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Abstract: While there are many empirical studies of psychological ownership, there are few that
examine the origins of it. Why do people develop feelings of ownership over various entities in their
lives? In this investigation we empirically explore the role played by basic psychological needs as
motives for the development of job-based psychological ownership. Specifically, we hypothesize that
person-job fit is positively related to job-based psychological ownership through three major routes
(experienced control, intimate knowing, and/or investment of the self). Further, based on extant
theory but not previously studied, we hypothesized that self-identity needs and effectance motivation
act as first stage moderators of these mediated relationships. Based on data from 308 employees
in China, and employing a time-lagged design, we observed a significant positive relationship
between person-job fit and psychological ownership through the three routes. Most of these mediated
relationships were moderated by the need for self-identity and effectance motivation, such that the
positive effects became stronger as the motivational needs strengthened. Implications for theory and
practice are discussed.

Keywords: psychological ownership; control; knowing; investment of the self; self-identity; effectance
motivation

1. Introduction

Pierce et al. [1,2] introduced theorizing on the construct psychological ownership, an-
chored at the individual level. In their work, Pierce et al. [1] (p. 299) defined psychological
ownership as “that state where an individual feels as though a target of ownership (or a
piece of that target) is theirs (i.e., ‘it is mine’).” Psychological ownership is based on feelings
of possessiveness and being psychologically tied to the object of ownership, which may be
material (e.g., a home) or immaterial (e.g., ideas) in nature. Targets of ownership are consid-
ered to be part of or a reflection of the self, as opposed to being “not self” [3–6]. In this study,
we focus on job-based psychological ownership (JBPO) as the target of ownership, which
Mayhew et al. defined as “ . . . individuals’ feelings of possession toward their particular
jobs” [7] (p. 478). This is in contrast to organization-based psychological ownership which
Mayhew et al. defined as “ . . . individual members’ feelings of possession and psychologi-
cal connection to an organization as a whole” [7] (p. 478). The two forms of psychological
ownership are highly correlated but do differentially relate to other organizational phe-
nomena, at least at a theoretical level. For example, Mayhew et al. [7] hypothesized that
job-based psychological ownership relates more strongly to other job-based measures (e.g.,
job autonomy, job satisfaction), while organization-based psychological ownership relates
more strongly to organization-level measures (e.g., organization commitment). We believe
that the individual will come to see the organization mostly through the lens of the job
that they perform for the organization, in which they are engaged most of their time while
at work.
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Pierce et al. [1,2] also theorized that the most immediate antecedents of psychological
ownership are: (1) experienced control over, (2) intimate knowing of, and/or (3) investment
of the self, into the target of ownership. These three routes can be seen as the paths down
which an individual travels that give rise to the feeling of ownership. Once developed,
psychological ownership has been hypothesized and consistently found to be related to
many important work-related outcomes like job satisfaction, organizational commitment,
organization-based self-esteem, job engagement, organizational citizenship behavior, per-
formance effectiveness, territoriality, quit intentions, territoriality, information exchange,
and job performance (e.g., [8–14]).

Pierce et al. [1,2] also theorized that three basic human needs are the genesis or “roots”
for psychological ownership. However, compared to research on outcomes of psycho-
logical ownership, there has been a paucity of research on the individual differences that
directly give rise to psychological ownership, or which might moderate the relationships
between work characteristics and the strength of the experienced routes to psychological
ownership (e.g., control of target). Notable exceptions include Chen et al. [13] who exam-
ined approach and avoidance motivation as moderators of the job engagement to JBPO
relationship, and McIntyre et al. [15], who examined locus of control and individualism
as antecedents of organizational psychological ownership. However, even though the
basic human needs that motivate the search for targets of ownership has been positioned
within a comprehensive model of psychological ownership, the model itself has not been
empirically tested. Dawkins et al. [16] (p. 177), after reviewing empirical and theoretical
research on psychological ownership (PO), concluded that:

Research on how individual differences between employees predict PO towards
different foci would also extend our understanding of the antecedents of PO.
Previous studies examining the antecedents of PO have typically looked at group-
level and organizational-level predictors, with little attention paid to the influence
of personality traits and other key individual difference variables. This is in
spite of the fact that Pierce et al. [2] highlight several key individual differences
variables that may influence PO including the following: (1) the strength of one’s
innate motives for the routes of PO (efficacy and effectance, self-identification,
and belongingness), both within and between individuals . . .

Mayhew et al. [7] similarly called for more research “[t]o develop an integrative theory
of psychological ownership, future researchers should address individual factors that may
influence the development of psychological ownership” [7] (p. 496). Our objective in this
study is to respond to this gap in research on psychological ownership by comprehensively
examining the Pierce et al. [1,2] theoretical model, including both the three routes to
ownership as well as its origins in two basic human needs (effectance motivation and
self-identity need).

In this study we also empirically examine the relationships between the antecedent
variable person-job fit (PJF), the mediating route variables (experienced control, intimate
knowing, and investment of the self), and the dependent variable job-based psychological
ownership (JBPO). We chose to study PJF as an antecedent to JBPO because of its theoretical
relationships with the three routes to JBPO (discussed below). Further, we examine self-
identity needs and effectance motivation as moderators of the relationship between PJF and
JBPO. This is the first study to examine Pierce et al.’s [1,2] psychological ownership model
inclusive of its three mediating route variables and two of its moderating root variables.
See Figure 1 for the complete tested model.
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al. [15] explored and found positive relationships between organizational psychological 
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lationship between the social needs of self-identity, effectance motivation, the need for 
home, and feelings of ownership. In their experimental study they manipulated ostracism 
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existence. They failed to find a causal link between ostracism and feelings of ownership, 
or the valuation ascribed to their possessions. More recently, Wang et al. [32] employed 
the need for belongingness in lieu of and as a synonym for home. It was perceived to 
reflect a known, accepting, and comfortable place in which to dwell (to be). They observed 
a positive relationship between the feelings of belongingness (home) and psychological 
ownership. At this time, it appears that research has produced scarce but mixed results 

Figure 1. Illustration of hypothesized relationships between person-job fit, motivational needs, routes
to and job-based psychological ownership.

2. The Origins of Psychological Ownership

Some writers view the genesis of possessive feelings as an innate condition [17],
while others view it as the product of socialization practices [18–20]. Both views led
Litwinsky [21] and Dittmar [4], among others, to suggest that psychological ownership
is sociobiological in nature. The root variables in Pierce et al.’s [2] model were cast as
the motives (needs) that give rise to people experiencing the emergence and existence of
psychological ownership. In the absence of these needs people would not seek out the
experiences that result in psychological ownership. These motives included: (1) the need for
self-identity (i.e., coming to know the self-identity, expression of the self-identity to others,
and maintaining the continuity of self-identity across time; cf. [4,22–24]), (2) effectance
motivation, the motivation to explore and master one’s environment [25], (3) the need for
a place in which to dwell (home; [26,27]), and (4) the need for stimulation [28–30]. These
variables were not only cast as motives for coming to a sense of ownership but also, at least
in part, fulfilled as a result of coming to ownership feelings.

There has only been a limited exploration of the role played by the needs/motives
that underpin the personal experiences that lead to the sense of ownership. McIntyre
et al. [15] explored and found positive relationships between organizational psychological
ownership and the motives of effectance, home, and self-identity. Walasek et al. [31] noted
that there is insufficient empirical evidence to support the claim that there is a causal
relationship between the social needs of self-identity, effectance motivation, the need for
home, and feelings of ownership. In their experimental study they manipulated ostracism
as a threat to the basic social needs of self-esteem, control, belonging, and meaningful
existence. They failed to find a causal link between ostracism and feelings of ownership,
or the valuation ascribed to their possessions. More recently, Wang et al. [32] employed
the need for belongingness in lieu of and as a synonym for home. It was perceived to
reflect a known, accepting, and comfortable place in which to dwell (to be). They observed
a positive relationship between the feelings of belongingness (home) and psychological
ownership. At this time, it appears that research has produced scarce but mixed results
regarding the roots of psychological ownership, and is in need of further theorizing and
empirical examination.
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3. Person-Job Fit and Psychological Ownership

Han et al. [33] were first to examine relationships between person-job and person-
organization fit, and organization-based psychological ownership. Han et al. also proposed
that person-organization fit affects organization-based psychological ownership through
the intervening variables of values alignment and having a place or home, but did not
empirically study these mediated relationships. Han et al. also noted that few studies
have explored the relationship between person–job fit and psychological ownership. They
argued “that person–job fit allows employees to experience positive interactions with
their working environment (experiencing the job as an extension of themselves) and feel
competent to do jobs well (producing a feeling of efficacy and effectance). This, we propose,
leads to the development of a feeling of PO” (p. 431). However, neither of these intervening
variables were measured in their study. Han et al. found that person-organization fit was
unrelated to organization-based psychological ownership, but that PJF was substantially
related to it (β = 0.52, p < 0.01). Because of their findings, as well as for theoretical reasons,
we focused on PJF in this empirical study, but also measured the three routes to JBPO as
well as two of the basic need root variables first proposed by Pierce et al. [1,2].

Consistent with Cable and DeRue we define PJF as “judgments of congruence between
an employee’s skills and the demands of a job” [34] (p. 875). When employees believe that
there is a high degree of PJF, they sense that they have the personal resources (e.g., abilities,
motivation) to manage the demands and challenges of their jobs, reflecting a self-perception
of competence. In addition, because of this sense of competence, employees feel they have
the autonomy to execute those behaviors that are necessary for them to successfully perform
their jobs without the permission or coaching of others. That is, employees who perceive
that they have a high level of PJF see themselves as having both the required abilities, and
the autonomy to decide what needs to be done. Implicitly those employees who perceive
high levels of PJF also believe that they have a high level of knowledge about their jobs;
otherwise, they could not know how well their abilities and values match those of their
jobs. Similarly, they would have had to invest themselves into their jobs to achieve a high
level of PJF, because they could not know for sure if their abilities and values matched
those of their jobs without putting forth the effort to apply them while at work.

Based on this, we hypothesize that PJF gives rise to each of the three route variables,
thereby having a positive relationship with experienced control over, intimate knowing of,
and investment of the self into, the target of ownership (viz., the job or work that one is
called upon to perform). We reason that the more that employees experience PJF the more
they will come to see themselves as being in a place where they have the freedom to decide
when and which behaviors to execute. Further, because a high sense of PJF is comforting,
employees should show greater willingness to invest more of themselves into that place
in which they are comfortable. Accompanying this investment, and the embedding of the
self into the job, one comes to a broader, deeper, and more thorough understanding of the
target of ownership job (i.e., intimate knowing of the job). In addition, as more of the self
is invested into the job the individual increasingly comes to experience themselves as the
cause of what transpires in their job performance. Thus, we hypothesize (below) that PJF
will positively relate to each of the three routes to JBPO.

H1. There is a positive relationship between PJF and each of the three route variables.

Prior scholarship [35,36] has demonstrated a predictive role played by each of the
three route variables with JBPO positioned as the dependent variable. Control, knowing,
and investment all reliably predict beliefs about ownership over one’s job. We propose
that PJF is positively related to each of the three route variables, and prior research has
demonstrated that each route variable has a positive relationship with JBPO.

H2. There is a positive relationship between each of the three route variables and JBPO.



Merits 2023, 3 41

This hypothesized first stage path and previously established second stage path leads
us to further hypothesize that the PJF and JBPO relationship is mediated by the three route
variables (control, knowing, and investment).

H3. The three route variables mediate the relationships between PJF and JBPO.

4. Self-Identity Needs and Effectance Motivation

There are several motivational forces that at various times surface as behaviors that sat-
isfy basic needs [37]. Our reasoning here is that there are human conditions (motives/needs)
that make people feel that there are certain targets that they are one with, or are a part of the
extended self [3,38], and for which they feel a possessiveness and a sense of ownership. Two
of those root conditions are the need for self-identity [22], and effectance motivation [25].

We speculate that those who have a strong and active need for self-identity (knowing
the self and/or the expression of the self to others) will be driven under the right con-
ditions to use the work that they perform to aid both self-identity understanding, and
the expression of their identity to others. There have not been many published studies
on self-identity needs within the work context, but it has garnered researchers’ attention
in recent years. For example, Schilpzand and Huang [38] found that collective and rela-
tional self-identity motivation moderated the effect of workplace incivility on subsequent
perceptions of ostracism. People high in relational or collective self-identities are more
sensitive to information salient to those identities than people who have low levels of social
self-identities. Because incivility is inconsistent with a self-identity as a functional, valued
member of a group, it negatively affects knowledge about acceptance or expression of
the self as a well-liked social being, resulting in a perception of being ostracized. Yang
et al. [39] positioned strong social self-identity needs as a personal resource, and found that
it buffered the effects of interpersonal unfairness on counter-productive work behaviors.
Jackson and Johnson [40] found that when there was a fit between leader and follower
self-identities (which could be extrapolated to overall PJF), it enhanced perceptions of LMX,
and subsequent job performance. We take the position that people who have stronger
self-identity needs are more likely to seek out information from their work environments
that enable them to affirm or learn about their identities as valuable human beings. We
propose that the perception that one has a high level of PJF is more important to people with
high needs for self-identity, and will strengthen their reactions to it. Thus, we hypothesize
that self-identity needs strengthen the positive relationships between PJF and the routes to
JBPO, and ultimately JBPO itself.

H4. Need for self-identity moderates the relationships between PJF and the three route variables
such that the relationships become more positive as self-identity needs increase in strength.

H5. Need for self-identity moderates the mediated relationships between PJF and JBPO through the
route variables, such that the mediated relationships becomes more positive as self-identity needs
strengthen.

Furby [41] suggested that the motivation for and the meaning of ownership can be
found in effectance or competence motivation [25], that human motivation to explore and
to interact effectively with one’s environment. People who are high in effectance motivation
proactively interact with their environments to satisfy their needs for understanding and
managing those environments. An environment in which a person perceives that they have
both the personal resources (e.g., abilities) and freedom (e.g., autonomy) to explore and
master it should lead to the perception that one has control over that environment. People
high in effectance motivation should be especially sensitive to this type of environment,
leading to stronger relationships between PJF and (at a minimum) the control pathway
to JBPO, compared to people low in effectance motivation. We expect the relationships
between PJF, and knowing and investment, to also be stronger for employees higher in
effectance motivation, as they come to increasingly know about their work environment
and invest themselves in exploration and management of it. Thus, people who experience
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a strong effectance motivation will sense a high degree of control over their work, be moti-
vated to continuously explore their jobs, and thereby come to intimately know and invest
themselves into their jobs. Thus, we hypothesize that effectance motivation strengthens the
positive relationships between PJF and the routes to JBPO, and ultimately JBPO itself.

H6. Effectance motivation moderates the relationships between PJF and the three route variables
such that the relationships become more positive as effectance motivation increases in strength.

H7. Effectance motivation moderates the mediated relationships between PJF and JBPO through the
route variables, such that the mediated relationship becomes more positive as effectance motivation
strengthens.

5. Methods
5.1. Sample and Procedure

Participants were employed by six different companies with operations in China.
Companies were recruited for participation through personal contacts of one of the authors,
and thus were not randomly sampled from any population of companies in China (or
elsewhere). Company managers previewed the surveys and solicited the employees for
participation. The companies were in the following businesses/industries: (1) e-commerce,
(2) pharmaceuticals, (3) engineering machinery manufacturing, (4) steel pipe manufactur-
ing, (5) sanitation products manufacturing, and (6) steel manufacturing. At Time 1 demo-
graphic (sex, age, education) and motivational needs (self-identity need and effectance
motivation) data were collected with online and paper questionnaire methods. In three
companies (1, 4, and 5 above) all data were collected by completion of online surveys.
In three other companies data were collected with paper questionnaires (2, 3, and 6). In
one company (3) 20% of participants completed questionnaires, while the rest completed
online surveys. For data privacy reasons, participants in companies 4 and 5 were provided
a common link (URL) to the online survey, and their results were combined in analyses
reported below.

Invitations to complete the survey were sent from human resources to the online
participants using social media (WeChat). Paper questionnaires were distributed and
collected by the researchers in company facilities. In all cases, participation was voluntary,
and participants were told that their anonymous, individual responses would only be
used by the research team. Participants were asked to provide a unique code (their initials
followed by their birth month and date) that was used to match their Time 1 data to their
Time 2 data. After elimination of surveys that were duplicates or missing data, a total of
556 participants completed the Time 1 survey.

Time 2 data collection occurred 3–4 months after Time 1 (i.e., not all participants
completed surveys on the same day). All data at Time 2 were collected online. Participants
completed surveys that measured person-job fit, the three route variables (control, knowing,
investment) and job-based psychological ownership. A total of 308 participants provided
usable data, after elimination of surveys that were duplicates or had missing responses,
and were matched with Time 1 data. Results reported below are based on the raw data
from these 308 participants.

5.2. Variables and Their Measurement

The majority of questionnaire scale items originated from previously validated mea-
sures of the constructs in this study. The English version of the questionnaire was assembled
by two of the study’s authors. This English version of the questionnaire was then trans-
lated into Chinese (i.e., Mandarin) by the third author who is fluent in both languages.
The questionnaire was then back translated by two management studies scholars (not the
authors) who are fluent in both languages. After several iterations of this forward-and-back
translation procedure the questionnaire was administered to the sample described above.

The moderating root variable Need for Self Identity was assessed employing Lee’s [42]
six-item scale (e.g., “I want this organization to be an extension of me”) using a five-point
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scale anchored between “Does Not Describe Me” to “Describes Me Extremely Well.” The
moderating root variable Effectance Motivation was developed by two of the current authors
for another study (unrelated to the current study). The six-item scale (e.g., “I need to feel
competent,” “I enjoy exploring new things”), explicitly based on Whyte’s [25] research,
was assessed with a 7-point Likert-type scale anchored between Strongly Disagree and
Strongly Agree.

We employed Cable and DeRue’s [43] three-item demands-abilities scale for the mea-
surement of the independent variable, Person-Job Fit (PJF), as illustrated by the item “The
match is very good between the demands of my job and my personal skills.” Participants
responded on a seven-point Likert-type scale anchored Strongly Disagree to Strongly Agree.

Experienced control was measured with Tetrick and La Rocco’s [44] six-item scale (e.g.,
“To what extent do you have influence over the things that affect you on the job?”), anchored
1 = None to 7 = Completely. Intimate knowing of and Investment of the Self into the target
of ownership was based on Brown et al.’s [35] study. Intimate knowing consisted of
6 items (e.g., “I am intimately familiar with what is going on with regard to my job”), and
investment of the self was also measured with six items (e.g., “I have invested a great deal
of psychological energy into this job.”). Both dimensions were assessed with a 7-point
Likert-type scale anchored Strongly Disagree to Strongly Agree.

Brown et. al.’s [35] six-item scale was used to assess the dependent variable Job-based
Psychological Ownership (e.g., “I sense that this job is MINE”). Participants responded on
7-point Likert-type scales anchored Strongly Disagree to Strongly Agree.

5.3. Analyses

Hypotheses were tested with path analyses using maximum likelihood estimators
of the structural parameters (the β’s). Maximum likelihood estimation has a number of
advantages over ordinary least squares regression when testing causal models, including
the ability to over-identify models by freeing and fixing certain parameters, less bias in
parameter estimates, greater consistency and efficiency of estimates, allowing for joint
interdependencies between predictor variables, controlling for errors in both predictor
and outcome variables, and generally facilitating complete and simultaneous tests of
all hypothesized relationships [45–47]. We used Mplus (v8.4) to perform analyses [48],
employing the cluster function to control for nesting of the participants within the different
companies. We used only the measured (manifest) variables as indicators of the constructs
we studied. Hypotheses were tested using structural equation modeling, adapting Mplus
code created by Stride et al. [49], which is based on equations developed by Hayes [50] for
moderated mediation (Model 7).

6. Results

Demographics of the final sample are as follows: 68.8% were male, 31.2% were female;
53.9% were aged 18–24, 42.5% were aged 25–34, 2.6% were aged 35–44 and 1.00% were aged
45–54; in terms of education, 7.1% had a high school degree, 1.0% had an associates degree
or certificate, 46.6% had a bachelors degree, 44.7% had a masters degree and 0.3% had a
doctorate degree. Descriptive statistics and intercorrelations of study variables are reported
in Table 1. All sample coefficient alpha reliability estimates of the measures were high
(above 0.84). Person-job fit correlated significantly (p < 0.01) with the route variables and
psychological ownership, as expected. Psychological ownership correlated significantly
(p < 0.01) with its theoretical route antecedents, as expected. The two theoretical moderators
(self-identity need and effectance motivation) correlated significantly with each other
(p < 0.01), but were unrelated to the other study variables, with two minor exceptions
(self-identity and efficacy motivation were correlated weakly but significantly with control;
p < 0.05). Unlike the McIntyre et al. [15] results, it does not appear that the root variables
contribute directly to JBPO.
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics and intercorrelations of study variables.

Variables Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. Job-based Psychological
Ownership 5.40 0.98 (0.89)

2. Person-Job Fit 5.53 1.13 0.60 ** (0.85)
3. Experienced Control 4.95 1.01 0.55 ** 0.50 ** (0.87)
4. Intimate Knowing 5.39 0.96 0.65 ** 0.71 ** 0.60 ** (0.93)
5. Investment of Self 5.81 0.97 0.58 ** 0.54 ** 0.46 ** 0.66 ** (0.90)
6. Self-identity Motivation 3.75 0.82 0.07 0.06 0.15 * 0.05 −0.06 (0.89)
7. Efficacy Motivation 5.82 0.95 0.05 0.04 0.13 * 0.07 0.09 0.41 ** (0.84)

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01 (two-tailed). Note: Sample coefficient alpha estimates are in parentheses on the diagonal.

The three routes were regressed on PJF, after controlling for the relationships between
them. PJF was significantly related to control (β = 0.14, p < 0.05), knowing (β = 0.66,
p < 0.01), and investment (β = 0.14, p < 0.05), in support of H1. Job-based psychological
ownership was regressed on the three route variables and was significantly related to
control (β = 0.23), knowing (β = 0.37), and investment (β = 0.23), after controlling for the
relationships between the three routes. These results, all significant at p < 0.01, support H2.

The remaining hypotheses (H3–H7) state mediation, moderation, and moderated
mediation relationships between the study variables. The relationships stated in these hy-
potheses were tested simultaneously, that is, for the complete moderated mediation model
(see Figure 1). Doing so controls for correlations between variables that are incidental to the
hypotheses, but which might otherwise bias results. Results from the tests of Hypotheses
4 and 6 are reported in Table 2. H4 was supported by statistically significant interactions
of person-job fit and self-identity need on two of the route variables (knowing and invest-
ment of the self), while H6 was also supported by statistically significant interactions of
person-job fit and effectance motivation on knowing and investment of the self (p < 0.05).
When illustrated graphically, all four significant interactions demonstrated increasingly
positive relationships between person-job fit and the route variables as both self-identity
needs (H4) and effectance motivation (H6) increased in value. Figure 2 illustrates the nature
of the interaction of person-job fit and self-identity need on the intimate knowing route
variable (H4), as well as the person-job fit by effectance motivation interaction on the in-
vestment route variable (H6). The direction of the two other interactions was similar as the
relationships between person-job fit and the route variables increased in magnitude as the
motivational variables increased in strength. The two non-significant interactions suggest
that controlling the target of ownership is not as important to satisfaction of self-identity
need and effectance motivation as are intimate knowing and investment of the self.
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PJF X SLF 0.14 (0.06, 0.26) 
   
Investment:   
Person-Job Fit (PJF) −0.21 (−0.37, 0.03) 
Self-identity Need (SLF) −1.10 (−1.26, −0.69) 
PJF X SLF 0.19 (0.12, 0.22) 
   
Control:   
Person-Job Fit (PJF) −0.24 (−0.70, 0.58) 
Effectance Motivation (EFF) −0.54 (−1.09, 0.39) 
PJF X EFF 0.12 (−0.05, 0.20) 
   
Knowing:   
Person-Job Fit (PJF) 0.19 (−0.49, 0.39) 
Effectance Motivation (EFF) −0.33 (−0.56, 0.16) 
PJF X EFF 0.07 (0.02, 0.11) 
   
Investment:   
Person-Job Fit (PJF) −0.84 (−1.45, −0.17) 
Effectance Motivation (EFF) −1.18 (−1.60, −0.26) 
PJF X EFF 0.22 (0.15, 0.30) 
Note: 95% confidence intervals are bias-corrected bootstrapped; intervals that exclude zero are sta-
tistically significant at p < 0.05. Unstandardized regression coefficients that are statistically signifi-
cant are highlighted in bold. 
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Table 2. Results from tests of direct and interactive hypothesized relationships between person-job
fit, routes to psychological ownership, and self-identity and effectance motivations.

Variables in Equation B (Unstandardized
Regression Coefficient)

95% Bootstrapped
Confidence Interval

Control:
Person-Job Fit (PJF) −0.20 (−0.42, 0.20)
Self-identity Need (SLF) −0.79 (−1.19, 0.38)
PJF X SLF 0.18 (−0.01, 0.24)

Knowing:
Person-Job Fit (PJF) 0.08 (−0.43, 0.38)
Self-identity Need (SLF) −0.69 (−1.34, −0.35)
PJF X SLF 0.14 (0.06, 0.26)

Investment:
Person-Job Fit (PJF) −0.21 (−0.37, 0.03)
Self-identity Need (SLF) −1.10 (−1.26, −0.69)
PJF X SLF 0.19 (0.12, 0.22)

Control:
Person-Job Fit (PJF) −0.24 (−0.70, 0.58)
Effectance Motivation (EFF) −0.54 (−1.09, 0.39)
PJF X EFF 0.12 (−0.05, 0.20)

Knowing:
Person-Job Fit (PJF) 0.19 (−0.49, 0.39)
Effectance Motivation (EFF) −0.33 (−0.56, 0.16)
PJF X EFF 0.07 (0.02, 0.11)

Investment:
Person-Job Fit (PJF) −0.84 (−1.45, −0.17)
Effectance Motivation (EFF) −1.18 (−1.60, −0.26)
PJF X EFF 0.22 (0.15, 0.30)

Note: 95% confidence intervals are bias-corrected bootstrapped; intervals that exclude zero are statistically
significant at p < 0.05. Unstandardized regression coefficients that are statistically significant are highlighted
in bold.



Merits 2023, 3 46

We hypothesized that the three route variables would mediate the relationships be-
tween person-job fit and job-based psychological ownership (H3), and that the mediation
pathways would be moderated by self-identity need (H5) and effectance motivation (H7).
Results for tests of these hypotheses are presented in Table 3. The test for all six mediation
relationships is the significance of the mediation effect at the average level of the mod-
erator. All six relationships are statistically significant at p < 0.05, in support of H3. The
statistical test for moderated mediation is the index of moderated mediation (IMM; [50]),
which is a multiplicative composite of the moderator and mediation pathways. The IMM
simultaneously considers the joint mediation and moderation effects, and provides a test of
significance. Like the parameter estimates for mediation, it is not normally distributed, and
95% bootstrapped confidence intervals are used to assess its statistical significance [50]. As
may be seen in Table 3, all but one of the IMMs were statistically significant. The mediation
effects are shown for very low (−2 SD), average (0 SD), and very high (+2 SD) levels of the
two moderator variables (self-identity and effectance). Additionally, shown in Table 3, as
hypothesized, the positive mediation relationships between person-job fit and job-based
psychological ownership through the three routes strengthened as participants’ self-identity
and effectance motivations increased. Hypotheses 3, 6, and 7 were therefore supported
by the data. The IMM for the PJF to knowing to JPBO pathway, moderated by effectance
motivation, narrowly missed statistical significance (p < 0.10) even thought the mediation
effects at low, average, and high levels of effectance motivation were all significant and
consistent with the other moderated mediation effects.

Table 3. Results from tests of moderated mediation hypotheses.

Mediation Relationship
Index of

Moderated
Mediation

95%
Confidence

Interval

Mediation
Effect

95%
Confidence

Interval

PJF→Control→JPO 0.06 (0.01, 0.12)
Low Self-identity Need 0.13 (0.03, 0.22)
Average Self-identity Need 0.16 * (0.04, 0.27)
High Self-identity Need 0.20 (0.06, 0.22)
PJF→Knowing→JPO 0.07 (0.03, 0.12)
Low Self-identity Need 0.27 (0.16, 0.47)
Average Self-identity Need 0.31 * (0.19, 0.49)
High Self-identity Need 0.35 (0.21, 0.53)

PJF→Investment→JPO 0.07 (0.03, 0.12)
Low Self-identity Need 0.14 (0.05, 0.29)
Average Self-identity Need 0.18 * (0.07, 0.22)
High Self-identity Need 0.22 (0.09, 0.37)

PJF→Control→JPO 0.05 (0.01, 0.08)
Low Effectance Motivation 0.16 (0.08, 0.27)
Average Effectance
Motivation 0.18 * (0.08, 0.29)

High Effectance Motivation 0.21 (0.07, 0.33)

PJF→Knowing→JPO 0.04 (−0.01, 0.06)
Low Effectance Motivation 0.28 (0.16, 0.43)
Average Effectance
Motivation 0.31 * (0.18, 0.50)

High Effectance Motivation 0.34 (0.20, 0.53)



Merits 2023, 3 47

Table 3. Cont.

Mediation Relationship
Index of

Moderated
Mediation

95%
Confidence

Interval

Mediation
Effect

95%
Confidence

Interval

PJF→Investment→JPO 0.09 (0.03, 0.11)
Low Effectance Motivation 0.12 (0.01, 0.28)
Average Effectance
Motivation 0.18 * (0.06, 0.32)

High Effectance Motivation 0.25 (0.11, 0.39)

* Tests of mediation relationships. Note: 95% confidence intervals are bias-corrected bootstrapped; intervals
that exclude zero are statistically significant at p < 0.05. All moderated mediation and mediation parameters are
statistically significant (indicated by bold).

7. Discussion

Our study contributes to the growing knowledge base of psychological ownership.
While many studies have identified specific antecedents and outcomes of psychological
ownership (see [51], for a summary), very few have theoretically or empirically explored
the question of why people are motivated to develop a sense of possession over material and
abstract objects. Our study addresses the research question: What is the motivational basis
of psychological ownership? In this investigation we confirmed that the emergence of job-
based psychological ownership, at times, falls along a path where PJF is positively related
to the three route variables (i.e., experienced control, intimate knowing, and investment of
the self) antecedent to job-based psychological ownership. Importantly, we theorized and
found that need for self-identity and effectance motivation play an important role in the
person-job fit→ job-based psychological ownership relationship. As both needs increased
in strength the person-job fit→ routes→ psychological relationship increased in strength.

Our results diverge from Walasek et al. [31], who conducted an experiment with online
samples (MTurk) that may not fully capture the strength of the workplace characteristics
that employees experience while at work. On the other hand, our results are consistent
with McIntyre et al.’s [15] observing positive relationships between effectance motivation,
a place to live (home), the self-identity motive, and the dependent variable psychological
ownership. We note however that McIntyre et al. employed measures of effectance
motivation and self-identity needs that were developed by them and may have confounded
their measures with other constructs. For example, several of their effectance motivation
items (e.g., “I have the resources I need to perform my job”) do not directly inquire about
one’s motivation to successfully master one’s environment. Similarly, some of their self-
identity need items (e.g., “When someone criticizes this organization, it does not feel
like a personal insult” and “This organization’s successes are not my successes”) reflect
consequences of self-identity needs (viz., organizational identification) as opposed to the
strength of the desire for one’s organization to reflect one’s existing identity as a person.
We believe that our measures better index the meaning of self-identity needs (e.g., “I want
this organization to be an extension of me” and “I need to understand who I am as an
employee of this organization”) and effectance motivation (e.g., “I like being the cause of
what happens” and “I need to have opportunities to show how capable I am”). Still, both
studies provide support for the Pierce et al. [1,2] model of psychological ownership and its
positioning of basic human needs as the motivating force that underlies the desire to possess
“things”, through at least two of the three pathways to JBPO. As suggested by Furby [41],
Pierce et al. [1,2], and others, there appears, in part, to be an almost innate need for people
to develop a sense of possession over certain targets within their experienced worlds.

The major limitation of our study is that the predictor (PJF), mediator (control, know-
ing, investment) and outcome (JBPO) variables were all measured at the same time. This
limits what can be concluded about causality, though our results are consistent with what
would be found with a stronger design. The moderators (self-identity and effectance
motivations) were measured before the other variables, and ameliorate concerns about
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them being affected by the other constructs that we studied. Another limitation is that
data were collected in China, which has a culture different than those in western countries
(e.g., higher in collectivism). Our results should be replicated in future research in different
cultures, ideally with experimental, quasi-experimental, or longitudinal designs.

Building upon our results, we would suggest that psychological ownership researchers
think about its potential workplace antecedents in terms of how it might satisfy needs
for self-identity, or effectance motivation. As an example, the human resource practices
of training and development facilitate person-job fit, but also address needs to know
more about the self, and when successful, leads to situations where effectance motivations
are satisfied. In addition, while we found support for self-identity needs and effectance
motivation as roots of psychological ownership, other basic needs proposed by Pierce and
colleagues have not been extensively studied (i.e., a place to dwell, need for stimulation),
nor have the workplace “triggers” for those basic needs [51]. Much remains to be learned
about the person-situation interactions that stimulate people to travel down the routes to
psychological ownership.

From a managerial perspective we encourage the taking of steps to increase employee
feelings of psychological ownership for the work that they are called on to perform. Prior
scholarship suggests that this can in large part be achieved through those job conditions
where the employee is permitted to exercise autonomy and experience job-related control
and intimate knowing of the job. This most likely stems from one’s involvement in major
portions of the job and its associated activities, and the opportunity to make personal
investments of the self (time, skill, knowledge, effort) into job performance. Much of this
comes from the careful placement of employees on jobs for which where there is person-job
fit in terms of skills and abilities, as well as values [15], because we observed a positive
relationship between fit and experiences of job-based psychological ownership.

8. Conclusions

We tested the comprehensive model of psychological ownership first proposed by
Pierce et al. [1,2], which proposes that basic psychological needs are the roots of psycholog-
ical ownership, and that one comes to develop it when one experiences at least one of the
three pathways to psychological ownership. We hypothesized that high levels of person-
job fit would propel employees down those three routes, and that self-identity need and
effectance motivation would moderate their impact on job-based psychological ownership.
Overall, we found support for the model, but the results for basic needs moderating the
relationships between person-job fit and experienced control were non-significant, and
require further study.
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