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DIGITAL GOODS ARE VALUED LESS THAN PHYSICAL GOODS

ABSTRACT: Digital goods are, in many cases, substantive innovations relative to their physical
counterparts. Yet, in five experiments, we found that people ascribed less value to digital than to
physical versions of the same good. Research participants paid more for, were willing to pay more
for, and were more likely to purchase physical goods than equivalent digital goods, including
souvenir photographs, books (fiction and nonfiction), and films. Participants valued physical
goods more than digital goods whether their value was elicited in an incentive compatible pay-
what-you-want paradigm, with willingness to pay, or with purchase intention. Greater capacity
for physical than digital goods to garner an association with the self (i.e., psychological
ownership) underlies the greater value ascribed to physical goods. Differences in psychological
ownership for physical and digital goods mediated the difference in their value. Experimentally
manipulating antecedents and consequents of psychological ownership (i.e., expected
ownership, identity relevance, perceived control) bounded this effect, and moderated the
mediating role of psychological ownership. In three additional studies, we find that people also
view the theft of digital goods to be less morally blameworthy than stealing comparable physical
goods. People perceived others to possess weaker ownership for digital than physical goods, so
their theft incurs less harm. These findings show how features of objects influence their capacity
to garner psychological ownership before they are acquired, and provide theoretical and practical
insights for the marketing, psychology, and economics of digitization.
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