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Keywords:  
Abstract: The majority of consumers search the internet if they want to buy a new product, either to 
gather information or to buy online. Many of them also use web forums to discuss purchase 
opportunities and get help from other consumers or experts. These forum discussions are an interesting 
source of information on how consumers evaluate the qualities of products, how they weight longevity 
relevant qualities like reliability and reparability over aspects like appearance and price. The paper 
presents a study on internet forums which are focused on purchase advice between peer consumers. 
Main questions were: How do the discussion differ between an up-to-date-product like smartphones 
and a durable product like washing machines? What is important for consumers to know before they 
decide for a product, what are the important qualities and what kind of experiences do they share in 
these forums? How long do consumers plan to use their product and how does this relates to the price 
they want to pay? The paper presents some initial qualitative and quantitative results on expectations 
and aspirations as influencers of washing machine and smartphone choice. They show that the 
valuation of longevity relevant product characteristics is influenced by the overall lifetime expectation 
and the range of functions a product offers. We assume that online forums and chats are a valuable but 
underexplored source of information about how product are perceived and valued and how these 
perceptions and values are socially constructed. For the research on product lifetimes they could 
provide first-hand information on the role of longevity relevant aspects in purchase decisions. 
 
1 Introduction  
In the early days of online communication – in 
the Web 1.0 - using the Internet was 
comparable to reading a book (Kozinets 2010). 
Content was usually created by only a small 
group of administrators and served many users 
exclusively as a source of information. At the 
beginning of the 21st century the so-called Web 
2.0 ultimately transformed the way the Internet 
was used and turned it into a platform for all 
kinds of interaction. Instead of a linear 
communication between sender and receiver 
the Web 2.0 makes use of the collective 
intelligence of users and engages users in an 
ongoing development process (O'Reilly 2007). 
Users are able to contribute their individual 
data, to share their experiences and comment 
on each other’s contribution. The boundaries 
between producers and consumers of online-
based content blurred and new forms of 
communication emerged (Janowitz 2010). One 
example are online discussion forums. Here 
website operators provide a variety of virtual 
spaces on any kind of topics, such as 
technology, lifestyle, history, housekeeping or 
education. Each forum is divided into so-called 
threads, which deal with a specific issue. A 
thread usually consists of several postings. 

Forum communication takes place 
asynchronously, i.e. the production and 
reception of a post do not take place 
simultaneously and need to be considered in a 
larger communication context. It is not only 
experts who exchange information and 
expertise via online forums but also laypersons 
who search for and give information, 
particularly when it comes to information about 
and experiences with products. Online forums 
offer a wide range of customer opinions and 
recommendations that can be highly relevant 
for a purchase (Plennert et al. 2008). In 
Germany more than half of the internet users 
used blogs, forums and product reviews as a 
source of information before the purchase of a 
product (Statista 2016). According to the 
"Social Media Atlas 2013", 38 % of forum 
readers have already made purchase decisions 
based on forum discussion, with consumer 
electronics accounting for 34% of the purchase 
decisions Altrogge (2014). 
Thus, forum discussions are an interesting 
source of information on how consumers 
evaluate the qualities of products, what their 
aspirations are and how they weigh longevity 
relevant qualities like reliability and reparability 
over aspects like appearance and price.  
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In the following we present the initial results of 
an analysis of online forums which are focused 
on the purchase of smartphones and washing 
machines. These two product groups were 
chosen for their contrasting qualities: 
Smartphones as an “up-to-date” product and 
washing machines as a “workhorse” (Cox et al 
2013). The first part takes a qualitative 
approach, the main question was: How do the 
discussion differ between an up-to-date-
product like smartphones and a durable product 
like washing machines? What is important for 
consumers to know before they decide for a 
product, what are the important qualities and 
what kind of experiences do they share in these 
forums? The second part adds some 
explorative quantitative results, focusing on the 
forum discussion on smartphones and the 
relation to market development.   
 
2 Methods 
Part 1: Qualitative analyses of online 
forums 
The fact that users of the online forums do not 
exclusively consume its content, but actively 
shape and add to it themselves, provides some 
first-hand information for empirical social 
research. The term “netnography” – a 
neologism combining the words internet and 
ethnography (Kozinets 2010) – describes an 
unobtrusive method and research approach 
that uses the virtual world as a mirror of social 
reality and analyzes it to understand complex 
social phenomena and the co-construction of 
social meaning from the perspective of 
participating individuals (Kozinet 2002). For the 
study presented here, the expectations and 
experiences of consumers were of most 
interest. The data collection took place 
exclusively in German-language forums and for 
forum discussion between 2011 and 2018. The 
online forum at chip.de was used for 
smartphones. This platform provides visitors 
with news on technology and new products, 
product tests and a download portal for 
software. A separate section called 
"smartphone purchase advice" contains a large 
number of threads that bundle questions and 
chats about new purchases. There is no section 
on chip.de for washing machines, so other 
forums were searched for. This revealed that 
discussions about the purchase of washing 
machines are primarily held on platforms that 
are generally dedicated to household 
management. Two of these were particularly 
relevant: chefkoch.de (“chief cook”), which is 

primarily used to exchange cooking and baking 
recipes, but discussion forums also deal with 
lifestyle, household and leisure issues. 
fragmutti.de (“ask mom”) deals with all kinds of 
content relating to the household, such as 
cooking, cleaning, health, saving and 
gardening, but also exchanges about 
household appliances. For chip.de, a web 
crawler was used to read the entire content of 
this section and transfer it to a Microsoft excel 
format. Using this method, conversations could 
be filtered by date, number of replies, or user 
names, for example. The comprehensive 
database also made it possible to create 
descriptive statistics (see part 2). Data 
collection via Chefkoch and Frag Mutti was 
done manually by entering the appropriate 
search terms. Additional data for the 
smartphone market was added from the online 
directory gsmarena.com (“GSM arena”).  
In total 110 chats (80 for smartphones and 30 
for washing machines) were analyzed taking an 
inductive and discovery-oriented approach to 
reveal significant categories and insights 
grounded in empirical data. Each chat 
consisted of an initial question asking for advice 
in purchase decisions and between 5 and 25 
answers or reactions. The chats were first 
structured by open coding, i.e. codes were 
assigned depending on the content of the 
material, with a focus on characteristics of the 
product, the context situation of the initiator of 
the chat, the sources of relevant information, 
the experiences with products and the use 
expectations. The codes were structured 
alongside the purchase process: 1. Initial 
situation: Why is the person searching for 
information? 2. Negotiation of expectation: 
Which product characteristics are considered 
relevant against the background of the planned 
forms of use? 3. Valuation: What are the main 
sources of information and how is the 
information weighted and evaluated?  
 
Part 2: Quantitative analysis of smartphone 
chats 
The web-crawled data from the forum 
discussion on smartphones were used for 
further explorative analysis. The forum 
discussions usually started with a short 
questionnaire where the information seeker 
described some general expectations 
concerning price, size, expected usetime and 
other details of the desired smartphone. In the 
following we will describe some initial 
descriptive insights from 1.122 chats between 
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2009 and 2020 to provide some initial insights 
into the ongoing analyses.  
 
 
3 The online negotiation of 
significant product categories 
 
Initial situation: Why is the person 
searching for information?  
Concerning the reason for the new purchase it 
was particularly interesting if the new product is 
replacing a broken (absolute obsolescence) or 
a still functioning one (relative obsolescence). 
From the 54 smartphone chats that included the 
reasons for a new purchase, 39 chats (72%) 
revealed that the old phone was still working but 
had functional deficits or was experienced as 
out-of-date. The most common reason for 
replacing a working smartphone was the poor 
performance of the old device. Particularly in 
chats at the beginning of the 2010s, the 
technological transition from conventional cell 
phones to smartphones was a frequently cited 
reason for the new purchase. Contract 
extensions and offers from providers were also 
among the decisive factors. Less than a third of 
the information seekers looked for a new phone 
because the old one was not working anymore. 
In these cases it was not possible to assess 
whether the phone was broken beyond repair 
or the person only felt that the phone is not 
working properly anymore. In almost all cases 
the information seeker was reporting a cracked 
display which is normal an easy-to-repair 
failure. Some statement revealed that the 
failure was taken as an opportunity to buy 
something new: “The display is broken, so it has 
cracks. and I have not bought a current new 
phone for ages. So I treat myself to this :).”  
In the case of washing machines the relation 
between cases of absolute vs. relative 
obsolescence was the other way around. In 18 
of the 22 cases (82%) that revealed the reason 
for the new purchase the information seeker 
reported a total breakdown of the old washing 
machine. These cases were often 
characterized by a certain urgency, the 
information seekers described situations where 
“the laundry” piled up or the “machine was full 
of water”. In most cases the age of the machine 
was reported and some sort of grief was 
expressed “my Siemens washing machine has 
finally given up after 12 1/2 years of faithful 
service. World collapsed. Now a new one must 
come.” Or “Unfortunately, my mom's washing 

machine died, and she was only 18 years 
young.” In several cases the information seeker 
got to know the price of a repair and decided 
against it: “It can be repaired, but that would 
cost more than 1/3 of the price of a new 
machine.” In contrast to the smartphone chats 
the information seekers in washing machines 
chats were not looking forward to the new 
purchase, expressions like “unfortunately” and 
“I am afraid I have to” were very frequent. In the 
few cases where the old washing machine was 
still working, the information seeker revealed 
reasons like moving to a new house or 
dissatisfaction with the performance of the old 
machine (e.g. too slow). 
 
Negotiation of expectation: Which product 
characteristics are considered relevant 
against the background of the planned 
forms of use? 
In both samples, a list of product characteristics 
were coded that partly were grounded in the 
data and partly based on our research interest 
in categories that are relevant for the longevity 
of products. In this step, the contributions of all 
chat participants – information seekers as well 
as respondents – were coded. 
The following categories were of main 
importance 
• Durability and quality (robustness, estimates 

of lifetimes, quality of material, repairability) 
• Design and product size 
• Performance and equipment 
• Price  
• Brand 
Figure 1 show the relative number of codes 
related to the aforementioned categories for 
both products. In both cases a clear majority of 
characteristics that were discussed related to 
performance and equipment, whereas 
durability and quality as the second least 
important characteristic. Surprisingly, quality 
and durability were the least discussed product 
features for washing machines. A more 
thorough comparison between the coded 
sections revealed that aspects of durability and 
quality were mainly discussed in direct relation 
to brands. For example “I myself still have a 15 
year old Siemens, with stainless steel tank, I will 
keep it alive as long as possible.” Or 
“Nevertheless, I definitely believe Miele's 
claims of comparatively higher longevity.” The 
brand of the device was much more important 
for washing machines than for smartphones. 
Thus, durability and longevity was important but 
inextricably linked with the product brand. The 
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smartphone chats were mostly dominated by 
the comparison of different models and product 
generations concerning storage space, 
operating systems, graphics cards and camera 
resolution. In the discussion on durability it was 
of main importance if the device was water 
proof and robust in case of crashes. The prize 
of the device was of medium importance in both 
cases, but in smartphone chats the information 
seeker often defined a maximum prize they are 
willing to pay whereas in washing machine 
chats the participants of agreed that “quality 
has its prize”. 
 

 
Figure 1: Percentage of codes related to 
different categories of relevant product 
characteristics 
 
Valuation: What are the main sources of 
information and how is the information weighted 
and evaluated? 
While the previous section described the 
relative importance and frequency of product 
characteristics, this section is concerned with 
the valuation, i.e. how different product 
characteristics were weighted in relation to 
each other and how and what relevance they 
have in the decision-making process. As 
described before longevity of product was not 
among the most frequently named product 
characteristics for both devices, but in the case 
of washing machines both the age of the old 
washing machine and the lifetime expectations 
associated with certain washing machine 
brands was discussed in every chat. In each 
case the respondents either responded to 
lifetimes expectations expressed by the 
information seeker or they took up the subject 
on their own. The expectations were weighed 
against the price, but also against the 
background of the aspiration concerning the 
future of the information seeker, one 
respondent for example gave the following 
advice "I wouldn't like to have a Miele that lasts 
forever, because life circumstances change 

and so do washing habits." Others were 
pessimistic concerning the technological 
development in case of washing machines, 
e.g.: "Washing machines are no longer built to 
last forever. Anyone who still has an old one 
that still works should sit on it" or: "The times 
when washing machines lasted more than 10 
years are unfortunately over". The speed and 
direction of technological development was 
also of concern in the smartphone chats. But in 
contrast to washing machines, it was seen as 
positive (products get better) or more or less 
neutral. It was taken for granted that the 
technological evolution diminishes the lifetime 
or use time of products because the storage 
spaces soon will be too small or the software 
will be out of date and updates no longer 
available. These arguments were used against 
longevity aspects that respondents felt were not 
worth paying attention to: “So what's the point 
of a removable battery, with which you can get 
another 2-3 years, if the device is already a 
cramp to use today, and technically hardly 
better than your old phone? [You will soon 
have] an outdated software.” Smartphones can 
be described as multi-tools that are used for 
many different practices (see Hielscher et al., 
this volume). Therefore it is not surprising that 
the many different device features were 
discussed quite intensively in the smartphone 
chats. The most frequently used purchase 
arguments were battery performance, display 
quality, processor and camera. Of high 
importance was the availability and reliability of 
software updates, which was the most 
frequently mentioned criterion for or against a 
certain smartphone brand. The chats often 
contained links to datasheets and product tests 
or comparison portals. For the observer it was 
sometimes hard to follow since the discussions 
considered a great variety of models and 
release dates. The advices that were given in 
the washing machines chats had a completely 
different basis and were mainly based on 
experiences. In numbers: Concrete 
experiences with smartphones were shared 
only 16 times, compared with 166 experiences 
with washing machines. Smartphone purchase 
advice is more about consistent classification 
and weighing of product features. In most 
cases, therefore, the respondents give 
recommendation without any personal 
experience with the device. Washing machines, 
on the other hand, are predominantly 
recommended on the basis of experience with 
their own appliance and with the appliance 
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manufacturer itself. Age and reliability are in the 
foreground and are an integral part of most 
testimonials - both positive and negative. 
 
Focus smartphones: Expectations and 
market development 
Many information seekers provided some 
general expectations by answering a 
questionnaire. Several questions related to the 
price expectations. A comparison of the 
expectations in different years shows, that 
budget expectations have changed little in the 
last ten years (Figure 2). The mean price that 
information seekers want to pay was 350€ in 
year 2009 and 414€ in year 2020. The 
responses gave the impression that it is mainly 
people with low budgets or a low willingness to 
spend who ask questions in the forum. The 
budget information was quite often provided 
with comments like "as cheap as possible". 

Figure 2: Development of prices expectations 
between 2009 and 2020 
 
Since we were particularly interested on how 
the forum discussion and user expectations 
relate to market developments, we related the 
data to several market statistics from GSM 
arena. Figure 3 shows the proportion of middle- 
and high end smartphone models constantly 
increased in the last 20 years. This 
development is only partially reflected in the 
price expectations: While the supply gets more 
advanced and expensive the demand seems to 
remain quite stable.  

 
Figure 3: Proportion of middle- and high end 
smartphone models since 2002 
Figure 4 compares the number of user requests 
from 2010 to 2020 with the number of new 
smartphones releases in the same period. It is 
interesting to note that while both numbers 
constantly decline in the last 5 years, they show 
an asynchronous development in the years. 
The user requests peaked at 2012, but declined 
before the peak of smartphone releases in 
2014. With the available data, it cannot be 
explained whether this is a significant pattern or 
pure coincidence. However, further analyses 
could examine in more detail whether the 
market has reacted to an increased interest in 
smartphones in the public discourse and not 
vice versa. 

 
Figure 4: Number of user requests in the forum 
compared to number of smartphone releases 
per year 
 
5 Discussion 
The qualitative analysis revealed among others 
that the search for a new smartphones often 
started when the current one was still working, 
whereas those interested in advice for washing 
machines just experienced a total failure of their 
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current one. The forum users evaluated 
smartphones mostly in relation to numbers, e.g. 
the size of the screen, the capacity of the 
storage or the pixel of the camera. Discussions 
on washing machines however were full of 
memories, emotional attachment and trust in 
brands. These differences can be explained 
with differences in the technological evolution of 
both product. While they were several leaps of 
innovation in mobile phones in the last ten 
years, whereas washing machines can be 
described as a “ripe” technology. This is largely 
a logical consequence of the selection of the 
two products. Smartphones as up-to-date 
products are more quickly perceived as 
outdated; they are primarily valued for 
representing the latest state of the art. Washing 
machines as workhorses are valued for 
reliability and durability. Nevertheless, it was 
surprising that the emotional attachment to 
smartphones appears to be quite low, even 
though they are omnipresent in everyday life 
and receive a lot of attention. They are judged 
predominantly quantitatively, top scores are 
expected in various function categories, and the 
many models are in fierce competition with 
each other and with the new versions that are 
expected to appear in the future. A new 
purchase is seen as an opportunity to keep up 
with the technological evolution. Washing 
machines, on the other hand, are loyal 
companions and users know quite well how 
long they have been using it, almost as if the 
machines were part of their own biography. The 
current device is cherished for its service and a 
new purchase is more of a burden than an 
opportunity. Even though we only reported 
some explorative insights from the quantitative 
analysis, we could assume that prize 
expectations and demand for information are 
not an effect of market developments.  
 
6 Conclusions 
A major conclusion is that in the case of 
smartphones, consumers cherish top marks on 
data sheets over aspects like reparability and 
longevity while for washing machines the 
testimonials of other consumers on the 
reliability of trustworthy brands count most. This 
has mainly to do with the speed of technological 
innovations, even though they got quite 
incremental in the case of smartphones over 
the past few years. This cannot only 
significantly lower expectations of lifetimes and 
thus planned use times. It also ensures that 
users do not get attached to their device in the 

first place. The value placed on smartphones is 
primarily shaped by market developments; 
personal experience with the utility value of 
products hardly counts. This is an important 
insight for strategies that try to increase the use 
times of smartphones, particularly those 
strategies that aim for emotional attachment. 
We would assume that these strategies are not 
successful. Instead, the focus should shift more 
to the influence of marketing and 
communication on lifetime and use time 
expectations.  
From our perspective online forums and chats 
are a valuable but underexplored source of 
information about how product are perceived 
and valued and how these perceptions and 
values are socially constructed. For the 
research on product lifetimes they could 
provide insightful information on the role of 
longevity relevant aspects in purchase 
decisions.  
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