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Introduction



IN 1988, I HAD RECENTLY STARTED THE PHD PROGRAM IN MARKETING at Northwestern University’s Kellogg School of Management and was fortunate enough to take a course with the marketing legend Philip Kotler. (He is so well known that once, when I was giving a lecture in Kazakhstan, an amazing three hundred people showed up—not to hear me but to hear a lecture by a mere “student of the famous Phil Kotler”!) Professor Kotler explained that marketing isn’t just for businesses; it’s for everyone. Nonprofit organizations need marketing; politicians need marketing; even single people looking for romance are essentially marketing themselves, too.


I was in my twenties and single at the time. So although marketing was fairly interesting, dating was a lot more interesting. And in the late 1980s, dating services were just starting to take off. Professor Kotler agreed that I could write my term paper on the similarities between marketing and dating. He told me about a professor of communications studies, Mara Adelman, who shared my interest. Together, she and I published a string of papers about the ways in which dating services were influencing romantic relationships. These papers attracted a lot of media attention, and I even ended up on The Oprah Winfrey Show.


That was great fun, but when it came time for me to pick a dissertation topic, I knew I needed to write something that would get me hired as a professor at a good business school. Studying dating services could land me on Oprah, but it wouldn’t help me get a job. I had, however, invested years of work in becoming an expert on the psychology of love. Was there some way I could take advantage of all that knowledge?


Then it hit me. People talk about loving things all the time. Should we take this talk literally, or is it just another overwrought metaphor? And if people really do love things, what can the research into interpersonal love tell us about that? I was hardly the first person to notice that people love things. But to my good fortune, I was the first person to collect scientific data specifically on this kind of love, which in marketing circles came to be called “brand love.” It has remained a professional interest of mine for more than thirty years.


Although I’m a marketing professor, my research has always been grounded in psychology, philosophy, and sociology. In my PhD program, there was a saying: “We study consumers the way marine biologists study fish, not the way fishermen study fish.” In keeping with that idea, this book is written for anyone curious about what love is and how it works. You will find a science-based exploration of the psychology of loving things rather than a “how to” marketing book. That said, it’s wonderful when businesses, artists, and nonprofit organizations focus on producing things that people truly love. The insights in this book will be useful to anyone committed to that sort of mission.


Even though the title of this book is The Things We Love, it’s not really about things; it’s about people. That’s because, to a surprising extent, our love of things is really about creating our identities and connecting to the people we care about. In this book, you’ll see how we use things to help us discover who we are, who we want to be, and how to become that best version of ourselves. We also use things to support our close relationships and to manage our reputations with the many people whom we may not be intimate with but who still matter to us.


This book provides scientifically grounded answers to common questions such as: How does our love of things compare to our love of people? Why do we love certain things and not others? Why doesn’t everyone love the same things we do? Why do things play such a large role in our lives? What’s the difference between loving something and just thinking it’s really great? Does loving things detract from loving people?


Regarding terminology, I’m using the word things very broadly to mean “everything that isn’t a person.” Therefore, things can denote not only objects but also activities, as in “Do your own thing” and “Let’s do something tonight.” It’s useful to talk about the love of both objects and activities because in practice they are hard to separate—e.g., your love of your phone is wrapped up in all the things you do with it.


The word things also denotes animals, for which I preemptively beg the forgiveness of my fellow animal lovers. I call animals things simply because I want to discuss our love for them in this book, and continually writing “the things and animals we love” is just too wordy.


I’d like to clarify one more phrase: “love object” is a psychological term that in principle means “anything a person loves,” but in psychology it usually refers to a person (e.g., “The mother is the baby’s first love object”). This may well be the first book in which the phrase “love object” refers primarily to things rather than people.


Whether you are a hobbyist, a nature lover, a marketer, a designer, an entrepreneur, a sports fan, or a music lover—or if you’re passionate about something else—I hope you find something in this book that gives you insight into yourself and other people and helps you lead a richer life.















1



A Many-Splendored Thing




It is good to love many things, for therein lies strength, and whosoever loves much performs much, and can accomplish much, and what is done with love is well done.


—VINCENT VAN GOGH




THERE ARE MANY BOOKS ABOUT THE PSYCHOLOGY OF LOVE, but this one is different. This book is about our love for things, including the things we can’t bear to part with and the things we love to do, each of which we have somehow managed to select from a staggering array of options. For example, on a typical shopping trip to Walmart, which stocks more than 140,000 items, we may walk past more products in an hour than most of our ancestors would have encountered in several lifetimes. And Walmart is small beer compared to Amazon, which sells more than two hundred million different things. Along with this enormous list of products to choose from, there are also the things we love that aren’t for sale, such as our country and things we make ourselves.


We also can choose from a staggering list of things to do. These range from tried-and-true activities such as reading, listening to music, and gardening to surprisingly popular activities such as “gooming”i dogs to look like panda bears, making clothing out of duct tape, “noodling” (fishing with your bare hands), and competitive mooing. Among this vast array of objects and activities, we love a very select few.


In 2021, advertisers spent $755 billion1 trying to get people to care about consumer products. Part of the reason they had to spend so much was that they were trying to overcome consumers’ default relationship with things, which is one of mild interest and perhaps a little curiosity but no passion or strong concern. So as we’ll see, when people do love things, something pretty unusual is going on.


What are the most commonly loved things? After more than thirty years of asking people what they love, I’ve noticed that some answers come up repeatedly. Loving nature or activities in nature (e.g., hiking in the mountains) is number one on this list. Love of nature is something just about all of us have in common, regardless of our other views and opinions: even right-leaning hunters and left-leaning backpackers can find common ground here. And nature, metaphorically, loves us back: there is a whole literature of scientific studies showing that being in nature, or even just looking at a potted plant, improves our happiness.2 Loving God and loving pets are somewhat less common than loving nature, primarily because not everyone believes in God or has a pet (although a fair number of people who don’t have pets still love them). Our love for God and pets occupies something of a middle ground between loving people and loving things, a topic I’ll return to later in the book. The other most commonly loved things include sports and the arts as well as one’s home, car, cell phone, and clothing.


Yet these most frequently loved things only tell part of the story. There is a romantic notion that for every person on earth, there is someone out there who is the right loving partner for that person. Similarly, when it comes to the things people love, it never ceases to amaze me that for just about everything, there is someone who loves it. Collectors love all kinds of things—handcuffs, artistically decorated toilet seats, asphalt, cigar bands, funerary items, dental tools, condom tins, Kotex dispensers, and airsickness bags. These collectors number among their ranks Oscar-winning actor Tom Hanks, who spends his time away from the set hunting for vintage typewriters. Beyond collecting, people love lots of other unusual hobbies. Apple cofounder Steve Wozniak plays Segway polo in his spare time, while Google cofounder Sergey Brin lets off steam by flying around on a trapeze. Sometimes the things people love can be surprising because they seem so mundane. Did you know, for example, that Winston Churchill was also an accomplished bricklayer? He reportedly spent two years rebuilding and expanding his family’s ancestral home with his own hands—a project that earned him an apprentice card in the Amalgamated Union of Building Trade Workers. And then there’s Norwegian wood—not the song but the stuff people put in Norwegian fireplaces. In 2013, Norwegian television ran a twelve-hour program called National Firewood Night, which featured firelight aficionados discussing chopping and stacking techniques for firewood followed by eight hours of live footage of a burning fire—something that nearly 20 percent of all Norwegians tuned in to watch in its entirety.


THE LOVE OF THINGS QUIZ


What do you love? To find out if you love something, take the following Love of Things Quiz, painstakingly developed over several years by me and two of my frequent collaborators, Rajeev Batra and Rick Bagozzi, both in the marketing department at the University of Michigan’s Ross School of Business. It has been published in top peer-reviewed scientific journals.3


To begin, choose an object or activity you love; anything other than a person is fine. Read the following thirteen statements with that thing in mind, then choose a number to indicate how much you agree or disagree with that statement: 1 means “strongly disagree,” and 5 means “strongly agree.” Then total your score.


LOVE OF THINGS QUIZ






	

	

	STRONGLY DISAGREE

	STRONGLY AGREE






	1.

	My overall feelings and evaluations toward this are extremely positive.

	           1      2      3      4      5






	2.

	I feel myself desiring it.

	           1      2      3      4      5






	3.

	I am willing to spend a lot of time, energy, or money on this.

	           1      2      3      4      5






	4.

	I have been involved with it in the past.

	           1      2      3      4      5






	5.

	I feel a sense of natural fit with this.

	           1      2      3      4      5






	6.

	I find this enjoyable.

	           1      2      3      4      5






	7.

	I feel emotionally connected to this.

	           1      2      3      4      5






	8.

	My involvement with this says something true and deep about who I am as a person.

	           1      2      3      4      5






	9.

	This helps make me the person I want to be.

	           1      2      3      4      5






	10.

	This does something that makes my life more meaningful.

	           1      2      3      4      5






	11.

	I frequently find myself thinking about this.

	           1      2      3      4      5






	12.

	This will be part of my life for a long time to come.

	           1      2      3      4      5






	13.

	If this were to go out of existence, I would feel a great sense of loss.

	           1      2      3      4      5






	TOTAL UP YOUR SCORE HERE:







Scoring Guide


Where exactly to draw the line between the things we love and the things we don’t is somewhat arbitrary. That said, I’ve created approximate cutoff points on the “love thermometer” (at right) to give you a sense of what your score means.


A score of 60 or above signals true love. A score between 50 and 59 is sort of love, a gray zone between love and not love. A score of 49 or below means not love.
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Love thermometer scoring guide









A REAL BUT DIFFERENT LOVE


To most people, it seems obvious that we can love things, but others disagree. For example, in 1988, Terence Shimp and Thomas Madden,4 pioneers in the study of this topic, claimed that when people say they love something, they’re just speaking metaphorically, so it isn’t really love.


But we’ll see plenty of evidence throughout this book that our love for things is really love. Still, that doesn’t mean our love for things is the same as our love for people. There are many types of love: romantic love, platonic love, familial love, brotherly love, crushes, unrequited love, and so on. Notice that each phrase characterizes a particular type of relationship: for example, romantic relationships include sexual desire, whereas familial love does not. In each case, love is somewhat modified to fit the needs of the situation in question. Similarly, our love of things differs from other forms of love because it is partly shaped by our relationships to objects and activities.


In order to discuss these differences, I often take a comparative approach that contrasts our love for things with our love for people. I also discuss the psychological processes that create our love for things and their deep roots in our love for people. As a result, I’m going to talk a lot about our relationships with other humans. While my primary goal is to help you understand our love of things, if I can also help you understand your relationships with people, so much the better.



UNCONDITIONAL LOVE?


Although people do truly love things, we sometimes use the word love when we think something is excellent. For example, people say “I love your haircut” when all they really mean is “Nice haircut.” When we use the word love this way, we’re using a figure of speech called synecdoche, in which a word for part of something is used interchangeably with the word for the whole thing. For example, we say “Nice wheels” (the part) to mean “Nice car” (the whole), and we say “Get your butt over here” (the part) to mean “Get yourself over here” (the whole). Using the word love to mean “excellent” is a type of reverse synecdoche, in which love (the whole) refers to perceived excellence (one part of love).


The fact that we frequently use the word love this way is evidence that perceived excellence is an important aspect of love. That’s why, for all love’s mysteries, something predictable happens when people start talking about the things they love: they launch into a list of the love object’s virtues—running is exhilarating and healthful; Teslas have amazing acceleration; and so on. In one study,5 I found that this happened with 94.5 percent of the people I talked to, regardless of what the love object was. As one of them said about his favorite seafood dish, “If you die and go to heaven, that’s what you get served.”


Once people fall in love with something, they tend to exaggerate its virtues in the same way that parents exaggerate their children’s talents. In this regard, our love of things is quite similar to the way we approach our romantic partnerships. One 1988 study6 of dating behavior found that when a person falls in love with someone new, the largest single element of this new love is the belief that the other person is nothing short of magnificent. The author of this study, Bernard Murstein, called this aspect of romantic love “the Jack Armstrong factor” for men (named after a perfect-in-every-way hero of a 1930s radio drama) and “the Madonna factor” for women (named after the virgin Madonna, not the “like a virgin” Madonna). Of course, few of us are really that excellent. So as the emotional frenzy of new love fades with time, we maintain our love for our partners through a combination of accepting their faults and exaggerating their virtues.


Exaggerating the good qualities of the people we love has a big upside. The happiest married couples are not the ones who see each other the most accurately but rather the ones who maintain the greatest positive illusions about their spouses.7 In fact, people in happy marriages tend to see their spouses more positively than the spouses see themselves. Similarly, exaggerating the virtues of the things in our lives makes us more satisfied with them.


Perhaps more surprisingly, positive illusions about something can not only lead us to think it’s excellent but also increase our enjoyment of it. For example, if you offer people a taste of cheap wine and tell them it’s really expensive, they’ll usually say it’s fantastic. It’s easy to suspect that these people are lying about how much they enjoyed the wine. However, neuroscientists, using brain scans, have shown that the better people expect wine to be before they taste it, the more pleasure they experience when they drink it.8 And this isn’t just about wine. The same holds true for comic books: when people expect to like a comic book, they enjoy reading it more than they would have otherwise.9


The fact that people love things they see as excellent raises the issue of unconditional love. Once, after discussing this in a lecture, I was approached by a man who had a severely intellectually disabled brother. He said that by some measures, his brother was not “excellent,” yet his brother was an “affectionate, gentle soul” and “a total sweetheart.” My lecture attendee loved his brother very much. Does this mean that love isn’t linked to excellence after all? Sort of.


First, it is interesting to note that as this man described his brother, he made a point of saying how affectionate his brother was. So partly, he did see certain aspects of his brother as excellent and listed those as reasons why he loved him. In addition, there probably was an element of unconditional love in this relationship, apart from perceived excellence. The noted love researcher Robert Sternberg calls this aspect of love a decision, meaning a decision to love some people, faults and all. This decision to love someone is closely associated with the religious concept of grace, which holds that God bestows love on us despite any lack of merit on our part. As the eighteenth-century essayist Joseph Joubert said, “Kindness consists… in loving people more than they deserve.” I daresay that a successful life with other people, and especially a successful family life, would be impossible without a fair amount of this unconditional love going around. And as I argue throughout this book, loving something, by definition, includes caring about it in ways that go beyond “what it deserves,” a feeling based strictly on the practical benefits that thing provides you.


This is, however, one of the common differences between loving people and loving things. We’re much less forgiving of things than we are of people. When people come to believe that there is a major fault in something they love, they rarely continue to love it with the same intensity (although there may still be enough lingering warmth that they find it difficult to part with it). This isn’t to say that we only love perfect things but that we put up with far fewer faults in things than we do in people. Our love for things is rarely unconditional.


There is one seeming exception to this, which, paradoxically, reinforces my main point. People sometimes love flawed things if those things are connected to persons they love, such as when a parent loves her child’s drawing even if it’s not exactly great art. But consider how much more parents love their own children’s drawings than they do the drawings of their neighbor’s children. The parents’ love for the imperfect drawings, like the light of the moon, comprises reflected energy from another source—unconditional love for an imperfect child. And, that said, even though we may proudly post every one of our children’s drawings on the refrigerator door, the ones we choose to keep in a scrapbook, the ones we really love, are the best ones. So even that love for a thing isn’t without judgments about quality.


Further, people have a particularly low tolerance for imperfection in things that are purchased. For example, I interviewed someone10 who loved his MP3 player when he first owned it but stopped loving it as soon as newer, better products came on the market. Even though the device hadn’t broken and he was still happily using it, just knowing that something better existed was enough to reduce his love for it.


Does this mean that people only love products that are super-expensive top-of-the-line models? Thankfully for my budget, the answer is no. When deciding whether they love a product, people are willing to accept a few imperfections if they feel the product is a major bargain. But even for bargain-priced products, overall high quality is usually essential for something to be loved. Interestingly, when I’ve interviewed people about the luxury goods they love, the only complaint that comes up has to do with how much they cost. But this is quickly followed by a statement saying that the brand is worth every penny because it’s so fantastic. And even here, any comment about price is really half complaint and half boast—a humblebrag about how wonderful the product must be to command such an exorbitant price.


While we have a deep-seated need to love people, loving things is more of a “nice to have” than a “need to have.” This is probably because during most of human evolution, things didn’t play a big role in our lives. As Nicholas Christakis, in his book Blueprint, explains about early humans, “If everyone in the group has no possessions, this does impose equality.” Because we don’t have a psychological need to love things the way we need to love people, we can be picky about things we choose to love; we don’t need to settle.


The fact that consumers demand near perfection from the products they love has not been lost on businesses. The saying “They don’t make ’em like they used to” is true—but not in the way it’s generally meant. Since the 1980s there has been an enormous improvement in the typical quality of manufactured goods as companies strive to create more satisfying, or even loveworthy, products.


Falling in love with something often starts with our observation that it is excellent. But if we just think something is excellent yet don’t feel a personal connection to it, that’s not love. So while love may start with thinking something is great, it doesn’t end there. Understanding our love of things is important to us, in part, because the things we love are important to us in ways that go well beyond their pragmatic usefulness.


LOVE IS DEEP


Is liking something simply a watered-down version of loving it? People occasionally use the word like that way, but for the most part the like/love distinction is much more interesting. For example, people like their romantic partners only slightly more than they like their friends, but people love their romantic partners a lot more than they love their friends.11 So logically, loving can’t simply be a stronger version of liking.


When I compared what people said about the things they loved with what they said about the things they merely liked, an interesting pattern emerged. People are around four times as likely to say that they truly love something if it connects to the deepest parts of who they are by helping them express their identity or making life more meaningful.12 As anyone who has been in love will tell you, love is a deep and profound experience. Providing those meaningful experiences takes more than just being the best pencil in the box. Love requires a deeper connection. And if we consider again the most frequently loved things—nature, God, pets, sports, the arts, homes, cars, cell phones, and clothing—we see that these are all things that, for many people, contribute a sense of meaning or purpose to their lives.


I once interviewed a woman13 (I’ll call her Kathy) who loved “extreme couponing,” which is basically Olympic-level bargain hunting. Extreme couponers find products that have several discounts available at the same time and combine them for even bigger discounts. These couponers then throw one discount after another on the product until they can, in one example from Kathy, “walk out of the store with $500 worth of products for $30.” There is a sizable extreme-couponing community that connects through TV shows such as Extreme Couponing and through their own websites. Kathy, a professional accountant, loves this consumer sport the way Tom Brady loves football, and she plays to win with a similar determination. But there is an unexpected twist to her story. Many of the items that have the biggest available savings are personal-care products such as diapers, soap, makeup, and antiperspirant. When Kathy sees a particularly juicy opportunity, she buys the allowable maximum number of products, then takes them to drug rehabilitation centers, where she makes care packages for the women staying there. “A lot of these women are coming in off the street, and it means the world to them to get something like that.” It’s that last twist in the story, giving the products away, that imbues this otherwise purely consumerist activity with a deep sense of meaning. And it’s that sense of meaningfulness, combined with her feelings of success and enjoyment, that leads Kathy to truly love it.


A similar example comes from “Sarah,” who, at the start of a research interview,14 listed her earmuffs as something she loved. I asked her to describe the earmuffs, and she started with the usual list of what she liked about them: “They are great and functional and they’re fashionable and they’re pretty classic so they haven’t gone out of style.” She added, “I wear them every day in the winter months, so I spend a lot of time with them.” Despite this, though, after reflecting on her earmuffs a bit, Sarah changed her mind and said she didn’t love them after all. Why not? “They’re just earmuffs,” she replied. They didn’t connect to the things she felt made her life meaningful, such as “family, friends… maybe giving back to others.”


I mentioned earlier in this chapter that a few researchers have claimed that people can’t really love things. I sometimes hear this view from nonscientists who are curious about my work, too. In response, I ask if they think it is possible for people to love nature. In every case, they conclude that nature is an exception—that yes, people can love nature. After more discussion, they’ll usually agree that religious people can love God and patriots can love their country. It’s just the “little things,” like cell phones, they don’t think you can really love. Even though this view is incorrect, it reveals a real insight. Our love for people is a deeply meaningful experience. The reason these skeptics agree that people can love nature, God, and country is that they can see how loving these things might also be deeply meaningful. But to some people, it seems to sully and degrade love to say that you love your cell phone. Yet as we will see throughout this book, there are lots of ways that people imbue otherwise mundane objects, such as cell phones, with significance that goes well beyond their practical benefits.


LOVE IS SACRED


The author and TV personality Barbara De Angelis once said, “Love’s greatest gift is its ability to make everything it touches sacred.” This is echoed by the people I interviewed,15 who say that the beauty and immensity of nature leave them feeling humbled and awestruck. For example:




To hear the quiet of a pine forest or to see mountains around me or between me and the sky—that makes me feel relaxed, calm, and very minute—like I’m not really here for very long compared to those mountains or that ocean.





These experiences aren’t limited to nature. Medieval cathedrals were designed to engender a similar sense of awe, and architecture can still affect people in that way. But whereas nature often leads to a sense of humility, an awareness of one’s own smallness beside the immensity of the world, architecture can provoke pride and confidence in humanity’s creative power. As one man said16 about buildings he loves:




Good architecture leaves me awestruck. It’s my favorite form of art. It’s beautiful, and it’s functional. It impresses me that man can do something like that. That’s the macho part, I guess. That man can tackle the earth and build a building 110 stories tall or something like that.





These contrasting experiences—humility and empowerment—remind me of one of my favorite philosophical quotations, from Rabbi Simcha Bunam of Pzhysha (1767–1827):




Everyone must have two pockets, so that he can reach into the one or the other, according to his needs. In his right pocket are to be the words: “For my sake was the world created,” and in his left: “I am but dust and ashes.”





The rabbi’s point is that both perspectives are true, and each has its moments of usefulness.


A BRAND NEW RELIGION


Young people are increasingly moving away from traditional religion. In 2012, when the Pew Research Center asked people their religion on a survey and gave them choices such as Christian, Jew, Muslim, Hindu, and “none of the above,” researchers found that the fastest-growing religious group in the United States was “none of the above,” or the Nones, as they are sometimes called.17 This trend was particularly strong among people under thirty. This doesn’t mean that these Nones were all atheists, though. Many described themselves as “spiritual but not religious,” and 68 percent of them said they still believed in God.


Spirituality outside of religion sometimes shows up in the things people love:18




[Music is] spiritually stimulating in the sense of, you know, kind of bringing me out of this world into a realm that is kind of above my everyday day-to-day living.


The ocean represents an embodied concept of God that I have. In our world there seem to be so few things that really have qualities of the divine, both sort of the largeness and the power. The ocean is such a big reminder of that, and I feel lovingly connected to that.





These people are clear about the spiritual aspects of their experiences, but not all religious attachments are that explicit. In keeping with the central role brands play in our culture, some people’s love of their favorite brands includes religious aspects. For example, in my research I have found Apple to be far and away America’s most loved brand. Russell Belk, formerly of the University of Utah, and Gülnur Tumbat, of San Francisco State University,19 studied intense Apple devotees and found that the existence of their tight-knit community and their practice of proselytizing and converting nonbelievers resembled characteristics of a religion. Belk and Tumbat also found several quasireligious mythic belief systems among Apple devotees. These include a creation myth, in which the sacrifice of selling Steve Jobs’s VW van and Steve Wozniak’s HP calculator allowed them to create the first Mac in Jobs’s parents’ garage. There is also a satanic myth in which the forces of light (Apple) are locked in battle against the forces of darkness (at that time, IBM and Microsoft). And there is a myth of the resurrected savior, in which Steve Jobs (who came to Apple’s first Halloween party dressed as Jesus) is forced to leave the company but then returns to restore the faith and bring salvation.


Apple fans who fell in love with the company in its early days, back when it was a tiny David battling big corporate Goliaths, see it as an outsider, an anti-corporate brand. As an old-school Apple user myself, if someone had asked me what non-tech products Apple owners were likely to have, I would have said Birkenstocks, granola, and pot. Boy, have times changed. Many young folks today see Apple as a luxury brand similar to Gucci and Chanel, with both the positive traits (quality and creativity) and the negative traits (shallow materialism) that are sometimes associated with luxury brands.


Whereas Apple products used to be owned by nerds and artsy types, in today’s high schools iPhones are de rigueur in popular kids’ cliques. Sadly, kids can even be bullied in school for owning non-Apple phones. This sort of obnoxious behavior by some of its users has cost Apple at least one high-profile sale. A New York Times story reported that Jerry Seinfeld’s daughter grew upset when he bought her an iPhone, “calling it a ‘mean-girl phone’ and requesting something cheaper.”20


If Apple is seen by young folks as a luxury brand akin to Gucci and Chanel, is that still compatible with quasireligious devotion? After all, mainstream religions usually value humility and chastity (even if religious leaders don’t always possess those traits)—values that aren’t exactly associated with most luxury brands. Research on brands and religion conducted by business school professors Ron Shachar, Tülin Erdem, Keisha Cutright, and Gavan Fitzsimons21 sheds light on this question. They found that being into cool or prestigious brands can take the place of religion in some people’s lives. Specifically, this study found that while all people have a need to express their identities, some do this partly through religious affiliation, whereas others seek secular forms of self-expression, such as using cool or prestigious brands. Consistent with this theory, the research conducted by Shachar and his colleagues found that when choosing what to buy, people who were religious tended to be less concerned with brand names than nonreligious people were. Interestingly, this was only true for product choices that might affect a person’s public image (e.g., Ralph Lauren versus Target-brand sunglasses). But for product choices that would not affect a person’s public image (e.g., Energizer versus CVS-brand batteries), there was no difference between religious and nonreligious people in how much they cared about brands. It seems that this tendency of nonreligious people to care about brands is really focused on meeting their need to express their identities, a need that, for other people, is partly met by religion.


To be clear, this research does not suggest that all nonreligious people are brand-conscious. In particular, people who are highly educated and politically progressive tend to be quite skeptical of both brands and religion, but this group is only a small part of the population. Across the whole population, it is still true that the less religious people are, the more they tend to use brands to express their identity. Moreover, many brand skeptics still use brands to express their identity—not so much through the brands they buy as through the brands they don’t buy. For example, it’s common for highly educated progressives to either reject clothing they otherwise like because it has a visible designer logo or in some cases to remove designer logos from clothing before wearing it.


A friend of mine, Rebekah Modrak, who is an artist and a professor at the University of Michigan’s Penny W. Stamps School of Art & Design, did this one better. She printed some cloth badges that contained the image of a man playing polo (similar to the Ralph Lauren logo), but with the name Ralph Lifshitz (Mr. Lauren’s original name) underneath. I sewed one onto a coat I had. Later, I was waiting in line at Macy’s when I struck up a conversation with a woman next to me who turned out to be an executive at Ralph Lauren. I showed her the badge on my coat. She looked at it with stunned disbelief, then nearly lost it with laughter. Finally, she just said, “Oh, my God. Nobody calls him that.”


A BIG-PICTURE OVERVIEW


What do people love? One way to answer that is with a list: nature, God, and so on. A better way is to say that people love things that have certain attributes. Rajeev Batra, Rick Bagozzi, and I conducted an extensive series of studies22 that revealed thirteen components of the love of things, as indicated in the heart-shaped diagram here. These correspond to the thirteen statements on the Love of Things Quiz here. As the scoring for that quiz indicates, you don’t need to score high on all thirteen questions in order to have your feelings classified as love.


Excellence. As I mentioned earlier, people think the things they love are excellent, even if they’re seen through rose-colored glasses. This, in turn, helps us view them as valuable and important. In psychological terms, these positive evaluations are cognitions, meaning that they are thoughts rather than feelings. But love obviously includes a huge emotional component, not just thoughts. Which brings us to…


Positive Emotional Connection. In one study, Wendy Maxian, the chair of the communication department at Xavier University, and her colleagues23 attached sensors to people that measured the response of their orbicularis oculi muscles (around the eyes), which automatically activate when a person feels like smiling. All the researchers had to do was show people brands that they loved, and their orbicularis oculi muscles would begin to move, indicating positive feelings.
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Aspects of the love of things








In my own research,24 I have found that these emotional experiences come in two delicious flavors: exhilaration and relaxation. Here is a man talking about music’s ability to produce exhilarating emotional experiences:




[Music] gives me an emotional rush. It’s intoxicating; you’re just so into the song… both the lyrics and the music. At the end of it, it feels like I’ve just had sex or something, the rush is just so incredible. I think, goddamn, this really kicks ass.





While these sexual comparisons are more the exception than the rule, passionate, excited experiences are common in response to love objects ranging from shopping to waterskiing. Here’s a woman talking about her love of traveling:25




It’s thrilling and exciting, and your dreams come true. Like when I went to Paris and I saw the Eiffel Tower, I couldn’t believe it. After all this time and everything I’d read—there it was. I was so happy I cried. The friend I was with thought I was nuts.





Just as often, though, people associate the things they love with feeling calm, comfortable, and contented. For example, here’s a woman talking about her love of taking baths:26




It provides me with an inner sense of calm, because it is the one time where I totally allow myself not to become distracted or involved in things that require thought. It’s just a time where I can be alone and relax. I use it to escape.





There can also be negative emotions associated with love. For example, jealousy can be part of romantic love between people. And although we are unlikely to feel a jealous anxiety that our new shoes might be cheating on us, other negative emotions can occur. The intensity of the love that fans feel for a sports team, say, is directly connected to the intensity of their pain when the team loses. In fact, the emotional devastation of big losses can be so extreme that if you add up all the joys and sorrows over the course of a season, some sports fans would surely be happier if they stopped following their team altogether. A few ex–sports fans I know stopped for this very reason. Yet many fans who have the bad luck of loving a losing team remain loyal not because it’s fun but because the idea of abandoning their team feels morally despicable, like abandoning a loved one in their hour of need.


People often feel an intuitive sense of fit with the things they love. This sometimes creates a “love at first sight” experience—for example, when people who love their houses say that the house “just felt right”:




The first time I walked into this house, I knew we had to buy it. My husband felt very much the same way. It was sort of like unwrapping something, or unveiling something; each room sort of confirmed more and more this growing impression that this was the house we had to buy. So by the time we were in the back of the house, and the Realtor had left us alone, I just exploded with it: “We have to live in this house—we have to.”





We also feel emotional attachment to the things and people we love, as if we are connected to them by an invisible emotional bungee cord that pulls us to them when we drift too far apart. There is a large body of scientific literature on attachment theory that addresses how these types of emotional attachments between parents and children affect children’s relationships later in life. This research finds that children develop styles of relating to other people (attachment styles) based on how they are treated by their parents; these attachment styles continue to influence their social relationships as adults. For example, children who grow up in stable and loving homes develop a secure attachment style that allows them to have long-lasting and satisfying romantic relationships as adults. By contrast, children who grow up in emotionally dysfunctional families develop various types of dysfunctional attachment styles that interfere with their adult relationships.


It turns out that these attachment styles influence not only our relationships with people but also our relationships with things. Professor Vanitha Swaminathan of the University of Pittsburgh and her colleagues27 found that not only were people with a secure attachment to their mothers more likely to form and maintain relationships with people as adults, they were also more likely to form and maintain relationships with brands. At the other extreme, children who cannot rely on their parents for love sometimes develop a fearful attachment style. As researchers Allison Johnson, Jodie Whelan, and Matthew Thomson28 found, adults with fearful attachments to their parents can also develop “fatal attractions” to brands: they love the brand with great intensity early in the relationship, but if the brand disappoints them, they become enemies of the brand, obsessed with seeking revenge by writing vicious negative reviews for products they’ve never used, vandalizing company property, threatening to harm company employees, and other seriously nasty stuff.


When you combine the positive evaluations people have for the things they love with the emotional rewards they get from them and the emotional attachments they feel to them, it all adds up to a lot of…


Passionate Involvement. Passionate involvement includes a passionate desire to use the object or engage in the activity. For example, one thing that loving people and loving things have in common is that both activate the region of the brain associated with hunger and desire. People are also willing to invest resources in the things they love. If it’s an activity, we might spend time and money to take lessons. If it’s an object, we might pamper it. Marketing professors John Lastovicka and Nancy Sirianni29 found that people who loved their cars spent three times as much money caring for them as did people who merely liked their cars. And when people who loved their cars bought something car-related (e.g., new hubcaps), they often saw it as buying the car a gift. Finally, people are more likely to love something if they have a long history of past involvement with it. As one man said about his old car:30




While that relationship may be coming to an end, I would say in terms of inanimate objects, I love that car.… It’s been a traveling companion.





All these aspects of love—the perception that the thing you love is excellent, the positive emotional connection to it, and the passionate involvement with it—all combine to create…


Self-Integration of the Love Object. When we love someone or something, we expand our sense of identity so that the love object becomes part of who we are. The things we love become part of our current identity (who we think we are) as well as part of our desired identity (who we want to be). When I interview people, I often include what are called “projective questions,” such as “If your stereo magically became a person, what kind of person would it be?” Because the things people love are part of their identities, they often imagine that their love objects would become a combination of who they are and who they want to be. For example, I interviewed31 a freelance writer living on a limited budget who personified his Apple computer as a Victorian gentleman, “a person who matches my tastes in all things.” But “he would probably be a little more into the creature comforts… better meals.” He then went on to reflect, “I think I would have made a good Victorian gentleman. Yeah—someone who is hardworking and dedicated to what he does but wants money to be beneath him. Yeah, I really wish I was like that.”


The process of integrating something into your identity doesn’t happen instantly; your brain has to work at it. Our frequent thoughts about the things we love help integrate them into our sense of identity. Because we feel like the things we love are part of who we are, these things help give our lives meaning. The diagram here shows self-integration as a heart within a heart because it plays a particularly central role in love. Given that the things we love become part of our selves, it is not surprising that we also expect our connection to them to be a…


Long-Term Relationship. We’ve already seen that if our relationship with something has a long history and is currently active and passionate, it remains strong. Following this pattern, the stronger our love is for something, the longer we expect the relationship will last into the future. As the late psychologist Albert Ellis said, “The art of love is largely the art of persistence.” But why not just love for today? Why should our future plans matter?


Love did not evolve so that we could bond with our cell phones. Love evolved in animals so that parents would take care of their offspring and, in some cases, take care of each other. One of the things that most surprised me when I was researching this book was how many animal species behave in ways that look a whole lot like human love. In many animals, offspring are on their own from the moment they are born. But in species whose young take a long time to mature, relationships have evolved that keep the parents motivated to feed and protect their offspring, just as human love does; in some species these relationships keep the parents together so they can both support their young.


Human children mature very slowly. It takes many years before they can survive without parental support, and their brain development isn’t complete until around age twenty-five. Ideally, the love people feel for their mates and children should last a long time, although in real life this is not always the case. Similarly, love motivates long-term relationships with things as well as with people. But this motivation to stay together is weaker for loved things than for loved people, because we (quite reasonably) don’t usually feel the same sense of moral obligation to things.


Given that we envision our relationships with the things we love as lasting far into the future, it makes sense that we consider them to be…


Tragic If Lost. When people try to decide whether they love something, they frequently ask themselves, “How terrible would it be if this were gone?” The more tragic the loss, the more they know they love it. This partly reflects the fact that the more important something is to us, the more we tend to love it. Although I’ve yet to measure this formally, I’ve noticed a pattern in which any given thing we love will often be important to us in a lot of different ways, such as being useful and fun and filled with sentimental value. As we’ll see in chapter 5, the fact that people feel it would be tragic to lose something they love is also connected to the way these love objects become part of our sense of self, so losing them would feel like part of our selves was being torn away.


OBJECTIFICATION, HUMANIZATION, AND RELATIONSHIP WARMERSii



Loving things feels normal to us. But actually, it is deeply weird. To understand why, we need to start with the social brain thesis, which holds that because coordinating activity within families and tribes was so important to early human survival, our brains evolved to be more concerned with people than with things. As a result, the brain automatically sorts people and things into different categories and often thinks about them in different ways. In some situations, our brains even go so far as to use separate regions for thoughts about people and thoughts about things.32 In particular, the brain normally thinks about things in a coolly instrumental way while thinking about people in a warm, emotional way, sometimes with love.


I call these different ways the brain normally thinks about people and things “default modes” of thought. The brain’s default mode for thinking about things is very pragmatic.33 Consider the vast number of things that pass before your eyes every day that you completely ignore because they don’t register in your brain as a potential threat (such as an oncoming car) or a nice opportunity (such as a delicious-looking cookie). Our default mode for thinking about people is to be more interested in them (our attention is drawn to people) and even to care about them a bit (if a stranger asks us for directions, our impulse is to try to help).


But the idea of a default mode also implies that thinking about people and things in these ways is not inevitable, since it is possible to override a default. To objectify people, for example, means to think about them as if they were objects. Sometimes this is harmless, such as when we are in a big crowd and our brain ignores most of the people in the same way it ignores most objects. But usually, objectifying people is a bad practice. The philosopher Martha Nussbaum34 defines objectifying a person as seeing him or her as simply a tool for our own purposes. When we objectify people, we disrespect their autonomy, see them as lacking self-control, and even try to own them. I read a post on Reddit about a barista at a coffee shop during the COVID-19 pandemic who only had one customer. The barista asked the customer to put on a mask, to which the customer replied, “Why? There’s no one here.” On a conscious level, the customer knew that the barista was a person, but on an unconscious level, the customer’s brain was treating the barista as just another part of the coffee-producing machinery.


In many ways, objectification is the opposite of love. In order to love things, we must reduce our objectification of them and think about them, at least partially, in ways that we typically reserve for people. In one unusual example, a woman I interviewed35 talked about feeling hurt when the antique furniture she loved was praised. The furniture in question was a collection of family heirlooms and therefore was powerfully connected to her identity. She described herself as “hurt” and “offended” by some friends who had praised how nice-looking the furniture was. At first, I was confused by her response. But she explained to me that her friends didn’t see the furniture as “more than just a pretty face”: “These are things that I love. If other people don’t realize that they’re not just pieces of furniture, then that’s what hurts my feelings.” This is analogous to a woman being offended by a man who compliments her exclusively on the way she looks. It’s not that she thinks being attractive is a bad thing. But she feels he doesn’t appreciate who she is as a complete person and therefore feels dehumanized and objectified. The furniture lover felt the same way: despite the fact that the furniture was a collection of objects, she felt insulted when she thought they were being treated as such.


When we objectify people, we change the way our brains treat them. Princeton University researchers Lasana Harris and Susan Fiske36 found that when we think about people for whom we have negative stereotypes, we activate the regions of the brain normally used for objects rather than the medial prefrontal cortex, which is normally used for thinking about people. Conversely, when we love objects, our brains treat them, at least partly, as if they were human. In a randomized, placebo-controlled study, the marketing professor Andreas Fürst and his colleagues37 found that oxytocin, which plays a critical role in human bonding but is not normally involved in our relationships with things, helps create the bond between people and their favorite brands, just as it does between people in love. Similarly, Martin Reimann, of the University of Arizona, and Raquel Castaño, of Tecnológico de Monterrey,38 compared the regions of the brain people use to think about brands they love versus brands they feel neutral about. They found that a region of the brain called the insula, which is normally only used when thinking about people, was also being used when thinking about loved brands—but not when thinking about neutral brands. An analogous approach was taken by Reimann, Castaño, and research fellow Sandra Nuñez39 in a study of how people experience pain. Previous research has established that thinking about people we love helps insulate us from physical pain. Reimann, Castaño, and Nuñez found that thinking about brands we love has a similar pain-reducing effect. More tellingly still, this pain-reducing effect can be increased by getting people to see a loved brand in human terms; conversely, it can be decreased by getting people to see the brand as just an object.


As I’ll explain in detail in chapter 9, from an evolutionary perspective, it makes sense for people to care about objects exactly to the extent that the objects are pragmatically useful. If we are to be evolutionarily optimal, we should care about a useful object a lot, but if it stops being useful, we should immediately stop caring about it. After all, if our brains evolved with the “goal”iii of having us love things, we would waste a lot of time and energy taking care of the things we love or even risk our safety to protect the things we love. But evolution wants us to focus on having lots of babies and taking care of them, not taking care of a lot of stuff.


By contrast, one of the core defining features of love is that it involves caring about people and things even more than “they deserve.” So loving things leads us to treat them in ways that aren’t evolutionarily optimal for us.iv That’s why, from an evolutionary perspective, it makes sense that our brains are set up to prevent us from loving things by reserving love exclusively for people. The bottom line is that every time you love a thing, it involves a case of mistaken identity, in which the thing is being accidentally treated by your brain as if it were a person.


This creates a scientific puzzle that I call “the challenge of the social brain.” Given that our brain is physically hardwired to form deep emotional connections to people rather than things, how do the things in our life ever become loved? Or, more concisely, how do the things we love overcome the challenge of the social brain?


There are three answers to this question. Which is to say, there are three situations in which the brain overrides its default way of thinking about things and starts thinking about them in ways it normally reserves for people. I call these three situations relationship warmers because they give emotional warmth to an otherwise cool, practical relationship between a person and a thing.


The first relationship warmer is anthropomorphism, which occurs when objects look, sound, or act like people. As a result, your brain starts thinking about these objects as if they were people. Anthropomorphism is addressed in chapters 2 and 3.


The second type of relationship warmer is what I call “people connectors,” which link us to other people. People connectors include photos of friends and family, gifts we’ve received, songs and objects that remind us of other people, devices such as cell phones that help us talk to other people, and lots of other things. When an object has a strong connection to another person, your brain starts to see it as part of this other person rather than simply as a thing. And because it is part of a person, it becomes eligible for love. People connectors are discussed in chapter 4.


The third relationship warmer is our sense of self. We have all embarked on a great life project to figure out who we want to be and how to become that person. The process of falling in love with something—whether it’s a song that somehow catches your ear or a new house that just “feels right” when you step inside—helps us discern who we authentically are. Then, as we interact with the things we love, they become increasingly embedded into our identities, becoming part of ourselves. Because your brain normally loves your self, if things become part of your self, your brain stops thinking of them as mere things, and they become loved. Our sense of identity is discussed in chapters 5 through 8.


There is more to our love of things than just these three relationship warmers. But they are particularly important because they get your brain to think about a thing in ways it normally reserves for thinking about people. In the following chapter, I’ll discuss the first of them: anthropomorphism.


Footnotes


i Yes, that’s really the word.


ii Writing this book allowed me to step back from the individual studies I was working on and take a holistic look at the existing research about love and our relationships with things. Although this book relies on published scientific studies, it weaves these studies together into a new overarching theory, based on my and my colleagues’ research, about how and why we love things. This section introduces some of that new thinking.


iii This is an anthropomorphic metaphor for evolution, which of course has no desires. The point is to stress the difference between our evolved love of certain people, which is an evolutionary advantage, and our love of things, which is an accidental byproduct of our ability to love people.


iv That does not mean that loving things is bad. A lot of the best things in life aren’t evolutionarily optimal.
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