpress 

administrator. 

3. The administrator checks the message on the accuracy of the information (manufacturer, e-

mail address, content plausibility) 

4. In case of any questions, the sender will be contacted. 

5. Otherwise, the administrator creates a blog entry on http://www.murks-nein-

danke.de/murksmelden/die-meldungen/  

6. Simultaneously this message will be stored as a new database entry. 
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Graphic 1: Leave a message (actual state) 

 

On the current website of "MURKS? NEIN DANKE!" you can report “botch” and see all the 

previously reported messages as well as receive information about planned obsolescence, supports 

the registered association and get in touch with the initiator. Furthermore, there is a tag cloud as a 

kind of “Murksbarometer 1.0”, which represents the frequency of the emergence of manufacturers 

in the messages with different font sizes. 

Currently 181 messages with relevant comments from other reporters are visible on the website, 

reported in the period from 27/02/2012 to 24/03/2014. 

 

3. Challenges of the pilot portal 

The existing portal of “MURKS? NEIN DANKE!” is a first approach to collect cases of electrical 

devices with planned obsolescence. But it can be extended to some useful features which make the 

site easier to use and easier to read.  

Improvement suggestions are shown below: 

1. Firstly, an improved editing in transferring the messages would be desirable. All messages 

must currently be checked and entered by hand as a blog entry by the portal administrator 

from the incoming e-mails (see chapter of actual state). 

2. Because the blog is composed of entries that are listed unsorted, the existing messages are 

shown unclear. Besides a search function there is only one filter option for the entries via 

the tag cloud. This means until now, not many statistics, for example, about the number of 

messages per year / device type / manufacturer can be made with the information in the 

database. 

3. In the current portal comments can be written under each blog entry. This is a first 

approach to a controversial discussion with experts as well as between message senders or 

the manufacturers of electrical appliances, but may still be extended by a clearly arranged 

discussion forum. 

4. The newly designed portal could be extended to various tools such as online repair manuals 

or repaircafé details. 
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4. Concept of a rating portal 

To implement these suggestions of improvement a rating portal should be developed during the 

project “Portal for the collection of electrical devices with a suspected planned limited useful life 

(planned obsolescence)” at the HTW Berlin. 

Generally rating portals such as for travels, hotels, restaurants and other products have the purpose 

to inform the consumers about the product features. It is assumed that the users' experiences are 

more believable than the promises of the manufacturer: “They appear as a counterpoint to the 

whitewashing of the advertisement”. The portal is intended to serve as a component of 

environmental procedures for better raw material efficiency and waste avoidance so that portal 

users are informed and made aware in connection with the issue of planned obsolescence. The aim 

of the portal is to offer an opportunity for the consumer to mention cases of planned obsolescence, 

and thus to give him a voice. With these "voices" the political pressure on the producers and 

distributors should be increased. Thus reviews by consumers can affect the sales of manufacturers 

and for example cause sale decrease because reviews are decision guidance for other consumers 

([1] S. 1). 

In this research project an online community should be developed where users can exchange 

information with producers and distributors of electrical devices and support each other. This portal 

is designed to help to improve the dialog between users, repairers and manufacturers of electronic 

devices in order to develop solutions for a sustainable product design (a longer usability and a 

better repairability). The result is an online dialog between consumers, service companies, 

manufacturers and distributors of electrical devices as well as experts and people who work in 

research and science (see Graphic 2): 

 

Graphic 2: dialogue-oriented rating portal 

 

As part of this portal many important data about a product (product information such as the name / 

device type / year of manufacture / manufacturer and distributors, etc.) and causes of damage 

should be collected and stored in a database. This should be done by the public in form of reports 

which are also supplemented by documents such as repair manuals, self-help offers and user 

experiences for repairability. A report should be independently entered by the product user with the 

help of a query form. This report should be checked with the help of the community and by the 

interaction and participation of the users of the portal. A message is thus an evaluation of a product. 

With the help of the query form the damaged products are classified by the consumers according to 
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predefined and extensible product and damage categories so they have a better gradation and can 

be easier evaluated. Product categories and categories of damage must be previously defined. 

The portal should always be developed further and new applications can be added. New ideas 

should be proposed by and discussed with the users. New applications can expand the portal in the 

form of so-called widgets. One of these applications should be the widget extension 

“Murksbarometer 2.0”. Furthermore, the portal wants to initiate, support and connect RepairCafés, 

free repair shops and community service groups. It might be created a widget which allows portal 

users to find a RepairCafé with address, phone number and website easily. 

It is intended that the rating portal is developed with the help of a free content management system 

(CMS). Thus, the development and maintenance of content (information) can still be separated. In 

addition, several people from the "MURKS? NEIN DANKE!" can edit content with different 

access rights, without having to deal with the programming, as it is already possible at the pilot 

portal. For the realization of the rating portal, the most popular CMS (Contao, Drupal, Joomla, 

Typo3 and Wordpress) were evaluated to find out which is the most suitable software. The 

underlying evaluation criteria were. 

• complexity of the software 

• dissemination 

• field of application 

• extent of the extensions 

• suitable extensions for the portal (forum, forms, connections to social networks, ...) 

• scalability 

• content creation (blog system and multilingualism) 

• user management (user groups, rights) 

 

5. “Murksbarometer 2.0” 

All manufacturers that appear in the messages should be shown in an extended “Murksbarometer” 

(2.0). The manufacturers are sorted in a list, so the manufacturers with most messages are at the top 

of this list. But as compensation there should also be a positive evaluation of the manufacturer. The 

“Murksbarometer 2.0” should look like this: 
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Graphic 3: "Murksbarometer 2.0" 

 

The red bar shows how many messages with assumed product planned obsolescence have been 

reported about a manufacturer in the portal. In order to evaluate not only negative but also positive 

aspects of the manufacturer, in the “Murksbarometer 2.0” also a green bar is visible. This is meant 

to indicate, for example, the online activity of a manufacturer, e.g. how often a representative of the 

manufacturer visited the manufacturer profile per week / month etc. As a positive evaluation of a 

manufacturer, the frequency of responding to e-mails that have been sent via the portal, or visible 

product improvements can be shown. An exact algorithm for the calculation of the green bar as 

well as for sorting (the quantifier of the red and the green bar) is still being worked out. 

The aim of the “Murksbarometer 2.0” is to encourage the manufacturers to make a statement and 

cause a product improvement using the rankings. The function of the “Murksbarometer 2.0” is to 

support the consumer of electrical devices in the quick, visual identification of all manufacturers 

and to encourage the manufacturers to an interaction in the portal. 

Because the portal ensure a maximum of self-regulation of the community and because the 

moderation effort should be kept as small as possible, the “Murksbarometer 2.0” is based on 

absolute numbers, because the use of relative numbers would have to be calculated using a basis of 

calculation that needs to be determined for each producer individually. 
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