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Abstract 

Motives for acquiring and saving objects are closely linked to object attachment, but the 

nature of these associations has not been established. A better understanding of the motives 

for acquiring and saving possessions and how they relate to object attachment may reveal 

insights into the underpinnings of hoarding disorder. In turn, these insights can aid in 

identifying optimal targets for interventions for hoarding problems. In this paper, we propose 

a simple theoretical model of the dynamic associations among motives to acquire objects, 

object attachment, and motives to save objects, grounded in a review of the extant literature. 

Our hope is that this model provides a useful framework to structure future research.  

Keywords: object attachment, possessions, motivation, acquiring, saving, hoarding disorder, 

psychology 



MOTIVES AND OBJECT ATTACHMENT 3 

Motives for Acquiring and Saving and their Relationship with Object Attachment 

Imagine you bought a robe for your son to keep him warm in the winter. He wore it 

many times but has now outgrown it. The robe hangs unused on a bathroom hook, and yet, 

you feel more attached to it now than when you purchased it. You are hesitant to part with it. 

Looking at the robe makes you think of your son as a small child, how cute he looked in the 

robe, and the experiences you shared during that period. You want to keep the robe for the 

memories associated with it and for the positive emotions they instil. This scenario describes 

how attachment to an item can change over time due to fluctuating motives to possess it.  

Examining the motives behind acquiring and saving objects may reveal insights into 

why individuals become attached to products they do not need and then have difficulty 

parting with them, which is the defining feature of hoarding disorder. Currently, only 27% of 

individuals who are treated for hoarding disorder with cognitive behaviour therapy (CBT) 

achieve clinically significant change in their hoarding symptoms [1-4]. Gaining more clarity 

about the motives that lead to excessive object attachment may aid in the development of 

better treatment. In this paper, we propose a simple theoretical model of dynamic associations 

among motives to acquire objects, object attachment, and motives to save objects. We ground 

this framework in the extant literature and discuss its implications for the treatment of 

hoarding problems. 

 Object Attachment and Motives for Acquiring and Saving 

Object attachment is the emotional connection felt by an individual toward an object, 

such that a sense of loss may be felt if the individual parts with it [5]. In the hoarding 

literature, object attachment is often conflated with other related constructs, such as using 

possessions for comfort and security, deriving a sense of self from possessions, 

anthropomorphism (i.e., imbuing objects with human qualities), and sentimentality (i.e., 

using possessions as reminders of important memories) [**6]. Many researchers have defined 
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these related constructs as facets of object attachment (e.g., [**6, 7, 8]). However, we 

propose that object attachment can and should be conceptualised independently because we 

can have an emotional attachment to an object and yet not necessarily anthropomorphise it, or 

rely on it to feel comfort, derive our self-identity, or remember important memories.  

Motives for acquiring and saving possessions have been explored in several fields. 

Research on hoarding disorder has identified motives such as saving to prevent waste (e.g., 

[**9, 10]), to retain memories (e.g., with newspapers or photos) [**6, **9], and obtain 

comfort and security (e.g., [**6]). In compulsive buying-shopping disorder, individuals buy 

to temporarily relieve negative emotions [11-15], gain social approval, impress others, and 

express their identity [16-18]. Motives that lead to compulsive buying may be relevant to 

hoarding disorder because excessive acquiring is common to both disorders [19, 20]. Finally, 

consumer research has also shown that self-discrepancies (i.e., inconsistencies in our current 

and desired internal states) may drive us to consume products to resolve them and/or the 

negative affect states associated with them (i.e., [**21]). For instance, individuals may use 

possessions to boost their intelligence when they feel incompetent or to feel a sense of 

belonging when experiencing social rejection (e.g., [22-24]). According to expectancy-value 

theories of motivation, our behaviour is driven by our expectancies for emotional outcomes 

and how much we desire those outcomes [25]. Motivation is high when expectancy and value 

are high but is low when one or both factors is low. Motives, or our incentives for engaging 

in a specific behaviour, can broadly be classified into one of two categories: avoidance of 

negative emotional outcomes (e.g., saving newspapers to avoid the anticipated distress 

associated with losing the information contained within them) or approach towards positive 

emotional outcomes (e.g., saving scraps of fabric because using them to make a quilt will 

bring joy). 
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A Dynamic Model of the Relationship Between Motives to Acquire, Object Attachment, 

and Motives to Save 

The relationship between object attachment and motives to possess objects are 

dynamic, such that they can influence the other. As shown in Figure 1, motives to acquire an 

object can influence the attachment we feel toward an object, and our attachment to an object 

may influence our motives to acquire the object if we have not yet done so. Object 

attachment may then change over time, affecting our motives to save the object. Finally, the 

motives to save an object can also change over time, further affecting our emotional 

attachment to the object. We now describe these processes in further detail below. 

When an individual acquires an object, their motives to do so can affect how attached 

they feel to that newly acquired item. For example, people often become attached to objects 

that are acquired for the purpose of deriving comfort (e.g., [**6, 26]). We recently found that 

individuals primed to feel unsupported were more likely to acquire a comfort item than 

individuals primed to feel supported [*27]. Interestingly, greater perceived comfort predicted 

greater object attachment for individuals with hoarding problems, but not for individuals with 

compulsive buying problems. This is in line with research that has found that greater levels of 

attachment to possessions is strongly associated with difficulty discarding them [**6, **9, 

*27, 28-33]. Although many motives other than comfort may lead to object attachment,

researchers have not yet investigated them and whether they are causal to object attachment. 

Quantifying which acquiring motives best predict high levels of object attachment would be a 

valuable avenue for future research.  

On the other hand, individuals can become attached to objects before acquiring them 

and this may strengthen their motives to acquire them. For example, an individual may feel 

an instant connection to an item (e.g., when it reminds them of a loved one, speaks to their 

personality), which may then motivate them to acquire it. Consumer researchers have started 
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to investigate this aspect of object attachment and they have consistently found that 

attachment to a brand influences intention to purchase a new product [34-37]. 

After an individual has acquired an object, changes in attachment to the object may 

then affect the motives to save the object. For example, an individual may buy a book and 

become more attached to it over time as they read it and become immersed in the story. 

Likewise, an individual might buy a bracelet and grow more attached to it as they continue to 

wear it and receive compliments from others. We hypothesise that stronger object attachment 

intensifies an individual’s motivation to save because the expected emotional outcomes of 

both saving and discarding are perceived to be greater. Conversely, object attachment can 

stay the same or decrease over time, perhaps due to the book being dull or the bracelet being 

uncomfortable to wear, which would then decrease motivation to save the possession.  

Only a few studies have investigated the way that object attachment may change over 

time. Preliminary evidence suggests that changes in object attachment are gradual. For 

example, a study on individuals with OCD showed that attachment to a new object remained 

the same after one week of ownership [28], whereas a study examining undergraduates found 

that attachment to a university-designed bag slightly increased over a period of five months 

[38]. Those who were initially more attached to the bag were also more likely to use it. 

Although motives to save the bag were not explicitly measured, greater object attachment 

was related to stronger beliefs about using the bag to express one’s self identity and 

remember special moments that occurred during one’s education. Although these two studies 

highlight that object attachment may be slow to change, other research suggests that acute 

events can immediately increase attachment to one’s possessions. For example, individuals 

who have been primed to feel socially excluded have reported becoming instantly more 

attached to their existing possessions than individuals who have been primed to feel socially 

included [39, *40]. Further longitudinal research is required to elucidate how object 
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attachment changes over time and as a function of context, and whether changes in object 

attachment influence people’s motivation to save their possessions.  

Finally, it is also possible that one’s motives to save an object can change over time, 

which may then affect object attachment. Thinking back to our initial example, a robe was 

initially purchased for instrumental motives and then kept for sentimental motives. This 

change in motive may increase object attachment, perhaps because motives associated with 

the self are more strongly associated with object attachment. Although researchers have not 

yet investigated how motives to save an object change over time, evidence suggests that some 

saving motives are strongly associated with object attachment. For instance, research has 

found robust associations between object attachment and sentimental motives for saving 

objects (e.g., not wanting to forget the memories that the object represents) and responsibility 

motives for saving (e.g., feeling responsible for finding a use for objects and preventing 

waste) [**6, **9, 28, 32, 41]. Researchers should examine which saving motives most 

strongly predict object attachment. Further, longitudinal studies that investigate how object 

attachment and motives change over time (and why these changes occur) may help us to 

better understand the dynamic relationship between these psychological constructs.  

Implications for Treatment 

The current gold-standard treatment for hoarding disorder is cognitive behavioural 

therapy. This treatment uses cognitive restructuring and behavioural experiments to help 

individuals learn that the outcomes of discarding and not acquiring are not as negative as 

anticipated [42]. The aim of changing maladaptive thoughts is to reduce individuals’ 

attachments to their possessions so that they will be able to discard their belongings and resist 

acquiring possessions that they do not need. Research has found that decreases in hoarding 

symptoms from pre- to post-treatment are related to decreases in maladaptive beliefs and 

object attachment, but that reductions in object attachment are moderate at best [33, 43]. 
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Greater reductions in object attachment might be achieved by targeting motives for acquiring 

and saving. Future research should identify the best way to modify these motives. Our 

proposed model characterising the dynamic associations between motives to acquire objects, 

object attachment, and motives to save objects provides a framework to ground subsequent 

research to improve our understanding of these processes and identify optimal treatment 

targets for hoarding problems.  

Conclusion 

Although the links between motives and object attachment remain understudied, it is 

clear a strong link exists between these constructs. As our understanding of the processes that 

underlie these associations improve, so too can our ability to target these processes in 

treatment. There is a clear need for experimental and longitudinal studies to test the 

relationships between object attachment and the many different motives to acquire and save 

objects. We hope that our proposed theoretical model provides a useful framework to 

structure this research, leading to a better understanding of what might lead to excessive 

problems with object attachment that cause individuals to have difficulties discarding their 

possessions.  
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Figure 1. The dynamic relationship between object attachment and motives to acquire and 

save. 


