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Abstract
The purpose of this conceptual paper is to investigate the relationship between psychological
ownership and its emergence in Generation Z based on prior published research, which differs in
behavior, characteristics, and values compared to previous generational cohorts. Through the
synthesis of existing literature, a conceptualization of the psychological ownership theory based
on three proposed underlying consumption trends of Generation Z further advances the academic
landscape: (1) ‘A need for expressing individual identity’, (2) ‘A fundamental desire for security’,
and (3) ‘A desire for control’. This paper’s originality stems from being the pioneer conceptual
paper to apply the psychological ownership framework to Generation Z’s traits and thus, greatly
contributes to existing psychological ownership literature. Products and services which drive the
development of ownership feelings are discussed and future research propositions, calling for

deeper empirical investigation of psychological ownership in generational cohorts, are outlined.
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1. Introduction

Generation Z (Gen Z), people born between 1995 and 2010, is considered the largest of all
generational cohorts comprising more than 2.5 billion people worldwide, accounting for 32 percent
of the world’s population in 2021 (Euromonitor, 2021; Koop, 2021). As such, Gen Z will be the
largest and most influential generation of consumers up until 2030. As true digital natives, Gen
Zers grew up in a world with ubiquitous internet access and hence, expect seamless movements
around the online and offline universe (Cheung et al., 2017). It is therefore crucial to understand
the needs and desires of this generation to unlock critical opportunities for developing business and
digital marketing strategies that cater to them (Bhalla et al., 2021). At the same time, ongoing
technological innovations are drastically altering consumption models. This development ranges
from legal ownership of personal material products to access-based consumption of experiential,
temporary, and shared products (e.g., car sharing, streaming platforms, etc.). As a consequence,
these value-creating innovations disrupt individuals’ psychological ownership (PO) (Morewedge
et al., 2021).

PO refers to a personal sentiment of ownership that an individual has for a physical or non-
tangible target (e.g., "This is MINE!") (Pierce et al., 2001, p. 299). Therefore, this phenomenon
determines how we interact and engage with the social environment and the objects that surround
us (Pierce et al., 2003). Hence, the framework is widely used across marketing and consumer
behavior tactics as consumers can develop ownership feelings for the brand, leading to the
generation of favorable behavior (e.g., higher purchase intention, loyalty, and willingness to pay)
(Asatryan & Oh, 2008; Fuchs et al., 2010; Kamleitner & Feuchtl, 2015; Peck & Shu, 2009; Shu &
Peck, 2011; Kumar & Kaushal, 2021).

Younger generational cohorts, such as Gen Z, may challenge the conventional

understanding of PO as their perspective on consumption has significantly changed towards a more



sustainable and less brand-loyal behavior (Bhargava et al., 2020; Gomez et al., 2020; Priporas et
al., 2017; Seemiller & Grace, 2018). Thus, confusion may arise whether the concept of PO, which
has been based on studies of foregoing generations, can still be successfully applied to younger
generations in a marketing context or whether the sentiment of ownership diminishes in a more
experientially oriented generation such as Gen Z today.

The goal of this conceptual paper is to examine for the first time whether and how younger
generations, with the example of Gen Z compared to older generations, perceive PO and what can
be done to preserve this phenomenon. Drawing on prior published research, a conceptualization of
the PO theory based on three relevant underlying consumption trends of Gen Z will be investigated:
(1) ‘A need for expressing individual identity’; (2) ‘A fundamental desire for security’; and (3) ‘A
desire for control’. Each trend offers new insights on the emergence of PO and ways to maintain
and foster this phenomenon within the discussed generational cohort. Eventually, the next steps for
consumer research and future research questions will be proposed.

This research paper is of enormous importance as it fills in the current research gap on
generational differences within the PO theory and will answer the following research question:
How does PO evolve in younger generations, particularly in Gen Z, compared to previous
generational cohorts?

If Gen Z has a different perception of ownership than previous generations, they should
also respond territorially to different types of targets (Kirk et al., 2018). Several questions arise
from this assumption. How does this play out in social media and in an increasingly shared
economy and how can the feeling of ownership be preserved in a more fast-moving and less brand-
loyal society? Thus, this research will significantly contribute to the academic landscape of
consumer behavior by extending knowledge and stimulating further theory construction as there is

no published research yet on PO which includes Gen Z. It will help firms preserving and



operationalizing the concept of PO within the younger generations in their business strategies in a
fast-paced modern world. The concept of PO has received much attention in various research fields,
particularly in organizational science (Pierce et al., 2001; Pierce & Jussila, 2011) and over the last
years also in consumer behavior (Jussila et al., 2015; Kamleitner & Feuchtl, 2015; Peck & Shu,
2009). However, PO is remarkably understudied in the context of generational differences and has,

to the best of our knowledge, not been studied in this context before.
2. Theoretical Background

2.1 Psychological Ownership

The concept of PO has been developed over years and has emerged within various research
disciplines, such as psychology, geography, philosophy, sociology, anthropology, organizational
science, and consumer behavior (Brown et al., 2014; Jussila et al., 2015; Pierce et al., 2003; Pierce
& Peck, 2018; Van Dyne & Pierce, 2004). PO describes a mental state in which an individual
perceives that an immaterial or material asset of ownership (Belk, 1988) is ‘theirs’ (e.g., “It is
mine!”) (Pierce et al., 2003, p. 86). Thus, the concept investigates the relationship between an
individual (e.g., an employee or a consumer) and a target (e.g., employing organization, brand, or
automobile) (Dittmar, 1992; Pierce et al., 1991, 2001, 2003, 2004). Consequently, this target is
seen as part of the individual’s self, consciously or subconsciously (Belk, 1988; Dittmar, 1992;
Furby, 1978b). Accordingly, people often define themselves by their belongings (Belk, 1988;
Dittmar, 1992). The concept is related yet different from legal ownership, which is characterized
by the protection of the legal system and its recognition of society (Pierce et al., 2001). The state
of PO is of complex nature and related, but still different from attachment, identification, and
commitment (Pierce et al., 2001). The state is felt along a continuum rather than dichotomous

(Morewedge, 2021). Moreover, it can be characterized as a cognitive-affective construct. The



cognitive component refers to the state in which the individual is intellectually well-aware of the
ownership target whilst the affective component emerges when, e.g., an outside entity jeopardizes
the PO of the involved target (Pierce et al., 2003). In the marketing context, the PO state can evoke
through e.g., affective positioning of a brand (Thiirridl et al., 2020). The feeling of PO can exist
collectively. If a group of individuals feels ownership over a target, collective PO arises (Pierce &

Jussila, 2010, 2011).

2.1.1 Motivations

There are three elementary human motivations which foster the development of the
psychological sentiment: (a) ‘self-efficacy’, (b) ‘self-identity’, and (c) ‘having a place’ (Pierce et
al., 2001, 2003). Firstly, ‘self-efficacy’ highlights the fact that individuals can perceive a strong
feeling of ownership if they are able to control, alter, or change the target of ownership which leads
to intrinsic and extrinsic pleasure. Secondly, ‘self-identity’ supports the emotional connection to
the ownership object of the individual by getting to know themselves, defining, expressing, and
maintaining their identity to others. This can also be seen as the need for a symbolic expression of
the individual’s identity (Avey et al., 2009; Dittmar, 1992; Mittal, 2006). Lastly, ‘having a place’
is aroot of getting psychologically attached to a target of ownership as it fulfills individuals’ socio-

emotional needs of territoriality and personal security (Pierce et al., 2001, 2003).

2.1.2 Antecedents

The three main antecedents ‘control’, ‘intimate knowledge’, and ‘investment of self’ give
rise to the feeling of PO (Pierce et al., 2001; Pierce & Jussila, 2011). ‘Controlling the target’ can
be seen as the central determinant of the concept (Pierce et al., 2001). According to O’driscoll et
al. (2006), the more control an individual has e.g., over a product or within its job, the more the

ownership target is perceived as part of the extended self (McClelland, 1951). Another aspect is



‘intimate knowledge’, the composition of detailed knowledge and participation with an asset which
leads to the development of the psychological state (Pierce et al., 2003). The relationship between
the ownership target and the individual becomes even stronger and intense, the more knowledge it
deposes about the described target (Pierce et al., 2001). Another mechanism which leads to the
development of PO is the ‘investment of self” into the target of ownership. As soon as an individual
perceives responsibility for an asset by e.g., creating it, it invests its energy, time, and emotions.
The stronger the investment and effort of the self into a certain object gets, the stronger the feeling
of PO for its existence becomes. These three routes to PO are to be seen as additive and
complementary, respectively. Hence, the feeling of PO arises more intensively when more than
one antecedent is in use (Pierce et al., 2003).

However, this cognitive-affective state of mind can evoke both, negative and positive
consequences due to e.g., a growth or loss in possessions (Jussila et al., 2015; Pierce et al., 2003).
Positive consequences include a perceived sense of responsibility for the object (Avey et al., 2009;
Van Dyne & Pierce, 2004) which can lead e.g., in the marketing and consumer behavior context,
to a higher purchase intention, customer empowerment, willingness to pay, positive word-of-mouth
and a stronger motivation to protect the brand (Jussila et al., 2015; Kumar, 2019; Kumar & Kaushal,
2021; Kwon, 2020; Morewedge et al., 2021; Thiirridl et al., 2020; Zhang et al., 2014). According
to Kirk et al. (2015), hubristic pride reinforces the positive effects of PO even further. Hence, the
state of PO of consumers is a value-enhancing asset for companies to capture as well as to maintain
(Fritze et al., 2020; Morewedge & Giblin, 2015). In return, firms need to consider an increase in
consumers’ expectations and the accountability for service failures deriving from the strongly
perceived PO state. Negative consequences can encompass €.g., in the organizational field,
dysfunctional effects such as resistance towards organizational change, territorial behavior, as well

as a lack of participation culture (Pierce et al., 2001; Pierce & Jussila, 2011; Zhang et al., 2020).



2.2 Generational Cohorts

A generational cohort is an identifiable group that shares year of birth, age, and experiences
about major social and historical life events during the same developmental period (Green et al.,
2012; Kupperschmidt, 2000; Lyons & Kuron, 2014; Mannheim, 1952; Ryder, 1985; Scholz &
Rennig, 2019). The main characteristic to separate various generations is years of birth (Arsenault,
2004; Zemke et al., 2000). According to several researchers (Howe et al., 2000; Scholz, 2014;
Zemke et al., 2000), there are five recognized generations, respectively: Silent Generation (1925—
1945), also known as Traditionalists, Baby Boomers (1946—1960), Generation X (1961-1980),
Generation Y (1981-1995), known as Millennials, and Generation Z (Gen Z) (1996-2010). Gen Z
is followed by Generation Alpha which comprises people born after 2010 who grow up with
contactless payment methods instead of tangible cash (Bhalla et al., 2021; Kleinjohann & Reinecke,

2020) (see Appendix A).

2.2.1 Generational Traits and Differences

Besides using age effects and demographic traits to define specific generations, similar
personality traits e.g., illustrating similar characteristics, might blur the end of a particular
generation and the beginning of a new generation (Parry & Urwin, 2011). According to Ryder
(1985), this phenomenon is also named as cross-over effect. Baby Boomers, thus the grandparents
of people forming Gen Z, strongly value conventional attitudes such as traditions or faith and are
rather resistant to change (Berezan et al., 2018). Generation X, being the generation of the parents
of Gen Z, is considered as responsible and independent advocate for social change, the usage of
technology and is tied to their well-loved brands (Berezan et al., 2018; David et al., 2017).
Generation Y is known as the first generation to grow up with mediatization, including the

introduction of the internet (Liesem, 2017). Although there are various definitions for the beginning



and ending of Gen Z, its widely accepted birth-year span ranges from 1995 until 2010 and are
mostly Generation X’s children, implying that the youngest are just 11 years old and the oldest are
26 years old in the year of 2021 (Kleinjohann & Reinecke, 2020; Priporas et al., 2020). They are
acknowledged as the first generational cohort of digital natives as they grew up with omnipresent
access to the internet and were surrounded by digital communication (Leslie et al., 2021). As stated
by Bhalla et al. (2021), Gen Z is considered to be the largest generational cohort of consumers until
2030, thus, researchers, academicians, and industries are heavily investing in understanding this
influential section of the world’s population in order to unveil critical opportunities and potential
for developing business strategies. Gen Z’s way of thinking, working style, attitude, behavior, and
lifestyle are significantly unalike in comparison to antecedent generations (Arsenault, 2004).
Critical developments between the 1990s and 2000s, such as major profound technological
advancements in every sphere of life, shape the foundation of differences between Gen Z and

antecedent generations (Bhalla et al., 2021).

2.2.2 Characteristics of Generation Z

Gen Z - young, a hundred percent digitalized, technologically savvy, and 24/7 online — is
often also described as iGeneration, App Generation, Online Generation, Zoomers, Facebook
Generation, C-Generation (derived from being always “connected”), Digital Natives, or even
Switchers (Cheung et al., 2017; Dolot, 2018; Gardner & Davis, 2013; Kleinjohann & Reinecke,
2020; Scholz & Rennig, 2019). Moreover, they are characterized as being believers in virtual
reality and having the unique trait to develop virtual relationships over social media such as
Facebook, Instagram, and YouTube more easily as antecedent generations (Bhalla et al., 2021).
The ‘iGeneration’ was born and grew up in an era with free flow of unlimited information

unrestrained by time zones or geography, which is shaped by an immense understanding of the



most recent technological innovations, such as smartphones, laptops, and tablets. A world without
their smartphones and social media accounts is inconceivable for most people of this generational
cohort and thus, these belongings are deeply anchored in their daily life, leading to
indistinguishable boundaries between virtual and real life. Gen Zers value to express their
individual identity in an environment of digital customization (Seemiller & Grace, 2018).
Numerous studies show that users of Instagram check the main page at least five times a day and
devote an average of five hours per day to their smartphone (Chen, 2018; Gardner & Davis, 2013;
Haller et al., 2018). Thus, Gen Z has been taught how to digest and consume digital data from an
early age. Concurrently, Gen Z’s parents were encouraging and praising Gen Z’s individuals more
and included them in important decision-making processes than foregoing generations, fostering
their self-confidence. This resulted in Gen Z’s desire to strive for more independency (Agentur
Junges Herz, 2021). This generational cohort is also known as highly educated, career-focused,
open-minded, creative, rational, socially responsible, and innovative (Bhalla et al., 2021;
Euromonitor, 2018; Levine et al., 2012; Priporas et al., 2017; Varkey Foundation, 2017). In
addition, Gen Z highly appreciates immediate feedback and strives for approval. Thus, they act
accordingly and use their social media for gathering and actively sharing their opinions (Haller et
al., 2018). Lastly, Gen Z highly engages in virtual experiences and relationships, are less brand-
loyal, and value authenticity (Bhargava et al., 2020; Bencsik et al., 2016; Gomez et al., 2020).
Over the years, several studies have been performed to better understand Gen Z’s values,
motivations, and behavior. The Varkey Foundation has conducted a global study with 20,088
participants born between 1995 and 2001 to obtain a better understanding of Gen Z’s values.
Appendix B summarizes the key findings, representing the six core values (Varkey Foundation,
2017). Honesty, working hard as well as supporting their families are seen as the most important

values for people of Gen Z. As a matter of fact, Gen Zers are considered as very family-oriented



individuals (Seemiller & Grace, 2018; Varkey Foundation, 2017). Moreover, previous literature
also emphasizes the values of (financial) security, family, relationships (also virtual relationships),

happiness, and meaningful work (Seemiller & Grace, 2017).

3. Generation Z as Consumers: A Psychological Ownership Framework

In the following, three main behavioral characteristics of Gen Z have been identified based
on previous literature, which will build the central pillars for the application of the PO framework.
This generation, combined with significant technological enhancements, is transforming the
complex consumer landscape, as it differs substantially from previous generations. Hence,
companies must rethink their ways of delivering value to younger generations and communicate
honestly and ethically in areas such as marketing or work ethics. Gen Z’s consumption behavior
has shifted from possession to consumption as access, to consumption as an individual’s identity
expression, and ethical concern (Francis & Hoefel, 2018). Moreover, their purchasing behavior are
mostly marked and influenced by celebrities, online content, and social media in general (Bhargava
etal., 2020). As a result, Gen Z highly values customization as a way to express their individuality,
eliminates online-offline boundaries, expects unlimited access, and values brands which ideals

match its actions (Francis & Hoefel, 2018).

3.1 Consumption Trends

Hence, three major behavioral trends were derived from Gen Z’s values, motivations, and
characteristics to describe Gen Z as consumers: (1) ‘A need for expressing individual identity’, (2)
‘A fundamental desire for security’, and (3) ‘A need for control’. In the following, a synthesis of
existing literature among the above-mentioned dimensions will be conducted and applied to the
PO framework to address the following research questions: How does PO evolve in younger

generations, particularly in Gen Z, compared to previous generational cohorts? Building up on
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this, it will be elaborated which products or experiences enhance Gen Z’s PO evolvement. Figure
1 presents the derived conceptual model that combines the three key causes and the innate motives
for the development of PO as well as the consumer behavior trends of Gen Z, which will be
elaborated in the following. This integrated perspective is used to illustrate products or experiences

which strongly foster the PO feelings of Gen Zers in a consumer behavior and marketing context.

Figure 1. Gen Z’s Consumption Trends in the Psychological Ownership Framework.

Characteristics of Motives for Psychological Ownership
Target “Product”
Based on Antecedents
for Psychological Ownership

Self-ldentity Self-Efficacy
" Individual ~ "} T 1
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Time

Note: The term ‘product’ in the context of this paper encompasses all goods and services, including

experiential ones, that can satisfy a need or want. Own illustration based on Pierce et al. (2003).

3.1.1 A Need for Expressing Individual Identity

Gen Z is the first age cohort of consumers to have grown up with digital technology from
birth (Ensari, 2017; Leslie et al., 2021). Major technical and digital developments such as Wi-Fi
(1999) and high-speed networks (2019), as well as smartphones such as the Apple iPhone (2007)
and smart speakers (2014), enable ubiquitous communication (Kleinjohann & Reinecke, 2020).
Digital movie and customizable audio streaming services, such as Netflix (1997) and Spotify

(2006), allow for an anytime consumption and a co-construction of ourselves (Belk, 2014). Social
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media platforms, including Instagram, Facebook, TikTok, or Snapchat, as well as communication
services, such as WhatsApp, are creating an omnipresent online consumption and communication
world for Gen Z. Gen Z is not surprised by product obsolescence compared to their more market-
cynical Generation X’ parents and Baby Boomer grandparents who quickly feel overwhelmed by
planned datedness. The younger generation expects constant innovation and a fast pace of more,
better, and inventive releases of technological products (Wood, 2013). Nonetheless, the digital
world, including the dematerialization of goods, is changing the game of self-expression for Gen
Z (Belk, 2014). The interactive platforms allow individuals to collaboratively create, share, debate,
and alter user-generated content (Kietzmann et al., 2011). During the COVID-19 pandemic, all
social media platforms have experienced an enormous increase in downloads and usage (Krause,
2020). Gen Z has the highest internet and social media usage rate among all other generations and
is therefore particularly important when creating content for social media (Bhalla et al., 2021;
Gaidhani et al., 2019). As a result, brands need to fulfill the digital expectations of Gen Z by
creating seamless and consistent user experiences everywhere — in-store, mobile, and digital
(Euromonitor, 2018). Continuous technological advances in virtual and augmented reality are
shaping the future of Gen Z to a great extent (Kleinjohann & Reinecke, 2020). Thus, compared to
previous generations such as Baby Boomers, this cohort has an enormous amount of exposure to
the media, resulting not only in a drastic reduction of their attention span (8 seconds in total), but
also in a great range of options for expressing their identity (Bhalla et al., 2021; Boger, 2020).
Therefore, Gen Z is characterized by the strong desire to showcase their individual identity
in the form of e.g., a profile picture or avatar on social media or gaming platforms, which allows
for digital customization (Belk, 2014; Seemiller & Grace, 2018). Thus, according to a global survey
by IBM of 15,600 Gen Zers from 16 different countries, 55 percent of Gen Zers value the ability

to design unique products no one else owns (Haller et al., 2018). On the contrary, previous
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generations experienced their daily lives in person, while Gen Z can be present in multiple places
simultaneously (e.g., online and offline). Thus, the identity of Gen Zers can also vary depending
on the environment, resulting in different characters (Seemiller & Grace, 2018). According to
Jonah and David Stillman (2017), Gen Z as digital natives is able to control the expression of their
digital identities by effectively managing their online preferences. Consequently, this process of
expressing and defining the self-identity to others promotes the development of PO feelings
towards e.g., the social media account (Avey et al., 2009; Dittmar, 1992; Mittal, 2006). Extensive
privacy options also allow for personalized settings for interaction and content visibility. In return,
individuals have the ability to control their accounts, know them intimately, and take responsibility
of them, resulting in even stronger PO (Pierce et al., 2001, 2003).

On social media platforms, such as Instagram or Snapchat, individuals can precisely
determine content and target audience for each posting. Therefore, these platforms are an important
tool for expressing and adjusting Gen Zers’ self-identity (Seemiller & Grace, 2018), allowing them
to reach a significantly wider audience as through the use of non-digital media (Belk, 2014). In
addition, social media platforms influence the way Gen Zers develop their self-esteem and self-
awareness (GenHQ, 2016). For example, TikTok as a relatively new social media platform whose
largest user group is Gen Z (Sloane & Rittenhouse, 2019). It aims to inspire people to be creative
and joyful by allowing them to create and share short 15-second videos as a platform for user-
generated content (TikTok, 2021). Thus, it gives individuals a platform to express their self-identity
and to be recognized (Daugherty et al., 2008; Xu et al., 2019), even in times of social-distancing
(Feldkamp, 2021). TikTok’s popular challenges, short videos in which users record themselves and
join a certain challenge, highly engage individuals, and allow them to invest and express
themselves to others as well as perform the challenge in their own personal way, leading to the rise

of intrinsic and extrinsic pleasure (Mittal, 2006). By precisely practicing the challenge, individuals
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also come to intimately know the challenge and thus, develop PO over their produced video.
According to Belk (2014), self-produced videos are seen as part of their extended digital self. In
fact, digital videos are almost as valuable as material counterparts, but our understanding of digital
possessions is lower because of having less control and meaning leading individuals to e.g., print
digital photos (Belk, 2013). Nonetheless, a higher amount of time is invested in producing e.g., a
TikTok challenge, resulting in a greater attachment and ownership to the virtually produced content
(Belk, 2014). Gen Z, as digital natives, tends to perceive those digital belongings as part of their
extended self as previous generations (Cushing, 2012). In general, the innate motives and
antecedents of PO are fostered by social media, as Gen Zers can not only express their self-identity
on these platforms, but also exercise control over their contributions. Hence, individuals feel a
sense of belonging in these communities (Hulland et al., 2015; Karahanna et al., 2015).

The development of strong ownership feelings of Gen Z towards social media platforms
and their content, such as TikTok, is also recognized by brands. Consequently, brands use social
media as a marketing platform e.g., by launching a TikTok challenge, which is an opportunity to
start a viral trend (Feldkamp, 2021). Thus, individuals who participate in this challenge for a brand
might not only develop PO feelings for the video itself due to their self-investment, but also for the
brand. For instance, Guess’ branded hashtag challenge #InMyDenim reached over 5,550 user-
generated videos, an engagement rate of 14.3 percent, over 10.5 million video impressions, and
more than 12,000 new TikTok followers on their corporate social media profile (Docherty, 2020).
Moreover, Gen Zers are more likely to develop stronger feelings of ownership over their social
media than older people due to the possibilities of expressing their own identity in creative ways.

Another example is Mondeléz International’s global cookie brand Oreo, which launched a
social media contest with the hashtag #MyOreoCreation in the U.S. in 2017. Consumers could

submit new flavor suggestions via social media, which Oreo consumers could vote for (Mondelez

14



International, 2018). Thus, PO was specifically promoted through the investment of self (Folse et
al., 2012). Characteristics such as visibility, attractiveness, accessibility, and manipulability that
according to Pierce and Jussila (2011) contribute to PO being developed, need to be considered by
companies in their online marketing initiatives (Hulland et al., 2015).

Additionally, new access-based business models also enable a higher level of self-
expression (Belk, 2013). Access to more product choices or social media platforms facilitates a
more accurate and authentic expression of different individual’s identities to gain attention, social
capital, and prospective economic advantage (Barasch & Berger, 2014; Fritze et al., 2020; Haller
et al., 2018; Kuehn, 2016). Thus:

Proposition 1: Gen Z’s need for individual identity will motivate them to develop stronger

ownership feelings for experiential products than previous generational cohorts.

3.1.2 A Fundamental Desire for Security

As compared to Generation Y, which is considered to be optimistic, ‘darwinistic’ and
success-oriented, Gen Z is significantly different. Gen Zers are realistic, more pragmatic, risk-
averse, and grew up in a very structured environment with over-bureaucratic and overstructured
school systems (Jenkins, 2015). Generation X’s ‘Helicopter parents’ exert an enormous amount of
energy to protect their young children from all vagaries of life, even up to their mid-twenties. This
even includes confrontation with teachers after their child has been criticized in order to avoid poor
grading (Scholz & Rennig, 2019). As a result, Gen Zers grow up enormously protected with the
feeling that everything is taken care of leading to an expectation of a feel-good surrounding in
every aspect of life (e.g., at work or at home).

Still, several developments lead to a lack of security in Gen Z’s everyday life. Firstly, initial

desires such as agility and flexibility lead to an increase in individuals’ uncertainty as it decreases
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security. Secondly, the ‘digitization tsunami’ reinforces the lack of security sense as many jobs
may be replaced by machines in the long-term perspective. Thirdly, uncertainties as the financing
of the healthcare system in the short-term as well as the pension system in the long-term add on to
the feeling of insecurity. Thus, Gen Zers are in need of a coping mechanism satistying their desire
for security that also expands to the financial aspect (Seemiller & Grace, 2018). It also explains
why Gen Zers tend to prefer working for government institutions and large corporations that offer
lifetime employments and prohibit layoffs, which has been amplified by the pandemic (Scholz &
Rennig, 2019).

In general, Gen Z experiences an unstable time that is reinforced through cultural, social,
environmental, and political factors, such as confrontation with systematic racism and racial
inequality, debates about gender equality, sexual harassment, climate change as well as the
persistent global COVID-19 pandemic (Stone, 2021). This uncertainty and the stress resulting from
it draws back to the desire for stability and security as this young generation lacks life experience
and resilience to turn to as compared to older generations. However, instead of being intimidated
by those recent major events, Gen Zers are highly sensitive, committed, and take a strong position
as an activist generation in real-life issues e.g., the ‘Black Lives Matter’ movement or the
worldwide ‘Friday for Future’ strikes. Hence, this age cohort expects the same change agent
behavior from brands (Francis & Hoefel, 2018; Kleinjohann & Reinecke, 2020; Stone, 2021). As
a result, they are challenging brands’ well-established key values and marketing efforts to be able
to trust and find security within their products (Stone, 2021). Thus, Gen Z has a stronger motivation
for having a place than other generational cohorts (Pierce et al., 2003). This results in a desire for
products and intangible experiences with favorable outcomes, which help Gen Z to create a safe
environment in which they belong, fulfill their congenital territoriality and emotional needs as well

as build strong relationships (Kirk et al., 2018; Lorenz & Leyhausen, 1973; Pierce et al., 2001).
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Collaborative business models, such as TEDx and Uber, foster ongoing conversations with
their customers and thus, are building relationships leading to the formation of virtual communities
(Mangold & Faulds, 2009; Tsimonis & Dimitriadis, 2014). Online brand communities are
leveraged by firms to engage customers with brands, firms, and also other customers (Baldus et al.,
2015; Martinez-Lopez et al., 2017; Tsai et al., 2012; Wu et al., 2010). The community’s success
depends on actively participating members, who can stay anonymous and express their chosen
created cyber self-identity (Lee & Suh, 2015), which in turn also leads to a strong brand relationship
(Chang & Chuang, 2011; Kang et al., 2014; Kumar, 2019). Moreover, such communal
consumption experiences greatly enhance value, as individuals invest themselves and feel part of
a group with similar interests (Schau et al., 2009; Wirtz et al., 2013). The strong relationship fulfills
the motive of PO in ‘having a place’ towards the brand in terms of socio-emotional and social
needs. Thus, it gives Gen Zers a sense of security by belonging to a broader community, an
affiliation with the surrounding which shares the same values and results in individual’s positive
self-esteem and trust (Avey et al., 2009; Lee & Suh, 2015; Pierce et al., 2001; Van Dyne & Pierce,
2004; Wu et al., 2010). Community members share a common in-group consciousness, values, and
responsibility (Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001) which in turn results in the experience of collective PO.
This is also reinforced by the members’ sense of shared control, joint self-investment, mutual
autonomy, and communal intimacy in and over the community (Pierce & Jussila, 2010).

Thus, brand managers can foster a sense of belonging amongst young members by creating
an environment of intimacy, comfort, and harmony where Gen Z feels secure and like home
(Kumar, 2019). To strengthen Gen Z’s identity with virtual brand communities, community
managers can offer personalized rewards, design customizable jackets which allow for the

representation of members’ self-identity and organize in-person or online events.
Y
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Moreover, metaverse, defined as collaborative virtual environments in which users can
experience other users in a three-dimensional environment, are mainly used by younger generations
(Kallman, 2021; Schroeder, 2002). Experiential games, such as Roblox or Fortnite are booming
among Gen Zers, as they can invest themselves and control their actions in the ‘second life’,
resulting in a strong emotional connection with the virtual world and perceive them as a safe place
(Kallman, 2021; Pierce et al., 2003). The new company brand of Facebook, Meta, focuses on
bringing the virtual world to life to help people collaborate and connect. Virtual worlds like Meta
will allow Gen Zers to express themselves in a more immersive experiential way, to share
experiences with friends, and to belong to a community even more (Meta, 2021). Gen Zers with a
strong sense of ownership for the product’s brand will lead to favorable consequences, such as
spreading positive word-of-mouth, higher purchase intention, and loyalty (Kumar, 2019). Thus:

Proposition 2: Gen Z’s underlying desire for security will motivate them to develop

stronger ownership feelings for experiential products than previous generational cohorts.

3.1.3 A Need for Control

The technology-driven evolution in consumption and its subsequential change in consumer
behavior of younger generations, such as Gen Z, towards a post-ownership and dematerialization
economy (Sinclair & Tinson, 2017) leads to a shift towards on-demand and instant access to
information and goods. This results in a desire of exerting more control over the target, for example,
using digital media rather than traditional media as a source of information, opposing to their
parents, Generation X, or Baby Boomers (e.g., television or radio) (Morewedge et al., 2021;
Vollmer & Precourt, 2008). Being raised by encouraging parents, Gen Z strives for independence,
being in control, and knowing their surroundings. However, the new access-based consumption

models neglect the crucial antecedent for PO, namely control, since ownership in an increasingly
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sharing economy is no longer individual and transitory (Morewedge et al., 2021). Nonetheless,
more consumer choice in goods allows Gen Z to exercise control and thus, consequently, strongly
enhances feelings of PO (Huang et al., 2009). Products with marketing strategies that include
customization of consumption experiences enable Gen Z to invest themselves and retain control
over these experiences or content provided on e.g., social media feeds (Morewedge et al., 2021).
However, the ongoing evolution from material to experiential goods threatens the development of
PO feelings of Gen Z. For instance, the intangibility of goods does not allow for touching or holding
an object which usually leads to PO through perceived control over the target object (Peck & Shu,
2009). Another factor which complicates the development is the lower valuability of ownership in
determining property rights (Carter & Gilovich, 2010).

Thus, Gen Z’s PO is transferred from material goods (e.g., a CDs) to branded services,
contemporary access-based streaming platforms (e.g., Spotify, Apple Music, YouTube), or the
devices themselves which allow to consume those experiential products (Morewedge et al., 2021;
Sinclair & Tinson, 2017). Thus, younger generations as Gen Z are able to perceive digital
possessions (e.g., a Spotify account) as a part of their extended self on which they have control
over in comparison to older generations (Belk, 2013). As a result, the desire to gain control which
can evoke PO feelings at a brand level, has positive consequences on the demand of young
consumers. For instance, students tend to use music streaming platforms, such as Spotify, more
often since they have felt PO for the platform as they allow unprecedented choices for
customization and control over music consumption, including time and place of access (Fritze et
al., 2020). Moreover, streaming platforms can reflect an individual’s music identity, giving them a
sense of control over their daily routines and allowing them to create customized content. These
platforms allow for the development of an easy-to-use and familiar space for the consumer that

invites them to spend time on and structure their music consumption (Sinclair & Tinson, 2017).

19



Consequently, Gen Zers experience motivations, such as expressing and managing their music
identity, as well as antecedents of PO, including the investment of themselves, coming to intimately
know the interface, and being in control of the streaming platform account and their mood through
the usage of streaming services leading to loyalty and feelings of empowerment (Kirk et al., 2015;
Sinclair & Tinson, 2017). According to Sinclair & Tinson (2017), streaming platforms could
improve user’s perception of control over their streaming profile by creating more virtual space for
sharing their identity, which is crucial on social media platforms (Dewan & Ramaprasad, 2014).
Spotify’s music sharing feature allows users to gain recognition, self-esteem, and status as a social
reward, increasing the perceived level of control or as a result of citizenship, a sequel of PO (Pierce
et al., 2003).

Another example for satisfying Gen Z’s hunger for control is the trending shopping format
‘live commerce’, which has significantly changed the retail industry worldwide. This format
merges audience participation through an entailed chat function and the option to instantly shop a
featured product. This allows viewers to actively control featured products in the live stream as
well as to communicate with fellow users simultaneously, which in turn enhances feelings of PO
for the brand. Two major benefits of live commerce for brands are the acceleration of conversion
and the improved appeal and distinctiveness of those through a stronger positioning. Thus, live
commerce continuously attracts new customers, which are mostly Gen Zers and Millennials
fascinated by the innovative shopping format (Arora et al., 2021). TikTok, as a video-focused social
networking platform, is also able to host one-hour livestream fashion events, which was used by
Walmart in December 2020. As a result, Walmart was able to target seven times more viewers than
on average sales channels and was able to increase its number of followers on TikTok by 25 percent
(Perez, 2021). Regardless of the live commerce format, all events have interactive components

such as quizzes or games to keep the audience involved and hence, enhance their PO for the hosting
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brand. Technological advancements such as virtual reality will enhance the shopping experience
for Gen Z even more and allow them to see the featured product from every perspective (Arora et
al., 2021).

Generally, experiential products that allow for a stronger investment of self and control,
such as e.g., a flight ticket to Portugal, help Gen Zers to define and express themselves more in-
depth and lead to the preservation of PO instead of simply buying an e.g., Portuguese T-shirt
(Carter & Gilovich, 2010). Thus, Gen Z believes experiences to be more enriching and fulfilling
to their everyday life (Bhargava et al., 2020). According to Sartre (1943), the most significant
resource of self-definition in such instances is doing rather than having. Thus:

Proposition 3: Gen Z’s perceived level of control will motivate them to develop stronger

ownership feelings for experiential products than previous generational cohorts.

3.2 Evaluation of Synthesis

The synthesis of existing literature has led to several key findings regarding PO and its
emergence in Gen Z. Although it is not empirically tested, the extensive synthesis suggests that
Gen Zers perceive ownership similarly as previous generations and also have a human need for
ownership according to Pierce et al. (2003). Nonetheless, Gen Zers’ probability of developing PO
will vary individually and is strongly dependent on the target of ownership compared to foregoing
generations due to different personality traits, values, and the perceived individual strength of the
motives. As such, Gen Zers as digital natives develop PO more likely over intangible technologies
e.g., their intangible music streaming Spotify account, as opposed to Baby Boomer or Generation
X who experience those feelings as brand-loyal generations for mostly material things such as their
tangible CD collection (Belk, 2014; Bhargava et al., 2020). Due to Gen Z’s strong characteristic of

striving for approval, being in control, and expressing their self-identity (Haller et al., 2018;
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Seemiller & Grace, 2018), they automatically give social media platforms greater importance as
they allow them to satisfy their aforementioned traits. Hence, Gen Z is more likely to develop
greater PO feelings for these platforms as opposed to antecedent generations, such as their
grandparents and parents, who are spending significantly less up to no time on these platforms.
Lastly, Gen Zers prefer experiential products over material goods and thus, are able to
develop a more intensive sense of PO for these experiences as they allow to activate and serve
more motives simultaneously to PO than a material good (Pierce et al., 2003). According to
Porteous (1976), the three essential satisfactions that can be derived from the state of ownership,
a) having control over space, b) being able to personalize space to express identity, and c)
experiencing stimulation by e.g., thinking about a certain target, accompany the three identified

key phenomena of Gen Z and thus, amplify this generation’s PO for experiential products.

4. Discussion

Gen Z, as the largest consumer base within the next ten years, deserves great attention and
thus, the PO framework plays an important role in successfully targeting this generational cohort.
Hence, this conceptual paper contributes to the existing literature in several ways. Firstly, as prior
research on PO has heavily focused on organizational and marketing science without shedding light
on generational differences, we expand the discussion for the first time further to consider how
different generations, in particular Gen Z, come to feel PO and which kind of products and
experiences elicit and enhance the feeling. Secondly, we analyzed the values, behaviors, and
characteristics of Gen Z consumers, and drawing on PO theory, we identified three major trends
that are likely to reflect how this generational cohort comes to perceive ownership: (1) ‘A need for
expressing individual identity’, (2) ‘An underlying desire for security’, and (3) ‘A need for control’.

Thirdly, we noted that Gen Z is placing more emphasis on experiential products which enrich their
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everyday lives instead of material goods and thus, also develop PO not for the target itself, rather

for intermediary devices or places in comparison to previous generations (Bhargava et al., 2020).

4.1 Theoretical Implications

From a theoretical point of view, the synthesis of existing literature of the characteristics,
values, and behaviors of Gen Z and the PO framework has given unique insights in the way Gen
Zers perceive or come to feel PO. Thus, this paper highlights several characteristics of products,
experiences, and brands which foster the development of PO feelings within this young
generational cohort. As Gen Z is greatly different in terms of values, behaviors, and characteristics
from previous generations, the three key trends disclose what motivations and desires Gen Zers
drive to perceive certain targets as theirs. Moreover, most previous research studies about PO in
consumer behavior and marketing domains focused primarily on the general evolution of
consumption (Morewedge et al., 2021), brand ownership (Kumar & Kaushal, 2021), public goods
(Peck et al., 2021), the sharing economy (Baker et al., 2021; Huang et al., 2021), and on the
workplace (Dai et al., 2021; Zhang et al., 2021). While the contribution of these important research
contributions is uncontested, there is still a significant gap in the understanding of what each
generation drives to develop PO. This paper aims to fill this gap by applying the PO framework to

Gen Z’s key phenomena and thus, advances consumer behavior and marketing literature.

4.2 Managerial Implications

This conceptual paper provides several valuable implications for practitioners to capture
and maintain customers in these emerging environments. As the synthesis of existing literature
unifies Gen Z’s desire for finding ways to express their individual identity, need for control, and
sense of belonging with the innate motives of ‘self-identity’, ‘self-efficacy’, and ‘having a place’

for PO, marketers should provide Gen Zers with engaging, immediately beneficial, and unique
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experiences which empower them to receive self-realization, control, and co-creation. Thus,
companies should develop initiatives and services to understand and collaborate with Gen Zers to
stimulate their creativity. Therefore, they should allow Gen Z to interactively form the brand
experience to satisfy their hunger for individualization and seamless interaction as well as to
activate their networks by capitalizing on Gen Z’s affinity for social networks. Consequently, firms
should reward them with individualized benefits and provide immediate and authentic feedback to
foster their feelings of PO for their respective brand.

Moreover, companies’ real-time omnichannel communication with Gen Z tailored to the
digital and physical world (including, if possible, a chat function for social interaction or
gamification) should be value-adding, personalized, and brief due to Gen Z’s short attention span
and easy distraction. Gen Z as pragmatic generational cohort places enormous importance on
corporate responsibility and brand ethics. Thus, it is vital that companies establish a responsible
and trustworthy environment by being transparent about e.g., personal data storage or supporting
local community initiatives. Hence, PO is being developed when Gen Zers feel that their purpose
has been met with the product and has a social impact.

In addition, practitioners’ mobile-focused marketing strategies should be flexible and agile
to adapt them to newest evolving trends (e.g., TikTok challenges or live commerce) to engage with
Gen Z and respond to their pragmatism. Considering the validation of the established conceptual
model and the propositions presented in this paper through future research, companies should give
Gen Z more control by giving them various choice for individualizing their own unique experience
with a product. The stimulation of PO of Gen Z for a company through experiencing control can
have positive effects (e.g., brand advocate influencer on social media) and is thus invaluable for

both, consumers, and the company itself (Cheung et al., 2017).
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4.3 Limitations and Future Research

The conceptual application of the PO framework to the identified three key phenomena of
Gen Z has several limitations and thus, points out many opportunities for future research. PO is an
important framework and asset in the consumer behavior and marketing context and its emergence
has not yet been sufficiently researched across generational cohorts, in particular Gen Z, and

different cultures. Thus, the research propositions in Table 1 focus mainly on these research areas.

Table 1. Future Research Propositions for Gen Z and Psychological Ownership: Open Questions.

Research Field Research Questions

Consumer e How does PO affect the relationship of Gen Z to social media postings?
Behavior e What social media features (e.g., customizability) increase the PO for Gen Zers?
and e Does Gen Z respond territorially to places featured in their own postings on social media?

e Does PO increase for a social media platform if idols of Gen Z (e.g., influencer) comment on their postings?
e IsGen Z's PO stronger on virtual communities with broader customization options than in real life?

e Does the sharing economy decrease or increase demand for private ownership of goods for Gen Zers?

e Does the feeling of ownership of Gen Zers for an access-based product diminish over time?

o How do cultural differences affect feelings of ownership of younger generations?

e Does PO lead to stronger brand loyalty for Gen Z in the Western world?

Marketing

As this paper represents a conceptual work to explore the relationship of PO and Gen Z
further, empirical and quantitative research is required to test the generational differences in
developing PO across different product categories. This will only allow to derive meaningful
comparisons and inferences about PO across generational cohorts. Here, it is important that the PO
framework measures the same trait across the considered generations. If Gen Z empirically feels
PO differently, they should also respond territorially to different types of targets. This might play
out differently in social media and within the increasingly sharing economy as compared to
previous generations. In this paper, only English and German research articles were examined. For
a further analysis of generational differences in PO, a review of articles in other languages would
be useful to include possibly divergent and relevant research results from other countries as the
perception of PO might differ culturally (Gineikiene et al., 2017). Lastly, there is a need for further

future research to successfully integrate the concept in sales activities that mainly target Gen Z.
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7. Appendices

Appendix A. Generational Cohort Classification.

Generational Cohort Age Range

Silent Generation 1925 - 1945
Baby Boomer 1946 - 1964
Generation X 1965 - 1980
Generation Y 1981 -1995
Generation Z 1996 — 2010
Generation Alpha 2010 - Today

Note. This table shows the six respective generation cohorts, ranging from the Silent Generation to

Generation Alpha. Own illustration adapted from Bhalla et al., (2021, p. 7).

Appendix B. The Core Values of Generation Z.

Kindness to others

11%
Tolerance
Honesty g 6%
26%
Looking after the wider
\ = world beyond my local
- — community
3%
Working hard/helping ) / Helping my family
myself get on in life 27%
27%

Note. This figure illustrates the distribution of importance among the core values of the global
survey participants. Adapted from “Generation Z: Global Citizenship Survey”, by Varkey

Foundation (2017, p. 46).
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