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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Owning a product and choosing a product often go hand in hand. 

In some cases, ownership precedes choice; consumers first acquire 
redundant products, like when they receive two toasters as wed-
ding gifts, and then they choose which of these products to retain. 
In other cases, the reverse happens, where consumers first choose 
which toaster to acquire and only then obtain the product. Can the 
timing of choice, before or after ownership, affect decision making? 
The vast research on the ownership-choice interplay has examined 
the endowment effect, studying how owning versus not owning a 
product increases preference for that same product (Thaler 1980). 
However, relatively little is known on how owning rather than not 
owning multiple products affects preference among these different 
products, namely how choice among owned products, or retention, 
differs from choice among unowned products, or acquisition.

The present research suggests that, compared to consumers who 
face acquisition, those who face retention care more about product 
features that are primarily applicable to describe people (and less 
so to describe products). We refer to this class of attributes, which 
includes hedonic and pragmatic features (e.g., beautiful, resilient) as 
well as variety of brand personalities (e.g., outdoorsy), as person-
related features. By contrast, consumers facing retention may care 
less about features that are primarily applicable to describe products 
(and less so to describe people), namely product-related features. 
This range of attributes includes other hedonic and practical features 
(e.g., esthetic, portable) as well as a distinct set of brand personalities 
(e.g., fragile).

Why would consumers who face retention rather than acquisi-
tion would care more or give more decision weight to person-related 
features? Research on cognitive implications of ownership suggests 
that people associate owned (but not unowned) objects with their 
self-concept and even classify owned products as being part of in 
the category “self” (Weiss and Johar 2013). The present research 
suggests that consumers who own a product, and thus include it in 
the category “self,” may experience greater ease of processing infor-
mation about the product’s person-related features. This is because 
a category guides how people disambiguate items, for example, by 
increasing people’s ease of processing information about features 
that are more strongly associated to that category  (Barsalou 1982). 
Accordingly, when people choose among products they classify in 
the category “self,” they should process more easily person-related 
features, which are highly associated with the category “self.” Con-
sequently, because easy-to-process features carry more weight in 
choice (Herr, Kardes, and Kim 1991), consumers who choose among 
products they own (and thus classify in the category “self”), namely 
in retention rather than in acquisition, may give person-related fea-
tures more weight. 

Four studies demonstrated that product owners (vs. non-owners) 
more easily retrieve, afford greater weight to, and prefer products 
that are better on person-related features. In Study 1, participants 
had to find words in a word-puzzle, comprised of person-related 
and product-related features (as verified by a pretest) under time 
pressure. Consistent with the idea that people process more easily 
person-related features for owned (vs. unowned) products, when the 
puzzle theme was “words that can describe products you own” (vs. 
do not own), participants found more person-related features.

In Study 2, participants saw a series of five product categories, 
and were asked to allocate 30 points, representing decision weights, 
among four attributes: two person-related and two product-related 
features. Half of the participants did so for a choice which of two 
owned products to retain, and the other half, for a choice which of 
two unowned products to acquire. Next, to examine whether the per-
ception of an attribute as a person-related or a product-related fea-
ture drive the results, participants rated to what extent the features 
apply to people and to products. The results confirmed that partici-
pants gave greater weight to person-related (vs. product-related) for 
product retention (vs. acquisition) decisions, especially when they 
perceived the person-related features as more applicable to people 
than to products.

In Study 3, participants received a series of three choices, each 
in a different product category, and each poses a tradeoff between 
a person-related and a product-related feature. The decisions were 
either in a product retention or acquisition choices. Consistent with 
predictions, participants were more likely to retain the product that 
was higher on a person-related (e.g., intuitiveness) feature, but more 
likely to acquire the product higher on product-related feature (e.g., 
durability).

Study 4 replicated one of Study 4’s results, showing that when 
a choice between watches required the tradeoff between beauty (per-
son-related) and precision (product-related), consumers preferred 
to acquire the more precise watch, but to retain the more beautiful 
one. However, when a choice between watches required the trad-
eoff between aesthetic appeal (product-related) and dependability 
(person-related)—conceptually equivalent features with differing 
applicability to people—the pattern reversed: Participants preferred 
to retain the dependable watch and acquire the aesthetically pleasing 
one. Moreover, this pattern was only observed for people who tend 
to see owned products as part of their self-concept, as measured by 
an independent scale.

This research shows that the product-related and person-related 
features can have different effects on consumer choices, offering 
new insight into how consumers respond to products and brands. 
For example, the results suggest that marketers’ decision whether 
to encourage feelings of ownership of their products prior to pur-
chase needs to be considered alongside with the decision whether or 
not to highlight person-related features in positioning the product. 
In particular, when practices that encourage feelings of ownership, 
such as mass customization, test-drives or advertising that encourage 
consumers to imagine product use (Peck and Shu 2009), are at play, 
marketers may benefit from positioning a product along person-re-
lated features; the same may apply when marketers focus on retain-
ing existing consumers (who already owns the product). By contrast, 
when marketers do not employ conventional marketing plans that are 
aimed at evoking a feeling of ownership, and when markets focus on 
acquiring new consumers, marketers are likely to benefit from posi-
tioning their product along product-related features.
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