
 

How we handle objects depends on who owns
them
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From scissors and staplers to car keys and cell phones, we pass objects to
other people every day. We often try to pass the objects so that the
handle or other useful feature is facing the appropriate direction for the
person receiving the item, but new research shows that we're less
accommodating when it comes to handing over our own belongings.

The findings are published in Psychological Science, a journal of the
Association for Psychological Science.

"The associations or attachments that we have with an object leak into
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our movements in unintended ways when we interact with them," says
psychology researcher and study author Merryn Constable of the
University of Toronto. "The act of facilitating another person's action is
somewhat inhibited when the object that we're passing is something that
we own, but the effects are so subtle that they are likely to go
unnoticed."

Indeed, picking up objects is such a routine part of everyday life that we
don't often think about how we do it, but research shows that our actions
often contain a prosocial element. When we pick up a mug, for example,
we typically pick it up by the handle because that is most comfortable.
But when we hand the mug to someone else, we might turn it so that the
handle faces the person receiving it.

Constable and colleagues wanted to find out whether specific social
factors, such as ownership, might influence this behavior – that is, are
we just as helpful when passing our own mug as we are when passing
someone else's?

In two experiments, the researchers examined passing behavior among
42 pairs of friends. A week or two before the actual experiment, each
participant received a mug to keep; the mugs varied only in their
background color. The participants were told to use their mug every day,
at home or at work, and to make sure that only they used it. This
instruction was given to ensure that the participants would feel
ownership over the mug.

For the experiment, the friends sat across from each other at a table and
the experimenter placed a mug in a specific location on the table. One
participant, designated the "passer," was told to pick up the mug and
place it in front of his or her friend in a natural manner. In some cases,
the friend receiving the mug was told to pick it up by the handle; in other
cases, the friend was instructed to remain still.
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The person doing the passing and the mug that was being passed both
varied randomly from trial to trial. The researchers tracked the location
of each participant's hand and the location of the mug using a motion-
capture system.

In line with previous research, people passed the mug slightly differently
depending on whether the friend was going to pick it up afterward – that
is, passers rotated the handle closer to the friend's hand when they
expected him or her to grasp the mug.

Interestingly, the researchers found that passers rotated the handle
slightly less when handing over their own mug compared to when they
handed over someone else's mug. This less helpful behavior occurred
both when they passed their friend's mug and when they passed a mug
belonging to the researcher, a relative stranger.

The findings from these two studies indicate that passers seemed to help
less when passing their own mug to their friend rather than helping more
when passing the friend's own mug, which surprised the researchers:

"We were expecting that the effect would be related to helping more if
the object that is being passed is owned by the receiver," says Constable.
"It's possible the prosocial behavior demonstrated by this group of
participants was influenced by their self-interest concerning
possessions."

Overall, the two experiments underscore the importance of paying
attention to the social context of our physical interactions:

"These findings reveals how the subtleties of our social world can play
out in how we interact physically with objects and people," Constable
concludes.
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  More information: M. D. Constable et al. Ownership Status
Influences the Degree of Joint Facilitatory Behavior, Psychological
Science (2016). DOI: 10.1177/0956797616661544

Provided by Association for Psychological Science

Citation: How we handle objects depends on who owns them (2016, September 27) retrieved 25
April 2024 from https://medicalxpress.com/news/2016-09-how-we-handle-objects-depends.html

This document is subject to copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private
study or research, no part may be reproduced without the written permission. The content is
provided for information purposes only.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

4/4

http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0956797616661544
https://medicalxpress.com/news/2016-09-how-we-handle-objects-depends.html
http://www.tcpdf.org

