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Ownership is prevalent in everyday life. We propose and show that salience of ownership triggers changes in one’s self-worth and

enhances likelihood of engagement in prosocial behavior. We also show that materialism and mine-me sensitivity as individual

differences are moderating the effect of ownership salience on prosocial behavior.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Feelings of ownership are an important ingredient to individu-

als’ lives given that each of us interacts daily with various material 
and immaterial objects we own. Ownership satisfies people’s need 
for self-identity, helping them “define themselves, express their self-
identity to others, and maintain the continuity of the self across time” 
(Pierce, Kostova, and Dirks, 2003, 89). Moreover, one’s possessions 
help individuals respect themselves, feel satisfied with themselves, 
feel they have much to be proud of. As such, possessions can confer 
a sense of self-worth.

Despite benefits of psychological ownership to individuals in 
expressing self-identity and enhancing self-worth, religious and 
other writings suggest that materialistic individuals are self-centered 
and that the overemphasis on material possessions and acquisition 
are “inherently incompatible with sharing and giving to others” 
(Richins and Dawson 1992, 308). In this research, we propose and 
show that contrary to normative beliefs, psychological ownership, 
or the salience of one’s possessions, does not hinder prosocial be-
havior; instead, it increases it by enhancing individuals’ feelings of 
self-worth. 

Ownership has been examined in a wide range of disciplines, 
from anthropology, sociology, and psychology to consumer behavior 
and management. Research on the state of psychological ownership 
(i.e., “mine-ness”) has focused primarily on its roots, how people 
experience it, and the owner’s relationship to the owned entity to 
make predictions about emotions, cognitions, and behaviors towards 
the entity (Pierce et al. 2003; Pierce and Jussila 2011). Psychologi-
cal ownership has been shown to influence an individual’s attitudes, 
values, and behavior toward the target entity (Peck and Shu 2009; 
Shu and Peck 2011; Weiss and Johar 2013). Though insightful, past 
research has not yet examined how psychological ownership influ-
ences cognitions and behaviors unrelated to the owned entity.

Research suggests that psychological ownership can convey a 
sense of worth, affecting global judgments of one’s self-worth (Belk 
1988). In fact, a large body of research has shown a compensatory 
relationship between self-esteem and materialism, such that low self-
esteem increases materialistic tendencies since possessions compen-
sate by providing a sense of worth (Chaplin and John 2007; Ferraro, 
Escalas, and Bettman 2011). 

State self-esteem refers to a person’s sense of her/his value or 
worth in the moment, and a boost to self-worth means that the person 
feels proud, pleased with oneself, and valuable. Self-consistency and 
self-enhancement theories (Epstein 1973; Swann et al. 1987) predict 
that in such situations people act prosocially to maintain or enhance 
self-esteem because positive behavior towards others reinforces a 
positive sense of self that maintains cognitive consistency. Thus, we 
expect that psychological ownership (i.e., when people are thinking 
about the things they own) enhances state self-worth, which in turn 
increases subsequent prosocial behavior.

Value of possessions varies across different individuals. Materi-
alism captures “the importance a consumer attaches to worldly pos-
sessions” (Belk 1984, 291). Therefore, we expect individual differ-
ences in materialism to be important moderating factors predicting 
the effect of salience of ownership on subsequent prosocial behavior. 
Specifically, we do not expect a boost in one’s state self-worth to 

happen when ownership becomes salient for individuals low on ma-
terialism because they do not assess their self-worth strongly by their 
possessions. As such we do not expect salience of one’s possession 
to increase helping behavior in individuals that are less materialistic.

Central to our argument linking salience of possessions to self-
worth is the contention that individuals regard their possessions as 
part of themselves. Previous work has identified “mine-me sensitiv-
ity” (Weiss and Johar 2013) as an important individual difference 
that captures differences in the extent to which individuals associ-
ate “mine” with “me.” Individuals low in mine-me sensitivity have 
weaker associations between possessions (“mine”) and the self 
(“me”). For these individuals, the association between objects and 
the self does not change much based on whether they own the ob-
jects or not. When ownership becomes salient (i.e., when people are 
thinking about the things they own) individuals use their possessions 
to determine their state self-worth. However, because low mine-me 
sensitivity indicates weaker associations between possessions and 
self, salience of ownership should not boost self-worth compared to 
those high on mine-me sensitivity, hence, ownership salience should 
not predict helping behavior of individuals low on mine-me sensitiv-
ity.

We ran six studies to test the effect of ownership salient on self-
worth and prosocial behavior and to examine factors moderating this 
effect. In Study 1A, owners behaved more generously toward part-
ners in a dictator game than did non-owners. In Study 1B, felt owner-
ship, induced by touching an object, increased subsequent helping. In 
Study 2, we examined state self-worth as a psychological mechanism 
underlying these effects. Ownership salience led to a boost in self-
worth encouraging individuals to be more helpful. In Studies 3 and 
4, we examined materialism and mine-me sensitivity as individual 
differences moderating the effect of ownership salience on prosocial 
behavior, showing that our proposed effect did not hold for individu-
als low on materialism or low on mine-me sensitivity. In Study 5, we 
attenuated the effect of ownership salience on donation by making 
the negative attributes of one’s possessions relevant. 

In this research, we tested a counterintuitive hypothesis, that 
is, increasing the salience of possessions encourages giving and 
sharing. We found that ownership salience boosts self-worth, which 
results in greater prosocial behavior towards various beneficiaries. 
Relying on a psychological perspective of ownership, our paper goes 
beyond existing work and offers a novel perspective for understand-
ing the positive consequences of salience of possession. We detail the 
psychological mechanism and test it in controlled laboratory studies 
using both a mediation and moderation approach, as well through a 
variety of manipulations of psychological ownership and different 
tasks to assess prosocial behavior. We provide fresh insights into the 
psychology of ownership, an important area of inquiry in the con-
sumer literature.

REFERENCES
Belk, Russell W. (1984), “Three Scales to Measure Constructs 

Related To Materialism: Reliability, Validity, and Relationships 
to Measures of Happiness,” NA-Advances in Consumer 
Research, 11, 291-7.



Advances in Consumer Research (Volume 45) / 717

Belk, Russell W. (1988), “Possessions and the Extended Self,” 
Journal of Consumer Research, 15(2), 139–68.

Chaplin, Lan Nguyen, and Deborah Roedder John (2007), 
“Growing Up in A Material World: Age Differences in 
Materialism in Children and Adolescents,” Journal of 
Consumer Research, 34(4), 480-493.

Epstein, Seymour (1973), “The Self-Concept Revisited: Or A 
Theory of A Theory,” American Psychologist, 28(5), 404-416.

Ferraro, Rosellina, Jennifer Edson Escalas, and James R. Bettman 
(2011), “Our Possessions, Our Selves: Domains of Self-
Worth and the Possession–Self Link,” Journal of Consumer 
Psychology, 21(2), 169-177.

Peck, Joann, and Suzanne B. Shu (2009), “The Effect of Mere 
Touch on Perceived Ownership,” Journal of Consumer 
Research, 36(3), 434-47.

Pierce, Jon L., Tatiana Kostova, and Kurt T. Dirks (2003), “The 
State of Psychological Ownership: Integrating and Extending 
A Century of Research,” Review of General Psychology, 7(1), 
84-107.

Pierce, Jon L., and Iiro Jussila (2011), Psychological Ownership 
and the Organizational Context: Theory, Research Evidence, 
and Application, Edward Elgar Publishing.

Richins, Marsha L., and Scott Dawson (1992), “A Consumer Values 
Orientation for Materialism and Its Measurement: Scale 
Development and Validation,” Journal of Consumer Research, 
19(3), 303-316.

Shu, Suzanne B., and Joann Peck (2011), “Psychological 
Ownership and Affective Reaction: Emotional Attachment 
Process Variables and the Endowment Effect,” Journal of 
Consumer Psychology, 21(4), 439-452.

Swann, William B., John J. Griffin, Steven C. Predmore, and Bebe 
Gaines (1987), “The Cognitive-Affective Crossfire: When 
Self-Consistency Confronts Self-Enhancement,” Journal of 
Personality and Social Psychology, 52(5), 881-889.

Weiss, Liad, and Gita V. Johar. (2013), “Egocentric Categorization 
and Product Judgment: Seeing Your Traits in What You 
Own (and Their Opposite in What You Don’t),” Journal of 
Consumer Research, 40(1), 185-201.


