
Conceptual Paper

The Essence of  
Psychological  
Ownership and  
Emotions in Adaptation  
of Digital Technologies

Shelleka Gupta1  and Bonia Sharma1

Abstract

Technical advancements that are generating new products, services and markets, 
at a fast pace tend to meet modern consumer wants. Despite the fact that digital 
technologies are intangible, users of virtual environments form strong emotional 
bonds with their goods and frequently experience a sense of psychological own-
ership of these tools. These digital advances have substantially disrupted psy-
chological ownership since they have replaced legal ownership with legal access 
rights to things, which has added value for consumers and firms. As a result, 
in depth study is needed in the field of psychological ownership since it would 
give more insights and implementable marketing strategies to organisations who 
wish to capitalise on psychological ownership’s advantages in the digital age. The 
research presented in this study offers a fresh viewpoint on how consumers’ 
emotions impact the psychological ownership of digital technologies. The theo-
retical explanation of the relationship between emotions and psychological own-
ership is provided in this study, which contends that both factors are essential 
to producing favourable results for digital enterprises. The research sums up by 
offering practical marketing tactics for firms looking to maintain the advantages 
of increased psychological ownership. Additionally, as potential areas for future 
research, this study calls on academics to do empirical research.
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Introduction

As in modern times, technological innovations are rapidly changing the consump-
tion pattern of goods and services wherein, consumption is evolving from legally 
owned private material goods to access-based usage in which people purchase 
temporary rights to use shared goods (Bardhi & Eckhardt, 2012; Eckhardt et al., 
2019; Morewedge et al., 2021). The upcoming growth of trends in marketing like 
the digital sharing economy, digitisation of goods and services, disruptive tech-
nologies, access-based consumption of digital services for sustainable behaviour, 
ever-growing online era (Matzler et al., 2015; Morewedge et al., 2021; Peck & 
Luangrath, 2023) have put forward the new fashion for the future researchers to 
probe the psychological ownership aspect of these trends.

In the current scenario of digital advancements, consumer psychology has 
become a significant and productive topic of discussion and research in digital 
marketing. Customers’ mental processes and decision-making processes are  
predicted by marketers using the concept of consumer psychology. The interac-
tion that customers have with technology has evolved into an essential promise  
in today’s the technology-mediated environment. New products, services and 
markets are being created as a result of the rapid innovation and advancement of 
digital technology (Morewedge et al., 2021). Both consumers and businesses gain 
enormous value from these developments.

Customers have a psychological sense of ownership over digital technologies 
like online music, films, e-books, online games, etc. According to Watkins and 
Molesworth (2012), researchers refer to new targets of psychological ownership, 
which are distinct to the digital realm when they use the term ‘digital virtual prod-
ucts’. These include social media sites, online gaming consoles, online learning 
platforms, e-books, online shopping and many more. Also, according to consumer 
psychology, users of digital products and services experience a strong sense of 
psychological ownership over them (Kirk & Swain, 2018). Consumers feel as 
though they are the legal owners of these objects even when they are not (Watkins 
& Molesworth, 2012).

Customers’ view that makes them believe to own the product is known as psy-
chological ownership. These things could be tangible or intangible, physical or 
immaterial and legally possessed or not (Nijs et al., 2021). Customers frequently 
form close bonds with the items in their immediate environment and may even 
feel a sense of psychological ownership. The mental state in which consumers  
feel the target of possession is ‘theirs’ might thus be described as psychological 
ownership (Pierce et al., 2001). When consumers put their time and energy into a 
target (Kamleitner & Erki, 2013), exert control over a target (Peck et al., 2013), or 
get intimate knowledge of a target (Kirk et al., 2018), they begin to experience an 
attachment to the object.

Moreover, marketing literature has clearly demonstrated that emotions play  
a crucial role in affecting the minds of the customer because they have the power  
to bring about psychological and behavioural change (Kim et al., 2015). 
Psychological ownership is said to have both cognitive and affective components 
(Pierce et al., 2003). Positive motivating emotions including pleasure, hope, pride 
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and excitement are believed to encourage psychological ownership. Accordingly, 
psychological ownership is a result of individual emotions (Baumeister & 
Wangenheim, 2014). Today firms pay more attention to the emotional reactions 
towards a product that can elicit more than just its utilitarian advantages. As a 
result, through emotions, the consumer develops a strong psychological attach-
ment to the product or service. Despite this, there is still little information about 
how emotions relate to psychological ownership in the digital world and business 
outcomes (Sinclair & Tinson, 2017).

Objective of the Study

The main objectives of the study are:

1. To propose a theoretical framework that explains the existence of psycho-
logical ownership in digital technologies.

2. To theoretically examine the role of emotions in enhancing the psycho-
logical ownership of digital products and services.

Review of Literature

Psychological Ownership

The concept of psychological ownership was first studied in the field of manage-
ment at the beginning of the 21st century (Pierce et al., 2003, 2001). To better 
understand the relationship between customers and products, psychological 
ownership has recently flourished in marketing and is supposed to be essential  
in consumer behaviour (Jussila et al., 2015; Li & Atkinson, 2020; Peck &  
Shu, 2018).

Psychological ownership has mostly been studied in relation to consumer 
behaviour. According to (Pierce et al., 2001, 2003), psychological ownership is a 
cognitive-affective mental state in which a consumer feels a sense of ownership 
for a target object that is viewed as separate from actual legal possession. 
Psychological ownership refers to a relationship or a feeling of ‘It is mine!’ 
between a consumer and a target of ownership, such as an object, an idea, or even 
another person. This sensation towards an object is ‘experienced as having a close 
connection with the self’ (Pierce et al., 2003). The essential part of this perception 
is that even though a customer does not legally own an item, place, or idea, they 
still have a strong bond with it (Nijs et al., 2021; Shaw et al., 2012; Verkuyten & 
Martinovic, 2017). Also, it has been observed that consumers will value and utilise 
things more effectively if they perceive ownership of the resource or object  
(Peck et al., 2020).

Digital firms believe that psychological ownership is linked to their future per-
formance since it appears to be a desirable commodity to retain and capture virtual 
consumers (Jusiila et al., 2015; Morewedge et al., 2021). Researchers proposed 
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that feeling that you own something virtually increases your level of admiration, 
intimacy and liking for that digital product or service (Kamleitner, 2015; Kirmani 
et al., 1999; Peck & Shu, 2009). Investment of time and effort in digital platforms 
and the products and services therein the customer results in the culmination of a 
bond with these digital products, which fosters sentiments of attachment. Despite 
the notion of who they are and which group they belong to, digital customers 
develop an attachment to the object of ownership (Dittmar, 1992; Kirk & Swain, 
2018; Pierce et al., 2001). Customers therefore do not hesitate to refer to the 
desired virtual item as ‘theirs’.

Emotions

Nowadays, customers experience emotional attachment and a sense of ownership 
for goods they do not truly own but just think they do. In recent decades, there has 
been growing interest in the effects of emotion on customer behaviour and organi-
sations (Elfenbein & Shirako, 2016). Emotions are a type of conscious mental 
reaction that manifests as intense feelings, usually toward a particular object and 
are frequently accompanied by physical, psychological and behavioural changes. 
Due to their relationship with the cognitive aspect (Dolcos et al., 2011; Vanneste 
et al., 2021), psychological aspect (Bartley, 2018), social aspect (Evans & Morgan, 
2006; Hannula, 2012), and affective aspect (Skillmathing et al., 2020), customer 
emotions have drawn researchers’ attention. The customer’s interaction with tech-
nology is now a focus of this interest in emotions (Cho & Heron, 2015). Increasing 
our knowledge of emotions can help us comprehend how they interact with and 
are influenced by technological factors, which may enable us to make wiser judg-
ments about the success of an organisation.

Emotions have a crucial role in psychological ownership, which consists of 
both affective and cognitive elements (Pierce et al., 2003). Customers’ feelings 
and emotions toward the target thing result in the target object becoming psycho-
logically owned. Psychological ownership is influenced by emotions such as 
arousal, happiness, weirdness and pride (Kirk & Swain, 2018). In their experi-
mental investigation, Shu and Peck (2011) discovered that emotions whether 
happy or sad had a substantial impact on customer’s positive affective reactions to 
the experimental object. They also proposed that emotions had a major role in 
customer’s feelings of psychological ownership (Pekrun et al., 2011).

Researches show the psychological arousal of consumers varies frequently, 
greatly, and is easily influenced, especially by the digital world. According to 
Watkins and Molesworth’s (2012) consumers who often interact with virtual 
worlds, slowly get attached to their virtual belongings. However, scholars further 
argued that these consumers experience the pleasure of bond with digital goods 
but occasionally they come across weirdness as a result of their intense attachment 
to something that is not physically present. In line with this, Kirk and Swain 
(2018) assumed that customers also had a strong feeling of loss and suffering 
when the digital assets they connect with, were lost due to technical difficulties. 
As a result, they also try to protect their virtual possessions through careful 
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backups. So, interestingly, customers come across arousal and weirdness to be so 
attached to virtual goods, when customers recognised that they do not legally own 
these digital possessions (Kirk & Swain, 2018). The study of Kirk and Swain 
(2018) has, therefore, provided suggestions to the researchers for further explora-
tion of the effect of several emotions towards psychological ownership. 
Additionally, it has been suggested that pride and happiness, as significant feel-
ings, have a connection to psychological ownership. While hubristic pride ampli-
fies the impact of psychological ownership on outcomes like economic valuation 
and word-of-mouth, genuine pride functions as an antecedent of psychological 
ownership (Kirk & Swain, 2015). However, the relationship between psychologi-
cal ownership and various emotions in online user-generated content has not yet 
been fully explored (Kirk & Swain, 2018; Sinclair & Tinson, 2017).

Theoretical Framework

Psychological Ownership Theory

Pierce et al. (2003) attempted to explain the psychological state of ownership using 
the psychological ownership theory, which offers in-depth explanations of the 
phenomenon. As Pierce et al. (2003) asserted, ‘the meaning and emotion associated 
with my or mine and our’ are manifestations of the sense of ownership. The concept 
of psychological ownership depicts a connection between the customer and the 
product. The customer’s possessive feelings about items extend beyond the idea of 
legal possession and are in particular, psychological in origin. Customers’ posses-
sions both tangible and intangible are emotional objects (Belk, 1989).

Researchers have identified psychological ownership’s motivations, including 
efficacy and effectivity, self-identity, having a home and stimulation (Jussila, 
2015), which give the idea of psychological ownership in rationality. According to 
Beggan (1991), Dittmar (1992), Pierce et al. (2003), the customer starts to exert 
control over the product when they are successful in their endeavours to experi-
ence desire and the growth of ownership. Customers are thus encouraged to inves-
tigate their digital environment, associate, gather with it, interact with it, and think 
about its significance. The customer tends to see the target as their own and merge 
with their expanded self as they starts to control, deeply comprehend and become 
entirely engrossed in the thing (Dittmar, 1992; Pierce et al., 2003). According to 
Duncan and Hoffman (1981), when a customer feels a sense of ownership of a 
product and finds a safe environment to operate in, there is a fusion between the 
self and the thing. By engaging in these behaviours, a psychological ownership of 
the specific good or service is created.

Also Astryan and Oh (2008) and Jussila (2015) have demonstrated a number of 
psychological ownership antecedents, such as exercising control, getting to know 
something well, investing in oneself, and many more, which have shown the 
intended consequences for both customers and businesses. According to studies 
(Belk, 1988; Furby, 1978), a customer’s level of control over an item makes it feel 
more like a part of them and fosters feelings of ownership of that item. Kirk and 
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Swain (2015) propose that technological control and interactivity foster the devel-
opment of psychological ownership in the digital environment. Further, as cus-
tomers become intimately familiar with certain products and link themselves with 
them, emotions of ownership develop in both the physical and digital worlds (Kirk 
& Swain, 2018; Pierce et al., 2001). Last but not least, according to Rochberg-
Halton (1981), a person should establish sentiments of ownership for a particular 
thing by investing time, ideas and talents, as well as physical, psychological and 
intellectual energies into it. In line with this, Kirk and Swain (2018) found that 
digital customers make an effort, to engage with the virtual world, and invest in it 
in order to mentally own the product.

The dimensions of psychological ownership, such as self-efficacy, self- 
identity, belongingness, accountability, autonomy, responsibility and territoriality, 
have also been organised by researchers and serve as the cornerstone of the psy-
chological ownership theory. Psychological ownership was initially based on the 
three qualities of self-efficacy, self-identity and belongingness by Pierce et al. 
(2001). However, after a thorough examination of the literature, the construct has 
since been expanded by the division and classification of the psychological own-
ership dimensions as either promotion-oriented or prevention-oriented (Avey  
et al., 2009; Olckers, 2013). Because of this, psychological ownership is a multi-
dimensional construct that includes self-efficacy, self-identity, belongingness, 
accountability, autonomy and responsibility as positive or promotion-oriented 
dimensions and territoriality as a negative or prevention-oriented dimension that 
influences how much psychological ownership is felt.

The theory of psychological ownership, which is most relevant to digital tech-
nologies for the establishment of psychological ownership, contends that specific 
characteristics of the ownership object are necessary for consumers to be able to 
experience a sense of ownership (Pierce et al., 2003). More importantly, owner-
ship focuses on the requirement to satiate psychological ownership motives in 
digital consumers. To meet the self-identity purpose, they must, in other words, be 
appealing and relevant to the self. They must also be open, available, affordable 
and accessible so that users can establish a sense of place or home within the con-
fines of the digital world (Kirk & Swain, 2018). According to Baxter et al. (2015) 
and Norman (2013), conceivable interactions with digital commodities and their 
use based on the characteristics of the object and the user are necessary for psy-
chological ownership to endure. The three paths to psychological ownership con-
trolling an ownership target, getting to know a target well, or investing oneself in 
a target are also perceived as stimulating and facilitating having a place or feeling 
at home (Pierce et al., 2003; Pierce & Jussila, 2011). Therefore, a digital technol-
ogy’s affordances are its features that enable users to complete specific activities 
and take specific actions. As a result, users’ abilities to feel a sense of ownership 
over a digital goal are both limited and increased by digital affordances (Kirk & 
Swain, 2018). On the contrary, some researchers also have suggested that keeping 
other things aside, consumers experience lower psychological ownership for 
digital products due to lower perceptions of control than physical products and 
thus have pointed towards the need for further exploration and research in the 
concerned area (Atasoy & Morewedge, 2018).
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Entity Theory of Intelligence

According to Molden and Dweck’s (2005) Entity Theory of Intelligence, customers 
may come to believe that their intellect and abilities are inborn traits they possess 
and cannot be altered, increased, or lessened. Customers, who are acknowledged 
and rewarded for their characteristics rather than their accomplishments, grow to 
believe in themselves and experience emotions like pride, happiness, power, secu-
rity and confidence. By demonstrating the importance of emotions in promoting 
psychological ownership, this theory serves as the foundation for the suggested 
theoretical framework. In contrast to young customers who are born with the traits 
of technological advancements and feel at ease with technology like online 
gaming, music, online shopping, digital transactions, education, etc., it is typically 
observed that elderly customers who are unfamiliar with the technological world 
have developed the feeling that the technological world is not their cup of tea. 
Therefore, it shows that the entity theory of intelligence has roots for the germina-
tion of emotions to lead towards psychological ownership via the dimension of 
self-efficacy, self-identity and more (Mullins & Sabherwal, 2020; Puche et al., 
2016). Emotions can thus be employed to increase the customer’s psychological 
ownership of intangible goods and services in the digital sphere via the entity 
theory of intelligence. Thus, a particular motivational style that has a direct impact 
on a consumer’s feelings and emotions is supported by the idea that emerges from 
the entity theory of intelligence.

Incremental Theory of Intelligence

Additionally, the incremental theory of intelligence (Molden & Dweck, 2005) 
claims that intellect and other attributes are acquired via effort and experience. 
According to this notion, intellect is changeable and may be developed with effort 
and time. Therefore, through an incremental theory of intelligence, customers 
who are recognised for their effort develop cravings and emotions like ambition, 
pride, excitement, passion and anxiety, which can lead to the development of 
psychological ownership. For instance, the young generation of today is at ease 
with technology because they have a close relationship with it and put a lot of 
effort into learning about and staying in tune with technological advancements 
every day. These are the customers with growth mindsets (Lee et al., 2012). 
Similarly, digital consumers who believe in increasing their capacity through 
rigorous efforts have emotions like excitement, energetic feelings and happiness 
that again pop-up dimensions of psychological ownership, that is, self-identity, 
belongingness, accountability, etc. Therefore, this indicates that the incremental 
theory of intelligence has a foundation of developing emotions leading towards 
psychological ownership through its various dimensions like belongingness, 
accountability, etc. As a result, they have become psychologically accustomed to 
it and feel at ease with it. According to the current study, businesses can use the 
basis of this theory to plant the seeds of psychological ownership for the target 
objects in the brains of their clients.
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Furthermore, studies have demonstrated that consumer support for incremental 
versus entity theories of intelligence reliably predicts whether or not a customer in 
a difficult situation would persevere (Molden & Dweck, 2005). The present 
study’s foundation is thus provided by these implicit theories of intelligence, 
which also have consequences for how emotions and beliefs are handled and pro-
cessed. It makes feel worthless for businesses to invest time and effort in such 
customers if they think intelligence or ability is fixed. However, if one’s intelli-
gence or skill is thought to be a sign of diligent effort, it indicates the need to 
continue making attempts and go forward. As a result, customers may exhibit a 
more optimistic attitude and perform better (Blackwell et al., 2007), which is 
advantageous for businesses.

Hence, these theories pose the fundamental base to achieve the objectives of 
the current study, that is, to propose a theoretical framework that explains the 
existence of psychological ownership in digital technologies and to theoretically 
examine the role of emotions in enhancing the psychological ownership for digital 
products and services (Figure 1).

Discussion and Implications

It is necessary to look at how digital technologies are affecting customers because 
they have altered the interaction between consumers and their goods. Technology 
advancements have replaced the models in which people are legal owners of 
private material goods with access-based consumption models. Here under the 
new consumption model, customers temporarily purchase the right to utilise 
shared, experienced products (Bardhi & Eckhardt, 2012; Eckhardt et al., 2019; 
Morewedge et al., 2021; Rifkin, 2001). Therefore, this research study aimed to 
comprehend how customer behaviour is impacted by the expansion of digital 
technology, which in turn influences digital firms. The theoretical framework is 

Figure 1. Conceptual Model.

Source: Conceptual model through literature review.



Gupta and Sharma 55

applicable more generally to areas with significant use of digital technology, and 
it is instructive and suggestive for managers working to draw and keep customers 
in these brand-new digital environments.

Further, due to the widespread adoption of digital technology, consumer con-
sumption and behavioural patterns have also changed significantly, creating both 
a threat and an opportunity for the online sector. Since psychological ownership is 
a valuable asset for digital firms since it has value-enhancing results, modern 
digital enterprises must transform risks and cultivate new chances for creating 
psychological ownership among customers (Morewedge et al., 2021).

Also, how consumer emotions are connected in the virtual world needs thor-
ough investigation in the context of psychological ownership. The relationship 
between psychological ownership and emotions had not been fully explained in 
the marketing literature, (Watkins, 2016), and it seemed vague in the context of 
digital virtual goods, such as e-books, music, games and digital content. Customers 
tend to be more positively affected by things towards which they feel an  
emotional connection, such as happiness, arousal, pride, etc., (Schultz & Schultz, 
1989). Because people value their relationship with the object and wish to pre-
serve it, experiencing this emotional bond with the target online objects can also 
lead to certain psychological behaviours. Therefore, it becomes crucial in the 
current online era to research the impact of various emotions on perceived owner-
ship of virtual commodities which was made fruitful via this study.

The study also theoretically shows how emotions can strengthen a customer’s 
sense of psychological ownership over the online space, which would have a good 
knock-on effect on digital businesses. In order to better understand how emotions 
affect psychological ownership and how their worth may be increased for  
businesses, the study would be helpful to marketers and digital firms. In order to 
get the intended results for the businesses, it would assist them in developing  
efficient ways to acquire, manage and cultivate psychological ownership of the 
customers.

Emotions of consumers shown in advertising, build a connection between the 
customer and the firm. This emotional connection results in long-term customer 
commitment and loyalty to the businesses. Emotions also work well in the digital 
realm to foster deeper connections between users and virtual technology, creating 
a sense of psychological ownership over the desired goods. Therefore, this study 
provides managers with how to create positioned methods for marketing products 
that might generate profit from utilising customers’ emotions to create psycho-
logically favoured goods and services.

The study significantly adds to the body of marketing literature. In order to 
explain the relationship between psychological ownership and emotions in the 
context of digital technologies, the study has presented a theoretical framework 
based on psychological ownership theory, entity theory of intelligence and incre-
mental theory of intelligence. This framework could aid firms in formulating 
better strategies for their future success paths.

This study will be important for digital firms and marketers since it will help  
in the development of customer satisfaction and retention tactics that leverage 
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psychological ownership. Additionally, in the modern internet era, psychological 
ownership and emotions are equally important for understanding client behaviour. 
As a result, the study provided necessary insights into how emotions can improve 
psychological ownership in the setting of digital technology.

Future Research and Conclusion

Despite the significant effort put forth, there are still loopholes and gaps in this 
study that need to be filled by scholars and researchers as future research opportu-
nities. The theoretical framework only provides conceptual support to the existence 
of psychological ownership in digital technologies and it also shows the impact of 
emotions in enhancing psychological ownership. Further, customers’ feelings and 
psychology may differ across countries or depending on their demographic profile 
as well. Therefore, empirical research in this area is advised, with a potential focus 
on demographic or cultural differences. To better understand psychological 
ownership as a comprehensive concept, additional constructs may be examined 
with emotions.

Thus, it is clear that the emergence of new digital technologies has ushered in 
a new era of digital consumption, which is putting tremendous pressure on the 
industry’s enterprises. However, it is also widely accepted and recognised that 
psychological ownership is a significant asset for the company because it can 
result in a number of outcomes that increase value. As a result, the current study 
will aid digital businesses in this regard by assisting them in understanding emo-
tions and significant aspects of psychological ownership that will help the organi-
sations in reaching favourable outcomes.
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