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Abstract

Extending the lifetime of products enables material resource savings and provides an effective resource
efficiency strategy within a circular economy paradigm. Although consumer demand for longer lasting
products that can be easily repaired has been on the rise, it is not certain that consumers are fully able to
identify such products and willing to pay a premium for them. France introduced a mandatory product
repairability index in 2021 and plans to introduce a mandatory product durability index by 2024. The
reasoning was to allow consumers to benchmark products, and to provide incentives for manufacturers
to design durable and repairable products. This initiative would most likely speed up activities for
developing a harmonised European Union (EU) labelling scheme to avoid the possibility that various
EU countries start their own schemes, which could be problematic for business within the EU single
market. However, there is uncertainty regarding how to best display a durability label for influencing
consumer choice. This contribution reviews the literature on product durability information and
labelling, addressing consumer perceptions on durability labelling and whetherthe provision of
durability information is taken into account in purchasing decisions. Potential implications in durability
labelling implementation are discussed, concluding the article with suggestions for overcoming potential
implementation challenges.

Keywords: Product Lifetime; Product Durability; Durability Perception; Eco-Label; Consumer Policy;
Circular Economy

1. INTRODUCTION

Every day, millions of products are produced, used, and ultimately disposed of around the world,
accelerating the rate of material resource depletion and the accumulation of waste (Haberl et al., 2019).
This is known as a ‘linear’ economy, expressed by a ‘take-make-waste’ approach. In response to this
wasteful and irresponsible practice, a ‘circular economy’ is presented as an alternative approach to
disrupt this linear pattern. In a circular economy, resources (i.e. products, components and materials)
circulate through successive lifecycles, by extension of product life, repair, refurbishment, and
remanufacturing; and finally by recycling of materials (IRP, 2018; Kirchherr et al., 2017).

In a circular economy, waste prevention and the reduction of resource use are considered the most
beneficial ways to save resources and energy, and several concepts (e.g. the waste hierarchy, the ‘R’
strategies etc.) have prioritized the extended use of products (Milios & Dalhammar, 2020; Reike et al.,
2018). There is an evolving consensus on the importance of extending product lifetimes, particularly for
products with significant environmental impacts in the resource extraction and manufacturing phases
(Bockin et al., 2020; Cooper & Gutowski, 2017; IRP, 2018). However, empirical evidence reveals that
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the lifetime of an increasing number of products has actually decreased over the last decades (Hennies
& Stamminger, 2016; Prakash et al., 2016).

Based on the positive environmental potential associated with longer product lifetimes, the extension
of product lifetimes has become a desirable political goal, as exemplified in the European Union (EU)
Circular Economy Action Plan (CEAP) and national CE strategies around the world. Therefore, policies
promoting longer product lifetimes become essential for realizing the vision of the circular economy
(Milios, 2018; 2021).

There is a variety of policy instruments that can be used to influence product lifetimes, but most
likely future policy developments will focus on: a) product regulation addressing lifetime and
repairability, e.g. regulations set under the Ecodesign Directive (2009/125/EC); b) labelling initiatives
to inform consumers about expected product lifetime and repairs, e.g. under the Energy Labelling
Framework Regulation (Regulation (EU) 2017/1369), and/or through a new labelling scheme or under
existing eco-labels; and ¢) new consumer legislation and initiatives (Maitre-Ekern & Dalhammar, 2016).
Mandatory ecodesign standards may be suitable for certain product groups, but less relevant for other
product groups. This applies especially to products that are still under rapid technological development,
or when itis complicated to set concrete ecodesign requirements. There are also alternatives to ecodesign
regulations, such as consumer laws, labelling and public procurement, which could be more relevant in
some cases than ecodesign requirements; for instance, for products that are hard to regulate due to
problems in measuring lifetime, or lack of appropriate standards for showing legal compliance
(Dalhammar et al., 2018).

Despite the use of mandatory regulatory approaches to impose product life extension measures to
producers, a very important parameter that needs to be addressed is the behavioural aspects of
consumers. If regulation pushes for the design of very durable products but consumers still choose to
discard them while still fully functional, this is a case of over-engineering and a waste of valuable
resources that producers have used to make products more durable (Dalhammar, 2016).

Consequently, an appropriate policy approach in this case is the introduction of a (mandatory)
product lifetime label. Research has shown that consumers often require better information on the
lifetime of products (Cooper, 2004; Cox et al., 2013). Information asymmetries between the producers
and consumers are very likely to arise if there is no reliable information on a product's expected lifetime.
These asymmetries may cause an adverse selection mechanism that results in high-quality products to
be pushed out of the market (Akerlof, 1970). This situation could be addressed by providing consumers
with reliable information about expected product lifetimes through e.g. labelling (Sammer &
Wastenhagen, 2006). A product lifetime label could assist consumers in distinguishing between
products with different lifetimes, thus facilitating their potential preference for longer lasting products
(Jacobs & Horisch, 2021).

This contribution explores the perceptions of consumers in relation to the introduction of a durability
label for products. By reviewing the literature on relevant empirical studies, this contribution identifies
potential effects of such labelling on consumer choice and discusses implications on the potential
implementation of a durability label as a policy intervention to extend the life of products, within a
circular economy.

The next section presents a theoretical background on the ways consumer choice can be affected by
eco-labelling, and the general understanding and consumer perceptions of product durability. Then, a
brief description of the methodological approach is provided in section 3. In section 4, the results of the
research are presented, and in section 5, the findings enable the discussion of the potential implications
of a mandatory durability label. The article concludes in section 6 with the main outcomes and
recommendation of the research.

2. RESEARCH BACKGROUND

2.1. Product labelling and consumer choice

One goal of consumer policy is to give consumers the power to make informed choices by means of
providing accurate and trustworthy information (Theggersen, 2005). Product labels inform consumers
and indicate the desired or undesired properties that a product possesses. Eco-labels are the only direct
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way for consumers to obtain information on the environmental impact of products at the store.
Consumers rely on labels to fill their information gap about the product and to gain understanding of
the environmental impact of what and how they consume (Sircome et al., 2016). Eco-labels can be
mandatory for producers, such as the EU Energy Label and the French repairability index, or voluntary,
such as the EU Flower, the Nordic Swan, and the German Blue Angel.

Environmental labelling and related information tools can assist consumer decision-making, but
studies have shown that consumers can be confused by the diversity and sheer amount of information
(Leire & Thidell, 2005). Thus, the effectiveness of eco-labels depends both on the way the information
is presented and on the ability of consumers to understand that information and accordingly act on it.
Moreover, irrespective of the receptiveness of the displayed information, the eco-label needs to be
trusted in order to avoid the phenomenon of ‘greenwashing’ which might induce a negative disposition
in consumers (van der Ven, 2019).

In theory, there is a number of preconditions that needs to be fulfilled for an effective implementation
of a labelling scheme. Firstly, a fundamental precondition for the successful implementation of labelling
is that consumers trust the assigned eco-label. For building up trust, it is essential to involve a
commercially independent third-party organisation and a variety of relevant stakeholders, both deemed
critical for the future uptake of a labelling scheme (Horne, 2009; Sircome et al., 2016). A legally
mandatory labelling scheme could be a preferable option, instead of a voluntary label, since these usually
have broader recognition and support among consumers and deliver a level playing field for producers
(Horne, 2009). Governmental involvement generally improves uptake, and governments can use eco-
labelling in addition to other policy mechanisms, such as procurement policies to support the eco-label
schemes (Magnadottir et al., 2017; Gavertsson et al., 2020).

Secondly, it is important that consumers can recognise and understand the label and its message (Van
Dam & Reuvekamp, 1995). One critical aspect is to remove any potential uncertainty about the meaning
of a label, or the issuing authority. In general, consumers can better recognise and accept simple eco-
labels that directly convey the intended message (Sircome et al., 2016). However, overly simple labels
may undermine the efficacy of the environmental claims (Horne, 2009).

Lastly, the design of eco-labels can directly affect its understanding and therefore its trustworthiness.
Eco-labels come in a variety of designs that use both imagery and text. Textual and graphical elements
of eco-labels can each influence independently the choice of consumers, but the combination of both
elements in the label elicits greater effectiveness and willingness to pay (Tang et al., 2004). Displaying
quantitative information on a label does not appear to have any significant impact on a label’s credibility
(Teisl et al., 2008).

However, the provision of information does not always lead to changes in attitudes, and even when
it does, these changes do not always translate to behavioural change (Mont & Power, 2010). Much of
everyday consumption happens around habitual practices and norms (McKenzie-Mohr & Smith, 1999).
Thus, potential changes in habits of consumption may not result directly from the displayed eco-labels
(Horne, 2009). To overcome this behavioural inconsistency there are several ways in which information
provision could complement eco-labelling and lead to behavioural change. The information provided
must incentivise the creation of positive attitudes that in turn may lead to a behavioural solution. This
means that consumers not only need to gain knowledge about a certain issue, but also to be given the
right information on how to personally deal with this issue (Sircome et al., 2016).

Consumer responsiveness to labels also depends on demographic characteristics (Boyer et al., 2021).
Income levels are consistently associated with the willingness to pay for eco-labelled products. The
higher the disposable income, the higher the willingness to pay for eco-labels (Sgnderskov & Daugbjerg,
2011). Typically, female consumers are more willing to pay higher premiums for eco-labelled products
than males (Harms & Linton, 2016). Age appeared to be an important parameter in some studies,
although the results were inconclusive (Ward et al., 2011). Finally, the level of education attainment can
be an indicator of higher uptake of eco-labels, as well as the general knowledge of consumers regarding
environmental issues and prior environmentally responsible behaviour (Sircome et al., 2016). However,
it is rather difficult to have a consistent indication on the aggregated influence of all the demographic
characteristics presented above, as their causal associations within and across other socio-economic
variables remain a topic for further research (Skylark & Callan, 2021).



Journal of Circular Economy

2.2 Consumer perception of product lifetimes (durability vs. obsolescence)

Consumers’ expectations of product lifetimes are widely different, as it is not always obvious what a
durable product is, and how long a product is expected to last. The notion of product lifetime is a
combination of (a) the time consumers expect a product to last before it breaks/malfunctions, and (b)
the time consumers want a product to last before they dispose or replace it (Cooper, 2004). These two
characteristics, i.e. the functional life of a product and the willingness to keep it, influence consumers’
attitudes and ultimately affects a product’s actual ‘in use’ lifetime. Generally, consumers want products
to last (i.e. not break) for just as long as they want to keep them, but not necessarily any longer than that
(Cox et al. 2013).

This highlights the different ways consumers understand durability in products. Braithwaite et al.
(2015) found that the meaning of durability varies among consumers, and that it is usually associated
with products that have lifetime guarantees or include parts that can be easily repaired and/or updated.
The perception of product durability is also linked to a product’s performance over time, also called
‘functional reliability’. Functional reliability is deemed very important for all products (even the ones
expected to be kept for a short time), but durability is primarily valued for products that consumers
expect to keep for a long time (Cox et al., 2013). Moreover, durability is perceived as the timeframe a
product provides a useful service (Knight et al., 2013).

Durability is not an attribute that the consumers consciously consider at the point of purchase, but
they usually make use of proxies, e.g. product quality as an indicator of the potential lifespan. Relevant
proxies, such as brand and price, help consumers to assess how long a product will last (Cooper, 2004).
According to Knight et al. (2013), consumers expect that the number of years of product use would be
an indicator of durability. Consequently, by communicating the number of years that an appliance may
last, there could be a potential shift in consumer behaviour towards the care and maintenance of
products, since the consumer would treat the product as having a longer service life. Moreover, it was
observed that the manufacturers’ guarantees are also important as a sign of functional reliability, which
is linked to durability.

There are several reasons for discarding a product in use, and they are directly related to different
types of perceived product obsolescence and the willingness of consumers to replace the product. The
types of perceived product obsolescence include technological, aesthetic, psychological, quality,
economic, ecological, social, and legal reasons (van den Berge & Thysen, 2020). Van Nes & Cramer
(2005) presented four reasons that may lead to the discarding or replacement of products: (1) ‘wear and
tear’ when a product is broken or does not function anymore; (2) ‘improved utility’ when the product
does not function satisfactorily due to improved use demands; (3) ‘improved expression’ when the
product does not function satisfactorily due to comfort/quality/expression reasons; and (4) ‘new desires’
when the product functions satisfactorily but is nevertheless replaced due to the desire for additional
product characteristics in newer products. For an overview, see Table 1. Commonly, it is the
combination of several reasons of product obsolescence that eventually leads to the decision of
discarding a product (Cox et al., 2013). For example, a laptop can be replaced due to a combination of
reasons, such as a weak battery, worn-out exterior, and because a newer version of hardware/software
is available, thus justifying the decision of replacing/discarding the laptop.
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Table 1. Product replacement reasons and their relation to types of obsolescence.

Replacement reasons Related to Type of obsolescence References

Mugge et al., 2005;

Wear and tear Product functionality and performance Quality Guiltinan, 2009
Improved utility Value depreciation of the ‘old’ compared Economic Cooper, 2004;
to the ‘new’ product Khan et al., 2018
The ecological footprint (‘)fthej old Ecological Wilson et al., 2017
product compared to the ‘new’ product
Social norms of products and is use Social Burns, 2010;

Wilson et al., 2017

Maitre-Ekern, &
Legislations around products Legal Dalhammar, 2016
Mugge et al., 2005

Wear and tear and/or
improved utility, Technological innovation or

. . Technological Cooper, 2004
improved expression developments

Improved expression, ; ;

new desires Product appearance (trends in design, Aesthetic Cooper, 2004

signs of wear and tear)

Burns, 2010; Cooper,
Psychological 2004;
Wilson et al., 2017

Social influences (status, peer pressure)
and symbolic value of products

Consumers in general prefer durable products, but the relatively high price that is usually associated
with durable products might prevent them from purchasing such products (van den Berge & Thysen,
2020). Moreover, consumers appear willing to repair their products for extended periods of time,
however, this willingness is affected negatively by factors associated to the cost of repair and its relation
to the initial purchasing price of the product, the perceived value remaining in the product, the
uncertainty of the repair outcome, and the timeframe the product is expected to last before another repair
is needed (van den Berge & Thysen, 2020). There is also evidence that consumers experience that
products do not really last as long as they should (Cooper, 2004; Echegaray et al., 2016; Wieser &
Troger, 2018), indicating a rising awareness of built-in planned obsolescence in products (Kahlin
McVeigh et al., 2019). However, in most cases obsolescence is not “planned” per se by manufacturers
but is a function of market conditions such as time pressures and short testing periods (Longmuss &
Poppe, 2017), and that is why the term ‘premature obsolescence’ is increasingly used instead of ‘planned
obsolescence’.

On the other hand, the increasing prevalence of cheap products (usually of lesser quality) on the
market reinforces a constantly “updating” mind-set that renders durable products as semi-disposable
(Cox et al. 2013). To extend product lifetimes there is a need for change in the consumer environment,
so that consumers begin to feel they have the right information to make their purchasing decisions, and
that they are not locked-in to a “throw-away” consumerist culture.

3. METHOD

The research set out to investigate what elements of eco-labelling are particularly important for the
understanding and uptake by consumers, regarding the durability of products. The research method used
for exploring this objective comprised of a scoping literature review by identifying relevant documents
and analysing previous research and findings on this topic. The aim of a scoping literature review is to
identify and map the body of literature on a specific topic area (Arksey and O'Malley, 2005), in contrast
to the aim of a systematic review which is to synthesize and conclude on the extant literature regarding
a specific research question (Munn et al., 2018). In a scoping review, usually the overview of a diverse
body of literature is presented, generally including a wide range of research designs and methodologies
(Levac et al., 2010) across diverse disciplinary backgrounds (Pham et al., 2014). Finally, and most
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importantly, scoping reviews provide a descriptive overview of the reviewed material without
individually assessing the reviewed studies, or synthesizing concepts and frameworks from the literature
sources (Arksey and O'Malley, 2005; Levac et al., 2010; Pham et al., 2014).

The literature review commenced with searching for relevant scientific publications in major
scientific databases such as Scopus and Google Scholar. The selection of keywords was deliberate and
exclusive so that only the most relevant to the topic articles could be retrieved. The topic of durability
labelling is under-researched and quite “new” in the field of research and policy (ADEME et al., 2021),
therefore, the aim of this research was to focus only on exploring this particular topic and not include
extensive literature on well-established topics such as eco-labelling in general.

The initial set of keywords included ‘durability” AND ‘label*’, which was expanded to include
similar to durability terms such as ‘lifetime’ and ‘lifespan’. Since the objective was to narrow down the
literature only to relevant articles, the search of the general term ‘eco-labelling” was avoided, and the
term ‘label’ was searched only in conjunction with that of ‘durability’ and the related terms. Although
the durability of a product could also be characterised in relation to its repairability potential (Maitre-
Ekern & Dalhammar, 2016), in this research the term ‘repairability’ was also avoided since it represents
a different set of consumer perception criteria that are not identical to the ones in literature about
durability (see section 2.2).

The search for scientific articles returned a very low number of peer-reviewed articles on this topic
(n=2) which meant that the search was inevitably expanded to grey literature (e.g. commissioned studies,
industry studies, advocacy papers etc.). Taking this step, the search retrieved a reasonable number of
documents that allowed a structured literature review (n=12). All the documents comprised studies that
were examining quantitatively and/or qualitatively empirical experiments on consumers (e.g. choice
experiments, surveys, interviews etc.).

The sample of the studies was sufficient and satisfactory to describe the phenomenon of consumer
perception on durability labelling and could provide insights to the objective of this research. The
content of each document was summarised and qualitatively analysed using a synthesis matrix to
identify common themes and significant inferences.

4. RESULTS

Even though durability labelling is considered as a major enabling factor for consumers to choose more
durable products (Cooper & Christer, 2010; Gnanapragasam et al., 2017), only few studies have
analysed consumers’ purchasing preference in the presence of product durability information, and the
effects of a potential durability label. Just over ten dedicated studies (publicly available — excluding
private industry studies) have been identified in literature, which include consumer experiments/surveys
aiming at developing knowledge about the consumers’ purchasing decisions and willingness to pay for
durable, long-lasting, products. The analysis of these studies yielded a few overarching themes, which
are presented in the following sub-sections.

4.1 The display of durability information influences positively the purchasing
decision of consumers.

The results of the reviewed studies, that tested different ways of displaying product durability
information on consumers and in a variety of product groups, showed that durability labelling generally
influences the purchasing decision of consumers in favour of products with longer lifespans (Artinger
et al., 2018; Gfk, 2017; Jacobs, 2018; Jacobs & Hérisch, 2021; Knight et al., 2013; LE Europe et al.,
2018; Sircome et al., 2016; Swaen et al., 2014; 2018). For instance, in one study by Gfk (2017), when
no durability information was provided the products were selected by 27% of the respondents, while
47% of the respondents chose the same products in the presence of durability information.

The level of this influence, however, is dependent on the type of product. Knight et al. (2013) found
that consumers’ durability considerations when purchasing new products might differ, as consumers
might give greater weight to a product’s lifetime when purchasing a new product depending on how
likely it might be for the product to break down. For example, vacuum cleaners, smartphones, and
laptops are expected to break down more easily than fridges, ovens and televisions. Among the product
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groups that durability labelling seems to play a significant role are suitcases and printers, while the
influence of the label on smartphones appears to be the weakest (Sircome et al., 2016). The latter can be
explained by the fact that the majority of consumers expect a rapid development of new, technologically
advanced, models to come out soon, and therefore the longevity of the current appliances is not a desired
attribute. The fast-evolving technology of smartphones does not encourage consumers to seek durable
devices — at least with a product lifetime of, typically, more than three years (Sircome et al., 2016).

Jacobs and Hérisch (2021) showed that product durability information positively influences purchase

decisions, confirming results of previous studies. However, they highlighted that the positive effect of
product durability labelling is not linear, but it is decreasing with higher levels of a product’s lifetime.
For instance, indicating a product would last 25 instead of 20 years has a lower influence on consumer
choice than indicating a product would last 10 instead of 5 years.
Another significant finding that was highlighted by Sircome et al. (2016) is that displaying a durability
label on a product always influences positively the purchasing decision of consumers, regardless of the
price. Moreover, durability labelling appears to have a higher influence on purchasing decisions relating
to high-end products, compared to low-end products. However, the difference between these types of
products was not significant, and therefore no strong conclusions could be drawn about this type of
interaction of the label.

In relation to the market reputation of brands (i.e. high-quality, durable etc.), Jacobs and Hérisch
(2021) revealed that introducing a durability label renders the positive purchase influence of such brands
less impactful. This may come as a result of reducing the information asymmetry between consumers
and manufacturers regarding a product’s durability. Therefore, the proxies that consumers routinely use
to determine the quality of a product, such as the quality image represented by high-end brands (Knight
et al., 2013), would become increasingly irrelevant due to the provision of transparent product lifetime
information.

4.2 Durability information influences positively the willingness to pay a higher
price for purchasing more durable products.

In the available literature, it is observed that consumers are prepared to pay a higher price for a product
that has a lifespan two years longer in comparison to a similar product without an extended lifespan
(Gfk, 2017; Sircome et al., 2016). Also, in the presence of durability information, consumers are on
average willing to pay a higher price — 5% more compared to a baseline price — for products with higher
durability (Gfk, 2017).

Pilot studies by Swaen et al. (2014; 2018) showed that durability labelling has a positive effect on
consumers towards the perceived quality of a product, especially for low-priced products, but has no
significant impact on the willingness to purchase, slightly contrasting the study by Gfk (2017) which
identified a marginal increase in willingness to pay. However, the empirical findings were not coherent
across all the product categories, the different types of labelling, and the profiles of consumers that
participated (Swaen et al., 2018).

4.3 Durability information increases the perception of quality of a product,
and it is generally preferable to repairability information.

Consumers largely associate durability with product quality (LE Europe et al., 2018; Sircome et al.,
2016). Durability is found to be more important than repairability, as consumers indicate a trust in
manufacturer warranties, thus not expecting a durable product to break within the indicated warranty
period (LE Europe et al., 2018).

In a recent study, van den Berge et al. (2021a) interviewed a sample of consumers to identify how
do they estimate product lifetimes, and attitudes towards repairability and a product lifetime label. The
results showed that consumers cannot make well-informed estimations about a product’s lifetime, and
usually they perceive negatively product repairability information, meaning that a more “repairable”
product might indicate that it needs frequent repairs (i.e. lower quality product). Moreover, consumers
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were concerned about the use intensity and use behaviour associated with a product and how these can
be considered on a durability label.

4.4 Durability is among the top three attributes of a product that positively
influence purchasing decisions.

A study about the EU Energy Label, on behalf of the German regional authorities, provided useful
insights on the importance of durability information in purchasing decisions for electric and electronic
equipment (Dunnhoff & Palm 2014). The participants in this study were asked to rank the importance
of several factors (incl. energy efficiency, durability, price, etc.) that affected their purchasing decision
during their last purchase. Although the most important factor for consumers was the electricity
consumption of a product and its energy efficiency, durability was placed in the second position, being
more important than price and other parameters that were included in the study. On the other hand, the
price of the product had the highest relative influence on purchase decisions in another German study
by Jacobs and Horisch (2021), followed by energy consumption, product lifetime, equipment version
and brand. The participants of an EU-wide study (LE Europe et al., 2018) regarded the quality of a
product as the most influential parameter in their purchasing decisions, followed by the price and the
expected time (durability). The product manufacturer or brand was rated as less influential factors, while
parameters such as trends and fashion were regarded as even less influential.

The influence of durability information is related to the price of products, and consumers consider
such information even more relevant than information on energy consumption or brands (Jacobs &
Horisch, 2021), similar to the findings of Knight et al. (2013). Based on the analytical framework of
Jacobs’ (2018) pilot study, the preference for durability is driven by both the sustainability values of
consumers and their ‘rational” egoistic motives, e.g. money saving, making the price and lifetime (as the
proxy of quality) of a product the most influential characteristics in purchasing decisions.

4.5 In demographic characteristics, a female consumer aged 20-35 is more
likely to be positively influenced by the presence of a durability label.

Although durability labelling appears to have an impact on both men and women, women are more
likely to rely on the label for their purchasing decisions, as documented in two studies that looked into
demographic characteristics (Jacobs & Horisch, 2021; Sircome et al., 2016). A durability label
influences the purchasing decisions of all age groups, however, the most receptive individuals are found
to be younger than 35 years old — between 25-35 in the study by Sircome et al. (2016) and in the 15-29
years old bracket in the clusters of demographic groups studied by Jacobs and Hoérisch (2021). People
older than 35 years old are increasingly less influenced by durability information (Jacobs & Hoérisch,
2021; Sircome et al., 2016).

4.6 A durability label displaying the lifetime of a product in a time unit is
preferable.

Regarding the way durability information is displayed, one study highlighted the fact that presenting
durability information in the number of years of expected life of a product has a slightly higher impact
than in units of use intensity, e.g. the number of wash cycles, etc. (Gfk, 2017). The same conclusions
are drawn in the study by Sircome et al. (2016), in which the lifespan label displaying a time-period
(months, years) was the one understood best by the participants. It was noted that individuals find it
difficult to process — and therefore fully understand — large quantities, e.g. when durability is expressed
in working hours, or wash cycles, etc. (Sircome et al., 2016). However, research has shown that lifetime
expectations potentially affect product replacement decisions (van den Berge et al., 2021b). So,
displaying a minimum number of years on the product label could unintentionally encourage consumers
to replace still functioning products when the indicated years (lifetime) are exceeded (van den Berge et
al., 2021a).
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4.7 Third-party independent durability labelling increases consumer trust

Jacobs and Horisch (2021) argue that durability information should be framed as being issued by an
independent third-party actor using a standardised test procedure, rather than a non-binding estimate of
the manufacturer, as tested in other studies (e.g. Artinger et al., 2018). This is because consumers’ trust
in sustainability labels is considerably higher when the label is issued by independent organisations
rather than by the companies themselves, as it is widely documented in literature (Ertz et al., 2017;
Horne, 2009; van den Berge et al., 2021a).

5. DISCUSSION - Implications for durability labelling

The results of the literature review indicate a positive impact of durability labelling on consumers.
However, several implications arise in relation to the design and implementation of a durability label.
The influence of durability information is often product dependent, as labels that work on one product
group may not work on a different product group. Understanding the aspects of the information that can
be universally applied across all product categories — in contrast to product-specific information —would
be important for an effective implementation of a durability label. A one-size-fits-all horizontal approach
is unlikely to be appropriate since different approaches are suitable for different products (Marcus et al.,
2020).

In terms of environmental objectives, extending product lifetime not always has positive results.
Impacts across the production, use and end of life of a product need to be addressed and communicated,
as there are usually trade-offs between the different phases of a product’s lifecycle (Richter et al., 2019).
Considering the design of an environmental label, it can be quite simple, for instance by indicating the
level of impact in a selected environmental category, or using an aggregate indicator (e.g. environmental
footprint). When it comes to durability labelling, the situation could indeed prove to be quite
complicated, especially for assessing the environmental impacts of products during their lifespan, and
how this can be communicated on the label. For instance, if product “A” has a lifespan twice as long as
product “B”, then for a certain functional unit (e.g. 50 use-cycles), the environmental impact of product
“B” will be twice as high as that of product “A”. In the meantime, no universally agreed standard exists
for assessing product lifespans (Fangeat & Chauvin, 2016).

The availability of durability information interacts with price sensitivity across different consumer
groups. Price was often regarded as the most influential factor in consumer choice across all product
categories (Jacobs & Hdorisch, 2021; Knight et al., 2013). Price was also a highly influential factor in
purchasing decisions in relation to environmental information. However, no evidence was established
as to what would be the limit of premium people were willing to pay for the purchasing of labelled
products. If consumers place a high importance on the price of a product, then the influence of
environmental information on the consumers’ choice significantly diminishes (Brocklehurst et al. 2019).
On the other hand, consumers often have limited information about product lifetimes and the total cost
of ownership of products (i.e. the cost of maintaining and upgrading the product for its entire lifespan,
in addition to the initial purchase cost) (Marcus et al. 2020). Thus, the impact of displaying the lifetime
cost of a product could be much greater than just displaying environmental information. For example, a
case of displaying the total cost of a product would look something like that: a product designed to last
for 5 years, and it is sold for 100 EUR, would really have a cost of 20 EUR per year. In addition, potential
consumables associated with the product, the electricity consumption, as well as the potential water
consumption, could also be included in the displayed “use cost” on the label. While such an approach
could have a significant influence on consumer choice, it would be actually quite complicated to
calculate such a “use cost” (Fangeat & Chauvin, 2016).

In practice, it is important to carefully design a durability label, and ideally, a labelling scheme should
be accompanied by relevant education campaigns to inform consumers how to read and understand the
label (Sircome etal., 2016). However, the standard lifetime of a product may not consider the availability
of spare parts and thus it would not accurately reflect the actual operating life of the product (Fangeat
& Chauvin, 2016). Furthermore, it would be preferable to avoid displaying the normative lifespan of a
product in number of years, but rather in a number reflecting the operating hours or number of use-
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cycles, in contrast to what the reviewed literature has showed. This is because there is a chance that
consumers might confuse the display in years with the legally applied warranty, as provided by
manufacturers, which is also expressed in number of years, and thus they would be dissatisfied if their
product breaks down before the indicated period.

Consequently, it would be preferable to include further criteria in a durability label that would extend
durability considerations by e.g. the availability of spare parts, repairability potential, and the
evolutionary technological aspects of products. This could provide a more accurate estimation of the
effective lifetime of a product. For the credible and effective implementation of a durability labelling
scheme, it would be necessary to involve all the relevant stakeholders for the co-development of the
appropriate methods and criteria of durability. However, some resistance might be observed by a certain
segment of manufacturers who perceive the labelling of durability of products as a threat to their existing
business model. Therefore, it is equally important to convince manufacturers that durability could be a
competitive advantage for their business, and that it is commercially viable (Knight et al. 2013).
Finally, it has been observed that exposure to different types of existing eco-labels creates a cognitive
precedence in the decision-making process of consumers — the so-called ‘spill-over’ effect — irrespective
the type of information or the design of the label (Leenher et al. 2014). The spill-over effect can be
described as the propensity of people to adopt a similar decision thought-process in a situation after
seeing an existing eco-label, to the extent that the effective (distinguishing) elements on the label of one
product can also be used on the label of another.

For example, energy information in the form of a colour scale together with capital letters, indicating
the energy class of a product (e.g. EU energy label), has been used extensively and has been proven an
effective tool in driving consumer choice (VHK, 2016). However, it is not certain that a similar design
for indicating the durability of a product could be accurately perceived by consumers. Although
exposure to a similar label like the EU energy label, would make the scale of measurement easily
recognisable and would prompt a “right” or “wrong” choice, it might confuse consumers regarding what
attribute of the product the label is measuring (Leenher et al. 2014).

6. CONCLUSIONS

This contribution reviewed existing literature on consumer perceptions towards a potential eco-label
that reflects the lifetime of products and how this could influence consumer choice and the potential of
extending the product lifetimes in use and on the market. Based on the review findings, several
implications of the characteristics of such a label were discussed and alternatives proposed.

The results of the study showed that durability labelling can be an effective way to inform consumer
choice in the marketplace, but the increasing number and diversity of different labelling systems can
create confusion. Therefore, a durability label must be designed in a way that is understood by the public
and be able to instil a sense of trust to the consumers. The information must send a clear signal and
encourage “environmentally positive” behaviour, taking into account the specificities of different
demographic groups (e.g. gender, age and level of education). Also, information about product
durability can increase consumers’ willingness to pay for more durable products, as durability is among
the top three most important factors for consumers when considering of buying a product.

The most appropriate way to express the life of a product would not be in number of years, as this
may confuse consumers in relation to its legal warranty and commercial guarantees, which are expressed
in number of years as well. Also, this expression does not consider the use intensity and user behaviour
in relation to the product. A more fitting approach would be to use the ‘number of operating hours’ or
‘number of cycles’ of products. Currently though, there is no universally agreed standard for assessing
accurately product lifespans.

Finally, for the effective application of labelling initiatives it is important to provide further
supportive measures; for instance, relevant educational information so that consumers can absorb the
message and use the labelling in a proper way. Also, the use of a durability label in conjunction with
other policy instruments (e.g. Public Procurement) could increase its effect in enabling the proliferation
of longer lasting products in the market. Thus, durability labelling could be a powerful instrument within
a broader policy mix for a circular economy transition (Milios, 2021) that encourages the longer and
more effective use of products and contributes to material resource savings and less environmental
impacts from the production, use, and final disposal of products.
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