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THE PsycHOLOGY OF COLLECTING: A SHORT REVIEW

Andrea Bobbio, Eleonora Porcaro

ABSTRACT

Collecting has been recognised as a widespread activity since ancient times. In fact, most people know a friend,
colleague, or acquaintance who owns a proper collection of some sort. The question is why do people invest
money, time, and energy in such a curious and probably never-ending activity? In this chapter, we attempt to
answer this query, or to at least shed some light on this topic from the point of view of the psychological litera-
ture, of which we offer a short review, and from which we believe it is possible to develop hypotheses for future
multidisciplinary research and application.

KEYworDs: applied psychology; collection; collectors; hoarding disorder; psychology of collecting.

AN INTRODUCTION TO COLLECTING

“I made many sacrifices for my collection of Greek, Roman and Egyptian antiquities, and, to
be honest, I read more about archaeology than psychology”1 The author of these words, Sigmund
Freud, was the owner of a great collection of ancient art, including approxmlately 2000 objects
(mostly sculptures) Usually, the founder of psychoanalysis positioned his new acquisitions on his
dining table in order to admire them during meals, before placing them in the room where he used
to meet with his patients®. Freud’s behaviour is an example of how assiduously individuals can get
involved in collecting.

Indeed, collecting seems to have played a constant role in human history® and, thanks to the estab-
lishment of both the museography and museology disciplines particularly in the eighteenth century, to
have constituted the basis for the creation and organization of both museums and galleries*. An example
of the function of this practice in the ancient world is the Great Library of Alexandria, which contained
roughly half a million papyrus scrolls, symbolising the power of the Ptolemaic dynasty®. In a similar
way, collecting became a symbol of status in ancient Rome, demonstrating both one’s own wealth and
cultural refinement®. Since that time, the economic value of collecting important artefacts has frequently
accompanied political, religious, and social power. The House of Medici, for instance, a prominent

' D1 GREGORIO 2014, p. 12.
? BELK 1995.

> E.g., Sawvo 2018; Diazzi 2013; Curiosita e I’ingegno 2000; MoLFINO, MoTTOLA MOLFINO 1997. For some relevant
international sources see, as an example, the ‘Journal of the History of Collections’ (https://academic.oup.com/jhc), and the
‘Center for the History of Collecting’ at the Frick Art Reference Library (https://www.frick.org/research/center).

* E.g., DE BENEDICTIS 2015.
> ERSKINE 1995.
¢ MARIOTTI 2017.
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Italian banking family whose economic and political influence lasted from about the fifteenth to the
eighteenth century, has been collecting masterpieces for over two centuries and sponsoring many artists.
Along with the inner pleasure and gratification of being surrounded by beauty, rarities and mirabilia
(e.g., the Wunderkammer), which is invaluable, they also realised that such demonstration of affluence
and elegance would immortalise their family name’.

These are just a few of the many cases in which owning a top or very sophisticated collection may
become a symbol of status and economic power. However, the collections we typically run into in our
everyday lives often have nothing to do with such status or power. People store and collect common
items, such as postcards, dolls, dishes, souvenirs, and insects, driven by curiosity or psychological
reasons, which have been investigated in the literature®. While the item alone could have a restricted
meaning in itself, the whole perspective changes when it becomes part of a structured assortment, and
the collectors see and understand that.

Because of the complexity of this behaviour, psychologists have analysed it from several perspec-
tives and, to date, the research has not yet offered a complete picture of the main common or stable
psychological characteristics inherent to both collectors and collecting. Therefore, the aim of this
chapter is to provide the reader with a short review of what we considered the relevant theoretical
perspectives and findings concerning the psychology of collecting, attempting to shed some light
on the motivations or needs that push individuals to get involved in this activity. We decided to deal
with the general psychological processes which are thought to underlie collecting behaviour, regard-
less of the target of the collection. In doing so, we followed a rationale similar to that sometimes
used by cognitive psychologists studying, for example, the process of “creativity”, irrespective of
the outcome of creativity in itself’. Of course, we are aware that a collection of Canova’s sculptures
implies something very different from a collection of Lego toys. However, we argue that the psycho-
logical processes behind all collections deserve attention, whether the target is Picasso’s paintings,
autographed books, football game tickets related to a particular soccer team, all 25,000 species of
orchids, or the funny miniatures sometimes included in Kinder Surprise eggs.

COLLECTING AND COLLECTORS

Before examining prominent individuals” motives to start collecting something, it may be useful
to propose a definition of what this activity is and what it consists of. According to Belk', collecting
is defined as “the process of actively, selectively, and passionately acquiring and possessing things
removed from ordinary use and perceived as part of a set of non-identical objects or experiences”.
This definition concisely includes the main aspects usually characterising all collectors and collections.
First, collectors typically develop an active interest in their own collections and are truly involved
in deriving information from the chosen category (e.g., stamps). Furthermore, collectors tend to be
selective, looking for and accumulating items which are picked out according to a precise rationale
and following an accurate investigation'!; this is, as it will be clarified hereafter, one of the main
characteristics differentiating collectors from hoarders'?. Additionally, the “emotional” component is
intrinsic to this activity®.

7 E.g., http://www.italianrenaissanceresources.com/units/unit-8/ (last accessed 7 February 2019). In this sense, as

OTTONE (2003, p. 31) wittily wrote while commenting Agnelli’s and Berlusconi’s art collections, “collections are a kind of
obligation for those who have a lot of money”.

8 E.g., ALBERINI 1984.

’ E.g., LEGRENzI 2005.

1© BELK 1995, p. 67.

" McINTOSH, SCHMEICHEL 2004.

2 NORDSLETTEN, MATATX-CoLS 2012.
3 E.g., SUBKOWSKI 2006.
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Belk’s definition also indicates that the objects are removed from their ordinary context, thus
causing their instrumental function to be of secondary (or no) concern. The components of a set of
objects are indeed treasured and even sacralised. This is because each of them embodies a symbol
for the growth of the collection, and almost completely loses the value connected to their original
functionality (e.g., a stamp’s function is to indicate the payment of postage rates); consequently, a new
context is created for them (e.g., stamps are positioned in binders and not attached to letters)™.
The attribution of such a symbolic value is a key component in defining what a collection is: a series
or set of items that does not have any intrinsic and intertwined meaning for the owner cannot be
named as such. Therefore, “a collection is not a collection until someone thinks of it in those terms”?.

Moreover, the objects belonging to a collection are defined as “non-identical” because they belong
to a category that, basically, is created and defined by the owner, and the differentiation between these
categories might not be as obvious to other people. However, a category is usually circumscribed only
when other individuals or companies (e.g., other collectors, auction houses, experts in the field, printed
catalogues) recognise it. Interestingly, the definition of a category, subsequently, delimits what is rare'.

In this regard, Danet and Katriel formulated the “Principle of No-Two-Alike”", according to
which collectors have a tendency to search for items that are “the same but different”. The objects are
“the same” because they are perceived by the collector to belong to the same superordinate category,
linguistic or cultural (e.g., stamps from Finland, Coca-Cola gadgets, coins from the Roman Empire).
At the same time, each item is somehow discernible to the collector as different from all the others.
In order to elucidate this concept better, the authors give an example of a Coca-Cola collector who
chooses the category of bottles based on different shapes, different production regions, and different
colours of glass.

Another very important characteristic of collecting is its longitudinal aspect, as collecting is a
continuing behaviour over time that requires both engagement and patience'®. Besides, motivation
represents an additional key attribute of collecting because the individual has to put effort into
constantly searching for the right object, meditating on its acquisition and future disposition®’.

Finally, the value of the series is much higher than the sum of the value of each single object if
removed from the collection; therefore, a collection can be labelled as such only if it is considered
“more than the sum of its parts”®. To conclude, Aristides defines a collection as “an obsession
organized”?!, as it requires an order, method, organisation, and, possibly, completion®.

TYPES OF COLLECTORS

In a recent documentary on Galleria Borghese in Rome?, Antonio Paolucci, a renowned Italian
art historian and expert, listed three fascinating characteristics that a true collector should possess —
which were maximised by Cardinal Scipione Caffarelli-Borghese (1576-1633), the refined collector

4 McINTOSH, SCHMEICHEL 2004; BELK, WALLENDORF, SHERRY 1988.
5 Interpreting Objects 1994, p. 158.

16 Arsor 1982.

17 DANET, KATRIEL 1994, p. 225.

18 BELK et alii 1991.

19 McINTOSH, SCHMEICHEL 2004; As an example, according to FORMANEK (1991, p. 275), collecting has “meanings (1)
in relation to the self; (2) in relation to other people; (3) as preservation, restoration, history, and a sense of continuity; (4)
as a financial investment; and (5) as an addiction”.

% PEARCE. 1994, p. 159.

2 ARISTIDES 1988, p. 330.

2 [Interpreting Objects 1994.

% Paorucct 2017. Available at www.raiplay.it within the compendium entitled ‘Museo Italia’. See also: https://
galleriaborghese.beniculturali.it/en/.
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who put together the terrific art collection housed in the former Villa Borghese Pinciana —, and which
we believe to be useful for our purposes here. They are: 1) curiosity, that is, the collector wants to
see, to know and to understand everything, particularly in his fields of interest; 2) quality, that is, the
ability the collector has to immediately identify the best examples of excellence, especially in his fields
of interest; and 3) artistic taste, shown by the way the items belonging to the collection are displayed,
following a carefully planned disposition that, ultimately, reflects both the culture and personality of
the collector.

Turning back to the psychological literature, Saari* identified and described four different types
of collectors. The first category is made up of those who would pay any price to obtain the object
they are interested in. They are defined as emotional or passionate collectors, and their activity is
sometimes considered an obsession. Some collectors make use of this practice to define themselves,
transferring the qualities of the owned objects to their individual qualities or personality traits
(expressive collectors). Particular attention will be given to this facet later in this chapter. Those who
consider collecting as an enjoyable hobby constitute a third possible category of collectors, whose
commitment level is usually lower than that of the prototypical collector. Finally, a fourth group
includes those people who perform this activity almost only for investment or financial purposes
(acquisitive collectors). This latter type, which is less likely to have a long-time perspective, is the one
for which the psychological investigation is conceivably least applicable.

An important question is how do collectors choose which objects to acquire or which category
of artefacts to focus on? According to Danet and Katriel®, collectors might aim at the completion of
a series or a set. For example, collectors of stamps may want to collect all the exemplars from a certain
year or historical period. Other collectors might have the goal to fill a definite space (e.g., collecting
as many beer caps as necessary to fit the area within a specific frame). Finally, there is a group of
collectors who only seek perfect objects, and strive for the aesthetical or physical excellence of the
owned items (e.g., collecting only the beer caps that — even if used — perfectly maintain their shape,
without being bent when opened).

THE PROCESS OF COLLECTING

Mclntosh and Schmeichel® highlighted the general steps typically involved in the collecting
process: goal formation, gathering information, planning and courtship, hunt, acquisition, post-ac-
quisition, manipulation, exhibition, and cataloguing.

Every collection starts with the formation of a goal, which represents the decision to start collect-
ing something. Different motives may lead to this moment, which may be spontaneously driven
by passion (e.g., after the fascination perceived while staring at a certain object) or have a specific
cause, cultural, historical, or otherwise, similar to those mentioned above. Sometimes, the collecting
intention results from casualty — as many events in daily life do (e.g., originating from a gift or from
an old insurance policy found within a book once belonging to a beloved grandfather).

Once the goal is set, the collectors start gathering information about the category chosen.
This phase assures that collectors have the expertise to acquire the correct objects later on and
possibly the best ones available in the market. Moreover, during this step, individuals not only
gather information but also are granted the status of experts in some fields, which allows consistent
self-realisation”. Occasionally, the narrower the field is, the better the feedback will be in terms of
perceived expertise and self-efficacy.

2 SAARI 1997.

25 DANET, KATRIEL 1994.

26 McINTOSH, SCHMEICHEL 2004.

¥ BELK, WALLENDORF, SHERRY 1988; BELK et alii 1991.
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The following step consists of the so-called planning and courtship. The item is carefully chosen
among other objects since the collectors have all the required information. They plan where and when
they will acquire it. This phase sees the development of a sort of attachment towards the object of
desire, and sometimes the collector perceives it as something he already owns. In addition, the collec-
tors start imagining all the benefits deriving from the purchase, and they may anticipate the feelings
they will have by completing the collection. According to Belk?, these anticipated thoughts and
feelings lead the collectors to consider the item acquired like a talisman to be venerated. Furthermore,
these individuals may also experience mind-consuming anxiety, worrying that they will somehow
lose the opportunity to get their object of desire (e.g., the item being acquired by a competitor),
which drives their greedy rush towards the acquisition®. Belk emphasises the “fear” of the collectors
who believe that if they are not able to acquire the object immediately, it will be gone forever®, and
auction houses and dealers presumably receive several indirect advantages from this at times unjus-
tified perception of scarcity. The fear can become a huge burden and could even result in negative
consequences for the person’s mental health, causing persistent unhappiness®'. However, the greatest
tension generated by the collecting process can be observed during the following phase, the hunt.
According to Belk, competition is the basis of the hunt; that is, the rarer the object is, the more the
person will crave for it. The reason underlying this emotion is that collectors will tend to transfer
the qualitative dimension of the object to their own self through a sort of halo effect®>. When this
cognitive bias occurs, the individuals will unconsciously have a different perception of themselves,
believing that other people will start thinking of them in a more positive way; indeed, as demonstrat-
ed by many studies, people generally tend to build their evaluations of themselves and of others based
on their material possessions®. In fact, when the object is finally acquired, the person’s self-esteem is
consistently reinforced*. The positive emotions conferred by the acquisition step, such as a sense of
mastery, competence, and autonomy, may eventually introduce the individual to the addictive aspect
of this activity™.

The subsequent stage is post-acquisition, which may last for days. Collectors usually spend a
lot of time analysing every detail of the object, enjoying the elation which derives from this meticu-
lous examination until they move forward to the next phase®, that is manipulation, exhibition, and
cataloguing. This phase consists of positioning the object in the spot designated for it, next to the
other items already acquired, according to a precise, previously elaborated pattern. According to
Danet and Katriel, this step confers to the collector feelings of both control and ownership, which
are referred to as “possession rituals”, an example of which is Freud’s behaviour mentioned at the
beginning of this chapter”.

After the last phase, a circular return either to the third stage, the planning and courtship, or
to the first stage, goal formation, may occur. The latter may happen when the collector realises that
the goal previously set is too easily reachable — the idea that the positive emotions conferred by this
process will vanish quickly is highly unpleasant — or even too difficult. Alternatively, the person may
try to overcome the negative thoughts connected to an overly broad goal by narrowing it down?.

2 BELK 1995.

29 McINTOSH, SCHMEICHEL 2004.

3% BELK 1995.

31 McINTOSH, SCHMEICHEL 2004.

32 BELK 1995; id. 1982; DANET, KATRIEL 1994.

3 LEUTHESSER, KOHLI, HARICH 1995; BELK 1982.
* Decr, Ryan 1985.

3> FORMANEK 1991.

% RIGBY, RiGBY 1944.

7 DANET, KATRIEL 1994; McINTOSH, SCHMEICHEL 2004.
3% McINTOSH, SCHMEICHEL 2004.
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THE PSYCHOLOGY OF COLLECTING

Several psychological approaches can be used to dig into the reasons underlymg collecting
behaviour. In particular, our investigation will focus on what the literature offers concerning dynamic
psychology, social psychology, clinical psychology, and economic psychology The reader will first
be provided with an overview of the so-called “dynamic” point of view, which arose from Freud’s
theorisation and has been developed by several authors subsequently. The dynamic approach suggests
an analysis of the reasons for collecting tracing back to the individuals’ early-life relationships. Then,
an overview from the social psychology perspective will be presented, which explores people’s
behaviour and personality as rooted in the social interactions domain, and in the socially shared
meaning of actions. Furthermore, from the clinical psychology point of view, an attempt is made to
establish what can be considered, for the collectors, as the fine line separating a healthy hobby from
a pathologic obsession. To conclude, a different aspect of collecting will be explored through the
economic psychology approach, which considers collectors as consumers and explores the relation-
ships between collectors, brands, and sales techniques®.

DYNAMIC PSYCHOLOGY — SEVERAL APPROACHES

Many authors referring to the psychodynamic tradition have observed a possible connection
between collecting and how collectors have been raised during childhood®. More specifically,
Formanek, referring to the post-Freudian relational-model theories*, linked collecting to the experi-
ences individuals had during their childhoods along with the relationships collectors had during the
first years of life. This approach considers individuals’ psychic organisation and cognitive structure
to be based on some models of interaction which are established through the environment they grow
up in, with a particular focus on caretakers.

Muensterberger, giving a similar but more detailed explanation, associates the motives driving
collecting to the feelings of insecurity individuals experienced when they were young. The author
explains collecting as the need to seek for and to obtain confirmation from others in order to compen-
sate for a previously perceived lack of social approval. This approach and interpretation represents a
development of the Freudian one and suggests that collecting is the result of unresolved early-child-
hood frustrations or fantasies*.

A similar approach is that of Baekland, who, discussing art collecting, reports the opinion of
several psychoanalysts who trace this passion back to the need to compensate for the love the collec-
tors did not receive during childhood. The author confirms that collecting provides feelings of securi-
ty to the people who practice it. Moreover, Wolf added that collecting is sometimes the consequence
of people being accustomed to receiving material thmgs instead of love; therefore, the acquisition and
veneration of objects would have the function of assuring them that they can be loved®.

% Given the focus of this chapter, we will not discuss related topics, such as the impact of online auctions, galleries and
shopping websites — such as eBay, Invaluable, and LiveAuctioneers — on the collecting process and market or on the creation
of competitive collectors” communities.

“© E.g., SUBKOWSKI 2006.

“ FORMANEK 1991. The relational-model theories were initially spread in the United States during the 1980s, affirming

the fundamental role of the interpersonal relationships established during one person’s childhood, which inevitably affect
and define the individual’s personality in adult life (DEYoUNG 2003).

2 MUENSTERBERGER 1994. Freud’s theory of psychosexual development considers three stages or phases, namely, the oral
stage, the anal-sadistic, and the genital stage. The author subsequently added the phallic-oedipal stage and a latency stage (following
the anal-sadistic stage). According to this theory, the child seeks for pleasure through the erogenous zones, driven by sexual energy,
defined as instinctual libido. The way in which this drive is handled, whether the infant’s fantasies are allowed to be expressed or
not, determines the internalized behavior, which defines the individual’s personality in adult life (e.g., QuinopOZ 2005).

 BAEKLAND 1981; WoLF 1980.
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Remarkably, Baekland explains his experience with collectors with very similar descriptions regard-
ing the sensations underlying the process of choosing a new object to add to the collection. He argues
that the feelings accompanying the hunt and the acquisition are comparable to sexual desire. Therefore,
the author believes that the collector’s subconscious confuses collectibles (e.g., art objects) with sexual
objects. This hypothesis seems to be confirmed by the fact that collectors enjoy touching and caressing
the acquired objects, and spending a great deal of time staring at them from different perspectives.

As already mentioned, these authors’ perspectives have been influenced by Freud, who recognised
both the refusal to give and the desire to possess as a consequence of the sublimation of anal impulses,
meaning those impulses that could not be freely expressed in childhood. These two traits characterise
collectors’ behaviour as they detain the owned objects (representing the faeces) and take care of them.
Fenichel developed this idea further, by stating that anal conflicts include two components: the fear of
loss and the joy derived from the erogenous pleasure of ownership. Therefore, collecting objects would
represent the avoidance of the first condition and the satisfaction of the second one, which, in turn, would
be accomplished by tidying the objects according to a pre-established order. In other words, the anal
conflicts are sublimated when collectors assure themselves that they have everything under control*.

According to Kohut, the founder of Self Psychology (an alternative psychoanalytical approach
proposed in the 1970s), human behaviour does not necessarily have to be connected to individuals’
sexual development. Indeed, Kohut does not believe that collecting is necessarily to be traced back
to the anal stage. Rather, collecting represents the individuals’ need to explore, establish relationships
with other people, and obtain internal stability®.

Wolf offers a diverse viewpoint, and suggests that children’s close relationships with their
primary caregiver imply the development of self-structures. These will then determine individuals’
relationships with other objects — which, in Freudian psychoanalytic terms, means the target of a
“drive”, indicating not only other people, but also any entity — during the individual’s lifespan. More
specifically, the primary relationships developed during infancy imply the creation of “self-objects”,
which determine the individual’s relationships with other people (e.g., friends, peers) and in some
way influence them. In adult life, this pattern can also be shifted to more abstract objects, such as
places, profession, religion, and activities. Therefore, collecting can be seen as an instrument to get
closer to other people and to create relationships, or as a sort of relationship that is satisfying in and
of itself, something that uniquely lies between the collector and the objects collected*.

In sum, influenced by Freud, many authors have attempted to study the inner motives under-
lying collecting based on collectors’ childhoods and early relationships. Social psychology offers a
different approach, focusing on the individuals’ needs in relationship with the socio-cultural context.

SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY — INDIVIDUAL AND SOCIAL NEEDS

Collecting, as it is true in the case of most human interests, is an activity pushed by two funda-
mental needs: those merely regarding the individual and those concerning the individual as a part of a
broader social context. Social psychologists have been researching both aspects of collecting, pointing
out that owning a rare object sought by others boosts individuals’ self-esteem and leads to satisfaction
and self-realisation?. Moreover, collecting also provides people with the possibility to create a thick
net of relationships with other collectors, all sharing the same interest and similar habits*. Next, the
reader will be given an overview of how collecting affects individuals at an inner and introspective
level, followed by an investigation of social needs.

4 BARKER 1996; FENICHEL 1945.
# Konur 1984.

‘% WorLr 1980.

# DANET, KATRIEL 1994.

4 CHRIST 1965.
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As mentioned above, collecting may increase individuals’ self-esteem for several reasons. First, it
delivers constant feedback on the person’s performance, as gathering new objects means both succeed-
ing and having practical and visual proof of that success”. Another important feature of collecting
is the provision of a goal through which individuals can perceive their life as meaningful®®. Collect-
ing, therefore, is able to confer individuals with the satisfaction, self-realisation, and approbation
human nature requires, which maybe lacking in people’s everyday lives (e.g., at work)*'. In addition,
collecting also provides excitement that people need and often cannot find elsewhere. The role of
positive emotions in the hunt and acquisition phases has already been described. These feelings are
also triggered by the fact that collecting is a competitive activity; for this reason, when an individual
is able to get a specific object other collectors can no longer obtain, it results in feelings of prestige,
reputation, and competence, which all enhance self-esteem®.

A further aspect is related to the implicit cultural rules governing every collection, as it may serve
as an affirmation of one’s gender (e.g., a boy collecting car models and coins, while girls collect dolls
and folding fans), interests, or artistic taste®. Furthermore, through the owned objects, collectors can
tell other people about their experiences, fantasies, or desires concerning their personality and their
ideal self**. Collecting, therefore, might be a way to show off to society the picture we want other
people to have of us. McIntosh and Schmeichel pointed out that owning an object with a certain
historical or cultural value (e.g., a sanguine Monet etching, a piece of South-Italian or Magna Graecia
red-figure pottery from the fourth century BC) would considerably increase one person’s self-es-
teem®. This is because acquiring the object also means that the collector will be likely to incorporate
it into the self, and sometimes the boundary between what one is and what one owns does not exist.
From this perspective, completion of a collection represents the fulfilment of the entire person, who,
in this way, would reach his own “ideal self”**. The words of a collector who used to spend an hour
a day alone with his collection testify to this point: “[...] my pictures are part of me, if I were to sell
one I should feel I was repenting a choice I had made, changing my own tastes, or betraying myself”>.
It is clear that status, as well as the way people want to be perceived by others, plays a huge role in
determining the benefits the individual may receive from collecting. This linking of individual and
social needs satisfied through collecting can be well expressed borrowing the words of Schneider:
“man is 2 maximizer not of goods, but of status. Utility in its purest form is social, not material »*.

Social acceptance plays a major role in the life of most people, and it represents a fundamental
need persons spend their time pursuing. Collecting may help people to accomplish this goal, as it
provides them with the possibility to enter a new social group, which, in turn, allows them to feel
accepted at a societal level. Moreover, being in touch with other people and having the same passion
for collecting, somehow justifies the time collectors invest in this activity”, in many cases at the
expense of work, family, and free time®. Many collectibles give birth to communities where passion is
shared and knowledge about the object is free to grow. Occasionally, as will be explained afterwards,
these clubs and communities are part of marketers’ strategies, aiming at affiliating collectors and then
at increasing brands’ profits. An example of the importance of the social aspect of collecting is given

# McINTOSH, SCHMEICHEL 2004.

50 SmrTH, APTER 1977.

> BELK et alii 1991.

2 STORR 1983; BELK 1995.

5 CLIFFORD 1988; DANET, KATRIEL 1994.
> BrLk 1988.

5 McINTOSsH, SCHMEICHEL 2004.

% BELK, WALLENDORF 1994.

> BAEKLAND 1981, p. 48.

% SCHNEIDER 1974, pp. 260-261.

% CHris 1965; McINTOSH, SCHMEICHEL 2004.
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by a Swedish man who collects beer cans, reporting his closest friends to be people from all over the
world he would meet once a year during so-called canventions®'.

The fulfilment of the needs described above can also give birth to an addiction, as in the case
of smoking. When this happens, it is not easy to establish whether collecting should be defined as a
normal activity or if it should be treated as a pathology.

CLINICAL PSYCHOLOGY — HOBBY OR OBSESSION?

In the last paragraph collecting was depicted as a socially accepted activity, even valued as a
symbol of social importance (e.g., status, prosperity), very far from being considered a pathology,
such as alcoholism or gambling. However, research suggests that collecting often results in obsession
and addiction®”. The reasons behind this undesirable but possible outcome are related to the positive
emotions released in both the hunting phase, the acquisition of the object, and the contemplation phase.
The euphoria collectors receive from these moments is what makes the acquisition of a new object
somehow comparable to a dose of a drug for a drug addict®®. A demonstration of the addictive aspect
of collecting is provided by the excerpt from a collector who felt “a real compulsion to collect, but just
for the sake of doing so, without any real interest”®. Additional evidence of the drug addict metaphor
is procrastination in the acquisition of the object that would complete the collection. As stated before,
it may happen that collectors redefine their goal in order to amplify their collection, an occurrence that
can be explained by the fear of abstinence®. This double-edged aspect of collecting leads individuals to
collect objects as their major source of both satisfaction and dissatisfaction®®. Goldberg and Lewis dug
into the problematic aspect of collecting, saying, “obsessed collectors [...] are driven. The acquiring of a
certain oil painting or a rare jade carving becomes a matter of life and death. Their obsession overrules
every other aspect of their lives, and they devote almost every waking minute to thinking and planning
how to obtain the next object for their collection or how to display it. Objects ultimately become more
important than people, and fanatic collectors progressively alienate themselves from friends and family,
occasionally even becoming suspicious that others will take away their prized possessions™.

When the obsessive aspect of collecting takes over, clinical psychology can help in defining
the distinction between hoarders and collectors, which can be both subtle and difficult to make.
In particular, both collectors and hoarders perform a future-oriented activity. Collecting, however,
requires advanced planning and anticipation in order to achieve the desired object, while hoarding is
considered a future-oriented activity because the objects are gathered with the justification that they
might, one day, be useful®”. Another feature distinguishing the two categories is the fact that collectors
pay attention to quality when choosmg their ob]ects whereas hoarders favour quantity®s. Moreover,
collecting implies knowledge, interest, organisation, and precision while hoarding often results in
a disorganised heap of objects that does not follow any classificatory principle®. Also, collectors
have a goal to reach while hoarders gather objects together without having a defined objective; more
specifically, “the reasons for acquiring and saving goods are irrational or extreme, and the collecting
behavior becomes maladaptive and even dangerous™”.

o BeLK 1995.
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From a clinical perspective, the traits and behaviours discussed might be a manifestation of
so-called hoarding disorder, which was included in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental
Disorders (DSM)-III-R as a particular manifestation of obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD) and
was classified as a distinct diagnostic entity in the fifth version of the DSM, published in 20137".

In 1996, Frost and Hartl defined three main aspects characterising hoarding as a pathology”.
First, hoarders have the tendency to acquire a large number of objects that usually do not have any
real value, and they refuse to get rid of them”. Second, hoarding implies living spaces so cluttered that
normal everyday life activities are impeded. Third, it also involves significant distress or impairment
in psychological functioning.

Nordsletten and Mataix-Cols, the year before DSM-5 was published, wrote an article address-
ing the question of whether in our society, which is so consistently driven by consumerism, it is
possible to distinguish between a “normal” relationship with objects and a “pathological” one.
Since hoarding behaviour has been defined as “an excessive form of collecting”, the authors started
an investigation on collectors to assess whether a difference could be identified between them and
a conceivable category of “hoarders”. After conducting an analysis of the six provisional diagnostic
criteria that define Hoarding Disorder according to the DSM-5 in order to see if they all applied
to collectors (a summary is presented in tab. 1), they partially confirmed what Frost and Hartl had
already supposed. Indeed, Nordsletten and Mataix-Cols found that two of the diagnostic criteria that
are overall considered as valid’, that is C and D, might be useful for distinguishing between hoarders
and collectors™. Particularly, the tendency to accumulate objects and the inability to get rid of them
can be considered pathologic, as it hampers the normal usability of living spaces and affects both
the hoarders’ life and the lives of those living with them. Another pathologic trait is a scarce ability
to organise, plan, and decide anything concerning the objects hoarded. The authors concluded that
proper collectors and typical hoarders represent two separate clusters.

Criterion | Content

A Persistent difficulty discarding or parting with personal possessions, regardless of their actual value.

B The difficulty is due to strong urges to save items and/or distress associated with discarding.

The symptoms result in the accumulation of a large number of possessions that fill up and
clutter active living areas of the home or workplace to the extent that their intended use is no

longer possible. If all living space is uncluttered, it is only because of the interventions of third
parties (e.g., family members, cleaners, authorities).

D The symptoms cause clinically significant distress or impairment in social, occupational, or other
important areas of functioning (including maintaining a safe environment for self and others).

E The hoarding symptoms are not due to a general medical condition (e.g., brain injury,

cerebrovascular disease).

The hoarding symptoms are not restricted to the symptoms of another mental disorder (e.g.,
F hoarding due to obsessions in Obsessive Compulsive Disorder, cognitive deficits in Dementia,
restricted interests in Autism Spectrum Disorder, food storing in Prader-Willi Syndrome).

Tab. 1 - Provisional diagnostic criteria for identifying Hoarding Disorder in DSM-5".

7l NORDSLETTEN, Mataix-CoLs 2012, p. 167.

72 Frost, HARTL 1996.

7» E.g., NORBERG et alii 2018.

7+ NORDSLETTEN, MATAIX-COLS 2012; MATAIX-COLS et alii 2013.
7> Frost, HARTL 1996.

76 Modified from: NORDSLETTEN, MATAIX-COLS 2012, p. 167. See also: AMERICAN PSYCHIATRIC ASSOCIATION 2013;
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The information provided in this paragraph tried to clarify the risks that collecting may involve,
indicating some behavioural and clinical differentiations between hoarding and collecting. In the next
and last paragraph, we will focus on how marketers make use of the positive emotions collecting is
able to generate as a way to assure collectors’ loyalty towards a brand.

EcoNOMIC PSYCHOLOGY — COLLECTORS AS CONSUMERS

The tendency to collect recycled, formerly functional objects, such as old telephones or Coca-Co-
la bottles, is a distinctive feature of contemporary collecting. It is possible to differentiate two main
types of aesthetic objects: a) aesthetic objects by destination and b) items that become aesthetic
objects by metamorphosis. Paintings and sculptures are aesthetic objects by destination since they
are created to be objects of aesthetic contemplation; Coca-Cola bottles and old tools are not, and they
are sometimes rescued from the rubbish heap and promoted to the status of “durables” with lasting
value. This social and symbolic process, which makes it possible for any kind of object to be included
in a collection, might be used by marketing strategists and appealing brands as a way to increase their
revenues’’.

According to the art historian and critic Philippe Daverio, while traditional market economies
rely upon the fact that supply is stimulated by demand, the opposite happens in the case of collecting,
where the offer usually dictates the rules of the game’. These words perfectly introduce the role
of collecting in our economy-driven world. In fact, many brands make a profit from this passion,
producing objects uniquely addressed to the portion of consumers consisting of collectors™. In this
regard, Danet and Katriel mention the “mass-produced ‘instant collectables’”, of which figurines are
only one example®. These instant collectables are often linked to the strategy of “short packing”,
which leads consumers to buy more items than actually needed to complete the collection, as some of
them are produced in a much lower number than others. Moreover, Danet and Katriel also comment-
ed on the national postal services, which every year distribute catalogues showing the stamps released
and indicating which are the special and rare ones. Therefore, collectors who are provided with this
information are pushed towards undertaking a collection by a goal definition phase, which becomes
extremely easy and affordable. A similar phenomenon involves some popular magazines, which,
being themselves numbered, are easy to catalogue and offer an already defined goal®'. In this regard,
the famous De Agostini publishing company has been leading the Italian magazine market, taking
advantage of consumers’ perception of the low price of every single periodical to ensure their loyalty
towards the brand. In 2014, for example, De Agostini released a collection that allowed the construc-
tion of a drone, pieces of which came out with each of the 55 magazines that constituted the overall
project. The first one was sold for € 7.99, while all the others had a higher price of € 15.99, with
the only exception of four of them that were sold for € 25.99. Of course, a clear marketing strategy
supported by the addicting nature of collecting lay behind these prices. Interestingly enough, the final
cost of the collection turned out to be € 911.45, for a drone that, once completed, was presumably
an already outdated model if compared to those offered in the market® (and maybe at a lower price).

Besides short packing and numbering the items released on the market, brands make use of other
strategies, such as the establishment of partnerships with other firms and the creation of clubs and
communities. The brands that make use of these tactics — such as Coca-Cola, Walt Disney, McDonald’s,
Harley-Davidson, and Campbell’s Soup — usually have commonalities. First, they are all relatively

77 DANET, KATRIEL 1994; MALRAUX 1967; MAQUET 1986.
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old brands, ranging from 40 to over 100 years in production. Furthermore, each of them is the leader
in its product category (e.g., Coca Cola is number one in soft drink production and sales). Finally,
they are all in a mature product category, meaning that there is little opportunity for extensive natural
growth. Since almost every consumer is aware of the existence of these brands and has already made
the choice to be loyal to them or not, the only opportunity to make the brand grow further is to
increase the purchase frequency among current users. This goal can be achieved by making use of
collecting and releasing collectible objects®, sometimes called “limited editions”. Coca-Cola has been
very successful in implementing this scheme. The firm is not only the most known global brand but
also the largest manufacturer of collectibles, which include chewing gum, pocket mirrors, pocket-
knives, wallets, cuff links, thimbles, pins, clocks, ashtrays, pens, matchbooks, and even match safes.
Moreover, the brand has licensing agreements with over 125 companies in the U.S.A. An example is
the partnership with Mattel that resulted in the release of several Coca-Cola Barbie dolls exclusively
targeted to collectors. About 10,000 dolls were sold for $130 each, resulting in a revenue of more than
$104,000 for Coca-Cola, without any cost of production®. Moreover, the Coca-Cola collectors club
includes about 7500 members from 23 nations, who collect all kinds of objects. The strategy adopt-
ed by the brand is that of leading individuals to the acquisition of a first collectible object, whose
purchase will then be followed by another and other, as exemplified by Pete, a collector for almost 25
years, who seems still uncertain about what really attracted him: “I bought a Coca-Cola pocketknife
for $3. I don’t know why. I didn’t carry a pocketknife. I’d never owned a pocketknife. And I didn’t
even drink Coca-Cola. But something about that knife interested me and I bought it. Then I began
to buy a bit more. By the fall of 1975, T had 20 or 30 different Coca-Cola things, but I didn’t consider
myself a collector. Then I read about a group of collectors getting together and decided to go. It was
the first Coca-Cola collection I had seen. I was like a kid in a candy store. It really got my adrenaline
going and I was hooked”®.

This phenomenon is called “brand ownership”, and it implies that collectors feel like they own
the brand, even to the point of walking out of a restaurant that sells Pepsi instead of Coca-Cola®.

But what does psychology have to do with all this? According to Muensterberger, there is an
emotional need that drives collectors to buy and keep buying collectibles, and “[r]egardless of how
often and how much one ingests, within a few hours the hunger returns and one must eat again™¥.
Clubs and communities, as previously explained, satisfy the need for social relationships, which is
intrinsic to every person. Moreover, collecting these kinds of objects offered by the beloved brands
may also be enhanced by the nostalgia many people commonly have about the past, which is often
linked to positive emotions, which are both pleasant to remember and to feel again®.

CONCLUSION

The aim of this chapter was to provide the readers with a short review of some recent psycho-
logical theories and studies on the collecting process. We illustrated the foundations of collecting,
specifically those related to the needs it satisfies, which relate to status, social acceptance, appear-
ance, satisfaction, positive emotions, or even compensation for something missing in the individual’s
past or early life. Sometimes, these needs are inherent to the person; sometimes they are created by
society or by marketers, skilled in both economics and psychology. That being said, many aspects of
collecting could be further explored with both qualitative (e.g., based on interviews with collectors and
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their relatives) and quantitative (e.g., hinged on surveys, personality tests or experimental studies)
methods, and many are the disciplines that, along with cognitive, clinical, social and applied psychology,
can contribute to a better knowledge of the multifaceted process that stands behind the intriguing
collecting behaviour.
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