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Abstract 

Collective psychological ownership, the shared belief among group members that a 

target belongs to them collectively, has been shown to simultaneously promote intergroup 

conflict and intragroup cooperation (Martinović & Verkuyten, 2024). The present study 

examined whether these divergent behavioural outcomes could be partly explained by 

differences in conflict appraisal. Specifically, whether collective psychological ownership 

leads to zero-sum beliefs in intergroup conflict contexts and non-zero-sum beliefs in 

intragroup conflict contexts. In a 2 × 2 between-subjects online experiment (N = 164), 

collective psychological ownership (high vs. low) and conflict context (intergroup vs. 

intragroup) were manipulated using scenario-based vignettes involving a neighbourhood 

park. Zero-sum and non-zero-sum beliefs were assessed as outcome variables. Contrary to the 

hypotheses, neither the predicted interaction between collective psychological ownership and 

conflict context nor the simple effects on zero-sum and non-zero-sum beliefs were 

significant. Instead, participants reported consistently low zero-sum beliefs and higher non-

zero-sum beliefs across all four conditions. These null results may reflect the relative stability 

of zero-sum and non-zero-sum beliefs as broader mindsets. Exploratory analyses showed that 

collective psychological ownership was positively related to stewardship behaviour. 

Moreover, zero-sum beliefs were negatively and non-zero-sum beliefs positively associated 

with stewardship, suggesting that how conflicts over collectively owned targets are framed 

and perceived might be relevant for individuals’ willingness to maintain and protect shared 

resources. 

 Keywords: Collective psychological ownership, zero-sum beliefs, non-zero-sum 

beliefs, conflict appraisal, intergroup behaviour, intragroup behaviour, stewardship behaviour  
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Zusammenfassung  

Kollektives psychologisches Eigentum, die geteilte Überzeugung von 

Gruppenmitgliedern, dass eine bestimmte Ressource ihnen gemeinsam gehört, kann sowohl 

zu Konflikten zwischen Gruppen als auch zu Kooperation innerhalb der Gruppe führen 

(Martinović & Verkuyten, 2024). Die vorliegende Studie untersucht, ob dies durch 

Unterschiede in der kognitiven Bewertung von Konflikten erklärt werden könnte. Konkret 

wurde untersucht, ob kollektives psychologisches Eigentum im Kontext von Konflikten 

zwischen Gruppen zu stärker ausgeprägten Nullsummenüberzeugungen und in Konflikten 

innerhalb der Gruppe zu stärker ausgeprägten Nicht-Nullsummenüberzeugungen führt. In 

einem 2 × 2 Between-Subjects online Experiment (N = 164) wurden kollektives 

psychologisches Eigentum (hoch vs. niedrig) und Konfliktkontext (zwischen Gruppen vs. 

innerhalb der Gruppe) mithilfe von Szenarien zu einem Nachbarschaftspark manipuliert. 

Nullsummen- und Nicht-Nullsummenüberzeugungen wurden als abhängige Variablen 

erhoben. Entgegen den Hypothesen zeigten sich weder die vorhergesagte Interaktion 

zwischen kollektivem psychologischen Eigentum und Konfliktkontext noch signifikante 

einfache Effekte auf Nullsummen- oder Nicht-Nullsummenüberzeugungen. Stattdessen 

berichteten die Teilnehmenden über alle vier Bedingungen hinweg konsistent niedrige 

Nullsummenüberzeugungen und höhere Nicht-Nullsummenüberzeugungen. Diese 

Nullbefunde könnten auf die relative Stabilität von Nullsummen- und Nicht-

Nullsummenüberzeugungen hinweisen. Explorative Analysen zeigen außerdem, dass 

kollektives psychologisches Eigentum positiv mit Stewardship-Verhalten korrelierte. Zudem 

standen Nullsummenüberzeugungen in einem negativen und Nicht-

Nullsummenüberzeugungen in einem positiven Zusammenhang mit Stewardship-Verhalten. 

Dies deutet darauf hin, dass die Art und Weise, wie Konflikte über wahrgenommenes 
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kollektives Eigentum interpretiert werden, mit der Bereitschaft zusammenhängen könnte, 

sich an deren Erhalt und Pflege zu beteiligen. 
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Introduction 

In an increasingly interconnected world, different kinds of social groups frequently 

face the challenge of determining how to manage shared spaces, resources and other common 

goods. This often results in conflict, not only on international or national levels but also in 

more local contexts. Public controversies emerge over immigration and national belonging, 

when majority groups claim a country as “theirs”, as well as over local issues such as who is 

entitled to use or maintain community spaces like urban parks (Nijs et al., 2021, 2022, 2024). 

Over a variety of contexts, perceptions of ownership and belonging structure social 

interactions and group dynamics (Martinović & Verkuyten, 2024; Verkuyten & Martinovic, 

2017).  

A sense of ownership can exist both at the individual level, as the feeling that 

something is “mine” and at the group level as collective psychological ownership (Jami et al., 

2021; Martinović & Verkuyten, 2024). Collective psychological ownership refers to the 

shared belief among members of a group that a specific target belongs to them (Pierce & 

Jussila, 2010). People can also experience ownership without the existence of formal property 

rights. For instance, when they feel that a park in their neighbourhood belongs to the 

residents in the area (Nijs et al., 2024).   

Previous studies provide indications that collective psychological ownership 

simultaneously leads to positive intragroup outcomes and negative intergroup outcomes (Nijs 

et al., 2024). It is associated with perceived determination rights, the belief that ingroup 

members have the right to make decisions about the collectively owned target (Nijs et al., 

2021). In an intergroup context, it can foster conflicts between groups when ownership is 

perceived as threatened by outgroup members. This often results in exclusionary behaviour 

toward outgroup members and opposition to shared ownership. Stronger endorsement of 

collective psychological ownership has been found to be associated with more negative 
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attitudes toward immigrants, a stronger behavioural tendency to exclude immigrants from 

one’s country and anti-EU attitudes (Nijs et al., 2021, 2022). However, within groups it is 

associated with perceived responsibility and actions aimed at maintaining, protecting, or 

improving a collectively owned target (Nijs et al., 2024; Verkuyten & Martinovic, 2017). For 

example, people who feel collective psychological ownership for a local park tend to report 

stronger willingness to maintain and protect it (Nijs et al., 2024).   

I argue that one driver of these different behavioural outcomes, intergroup conflict on 

one hand and cooperation within groups on the other hand, could be the cognitive appraisal of 

the situation as zero-sum or non-zero-sum. The concept of zero-sum and non-zero-sum 

beliefs can be understood as a belief system with both cognitive and affective components 

that shapes how individuals perceive the structure of social interactions (Davidai & Tepper, 

2023; Esses et al., 1998). Zero-sum beliefs describe the assumption that one party’s gain 

always goes together with another party’s loss, meaning that resources or advantages are 

limited and must be competed for. Non-zero-sum beliefs reflect the perception that 

cooperation can result in beneficial outcomes for all involved parties (Davidai & Tepper, 

2023).  Collective psychological ownership implies a distinction between those who are 

perceived as legitimate owners (ingroup) and those who are not (outgroup), reinforcing an 

“us versus them” perspective. Interactions with outgroup members are more likely to be 

perceived as involving divergent interests and incompatible viewpoints, facilitating 

competitive and zero-sum interpretations of conflict (Tajfel & Turner, 1979; Verkuyten, 

2025). Challenges to perceived collective ownership by outgroup members can be 

experienced as threats to exclusive determination rights, to the legitimacy of the group’s 

ownership claim and even to the group identity, thereby also framing the situation as rather 

zero-sum (Davidai & Tepper, 2023; Nijs et al., 2021, 2022; Verkuyten, 2025; Verkuyten & 

Martinovic, 2017). Previous research suggests that zero-sum thinking is associated with 
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competitive intergroup orientations and undermines cooperation and compromise, even when 

this would objectively benefit all sides (Andrews Fearon & Götz, 2024; Davidai & Tepper, 

2023). Zero-sum appraisals could therefore help explain why collective psychological 

ownership leads to exclusionary behaviour in intergroup conflict contexts. Within groups, 

however, there tends to be an expectation of agreement and a motivation to reach consensus, 

which makes cooperative and non-zero-sum interpretations of intragroup conflict more likely 

(Tajfel & Turner, 1979). A non-zero-sum mindset has already been shown to be associated 

with prosocial behaviour and cooperative conflict resolution and may therefore also help 

explain positive intragroup outcomes like stewardship behaviour and cooperation in the 

context of collective psychological ownership (Davidai & Tepper, 2023).  

While there is already a growing body of research which has examined collective 

psychological ownership and zero-sum beliefs and their behavioural consequences, to my 

knowledge, it has not been systematically tested whether collective psychological ownership 

leads to a cognitive appraisal of conflicts as zero-sum or non-zero-sum. Furthermore, it is still 

an open question whether collective psychological ownership per se leads to an increase in 

zero-sum thinking or whether that differs between intergroup and intragroup conflicts. 

Understanding this is particularly relevant since many societies currently face conditions of 

social and economic strain, including high perceived inequality, inflation, financial 

vulnerability, or the presence of dominant political leaders, which tend to enhance zero-sum 

beliefs (Davidai & Tepper, 2023). Examining whether collective psychological ownership 

contributes to zero-sum appraisals of intergroup conflict is important, as such beliefs may 

further intensify intergroup tension and undermine collective success and effective responses 

to current societal and political challenges (Andrews Fearon & Götz, 2024).  

Thus, the present study aims to examine whether collective psychological ownership 

leads to zero-sum appraisals of conflict and whether this effect differs between intragroup 
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and intergroup contexts. Specifically, it is expected that collective psychological ownership 

promotes zero-sum interpretations in intergroup conflict, whereas in intragroup contexts it 

may foster non-zero-sum thinking (Martinović & Verkuyten, 2024). 

Theoretical Background  

Ownership is an important social normative construct that plays a fundamental role in 

structuring life in societies. Assumptions and claims of ownership provide guidance and 

orientation in social interactions and relationships by giving information about who is entitled 

to use and make decisions about certain targets (Martinović & Verkuyten, 2024). Research on 

ownership in psychology emphasizes that ownership is not limited to formal property rights. 

Psychological ownership differs from legal ownership and refers to the subjective feeling that 

something is “mine”. It typically goes together with a sense of exclusive control and the right 

to decide what happens with what is perceived to be owned. Psychological ownership has 

both cognitive and affective components and reflects a perceived relationship between the 

self and a target of ownership, such that the target becomes psychologically connected to 

one’s identity (Pierce et al., 2001).  

Concept and antecedents of collective psychological ownership 

Psychological ownership not only exists at the individual level but can also be 

experienced on a group level: collective psychological ownership refers to a shared feeling 

among group members that a specific target belongs to them collectively (Pierce & Jussila, 

2010). It is a distinct construct from group identity, but it is closely connected to it, because 

groups can also define themselves over what they perceive to own (Martinović & Verkuyten, 

2024; Verkuyten, 2025; Verkuyten & Martinovic, 2017). Collective psychological ownership 

is widespread and can emerge in various contexts including neighbourhoods, organizations, 

regions or countries. It can be experienced in relation to diverse targets like territories, 

community places, cultural traditions, symbols, objects or ideas. For example, people may 
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feel that a local park belongs to their neighbourhood, perceive cultural traditions as belonging 

to particular social or ethnic groups, or believe that a country belongs to its citizens 

(Martinović & Verkuyten, 2024; Verkuyten & Martinovic, 2017). While being an extension 

of psychological ownership on an individual level to the group level, collective psychological 

ownership does not arise automatically as the sum of individual ownership feelings towards 

the same target but is socially constructed through group interactions and experiences. It 

emerges when group members come to recognize that they jointly exercise control over the 

target of ownership, share intimate knowledge of it, feel associated with it and/or have 

invested time, effort or resources in it (Pierce et al., 2001; Pierce & Jussila, 2010). These 

experiences must be understood as shared and interdependent, meaning that each group 

member perceives actions and their outcomes regarding the target of ownership as the result 

of collective instead of individual effort. The stronger this collective recognition of having 

acted together, the more likely a shared sense of collective ownership emerges (Pierce et al., 

2001; Pierce & Jussila, 2010).  

Collective psychological ownership constitutes a social normative claim about how 

relationships between groups should be structured with regard to perceived targets of 

ownership. It carries normative implications about what is considered legitimate, appropriate, 

or justified with regard to the owned target (Martinović & Verkuyten, 2024; Verkuyten, 

2025; Verkuyten & Martinovic, 2017). Three principles are particularly relevant in the 

context of collective psychological ownership: autochthony, investment, and formation 

(Nooitgedagt et al., 2022). The principle of autochthony emphasizes first arrival or 

possession and implies that those who were “there first” are entitled to ownership. The 

investment principle highlights the role of effort and resources invested in creating, 

maintaining, or developing a target as a basis for ownership claims. The formation principle 

refers to the constitutive role of a target in shaping a group’s collective identity, suggesting 
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that ownership is justified when a group’s identity has been formed by and through the target. 

For example, a group may claim ownership over a territory because it was the first to settle 

there, because it has invested time and effort in maintaining it, or because it is seen as central 

to the group’s history and identity (Nooitgedagt et al., 2022).  

Behavioural outcomes of collective psychological ownership  

A growing body of research demonstrates that collective psychological ownership can 

have different behavioural consequences depending on the social context. It can 

simultaneously promote positive outcomes like prosocial behaviour and cooperation within 

groups while fostering negative outcomes like exclusion and conflict in intergroup relations 

(Martinović & Verkuyten, 2024; Nijs et al., 2024). 

Intergroup outcomes  

With social normative implications connected to ownership claims comes the 

possibility of them being challenged or violated. A central aspect of collective psychological 

ownership is a sense of control and possessiveness over the owned target including the 

perceived right to decide who is allowed to use or access it and how. When these perceived 

determination rights are questioned or challenged, group members may fear losing control 

over what they perceive as collectively theirs. This experience is referred to as collective 

ownership threat. It reflects concerns about infringements of exclusive control and 

gatekeeping rights rather than realistic competition over objectively scarce resources or 

symbolic threats to group values (Martinović & Verkuyten, 2024; Verkuyten, 2025; 

Verkuyten & Martinovic, 2017). Several studies show that in intergroup contexts, collective 

psychological ownership tends to be associated with conflictual outcomes. In particular, 

research indicates that feelings of collective psychological ownership lead to perceived 

determination rights and/ or collective ownership threat, which in turn predict the exclusion 

of outsiders from what is perceived to be owned by a specific ingroup (Nijs et al., 2021, 
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2022, 2024). Importantly, such exclusionary behaviour is often not experienced as unfair or 

discriminatory but rather as a legitimate consequence (Nijs et al., 2021; Verkuyten & 

Martinovic, 2017).  

Consistent with this reasoning, collective psychological ownership has been shown to 

fuel intergroup tensions and conflicts by implying boundaries between owners and non-

owners (Nijs et al., 2021; Verkuyten & Martinovic, 2017). Across several European cultural 

contexts, stronger endorsement of collective ownership has been linked to more negative 

attitudes toward immigrants, a greater willingness to exclude immigrants from one’s country 

or neighbourhood and greater opposition to further European integration (Nijs et al., 2021, 

2022; Toruńczyk-Ruiz & Martinović, 2020). Political rhetoric that stresses ownership claims 

such as “this country is ours” and “we should be in control” illustrates how ownership 

language is used to justify restrictive immigration policies and to mobilize public support for 

exclusion (Nijs et al., 2021; Verkuyten & Martinovic, 2017). Evidence from conflict regions 

further indicates that strong ingroup ownership beliefs over contested territories are 

associated with lower support for reconciliation and joint decision-making, suggesting that 

strong collective psychological ownership can inhibit peace-building efforts (Storz et al., 

2020).  

Taken together, these findings illustrate that in intergroup contexts, collective 

psychological ownership is systematically associated with exclusionary attitudes and 

behaviour, opposition to sharing and conflict (Martinović & Verkuyten, 2024; Nijs et al., 

2021, 2022, 2024; Verkuyten & Martinovic, 2017).  

Intragroup outcomes  

While collective psychological ownership in intergroup contexts often results in 

outcomes like exclusion and conflict, it tends to promote positive outcomes like cooperation 
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and prosocial behaviour within groups (Jami et al., 2021; Martinović & Verkuyten, 2024; 

Nijs et al., 2024; Verkuyten & Martinovic, 2017).  

Research indicates that collective psychological ownership is not only associated with 

perceived determination rights but also with perceived group responsibility toward the owned 

target. This sense of responsibility or even perceived obligation stems from the belief that 

people should take care of what they own and can lead to experiencing normative pressure 

from other owners to actively contribute to protect, maintain or improve the collectively 

owned target, for example by investing time, energy or resources into it. Such behaviour is 

referred to as stewardship behaviour (Martinović & Verkuyten, 2024; Nijs et al., 2024; Pierce 

& Jussila, 2011; Verkuyten & Martinovic, 2017).  

On the individual level, research shows that a sense of psychological ownership of 

public natural areas motivates intentions to protect the area and act against exploitation 

(Preston & Gelman, 2020). On the collective level, a cross-sectional study in a Dutch sample 

shows that collective psychological ownership of the country positively predicted 

stewardship intentions like donating to preserve Dutch landscapes via perceived group 

responsibility (Nijs et al., 2024). Further correlational studies show that residents' sense of 

neighbourhood ownership predicts higher participation in local prosocial initiatives and 

community maintenance (Nijs et al., 2024; Toruńczyk-Ruiz & Martinović, 2020). Moreover, 

an experimental study demonstrates that inducing collective psychological ownership over an 

imaginary neighbourhood park increases perceived group responsibility, which indirectly 

strengthens intentions to engage in stewardship behaviour such as picking up trash, cleaning 

the park and investing money in repairs (Nijs et al., 2024).   

Overall, these results show that collective psychological ownership can bind group 

members together, define responsibilities and boost commitment and collective action 

(Verkuyten & Martinovic, 2017).  
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Conflict appraisal  

The present thesis assumes that one key driver of the divergent consequences of 

collective psychological ownership, intergroup conflict on the one hand and ingroup 

cooperation on the other, is how conflicts are cognitively appraised. Specifically, whether 

people perceive the situation as a rather zero‑sum or non‑zero‑sum. It is expected that 

collective psychological ownership would lead to zero-sum beliefs in intergroup conflicts but 

to non-zero-sum beliefs in intragroup conflicts. The distinction between zero-sum and non-

zero-sum beliefs is rooted in game theory, which studies decision-making and behaviour in 

competitive environments and suggests that how people behave in complex social 

interactions depends on whether these interactions are perceived as zero-sum or non-zero-

sum (von Neumann & Morgenstern, 1947). Zero-sum beliefs capture the subjective view that 

one party’s gains necessarily come at another party’s expense whereas non‑zero‑sum beliefs 

reflect the expectation that social interactions can be structured so that outcomes are mutually 

beneficial rather than strictly competitive (Burgstaller & Florack, 2025; Davidai & Tepper, 

2023). People can apply such zero‑sum and non‑zero‑sum beliefs across different levels of 

social relations, including interpersonal ones, relations between groups or international 

relations, which makes them potentially relevant in the context of collective psychological 

ownership as well (Davidai & Tepper, 2023). Nijs et al. (2021) showed that a sense of 

collective ownership of the country predicted anti-immigrant and anti-EU attitudes among 

British participants, which in turn were associated with voting to leave the EU in the 2016 

referendum. The strong belief that the country belongs to its citizens and the narrative of 

having to regain exclusive control could have framed being part of the EU as a zero-sum 

situation in which gains for outgroups like other European countries or for immigrants 

necessarily come at the expense of British citizens. However, the same situation could have 

also been perceived as non-zero-sum. People might also experience collective psychological 
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ownership at the level of the European community, perceiving fellow Europeans and 

immigrants as part of the same ingroup. From this perspective, pooling resources and 

decision-making within the EU may be viewed as ultimately benefiting all parties involved, 

rather than representing a loss of national control. A sense of collective psychological 

ownership may therefore influence how such conflicts are cognitively appraised. This 

appraisal as zero-sum or non-zero-sum may also depend on whether the conflict occurs with 

an outgroup or within the group of “co-owners”. Whether ownership-related conflicts are 

perceived as zero-sum or non-zero-sum may in turn help explain the divergent behavioural 

consequences of collective psychological ownership outlined above (Martinović & 

Verkuyten, 2024; Nijs et al., 2021, 2024).  

Zero-Sum Beliefs in Intergroup Conflicts 

The present study argues that collective psychological ownership is likely to promote 

zero-sum appraisals specifically in intergroup conflict contexts. Zero‑sum beliefs result from 

intrapersonal and situational causes that elicit threat and create a real or imagined sense of 

resource scarcity (Davidai & Tepper, 2023). Drawing on the background of resource scarcity, 

the instrumental model of group conflict proposes that perceptions of limited resources, 

combined with the salience of a potentially competitive outgroup, foster a sense of group 

competition. This competition is typically construed in zero‑sum terms, such that gains for 

the outgroup are seen as losses for the ingroup (Esses et al., 1998, 2001). Research on 

realistic threat shows that intergroup competition over tangible, scarce resources like jobs, 

housing, or welfare is often experienced as zero‑sum (Esses et al., 1998, 2001). When 

collective psychological ownership is experienced, collective ownership threat can also imply 

such a perception of resource scarcity by framing determination and control rights over 

targets of ownership as limited and non-shareable, which is a key driver of negative 
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intergroup attitudes and motivates efforts to protect ingroup interests (Esses et al., 1998; 

Verkuyten & Martinovic, 2017).  

Social Identity Theory and Self-Categorization Theory further clarify why collective 

psychological ownership could lead to zero-sum beliefs particularly in intergroup conflicts. 

Since collective psychological ownership is a group-level phenomenon involving a shared 

sense that “this belongs to us,” individuals must perceive themselves as part of a collective 

“we” in the first place, which Self-Categorization Theory refers to as the “group self”. When 

the group self becomes salient, thinking becomes socially structured, with the group serving 

as the primary frame of reference for interpreting situations, prioritizing interests and guiding 

behaviour (Tajfel & Turner, 1979; Turner et al., 1987). Individuals are motivated to maintain 

or enhance a positive social identity, which can be achieved through favourable comparisons 

between the ingroup and relevant outgroups. This motivation for positive distinctiveness 

often manifests in discrimination and negative attitudes against outgroup members (Tajfel & 

Turner, 1979). Since collective ownership beliefs are often tied to group identity, perceptions 

of threat and competition between groups can be intensified, especially when group 

boundaries are salient. Challenges to the group’s ownership claims may not only be seen as 

disputes over determination rights but also as threats to the group’s status and identity, which 

can foster defensive reactions and strained intergroup relations (Verkuyten, 2025; Verkuyten 

& Martinovic, 2017). Interactions with outgroup members are therefore more likely to be 

perceived as involving divergent interests and incompatible viewpoints, making competitive 

and zero-sum interpretations of intergroup conflict more likely (Tajfel & Turner, 1979; 

Verkuyten, 2025). 

Additional empirical support for the link between collective psychological ownership 

and zero-sum beliefs comes from studies on territorial ownership which show that people feel 

a sense of ingroup ownership over their country across diverse national contexts and that this 
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feeling is particularly strong in societies marked by historical or ongoing conflict. At the 

same time, perceived ownership of a rival outgroup tends to be low and even negatively 

related to ingroup ownership, which points to underlying zero‑sum beliefs: the more “we” are 

seen as the rightful owners of “our” country, the less ownership can be conceded to the rival 

outgroup (Martinović & Verkuyten, 2024).  

Further research indicates that zero‑sum beliefs have far‑reaching consequences in 

intergroup contexts. They were found to be associated with a variety of negative outcomes 

like anti‑immigrant sentiment, prejudice and discrimination or resistance to egalitarian 

policies and social change (Davidai & Ongis, 2019; Davidai & Tepper, 2023; Esses et al., 

1998, 2001). Studies show that majority‑group members who hold zero‑sum views are more 

likely to misperceive diversity or admission policies as harming their group even when these 

policies are objectively beneficial to everyone (Brown & Jacoby-Senghor, 2022). Consistent 

with this, zero‑sum beliefs predict greater perceived threat in diverse environments, more 

negative attitudes toward diversity initiatives, lower support for affirmative action and 

stronger opposition to system‑challenging collective action (Ballinger et al., 2024; Stefaniak 

et al., 2020). Zero‑sum beliefs can even undermine cooperation in situations where it is 

crucial. For instance, people’s zero‑sum beliefs have been found to predict lower support for 

and cooperation with public health measures during the COVID‑19 pandemic, even when 

such cooperation would benefit everyone involved (Andrews Fearon & Götz, 2024). These 

findings suggest that zero-sum appraisals are also likely to underlie the exclusionary 

behaviour toward outgroup members that has been observed in the context of collective 

psychological ownership (Nijs et al., 2022). Accordingly, the present study argues that 

collective psychological ownership may influence zero‑sum appraisals because it emphasizes 

group boundaries and exclusive determination rights over owned targets and frames conflict 

situations as contests over limited, non‑shareable entitlements. Importantly, this effect is 
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expected to be context-dependent, emerging specifically in intergroup conflict contexts 

(Martinović & Verkuyten, 2024; Verkuyten, 2025; Verkuyten & Martinovic, 2017). Hence, 

the following hypotheses are proposed:   

H1: The effect of collective psychological ownership on conflict appraisals (zero-sum 

vs. non-zero-sum) will differ depending on the conflict context (intergroup vs. intragroup). 

H2a: In an intergroup conflict context, high collective psychological ownership will 

lead to higher zero-sum beliefs compared to low collective psychological ownership. 

H2b: In an intragroup conflict context, high collective psychological ownership will 

not lead to higher zero-sum beliefs compared to low collective psychological ownership. 

Non-Zero-Sum Beliefs in Intragroup Conflicts 

While previous research has already connected collective psychological ownership 

with zero‑sum appraisals in intergroup contexts, to my knowledge it has paid little attention 

to how collective ownership shapes conflict perceptions within the ingroup. In particular, the 

question arises whether collective psychological ownership always promotes zero‑sum 

beliefs, or whether in intragroup contexts, it can also foster non‑zero‑sum beliefs, which refer 

to the expectation that disagreements over how to manage what is perceived to be collectively 

owned can be resolved in ways that ultimately benefit all parties involved (Crocker et al., 

2017). Social identity theory proposes that individuals strive to achieve and maintain a 

positive social identity, which often leads to ingroup bias and ingroup favouritism. Within the 

ingroup, individuals tend to expect shared perspectives and agreement and are more likely to 

be motivated to reach consensus (Tajfel & Turner, 1979; Turner et al., 1987). When 

collective psychological ownership is high, it may reinforce the preference for cooperative 

solutions that preserve group cohesion and benefit all members, aligning with non‑zero‑sum 

conflict appraisals (Tajfel & Turner, 1979; Turner et al., 1987). Furthermore, non‑zero‑sum 

beliefs are conceptualised as a central component of an ecosystem perspective on social 
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relations (Crocker et al., 2017). This perspective incorporates that people understand 

themselves as embedded in relational systems in which their connections with others and 

with the wider group or society serve to meet the needs of all involved, including their own 

(Crocker & Canevello, 2015). This provides an additional basis for understanding how 

collective psychological ownership may promote non‑zero‑sum appraisals specifically within 

the ingroup. When group members experience strong collective ownership over a target, they 

feel collectively responsible for how it is used, maintained or developed. Within the ingroup, 

this sense of shared responsibility can make disagreements and conflicts appear as internal 

negotiations about how to best serve common interests concerning the target rather than as a 

zero-sum competition (Martinović & Verkuyten, 2024; Nijs et al., 2024; Verkuyten, 2025). 

Empirically, non‑zero‑sum beliefs overall have been associated with situations that 

involve possibilities for collaboration and cooperation (Davidai & Tepper, 2023). For 

example, non‑zero‑sum beliefs have been shown to predict a greater willingness to make 

sacrifices for collective goals such as environmental protection, partly because they are 

associated with more positive expectations about the outcomes of such sacrifices (Burgstaller 

& Florack, 2025). Furthermore, research on racial inequality shows that viewing race 

relations as non‑zero‑sum increases support for policies that address racial inequality 

(Stefaniak et al., 2020). Similarly, studies on diversity initiatives defined non-zero-sum 

beliefs as win-win beliefs that capture the idea that diversity initiatives can benefit all racial 

groups (Ballinger et al., 2024). Win-win beliefs are associated with less identity threat, more 

positive attitudes towards diversity efforts and greater support for affirmative action policies, 

suggesting that non‑zero‑sum appraisals make it easier for majority‑group members to 

engage constructively with inclusion‑oriented changes (Ballinger et al., 2024). These findings 

point to the possibility that non-zero-sum appraisals may play a similar role in fostering 

cooperative intragroup outcomes like stewardship behaviour that has been observed in the 
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context of collective psychological ownership (Nijs et al., 2024). The present thesis therefore 

argues that high collective psychological ownership should encourage group members to 

interpret intragroup conflicts over collectively owned targets as situations in which mutually 

acceptable solutions are possible and where all parties can ultimately benefit from 

cooperative problem solving and compromises (Martinović & Verkuyten, 2024; Verkuyten, 

2025). Accordingly, the present study proposes the following hypotheses:  

H3a: In an intragroup conflict context, high collective psychological ownership will 

lead to higher non-zero-sum beliefs compared to low collective psychological ownership. 

H3b: In an intergroup conflict context, high collective psychological ownership will 

not lead to higher non-zero-sum beliefs compared to low collective psychological ownership. 

The Study  

To examine whether collective psychological ownership leads to zero-sum or non-

zero-sum appraisals of conflict and whether this effect differs between intergroup and 

intragroup contexts, the present study employed a two (collective psychological ownership: 

high vs. low) × two (conflict context: intergroup vs. intragroup) between‑subjects online 

experiment implemented on Unipark (Tivian XI GmbH, 2026). Collective psychological 

ownership (high vs. low) and conflict context (intergroup vs. intragroup) were manipulated 

using scenario-based vignettes involving a neighbourhood park, adapted from Nijs et al. 

(2022, 2024). Zero-sum and non-zero-sum beliefs were assessed as outcome variables. 

Additionally, stewardship behaviour was measured for exploratory purposes. The study was 

preregistered on the AsPredicted platform prior to data collection to ensure transparency in 

the research process (https://aspredicted.org/86ty3v.pdf).  
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Method 

Participants  

Participants were recruited informally using convenience sampling via online 

channels. The survey link was distributed through the researcher’s personal networks, social 

media platforms and SurveyCircle, targeting German‑speaking adults over the age of 18. 

Participants who did not provide consent or indicated that they were under 18 years of age 

were screened out of the study. 

An a priori power analysis was conducted using G*Power version 3.1.9.7 for a 2 × 2 

between-subjects ANOVA testing an interaction effect. The required minimum sample size to 

detect a medium interaction effect (f = 0.25) at α = .05 with adequate power of .80 was 128 

participants (32 per group).  

As pre-registered, participants who failed either of the two attention checks (one after 

the collective psychological ownership manipulation and one after the conflict scenario) or 

did not complete the survey were excluded from the analyses. No additional outlier criteria 

were applied. Data collection took place in February 2026 and the final analysed sample 

consisted of 164 participants of whom 61 % identified as female, 37 % as male and 2 % as 

diverse. The average age was 30.28 years (SD = 10.34, range = 20–64). Regarding education, 

74 % of participants reported having a university degree or higher, indicating that the sample 

was highly educated. Participants rated their subjective socioeconomic status on average 

above the midpoint (M = 6.40, SD = 1.49) on a 10-rung ladder.   

Procedure and Measures   

When opening the survey link, participants first saw an information and consent page 

describing the aims of the study and data protection policies. They were informed that 

participation was voluntary and that they could quit at any time without consequences. After 

providing consent, participants answered a brief demographic section including questions 
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about gender, age and education. Furthermore, subjective socioeconomic status was assessed 

using a 10-rung ladder on which participants indicated where they would place themselves 

relative to other people in their country in terms of money, education and job prestige (Adler 

et al., 2000). Participants were then instructed that on the following pages, they would read 

short scenarios and should imagine the situations as vividly as possible.  

Manipulation of collective psychological ownership  

Collective psychological ownership has been manipulated using a scenario-based 

manipulation adapted from Nijs et al. (2022, 2024). The scenario described a neighbourhood 

park as target of collective psychological ownership since it provides a concrete context in 

which feelings that a place is collectively owned by a group can emerge (Nijs et al., 2022, 

2024). In the high collective psychological ownership condition, participants had to read the 

following scenario: 

Imagine there is a small park in your street. It used to be just a piece of ground where 

nothing happened, but the municipality has given it to the neighbourhood and you and 

your  neighbours  have  tidied  it  up  and  put  a  picnic  table  there  (see  photo).  As  a 

neighbourhood, you have been spending a lot of time there for several years now, using 

the park for gatherings, relaxation, or sports. You really have the feeling that it is ‘your 

park’ and have even given it the name ‘our green park’. 

In this way, several principles of collective psychological ownership were addressed, 

including collective investment in the park and its role as a shared place that residents jointly 

use and identify with (Martinović & Verkuyten, 2024). In the low collective psychological 

ownership control condition, the same park was described without collective ownership cues. 

It was simply mentioned that the municipality has tidied it up and put up a picnic table (Nijs 

et al., 2024). Participants in both conditions were shown the same image of a park with a 

picnic table, which was generated using ChatGPT.  
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To enhance mental simulation and to ensure participants had engaged with the 

scenario, they were then asked to briefly describe the imagined park in an open text field. 

This question also served as an attention check and was followed by a two-item manipulation 

check (“If I think about the park, I really feel that it is owned by us, neighbours.”; “I have a 

strong feeling that this park belongs to us, neighbours”) rated on a 7-point Likert scale from 1 

= strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree (Nijs et al., 2024). The two items showed excellent 

internal consistency (α = .94) and were averaged into a mean score used for the manipulation 

check analysis. 

Manipulation of conflict context (intergroup vs. intragroup) 

Following the collective psychological ownership manipulation, participants were 

presented with a conflict scenario adapted from Nijs et al. (2022) involving the same park. 

The conflict concerned different proposals regarding the future use of the park. While some 

residents suggested creating more seating areas so that the park could be used as a place for 

relaxation, others advocated expanding the space for sports and installing fitness equipment. 

The situation was framed either as an intergroup conflict, in which residents from another 

neighbourhood are involved and express different preferences regarding the use of the park, 

or as an intragroup conflict, in which members of the same neighbourhood hold different 

views on how the park should be used. After reading the conflict scenario, participants again 

completed a short open-ended question describing the conflict, which also served as an 

attention check and as an opportunity to strengthen the imagination of the situation.  

Measurement of zero-sum beliefs   

Zero-sum beliefs were measured with seven items adapted from Andrews Fearon and 

Götz (2024) and Różycka-Tran et al. (2015) referring to the presented conflict scenario. 

Table 1 shows the items as used in the intergroup condition. For the intragroup condition, 

wording was slightly adapted (see Appendix A). All items were answered on a seven-point 
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Likert scale ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree. They showed good 

internal consistency (α = .86) and were averaged to create a composite mean score. Two 

items were reverse-coded. 

Table 1 

Zero-Sum Beliefs   

Item Text 

1 
In this conflict, the success of one group means failure for the other 
group. 

2 In this conflict, when one group wins, the other group must lose. 

3 In this conflict, the interests of both groups are incompatible. 

4 In this conflict, one group loses when it does a lot for the other group. 

5 
This conflict is like a tennis match: one group can only win when the 
other group loses. 

6 
In this conflict, it does not necessarily mean that one group loses when 
the other group wins. (reverse-coded) 

7 
In this conflict, the success of one group is not the failure of the other 
group. (reverse-coded) 

Note. Items were presented in German.  

Measurement of non-zero-sum beliefs  

Non-zero-sum beliefs were measured with eight items adapted from Burgstaller and 

Florack (2025), also referring to the presented conflict scenario. Table 2 shows the items as 

used in the intergroup condition. For the intragroup condition, wording was slightly adapted 

(see Appendix A). All items were answered on a seven-point Likert scale ranging from 1 = 

strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree. They showed excellent internal consistency (α = .93) 

and were averaged to create a composite mean score. 
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Table 2  

Non-Zero-Sum Beliefs  

Item Text 

1 In this conflict, there do not necessarily have to be winners and losers. 

2 In this conflict, it is possible to find a good solution for both groups. 

3 In this conflict, the outcome can be satisfactory for both groups. 

4 
When a difficult situation arises between the two groups, it is possible to 
find a good solution for both sides. 

5 
When an agreement is reached in this conflict, it can be advantageous for 
both groups. 

6 
Differences of opinion in this conflict can be resolved in a way that 
benefits both groups. 

7 The outcome of this conflict can be a win-win situation for both groups. 

8 
In this difficult situation, it is possible to find solutions that benefit both 
groups. 

Note. Items were presented in German.  

Measurement of stewardship behaviour  

For exploratory purposes, participants rated the likelihood to engage in stewardship 

behaviour using three items adapted from Nijs et al. (2024). They were asked to imagine that 

their preferred position in the conflict, which was using the park for sports and installing 

fitness equipment in all conditions, did not prevail. They then indicated how likely it would 

be that they and their neighbours would collectively maintain the park, pick up litter and 

contribute money for a new picnic table if needed. Responses were provided on a scale 

ranging from 0%= definitely not to 100%= definitely (Nijs et al., 2024). The survey ended 

with a debriefing explaining the research aims and providing space for comments.  

Results 

Preliminary Analyses 

All analyses were conducted using JASP Version 0.96 (JASP Team, 2026). Prior to 

testing the hypotheses, descriptive statistics for all study variables were inspected. Table 3 
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shows Pearsons’ correlations that were computed to examine associations between perceived 

collective psychological ownership (measured via the two manipulation check items), zero-

sum beliefs, non-zero-sum beliefs and stewardship behaviour. Collective psychological 

ownership was not significantly related to zero-sum beliefs (r = −.02, p = .845) or non-zero-

sum beliefs (r = .08, p = .293). However, it showed a small but significant positive 

correlation with stewardship behaviour (r = .20, p = .012). Zero-sum beliefs were strongly 

and negatively correlated with non-zero-sum beliefs (r = −.69, p < .001). Zero-sum beliefs 

were also negatively associated with stewardship behaviour (r = −.18, p = .023) while non-

zero-sum beliefs were positively associated with it  (r = .23, p = .004).  

Table 3  

Correlations among variables  

Variables M SD CPO ZSBs NZSBs STB 

CPO 4.44 1.52 -    

ZSBs 2.65 1.06 −.02 -   

NZSBs 5.79 0.95 .08 −.69*** -  

STB 51.75 25.83 .20* −.18* .23** - 

Note. N = 164; M = mean; SD = standard deviation; STB = stewardship behaviour; CPO = 
collective psychological ownership (mean manipulation check items); NZSBs = non-zero-
sum beliefs; ZSBs = zero-sum beliefs. * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001 

Manipulation check analysis showed that as expected, participants in the high 

collective psychological ownership condition reported a significantly stronger sense that the 

park belonged to their neighbourhood (M = 4.83, SD = 1.40) than participants in the low 

ownership condition (M = 4.04, SD = 1.53), t(162) = -3.44, p < .001, d = -0.54. Thus, 

manipulation of collective psychological ownership was successful.  
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Main Results 

To test the hypotheses, two separate 2 × 2 factorial ANOVAs were conducted with 

collective psychological ownership (high vs. low) and conflict context (intergroup vs. 

intragroup) as between-subjects factors. Levene’s tests indicated no violations of 

homogeneity of variance for zero-sum beliefs (p = .697) and non-zero-sum beliefs (p = .490). 

Statistical significance for all analyses was evaluated at α = .05.  

Zero-Sum Beliefs  

I proposed that the effect of collective psychological ownership on zero-sum beliefs 

would differ depending on the conflict context (H1), such that high collective psychological 

ownership would lead to higher zero-sum beliefs in the intergroup conflict condition (H2a), 

but not in the intragroup conflict condition (H2b). However, the first ANOVA with zero-sum 

beliefs as dependent variable revealed no significant main effect of collective psychological 

ownership (F(1, 160) = 0.54, p = .463, η²ₚ = .003) and no main effect of conflict context  

(F(1, 160) = 0.30, p = .583,  η²ₚ = .002). Importantly, the predicted interaction between 

collective psychological ownership and conflict context was not significant, F(1, 160) < 0.01, 

p = .974, η²ₚ < .001. Planned simple effects analyses examined the effect of collective 

psychological ownership separately within each conflict context. Contrary to expectations, 

collective psychological ownership did not significantly influence zero-sum beliefs in the 

intergroup conflict condition (F(1, 160) = 0.26, p = .613). Similarly, in the intragroup conflict 

condition, collective psychological ownership did not significantly influence zero-sum 

beliefs, F(1, 160) = 0.28, p = .595. To test Hypothesis 2b, which proposed no difference in 

zero-sum beliefs between high and low collective psychological ownership in the intragroup 

conflict condition, a Bayesian independent samples t-test was conducted. The analysis 

yielded a Bayes factor of BF₁₀ = 0.27. According to established guidelines this provides 

moderate evidence for the absence of an effect, therefore supporting Hypothesis 2b (Van 
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Doorn et al., 2021). Descriptive statistics show that participants reported relatively low zero-

sum appraisals of the conflict across all four conditions (see Table 4). 

Table 4 

Means and standard deviation of zero-sum beliefs by collective psychological ownership and 
conflict context 

Collective psychological 
ownership 

Conflict context N M SD 

High 
Intergroup 42 2.752 0.994 

Intragroup 41 2.666 1.078 

Low 
Intergroup 43 2.635 1.172 

Intragroup 38 2.538 0.999 

Note. M = mean; SD = standard deviation. Items were answered on a 7-point Likert scale. No 
significant differences were found between conditions. 

Non-Zero-Sum Beliefs 

I further hypothesized that high collective psychological ownership would lead to 

higher non-zero-sum beliefs in the intragroup conflict condition (H3a), but not in the 

intergroup conflict condition (H3b). However, a second 2 × 2 ANOVA examining non-zero-

sum beliefs as the dependent variable revealed neither a significant main effect of collective 

psychological ownership (F(1, 160) = 0.04, p = .836, η²ₚ < .001) nor a significant main effect 

of conflict context (F(1, 160) = 0.32, p = .573, η²ₚ = .002). The proposed interaction between 

collective psychological ownership and conflict context was also not significant, F(1, 160) = 

0.01, p = .928, η²ₚ < .001. Planned simple effects analyses showed that contrary to 

expectations, collective psychological ownership did not significantly affect non-zero-sum 

beliefs in the intragroup conflict condition, F(1, 160) = 0.04, p = .836. Similarly, collective 

psychological ownership did not significantly influence non-zero-sum beliefs in the 

intergroup conflict condition, F(1, 160) = 0.01, p = .932. To test Hypothesis 3b, which 

proposed no difference in non-zero-sum beliefs between high and low collective 
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psychological ownership in the intergroup conflict condition, a Bayesian independent 

samples t-test was conducted. The analysis yielded a Bayes factor of BF₁₀ = 0.23. According 

to established guidelines this provides moderate evidence for the absence of an effect, 

therefore supporting Hypothesis 3b (Van Doorn et al., 2021). Descriptive statistics show that 

participants reported rather high non-zero-sum beliefs across all conditions (see Table 5). 

Table 5 

Means and standard deviation of non-zero-sum beliefs by collective psychological ownership 
and conflict context 

Collective psychological 
ownership 

Conflict context N M SD 

High 
Intergroup 42 5.756 0.973 

Intragroup 41 5.854 0.860 

Low 
Intergroup 43 5.738 1.047 

Intragroup 38 5.809 0.918 

Note. M = mean; SD = standard deviation. Items were answered on a 7-point Likert scale. No 
significant differences were found between conditions. 

Exploratory Analyses  

Given that the present thesis proposed that zero-sum and non-zero-sum beliefs may 

explain divergent behavioural outcomes of collective psychological ownership in different 

social contexts, stewardship behaviour was examined as an exploratory behavioural outcome 

in the present study (Nijs et al., 2024). As reported in the preliminary analyses, collective 

psychological ownership showed a positive correlation with stewardship behaviour (r = .20, p 

= .012), suggesting that a stronger sense of collective psychological ownership was 

associated with greater willingness to engage in stewardship behaviour. Zero-sum beliefs 

were negatively correlated with stewardship behaviour (r = −.18, p = .023), indicating that 

stronger zero-sum perceptions were linked to lower willingness to engage in stewardship 

behaviour. In contrast, non-zero-sum beliefs were positively correlated with it (r = .23, p = 
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.004), suggesting that stronger non-zero-sum beliefs were associated with a higher 

willingness to engage in stewardship behaviour. 

For exploratory purposes, a 2 × 2 factorial ANOVA was conducted with collective 

psychological ownership (high vs. low) and conflict context (intergroup vs. intragroup) as 

between-subjects factors and stewardship behaviour as the dependent variable. The analysis 

revealed no significant main effect of conflict context, F(1, 160) = 1.59, p = .209, η²ₚ =.010, 

indicating that stewardship behaviour did not differ significantly between intergroup and 

intragroup conflict contexts. Furthermore, there was no significant main effect of collective 

psychological ownership, F(1, 160) = 0.01, p = .934, η²ₚ <.001, suggesting that participants in 

the high and low ownership conditions did not differ in their reported stewardship behaviour. 

The interaction between collective psychological ownership and conflict context was also not 

significant, F(1, 160) = 0.19, p = .662, η²ₚ =.001.  

It was further investigated whether the effect of collective psychological ownership on 

stewardship behaviour is moderated by participants’ non-zero-sum beliefs. For this purpose, a 

moderation analysis was conducted using classical process model 1 in JASP. Collective 

psychological ownership was coded as a categorical predictor (high = 1, low = 0) and entered 

as the independent variable. Stewardship behaviour was entered as the dependent variable 

and non-zero-sum beliefs as the continuous moderator. There was no significant main effect 

of collective psychological ownership on stewardship behaviour, b = 0.33, SE = 3.85, p = 

.931, but a significant main effect of non-zero-sum beliefs on stewardship behaviour, b = 

10.78, SE = 2.80, p < .001. Importantly, the interaction between collective psychological 

ownership and non-zero-sum beliefs was significant, b = −9.80, SE = 4.09, p = .017, 

suggesting that the effect of collective psychological ownership on stewardship behaviour 

varied as a function of participants’ non-zero-sum beliefs. As illustrated in Figure 1, the 

interaction followed a crossover pattern, such that collective psychological ownership was 
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positively associated with stewardship behaviour at low levels of non-zero-sum beliefs but 

negatively at high levels. Specifically, participants high in collective psychological ownership 

showed relatively stable stewardship behaviour across all levels of non-zero-sum beliefs, 

whereas stewardship behaviour among participants low in collective psychological ownership 

increased with higher non-zero-sum beliefs. Accordingly, simple effects analyses showed that 

at low levels of non-zero-sum beliefs, collective psychological ownership showed a positive, 

but non-significant effect on stewardship behaviour, b = 9.28, SE = 5.37, p = .084. At average 

levels of non-zero-sum beliefs, the effect was also not significant, b = −0.52, SE = 3.87, p = 

.893. At high levels of non-zero-sum beliefs, the effect of collective psychological ownership 

on stewardship behaviour tends to be negative but did not reach statistical significance, b = 

−10.35, SE = 5.89, p = .079.  

Figure 1 

Moderation of the effect of collective psychological ownership on stewardship behaviour by 
non-zero-sum beliefs 

 

Note. Stewardship behaviour was measured on a scale from 0 % to 100 %. Predicted values 
were derived from the moderation analysis using unstandardized regression coefficients. CPO 
= collective psychological ownership; NZSBs = non-zero-sum beliefs. Non-zero-sum beliefs 
are displayed at three levels: −1 SD, mean and +1 SD. 
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Discussion 

Prior research has shown that feelings of collective psychological ownership can be a 

source of exclusionary attitudes, intergroup tensions and territorial conflicts, while at the 

same time fostering intragroup cooperation and stewardship behaviour (Martinović & 

Verkuyten, 2024; Nijs et al., 2024). The goal of the present study was to examine whether 

collective psychological ownership shapes zero-sum and non-zero-sum beliefs in intergroup 

and intragroup conflicts, thereby exploring a potential cognitive mechanism underlying the 

previously observed differences in behavioural outcomes of collective psychological 

ownership. It was hypothesized that high collective psychological ownership would have a 

context-dependent effect on conflict appraisal as zero-sum or non-zero-sum. In particular, it 

was proposed that high collective psychological ownership would lead to higher zero-sum 

beliefs in intergroup conflict, because it goes together with exclusive determination rights and 

emphasizes an "us versus them" perspective that frames conflicts with outgroup members 

over collectively owned targets as contests over limited and non-shareable entitlements 

(Davidai & Tepper, 2023; Verkuyten, 2025; Verkuyten & Martinovic, 2017). In intragroup 

conflict, however, high collective psychological ownership was expected to lead to higher 

non-zero-sum beliefs, since the shared sense of responsibility toward the owned target and 

the motivation to maintain a positive social identity and reach consensus among ingroup 

members should make cooperative interpretations of conflict more likely (Davidai & Tepper, 

2023; Martinović & Verkuyten, 2024; Tajfel & Turner, 1979; Turner et al., 1987). 

Interpretation of results  

Contrary to expectations, the present findings suggest that collective psychological 

ownership does not systematically influence how conflicts are cognitively appraised in terms 

of zero-sum versus non-zero-sum beliefs. The predicted context-dependent effect did not 

emerge. High collective psychological ownership did not lead to higher zero-sum beliefs in 
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the intergroup condition or to higher non-zero-sum beliefs in the intragroup condition. 

Instead, participants reported relatively low zero-sum beliefs and higher non-zero-sum beliefs 

across all four conditions, indicating that they were generally more inclined to perceive the 

conflict in a non-zero-sum way (see Table 4 and 5). Taken together, these results indicate that 

neither the manipulation of collective psychological ownership nor the conflict context 

seemed to have significantly influenced zero-sum and non-zero-sum beliefs.   

One possible explanation for these null effects might be that the experimental 

manipulation of collective psychological ownership via the park scenario was not strong 

enough to influence cognitive appraisals such as zero-sum beliefs, which may require more 

direct cues related to competition or resource scarcity. Zero-sum beliefs are particularly likely 

under conditions of resource scarcity and perceived threat (Davidai & Tepper, 2023; Esses et 

al., 1998). The conflict scenario regarding the park usage for sports or relaxation may not 

have been perceived as a high-stakes or threatening situation involving competition over 

scarce resources. Additionally, group boundaries may not have been emphasised enough in 

the intergroup condition. When collective ownership beliefs are strongly tied to group 

identity and group boundaries are prominent, challenges to ownership claims can be 

perceived not only as disputes over control rights but also as threats to the group's status and 

identity, intensifying intergroup competition. In the present study however, the intergroup 

conflict condition may not have activated such identity-relevant threat perceptions 

(Verkuyten, 2025; Verkuyten & Martinovic, 2017). As a result, participants may have overall 

regarded the conflict as a collective decision-making process, especially since both arguments 

(more space to relax and more fitness equipment) could have been perceived as 

improvements to the shared community space. This would fit the generally higher 

endorsement of non-zero-sum beliefs across all conditions.  
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These findings also support the assumption that both zero-sum and non-zero-sum 

beliefs are relatively stable beliefs that are not that easily influenced by short-term 

experimental manipulations. Although the manipulation check confirmed that participants in 

the high collective ownership condition perceived stronger ownership of the park, this may 

have been insufficient to shift individuals’ underlying assumptions about whether social 

interactions are rather zero-sum or non-zero sum, resulting in the observed stable beliefs 

across all conditions (Andrews Fearon & Götz, 2024). Prior research has distinguished 

between two operationalizations of zero-sum beliefs. On the one hand, they can be 

understood as domain-specific judgements that are sensitive to different contexts. On the 

other hand, they have been conceptualized as relatively stable, broader mindsets about social 

relations (Andrews Fearon & Götz, 2024; Davidai & Tepper, 2023). Supporting the point of 

view of a broader mindset, prior research has shown that viewing life as zero-sum predicts 

attitudes toward societal issues such as immigration and economic redistribution beyond 

individuals’ political ideology (Davidai & Ongis, 2019). Moreover, Różycka-Tran et al. 

(2015) conceptualized belief in a zero-sum game as a generalized belief system within the 

framework of social axioms, which are associated with social behaviour across various 

contexts. Andrews Fearon and Götz (2024) further situate the zero-sum mindset within the 

broader domain of personality, emphasizing its cross-situational nature. Non-zero-sum beliefs 

have likewise been linked to the wider ecosystem perspective, which refers to viewing social 

relationships on different levels as interconnected systems enabling mutual gains through 

cooperation (Burgstaller & Florack, 2025; Crocker et al., 2017; Crocker & Canevello, 2015). 

The present findings, showing that zero-sum and non-zero-sum beliefs remained largely 

unaffected by both the ownership and conflict context manipulation, may also support the 

view of zero-sum or non-zero-sum as rather stable beliefs across different contexts.   
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Although the primary analyses yielded null results, the exploratory analyses regarding 

stewardship behaviour revealed several additional insights. While collective psychological 

ownership was not related to zero-sum or non-zero-sum beliefs, it was positively associated 

with stewardship behaviour, in line with prior study results that feelings of collective 

ownership are associated with group members’ willingness to maintain and care for shared 

resources (Nijs et al., 2024). Moreover, zero-sum and non-zero-sum beliefs showed 

significant correlations with stewardship behaviour. Individuals who perceived the conflict as 

rather zero-sum reported lower willingness to engage in stewardship behaviour, whereas 

those who perceived the conflict as non-zero-sum reported greater willingness to do so. This 

pattern supports the assumption that perceiving conflicts as non‑zero‑sum is related to more 

prosocial and cooperative behaviour (Burgstaller & Florack, 2025; Davidai & Tepper, 2023).  

Additionally, exploratory moderation analysis indicated that the effect of collective 

psychological ownership on stewardship behaviour may be moderated by non-zero-sum 

beliefs. For participants low in non-zero-sum beliefs, collective ownership tended to be 

associated with higher stewardship behaviour, whereas at high non-zero-sum levels this 

relationship weakened or even showed a negative trend. One possible interpretation of this 

pattern could be that collective psychological ownership may be more relevant for motivating 

stewardship behaviour when individuals do not already hold strong non-zero-sum beliefs. 

When non-zero-sum beliefs are already high, additional ownership cues may play a less 

important role. However, given the exploratory nature of this analysis and the lack of 

significance, these interpretations remain speculative and should be examined in future 

research. 

Limitations and future research  

Several limitations must be considered when interpreting the findings of this study. 

First of all, the scenario-based manipulation of collective psychological ownership in an 
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online questionnaire may have been too weak to influence participants’ conflict appraisals. 

Although attention checks were included, it cannot be fully ensured that participants engaged 

deeply with the presented scenarios. In addition, as described above, the scenarios might have 

lacked more salient cues regarding resource scarcity and clearly opposing interests with 

personally relevant consequences. This would have been especially relevant for the 

emergence of zero-sum beliefs, which are more likely under conditions of perceived resource 

scarcity and threat (Davidai & Tepper, 2023; Esses et al., 1998). Future research could 

therefore employ conflict scenarios with more tangible or consequential outcomes.  

Moreover, the present design did not include a manipulation check for the conflict 

context. A measure of perceived collective ownership threat could theoretically be an 

important mechanism linking collective psychological ownership to zero-sum conflict 

appraisals in intergroup contexts (Nijs et al., 2022). Without ownership threat being activated, 

for example by framing the conflict as a more direct challenge to the group's exclusive rights 

over the park, the effect from collective psychological ownership on zero-sum appraisals may 

simply not have been triggered. Future research could therefore include a measure of 

perceived collective ownership threat and test whether it mediates the relationship between 

collective psychological ownership and zero-sum conflict appraisals in intergroup settings. In 

addition, prior research suggests that collective psychological ownership is closely linked to 

group identity and that its implications for intergroup relations become particularly relevant 

when group identity and group-based threat are salient (Verkuyten, 2025). Future studies 

could therefore examine group identification as a moderator of the relationship between 

collective psychological ownership and zero-sum beliefs in intergroup contexts. 

At the same time, it is important to note that the study design required that the 

experimental conditions remained structurally comparable, meaning that the conflict scenario 

had to be equivalent for the inter- and intragroup condition. This limited the extent to which 
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strong group boundaries or explicit ownership threat and competition over scarce resources 

could be introduced without creating fundamentally different scenarios across conditions. In 

the intragroup condition, introducing highly salient subgroup distinctions could have 

unintentionally created intergroup dynamics, undermining the intended comparison between 

intergroup and intragroup conflicts. This trade-off may have reduced the overall strength of 

the manipulation. Future research could address this by examining intergroup and intragroup 

contexts in separate studies and by using designs that allow for stronger and more context-

specific manipulations. 

Furthermore, future research could build on the exploratory findings of the present 

study and examine the relationship between collective psychological ownership, zero-sum 

beliefs, non-zero-sum beliefs and stewardship behaviour in more detail.  

Finally, sample characteristics have to be taken into account. The sample was 

convenience-based, predominantly young, highly educated and relatively homogenous 

regarding socioeconomic status, which limits the generalizability of the findings. Future 

studies should therefore aim to recruit a more diverse sample regarding age, education and 

socioeconomic status. Social desirability concerns might also have influenced participants’ 

responses, leading to a tendency to report more non-zero-sum than zero-sum beliefs. 

Although the items were adapted to the presented conflict (e.g., “In this conflict…”), they 

remained somewhat abstract and may have been interpreted as referring to more general 

beliefs about conflicts rather than a situation-specific appraisal. Future research could address 

this by formulating zero-sum and non-zero-sum items even more concretely in relation to the 

specific conflict scenario and its consequences, reducing the risk to answer in a socially 

accepted way.  
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Implications and relevance of the study  

Building on previous research showing that collective psychological ownership can 

simultaneously foster intergroup conflict and intragroup cooperation, the present study took a 

step back and examined whether these divergent behavioural outcomes can be explained by 

differences in how conflicts are cognitively appraised (Martinović & Verkuyten, 2024; Nijs 

et al., 2024). To my knowledge, the present study is the first to directly and experimentally 

test if collective psychological ownership promotes zero-sum appraisals in intergroup 

conflicts and non-zero-sum appraisals in intragroup conflicts. Although none of the 

hypotheses were supported, the study contributes to the literature and research on collective 

psychological ownership as well as zero-sum and non-zero-sum beliefs in several ways. The 

findings suggest that collective psychological ownership does not necessarily translate into 

zero-sum or non-zero-sum conflict appraisals, at least not under the conditions examined in 

this study. Accordingly, the pathway through which collective psychological ownership leads 

to divergent behavioural outcomes may not primarily operate via these cognitive appraisals. 

This points future research toward examining other potential cognitive or affective 

mechanisms that might explain why collective psychological ownership leads to such 

different behavioural outcomes depending on the social context (Martinović & Verkuyten, 

2024; Nijs et al., 2024) 

Additionally, the results contribute to the question whether zero-sum and non-zero-

sum beliefs are primarily context-dependent appraisals or rather reflect more stable beliefs. 

The absence of effects across conditions may indicate that zero-sum and non-zero-sum 

beliefs are relatively stable and not easily influenced by short-term experimental 

manipulations, consistent with work conceptualizing zero-sum thinking as a broader mindset 

(Andrews Fearon & Götz, 2024; Davidai & Tepper, 2023).  
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The exploratory findings regarding stewardship behaviour carry additional theoretical 

and practical relevance. Zero-sum beliefs were negatively associated with stewardship 

behaviour, whereas non-zero-sum beliefs were positively associated with it. In addition, 

exploratory moderation results indicate that the relationship between collective psychological 

ownership and stewardship behaviour may depend on individuals’ non-zero-sum beliefs. 

Although these results should be interpreted with caution, they suggest that how conflicts 

over collectively owned targets are perceived is related to whether individuals remain willing 

to engage in stewardship behaviour, maintaining and protecting the collectively owned target. 

When conflicts are framed and understood as rather zero-sum, that might be associated with 

less engagement in stewardship, whereas non-zero-sum interpretations appear to be 

associated with more stewardship behaviour (Davidai & Tepper, 2023; Nijs et al., 2024). This 

could be relevant for a variety of contexts in which groups negotiate the use and maintenance 

of public spaces, infrastructure, or resources. In such settings, conflicts often arise over who 

is entitled to use, control, or take responsibility for shared targets of ownership (Martinović & 

Verkuyten, 2024). The present findings suggest that whether these conflicts are understood as 

zero-sum or non-zero-sum may be related to the degree to which individuals remain willing 

to contribute to collective outcomes.  

Overall, the present study underscores the relevance of collective psychological 

ownership as a central social psychological topic (Martinović & Verkuyten, 2024). While the 

proposed influence on zero-sum and non-zero-sum conflict appraisals was not supported, the 

findings contribute to the understanding of these beliefs as potentially stable mindsets that are 

not easily shifted by situational cues. Moreover, the exploratory findings suggest that 

collective psychological ownership, together with how conflicts are appraised, nonetheless 

matters for whether individuals remain willing to maintain and protect shared resources.  
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Appendix A – Online Study  
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Appendix B – Use of AI  

Hereby, I declare that I have used the following AI tools for the creation of my 

Master’s Thesis titled “Collective Psychological Ownership as a Driver of Zero-Sum and 

Non-Zero-Sum Beliefs in Inter- and Intragroup Conflicts”. I confirm that the identification of 

the AI tools used is complete, including the purpose of use, product name, and, if applicable, 

the prompts and outputs of the AI tool. I take full responsibility for the selection and 

incorporation of all results from the AI tools I have used. 

Purpose of use* Product name of the AI 
tool 

If applicable, prompt 
(input) and output of the 
AI tool 

Literature research Consensus     
Translation aid, 
improvement of academic 
English writing 

ChatGPT, Perplexity    

Adapting Item Scales and 
scenarios  

ChatGPT, Perplexity   

Assistance with statistical 
analysis and interpretation 
of results 

ChatGPT, Claude  

*Tools used for grammar and spell-checking or the automated creation of bibliographies are 
excluded from this declaration.  
 
 
 

Vienna, May 3, 2026 
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