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The world is becoming ever more digital and many objects have started to take an intangible form. 
In addition, in many contexts, ownership has been replaced with access. Even though these 
digital and access-based objects offer many benefits to individuals, marketing scholars have 
recognised that they also pose challenges for the processes of possession. Individuals find it 
more difficult to transform these objects into meaningful possessions so that they would be 
connected to self-identity. To better understand this transformation process and the formation of 
meaningful bonds in a digital context, marketing scholars have started to apply the concept of 
psychological ownership, which refers to the feeling of something being ‘mine’ despite the lack of 
legal ownership. 
The purpose of this study is to describe and analyse the deterioration of psychological 

ownership and dispossession on social media. As it has been recognised that individuals 
experience psychological ownership over social media profiles and platforms, understanding how 
this attachment deteriorates and how platforms are dispossessed is also vital so that a more 
comprehensive view of the concept in this context can be formed. The theoretical framework of 
this study is based on literature on digital and access-based consumption, psychological 
ownership and dispossession.  
The research was conducted by organising theme interviews with 11 young women, who all 

represent Generation Z. Generation Z was chosen to be at the focus of this study as these 
individuals have grown with mobile devices and social media and therefore among them 
psychological ownership is likely to take new forms. The data was analysed with the help of both 
content analysis and the hermeneutic cycle.  
The findings of this study can help in understanding how the changes in the roots of 

psychological ownership can lead to the deterioration of it and the dispossession of platforms. 
These changes among individuals include the growing need for publicity and self-branding, the 
growing need to have an outlet in which to experience feelings of competence, and the growing 
need to feel included in a community. Individuals prefer platforms that are picture-based and 
open, so that it is easy to get a large audience for the content posted and find like-minded people. 
Furthermore, the findings of this study show that even if psychological ownership over some 
profiles and platforms deteriorates, the final cutting of ties is difficult, and platforms are not 
altogether deleted. This is due to different factors that disrupt the dispossession process and keep 
psychological ownership alive. These factors can be connected to the people around the 
individual, to practical matters or to important memories stored on platforms.  
This study contributes to consumer research literature by describing the development, and 

more specifically the deterioration, of psychological ownership. Previous studies have focused on 
measuring the concept and examining how it explains behaviour, or exploring how it appears in 
different domains and contexts. In addition, this study describes the type of forms the process of 
dispossession can take in a digital context. To marketing practitioners and service providers the 
findings of this study provide information about the changed needs of young women. This 
information can be used to design platforms and products that keep these individuals engaged 
and create strong attachment and ownership. 
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Maailma muuttuu yhä digitaalisemmaksi ja monet esineet ja asiat ovat nykyään aineettomassa 
muodossa. Tämän lisäksi monissa yhteyksissä omistajuus on korvautunut pelkällä 
käyttöoikeudella. Vaikka aineettomuus ja digitaalisuus tarjoavat kuluttajille monia etuja, 
markkinoinnin piirissä tutkijat ovat huomanneet, että tällaisia esineitä ja asioita on vaikeampi 
muuttaa merkityksellisiksi niin, että ne sisältäisivät merkityksiä liittyen yksilön identiteettiin ja siitä 
viestimiseen. Tämän prosessin ymmärtämiseksi digitaalisessa kontekstissa tutkijat ovat alkaneet 
hyödyntää psykologista omistajuutta, joka viittaa tunteeseen siitä, että jokin on ’minun’, vaikka 
laillista omistajuutta ei olisikaan.   
Tämän tutkimuksen tarkoituksena on kuvailla ja analysoida psykologisen omistajuuden 

heikentymistä ja profiileista luopumista (dispossession) sosiaalisen median kontekstissa. Koska 
aiemmissa tutkimuksissa on huomattu yksilöiden kokevan psykologista omistajuutta sosiaalisen 
median profiileitaan kohtaan, on tärkeää myös tutkia, miten tämä omistajuus ja kiintymys 
heikkenee, ja miten profiileista luovutaan. Tutkimuksen teoreettinen viitekehys rakentuu 
perustuen kirjallisuuteen digitaalisesta ja käyttöoikeudellista kuluttamisesta, psykologisesta 
omistajuudesta ja luopumisesta.  
Tutkimus toteutettiin teemahaastatteluilla, joihin osallistui 11 nuorta naista, jotka edustavat Z-

sukupolvea. Z-sukupolvi valikoitui tutkimuksen keskiöön, koska se on ensimmäinen sukupolvi, 
jonka edustajat ovat kasvaneet maailmassa, jossa digitaalisuus ja sosiaalinen media ovat 
arkipäivää. Tästä johtuen on oletettavaa, että heidän keskuudessaan psykologinen omistajuus 
näyttäytyy uudella tavalla. Haastatteluista saatu aineisto analysoitiin käyttäen sisällön analyysia 
ja hermeneuttista kehää.  
Tutkimuksessa tunnistettiin muutoksia psykologisen omistajuuden juurissa, jotka auttavat 

ymmärtämään sitä, miksi psykologinen omistajuus heikkenee ja tietyistä alustoista ja profiileista 
luovutaan. Sosiaalisen median kanavissa nuorilla naisilla on kasvanut tarve saada julkisuutta ja 
rakentaa henkilöbrändiä, saada kehittää ja näyttää taitojaan ja saada kokea kuuluvansa 
yhteisöön. Tämän vuoksi yksilöt suosivat kuvapohjaisia ja avoimia alustoja, joilla on helppo saada 
sisällölle iso yleisö, ja joilla saman henkisten ihmisten löytäminen on helppoa. Tämän lisäksi 
tämän tutkimuksen tulokset osoittavat, että vaikka psykologinen omistajuus heikkenee ja joitakin 
alustoja ei enää aktiivisesti käytetä, profiileja ei kuitenkaan kokonaan poisteta. Tämä johtuu 
erilaisista tekijöistä, jotka keskeyttävät luopumisen prosessin, ja jotka samaan aikaan pitävät 
psykologista omistajuutta vielä hengissä. Nämä tekijät voivat liittyä ihmisiin yksilön ympärillä, 
käytännön tekijöihin, tai tärkeisiin muistoihin, joita profiileihin on tallennettu.  
Tämä tutkimus laajentaa olemassa olevaa kirjallisuutta tuomalla psykologiseen omistajuuteen 

uuden näkökulman tarkastelemalla sen kehittymistä ja heikentymistä. Edellisissä tutkimuksissa 
on keskitytty ilmiön todentamiseen ja mittaamiseen ja tarkastelemaan sitä, miten se ilmenee 
erilaisissa konteksteissa. Lisäksi tämä tutkimus tarkastelee luopumisen prosesseja digitaalisessa 
kontekstissa. Markkinoijille ja alustojen kehittäjille tämä tutkimus tuo tietoa nuorten naisten 
muuttuneista tarpeista. Tätä tietoa voidaan hyödyntää suunniteltaessa alustoja ja tuotteita, joiden 
halutaan luovan omistajuutta ja kiintymystä, ja joiden avulla yksilöt saadaan sitoutettua.  
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1 INTRODUCTION 
 
 
1.1 Digital consumption  
 

In recent decades, the world has become ever more digital. Not only are goods and 

possessions that used to be tangible now taking a digital form, such as music, photographs 

and books, but we also have possessions that only exist in a digital world, such as social 

media profiles, blogs and virtual world avatars. On top of this, in many contexts 

ownership over objects has been replaced with access, and different forms of access-

based and also collaborative consumption have gained popularity. Consumers are looking 

for ways to increase the selection of consumption objects and for ways to make 

consumption easier and more flexible.  

 

Good examples of these flexible, access-based consumption services are different 

streaming platforms for music, TV-shows and films. For example, in 2018 there were 255 

million people subscribed to a music streaming platform such as Spotify, and these 

platforms have become the single largest revenue source for the whole music industry 

(IFPI 2019). In TV and film streaming, the market leader is Netflix with 140 million users 

worldwide, and the number keeps on growing year by year (Statista 2018a).  

 

In addition to different streaming services, people spend several hours a week on their 

smartphones taking pictures and videos and using different apps, and many have multiple 

social media profiles (Statista 2017; Statista 2018b). In Finland young people between 

the ages of 13 and 29 have on average ten different social media profiles and the most 

important platforms are WhatsApp, Instagram, Facebook, Snapchat and YouTube. 95% 

of young people use social media on their smart phones for an average of 15 hours a week 

(eBrand 2016). Based on these figures it is safe to say that social media is an important 

part of young people’s lives and they spend a large amount of time consuming different 

types of content, reacting to it and interacting with others. Because of the importance of 

these social media platforms and the time spent on them, it can be assumed that 

individuals also feel great attachment to the profiles and networks created on these sites.  

These profiles represent the new types of possessions that never existed in a tangible 

form.  
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This study is conducted among these young people who represent the Generation Z (Gen 

Z), which refers to people born after the year 1995 (Chaney et al. 2017). Gen Z members 

feel very at home on social media and most of them do not even remember a time before 

the internet. They are used to being connected all the time and to being surrounded by 

multiple information sources and endless messaging (Williams & Page 2011). Research 

has shown that Gen Z females are more active on social media, especially on Instagram, 

than males (eBrand 2016; Sheldon & Bryant 2016), which is why interviews with Gen Z 

women form the empirical data of this thesis.  

 

1.2 Meaningful objects in a digital world 
 

In marketing literature scholars have for decades recognised the meaning of possessions 

for individuals, starting from Belk (1988) and the concept of extended self. We build and 

shape our identities with our possessions, and they help us form linkages to our past 

selves, past experiences and to other people. In addition to building our identity, our 

possessions also help us communicate it to others (Belk 1988; Dittmar 1992). Since the 

rise of digital possessions and access-based consumption, scholars have become 

interested in what these phenomena mean for our extended self and our meaningful 

possessions. Digital objects and access-based consumption offer consumers ease-of-use, 

flexibility and almost an infinite selection of goods, but something seems to be missing.  

 

In studies, different impacts of the digital environment have indeed been recognised, for 

both the possessions themselves and also for brands. When it comes to brands, scholars 

have identified the decrease of emotional value and brand attachment, the deterrence of 

brand-communities and the increase of use value as the main benefit gained from 

consumption (Bardhi & Eckhardt 2012, 2017). In other studies scholars have argued that 

consumers value digital possessions less than physical ones, the main reason being the 

lack of control and the difficulty of transforming them from commodities into meaningful 

possessions through for example personalisation and crafting (e.g. Atasoy & Morewedge 

2018; Denegri-Knott et al. 2013; Odom et al. 2011; Watkins et al. 2016). What everything 

seems to boil down to, is the lack of psychological ownership, i.e. the feeling that 

something is mine (Pierce et al. 2001).  

 

Psychological ownership was first introduced by Pierce et al. (2001) in organisational 

theory, where it was used to explain how employees feel connected to their organisation 
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and experience it as theirs. In psychological ownership individuals feel tied and attached 

to an object and experience it as part of their identity, which can happen regardless of 

legal ownership. Psychological ownership is based on four basic human needs: the need 

for efficacy, the need for identity, the need for having a place and the need for stimulation 

(Jussila et al. 2015; Pierce et al. 2001).  

 

Jussila et al. (2015) state that psychological ownership should be applied more in the field 

of marketing since it offers an interesting lens through which to examine different 

phenomena. Especially in the context of digital and access-based consumption, it offers 

a framework that can explain how consumers overcome the difficulties of forming 

meaningful bonds to their possessions. So far, the concept has been applied in the contexts 

of music streaming (Sinclair & Tinson 2017) and the electronic book market (Helm et al. 

2018). These studies focused on goods that have been transformed from physical to 

digital, so it is therefore interesting to turn the attention into a context where the target of 

possession is something that has never been physical or tangible: a social media profile. 

 

1.3 Psychological ownership on social media 
 

Hulland et al. (2015) emphasise how social media offers an exceptionally fruitful context 

that could be studied through the lens of psychological ownership. As Belk (2013) brings 

forward, we form very strong bonds to our social media profiles and they can become 

strong parts of our extended selves, which would imply that psychological ownership 

emerges. Some studies have already recognised psychological ownership as a 

motivational force that drives the use of social media and affects continuous usage and 

willingness to pay more (Karahanna et al. 2015; Zhao et al. 2016). Different social media 

platforms offer rich ways for consumers to fulfil the needs for control, identity, place and 

stimulation that drive the formation of psychological ownership (Karahanna et al. 2015). 

 

Even though there has been interest in studying psychological ownership in a marketing 

and especially in a digital context, there has not yet been a conceptualisation of how 

psychological ownership develops over time and especially how it deteriorates and how 

objects are then dispossessed. The theory should be modified to account for the changes 

that happen in individuals and platforms that affect the strength of the ownership and lead 

to the dispossession of one platform and to the defection to another, as for example 

Hulland et al. (2015) point out.  
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However, even if the importance of a platform in an individual’s life decreases and 

psychological ownership deteriorates, it can be difficult to delete a profile altogether. This 

is due to the amount of effort put into the profiles and the memory archives stored on 

them consisting of posts, pictures and message chains. In marketing theory terms, these 

phenomena can be studied with the processes of dispossession. Roster (2001) proposes 

that dispossession of objects can be seen as a process consisting of different stages such 

as distancing behaviours, value assessments and divestment rituals. However, this process 

can be disrupted due to different reasons connected to the object, the individual or the 

people around them, as discussed by for example Hall and Zhao (2016).  

 

Studying the changes in attachment in a social media context is relevant as the preferences 

of consumers are ever changing and a platform that was once number one can even quite 

quickly be replaced with another. This is especially evident among young people, as for 

example Facebook has in the last two years lost 15 million users between the ages of 12 

and 34 in the US alone (Edison Research 2019).  Furthermore, Peck and Shu (2018) point 

out, that studying psychological ownership among Generation Z members is relevant, as 

this generation is the first to grow up with their mobile devices, and the first to use social 

media as a way to maintain and establish social relationships. Growing up in a world that 

in many ways is de-materialised and non-tangible, is bound to have an effect on the way 

psychological ownership develops and the way a sense of self is formed. 

 

It is of utmost importance to understand these changes in preference, as young people 

spend large amounts of time on social media and as marketing actions that take place on 

these platforms, such as influencer marketing, seem to be some of the most effective ways 

of reaching this generation (Defy Media 2016). As it is also recognised that when it comes 

to this type of brand content, users move between platforms (Euclid Analytics 2017), it 

is vital to know which channels would be the most effective for each purpose. Marketers 

need to know what consumers’ needs are, how they are changing and what users require 

from platforms in order to keep them engaged on them. For this, psychological ownership 

and the changes in its underlying needs offer a very useful perspective. Furthermore, 

understanding the dispossession process and the reasons to why individuals do not want 

to dispose of items, is relevant to marketing practitioners and service providers as they 

gain insight into the ways the attachment could be strengthened and users kept on the 

platforms.  
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It is clear that the digital world is a fundamental part of people’s and consumers’ lives 

and also a huge market that keeps on growing. Since both the need for consumers to form 

meaningful and emotional bonds to their possessions and the growing importance of the 

digital world has been recognised, it is important to study these phenomena and look more 

closely into how consumers form attachments and more importantly, how these 

attachments change and are severed. That way it is possible to identify the ways in which 

different services can be designed and built to give consumers not just ease and flexibility, 

but also meaning and sense of belonging, and identify the most effective ways of doing 

so. 

 

1.4 The purpose of the study 
 
This thesis aims at understanding what causes changes in the psychological ownership 

towards social media profiles, and how these changes could help in understanding the 

movement between different platforms. This study is situated in the field of consumer 

behaviour, as with the help of psychological ownership, this study provides a new lens or 

perspective on the needs, motivations and behaviours of consumers on social media. 

Social media is chosen as the context of this study because it is an important part of young 

individuals’ lives and among them a sense of ownership towards platforms and profiles 

is likely to emerge. 

 

The purpose of this study is to describe and analyse the deterioration of psychological 

ownership and dispossession on social media. The roots of psychological ownership, the 

needs for efficacy, identity, having a place and stimulation, have been established in 

former studies (see for example Helm et al. 2018; Pierce et al. 2001, 2003; Sinclair & 

Tinson 2017) and have been found to explain the use of social media (Karahanna et al. 

2015). However, the changes in these roots have not been studied, nor how in 

consequence to these changes dispossession of platforms and profiles emerges. The 

guiding questions of this research are: 

 

1. What type of changes in the roots of psychological ownership can lead to the 
dispossession of one platform and an attachment to another? 

2. What type of factors disrupt the dispossession process? 
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As Pierce et al. (2003, 23) have stated, psychological ownership can dissipate due to the 

changes in the “roots, routes, characteristics of the target, the individual and the 

interaction among them”. This is why the changes in the roots of psychological ownership 

form the first research question. From the conceptual model of psychological ownership 

which consists of roots, routes, target attributes and outcomes (Jussila et al. 2015) the 

roots are chosen to be at the focus of the study because they are in fact at the core of the 

phenomenon as they explain why psychological ownership emerges in the first place 

(Pierce et al. 2001). In addition, they are easily conceptualised based on previous 

literature. The first research question is therefore answered with the help of previous 

literature, as the roots of psychological ownership have already been established in 

previous research (see for example Jussila et al. 2015; Pierce et al. 2001, 2003). However, 

in contrast to previous studies, an in-depth and theory-building perspective is adopted as 

the changes in these roots are studied with qualitative data.  

 

If psychological ownership is seen as a continuum with a beginning and an ending, this 

study focuses on the latter with an emphasis on dispossession. Dispossession is chosen as 

a perspective firstly because it has received less attention in marketing literature 

compared to the other stages of the consumption cycle (Arnould & Thompson 2005; 

Roster 2014) and a digital context offers a novel perspective to it. Moreover, as already 

stated before, the concept of psychological ownership lacks a conceptualisation of its 

development, as for example Hulland et al. (2015) note, and due to the data gathering 

method of this study, the dispossession process is more easily captured than the 

emergence and early development of psychological ownership. In addition, since 

psychological ownership describes the emotional and symbolical attachment to objects, 

it is therefore a natural continuum to study how this attachment is severed with 

dispossession. Lastly, as pointed out before, the movement between platforms among 

especially Gen Z members is a very current phenomena and worthy of research.  

 

As it is assumed that the changes in the roots of psychological ownership initiate the 

dispossession process (Pierce et al. 2003), the second research question then turns the 

attention to the factors that disrupt this process. These factors closely connect the 

dispossession process to the concept of psychological ownership and therefore connect 

the two research questions together. This second research question is answered by using 

inductive analysis as there is no established research into these factors disrupting the 

dispossession process and they are formed based on the data.  
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In this study, social media is broadly defined as platforms on which a person has an 

account and a profile page and in which they are in contact with other users.  Prior to the 

interviews, no specific platforms are specified but instead the research participants can 

themselves define what they see as social media and which platforms they find the most 

and least important. Based on Roster (2001, 429) in this research dispossession is defined 

as the psychological process of stripping away meaning from objects. In this way 

individuals create physical and emotional distance in order to get ready to dispose of 

objects, even though this final stage of disposal does not always take place.   

 

When it comes to the theoretical positioning of this thesis, the theories of possession, 

dispossession and psychological ownership are combined in order to understand the 

deterioration of psychological ownership (see Figure 1).  

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1. Positioning of the study 
 
From the field of consumer behaviour this research employs theories of possession, which 

refers to the meaningful relationships between the self and objects and the ways in which 

these relationships are formed, especially in a digital context. In addition, theories of how 

these relationships are severed through dispossession are utilized. To better understand 

possession and dispossession in a digital world, the concept of psychological ownership 

is employed. Psychological ownership was originally developed in organisational theory 

to describe the attachment of the members of an organisation to the organisation, but has 

later on been applied also in marketing and consumer behaviour studies. In this study, it 

is utilized to study how individuals form attachments to objects in a digital, and more 

specifically a social media context. Furthermore, as the concept is combined with the 
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theories of dispossession, the deterioration of psychological ownership becomes the focus 

of this study.  
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2 POSSESSION AND DISPOSSESSION IN A DIGITAL 
WORLD 
 
 
2.1 Digital and access-based consumption  
 
Consumers’ lives are becoming ever more digital. The things that we possess are taking 

a less tangible form and a big part of consumption happens online. Many goods and 

objects such as music, books and films are now taking a digital form and in addition we 

also have new possessions that never even existed in a physical world, such as social 

media profiles, blogs and virtual world avatars (Belk 2013; Denegri-Knott et al. 2013). 

Denegri-Knott and Molesworth (2010, 110) define digital virtual consumption as 

consumption where objects lack material substance and are owned and used in digital 

virtual spaces. Odom et al. (2014) describe digital virtual goods (DVGs) as having three 

experimental qualities: placelessness, spacelessness and formlessness. Because DVGs do 

not require any physical space, they do not have set places in consumers’ lives and homes. 

They can also be accessed flexibly anywhere and almost an infinite number of objects 

can be owned at the same time. Furthermore, DVGs also do not have a physical form 

which means that they are easily reproduced and re-formed.  

 

Watkins (2015) highlights that despite the intangibility and lack of material substance, in 

order to access these digital virtual goods, consumers need tangible objects such as 

laptops, mobile phones and software such as operating systems and applications. With 

the help of these objects and software, digital goods convey many benefits as they can be 

bought online, consumed immediately and are not as prone to damage, loss and 

degradation (Atasoy & Morewedge 2018). Despite the convenience that DVGs offer, they 

seem to have difficulties in creating the same type of meaningful and emotional 

consumer-object relations as their physical counterparts (Atasoy & Morewedge 2018; 

Belk 2013). Belk (2013) proposes, that the digital world introduces five major changes: 

dematerialization, re-embodiment, sharing, co-construction of self and distributed 

memory, which all affect emotional connection, attachment and association with the self. 

Not all digital goods are the same though, and the objects vary in their ability to create 

these emotional connections (Mardon & Belk 2018). 

 

At the same time as consumption is becoming increasingly digital, consumers are also 

starting to appreciate access over ownership to objects. Ownership is no longer the 
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ultimate end-state that consumers desire, or the only way to extract value from 

consumption (Belk 2013; Chen 2009). Bardhi and Eckhardt (2012, 881) define access-

based consumption as transactions that may be market mediated in which no transfer of 

ownership takes place. Schaefers et al. (2016, 571) add that access is temporary and 

limited, and usually entails an access fee. In access-based consumption multiple 

individuals’ needs for temporary access are satisfied, instead of one individual’s need for 

unlimited access (Schaefers et al. 2016).  

 

Traditionally it has been thought that ownership provides more benefits than access, but 

recently access-based consumption has started to be seen as a way of offering more 

flexibility and freeing consumers from the burdens of ownership and risks associated to 

it, such as social, financial and performance risk (Belk 2007; Schaefers et al. 2016). 

Consumers’ motives for participating in access-based consumption include things such 

as variety seeking, lower prices and environmental consciousness (Lawson et al. 2016). 

Even though some forms of access based consumption, such as libraries, have existed for 

centuries, the internet and new technologies have contributed to the emerging of new 

modes of access-based consumption on markets (Bardhi & Eckhardt 2012; Belk 2014; 

Botsman & Rogers 2010).  

 

These different types of digital and access-based consumption answer to the needs of 

individuals living in what Bauman (2000) describes as liquid modernity. In liquid 

modernity, everything is in constant transition, including individuals’ identity projects. 

Liquid modernity is characterised by mobility, flexibility and openness to change 

(Tomlinson 2007). This means that also goods and possessions have difficulties 

anchoring meaning and shaping consumers’ identities since consumers are quick to move 

on to the next thing and the next life project (Bauman 2000). Bardhi and Eckhardt (2017) 

have discussed liquid modernity in relation to consumption. They conceptualise liquid 

consumption as consumption where consumers appreciate goods that are de-materialised 

and access-based with an emphasis on flexibility, speed and use value over linking value. 

Liquidity can lead to decreasing loyalty and brand attachment and complicate the 

formation of strong brand communities (Arvidsson & Caliandro 2016; Bardhi & Eckhardt 

2012, 2017).  

 

Watkins et al. (2016) have also recognised the fragmentation of ownership especially in 

the digital world. They state that in many cases DVGs are not fully owned nor merely 
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accessed, but instead something in between. They divide ownership in the digital sphere 

into four different categories: created local content, such as locally stored photographs; 

hosted content, such as a Facebook profile; non-transferable licence, such as a Kindle 

eBook and subscription-based services, such as Spotify (Watkins et. al 2016). Social 

media profiles, which are at the focus of this study, can then in this framework be 

categorised under hosted content. Depending on the ownership configuration, consumers’ 

rights to use, transfer and edit their digital possessions vary and for example in hosted 

content the right to use, right to transform, right to income and the right to transfer are all 

restricted and the continuity of the content is indefinite (Watkins et al. 2016). In these 

different configurations, the key question is the relationship between ownership and 

possession.  

 

Traditionally there has not been a need to make a distinction between ownership and 

possession. However, in the new fragmented modes of ownership it is necessary, since 

often consumers do not gain legal ownership over their objects (Watkins et al. 2016). 

Possession is usually achieved through particular possession rituals (e.g. Belk et al. 1989; 

Kopytoff 1986; McCracken 1986) through which consumers come to feel that something 

is ‘theirs’ (Pierce et al. 2001) or a part of them and their extended self (Belk 1988). 

Despite the importance of use value and flexibility in liquid consumption, the need for 

consumers to possess, that is, to form meaningful bonds to their DVGs, has not 

disappeared (e.g. Belk 2013; Denegri-Knott et al. 2013; Odom et al. 2011). Even though 

fragmented ownership and the qualities of DVGs make possession more difficult, 

consumers will find ways to succeed in it (Denegri-Knott et al. 2013).  

 

2.2 Transforming digital virtual goods into meaningful possessions 
 

Belk (1988) first recognised the meaning of our possessions for ourselves and our 

identities when he introduced the concept of extended self. Individuals extend themselves 

into their possessions, and the goods that they own and consume become important parts 

of their self-concept. In addition to building their identities with their possessions, 

individuals also use them to express their identities to others. What one owns tells a clear 

story about who they are (Dittmar 1992). Meaningful possessions also help individuals 

form linkages to their past selves, past experiences and to other people (Belk 1988). 

Consumers have a need to make a distinction between what is profane and what is sacred, 

since the sacred possessions are the ones that become strong parts of the extended self 
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(Belk et al. 1989). Goods are transformed into meaningful possessions when they are 

transformed from commodities into singularized objects. This can happen through rituals 

such as cleaning, displaying and personalising (McCracken 1986), through positive 

contamination (Belk et al. 1988; Belk et al. 1989) or when an object becomes a part of a 

collection (Belk et al. 1988). 

 

Social media profiles also work as meaningful possessions as through them individuals 

can build their identity. On a profile, users can create collections that can be experienced 

as sacred, as the content on them is carefully chosen and pictures and message chains can 

connect the user to important experiences and people. Through a profile an individual can 

also communicate who they are as a person and what they are interested in to other users. 

 

However, because of their qualities, digital and access-based goods have imposed 

challenges for the transformation process. As Odom et al. (2014) recognise, DVGs are 

experienced as spaceless, placeless and formless. As possessions are stored somewhere 

in the cloud and cannot be touched, it can make consumers feel uncomfortable, uncertain 

and less in control. When objects do not require any physical space, collections and 

archives can grow uncontrollably, which makes it difficult to organise and make sense of 

them and to separate the sacred from the profane. Formlessness then again means that 

when digital goods are easily copied, it makes them feel ‘less real’ and devalues original 

versions and copies. Mardon and Belk (2018) emphasise, that moving to a digital form 

also affects the rarity and uniqueness of objects, which makes collecting them less 

alluring. When it comes to digital objects, it is more difficult to see their history and they 

do not gather a patina in the same way, which means that objects do not have unique 

stories, but are instead all the same. Digital goods can also be so easily copied or accessed 

that their scarcity is affected when everyone can have everything.  

 

New fragmented ownership types on the other hand affect the cultivation, movement, 

contamination and stability of the objects. With limited rights, consumers cannot transfer 

objects between one another or modify them as they please as they are restricted by the 

rules, regulations and licenses of different services. In access-based consumption objects 

cannot be positively contaminated, since they have not been owned or touched by anyone 

previously, neither can consumers ever fully trust that the object is always there for them 

to consume (Watkins et al. 2016).  
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Again, in reference to social media profiles, all the content saved on them is intangible 

and stored somewhere in the cloud and can in theory disappear at any moment. Access to 

these important objects is not always guaranteed, as there can be problems with the 

internet connection or the platform. This leads to the fact that users are not in control over 

their content and with the restricted rights, users can not modify and personalise their 

profiles as they please.  

 

In summary, digital goods offer limited possibilities for reflection, memories, emotional 

bonds and personalisation (Denegri-Knott et al. 2013; Golsteijn et al. 2012; Mardon & 

Belk 2018). Even if they do offer consumers many advantages, they have also been 

proven in many cases not to be quite the same as their physical counterparts (Atasoy & 

Morewedge 2018). Because the need for consumers to form meaningful bonds to their 

possessions has not disappeared, in consumer research there has been increased attention 

into how consumers experience and interact with digital goods and how they in fact are 

transformed into meaningful possessions (e.g. Denegri-Knott et al. 2013; Golsteijn et al. 

2012; Odom et al. 2011, 2014).  
 
2.3 Consumers’ possession strategies in a digital context 
 

Consumers use different strategies to tackle the issues of digital goods so that they could 

form stronger bonds to them. Denegri-Knott et al. (2013) for example recognise the 

practises of domesticating, crafting, archiving, re-materializing and reproducing. The 

combining theme in these practises is the investment of psychic energy (Csikszentmihalyi 

& Halton 1981) that occurs in the processes of adapting, changing, storing and re-

materializing digital possessions (Denegri-Knott et al. 2013). Domesticating refers to the 

process of coming to know and understand the object, investing time and energy to learn 

its features and to gain skills and competence. Crafting on the other hand refers to the 

ways of making objects more personal and altering them in some way to make them feel 

like ‘mine’. These strategies are close to the possession rituals of cleaning, displaying and 

personalising described by McCracken (1986).  

 

Archiving then again is connected to the need to organise digital virtual goods, which is 

enhanced by the multiplicity of digital items. Because the number of owned or accessed 

objects has multiplied, consumers have a need to organise the objects in a way that 

separates ordinary from sacred. Lastly, re-materializing and re-producing refer to the 
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ways in which consumers try to preserve their digital possessions and make them more 

tangible through printing, copying and making back-up files to multiple storage points 

(Denegri-Knott et al. 2013).  

 

Companies and service providers can support consumers in their strategies with the ways 

that services and DVGs are designed and in that way help consumers fulfil needs beyond 

just usability and convenience. Odom et al. (2011) recognise, that consumers want to 

ensure the access to their DVGs at any time or any place, they want to present the self in 

digital platforms to multiple different audiences and create meanings through individual 

and collective metadata. This means that companies should ensure access to services 

through multiple touchpoints and also pay attention to automatic back-ups and offline 

access. They should make sure that consumers have ways of expressing their identities to 

multiple different audiences and add data to their objects such as location or times 

accessed, to create digital patina and encourage reflection.  

 

There have been studies into the ways that companies have managed to create more 

meaning and strengthen the sense of ownership. For example, Gruen (2017) shows that 

even in access-based consumption more than utilitarian value can be created, if the service 

is designed in a way that it allows consumer practices of appropriation. These include 

controlling, knowing and creating, which correspond the consumer strategies brought 

forward by Denegri-Knott et al. (2013). In her study, Gruen (2017) shows that when a 

car-sharing service is designed so that firstly consumers come to know the cars and their 

features easily because of their uniformity, secondly, that consumers feel that they have 

control over the car and lastly, that they can invest time and energy into the target when 

they create their own perfect driving settings, consumers come to feel a sense of 

ownership over the cars, even though they only have access to them. Since Bardhi and 

Eckhardt (2012) had concluded that in access-based consumption consumers avoid 

identification with the object, Gruen’s (2017) study proves that with careful design 

companies can in fact support possession.  

 

Mardon and Belk (2018) on the other hand emphasise how companies can encourage 

digital collecting with the ways that they design digital collectibles. Object elusiveness, 

that is the likelihood and difficulty of acquiring and object, can be strengthened through 

quantity-, skill-, time-, or location-based artificial scarcity. Object authenticity, that is the 

extent to which an object is perceived as being “the real thing”, on the other hand, can be 
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strengthened through object circulation, time- and location based artificial scarcity and 

automated digital patina.  

 

An emerging theme in the studies (e.g. Atasoy & Morewedge 2018; Helm et al. 2018; 

Watkins et al. 2016) is the concept of psychological ownership, in which something is 

identified as ‘mine’ (Pierce et al. 2001). The more psychological ownership consumers 

feel that they have, the more meaningful they find their digital possessions, which means 

that the strengthening of psychological ownership is what companies and service 

providers should strive for (e.g. Atasoy & Morewedge 2018; Helm et al. 2018; Watkins 

et al. 2016).  

 

 
Figure 2. Transforming digital goods into meaningful possessions 
 
Figure 2 illustrates the process of transforming digital and access-based goods into 

meaningful possessions and the connection of psychological ownership to this process. 

As Odom et al. (2014) point out, digital and access-based goods are experienced as 

placeless, spaceless and formless and in addition, rights and access are restricted, as 

discussed by for example Watkins et al. (2016). These goods can however be transformed 

into meaningful, singularized objects (see for example Kopytoff 1986) that feel like 

‘mine’ (Pierce et al. 2001). This transformation takes place through the exercising of 

control and the investing of psychic energy, and involves practices such as knowing, 

creating and archiving (Denegri-Knott et al. 2013). Through these practices, individuals 

come to experience psychological ownership (Pierce et al. 2001) which is vital for the 
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possession of digital and access-based goods (see for example Atasoy & Morewedge 

2018; Helm et al. 2018; Watkins et al. 2016). 

 
2.4 Psychological ownership 
 
2.4.1 The concept of psychological ownership 
  

Psychological ownership was first introduced by Pierce et al. (2001) in organisational 

theory where it was used to describe how members of an organisation develop feelings 

of ownership towards the organisation and its factors. Psychological ownership is a state 

in which an object is experienced possessively; an individual feels psychologically tied 

to an object and it becomes a part of their identity. It is both a cognitive and an affective 

state where an individual understands, feels and believes that an object is theirs (Pierce et 

al. 2001). The concept is therefore built on for example Belk’s (1988) and Dittmar’s 

(1992) views on the meaning of our possessions for our identities and Furby’s (1978) 

views on how the psychological state of ownership, i.e. how what can be controlled 

becomes ‘mine’, is learned in the early development process.  

 

As stated earlier in relation to possession, also psychological ownership can develop 

independently from legal ownership. Psychological ownership affects value perceptions 

and can in fact be of greater importance than legal ownership, which means that more 

than legal ownership is needed to affect consumers’ behaviour (Reb & Connolly 2007). 

Even though traditionally individuals feel possessive over material things, psychological 

ownership can also be felt toward intangible things such as people, ideas, workplaces or 

songs (Pierce et al. 2003).  

 

Psychological ownership can be summarised in a conceptual model that consists of roots, 

routes, attributes and outcomes (see Figure 3). 
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Figure 3. The conceptual model of psychological ownership (Jussila et al. 2015, 122) 

 

Psychological ownership is based on motivational forces of efficacy, identity, place and 

stimulation which are all grounded in basic human needs (Jussila et al. 2015; Pierce et al. 

2001). Efficacy consists of control and competence, and identity of coming to know 

oneself, expressing the self to others and maintaining the continuity of self-identity across 

time. In reference to the context of this study, social media, individuals can both feel in 

control and competent through the content they post. In addition, they can build their 

identities and express them to others through choosing the type of pictures and 

information that is added on the profiles. Profiles on social media also offer a sense of 

belonging as through them users can arrange their activities and feel included in a 

community and moreover, through the content on platforms, they can feel stimulated. 

This study is focused on the roots of psychological ownership, which will be discussed 

in more detail in the next section.   

 

The routes, that could also be called the paths, experiences or mechanisms of 

psychological ownership, on the other hand answer to the question of how psychological 

ownership emerges. The routes through which psychological ownership develops are 

controlling the target, coming to know the target intimately and investing the self into the 

target (Pierce et al. 2001, 2003). These three routes are interrelated and the importance of 

the routes can vary across individuals (Karahanna et al. 2015; Pierce et al. 2001). Also on 

social media users can exercise control, come to intimately know the platforms and invest 

the self into them. The more time individuals spend on platforms, the better they come to 

know different features and the ways in which to quickly and easily publish their own 

content and find that of others. Through for example the time spent on taking the perfect 

picture, editing it, creating a visually appealing feed and building a follower network, 
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individuals come to invest themselves into their profiles. On social media exercising 

control over many features is more difficult as the rights of users are restricted, but users 

can decide for example what type of content they post and who it is visible to with the 

help of privacy settings. 

 

The attributes of the target of ownership: manipulability, openness, availability, visibility, 

accessibility and attractiveness support the routes and make the target a candidate for 

psychological ownership (Jussila et al. 2015). In the context of social media, 

manipulability refers to the extent to which users can themselves personalise and arrange 

the settings of platforms and profiles. Openness, availability and accessibility then again 

refer to how easy it is to join a platform, create a profile and access it through for example 

a mobile application, or how easy it is to find other users and content on the platform. 

Psychological ownership can also lead to motivational, behavioural and attitudinal 

outcomes or consequences (Jussila et al. 2015). On social media the outcomes can be 

related to for example continuous usage, increased engagement or willingness to pay 

more, as recognised by Karahanna et al. (2015) and Zhao et al. (2016). 

 

The psychological aspects of ownership have been studied in for example psychology, 

social psychology, anthropology and philosophy (Pierce et al. 2003). In marketing, 

psychological ownership has been studied in different contexts like the restaurant industry 

(Asatryan & Oh 2008) or in relation to how the concept affects smoking cessation (Hassan 

& Shiu 2015). In a digital context, the phenomenon has achieved special attention. For 

example, Atasoy and Morewedge (2018) recognised that consumers value physical 

goods more than their digital counterparts, because they feel greater psychological 

ownership over them. Sinclair and Tinson (2017) on the other hand brought forward the 

motivations, antecedents and outcomes of the concept in the context of music streaming 

platforms. Helm et al. (2018) then again studied psychological ownership and how 

consumers experience it in the digital book market. The common finding in these studies 

is the notion that since digital objects are not experienced quite in the same way as 

physical ones, strengthening the sense of psychological ownership would be key to 

creating stronger bonds to objects. Some have indeed studied the strategies through which 

to strengthen it, such as touching (Peck & Shu 2009), self-design (Kirk et al. 2015) and 

imagery (Kamleitner & Feuchtl 2015).  
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The concept has also been utilised to look more closely into social media (see for example 

Karahanna et al. 2015; Zhao et al. 2016), which is also what it is used for in this study. 

Zhao et al. (2016) applied the theory into a social media context and discovered that 

perceived control, self-investment and perceived familiarity have a significant effect on 

psychological ownership, self-investment being the most important trigger. Based on the 

results, they also add a fourth antecedent of psychological ownership; social influence. 

They also demonstrate that enhanced feelings of psychological ownership lead to 

continuous usage and willingness to pay more. Karahanna et al. (2015) then again showed 

that psychological ownership drives social media use and encourages engagement. The 

underlying needs of efficacy, identity and having a place all play a role in forming 

psychological ownership motivation and social media platforms offer rich opportunities 

for fulfilling these needs.  

 

2.4.2 The roots of psychological ownership 
 

The roots of psychological ownership are the motives that facilitate the development of 

psychological ownership; they answer to the question: ‘Why does psychological 

ownership exist?’ (Pierce et al. 2001). Pierce et al. (2001) propose that psychological 

ownership emerges because it satisfies basic human needs, some of which are social and 

some of which are genetic. The three motives are efficacy, self-identity and having a 

place. Jussila et al. (2015) add a fourth need, stimulation.  

 

Efficacy. Efficacy refers to the need of being in control and it is a strong motive 

underlying possession (Pierce et al. 2001). A central feature of a possession is that one is 

able to affect and control it however one wants, and possessions make individuals feel 

safe when they are theirs to ‘have and hold’ (Furby 1978; Isaacs 1933).  Furthermore, the 

more control an individual has over an object, the more the object is regarded as part of 

the self (Furby 1987). Belk (1988) also talked about the importance of control in 

possessions becoming parts of the extended self. According to Baxter et al. (2015) control 

consists of for example the ability to manipulate an object or the ability to use an object 

whenever one wants or as much as one wants. Through gaining control individuals can 

also feel competent, which is a part of the efficacy motive. Individuals have a need to 

interact with the environment and change it (White 1959). When they succeed in it, they 

feel competent and in control, which gives them a feeling of power and security (Helm et 

al. 2018; Pierce et al. 2001).  
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In marketing literature, control and competence have received the most attention out of 

the four underlying needs of psychological ownership. For example, Fuchs et al. (2010) 

recognised that consumer empowerment leads to a feeling of ownership. When 

consumers had control over product concepts marketed by a firm, generated this 

psychological ownership over the products. Jussila et al. (2015, 125) state that ‘giving 

customer a voice and actually following it in their operations firms can promote 

customers’ psychological ownership of their customised products’. Peck and Shu (2009) 

on the other hand found that touching leads to feelings of possession, since touching is a 

sign of physical control which is associated with ownership. Sinclair and Tinson (2017) 

also emphasize the importance of control on streaming platforms in creating 

psychological ownership and supporting empowerment. It seems that increasing 

perceptions of control is crucial especially in the new fragmented ownership types 

(Sinclair & Tinson 2017; Watkins et al. 2016).  

 

In the context of social media, individuals can fulfil this efficacy need for example 

through creating their own content such as pictures or voicing their opinions and giving 

advice on blogs or wiki-pages. The fulfilment is further reinforced through the likes and 

comments received (Karahanna et al. 2015). 

 

Self-identity. Possessions play a big role in defining one’s identity, and according to 

Pierce et al. (2001, 2003) ownership is connected to identity in three ways: it helps 

individuals build, express and maintain their identity across time.  

 

  Coming to know oneself. Objects serve as symbols of meaning. These meanings are     

ascribed to them by society and then through interaction with objects consumers come to 

see them and their meaning as part of their extended self (Dittmar 1992; McCracken 

1986). Through their possessions, individuals can build and transform their identities and 

as they start to see themselves in an object, they start to see it as theirs (Dittmar 1992; 

Pierce et al. 2001, 2003). On social media individuals can come to know their selves 

through the posting of personal information and photos and through mirroring this 

information based on the feedback received from others (Karahanna et al. 2015).  

 

  Expressing the self to others. As objects serve as symbols, in addition to them helping 

individuals build their identities, they also help in expressing it to others (Pierce et al. 

2001, 2003). Objects have shared meanings that can express for example values, qualities, 



 

 

26 

education or accomplishments (Levy 1959). In social interaction, our possessions tell 

others who we are and what we do and can help us achieve social recognition, which is 

why many collect and publicly display their objects (Dittmar 1992).  

 

In marketing literature, Sinclair and Tinson (2017) recognised that the different options 

on music streaming platforms that allowed individuals to share their music consumption 

to others were important in creating psychological ownership. Users wanted to post links 

to the songs they listen to and allow others to follow their activity on the platform and at 

the same time use the ‘private session’ to hide some of their activity from others. 

Accordingly, Helm et al. (2018) recognised that as this same type of sharing and self-

expressing is not possible on e-book services, hinders this the development of feelings of 

ownership.  

 

Karahanna et al. (2015) discuss how social media offers excellent opportunities for an 

individual to express their self-identity to others. Through the profile pages of different 

social media platforms, other users can get a good grasp on the person, their life and 

interests, and through careful curation of information and content individuals can control 

what they want to communicate to others. 

 

  Maintaining the continuity of self-identity. In addition to building and expressing their 

identity, individuals have a need for achieving and maintaining a continuity of the self 

across time with the help of their possessions. Objects can provide comfort and a 

connection to the past (Pierce et al. 2003). Possessions embody memories of the identity 

in the past and as people get older these possessions grow in importance (Cram & Paton 

1993). Possessions that are central to self-identity can provide a sense of security and 

individuals want to preserve them in order to maintain a sense of continuity (Pierce et al. 

2003). As consumers keep on posting more and more about their lives online, over time 

these pictures, opinions and pieces of information start to create archives of memories. 

These can then be used to look back on past experiences and to maintain the self-concept 

over time (Karahanna et al. 2015).  

 

Having a place. People have a need for a place, a home, a fixed point of reference around 

which to structure their lives (Duncan 1981; Kron 1983; Porteus 1976). A home provides 

comfort and security and a sense of control and identity (Duncan 1981; Porteus 1976). 

Possessions can help individuals achieve these feelings of home, comfort and security 
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when they claim control of different objects and invest themselves into them, which leads 

to feelings of ownership (Duncan 1981). Therefore, people devote energy and resources 

to targets and want to possess them, since they offer a possibility for a home (Pierce et al. 

2001). Again, on social media these needs can be fulfilled. Most social media platforms 

have a profile page, that works as the ‘home base’ for all activities on the platform. 

Consumers also spend a lot of time personalizing this space to make it feel more like 

home (Karahanna et al. 2015).  

 

Stimulation. On top of these three needs and motives proposed by Pierce et al. (2001, 

2003), Jussila et al. (2015) add a fourth need: need for stimulation. This is based on 

activation theory, according to which people have a need for stimulation and activation 

(Gardner 1990; Scott 1966). Possessions can satisfy this need as they provide a source 

for stimulation which encourages individuals to use, take care of, think and defend their 

possessions, which in turn leads to the sense of ownership (Duncan 1981; Porteus 1976). 

As Pierce and Jussila (2010) point out, people are often seeking stimulation and arousal, 

which means that consumers can often seek out new and different possessions and 

abandon current ones.  

 

2.5 Dispossession 
 

The meaningful possessions and psychological ownership described above are part of the 

process of possession. However, consumption can be seen as a cycle of acquisition, 

consumption, possession and dispossession (Arnould & Thompson 2005), in which 

dispossession can be seen as the opposite of possession, as the process of detachment and 

the removal of meanings (Roster 2001). During this process, self-ties to the object are 

severed, the self is un-extended, and the object moves from a singularized object back to 

a commodity (Epp & Price 2010; Roster 2014). Dispossession is therefore a process in 

which a person emotionally and physically separates them self from an object (Roster 

2001; Roster 2014; Young & Wallendorf 1989). It is important to make a distinction 

between the process of dispossession and the act of disposition. The latter refers to the 

actual physical severance from the object and consists of different consumption practices 

(Roster 2001; Roster 2014). Usually dispossession precedes disposition, but the two 

concepts can be seen as overlapping, since the process of dispossession is created by the 

practices of disposition (Roster 2014).  
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Dispossession usually begins when an individual feels that an object no longer reflects 

their self-image. This can happen due to changes in the individual, the object or both 

(Roster 2014). Changes in the object can include performance deficiencies or replacement 

purchases which lead to the individual to feel that the costs of keeping an object 

overweigh the benefits of keeping it (Roster 2001). Changes in the individual can be 

connected to big life events and rites of passages such as growing up, getting married or 

moving house, or to changing values, lifestyles or preferences (Cherrier 2009; Ozanne 

1992; Roster 2001). Kleine et al. (1995) propose that individuals have temporal self-

identities with current selves and desired selves, which can be either past or future ones. 

When an object stops representing any of these identities and moves from ‘me’ to ‘not 

me’ it becomes a candidate for disposal. Furthermore, according to Kleine et al. (1993) 

even in the current moment individuals have multiple different social identities that are 

enacted in different situations and together form the overall sense of self. Therefore, an 

object might help in enacting one of these identities. Through the process of dispossession 

consumers can start to form these new self-identities (Cherrier 2009).  

 

Since strong attachment has been formed, often dispossession can be a difficult process 

for the individual and strong feelings of sadness and loss can be present (Roster 2014; 

Young & Wallendorf 1989). This is why divestment rituals play an important role in 

dispossession and disposition. Divestment rituals have been discussed by for example 

McCracken (1986) and Lastovicka and Fernandez (2005). McCracken (1986) describes 

how with cleaning and depersonalising consumers divest the objects of meanings prior to 

selling or giving them away.  

 

Lastovicka and Fernandez (2005) then again recognised four divestment rituals among 

people taking part in garage sales and online auctions. These four rituals were iconic 

transfer, the transition-place ritual, ritual cleansing, and sharing private meaning. The 

iconic-transfer ritual refers to the way in which individuals transfer the meaning of the 

object to another object such as a photograph.  By the transition-place Lastovicka and 

Fernandez (2005) mean a certain location, usually someplace out-of-sight, where objects 

are moved to prepare for the separation. Ritual cleansing then again refers to the washing, 

ironing, folding and wrapping of items before selling them. Lastly, sharing private 

meaning refers to the way in which through storytelling the sellers share the meanings of 

the objects with the buyers and in this way try to keep the meanings of the objects alive. 

Accordingly, for example Curasi et al. (2004) have discussed the way important 
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possessions are passed along to younger generations as heirlooms in order to keep their 

meaning alive.  

 

2.5.1 The dispossession process 
 
As pointed out earlier, dispossession can be seen as a psychological process consisting of 

different stages and practices. Roster (2001) presents one description of the process, 

which can be seen in Figure 4. 

 

 
Figure 4. The psychological dispossession process (Roster 2001, 426).  
 

It is important to note that the attachment to objects varies and some goods are disposed 

of in a more routinised manner. This means that not all of the stages presented above are 

necessarily included in the process nor that the process always follows the same sequence. 

In addition, the time span of the process can vary from seconds to years (Roster 2001). 

 

Distancing behaviours. Distancing behaviours include things such as storage without use 

or intent for future use, neglect, concealment and granting the object a smaller centrality 

in one’s life (Roster 2001, 426). In a social media context, when an individual takes part 

in distancing behaviours they might for example decrease the frequency of use on the 

platform, delete information or cease to update the information on a profile. 

 

Critical events. Critical events refer to changes in an individual’s life or in the object that 

lead to dissatisfaction and affect the relationship with the object. Critical events can be 

major life transitions or alternatively more minor occurrences such as performance 
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deficiencies or changes in preferences (Roster 2001, 427). Again, in a social media 

context critical events can include for example updates that make the platform more 

difficult to use, or new platforms that catch the users’ attention and work as replacements.  

 

Ongoing value and performance assessments. Value and performance assessments are 

the third factor framing detachment. Every now and then individuals assess the utilitarian, 

symbolic and financial value of an object and compare it to the costs of keeping it. When 

the costs outweigh the benefits, objects become candidates for disposal (Roster 2001, 

427). In a digital context the costs of keeping an object are low since digital objects do 

not require physical space or maintenance, which could mean that value assessments do 

not occur in the same way as in other contexts.  

 

Through the three factors presented above, consumers come to acknowledge the change 

in them, their lives and in the objects, which then leads to the act of disposition and 

physical severance. As pointed out earlier, disposition takes place through divestment 

rituals. Finally, individuals assess the financial and psychological outcomes of 

dispossession and can find both psychological and emotional closure. Often severance 

elicits positive emotions, but also negative emotions such as regret, and a sense of loss 

can arise (Roster 2001).  

 

2.5.2 Disruptions to the dispossession process 
 
The dispossession process does not always reach the final stage of disposition and it can 

be disrupted due to several reasons. Hoarding refers to a clinical state in which individuals 

have difficulties giving up possessions even if they seem to be useless, because they 

become overly attached to them. Disposing of objects becomes too difficult which can 

lead to cluttering of homes and even a decreasing quality of life (Frost et al. 1995). Frost 

et al. (1995) found in their study that compulsive hoarders have a decreased frequency of 

use of their possessions and at the same time are very concerned about maintaining 

control over them, which is why they do not like other people touching or using them. 

Steketee et al. (2003) recognised that those prone to hoarding behaviours also have 

concerns about memory and keep possessions in order to not forget information, have a 

heightened sense of responsibility and create hyper-attachment to possessions since they 

work as sources of self-identity. In the case of compulsive hoarders, the dispossession 

process is disrupted in its early stages before it has really even begun.  
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Not all those having difficulties discarding possession can be classified as compulsive 

hoarders though, and there are certain personality traits that can cause disruptions to the 

dispossession process, such as materialism (Haws et al. 2012; Richins & Dawson 1992) 

and frugality (Haws et al. 2012; Lastovicka et al. 1999). Haws et al. (2012) conceptualised 

product retention tendency as a consumer lifestyle trait in which individuals retain 

consumption-related possessions. Those with strong product retention tendency for 

example reuse and repair their possessions in creative ways, rather donate or give away 

objects than throw them away and have big concerns for the environment. These aspects 

differentiate the tendency from clinical compulsive hoarding, in which individuals are for 

example less concerned about the environment, more materialistic and less prone to 

creative reuse of their objects (Haws et al. 2012).  

 

In addition to intrinsic personal characteristics, also the qualities of the object or the 

disposal situation can affect the dispossession process as recognised by Hall and Zhao 

(2016). In this instance, the object is no longer part of the extended self but is still kept 

due to different disrupting factors which include object, effort and locational factors. 

Object disruptions include investment guilt, relational guilt and future value. With 

investment guilt past investments in an object, things such and time and money, create 

feelings of guilt associated with disposal. An object is not valuable to the current self, but 

there is a connection to its past valuation which is why it is kept (Hall & Zhao 2016). 

 

Relational guilt then again refers to the value other people place on an object. Even if the 

individual them self is not attached to an object, they would feel guilty getting rid of it 

due to its value to other people. This was evident when for example childhood toys were 

not disposed of due to their meaning to the interviewee’s mother. When either relational 

or investment guilt is present, individuals might pass on the responsibility of disposal to 

others to cope with the feelings of guilt (Hall & Zhao 2016).  

 

By future value Hall and Zhao (2016) refer to the way items are kept for their potential 

future value. This is closely connected to the notions of Kleine et al. (1995), who propose 

that items can signify either current, past or future identities and Kleine et al. (1993) who 

propose that individuals have multiple social identities that form the global self. In this 

instance, final disposition does not take place because an object signifies an ideal identity 

one hopes to assume one day, even if there is no certainty of it happening (Hall & Zhao 

2016).  
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Objects retention might also occur because of effort or locational disruptions. In effort 

disruption individuals compare the effort of disposing and object to the value they gain 

from keeping it (Hall & Zhao 2016). This reflects the value and performance assessments 

discussed by Roster (2001). When individuals feel that disposal, things such as organising 

a garage sale, would require more effort than retaining the object, no disposition takes 

place (Hall & Zhao 2016).  

 

Lastly, Hall and Zhao (2016) recognised that the availability of storage space can disrupt 

disposition. Interviewees described how as long as they have space to keep objects, they 

have no need to get rid of them, even if they do not find them important or use them 

anymore. In this way individuals get used to these items and even feel like they belong in 

their storage spaces. In addition, as they are out of sight and in that way out of mind most 

of the time, the value and performance assessments that could lead to disposition do not 

occur. These disruptions to the dispossession process can lead to what Hall and Zhao 

(2016) call perpetual dispossession and ownership without possession.  

 

2.6 Synthesis of the theoretical framework 
 
The theoretical background of this study is synthesised in Figure 5. The figure illustrates 

the increasing detachment and decreasing attachment to objects, which in the context of 

this study are social media profiles. At the top of the figure is psychological ownership, 

which refers to the feeling of something being ‘mine’, which can occur regardless of legal 

ownership (Pierce et al. 2001, 2003). As Pierce et al. (2001, 2003) propose, psychological 

ownership towards an object is formed when the object satisfies the needs for efficacy, 

identity and having a place which stem from basic human needs. Efficacy includes both 

the need to feel in control and to feel competent. The identity need includes needs to come 

to know oneself, express self-identity to others and maintain the continuity of self-identity 

across time. Having a place then again refers to the need for having a secure place, a 

home, and to feel like one has a place in society (Pierce et al. 2001, 2003). Jussila et al. 

(2015) add a fourth need to the framework, stimulation, which is also included in the 

framework in this study. Stimulation refers to the need for people to feel stimulated and 

activated by their possessions (Jussila et al. 2015).  
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Figure 5. Synthesis of the theoretical framework 

 

It is possible that changes in these needs occur and individuals start experiencing some 

needs as more important and others as less important than before. This then again can 

affect the attachment to objects, as they might not be able to satisfy the changed needs of 

individuals anymore, as discussed by for example Pierce et al. (2003) and Hulland et al. 

(2015). As brought forward in section 1.4, the first goal of this study is to describe these 

changes among Gen Z women in a social media context.  

 

As the attachment starts to diminish, the dispossession process begins, which can cause 

individuals to move between objects, or platforms, and form new attachments. The 

dispossession process is seen as a psychological process through which the object is 

divested of meaning (Roster 2001).  As the roots of psychological ownership, i.e. the 

needs of individuals, are at the focus of this study, the dispossession process is seen as 

starting due to changes in the individual, even though the changes in the object are also 

closely connected to it. The dispossession process consists of different stages and in the 

end leads to final disposition (Roster 2001). Roster (2001) proposes that distancing 

behaviours, critical events and value assessments lead to final acknowledgement, after 

which physical and also emotional severance takes place through divestment rituals.  
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However, there are factors that can disrupt the dispossession process and stop the actual 

disposition from taking place. These factors can be related to either the person or the 

object (Hall & Zhao 2016). Difficulty discarding items can be due to actual clinical 

compulsive hoarding, or mere intrinsic personality traits such as materialism, frugality or 

concern for the environment (Frost et al. 1995; Haws et al. 2012; Lastovicka et al. 1999).  

Individuals might in addition keep items because of guilt associated to discarding them 

due to the past investments in the object or their meaning to other people. Objects might 

also be kept because they signify possible future identity roles one hopes to assume one 

day or merely because individuals have room to keep them and retention requires less 

effort than discarding (Hall & Zhao 2016). Describing these factors disrupting the 

dispossession process in a social media context is the second goal of this study.  

 

Even if no actual disposition takes place, psychological ownership has started to 

deteriorate, and detachment has started to increase. This is due to the changed needs, as 

certain objects are not able to satisfy all these needs underlying psychological ownership 

anymore. This then again leads to psychological ownership becoming shallower. The 

dispossession process has begun, and at least distancing behaviours, critical events and 

value assessments take place and decrease the meaning of an object and its centrality in 

individuals’ lives.  
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3 RESEARCH PHILOSOPHY AND METHODOLOGY 
 
 
3.1 Moderate constructionism 
 

This study is based on a moderate constructionism view presented by Järvensivu and 

Törnroos (2010). On a continuum from extreme or naïve positivism to extreme or naïve 

relativism (see Figure 6), this view lands in the middle with the so-called critical realism. 

Based on for example Longino (2002), Lincoln and Guba (2000) and Easton (2002), 

Järvensivu and Törnroos (2010) propose that ontologically moderate constructionism 

does not accept the positivist view of a universal truth, but instead acknowledges that 

there is a possibility of a local and community-based truth and knowledge which can be 

derived from empirical data. On the other hand, moderate constructionism also does not 

accept the naïve relativism view of no reality beyond subjects. Instead, the word 

community is key here, since a truth claim is acceptable in a community if it is based on 

an evidence that is also acceptable in the community. A community refers to both the 

research subjects and the researchers, who are closely connected. So, as in critical realism, 

in moderate constructionism the research aims at finding local, community bounded 

truths, that are created and validated through dialogue (Järvensivu & Törnroos 2010).  

 

 

Figure 6. Continuum of ontological and epistemological views (Järvensivu & Törnroos 

2010, 101; based on Lincoln & Guba 2000; Easton 2002) 
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Epistemologically moderate constructionism assumes that empirical observations are 

always bounded by subjectivity and through them the community-based knowledge bases 

can be understood (Järvensivu & Törnroos 2010). In moderate constructionism studies, 

for example interviews are seen as social encounters where knowledge is jointly 

constructed. This differs from critical realism studies, where the goal in interviews is to 

minimise errors, bias and misunderstanding and create knowledge that is as valid and 

reliable as possible (Holstein & Gubrium 1995, 3; Järvensivu & Törnroos 2010).  

 

The idea of constructionism or interpretivism can be seen throughout this study all the 

way from the research questions, through the chosen research methods to how the results 

are analysed. This study can be classified as qualitative, since it is not interested in direct 

cause and effect relations nor questions of what and how many but is instead focused on 

increasing in-depth understanding with questions of how and why (Carson 2001, 67). The 

purpose of this study is to describe the phenomenon in a comprehensive way, with an 

emphasis on the nuances, varieties and differences in the research participants’ 

experiences, perspectives and histories (Brinkmann & Kvale 2018).  

 

The chosen data gathering method is a semi-structured theme interview, in which it is 

acknowledged that the researcher has an important role and the knowledge created is 

subjective and co-constructed, as noted by for example Holstein and Gubrium (1995). 

The researcher is strongly involved and can be seen as one of the research instruments; 

their own experiences and prior-knowledge of the subject have an impact on how the 

research is organised and conducted. The researcher is also actively involved in the 

interview and in the end, the one interpreting the meaning of the results (Brinkmann & 

Kvale 2018; Carson 2001, 67).  

 

As Carson (2001, 87) notes, in a qualitative study instead of a large sample, a small 

number of longer interviews is conducted in order to gain a deeper understanding. The 

research subjects are chosen more based on purposive, than random sampling. As 

Eriksson and Kovalainen (2008, 181) point out, purposive sampling means that the 

interviewees are chosen because of their expected contribution; the researcher assumes 

that each of them can offer new perspectives and views in order to gain a deep and 

comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon. Accordingly, Denzin and Lincoln 

(1994, 202) note that in purposive sampling the researcher seeks out groups and 

individuals among which the studied phenomenon is most likely to occur. 
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As often in qualitative studies, this study aims at theory building instead of just theory 

testing and prior theory is used throughout the study to analyse and interpret the results, 

not just in the beginning to form a hypothesis, as would be done if a naïve realist view 

and the logic of deduction was adopted. Nor does this study dive straight into empirical 

observations and start building theory inductively based on these lived experiences 

(Carson 2001, 20; Järvensivu & Törnroos 2010). Instead, this study can be seen as 

abductive, therefore it is placed in between inductive and deductive logics.  

 

Abduction was first introduced by Peirce (1958) as a research logic in which the 

researcher is interested in how well the data supports existing theories as well as how it 

could be used to modify them. It can be seen as an innovative process, in which prior 

knowledge is put together in new ways to create insights (Thornberg 2012). The role of 

prior theory varies throughout this study and stages of induction, deduction and abduction 

take turns in guiding the process. In the beginning an understanding of the phenomenon 

of psychological ownership is formed with the help of prior research, but a more inductive 

and theory building logic is adopted later on when forming an understanding of the 

deterioration of psychological ownership and the disrupting factors as no established 

theory exists on them. The logic of abduction and the active role of the researcher are 

important features of hermeneutics, which is a research approach in which it is assumed 

that objects are not fixed or given but instead interpreted (Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008, 

33). This interpretation happens through a hermeneutic cycle, in which the prior 

knowledge of the researcher plays an important role (Arnold & Fischer 1994; Thompson 

1997). 

 

3.2  The hermeneutic cycle 
 

The hermeneutic cycle refers to a way of conducting research with a strong emphasis on 

interpretation. The research is seen as an iterative process in which the researcher gains 

more insight on the studied phenomenon as the process goes along and uses this 

knowledge for further understanding and constructed and deepened meanings (Eriksson 

& Kovalainen 2008, 33).  In the beginning the prior knowledge, experiences, underlying 

assumptions and questions of interest of the researcher guide the research process (Arnold 

& Fischer 1994; Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008, 33; Thompson 1997). As the process 

moves along and the researcher starts the analysis of consumer texts, such as transcribed 

interviews, they gain more understanding of the phenomenon and for example the themes 
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and categories initially used to analyse the text can change. In light of this new 

understanding, the researcher re-reads the texts to see how the new themes appear in the 

texts and again new insights can be gained (Thompson 1997). This process forms the 

hermeneutic cycle.  The researcher also keeps moving between theory and empiric data 

in an interactive manner. Gradually a comprehensive understanding of the elements and 

also the whole text can be formed (Arnold & Fischer 1994).  

 

In hermeneutics, the researcher is always open to possibilities and ready to modify the 

theoretical framework or the research questions during the process (Eriksson & 

Kovalainen 2008, 33; Thompson 1997). This study adopts a hermeneutic approach and 

applies the hermeneutic cycle throughout the study. As stated before, the researcher 

adopts an abductive logic and the researcher is seen as one of the research instruments 

and as the one interpreting the meanings of the results. In addition, the hermeneutic cycle 

is applied when analysing the results.  
 
3.3  Semi-structured theme interviews 
 
As noted earlier, based on the underlying ontological and epistemological presumptions, 

a semi-structured theme interview is chosen as the data gathering method. With an 

interview it is possible to gain a deeper understanding of the phenomenon specifically 

from the point of view of the research subject and to understand their experiences and 

perceptions. A semi-structured interview is chosen because it gives way for the 

interviewee’s own experiences and views, when the questions and their order is not fully 

decided beforehand. A sequence of themes and suggested questions are thought of 

beforehand, but there is openness to change depending on every interview situation and 

interviewee. This way the interview provides an opportunity for the interviewees to talk 

about the topics and experiences that they find the most meaningful and interesting 

(Brinkmann & Kvale 2018).  

 

The researcher adopts an active role in encouraging the subject to share their views and 

the interview is seen as a social situation, where both parties take part in the production 

of knowledge (Brinkmann & Kvale 2018; Holstein & Gubrium 1995). Data collection 

and analysis are also intertwined and happen simultaneously in a hermeneutic cycle. 

 

 



 

 

39 

3.4  Methodology in previous research 
 
Traditionally psychological ownership has been studied with quantitative methods with 

a more positivist view. For example, Peck and Shu (2009) measured how touching can 

strengthen psychological ownership. In a social media context, for example Karahanna et 

al. (2015) and Zhao et al. (2016) focused on measuring the roots and routes of the 

phenomenon and the effect they have on different outcomes such as engagement and 

loyalty. These studies were therefore more focused on theory testing and focused on direct 

cause and effect relationships. In contrast, this study aims at theory building with the help 

of qualitative research methods and a more interpretivist approach.  

 

Epistemologically and ontologically this study lines up with the studies of for example 

Sinclair and Tinson (2017) and Helm et al. (2018) in which qualitative methods were 

applied and the aim was to gain a deeper understanding of psychological ownership 

emerges in different digital contexts. Sinclair and Tinson (2017) applied both online 

theme discussion and in-depth interviews, whereas Helm et al. (2018) used focus groups. 

The data gathering method of this study, one-on-one theme interview, therefore differs 

from previous studies. However, the aim of the study, which according to Helm et al. 

(2018) was to explore the phenomenon and elicit new perspectives rather than confirm 

existing theories, is the same in this study. Furthermore, as already discussed, this study 

takes one step further and instead of just exploring how psychological ownership appears 

in a social media context, the goal is to also explore its deterioration.  

 

3.5 Data generation 
 
The interviewees were recruited through personal direct messages on Instagram. The 

researcher had had previous contact through work with the people contacted, which 

presumably helped in getting the individuals interested in participating. Instagram direct 

message was chosen because it is an easy way to contact Generation Z members and the 

method complies with the current privacy regulations. Overall 15 messages were sent out, 

out of which 12 people replied and 11 agreed to participate. Based on previous 

knowledge, the researcher was aware that all the individuals contacted and those 

participating in the study were very active users of social media, and all had multiple 

social media profiles. On Instagram, all the participants have at least 500 followers and 

post on the platform regularly. These facts ensured that the data gathered would be rich 

considering the purpose of the study. All participants represented Generation Z, the ages 
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of the participants varying between 16 and 22. Those under 18 were asked to have a 

permission from their parents to participate.  

 

The interviews were conducted in Finnish in cafés in Tampere, Helsinki and Turku, or 

through Skype or Facebook Messenger Video Call. The first interviews were conducted 

face to face since the interviewer preferred this method in the beginning to get used to the 

situation and to be able to refine the interview frame. Later on, some of the interviews 

were also carried out online them being easier to arrange that way due to schedules and 

the fact that the research participant and the researcher lived in different parts of the 

country. The quality of the interview was not seen deteriorating even if no face to face 

contact was made, since Gen Z members are very used to using video calling services and 

a video call also allows the researcher to still see the facial expressions of the interviewee. 

The interview information is gathered in Table 1 and the interview questions can be found 

in Appendix 1. 

 

Table 1. Theme interviews 

Interviewee Age Time and place Length 

A (pilot)  18 23.11. Tampere 50 min 

B  18 10.1. Tampere 55 min 

C  17 11.1. Helsinki 43 min 

D  22 11.1 Helsinki 41 min 

E 16 12.1 Facebook Video Call 36 min 

F 18 13.1. Helsinki 45 min 

G 18 14.1. Skype 40 min 

H 20 15.1. Skype 34 min 

I 21 19.1. Turku 36 min 

J 19 27.1. Facebook Video Call 42 min 

K 22 15.2. Skype  31 min 

 
One pilot interview was conducted in November 2018 and the rest of the interviews were 

conducted in January and February 2019. The pilot interview was included in the study 

due to its rich content and relevance to the final research questions. The interview frame 

was adjusted throughout the interview process. After the pilot interview it became clear 

that capturing the whole development process of psychological ownership from its 

emergence to its dissipation would be difficult with this group of interviewees. Instead, 
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the dispossession process and the factors leading to it came forth in the interviews and 

adjusting the research questions towards these themes was seen as a way of ensuring rich 

data. Thus, a more in-depth literature review in this domain was conducted and the 

interview questions were adjusted to cover the dispossession process more thoroughly 

while leaving the emergence of psychological ownership out of the focus of the 

interviews. Furthermore, as the interviews went along the researcher took notes of 

interesting points and included these in the next interviews to gain a richer understanding. 

 

It was made clear to the participants that the interview was anonymous but that their 

answers could be cited in the research paper, again anonymously. The length of the 

interviews varied between 31 and 55 minutes. All of them were recorded with a smart 

phone recording app and in addition some small notes were written down. In beforehand 

the participants were only told that the research was about social media in order to not 

guide them too strongly into any specific direction before the interview.  

 

3.6 Data analysis 
 

The recorded interviews were transcribed, printed out on paper and then analysed 

combining the concepts of content analysis and the hermeneutic cycle. Content analysis 

refers to the way of coding groups of words into categories, which usually stem from the 

theoretical framework of the study (Carson 2001, 83). The transcribed interviews were 

read through multiple times and multiple coding rounds took place. Carson (2001, 83-84) 

notes that content analysis usually includes at least two phases. First in axial coding, the 

codes are assigned to words, sentences or paragraphs and in the second phase of selective 

coding, comparisons and contrasts are made between the material. In this study, the 

transcripts were first read through and chunks of text were highlighted and coded into 

categories based on the theoretical background. After each transcript, notes were made.  

 

The codes used were the roots of psychological ownership: efficacy, including both 

control and competence, identity, including coming to know, expressing and maintaining 

continuity, having a place and stimulation. Clusters of text were coded as efficacy when 

the interviewee talked about their feelings of security regarding their content, their need 

to manipulate and personalise their profile, their skills and proficiency and the likes and 

followers on their account. Identity needs were identified when the interviewee discussed 

their needs to curate their content and give a certain impression, the need for a big 
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audience, the memories and reflection related to old content and the reluctance to delete 

old photos. Sections of text were coded as signifying the need for having a place when 

the interviewee talked about their profile and personalising it, security, and the 

importance of other users and the sense of community. Lastly, stimulation was recognised 

when the interviewees talked about how engaging they find the content, how much time 

they spend on platforms and how they feel about updates. The findings are looked at more 

closely in section 4.2. 

 

After the first coding round and with the help of the notes made, it became clear that there 

were certain recurring themes and more general notes could be made that were not just 

about each individual interview, but instead formed more common concepts about the 

whole phenomenon. With the help of these themes, the texts were read through again to 

recognise certain patterns and to make sure nothing had been left unnoticed. Through this, 

the difference in importance between different needs and their role in the move between 

platforms started to become apparent. This corresponds the hermeneutic cycle described 

earlier, in which the researcher moves between intratextual and intertextual interpretation, 

and where a single passage of the text can change the global meaning of the text which 

then again can change the meaning of the single passages (Kvale 1996, 47; Thompson 

1997). 

 

In reference to the second research question, on the first coding round initial themes 

surrounding the dispossession process were recognised and again notes were made. 

Analysing these notes lead the researcher to refer back to the theoretical background and 

this eventually shifted the focus of the second research question. Initially, the focus was 

merely on the elements of the dispossession process. However, based on the first read 

through and the further familiarisation with the theory, the disruptions to the 

dispossession process were seen as a more fruitful finding and as creating stronger 

contribution. After this, the transcripts were read through again with the goal of 

recognising these factors disrupting the dispossession process. This time there were no 

clear predestined codes or categories, but instead the categories were formed based on 

the data. After synthesising these disruptions into the three different categories: relational, 

functional and sentimental factors, the transcripts were read through once more in order 

to make sure everything concerning these categories had been taken into account.  
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This part of the process yet again corresponds the hermeneutic cycle and the abductive 

approach, where the researcher moves between the data and theory to form an 

understanding of the phenomena (Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008; Thompson 1997).  In this 

instance, there were no predestined categories into which the text was coded, but instead 

open coding was applied where the initial codes are found from the data itself (Carson 

2001, 84). However, the prior knowledge the researcher had gained and the assumptions 

they had guided the research process. Furthermore, as is typical for a hermeneutic 

approach, through the analysing of data the initial theoretical framework and research 

questions of this study were modified (Thompson 1997). 

 

Kvale (1996, 192) proposes that in addition to mere coding, the researcher can also adopt 

other approaches to interview analysis, such as meaning condensation and meaning 

interpretation. In meaning condensation, the researcher reads through the text and 

rephrases the statements of the interviewees into a few words. The meanings expressed 

by the interviewees are compressed into shorter formulations in which the main idea 

behind them is crystalized as simply as possible as understood by the researcher. 

Furthermore, meaning interpretation goes even further and instead of just structuring the 

meanings, goes into deeper interpretations of the text. Instead of just looking at what is 

directly said, the researcher tries to make sense of the underlying meanings in the text. 

Examples of the meaning condensation that took place in this study are illustrated in Table 

2. 
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Table 2. Meaning condensation from the data 

Natural unit Central theme Category 

“In a way no (wouldn’t 

delete the profile) because 

I have never saved those 

pictures anywhere else, so 

I wouldn’t find those posts 

anywhere.” 

Attachment to a profile 

due to its memory traces 
Sentimental factors 

“If my profile got deleted I 

think being left on the 

outside would be the 

biggest thing. I would be 

afraid of becoming an 

outsider and not knowing 

what my friends talk 

about.” 

Attachment to a profile 

due to the need to feel 

included in a reference 

group 

Relational factors 

 

As the transcribed interviews were read through, occurring themes that stopped the 

individuals from deleting their profiles could be recognised. These were related to the 

memory traces in old pictures and chats, people around the individual and their 

relationship, and practical matters such as school work or arranging appointments. Based 

on these findings, the three categories: sentimental, relational and practical factors were 

formed. These categories are explored more deeply in section 4.3.  

 

As the interviews were conducted in Finnish, during the analysis the text was kept in the 

original language in order to minimise the possibility of misinterpretation. However, 

when writing the final form of this thesis, the citations from the interviewees supporting 

the findings were translated into English and this was done as close to their original form 

as possible. 
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4 FINDINGS 
 
 
4.1 Psychological ownership on social media 
 
Based on the analysed data, it can be stated that the interviewees are very attached to their 

social media profiles and feel a strong sense of ownership over them. However, it is also 

clear that to some platforms and profiles the attachment is stronger than to others, and 

changes have occurred throughout the years the individuals have been active on social 

media. Most of the conversation revolved around the three biggest platforms: Facebook, 

Instagram and Snapchat, and the strongest connection was felt towards Instagram, which 

seems to most effectively answer to the current needs of young women. The strong 

connection can be seen in the way the interviewees describe the feeling they would get if 

they lost their Instagram profiles: 

 
“Awful, just awful. I’d be in distress and try to get it back. Maybe the feeling of emptiness. 
Because you spend so much time there and put so much effort into it so you would just 
feel empty.” (F) 
 
“Really sad, I would be really annoyed because there are so many pictures and memory 
collections from different countries and years that I don’t have anywhere else, so it would 
be really annoying.” (G) 
 

In every interview Facebook was described as having only a small, if any meaning in the 

interviewees’ lives, and the same applied for Snapchat in some cases. In general, it can 

be stated that for these individuals the intangibility and restricted rights that characterise 

social media profiles do not have that big of an impact on the way they are possessed. 

These individuals do not necessarily feel like they do not own the pictures they post on 

social media or really think about the fact that they give up rights to them when they sign 

up for services. Neither had many interviewees considered the fact that the pictures could 

be lost at any time if for example the platform stops working or the account is hacked. 

This speaks for the fact that Gen Z members have grown in a digital and liquid 

environment and do not necessarily require the same things as older generations to form 

strong bonds to objects. The restricted rights in hosted content discussed by Watkins et 

al. (2016) do not seem to affect the attachment among Gen Z members. As one 

interviewee explains: 
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“If I’m running out of memory on my phone, I’m like I can delete these pictures because 
they are on Instagram. There are pictures that I’ve chosen and that are good and that I 
want to share with others so I would be bummed to lose the pictures.” (E) 
 
The interviewee feels like her pictures are safer on Instagram than anywhere else, even 

though in reality she could at any time lose the pictures due to reasons beyond her control. 

Furthermore, access to the pictures could be blocked due to problems in the internet 

access or the application itself. These factors did not really seem to bother the 

interviewees, and most of them seemed to strongly trust the platforms to keep their 

content safe. The quote above also shows that attachment is enhanced by the fact that 

picture feeds are seen as carefully curated collections of important pictures. These 

collections reflect important memories and are seen as sacred, which separates them from 

the profane pictures on camera rolls (Belk et al. 1988).  

 

Accordingly, the findings of this study differ from the findings of the study conducted by 

Helm et al. (2018) in which they found that individuals do not develop a sense of 

psychological ownership over their digital books mainly due to their restricted rights and 

control over the objects, the intangible nature of the objects and the inability of the digital 

books to create linking value or sense of belonging. On the contrary, in the context of 

social media, profiles provide both strong linking value and sense of belonging to Gen Z 

women, as will be illustrated in the next sections.  

 

The analysed data also showed how the target of ownership varies between individuals. 

Some research subjects would agonise more over the loss of pictures, like the quotes 

above illustrate, whereas some would be more saddened to lose the network they have 

created on the platform: 
 
“I have a lot of contacts that I’ve gained through it so it would be so much effort to try 
and get them back, and I have a decent number of followers so I would lose all of them 
and I’d have to start from zero.” (J) 
 

Some interviewees had the pictures saved on their phones and that is why they did not 

feel like they would be that upset to lose the pictures on their profile. Instead, they felt 

like they would have to go through a lot of effort to get back the network they had 

managed to create. This implies that they are more attached to the network of people on 

their profiles, which includes both the people that they follow and the people that follow 

them. Others then again felt like the pictures form a carefully curated collection of 
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memories, hence the loss of the pictures would feel like a loss of the self and the network 

does not feel as important in comparison. 

 
4.2 Changes in the roots of psychological ownership 
 
Clear changes in the roots of psychological ownership could be identified from the 

empirical data and these changes can also be seen as one of the reasons behind the 

movement from one platform to another. In summary, a platform that allows the 

individuals to feel competent, express their identities, reflect and look back on past 

experiences and feel connected to others seems to create the strongest sense of ownership. 

Naturally there were differences between the individuals and for some social media is 

more about keeping in touch with friends and preserving memories while for others it is 

more about creating professional content and communicating a certain identity to a large 

audience. This means that also the changes in the needs are different for different people 

and for example for some the need to feel competent is stronger than for others. 

Accordingly, for some the need to express one’s identity overpowers the need to maintain 

the continuity of self-identity, while for some it is the other way around. Next the changes 

are discussed in more detail. 

 

4.2.1 Efficacy 
 
According to Pierce et al. (2001, 2003) the efficacy motive or need consists of both 

control and competence. In order to feel a sense of ownership over something, one needs 

to feel in control and that they can build and express their competence through an object. 

Based on the data analysed, among Gen Z women there is a clear increase in the need for 

competence and a clear decrease in the need for control. The interviewees described how 

they prefer using platforms that are picture-based since they find photos as a more 

effective way of showing their skills and proficiency. These young women spend a lot of 

time taking the perfect picture, choosing the right one to post and then editing it with 

different software. The movement towards more professional and edited photographs can 

be seen as a natural progression, since Gen Z members have grown with their 

smartphones and are used to taking pictures all the time and are in addition very savvy in 

editing them. Many interviewees explained how posting pictures is an important hobby 

for them, and how through their Instagram feed they can express their creativity and be 

more visual. 
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“I like taking pictures so much and ever since I was a kid I’ve enjoyed taking photographs 
and drawing so it’s nice that I can apply those skills and show what I can do.” (A) 
 
“I try to put a lot of effort into it (the feed) or I like making it look nice so it’s kind of a 
hobby for me.- -  I like taking beautiful pictures of for example nature so that they match 
the feed and I put a lot of effort into editing the pictures.” (K) 
 

The interviewees describe here how they feel like through their Instagram they get to 

apply the skills they have acquired elsewhere, share them with others and possibly also 

get feedback on them. A lot of effort is put into editing the pictures and creating a visually 

pleasing feed. This complies with the notions of Marwick (2015), who argues that 

pictures are a powerful form of self-expression since they are seen as having more 

credibility than text. This change towards more proficient picture content can be seen as 

one reason behind the move from Facebook to Instagram, since Instagram as a platform 

is based on solely pictures and videos, whereas on Facebook users can find everything 

from pictures to long texts posts and news articles. On Instagram the pictures stand out 

more since they do not disappear in the clutter of other content on the platform.  

 
“It’s not as inspiring (Facebook) because there is so much text and current affairs, I want 
just pictures and maybe videos are nice as well. But there are so many irrelevant things 
that I don’t want to see and the pictures don’t really stand out with all the reactions and 
that. - - That’s why I rarely change my profile picture on Facebook, it’s just not as nice 
a platform for pictures somehow.” (A) 
 

The interviewee describes here how she feels like Facebook is not as nice a platform for 

posting pictures and since a lot of effort has been put into the pictures, she wants them to 

be seen and noticed on the platform the way they deserve. The same applies for Snapchat 

as well, since many interviewees described Snapchat as a difficult platform for showing 

their creativity. This is because the pictures that are posted are only visible for 24 hours, 

users cannot build a permanent and visually pleasing feed since there is no profile page, 

and in general people do not put that much effort into the pictures posted there. 

 

“You only see the snapcode and bitmoji - - The stories are very relaxed so there isn’t 
really anything there. You can’t be very visual.” (A) 
 
“I would never post a great photo of myself on Snapchat, I would post it on Instagram, 
it’s a bit more artistic in a way.” (C) 
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These quotes illustrate how Snapchat is not seen as a very visual platform, and not that 

much effort is put into the pictures, which in other words means that individuals cannot 

showcase their proficiency. If a great picture is taken, it is rather posted on Instagram.  

 

The feelings of competence are further enhanced by the likes and comments received as 

well as the followers gained on the platforms. When an individual posts a picture they 

have put effort into and feel happy with, through the likes and comments their feeling of 

competence is reinforced. One interviewee explains how the likes received can be seen 

as direct feedback on their work:  
 
“I get to share the pictures I’ve taken and then people like them, so it gives me a good 
feeling. - - On Instagram you get followers and you in a way get paid for the work you’ve 
done through the likes - - It sounds a bit cliché but in a way that’s the reason I post 
pictures- so that I get likes. Why else would you do it for? It would be quite stupid if you 
post a picture and no one likes it. So I feel like in a way it’s direct feedback.” (D) 
 

Instagram not only makes it easy to like and comment pictures and start following 

different users, but also to follow the likes one receives on their content. All interviewees 

did say that they follow the likes received on pictures, but for some they mean more than 

to others. Some have clearly started to adjust the type of pictures they post or the time of 

the day they post to ensure the maximum number of likes, or like the interviewee explains 

above, getting likes can be the main reason they post pictures in the first place. Others 

then again do not care that much and post the content they find good and interesting at 

the time they prefer themselves. 

 
“Well I compare it (the likes) to the number of followers so that it would be… it doesn’t 
have to be the same but if I have like let’s say a thousand followers and the likes would 
be less than a hundred… So then I’ll go and delete all the old and odd profiles that follow 
me. - - They do matter, I don’t want it to be small but also I don’t care if it grows or 
stays the same.” (F) 
 

The interviewees seem to be very aware of the activity on their account and have found 

ways to ensure that the numbers please them. Here the interviewee explains how she will 

delete irrelevant followers to keep the number of likes at a certain level in comparison to 

the followers. Despite the attention given to the likes, she does at the same time say that 

growing the account is not necessarily her goal.  
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Many of the interviewees had started using a business account on Instagram since it 

makes it easier to follow the activity on the account. On Instagram it is very easy to 

change the account from a private one into a business one, since no proof of actual 

business is needed. This seems to be very popular among Gen Z women, who clearly 

want to stay informed about the numbers on their profiles. Interviewees explain: 

 
“I like using the business account because you can very easy see who your followers are, 
where they’re from and when they are active. It’s very handy, I’ve liked using it a lot 
because it makes it so easy to see different things.” (J) 
 
“I changed my account into a business account because I’m interested in which of my 
pictures create interest or how many people have seen my picture and then clicked to my 
account and started following me, I find it very interesting.” (G) 
 

A business account is a very convenient tool for keeping track of the user’s followers, 

and seeing which pictures create interest. As interviewees describe above, they enjoy 

being able to follow the facts and numbers and in general being in the know about things.  

 

Based on these examples it is clear that among the interviewees there is an increased need 

to feel competent and show it to others. That is why these young women prefer platforms 

that are picture-based, as they feel very confident and capable of taking pictures, editing 

them and creating a visually pleasing feed that communicates their creativity. For many 

Gen Z women, pictures are a more natural way of expressing themselves than text. They 

also prefer platforms that make it easy to keep track of the followers on the account and 

the likes and comments received on pictures, since they are seen as feedback and further 

enhance the feelings of competence. The research subjects clearly know a lot about the 

different features on platforms, are well informed about what happens on their accounts 

and have a clear vision of what they count as good enough results.  

 

The other feature that forms the need of efficacy is control (Pierce et al. 2001, 2003) 

According to Pierce et al. (2001, 2003) being able to control a target and through that 

control being able to control the environment is one of the most important aspects in 

creating a sense of ownership. Based on Baxter (2015) individuals gain the feeling of 

control through for example being able to physically manipulate the object, being able to 

arrange the settings and being able to use the object when desired and as much as desired. 

Based on the gathered data, among Gen Z women there is a decreased need for control 

and these young individuals do not find control that important or crucial for developing 
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a sense of ownership. Being able to arrange the settings or physically manipulate the 

platforms was not found as an important feature. For example, on Instagram the changes 

the user can make on how the platform or their profile page looks are very limited, but 

this was not found a negative issue. 
 
“I wouldn’t need anything because I feel like if there were more changes then it would 
kind of ruin the idea. If you could for example change the layout or colours it would be a 
bit weird, I like the fact that it’s the same for everyone. After all you can make a big 
difference with the photos you post.” (F) 
 
“I don’t feel like I would want to add more information or anything because in a way you 
can make it look like you with the information on the bio because you can write anything 
you want there. And then you can edit the pictures the way you want, and you can have 
pictures that you take with a phone or with a camera and that.” (B) 
 

As can be seen from these examples, the interviewees do not have the need to personalise 

their profiles with extra information and yet again they find pictures more informative 

and as a better expression of their identities than text, as was discussed by Marwick 

(2015). The interviewees feel that editing the pictures in a certain way is enough 

personalisation for the profile. The options on Facebook to add all the different personal 

information, subjects of interest and for example a banner picture do not seem to appeal 

to the research subjects. They like the fact that the profiles are uniform and in general do 

not feel like they would want to feel more in control over their profiles. On the other hand, 

as users can choose the type of pictures they post, can this be seen as a way of exercising 

control over the profile. Hence, users do not have a need for the personalisation of the 

profile itself but do appreciate personalisation through the pictures.  

 

As already discussed before, most interviewees also did not really think about the fact 

that the pictures they post on social media are not really theirs anymore since the platform 

owns the rights to the pictures. Many seemed to feel like their pictures are safer on the 

platform than anywhere else and had therefore deleted the pictures from their phones. 

This indicates that feeling in control in this way is not important among Generation Z 

women. It speaks for the fact that Gen Z members are very used to the digital environment 

and do not feel less in control even if their possessions are not in reality under their control 

or in a tangible form. In reference to this, the findings of this study differ from those of 

Sinclair and Tinson (2017), who found that on music streaming platforms control over 

the platform is experienced very important.  
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4.2.2 Identity 
 
Pierce et al. (2001, 2003) propose that the identity need consists of three parts: coming to 

know oneself, expressing one’s identity to others and maintaining the continuity of 

identity over time. Based on the analysed data, in addition to the growing need for 

efficacy, one of the main findings of this study is the growing need to express one’s 

identity. Young individuals seem to have a powerful need to communicate a certain image 

and identity to a big audience. Depending on the individual, for some this need to 

communicate a certain image is stronger than the need to come to know or maintain the 

continuity of self-identity, whereas some described their social media profiles first and 

foremost as places where they can reminisce and reflect. However, to some extent 

impression management was important to all interviewees.  

 

Coming to know and maintaining the continuity of self-identity. These two needs are 

looked at together, since on social media they are very close together and separating them 

based on the data would be difficult. Many interviewees explained how they use their 

social media profiles and the pictures they post there as an archive of memories, where 

they can revisit experiences, moments and people. Moreover, they can see their personal 

growth and development and, in this way, build a perception of who they are. This is 

particularly evident on Instagram.  

 
“Every time I post a picture, I want it to have a story behind it, I don’t do it just because 
I have to. – - I want to in a way create my own life story, so when I scroll back there are 
moments there and not just a selfie after another.” (I) 
 

Here the interviewee describes how she uses her Instagram as a place to reminisce and as 

a place where she can build her life story, which indicates the fulfilment of both the need 

to come to know oneself and the need to maintain continuity.  Many interviewees said 

that even if they have certain rules about what type of pictures they post or that they know 

what type of pictures get the most likes, quite often they do not care about those things 

but instead post pictures that they like and find important, and that they want to remember 

later on. Furthermore, they do not later on delete pictures that they find important, even 

if they do not necessarily go with the look of the feed anymore. An interviewee explains: 
 
“I have some horrible pictures that I posted when I was like 13 or 14 but I can’t really 
be bothered to delete them. I don’t really care, everyone can see that they are old. - - 
That is in a way the reason I have left the old pictures there because it’s fun to look at 
them since there are some old memories and that.” (C) 
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Even as she describes the pictures as ‘horrible’, the interviewee still does not want to 

delete the pictures as she enjoys revisiting them and they represent important memories. 

Another interviewee explains: 

 
“Actually, when I deleted the pictures, I didn’t really delete them but archived them so 
they’re not on my profile, but I can still see them. I couldn’t actually delete them because 
I want to remember them since they have so many memories and the comments, so you 
remember who you’ve been friends with and that.” (H) 
 
Here the interviewee explains how she had deleted almost all of her pictures on Instagram 

to get a fresh start. She wanted to distance herself from social media and make people get 

to know her in real life, not just through her profiles. But even in this situation she did 

not want to actually delete the pictures but instead hid them.  In this way she could still 

see them even if others could not, and not only the pictures themselves but also the 

comments on them. The concept of archiving came up in multiple interviews which 

indicates that it is a very popular practice among women this age, and it is reinforced by 

the fact that Instagram makes it very easy. Many talked about deleting pictures but later 

on corrected that they had only archived most of them. Older pictures and pictures that 

do not go with the feed are often hidden from other people and sometimes brought back 

later on. With this feature Instagram offers its users a way of balancing between the needs 

of expressing and maintaining the continuity of self-identity. It seems that deleting 

important pictures would be too big a loss but with archiving individuals are still able to 

communicate a certain type of identity to others.  

 

What indeed seems to create a sense of ownership on platforms are these archives that 

are permanent. This is one of the factors that can help understand the move from Snapchat 

to Instagram. Many research subjects described how they do not feel a sense of ownership 

towards Snapchat or an attachment to it, since it does not have a permanent profile page 

where one can collect important moments and later on go and revisit. Instead, everything 

is fleeting and disappears immediately or at least in 24 hours.  
 
“That is (perishableness) one of the reasons I don’t use it (Snapchat). It feels stupid to 
add a nice moment on the story because it’s going to disappear anyway, if I want to save 
it then I just take a picture on my phone. I don’t like the fact that they disappear. I love 
the fact that on Instagram they are saved automatically, and I can add them on the 
highlights.” (I) 
 
Here the interviewee explains how she does not like using Snapchat due to its fleeting 

nature. On the contrary, on Instagram the picture feed creates a timeline that can be 
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scrolled back and even the stories that for others are visible for only 24 hours, are 

automatically saved on an archive and can be later on added on the ‘highlights’ on the 

profile page for others to see. This makes it possible to personalise the profile page and 

in a way at the same time satisfy the needs for both continuity and expression.  

 

In general, it seems that the research subjects have not in the first place created a sense of 

ownership towards Snapchat because of the fact that nothing is permanent. When asked 

about the feeling they would get if they woke up to their Snapchat profile being deleted, 

almost everyone replied that it would not really move them, since they would not lose 

anything important:  

 
“I could just make a new one. There are some contacts there, but they don’t really matter 
to me- - I don’t really have anything on Snapchat I couldn’t leave behind.” (C) 
 

Pictures are not permanent and the number of contacts on the platform is a lot smaller 

than on Instagram, so the network could easily be created again. In addition to the lack of 

a permanent profile and picture feed, also the fleeting nature of the conversations seemed 

to bother the interviewees. In a way, Generation Z members are used to it and enjoy the 

fact that not everything is saved, and they feel like that is the main idea behind the 

platform. However, many described how the conversations had on Snapchat do not really 

revolve around important subjects but are instead very shallow in nature. An interviewee 

explains: 

 
“I’m used to it (perishableness) and if we in my friend group talk about something 
important or make plans then we use WhatsApp because things are saved there. - - 
Usually the stuff on Snapchat is like hey how are you or gossip and that so the fact that 
they disappear doesn’t really bother me.” (B) 
 

The conversations had on Snapchat do not really have a lot of meaning for the individuals, 

the platform just makes it quick and easy to keep in touch with friends and keep up to 

date with their days. Important conversations with deeper contents are instead had 

somewhere else, for example on WhatsApp, where they are saved, and individuals can 

return to them. This explains why the interviewees do not want their Snapchat 

conversations to be saved anywhere, since it would only create unnecessary clutter on 

their phones: 
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“I take so many unnecessary pictures during the day so I wouldn’t even want them to be 
saved anywhere so I like the fact that they disappear.” (H) 
 
Snapchat as a platform seems very fitting to the liquid modernity discussed by Bauman 

(2000), where things are flexible, in constant change and individuals have multiple 

identities that are not very permanent in nature. Gen Z members are used to this type of 

a reality and environment and do not in many occasions find it disturbing. However, it 

would seem that despite them being used to it, it does prevent them from creating a sense 

of ownership over their profiles and the platform. As they cannot create an archive of 

memories that is carefully curated and expresses both their identity and their competence 

or as the content and conversations are very shallow in nature, they do not come to form 

a strong attachment to it and would not find losing their profiles as a great loss. Instead a 

platform like Instagram supports the need to come to know oneself and maintain the 

continuity of identity which in turn leads to psychological ownership. For these 

individuals these needs have stayed the same or increased, which also explains the 

popularity of archiving pictures instead of deleting them. Next the increased need for 

expressing one’s identity is looked at more closely.  

 

Expressing one’s identity to others. Social media works as a great place to express one’s 

identity. Through their profiles and the content posted there, individuals can tell a lot 

about themselves to others and these impressions are further enhanced by the feedback 

got from others.  Many research subjects explained how they want to give a certain 

impression through their profiles and spend a lot of time in building this image, as one 

interviewee describes: 
 
“Yea I spend a lot of time in thinking what type of a message I send through my 
Instagram… So does it show that I’m creative and a friendly person and that I’m easy to 
contact.” (J) 
 

However, many explained how they feel like they need to give a certain image on social 

media and leave out important parts of their lives because they do not go with the feed. 

Almost everyone said that they feel like their feed is only a scratch into who they are as 

people. One interviewee describes how she never posts about her hobbies, which she finds 

very important and big parts of her life, but which do not comply with the rules she has 

set for her feed: 

 
“It doesn’t really say anything about me, the only thing it does tell is that I like to travel. 
But it doesn’t have anything about my two important hobbies - - They’re not on my feed, 
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because I keep it very feminine. - - Those are the things I post on Snapchat that is more 
personal. Because I have a public Instagram, I keep it that way. I would like to post those 
pictures, but they don’t go with the feed.” (G) 
 
Many have indeed set strong rules and guidelines for the type of pictures they want to 

post on different platforms so that they can give a certain impression to others. This need 

is especially strong on Instagram, that is seen as a more public platform than others. 

Individuals spend large amounts of time in curating the content they post so that it 

complies with the standards they have set for themselves based on what they see from 

others. Pictures that do not comply with these standards are deleted. This indicates clearly 

that this need to express one’s identity overpowers the needs for knowing and continuity.  

 

This need for expressing corresponds findings in other contexts, as for example Arvidsson 

and Caliandro (2016) have recognised publicity as a new type of value brands convey. 

Brand communities take new forms as instead of linking value and common identities, 

individuals are after publicity and recognition among strangers. This phenomenon is 

heightened in a social media context where visibility and recognition are easily achieved, 

and success is easily measured and tracked (Arvidsson & Caliandro 2016; Gerliz & Lury 

2014). Even though this study was not focused on brand communities, the same type of 

preference for publicity over linking value could be recognised.  

 

An interesting notion here is that those individuals who found knowing and maintaining 

more important than expressing, also emphasised pictures as the main target of 

ownership. Then again for those individuals for whom the need for expressing seemed as 

the overpowering one, the target of ownership was the network created. It is clear then 

that these individuals post pictures in order to communicate a certain image and their goal 

is to grow their network so that they could possibly benefit from it. For others the pictures 

are more important since they provide symbolic value and the loss of followers would not 

be experienced as disturbing.  

 
“Yea I have deleted a lot because I don’t want there to be too many pictures and I look 
at how it matches the current feed, it has to be the same. I don’t want the old pictures to 
be there if I have changed, I don’t want to show where I started from.” (D) 
 

As this interviewee describes, she has no issues deleting pictures that do not match the 

feed or the standards set. Instead of wanting to look back on old times she would rather 
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not have them on show so that others cannot see where she started from. She had clearly 

expressed a stronger attachment to her network than her pictures.  

 

What then could help in understanding the move from Snapchat and Facebook to 

Instagram is the fact that on Instagram it is easier to build a big audience to which the 

identity can be expressed. On Instagram it is very easy to find people and build the 

network. On Snapchat people can only be found based on their username that might not 

even be close to their real name, whereas on Instagram it is easy to find people even if 

their usernames are not their real names due to the algorithms on the platform. In addition, 

it is easier to browse through pictures and hashtags and find people that way. In general, 

the platform is a lot more open than Snapchat where the audience is a lot more limited. 

In the same way interviewees described that the threshold to add someone as a friend on 

Facebook is a lot higher than starting to follow someone on Instagram. In addition, users 

only want to have their closest friends and family on Facebook, whereas on Instagram the 

goal on the contrary is to create an audience as big as possible.  

 
“It’s such a big step asking someone to be your friend on Facebook, on Instagram it’s so 
easy to comment and send a direct message and that.” (J) 
 
“It’s kind of the same thing but I feel like if you post a story on Instagram, more people 
will see it. On Snapchat it’s only a limited group of people who can find you with your 
username and who can see your story. But on Instagram anyone can end up on your 
profile, so it spreads to a wider audience.” (K) 
 

As the interviewee describes above, on Instagram it is easier to just browse through 

content and accidentally end up on someone’s profile, like their pictures or start following 

them. Indeed, many explained that the reason they like using Instagram is that through it 

their content can be seen by a larger audience: 
 
“I think it’s because you get a bigger audience. And because it’s focused on pictures, so 
people have more contacts than on Snapchat. At least in the beginning it was more about 
just talking to your friends before companies started using it, so I feel like it’s kind of 
stayed on that level. On Instagram there is a big community and people see the content 
you share, maybe that’s the thing.” (J) 
 
“Because I don’t put any effort into the content I post on Facebook so why would I need 
to have people there that don’t know me? So I only have my closest family and friends 
there”. (I) 
 
As the research subject explains above, the need to give a certain image is heightened on 

a platform where one cannot in the same way control who sees the content posted. The 
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interviewees described how when the audience is big and more than just the people closest 

to them, they also put a lot more effort into the content and more carefully think about 

what types of pictures they post, which explains the strict rules set. This is also connected 

to the increased need for efficacy discussed before. As individuals spend a lot of time 

curating their content, they then want to post it on a platform where they can get a big 

audience and a large number of likes that will further enhance the feelings of competence.  

It is therefore evident that for some individuals the need to express one’s identity has 

grown in importance massively and might in some cases even overpower the needs for 

knowing and maintaining the continuity of identity. All the interviewees did explain that 

they only post certain types of images on Instagram where a big audience can see them, 

and even important aspects that work as building blocks for one’s identity, like hobbies, 

can be left out. The rules on what type of pictures can be posted are strict and the content 

is carefully curated. In addition, pictures are often deleted or archived, if they no longer 

represent the person one wants to communicate. The interviewees found it very important 

that the platform is open and that the network and audience can easily be grown. 

 

This need to create a certain type of image on social media is a form of self-branding, 

recognised by for example Marwick (2013) and Gandini (2015). Through self-branding, 

which happens through careful curation of content, individuals can become micro-

celebrities who can use their publicity as a type of currency that can benefit them. Not 

only can they use it to get the feeling of being liked and seen but in addition they can also 

get actual monetary benefits from it, through things such as brand deals and sponsored 

content (Arvidsson & Caliandro 2016; Marwick 2015). Some interviewees did indeed 

talk about the collaborations they had already had or wanted to have with brands, and 

some did express the desire to become Instagram celebrities and to use Instagram more 

professionally. This type of self-branding can be seen as characteristic specifically to Gen 

Z, as they have grown in a world of social media where this is possible.  

 

4.2.3 Having a place 
 

The third root of psychological ownership is the need to have a place, a home, or a ‘fixed 

point of reference’ (Pierce et al. 2001, 2003; Porteous 1976). In the context of social 

media, a profile page can be thought of as a home, around which individuals arrange their 

activities on the platform. Based on the interviews, it can be stated that the individuals 

have a need for a home, i.e. a profile page, and that they have clearly started to value 
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simplicity. What is interesting again is the want to focus on pictures instead of other 

information. As already discussed with the efficacy motive, individuals do not seem to 

have a strong need to edit and personalise their profile pages with additional information 

like on Facebook.  

 
“If you go on someone’s Facebook profile it doesn’t really say much about the person, it 
has the information about their relationship and where they were born and that but on 
Instagram there’s the picture and immediately after there’s the text they have written 
themselves and you can see most of the pictures. On Facebook you have to scroll back so 
much to form an impression about a person.” (I) 
 

As the interviewee explains here, instead of a lot of little details about a person, only little 

information needs to be written and rather the space is personalised with the pictures 

taken. This is why the personalisation options on Facebook do not really appeal to the 

research subjects and they would rather have a very simple home page where you can 

with one look see and express all the things one finds important. The profile page of 

Facebook is found as messy and confusing and the information does not really add any 

value. 

 
“When I used Facebook everyone could see the pages you like, your pictures, your family, 
all of your interests so it’s a bit more personal. - - But then again superficial things and 
things that look good are on Instagram.” (G) 
 

This can again speak for the need to express the identity to a large audience, more than 

needing to come to know oneself and maintain the continuity. As the interviewee 

describes above, more superficial things are added on the profile page on Instagram, and 

the more personal information that builds the identity is not found necessary. Details 

about one’s personal life are not as important as the general image one gives through their 

pictures.  

 

However, as the research subjects clearly value a simple profile page, i.e. a home, the 

existence of it is still necessary in order for psychological ownership to emerge. This can 

yet again be seen as a reason to why psychological ownership does not emerge on 

Snapchat, since there is no clear profile page that individuals could experience as their 

own and personalise or through which they could feel a sense of security with content 

that is permanent. The main ‘home’ on Snapchat is not the profile but instead the home 

page where the user can see all the updates and content from the people they follow. This 

again was often seen as very confusing and difficult to use, especially after a recent update 
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that seemed to bombard the page with content that was not relevant to the user. This then 

again ruined the sense of control and security individuals had over the home page. 

 

In addition to simplicity, also the community already discussed above in relation to 

expressing one’s identity can be seen as a part of the need for having a place. In a social 

media context, social aspects were naturally one of the main themes to come up in the 

interviews. These aspects are analysed as part of the need to have a place, since the people 

around an individual create a sense of home and through them an individual can feel like 

they have a place in society and in a community. Gen Z members have a strong need to 

feel that they are a part of a reference group and that they are accepted by peers, as their 

reference groups play a big part in determining their self-concept (Williams & Page 

2011). That is why they use platforms that also their friends use so that they can stay 

connected and informed.  

 
“On Instagram it’s the feeling of community because everyone you know is there and 
when you meet a new person you can find them there and if you have the same interests 
you can see it there.” (G) 
 

As the interviewee above describes, ‘everyone you know is there’, which creates the 

feeling that you can be a part of a community and communicate with it on the platform. 

The interviewee also talks about common interests, which was a theme that came up 

multiple times in the interviews. The research subjects had a need to find like-minded 

people which again could be one of the reasons behind the shift from Snapchat and 

Facebook to Instagram. As discussed before, Instagram is a very open platform where it 

is easy to find people with same interests thanks to open profiles and the use of hashtags.  

 
“It’s easy to create a community because photographers contact other photographers 
and artists contact artists and that. Someone from the UK started talking to me last 
autumn. - - We talk a lot and are fairly close, it’s definitely a richness, that wouldn’t 
have happened anywhere else.” (J) 
 
“Yea there are common interests. I have made good friends on Instagram. It’s sort of a 
community where the same type of profiles and feeds can plan things together or whatever 
you can come up with. - - They’re active every day and ask me how I’m doing and when 
the next picture is coming and that.” (D) 
 

As these examples demonstrate, not only is it easy to find like-minded people on 

Instagram, but it is also very easy to contact these people through commenting on pictures 

or sending direct-messages. This way communities around similar interest are formed and 
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it can lead to collaborations or even friendships with people from all over the world. This 

supports the findings of Lee et al. (2015) who recognised social interaction as one of the 

five motivations explaining Instagram use, as individuals seek out relationships with and 

connection to other users with similar interests. 

 

In conclusion, the changes in the need for having a place include a shift to a simpler and 

picture-based profile pages and an increased need to belong to a large community. Young 

women seem to want a profile page that is simple and that with a quick look tells others 

what they want to tell them. There is no need for a lot personalisation through personal 

information, since it does not seem to tell as much about the person as the pictures do. 

This is why the simplicity of Instagram seems to appeal to these individuals as they can 

more easily arrange their activities on a simpler and more unambiguous platform. These 

young women also do not want to feel left out and want to be a part of a community which 

also goes beyond the people closest to an individual and can be expanded to people with 

common interests from all over the world. This is yet again a reason behind to why a 

platform that is open and where a community is easily formed is preferred. Yet, a platform 

where a sense of security and continuity can be experienced is preferred which is why 

Instagram satisfies the need for having a place better than Snapchat where content is more 

fleeting. 

 

4.2.4 Stimulation 
 

The fourth root of psychological ownership, the need for stimulation and arousal was 

added to the framework by Jussila et al. (2015). When it comes to this fourth need, the 

main finding from the data was that the interviewees prefer pictures over text, as has 

already been discussed with efficacy and identity needs. Not only do pictures offer a 

better way of showing their competence, expressing their identity and building a simple 

home, but they also in general offer more stimulus for the individuals. Many interviewees 

described how they find the picture-based content on Instagram more inspiring than the 

text-based content on Facebook, which was often described as irrelevant clutter that 

drowns out content that is found important: 

 
“On Facebook there are so many things that don’t interest me. There are so many ads 
and posts, I prefer pictures definitely.” (I) 
 
“On Facebook there are the groups so there is more often irrelevant content when people 
post irrelevant things… But on Instagram no one posts irrelevant pictures.” (J) 
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Here the interviewee explains how the content on Instagram is more relevant as it is more 

carefully curated than the content on Facebook. As every picture needs to be up to the 

standards of the user, no content below these standards is posted, which means that the 

platform does not clutter and become disordered in the same way. These carefully curated 

pictures also make the platform more visually appealing in addition to the whole layout 

of the platform, which is first and foremost meant to be visual as no other content than 

pictures and videos is allowed. As already discussed above, interviewees also enjoyed the 

fact that profile pages are uniform between users as it makes the platform more visually 

pleasing which then again increases stimulation. 

 

As Jussila et al. (2015) propose, the need for arousal and stimulus can explain why 

consumers often seek out new possessions and abandon current ones as they are always 

looking for new stimulation. Hence, this could also be seen as one of the reasons behind 

the move from one platform to another as old ones no longer satisfy this need and the 

features and content are no longer found engaging or entertaining.  Many interviewees 

stated that they feel that platforms and services have a life cycle that will eventually come 

to an end. After this, users move somewhere else as they are always looking for new and 

exciting things that spark their interest and offer new types of engagement. 

 
“I feel like all the apps have a life cycle, there’s going to be a new one that’s always 
going to replace the old one. Back in the day you thought the popularity of Facebook 
could never drop but now less and less people use it…” (K) 
 

Here the interviewee explains how she thinks there is always going to be a new platform 

to replace the old one and how she herself is quite surprised about the decreased 

popularity of Facebook. The lack of new and exciting things can be seen as one of the 

reasons young people have stopped using Facebook. Most of them have joined the service 

at a very young age and have been using it for years, which means that after a while the 

platform ceases to offer excitement in the same way. In fact, even though many 

interviewees emphasised the attachment to Instagram and the meaning of it in their lives, 

many still believed that at some point the same drop in popularity is going to happen on 

Instagram as something new and exciting comes along. However, for now the majority 

of the research subjects noted that out of all the platforms, Instagram provides the best 

stimulation and is the best and most enjoyable platform to spend time on. 
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“On Snapchat it depends on if your friends are there or not. - - You can spend so much 
more time on Instagram when you get lost in the videos as they come back to back. So 
then you kind of just get stuck looking at them, so you can spend a lot more time there.” 
(E) 
 

As can be seen from this example, according to the interviewees, Instagram as a platform 

is more versatile than Snapchat with all its different features, which makes it an easier 

platform to get lost in. As already discussed before, the openness of the platform further 

increases the chances of seeing more interesting content that the user can get consumed 

by. Through hashtags, open profiles, discover-pages and smart algorithms users get to see 

more engaging content that correspond their interests. In addition to this, the interviewees 

also explained how they enjoy the platform updates that bring out new features. The 

updates further improve the user experience and also the openness of the platform as one 

interviewee describes: 

 
“Yea it’s definitely a good thing (the updates), if I think about the Instagram I signed up 
for… it’s a really good thing that it has changed as much as it has. Back then it was only 
about the pictures but now there’s the story feature and better ways to find people and 
that so it’s really good in the end.” (K) 
 

It seems clear then that for young individuals it is important that the platform keeps on 

improving and brining out new features and designs so that the users have even better 

ways of finding and creating engaging content. What is interesting though, is the fact that 

on Snapchat many found an update that was supposed to increase the engagement on the 

platform very disturbing. With a big update the platform started to bring out suggested 

content on the users’ home pages, when before users could only see the content posted 

by the users they had chosen to follow. Instead of increasing engagement and stimulation, 

many interviewees found this new content disturbing and as something that did not match 

their interest. This might be due to the fact that Snapchat is mainly used for 

communicating with close friends and family members and the content beyond this is 

seen as irrelevant. There were exceptions though and some did find this content 

entertaining as well.  

 

In conclusion, young females seem to have a strong need for stimulation, which can 

explain the move from one platform to another. The reason why Instagram seems to be 

so popular is the fact that it is very focused on pictures and visual content, which is more 

engaging and entertaining among this generation than things such as shared news articles 

and written texts on Facebook. In addition, interviewees enjoyed platforms with an open 
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platform where different types of content can easily be found, which again explains why 

the more closed platforms Snapchat and Facebook are becoming less popular. Constant 

change, although gradual, is seen as a positive thing since it keeps up the interest and 

many do believe that eventually a new service is going to replace the old ones when their 

life cycles come to an end. In a way the inability for platforms to stimulate Gen Z 

members and keep them engaged can be seen as one of the most important reasons to 

why there is a shift from one platform to another.  
 
4.3 Dispossession 
 
Based on the changes in the roots of psychological ownership among Generation Z 

women, it is can be stated that for some platforms and profiles the psychological 

ownership has deteriorated and no strong attachment towards the profile is no longer felt. 

What is worthy of attention though, is the fact that despite describing the meaning and 

role of for example Facebook as very small in their lives, none of the interviewees had 

actually deleted their profiles. As discussed by Roster (2001), dispossession can be seen 

as a psychological process leading to disposition. Dispossession is the process through 

which the symbolic meanings of an object are stripped away, leading to an object ready 

for disposal. However, according to the findings of this study, in the case of social media 

profiles the dispossession process is disrupted, and no actual disposition takes place. 

Roster (2001) discusses the critical events, distancing behaviours and value and 

performance assessments that lead to the final acknowledgment which then again leads 

to physical severance often with the help of divestment rituals.  

 

From the interview data the critical events, distancing behaviours and value and 

performance assessments can clearly be identified. Interviewees described how they no 

longer use Facebook or Snapchat on a daily basis, but rather check it maybe once a week, 

in comparison to Instagram that is browsed multiple times a day. Many had stopped 

posting or updating their information on Facebook or stopped using the My Story feature 

on Snapchat, which they before had used very regularly. On their phones, the app had 

been moved to somewhere not as easily accessed with the rest of the irrelevant apps not 

so actively used, and the notifications had been switched off. All these practices speak to 

the way the platforms had lost their meaning in the interviewees’ lives and how they had 

started distancing themselves from them.  
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Critical events in this context then again included things such as performance deficiencies 

and the way older generations had taken over the platform. Many interviewees talked 

about the way they find Facebook or Snapchat complicated and difficult to use, on 

Snapchat this was evident especially after a large update on the platform that changed the 

layout of the platform quite drastically. On Facebook one of the main issues was the way 

parents and relatives had started to take over the platform making younger generations 

want to move somewhere where they could just be among themselves.  

 

When it comes to performance and value assessments, as described above, many did have 

issues with the way the platforms work and felt like they did not offer them a lot of value 

anymore. However, in a digital context the cost of keeping an object is low, since digital 

possessions do not require any physical phase or maintenance which means that 

individuals do not necessarily have a need to dispose of these objects. There are other 

reasons as well to why individuals choose to keep certain social media profiles even 

though they do not feel attached to them and psychological ownership has clearly 

deteriorated. Based on the interview data, three different factors disrupting the 

dispossession process could be identified. These are relational factors, practical factors 

and sentimental factors. Next these disruptions to the dispossession process are discussed 

in more detail. 

 

4.3.1 Relational factors 
 
Relational factors are disruptions to the dispossession process that are connected to the 

people around the individual. People hold on to certain social media profiles because they 

feel that they need them in order to stay connected to certain people and groups and to 

feel that they belong. The interviewees explained how they for example have a Facebook 

profile just so that they can keep in touch with their relatives or people they work with 

who do not use other types of social media.  

 
“Well Facebook is on the background, if I want to talk to my mom or if my mom wants to 
see my pictures then I share them there, because she’s not on Instagram. But Facebook 
is definitely not very important to me.” (D) 
 

Here the interviewee describes how Facebook is not important to her and she only uses it 

and posts content there because of her mother. Her own attachment to the platform has 

deteriorated but she keeps on using it because of her relationships to others and in a way 

because others expect it from her. This relates to the relational guilt discussed by Hall and 
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Zhao (2016), in which items are kept due to their value to other people. Other 

interviewees also talked about how they keep using Facebook and posting content there 

because their relatives want to keep up to date on their lives. Connected to this is also the 

whole society around individuals, which in a way expects people, especially Generation 

Z members, to be on social media. 

 
“In principle I could delete the whole thing (Facebook)… But maybe it’s something that 
a person is supposed to have…” (I) 
 

Here the interviewee very accurately describes the way a person is supposed to have 

Facebook. It has become such an institution and a huge part of peoples’ lives that it is 

seen as something every person is supposed to have. Here again the interviewee states 

that for her Facebook is not very important. She does not use it actively and does not feel 

ownership over it as she could easily delete it. She does not, however, because she feels 

like the society has set standards, where in order to be seen as relevant and to feel 

included, one needs to have a Facebook profile. Connected to the need to feel included, 

many interviewees explained that the reason they keep certain social media profiles is 

that they are afraid of being left on the outside. This was especially relevant with 

Snapchat, since many explained that they no longer actively use it and have instead 

moved to Instagram but would not want to delete the profile because they feel like they 

might miss out on something. 
 
“Maybe it’s the fear of missing out on something. That if someone posts a picture or 
something that everyone talks about and then you don’t have any idea what’s going on.” 
(K) 
 
“If my profile got deleted I think being left on the outside would be the biggest thing. I 
would be afraid of becoming an outsider and not knowing what my friends talk about.” 
(B) 
 

As the interviewees describe above, they hold on to their profiles because they have a 

strong need to feel like they are part of certain groups and communities. As discussed 

above, among the Generation Z having a social media profile is essential for not being 

left on the outside. A lot of communication and discussion happens on these platforms 

and even if an individual feels like a certain platform does not satisfy their needs to feel 

competent and build and express their identity anymore, they will not delete their profile 

in the fear of not feeling included and missing out on something important.  
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In conclusion, relational reasons refer to the people around an individual that disrupt the 

dispossession process. People hold on to their possessions because they feel like the 

people they know or even the whole society expects it from them. Individuals also have 

a strong need to feel like they belong somewhere and that they are included in a group 

and not left on the outside. This need can be seen as a part of the need for having a place 

discussed before. As stated, the need for a community and to feel included is connected 

to the need for having a place, or the sense of belonging. Thus, it could be concluded that 

a platform can cease to satisfy the three other needs, but as long as it still satisfies the 

need for having a place, individuals do not carry out the dispossession process. The 

psychological ownership has become shallower but traces of it are still left when one of 

the roots is still there. This is why no disposition takes place and profiles are still kept, 

even though they do not feel central to one’s identity.  

 

4.3.2 Practical factors 
 
In addition to relational, also practical factors can stop individuals from disposing of 

objects. No attachment related to one’s identity, other people or the security of a home is 

left, but individuals do not delete their profiles because they need them in their everyday 

lives. Facebook for example is a large platform, through which multiple activities can be 

organised. The interviewees described how they use Facebook for booking appointments, 

arranging group projects or buying second hand items.  

 
“I only have Facebook because of the Facebook-second hand market where I like to look 
at and buy stuff. That’s the only thing I really use anymore, I don’t read other peoples’ 
posts or post anything there myself.” (E) 
 

Many interviewees explained how they never post anything on the platform, update any 

of their information or even read what others post, but still hold on to their profiles for 

practical reasons. Many also explained how they might post or share posts on behalf of 

familiar businesses or the places they work at.  Since so many people do have a Facebook 

profile, the platform makes it easy to organise and arrange things between different 

people. Facebook has also managed to lock people in by making it possible to use a 

Facebook profile when signing up for other services. As one interviewee explains: 

 
 “I could delete it but it’s just that nowadays you can use Facebook to log in to different 
sites. I find it a lot handier than using an email, so it’s just that so many things are 
attached to it.” (G) 
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Deleting a Facebook profile would mean a lot of extra work, since it would affect so many 

other sites and services as well. The expansion of Facebook and the power it has in society 

has made it difficult for people to give it up, even if they do not feel emotionally attached 

to it. This indicates that the costs of getting rid of a Facebook profile are bigger than the 

costs of keeping it. Hall and Zhao (2016) recognised, that sometimes individuals do not 

dispose of items as long as they have room to keep them and as long as the cost of giving 

up an item is bigger than the cost of keeping it. Furthermore, Roster (2001) talks about 

the ongoing value and performance assessments in which individuals retain objects as 

long as they provide more value and benefits than costs.  

 

In a digital context the costs of keeping an object are low. Digital possessions do not 

require any physical space in cupboards or on shelves nor do they require any 

maintenance like repairing or cleaning, especially when updates on applications are often 

automatic. That is why it can be stated that some social media profiles are kept out of 

practical reasons, since retaining them does not require anything from the owner. On the 

contrary, getting rid of them could cause a lot of extra effort since it would affect many 

other factors as well and in addition wanting to delete all the information for example 

Facebook has of an individual would require a lot more work than just clicking the delete 

button.  

 

Practical reasons can disrupt the dispossession process. In this case, the platform has 

stopped providing an individual emotional and symbolic value and has moved to 

providing only use value. Psychological ownership has deteriorated and the needs for 

efficacy, self-identity, having a place and stimulation are no longer satisfied. On one 

hand, some of the practical functions platforms still have could be seen satisfying the 

control side of the efficacy need. Arranging one’s life and activities through a platform 

could be seen as a way of exercising control over one’s environment. Facebook is a 

convenient tool with which to organise one’s life and its contents. Hence, some traces of 

the efficacy motive could be left when an individual holds on to a profile due to practical 

reasons. However, it could also be argued that in this case psychological ownership has 

indeed dissipated and there is nothing outside use value that would create true attachment.  
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4.3.3 Sentimental factors 
 

On top of relational and practical factors, some interviewees did express some sort of a 

sentimental attachment to platforms they do not actively use anymore. Many described 

how even though they only open Facebook once week, never post anything there or do 

not find the platform very engaging or entertaining, they still could not delete the profile 

because of the memories gathered there. Because many have had a Facebook profile for 

multiple years and used to be very active on the platform, there are many pictures and 

memories of important moments and life transitions there that are not saved anywhere 

else. Interviewees also explained how moving them somewhere else would be difficult 

and time-consuming, which is why they are left there. Facebook also reinforces this 

connection to old memories by regularly reminding the user of posts and pictures posted 

a certain number of years ago to elicit positive emotions. 

 

“In a way no (wouldn’t delete the profile) because I have never saved those pictures 
anywhere else, so I wouldn’t find those posts anywhere.” (F) 
 
“I do like to scroll back and read old conversations so it would be upsetting if I couldn’t 
read some of the messages I sent when I was younger- - I would be the most annoyed 
about the messages.” (B) 
 

On Facebook the same thing applies also for messages, since many have used Facebook 

Messenger as a way of chatting with friends and family. As the interviewee describes 

above, also the old messages are something that is nice to read and revisit later on. Hence, 

in addition to pictures, also conversations provide individuals a way of connecting to past 

experiences and younger selves and are a reason for retaining a Facebook profile. 

Interviewees talked about this attachment to memories also with Snapchat which despite 

the fleeting nature of the content on the platform, offers a way to save pictures to 

“Snapchat memories”. An interviewee describes:  

 
“It would actually make me feel quite bad because I have saved a lot of pictures on 
Snapchat memories. Even though my phone has broken multiple times, I still have 
pictures from like 2016.- -  It would be a shame to lose them because there are more 
pictures with friends and that whereas on my camera the pictures are more edited pictures 
that I posted on Instagram. So, it would be a shame to lose all the memories…That’s 
probably the reason why I haven’t wanted to delete it. Otherwise I wouldn’t really care.” 
(J) 
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Here the interviewee did not find Snapchat important in her life anymore and does not 

actively use it in any way. Still, she could not delete the profile because of the memories 

saved there. She also describes how the content saved is more personal than the content 

saved on Instagram, which is used more to gain publicity, i.e. to satisfy the need for 

expressing one’s identity.  

 

It can be concluded that in the case where sentimental factors disrupt the dispossession 

process, the need to maintain the continuity of self-identity is still satisfied, thus some 

traces of psychological ownership are still left. The profile and platform are not central 

to one’s identity in the present day but reflect past identities and help keep an individual 

connected to their past self and past experiences, as discussed by for example Kleine et 

al. (1995), who propose that objects can signify meanings of not only current, but also 

past selves. If a profile and its contents were to be deleted, something of great importance 

would be lost. Even if the identity needs in the present day are not satisfied, nor the needs 

for having a place, stimulation or efficacy, the need for maintaining continuity keeps 

psychological ownership alive, even if it is not very strong or satisfying.  

 

4.4 Conclusion and discussion 
 
4.4.1 Summary of the findings 
 
Based on the analysed data it can firstly be argued that young females are strongly 

attached to their social media profiles which signify meanings related to identity and other 

people. It could be argued, that the finding made by Atasoy and Morewedge (2018) on 

digital goods being valued less than their physical counterparts due to their inability to 

foster psychological ownership, does not apply in the same intensity to Gen Z in a social 

media context. When asked about the fragile and intangible nature of social media 

platforms on which important memory collections are posted, almost none of the 

interviewees expressed any concern about it. This can also be due to the fact that social 

media profiles are intangible by nature. The need to have more control over an object 

might be stronger for objects that have once been in a physical form and have thereafter 

been transferred into the digital world. It could be assumed that in this case the attachment 

is different as the object is compared to its physical counterpart.  

 

However, to some platforms this attachment is greater than to others, which can be 

understood through the changes that have occurred in the roots of psychological 
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ownership. Among Gen Z women, changes have occurred in the importance of the needs 

underlying psychological ownership and this has led them to move on to use platforms 

that can better and more easily satisfy these new needs. Based on these findings it can 

however be stated that even with platforms that are not actively used anymore, 

psychological ownership has not altogether dissipated. Some traces of the underlying 

needs are still satisfied, which stops individuals from completely cutting off all ties to 

their profiles and deleting them. The changes recognised from the interview data and their 

connection to the movement between platforms have been summarised in Table 3. It is 

important to note that even though this study was conducted among Gen Z women, the 

needs recognised can in many cases be characteristic to young people in general and not 

just this generation.  

 
Table 3. Changes in the roots of psychological ownership  
 Changes Connection to the movement 

between platforms 
Efficacy   

Competence - Increased need to feel 
competent and show it to 
others 

- Users prefer picture-based 
platforms since pictures are a 
better representation of 
competence 
- Users value a layout and features 
which support visual content and 
make it stand out 
- Users want to easily track the 
activity on their account 

Control - Decreased need for 
personalisation of the 
platform itself 
- Decreased need to 
legally own objects or 
have them in a tangible 
form in order to possess 
them  

- The multiple personalisation 
option on platforms do not appeal 
to young individuals, instead 
simplicity and uniformity is 
appreciated 

Identity   

Coming to know 
oneself & 
maintaining the 
continuity of self-
identity 

- Need to come to know 
and maintain the 
continuity has stayed the 
same or increased 
  -Essential for the 
emergence of 
psychological ownership  
 

- Users need a platform on which 
they can create permanent 
memory archives that are 
carefully curated 
- Users want to be able to balance 
between maintaining their identity 
and expressing it to others 
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Expressing self-
identity to others 

- Increased need to 
express a certain identity 
to a large audience 
- Sometimes even 
overpowers other needs 

- Users want to be able to balance 
between maintaining their identity 
and expressing it to others 
- Users appreciate open platforms 
on which it is easy to get a large 
audience for posted content and 
grow their network 

Having a place - Increased need to have 
a simple profile page (a 
home) 
- Increased need to feel 
part of a community 

- Users prefer simple profile pages 
and multiple personalisation 
options are not needed 
- Users prefer an open platform on 
which it is easy to connect with 
like-minded people 
 

Stimulation - Constant need to feel 
stimulated 
- Pictures create the most 
stimulation 

- Users prefer picture content as it 
is seen as more stimulating and 
engaging 
- Users value platforms that are 
versatile and open  
- Users are always looking for 
new and exciting things  

 
The increased need for expressing self-identity and the increased need to feel competent 

can be seen as the two main findings. These themes were reoccurring through the 

interviews and they are also the main themes that could help in understanding the 

movement between platforms. The need to bring forward a certain identity seems to be 

very strong among these young individuals, although as noted earlier, this need is stronger 

with some individuals than others. Nevertheless, every single interviewee described how 

they thoroughly consider the content they post on Instagram and how they put a lot effort 

and thought into it. Even important things that build self-identity are left out because they 

cause issues for impression management as the need to express defeats the needs to know 

and maintain self-identity.  

 

The increased need for competence can be seen as the other main finding and it is closely 

connected to the need for expressing self-identity and getting publicity and recognition.  

Young females are drawn to pictures and see them as both more stimulating and as better 

representations of their identities than text. These feelings of competence can help 

individuals get the recognition they crave since through putting effort into their content 

they can gain followers and likes. Other findings include the decreased need for control 

over the features of the platform while at the same time securing the continuity of self-
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identity, the need to belong in a community and feel accepted by others and the constant 

need to feel stimulated through picture content.  

 

The two main findings are also two important factors that can help in understanding the 

move of Generation Z women to Instagram while Facebook and Snapchat are abandoned. 

To satisfy the need for expressing oneself to a big audience, in other words the need for 

publicity, individuals are drawn to open platforms where growing the follower network 

is easy and a certain status through the pictures can be gained. However, individuals want 

to be able to balance between the different identity needs, so they prefer platforms where 

it is easy to hide content without having to delete it.  

 

Young individuals also value platforms that first and foremost support picture-based and 

visually appealing content, since this way they can showcase their competence and also 

feel stimulated. In addition, they value platforms where it is easy to get affirmation for 

their competence through likes and followers and where keeping track of the numbers is 

easy. These findings correspond the attributes of the target of psychological ownership 

recognised by Jussila et al. (2015). According to them, the target of ownership needs to 

have attributes such as attractiveness, openness, visibility, availability, accessibility and 

manipulability for psychological ownership to emerge.  

 

The findings of this study show that for young individuals at least openness, visibility and 

attractiveness are important attributes that create attachment. Manipulability on the other 

hand does not seem to be of great importance as it seems that young females do not require 

that many personalisation options on their profiles in order to feel more possessive over 

them. This could be why Facebook with its multiple editing and personalisation options 

does not appeal to the members of Generation Z. On the other hand, individuals feel like 

they gain control over their profile and can manipulate it through the content they post. 

As they can have a say in which pictures they post and how they are edited, they can 

communicate their persona and style, which makes the profile feel more personalised.  
 
However, it does seem evident that individuals do need some sort of stability and security 

on the platforms in order for psychological ownership to develop. This is why most 

interviewees did not express attachment to their Snapchat profiles, since there is no 

permanent profile page where content could be saved for the individuals and others to 

see. Snapchat tapped effectively into this liquid type of living and consuming discussed 
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by Bauman (2000) and Bardhi and Eckhardt (2012, 2017) and was able to gather a large 

number of users in a short period of time. However, after a while, individuals realised 

that they do require some sort of stability in their lives and they have needs that a platform 

like Snapchat cannot satisfy. This is why the centrality of Snapchat in the lives of Gen Z 

has decreased and even if it is actively used, the same type of attachment and 

psychological ownership does not develop.  

 

Related to the second research question, from the data three disruptions to the 

dispossession process could be identified: relational factors, practical factors and 

sentimental factors. Even if a social media platform does not any longer satisfy most 

needs, is not experienced as meaningful and is not actively used, the profile is still not 

disposed of and deleted. At the beginning of the research process and before the data 

analysis was completed, it was assumed that when it comes to the platforms no more 

actively used, psychological ownership would completely have dissipated. However, 

after the analysis it was recognised that behind all three of the disruptions there was still 

one need underlying psychological ownership satisfied. In some cases, it was stronger 

and in some, only traces of it could be identified. However, it was recognised that there 

was still something keeping psychological ownership alive. The disruptions and their 

connection to the underlying need are summarised in Table 4.  
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Table 4. Disruptions to the dispossession process  

 Consists of The need still satisfied 

Relational factors - Factors related to other 
people 
- Profiles are kept to keep 
in touch with certain 
people or because other 
people expect it  
- The expectations put on 
individuals by society  

Having a place: a need to 
have a place in society 
and be part of a 
community 

Practical factors - Factors related to 
practical issues 
- Profiles are kept to for 
example: book 
appointments, buy 
second-hand items, 
arrange school projects or 
work meetings 

Efficacy: a need to 
control one’s 
environment 

Sentimental factors - Factors related to 
important memories 
- Profiles are kept 
because pictures and 
message chains entail 
important memories that 
want to be revisited 

Maintaining the 
continuity of self-
identity: a need to feel 
connected to past self and 
experiences 

 

Relational factors refer to all the factors disrupting the dispossession process that are 

related to the people around the individual including also society in general. Here profiles 

are not deleted because individuals want to keep in touch with people that do not have 

other types of social media or they do not want to feel left on the outside. In addition, a 

Facebook profile is something a person is ‘supposed to have’, so it is kept to feel included. 

In this instance the need for having a place is to some extent still satisfied as through 

having a profile an individual can feel like they have a place in a community.  

 

Practical factors then again refer to the practical reasons to why a profile is not deleted. 

In this instance individuals use their Facebook profiles to arrange their lives and activities. 

In addition, profiles are not deleted because keeping them does not require any extra effort 

from the individual. As already discussed earlier, this is especially relevant in a digital 

environment where items do not require any physical space. Here traces of the efficacy 

and control motive are left, as the profile offers an individual a way of controlling their 

environment. However, here psychological ownership is very shallow, and it could even 
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be stated that no sense of ownership is left as there is no attachment and the profile is 

solely seen as a practical tool.  

 

The third disruption is related to sentimental factors. Here the important memories 

gathered on profiles stop the individual from deleting them. This was evident for both 

Facebook and Snapchat, on which meaningful pictures and message chains are saved. 

Deleting these would be experienced as too big a loss which is why they are kept even if 

otherwise the platform is not actively used. Here the need to maintain the continuity of 

self-identity is still clearly satisfied as through a profile individuals can feel connected to 

past selves and past experiences.  

 

The findings of this study are summarised in Figure 7 with the help of the synthesis of 

the theoretical framework presented in section 2.5. At the top of the figure there are still 

the needs underlying psychological ownership: efficacy, identity, having a place and 

stimulation (Jussila et al. 2015; Pierce et al. 2001). When it comes to the changes in these 

needs, the figure is completed with the findings of this study. When it comes to the 

efficacy need, individuals have a need to show their proficiency and get affirmation for it 

through likes, whereas they trust the platforms and control is not as big an aspect. With 

the need for having a place, individuals have a need for simple profile pages and open 

and large communities with like-minded people. In reference to identity, individuals have 

a strong need for expressing their identity, i.e. publicity, while they at the same time they 

want to secure the continuity of the identity. When it comes to stimulation, individuals 

appreciate picture content and have a need for continuous gradual change that keeps them 

engaged.  

 

 



 

 

77 

Figure 7. Changes in the underlying needs and factors disrupting dispossession 

 

As these changes in needs occur, psychological ownership starts to deteriorate, 

detachment starts to increase, and the dispossession process begins. However, there are 

factors disrupting this dispossession process and no final disposition takes place. These 

disruptions include relational, practical and sentimental factors. Due to these factors, 

psychological ownership merely deteriorates, not dissipates completely.  

 

4.4.2 Bridging the analysis together 
 

The changes in the roots of psychological ownership, their connection to the movement 

between platforms and the factors disrupting dispossession can be summarised and 

brought together with the theory of different identities. As already discussed before, 

Kleine et al. (1993) propose that a connection between the self and objects does not 

necessarily refer to the connection between the object and the overall global self. Instead, 

an object can be meaningful to one identity and helps in enacting a certain social identity. 

In addition, Kleine et al. (1995) recognise that identity can be seen on a continuum of 

past, present and future, and objects can have meaning to all three or only to one of these 

selves, so for example only to a past self.  
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In the context of this study, the different identities of young women can help provide a 

better understanding of both the move between platforms and why profiles are not 

deleted. Individuals move between platforms and keep profiles in order to fill the different 

identities they have, through which they can interact and communicate with different 

audiences. This corresponds firstly the findings of Odom et al. (2011) on the need of 

teenagers to be able to curate and present their identity to multiple audiences in a digital 

environment. Teenagers use multiple platforms and the privacy settings on them to 

regulate who sees their content and what type of an image they give on each platform. In 

addition to this, these different identities yet again embody the liquid modernity and liquid 

consumption discussed by Bauman (2000) and Bardhi and Eckhardt (2012, 2017), which 

is characterised by different identities and the fluid movement between them. 

 

 
Figure 8. Identity roles of young females on different platforms 

 

Four different identities were recognised from the data: official self, relaxed self, past self 

and branded self (see Figure 8). In every identity a need or multiple needs underlying 

psychological ownership are satisfied, although these needs presented refer only to the 

main need or needs satisfied, so it is not implied that in that role on a certain platform 

other needs would not be satisfied. Moreover, the different factors disrupting the 

dispossession process are presented in the figure to illustrate their connection to the needs 

and identity roles. The arrow at the bottom demonstrates the importance of the different 

identities and needs, although this cannot be taken as ambiguous and there are differences 

between individuals. It can however be stated, that to young women on social media the 

branded self- and past self-identities and corresponding needs satisfied are more 

important than for example the official self-identity. 
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Firstly, the official self-identity refers to the way individuals for example on Facebook 

post very formal information and communicate with people, for example people they 

work with, in an official way. Profiles are kept very official if for example a future 

employer were to look at their profile. Profiles are not deleted so that one is able to take 

care of official and practical matters and here the need for controlling one’s environment 

through the platform and profile is satisfied. The second identity, the relaxed self refers 

to the identity one enacts when communicating with the people closest to them. In this 

instance individuals do not have to worry about being either too official nor about having 

to curate their content too much. For example, Snapchat is a place where individuals can 

in a relaxed manner communicate with their closest friends without worrying too much 

about the quality of the pictures. With this identity, the need for having a place is satisfied 

and profiles are not deleted because of relational factors.  

 

The third identity is the past self, in which individuals can experience continuity and feel 

attached to profiles because they connect them to their past identities. A profile is not 

central to the current identity, but no dispossession takes place because of sentimental 

factors and because the needs to come to know and maintain continuity of self-identity 

are still satisfied. The fourth and last identity is the branded self, which refers to the way 

individuals feel a need to express a curated version of themselves to a large audience in 

order to possibly benefit from this audience in some way. Here the platform satisfies the 

needs for expressing self-identity, competence and stimulation and at least for now, none 

of the platforms satisfying these needs and on which this identity role can be enacted, are 

dispossessed. This can be seen as indicating the importance of the identity and the needs 

among Gen Z women.  
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5 SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 
 
5.1 Summary of the study 
 
The aim of this study was to understand the changes in psychological ownership towards 

social media profiles among young women. The concept through which the phenomenon 

was looked at was psychological ownership. In previous literature, the roots of and routes 

to psychological ownership have been studied in different contexts and they have been 

recognised to explain social media usage. However, the changes in these roots and the 

changes in psychological ownership had not been studied before, which is why the 

purpose of this study was to describe and analyse the deterioration of psychological 

ownership. The questions guiding this research were: 

 

1. What type of changes in the roots of psychological ownership can lead to the 
dispossession of one platform and an attachment to another? 

2. What type of factors disrupt the dispossession process? 
 

Firstly, the changes in the roots of psychological ownership, i.e. the needs of individuals, 

were at the focus of this research. As there are needs that underlie psychological 

ownership, it was assumed that changes in these roots would cause changes in attachment 

and this could in turn help in understanding the movement between platforms.  

 

Secondly, as it was assumed that the changes in the roots could initiate the dispossession 

process, the purpose of the second research question was to identify disruptions to this 

process. In this instance, psychological ownership does not altogether dissipate, but 

instead just deteriorates as the dispossession process does not reach the final stage of 

disposition. The purpose of the second research question was to describe in more detail 

what these disruptions to the dispossession process in this context are. 

 

The theoretical framework of this study was based on the literature on digital and access-

based consumption, psychological ownership and dispossession. The characteristics of 

digital and access-based objects and the difficulties they pose to possession were 

discussed, as was the concept of psychological ownership and its role in previous 

literature. Dispossession as a concept, the dispossession process and the disruptions to it 

were also discussed.  
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The data was gathered with theme interviews with Finnish Gen Z women between the 

ages of 16 and 22. All research participants were active social media users with multiple 

social media profiles. The interviews were recorded and transcribed and then analysed 

with the help of content analysis and the hermeneutical cycle.  

 

The main findings of this study were the increased need for self-expression and 

competence. Young females have a strong need to exercise impression management 

through carefully curating the content they post on social media, which reflects the 

publicity value discussed by Arvidsson and Caliandro (2016). Connected to this need for 

publicity is the need to feel competent which in turn can help individuals gain publicity. 

Individuals also have a strong need to feel like they have a place in a community, feel 

stimulated through picture content and are not that worried about the lack of control they 

have over their profiles. All these changes can help understand the movement towards 

simple, picture-based and open platforms on which it is easy to gain a big audience for 

content.  

 

In reference to the second research question, three different factors disrupting the 

dispossession process could be identified: relational, practical and sentimental. Moreover, 

it was recognised that behind all of these factors was a need underlying psychological 

ownership that was still satisfied. This led to the mere deterioration of psychological 

ownership over the complete dissipation of it.  

 

The analysis of the findings was bridged together through the theory of different identities 

discussed by for example Kleine et al. (1993). Individuals move between platforms but 

do not delete the ones they no longer actively use. This is because of the different 

identities they can enact on different platforms which enables them to communicate with 

different audiences. These identities are the official self, the relaxed self, the past self and 

the branded self, out of which the importance of the branded self seems to be highlighted 

among Gen Z women.   

 

This study contributes to theory by extending the theory of psychological ownership by 

describing its deterioration. This thesis also shows how the different identities of young 

women can provide understanding about the movement between social media platforms. 

Furthermore, this study adds more insight into Generation Z and the concepts of 

psychological ownership and dispossession in a digital context.  
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On a managerial level, the findings of this study can be used to design social media 

platforms and more generally products that create attachment and appeal to Gen Z 

women. The satisfaction of the needs for publicity, competence and different identities 

need to be at the centre of focus within marketing practitioners and service providers. 
 
5.2 Theoretical contribution 
 
Ladik and Stewart (2008) propose that a study can contribute to three different domains: 

context, method and theory, and the best studies contribute to all three of these domains. 

The main contributions of this study are to theory and context while the contribution to 

method is limited.  

 

The purpose of this study was to describe and analyse the deterioration of psychological 

ownership on social media. The contribution to theory in this study can be found in the 

way it extends the theory of psychological ownership by exploring its deterioration and 

dissipation which has not been done before. Previous studies have focused on measuring 

the concept and examining how it explains behaviour (see for example Karahanna et al. 

2015) or exploring how it appears in different domains and contexts (see for example 

Helm et al. 2018; Sinclair & Tinson 2017). This study contributes to previous literature 

and further confirms for example the existence of psychological ownership on social 

media. However, as for example Jussila et al. (2015) propose, it is important to study the 

concept from a temporal perspective as well. This study explored the changes in the roots 

of psychological ownership that can lead to its deterioration and dispossession. This way 

the temporal perspective is taken into account as the development of the concept over 

time is explored.  

 

In reference to the second research question, the findings of this study add insight into 

the dispossession process, which according to Arnould and Thompson (2005) has not 

received as much attention compared to acquisition and possession practices and 

processes. This study delves into the dispossession process in a digital context and 

describes the process, and more importantly, the disruptions to it. With the findings of 

this study it can be shown that even if psychological ownership deteriorates, it does not 

necessarily altogether dissipate due to different reasons. Furthermore, this study shows 

that firstly the concept of psychological ownership and secondly the different identities 

of young females can be used to understand the movement between platforms and the 

reluctance to delete profiles despite their lessened importance. 
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This study makes contribution to context firstly by recognising the emergence of 

psychological ownership on social media, as already previously recognised by for 

example Karahanna et al. (2015). Furthermore, this thesis studies dispossession in a 

digital and social media context which has been overlooked in previous literature. This 

study also turns the attention into social media platforms that represent possessions that 

have never been tangible or in a physical form. Previous studies have focused on 

exploring how psychological ownership emerges over possessions that have once been 

tangible, such as music (Sinclair & Tinson 2017) and books (Helm et al. 2018). In these 

contexts, individuals naturally have a more difficult time developing a sense of 

ownership. Lastly, this study focuses on Generation Z women and in that way contributes 

to conducting more research in this generation, as according to the Marketing Science 

Institute (2016) is of utmost importance.  

 

When it comes to the contribution to method this study does not bring forward anything 

new, since semi-structured theme interviews have been widely used in marketing and 

consumer research. However, in the context of social media, psychological ownership 

has only been studied with quantitative methods and qualitative methods have not been 

applied. Indeed, Hulland et al. (2015) have called for more research on psychological 

ownership in a social media context, as despite the studies already conducted, more 

qualitative methods are needed to form a deeper understanding of the phenomenon in this 

context. This study responds to this call and takes a more in-depth approach to the 

phenomenon.  

 

In their paper, Ladik and Stewart (2008, 163) also introduce a contribution continuum 

that consist of eight different positions that illustrate the contribution a study can make. 

These positions range from identical replication to developing a new theory that predicts 

a new phenomenon. This research falls in the third category, the extension of a new theory 

in a new area, as this study extends the theory of psychological ownership and 

dispossession and applies them in understanding the movement between platforms.  
 
5.3 Managerial implications 
 
In addition to contribution to theory, context and method,  it is important that a study also 

has managerial relevance, as emphasised by for example Jaworski (2011). Furthermore, 

Pham (2013) emphasises that external relevance is vital also in consumer research. This 

should be the case despite the claims of some scholars that when studying consumer 
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behaviour findings do not need to be managerially relevant to be scientifically 

worthwhile.  

 

When it comes to the managerial implications of this study, the findings firstly provide 

information about Generation Z women and their needs and behaviours. As proposed by 

the Marketing Science Institute (2016), studying Generation Z is a priority since it is 

important to gain insight into the behaviours of this generation, as they can drastically 

differ from generations before them. With the information about the needs of Gen Z 

women marketers can design products and plan marketing campaigns that resonate with 

this demographic.  

 

The main target group for the findings of this study are the service providers of social 

media platforms. As already discussed before, young individuals get attached to and want 

to use platforms that are picture-based, attractive, open and where they can enact their 

different identities. Service providers should firstly make sure that their platforms offer 

users ways for showing their competence. This could be done by adding more photo-

editing options, since many interviewees expressed how for example the editing features 

on Instagram are not sufficient, which is why editing is done with separate apps. The 

attachment to a platform could increase if the need for competence was even better 

satisfied in the app itself. The platforms and profile pages should be kept simple and 

visually appealing with not too many editing options and text-based features. 

 

Moreover, platforms should make it possible for users to get a big audience for their 

content. The platform should be open so that it is easy to find people with common 

interests and follow and contact them. The algorithm should also allow users to find other 

users even if they do not know their username on the platform. Moreover, as users want 

to be well informed about the activity on their account, service providers should offer 

even more informative ways for users to follow their statistics.  

 

It is also important that users have ways of balancing between their needs for maintaining 

their identity and expressing it to others. The possibility to archive pictures instead of 

deleting them is one way of doing this. Moreover, it is clear that individuals still require 

some security and want to save memories in order to reflect on them later. This is why, 

even if Gen Z members are drawn to the more fluid type of living and consuming, 

platforms where no content is permanent will not be able to create a strong attachment. 
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Adding features that have a more fleeting nature such as pictures and videos that are only 

visible for a certain amount of time, will appeal to the users, but on their own these 

features are not enough. Individuals find it important that if this disappearing content is 

important to them, it is automatically saved in an archive.  

 

As the final conclusion of this thesis was that consumers are attached to and hold on to 

different social media profiles due to the different identities they want to enact, offers this 

also valuable information to service providers. Firstly, as Odom et al. (2011) propose, 

young people want to be able to control the type of content they make visible to each 

audience. That is why it is important that the platforms have features through which 

individuals can regulate their privacy settings. More importantly, with the help of the 

findings, service providers can see the different use purposes and try and strengthen the 

attachment through either highlighting this purpose and or alternatively through trying to 

strengthen the overall attachment by focusing on satisfying other needs and purposes as 

well.  

 

For example, on a platform where one can satisfy the need for having a place and enact 

the relaxed self, should the platform be designed in a way that it even better supports the 

feelings of connectedness and makes it quick and easy to keep in touch with other people. 

This might even be a better tactic than trying to branch out to satisfying also the need for 

expressing the self and the enactment of the branded self – identity. In this instance, 

making the platform more open would not be the most effective strategy, since this is not 

what users are after as they just want to keep in touch with their closest friends. This also 

applies to dispossession as with the help of the findings of this study service providers 

can try and prevent the final disposition of profiles when they know which need the 

platform still manages to satisfy and can make focusing on that need a priority.  

 

When it comes to psychological ownership more generally, this study helps in 

understanding how young individuals form attachments to objects in a digital 

environment. It would seem that aspects related to identity are more important that aspects 

related to for example control, so when designing digital services such as streaming 

platforms or digital objects such as photographs or books, this should be taken into 

account. Objects and services should be designed in a way that they encourage the 

building and communicating of identity and competence whereas for example making the 
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objects feel more tangible, controllable, and more like their physical counterparts might 

not be the most effective strategy.  

 

The changed needs of young individuals can be applied more generally elsewhere outside 

the social media and even the psychological ownership context. When planning 

marketing actions and designing new products, marketing practitioners should take into 

account the need of young women to actively create content in which they can apply their 

skills and show these to others. These individuals will likely be very eager to take part in 

co-creation of concepts, products and social media content for brands as they are very 

savvy in multiple domains and also very aware of what counts as good content. Connected 

to this is the need for many to gain publicity through which they can possibly gain 

something and also the need to feel accepted by peers and gain status among them. This 

could also be utilized by marketing practitioners by providing recognition to these 

customers in different channels.  

 

The different identities enacted by individuals that were discussed in this study can also 

be of help when for example designing and marketing products. Companies should be 

aware of the multiple identities young women can have and carefully consider which of 

these identities a product can help in enacting. As Kleine et al. (1993) have already 

proposed, products may not be of importance to the overall global self, but instead to a 

certain social identity. It is important to note that young individuals can have multiple 

identities, multiple needs and multiple social circles. It is important that these identities 

are recognised, and a message that speaks to these identities can be created through 

branding and marketing communications. Even if for example the branded self and 

gaining publicity and status among peers is important, young people also have other needs 

like staying close to family, which products and services can fulfil.  

 

5.4 Evaluating the quality of the study 
 
Traditionally, academic research is evaluated based on three criteria: reliability, validity 

and generalisability However, in qualitative studies with a more constructionistic and 

interpretivist approach, applying these criteria is more difficult. As truth and knowledge 

are seen as co-constructed and multiple truths exist, it is more difficult to evaluate the 

validity of the research (Moisander & Valtonen 2006, 23). As Kvale (1996, 230) notes, 

traditionally qualitative research interviews have not been seen as reliable due to leading 
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research questions, not generalisable due to small samples and not valid due to subjective 

interpretations of the results. Indeed, some researchers have altogether ignored these 

criteria in qualitative research, while others have proposed different types of criteria that 

translate validity, reliability and generalisability into trustworthiness and authenticity 

(Denzin & Lincoln 1994, 480) consisting of things such as credibility and dependability 

(see for example Lincoln & Guba 1985). In this study, the quality is evaluated through 

the traditional criteria of reliability, validity and generalisability, which are considered 

through a qualitative and interpretive lens.  

 

Validity refers to the truth or accuracy of the results. It answers question such as: ‘How 

true are the claims made or how accurate are the interpretations made?’ (Moisander & 

Valtonen 2006, 24), or: ‘How well do the results in reality reflect and represent the 

phenomena?’ (Kvale 1996, 238). From this viewpoint, in interpretive research it is 

difficult to achieve validity since it is believed that there is no ultimate truth that one can 

access (Moisander & Valtonen 2006, 24). According to Kvale (1996, 241), in qualitative 

research validity boils down to the quality of craftmanship during the research process. 

Throughout the process the researcher should constantly check, question and theoretically 

interpret the results.  

 

Checking and questioning refer to the way in which the researcher should adopt a critical 

outlook, clearly state the perspective from which the phenomena are studied and in 

general clearly address the limitations of the study and the trustworthiness of the results. 

In this, triangulation, the use of multiple research methods, plays an important role. 

Theorising then again refers to the way in which the researcher should have a strong 

theoretical conception of what is investigated (Kvale 1996, 242-244).  

 

In this study, starting from the first introductory section, it has been the intention of the 

researcher to make the chosen perspective from which the phenomenon is addressed clear 

to the reader. This perspective was further examined in section 2 with the help of the 

theoretical background. It was emphasised, that the concept of psychological ownership 

is only one lens through which attachment to social media profiles can be observed. 

Furthermore, the limitations of this study are openly addressed in section 5.5. 

Triangulation was not applied, but as Richardson (1994, 522) states, with triangulation it 

is assumed that there is a fixed truth that can be looked at from multiple standpoints. 

Instead, in crystallisation these different angles are combined. Through crystallisation, 
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for example through the multiple readings of a text, one can gain a deep and rich 

understanding of the topic. Crystallisation has been achieved through the multiple 

readings of the transcribed interviews, during which multiple questions have been 

imposed to the text in order to get a more comprehensive and deep understanding of the 

phenomena. Theorising then again was addressed through the careful familiarisation with 

previous literature and the theoretical background of the phenomena in section 2. 

 

In addition to the quality of craftmanship, also the audience of the research has an 

essential role in assessing the validity of the research as it is the one who ultimately judges 

the interpretations made (Moisander & Valtonen 2006, 26; Kvale 1996, 246). Kvale 

(1996, 217) proposes that in a research interview, the validity can be evaluated by the 

interviewee, the general public and the research community. Of course, not all the 

interpretations made from the transcripts can be presented back to the interviewees for 

confirmation. However, during the interview the researcher can make confirmations by 

asking if they correctly understood what the interviewee said (Kvale 1996, 217), as was 

done in this study as well. The general public assesses the validity based on the 

documentation and the argumentation and in this study the whole research process has 

been made as transparent as possible and the interpretations made are justified by direct 

quotations from the interviewees. Lastly, the research community refers to the people 

who are theoretically competent to evaluate the validity of the interpretations (Kvale 

1996, 218), who in this instance are the supervisors assessing this study. 

 

Reliability refers to the extent to which a research could be repeated, and it would still 

yield the same results and interpretations even if it was conducted by different 

researchers. In qualitative research this is achieved by making the research process as 

transparent as possible and by paying attention to both methodological and theoretical 

transparency (Moisander & Valtonen 2006, 27). In this study, as already stated above, 

transparency was an important goal of the researcher and the process all the way from 

recruiting the interviewees to analysing the results was described in as much detail as 

possible in section 3.  In addition, as also already stated, the theoretical transparency, i.e., 

the stance from which the interpretations were made, was clearly described in section 2.  

 

Furthermore, reliability is achieved through conducting the research in a systematic and 

rigorous manner, which for example means the careful recording and transcribing of the 

interviews (Moisander & Valtonen 2006, 28), which was done in this study as well, as 
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described in section 3.5.  Moisander and Valtonen (2006, 28) also point out that errors in 

translation can cause errors in interpretation, which is why during the analysis the 

transcripts were not translated into English. However, Kvale (1996, 236) notes that in 

interview research reliability can be achieved through for example having two people 

transcribe or code the texts, which in this instance did not happen.   

 

Generalisability refers to the extent to which the results of the study can be generalised 

to the whole population (Moisander & Valtonen 2006, 28). Traditionally in positivist 

social science studies, the aim of the research was to produce laws of human behaviour 

that could be generalised universally (Kvale 1996, 232). However, this type of 

generalisation is not the goal in qualitative studies, in which small samples are unlikely 

to be statistically representative (Moisander & Valtonen 2006, 28). Instead, the 

heterogeneity and contextuality of knowledge is emphasised over the need for universal 

knowledge (Kvale 1996, 232). This is why instead of generalisability, the question of 

transferability has become more relevant. Transferability is concerned with the extent to 

which the results of the study can be applied and transferred to other contexts and 

situations. Through transferability, connections can be made between the results and the 

readers’ own experiences, understandings and previous knowledge (Moisander & 

Valtonen 2006, 29).  

 

In this study, firstly the whole research situation is described in as much detail as possible 

to allow the reader to relate the results to their own experiences and situations and in that 

way, they can be the judge of the applicability of the findings. In addition, connections 

between the findings and previous research are presented and the study both contributes 

to and challenges existing literature, which according to Moisander and Valtonen (2006, 

34), is an important criterion when evaluating a study.  

 

5.5 Limitations and future research 
 

As this research was focused on Generation Z women, it could be interesting to look at 

the phenomena among Generation Z males as well, as their needs on platforms and their 

attachment to profiles can be significantly different. Moreover, the research participants 

in this study represented the older Generation Z as most were over 18 years of age. It 

could be interesting to study these phenomena among even younger participants, as their 

social media behaviours are probably even more different in comparison to older 
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generations, given that they have not in fact experienced a world without the internet and 

social media. It could be particularly interesting to see if these younger representatives of 

Generation Z are even more comfortable in the liquid environment and require even fewer 

permanent aspects in order to form attachment to objects, or if on the contrary they do 

not form attachments at all.  

 

Furthermore, using other types of methods, such as deep interviews or projective methods 

in addition to just theme interviews could provide more insight into the phenomenon. The 

shorter theme interviews can stay on a shallower level and not capture all the nuances of 

the experiences, and especially the needs related to identity could be even further explored 

through other methods. However, theme interviews were chosen as they are suitable to a 

research situation in which the researcher does not have a lot of experience in conducting 

research.  

 

Even though this study was based on an interpretivist approach and qualitative research 

methods with a small sample of research subjects were applied, more research in this 

context should be conducted in order to get a more comprehensive and in-depth view. 

With only 11 interviewees, the findings of this study only give a glimpse into the 

phenomenon. As this is a master’s thesis, in this instance the number of interviewees was 

seen as sufficient. Another thing to consider is the fact that this study was mainly focused 

on the three biggest platforms: Facebook, Instagram and Snapchat. This was because 

these were the platforms that the interviewees found the most important. Had there been 

more interviewees, there might have been other platforms to come up in the interviews 

which in turn could have provided different insights.  

 

When it comes to psychological ownership, it would be important to study the temporal 

aspects of the concept even further, as for example Jussila et al. (2015) propose. This 

study focused on dispossession, and the emergence and early development of 

psychological ownership was left outside the focus of this study. However, the questions 

of when and how psychological ownership emerges are equally important. Can a certain 

point when an attachment is formed even be identified? Studying this could be done by 

interviewing people that are at different stages in their use of the platform, with some 

having only just created a profile and some having had it for an extended time. In this 

study, the early stages of psychological ownership were difficult to identify as all of the 

interviewees were nearly at the same stage in their usage cycle and the attachment had 
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already been formed and started to deteriorate. These temporal aspects should be studied 

more generally outside the social media context as well. 

 

As technology keeps on developing and the world keeps on becoming more digital, 

creates this new interesting contexts in which to study psychological ownership and its 

development. Examples of these technological developments that are becoming ever 

more common include artificial intelligence, virtual realities, and voice commands or 

sensory interactions in products. These developments are bound to affect psychological 

ownership in one way or another and should therefore be at the centre of focus in future 

studies. Furthermore, as this study was focused on Gen Z, it could be interesting to 

compare this young generation to older ones specifically in the context of these new 

innovations in technology.  

 

As Hulland et al. (2015) propose, in the context of social media there are many possible 

perspectives through which psychological ownership could be studied. For example, the 

target attributes presented by Jussila et al. (2015) could be compared between platforms 

to explain how consumers are drawn to them. This was already brushed upon in this study 

as it was recognised that Gen Z women appreciate platforms that are among other things 

open and attractive. However, these attributes could be studied in more detail in a social 

media context. Furthermore, Hulland et al. (2015) propose that the concept should also 

be studied on a group level or used to explain the negative behaviours on social media 

platforms.  

 

As this study was focused on the deterioration of psychological ownership in which no 

actual disposition of platforms and profiles takes place, it would be interesting to study 

instances in which profiles are actually deleted, and psychological ownership has 

dissipated. What leads to the final disposition and what types of behaviours and practices 

take place? It is assumed that in this case none of the needs underlying psychological 

ownership are any longer satisfied as the decision to delete a profile is made. It is also 

assumed that some types of divestment rituals take place before the final disposition in 

order to divest the profile of meanings. This could again also be studied in other contexts 

outside social media. In order to develop the concept of psychological ownership further, 

it would be central to recognise the factors that lead to its dissipation and to the final 

cutting of ties to an object.  
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APPENDICES 
 
APPENDIX 1: Questions for the theme interviews  
 
1. Which social media platform do you use? 

a. What do you do on the platforms? 
b. Reasons for using? (roots/needs) 
i. competence, self-expression, community, communication, reflection… 

c. Development, changes? 
2. Which platforms do you not use actively or at all? (dispossession) 

a. Why? 
b. What are the differences to other platforms? 
c. What is your relation to the platform? 
i. attachment 

d. What have you done and why? 
i. deleted the profile, deleted/hidden information, pictures, friends, deleted 
the app… 

3. The features of the platforms (routes/paths) 
a. Negatives/positives 
i. control, personalisation, ease of use, privacy, perishablessness, growing 
the community 

b. Changes and their effect? 
4. What could make you give up your current platforms? 
5. Target of possession 

a. pictures, network, messages? 
i. Why? 

 
 

 
 


