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We examine the impact of implicit theories on consumers’ willingness to purchase pre-owned products. In five studies, we show that

entity (vs. incremental) theorists exhibit more negative attitude and lower purchase intention toward pre-owned products as they feel a

lower degree of perceived ownership for such products.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
With the advent of new technology and increased awareness 

about environmental conservation, consumption of pre-owned goods 
has grown rapidly. Yet, despite this increased interest, research on 
the consumption of pre-owned goods is still limited. A key finding in 
this area shows that some consumers are reluctant to buy pre-owned 
products due to a fear of contamination (Xu et al. 2014). However, 
anecdotal evidence suggests that consumers’ reluctance persists even 
if the pre-owned products are in clean condition (e.g., Roux 2006). 
This indicates that other factors may be concurrently driving con-
sumers’ acceptance of pre-owned products. In this research, we pro-
pose that consumers’ implicit theories may influence their attitudes 
toward pre-owned goods as their beliefs affect the extent to which 
they feel a sense of psychological ownership over the products. 

Research on implicit theories shows that entity theorists believe 
that people’s traits are fixed, whereas incremental theorists believe 
that traits can be developed by way of personal effort (Dweck et al. 
1995). Previous research found that entity theorists are more likely to 
use products and brands for a self-signalling purpose and regard their 
possessions as part of their extended selves (Park and John 2010). 
Drawing from this research, we propose that entity (versus incre-
mental) theorists are more likely to believe that a pre-owned product 
cannot be incorporated into their self-identity as it carries remnants 
of the previous owner. This leads to a lower sense of ownership and 
lower purchasing intention toward such a product. In contrast, incre-
mental theorists, who believe that things are malleable, are likely to 
believe that a used product can be detached from its previous owner 
and become their own. 

Hypothesis 1: Entity theorists will exhibit less favorable atti-
tudes toward and willingness to purchase pre-
owned products relative to incremental theorists.

Hypothesis 2: Psychological ownership mediates the effect of 
implicit theories on consumers’ attitudes toward 
and willingness to purchase pre-owned prod-
ucts.

We propose a reversal of the predicted effect in H1 in situa-
tions where remnants of the previous owner are seen as positive (e.g., 
coolness). Since people typically assume that users of a brand exude 
the same characteristics of the brand they use (Park and John 2010, 
2012), entity (versus incremental) theorists who hope that such rem-
nants may be “transferred” to them would view the lingering traits 
from the previous owner positively and exhibit greater willingness to 
purchase such products. 

H3: Compared to incremental theorists, entity theorists are 
more likely to purchase pre-owned products that possess a desirable 
brand image.

We conducted five studies to test the Hypothesis. Study 1 
(N=121) tests whether consumers’ implicit theories influence their 
attitudes toward pre-owned goods. Participants were presented with 
pre-owned sunglasses and asked to indicate how much they would 
bid for them. Implicit theories were measured by using the 8 items 
adapted from Levy et al. (1998). We found that participants with 

stronger entity (vs. incremental) beliefs indicated a significantly low-
er bid price for the pre-owned sunglasses (B=-3.004, t=-2.17, p<.05). 

Study 2 (N=607) replicated the results of Study 1 by using a 
different product-bicycle. We adopted a 2 (product type: pre-owned 
vs. new) between-subjects design with implicit theories measured 
as a continuous variable. Participants were randomly allocated to 
one of two product conditions. In both conditions, participants were 
presented with the same information about the bicycle, other than 
the fact that one was new whereas the other was pre-owned. After 
reading information about the bicycle, they were asked to indicate 
their attitudes toward the bicycle. Implicit theories were measured. 
Results showed a significant two-way interaction (B=-.18, SE=.07, 
p=.01). As expected, in the pre-owned product condition, entity theo-
rists showed more negative attitudes toward the bicycle, compared 
to incremental theorists (Mentity=4.91 vs. Mincremental =5.37, B=-.13, 
SE=.05, p<.01), whereas entity and incremental theorists indicated 
similar attitude ratings in the new product condition (Mentity=5.77 vs. 
Mincremental=5.64, B=.04, SE=.05, p>.4). 

Study 3 (N=355) aims to provide stronger evidence of causal-
ity by manipulating participants’ implicit theories. Participants were 
randomly assigned to one of the three conditions (entity vs. incre-
mental vs. control). Implicit theories were manipulated using news 
articles adapted from Chiu et al. (1997). After the manipulation, par-
ticipants imagined that they found a pre-owned laptop online that 
suited their needs. Participants were asked to indicate how much 
they would bid for the pre-owned laptop. One-way ANOVA showed 
a significant main effect of implicit theories (F(2, 352)=3.12, p<.05). 
Specifically, participants in the entity condition (Mentity=$251.95) in-
dicated a lower bid than those in the incremental condition (Mincremen-

tal=$284.47, p=.05) and control condition (Mcontrol=$291.32, p<.05).
Study 4 (N=534) tests the mediating role of perceived owner-

ship (H2). Design of Study 4 was similar to that of Study 2 except 
that perceived ownership was measured, and the focal product was 
a backpack. Analysis showed that the interaction between implicit 
theories and products type was significant (B=-.20, SE=.09, p<.05). 
Specifically, entity theories were less likely than incremental theo-
rists to purchase the second-hand backpack (Mentity/secondhand =3.95 vs. 
Mincremental/secondhand=4.32, B=-.12, SE=.06, p<.05), whereas no differ-
ence was found in the new backpack condition (Mentity/new =5.22 vs. 
Mincremental/new=4.98, B=.08, SE=.06, p>.19). More importantly, per-
ceived ownership mediated the effect of implicit theories on pur-
chase intention (Indirect effect=-.04, SE=.02, 95% CI=[-.08, -.00]).

 Study 5 (N=374) tests the moderating role of brand image (H3). 
This study employed a 2 (entity vs. incremental) by 2 (cool vs. nor-
mal brand) between-subjects design. Based on a pre-test, we selected 
Beats (vs. Sony) to represent a cool (vs. normal) brand. After read-
ing a similar scenario used in previous studies, participants indicated 
their willingness to purchase. Analysis showed a significant two-way 
interaction (F(1, 369)=10.9, p <.01). More specifically, entity (vs. 
incremental) theorists were more likely to purchase the pre-owned 
Beats headphones (Mentity/cool brand =3.95 vs. Mincremental/cool brand =3.29, F(1, 
369)=5.87, p<.05), whereas they were less likely than incremental 
theories to purchase the pre-owned Sony headphones (Mentity/normal 

brand=3.11 vs. Mincremental/normal brand =3.73, F(1, 369)=5.05, p<.05). 
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Collectively, findings from the 5 studies support our proposi-
tions that entity (versus incremental) theorists will evaluate pre-
owned products less favorably as they feel a lower sense of psycho-
logical ownership over the pre-owned products.
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