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ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Every single day we acquire new objects – either because we 

choose them or through some other incidental route such as “hand-
me downs” or gifts we never asked for. While it is true that who 
we are causes us to choose one kind of object over another, is it 
possible that incidentally acquired objects could cause us to act in 
ways consistent with those objects? Indeed, the notion that ‘we are 
what we have’ is deeply rooted in theories of the “self” (Belk 1988). 
Previous research has portrayed a motivational process of identity-
construction, where people acquire products in order to manage their 
identity (e.g., Reed 2004). Such research (implicitly) assumes that 
wanting an “identity update” and choosing to achieve it via product 
ownership are necessary conditions for people’s identity to be affect-
ed by products they own. Extending that research, we demonstrate 
that these conditions are not necessary, namely that a product can 
affect people’s identity and subsequent behavior even when it was 
incidentally obtained (e.g., a gift) and the owners have no desire to 
“update” their identity.

Previous “product-to-behavior” research has shown that product 
characteristics can affect behavior through brand exposure (via goal 
activation; e.g., Mazar and Zhong 2010) and product usage (via self-
signaling; Gino, Norton, and Ariely 2010). Adding to this literature, 
we suggest---product ownership---as another route through which 
product characteristics can affect behavior. We predict that people 
will behave consistently with product characteristics when they own 
it (assimilation), but contradictory to them when they interact with 
the product but do not own it (contrast). Furthermore, we propose 
a cognitive framework, Egocentric Categorization, to account for 
these assimilation and contrast effects. Our framework suggests that 
people may categorize owned and non-owned objects in terms of 
the category “self” similarly to the way they categorize in-group and 
out-group members in terms of that category. Further, just like people 
behave in assimilation to characteristics of ‘in-groups’ but in contrast 
to characteristics of ‘out-groups,’ we suggest that they may behave 
in assimilation to characteristics of owned objects but in contrast to 
characteristics of non-owned ones they interact with. Thus, in the 
ethical behavior domain, for example, when people interact with 
a product associated with greater (vs. lower) moral characteristics 
(e.g., reliability, authenticity), they may behave more ethically if they 
own it but less ethically if they do not.

Our framework predicts that ownership affects behavior through 
its effect on how people see the self; hence, if people do not “refresh” 
their self-evaluation after interacting with a product their subsequent 
behavior cannot reflect product characteristics. People who are low 
on self-awareness (the state) or private self-consciousness (the trait) 
tend to reevaluate the self less frequently and their behavior is gener-
ally less correlated with their internal states (Gibbons 1990). There-
fore, we predict that changes in behavior as a consequence of product 
ownership are less likely among individuals with lower self-aware-
ness or self-consciousness.

We conducted two laboratory experiments to investigate the 
aforementioned predictions. We restricted our attention to fidelity in 
behavior as the dependent variable and used headphones varying in 
fidelity as the stimulus product category. The headphones differ on 
fidelity in terms of the extent to which sound is truthfully reproduced 
and loyal to the original recording. As a cover story, participants in 

both experiments were asked to help the department of music in se-
lecting gift headphones for invited visitors.

In Experiment 1, the headphones were described as being either 
high (the “Authentic-Sound” headphones that reproduce the sound 
exactly as it was recorded) or moderate (the “Better-Sound” head-
phones that improve the original sound) on fidelity. A separate pre-
test verified that the high-fidelity headphones were comparable to the 
moderate-fidelity ones on attractiveness and quality but higher on 
truthfulness. Two-thirds of the participants were assigned to receive 
either the set they evaluated (“ownership” condition) or another set 
(“no-ownership” condition). Another third of the participants (con-
trol condition) were informed that they would receive an additional 
$2 for their input and did not receive any ownership information. 
Subsequently, after trying on the headphones, evaluating them, en-
tering them into big envelopes and putting them aside, participants’ 
self-awareness was increased by asking them to describe their mirror-
image.  Finally, in an ostensibly separate study, participants’ cheating 
behavior was surreptitiously documented in a trivia knowledge quiz 
that incentivized good performance (participation in a $50 lottery) 
and provided an opportunity to artificially improve one’s score by 
self-reporting their performance. 

The results show that, the interaction between ownership and 
fidelity description on ethical behavior was significant in the pre-
dicted direction. In particular, participants in the “ownership” condi-
tion acted with greater fidelity when the perceived product fidelity 
was high (vs. moderate). That is, they adjusted their behavior to align 
with the perceived characteristics of headphones they were random-
ly assigned to own. By contrast, participants in the “no-ownership” 
condition acted with lower fidelity when perceived product fidelity 
was high (vs. moderate). That is, they contrasted their behavior to 
the perceived characteristics of the headphones they were randomly 
assigned not to own. It is important to note that, within the control 
condition, when the ownership construct was not activated, fidelity 
did not affect cheating behavior. Further analysis showed that own-
ing (vs. not owning) the headphones decreased cheating when the set 
was described as high on fidelity but did not affect cheating when the 
set was described as moderate on fidelity. Repeating the same analy-
ses using the amount of cheating as a continuous variable yielded a 
similar pattern of results.

Experiment 2 complemented the testing of our theoretical 
framework by varying participants’ (measured) self-consciousness 
level (vs. keeping it high) across conditions while introducing only 
the high-fidelity headphones in all conditions. They were assigned 
either to own or not to own these headphones. The same cheating 
documentation method of experiment 1 revealed that owners (vs. 
non-owners) of the high-fidelity headphones were less likely to cheat 
(as found in study 1). Furthermore, consistent with our account that 
product characteristics affect behavior through an effect on people’s 
self, this difference between owners and non-owners was apparent 
only among self-conscious individuals.
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