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Introduction
Baby boomers represent a spike in births during the 19-year period from 1946 to 1964 in 
the U.S. (Wolf et al. 2014). The latest population estimation indicated that the number of 
baby boomers in the U.S. will reach 73 million by 2019 (U.S. Census Bureau 2017). When 
compared to other generations, their relevance is still significant. As of 2017, the greatest 
generation (born before 1928) had 2.11 million individuals; the silent generation (born 
1928–1945) had 24.44 million, the baby boomer generation had 72.56 million, genera-
tion X (born 1965–1980) had 65.45 million, the millennial generation had 72.06 million, 
and generation Z (born after 1997 and later) had 90.55 million individuals (Duffin 2019). 
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As the baby boomers makes up the second largest generation in the U.S. after generation 
Z, multiple scholars have explored their characteristics as consumers.

Academic research on this generation has enquired about their responses to active 
wear apparel advertisements (Wray and Hodges 2008), attitudes on fair trade apparel 
(Littrell et al. 2005), fashion behavior (Peters et al. 2011), among other topics of inter-
est. Findings argue that baby boomers have a greater focus on qualities of apparel like 
comfort, value, and quality, as well as preference for authentic products and ethnic 
attire when compared to younger generations (Littrell et  al. 2005). Moreover, an aca-
demic exploration on women over 50 years old argues that researchers need to better 
understand perceptions of baby boomers in order to successfully market apparel prod-
ucts directly to them (Wray and Hodges 2008). Despite the significance of this cohort, as 
well as their increasing life expectancy (Roser et al. 2019), there has been little reported 
research concerning their identities and consumption needs in the field of consumer 
research (Colby and Ortman 2015). In particular, research regarding fashion of baby 
boomers is sparse (Peters et al. 2011) and there is relatively scarce qualitative research 
concentrating in the baby boomer consumer group (Moschis 1994, 2012).

To this end, the purpose of the study is to explore baby boomers’ product experiences 
that are associated with consumer-clothing attachment. The later term relates to the 
emotional bond between a consumer and a specific product (Mugge et al. 2008). Based 
on the framework by Desmet and Hekkert (2007), the aesthetic, emotional, and mean-
ingful dimensions of those product experiences are analyzed. This is pertinent as the aes-
thetics of a product, the emotions triggered by the interaction with that product, and its 
related meanings increase the attachment with the product (Mugge 2007). As clothing 
contains various meanings, such as symbolic meaning of one self (Solomon 1985), and 
the main determinant of product attachment is meaning (Mugge et al. 2008), exploration 
of baby boomers’ clothing attachment will provide valuable understanding for this age 
cohort. Furthermore, other research on clothing attachment has only considered certain 
determinants, such as pleasurable use experiences and meaningful memories (Niinimäki 
and Armstrong 2013). Thus, this study is one of the first to consider all dimensions of 
product experience in the examination of clothing attachment.

Despite the significant amount of research on the topic of attachment, there is little 
published research on clothing attachment in particular, with some exceptions (e.g., 
Niinimäki and Armstrong 2013). For instance, Niinimäki and Koskinen (2011) explored 
the life cycle of clothing via clothing attachment, but they mainly focused on the role of 
the designer and not as much on the consumer. Nevertheless, when considering the sig-
nificant role consumers have in the creation of clothing attachment, there is still much to 
learn from them in order to implement a consumer-focused product design that offers 
improvements in product lifetimes and ranges (Chandra and Kamrani 2003). Besides, 
creating new market offers that stimulate clothing attachment in consumers can serve 
as an “eco-friendly strategy to create long-lasting person-product relationships” (Mugge 
et al. 2008, p. 428) and a brand strategy to create products that help people “become the 
person they desire to be” (Zimmerman 2009, p. 395).

In addition, it would appear that baby boomers, out of all generations, may be the con-
sumers in which this topic of attachment is more relevant. The reasons being that they 
were highly influenced by the scarcity of the post-World war II context in which they 



Page 3 of 21Ceballos and Min  Fash Text            (2020) 7:12  

were born into (Francis and Hoefel 2018) and they give high importance to “quality” 
in apparel products (Littrell et al. 2005). As a consequence, they may experience more 
product attachment than other generations and keep their products for longer. In con-
trast, generations Z (Francis and Hoefel 2018) and Y (i.e., millennials) (Goldman Sachs 
2018) are less prone to be attached to possessions because they are more socially respon-
sible by focusing on access (e.g., renting, sharing). As for generation Y, they have more 
fashion knowledge than previous generations (Noble et al. 2009), which implies that in 
their search for the latest trends, they may tend to keep products for a shorter time as 
compared to baby boomers. As a result, considering the significance of baby boomers in 
the topic of clothing attachment, provides opportunities to generate valuable contribu-
tions to academe in the field of clothing and textiles, as well as product design, along 
with practical suggestions for clothing designers and marketing managers of apparel 
brands targeting baby boomers. Thus, this study offers opportunities to designers and 
marketers who seek to better understand the experiences behind baby boomers’ clothing 
attachment.

Literature review
Baby boomers as consumers in the U.S

The term baby boom has been used to describe a substantial increase in baby births fol-
lowing World War II in the U.S. (Colby and Ortman 2015). Based on Reuteman (2010), 
the baby boomer generation can be segmented into two: the leading edge and echo 
baby boomers. The leading edge baby boomers are born between 1946 and 1955, those 
who came of age during the Vietnam War. The other half of the generation, called echo 
baby boomers, was born between 1956 and 1964. The focus of this research is in the for-
mer, the leading edge baby boomers, due to their significance as a consumer group. It is 
expected that around 60 million baby boomers will be between 66 and 84 years old by 
2030 (Colby and Ortman 2015). With this tendency, baby boomers are expected to out-
number children by 2035 for the first time in the U.S. history (U.S. Census Bureau 2018). 
Not surprisingly, they have been identified as an important consumer group for fashion 
companies and advertising (Bereznha 2018).

Visa Incorporation reported that consumers older than 60 will continue to dominate 
consumer spending in the U.S. for the next 10 years (Best 2016). Coleman et al. (2006) 
reviewed marketing research articles dedicated to baby boomers to describe their status 
as consumers in the U.S. They indicated that most baby boomers are identified as sig-
nificant consumers with disposable incomes who do shopping for necessities and luxury 
items for their family, including grandchildren, health supplies, and trips for themselves. 
Market research (Issar and Gupta 2008) adds that they are not particularly price sensi-
tive, and many are willing to pay for high-quality goods.

Baby boomers have been identified by researchers as having unique characteristics in 
relation to fashion and textiles. Lövgren (2016) interviewed older women regarding their 
wardrobe to explore transitions and continuities during their life course. The partici-
pants indicated their strong preference for comfortable and practical clothing. Lee et al. 
(2012) explored older women’s concerns regarding clothing fit and style, as well as their 
attitudes toward emerging technology, such as 3D body scanning. They found that cloth-
ing fit was the most important consideration for older women when they make decisions 
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regarding apparel purchases. The literature in general has addressed female baby boom-
ers’ needs and concerns with clothing. Despite the efforts of academics in exploring baby 
boomers’ unique experiences in relation to fashion and textiles, literature has focused 
on the perspective of female baby boomers only. In addition, there is limited research on 
their experiences associated with consumer-clothing attachment.

Product attachment to clothing

Attachment is a concept that has received considerable attention in academic research, 
especially in topics centered on consumption. Numerous terms have been used when 
addressing this concept in relation to objects, such as product attachment, material 
possession attachment, object attachment, and consumer-product attachment. The 
main difference in definitions has to do with the type of object that is involved in the 
experience of attachment. For instance, consumer-product attachment is the attach-
ment experienced by a consumer with a durable product (Schifferstein and Zwartkruis-
Pelgrim 2008), whereas material possession attachment is specific to a material object 
considered a possession that has been “psychologically appropriated, de-commodified, 
and singularized through person-object interaction” (Kleine and Baker 2004, p. 1). Even 
brands and services can be considered objects of attachment in the constructs of brand 
attachment (Park et al. 2010) and customer-service firm attachment (Moussa and Tou-
zani 2013).

As “consumers own objects for the value they provide” (Richins 1994a, p. 504), there 
is a relation between product attachment and possession value in that product attach-
ment is stronger when the value assigned to possessions involves considerations of irre-
placeability (Richins 1994a, b). Besides, because an emotional bond cannot be created/
sustained with products without character or an aesthetical appeal (Chapman 2005), it 
is expected that the physical appearance of products and the emotions generated during 
the interaction with those products play an important role in the creation and devel-
opment of product attachment. For instance, a user often becomes more attached to a 
product with small marks and scratches, as these tell the history of use and strengthen 
the user’s connection to the product (Niinimäki and Koskinen 2011; Schifferstein and 
Zwartkruis-Pelgrim 2008). More so if the object of attachment is a clothing possession 
because clothing is a significant social symbol that individuals often use to define and 
communicate their identity (Feinberg et al. 1992).

The focus for this research will be given to clothing attachment, defined as the strength 
of the emotional bond a consumer experiences with a specific clothing item (Mugge 
et al. 2008; Schifferstein et al. 2004). For the sake of clarity, when a consumer interacts 
with an attached product like clothing, affective responses in the consumer are triggered, 
such as emotions (Desmet and Hekkert 2007). An emotion is defined as “the felt ten-
dency toward anything intuitively appraised as good (beneficial), or away from anything 
intuitively appraised as bad (harmful)” (Arnold 1960, p. 182). Emotions experienced with 
attached products can be, for example, joy and serenity. Whereas the emotional bond 
in attachment relates to a connection between the consumer and the product, the emo-
tions provoked in the consumer during the interaction with the attached product are 
associated with feelings derived from the appraisal of the product.
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The product experience of clothing

Desmet and Hekkert (2007) present the psychological responses to experiences with 
products via their Framework of product experience, which distinguishes three dimen-
sions of product experience: (a) Aesthetic experience, (b) Emotional experience, and (c) 
Experience of meaning.

Aesthetic experience

As consumers prefer product appearances perceived as beautiful and enhancing their 
wellbeing (Bloch et al. 2003), an aesthetic experience is associated with the perception 
of beauty and delight with products through all the senses (Desmet and Hekkert 2007). 
This experience is related to the response to aesthetic characteristics of the product, or 
what Veryzer (1993) called, aesthetic response, which is “the reaction a person has to an 
object (e.g., product) based on his or her perception of the object” (p. 224). The experi-
ence with product aesthetics also affects the life expectancy of those products (Chapman 
2005). Given that, the power of beauty is undeniable and product aesthetics drives con-
sumer choice (Pol 2013), the product appearance is expected to strengthen the bond of 
an individual with a product, and therefore, increase product attachment.

The perception of a product and the aesthetic characteristics of its product form (i.e., 
number of elements that are mixed together when designers create the product) can lead 
to consumer response, such as evaluations or judgments by the consumer when observ-
ing the aesthetic properties of the product (e.g., aesthetic preference) (Bloch 1995). 
There is also an intricate relation among the aesthetic experience and the emotional 
experience because “perceiving the product is the most straightforward stimulus event. 
Seeing, touching, hearing, and smelling an object can be a strong emotional stimulus” 
(Desmet 2008, p. 391). Furthermore, the aesthetic experience is also related to the expe-
rience of meaning. For instance, meaning can be caused by stimuli from tangible (attrib-
ute accessible through the senses) and/or intangible attributes of products (attributes 
that exist only in the mind of the individual) (Hirschman 1980). Consequently, in the 
aesthetic experience, the tangible attributes of the product related to its aesthetic char-
acteristics cause consumer response, such as emotions and meaning.

Emotional experience

During the interaction with products, the emotional experience refers to affective phe-
nomena and emotions, such as love, disgust, fascination, among others (Desmet and 
Hekkert 2007). Emotions are an important component of consumer response and the 
study of consumer behavior (Richins 1997). For instance, delight is associated with posi-
tive emotions such as joy and enjoyment, which are frequently reported by individuals 
in human–product interactions (Demir et  al. 2009; Desmet 2012). The aesthetic value 
of a product is related to the emotions generated from seeing the product appearance 
(Creusen and Schoormans 2005). For the aesthetic experience, the object, the interaction 
with the object, and the self, can be considered the source of emotions (e.g., joy) expe-
rienced in the interaction with products (Desmet 2012). Based on Roseman and Smith 
(2001), this research assumes that emotions are elicited by current evaluations, which 
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means that if an individual was asked to perceive, imagine, or remember something (e.g., 
how the selected possession was acquired), the expressed emotions were determined by 
the way the individual appraised the situation in the “now” (i.e., during the interview).

Arnold (1960) classifies emotions according to their direction toward (positive) or 
away (negative) from a given object, and based on whether the object is appraised as 
beneficial or harmful. Positive emotions “hold the promise of improving individual 
and collective functioning, psychological well-being and physical health” (Fredrickson 
2003, p. 330), are distinguished as reactions tending toward an object (Arnold 1960), 
and are more frequently reported in consumption emotions research (Richins 1997). 
For instance, Plutchik (1980) indicates that feelings of being “surprised,” “amazed,” and 
“astonished” are associated with the impulse actions of “to stop activity,” “to explore or 
search,” and “to welcome or be with” (p. 357). The emotions experienced during a prod-
uct experience are then relevant in understanding the motivational drive of the emo-
tional bond with that product. In fact, Berlyne (1971) used “drive” or “arousal” (p. 62) to 
address “emotion.”

It is important to note that “only if a product continues to elicit positive emotions over 
time, may the owner become attached to the product” (Mugge et al. 2008, p. 427). More-
over, positive emotions are experienced most often than negative emotions in human-
product interactions (Demir et al. 2009; Desmet 2012) and are usually more useful when 
applying emotional design (Norman 2004). Based on this, when exploring the emotional 
dimension of product experience, the focus of this research is in positive emotions.

Experience of meaning

The experience of meaning reflects a cognitive process, like “interpretation, memory 
retrieval, and associations,” in which individuals “are able to recognize metaphors, assign 
personality or other expressive characteristics, and assess the personal or symbolic sig-
nificance of products” (Desmet and Hekkert 2007, p. 60). For instance, clothing may 
communicate social and cultural background (e.g., role and status), relation to others 
(e.g., quality of relationships), among other types of messages (Damhorst 1990). Thus, a 
product that reinforces a message that the wearer wishes to convey to others, or him, or 
herself, is a product that the owner most probably wants to keep and continue to wear 
for a long time. In other words, meaning may be the reason why consumers keep a prod-
uct for longer, and experience a stronger bond with that product, because of the positive 
experiences lived during product–human interactions (Desmet and Hekkert 2007). The 
resulting meaning of product experience can be categorized in various ways. As favorite 
possessions may imply an emotional bond, and therefore, the presence of product 
attachment (Mugge et al. 2008), further understanding of the different types of meanings 
of possessions can shed light on the determinants of product attachment.

The present study will adopt the social-psychological categorization proposed by 
Dittmar (1992), which presents two types of meaning of material possessions: symbolic 
and instrumental. First, symbolic meaning is an expression of the self. Possessions can 
become symbols of identity or the self, while their symbolic importance may partially 
explain people’s attachments to those material possessions (Dittmar 1992). That is why 
consumers tend to place meaning on their most valued products and regard them as 
extensions of the self or “things to which one feels attached” (Belk 1988, p. 141). Dittmar 
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(1992) conceptualizes the meaning of material possessions as material symbols for iden-
tity, relating to the characteristics of the self (e.g., personality), memories of the past, and 
relationships; as well as symbols of social ties, such as group membership (e.g., family) or 
social status. More importance is generally placed on the symbolic meaning of products; 
yet, products may also serve the second type of meaning, instrumental meaning, which 
offers the individual control over the environment, and therefore, the possibility of crea-
tion of a strong bond between the individual and the product (Dittmar 1992). That is, 
instrumental meaning is use-related, function-related, and indicates that the product 
makes an activity or experience possible so the product symbolizes that activity or expe-
rience. For instance, an individual can experience a process of charging an activity with 
emotional energy (Belk 1988). In fact, Mugge et  al. (2010) demonstrated that product 
attachment is also determined by utility.

Method
In order to address the research purpose, the following research questions were devel-
oped: What are the product experiences participants have with clothing to which they feel 
strong levels of attachment? How do participants describe the aesthetic, emotional, and 
meaningful experiences with those products? Upon IRB approval, data collection took 
form of in-depth interviews with leading edge baby boomers. Out of all baby boomers, 
these baby boomers refer to those individuals born between 1946 and 1955 (Euromoni-
tor 2005; Reuteman 2010). According to Colby and Ortman (2015), leading edge baby 
boomers (i.e., older baby boomers) represented a significant portion of over 79 million 
(24.62%) of the total U.S. population by 2015. Due to a “normal retirement age” in the 
U.S. of at least 65 years (Social Security 2020), considering only leading edge baby boom-
ers as participants allowed for a more homogeneous sample in the present study.

Participants were recruited during 2017 through the researchers’ existing network 
and recruiting pamphlets left at senior centers around the researchers’ institution. Inter-
views lasted between one and two and a half hours total. They were based on the inter-
view guide presented in Table 1 and were audio-recorded with participant consent and 
transcribed verbatim. A $30 Amazon gift card was provided as compensation to each 
participant. As photographs can aid a qualitative approach by focusing on the objects 
themselves and helping to elaborate interview responses (Penaloza and Cayla 2006), 
interviewees were asked to bring to the interview at least 5–8 photographs of the cloth-
ing that they felt most attached to, including accessories and shoes. Some participants 
brought the actual products to the interview. After each participant signed the adult 
consent form and copyright agreement for use of photographs, the interviewee  was 
initially asked, could you please tell me about yourself? The goal was to inquire about 
demographic data, such as their age, profession, retirement status, ethnicity, and current 
family status. The interview then explored participants’ experiences with the selected 
products. After introductory questions, the participant was invited to talk about the 
emotional bond with each of the items selected, with questions such as: How would you 
describe the bond you have with this item? How attached do you feel with this item? The 
rest of the interview guided an exploration about the participants’ aesthetic, emotional, 
and meaningful experiences with each of the items, with questions such as: What are the 
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aesthetic characteristics of the clothing that you like? How do you feel when you look, wear 
or think about the product? Do you feel this clothing has a special meaning to you? 

The purposive sample was comprised of 18 American participants, with an average 
age of 67 years and a majority of females (n = 11, 61.11%). As seen in Table 2, most par-
ticipants were already retired (n = 11, 61.11%), married or remarried (n = 16, 88.89%), 
and Caucasian (n = 16, 88.89%). Around the 12th interview, the collected data were con-
sidered to reach saturation level, which is one of the main aims of qualitative research 
(Hodges 2011). The analysis included operations of categorization and the interpretation 
was achieved by seeking patterns in meanings (Spiggle 1994). First, a data summary table 
in Microsoft Excel was created for the systematic analysis. Participants were listed down 
in the vertical axis of the table with the different aspects of each category being recorded 
along the horizontal axis. After careful review, data were classified in accordance to each 
of the attached clothing per participant. For each possession, the main categories in the 
horizontal axis were the three dimensions of product experience.

For the aesthetic dimension in the analysis, the picture of the object was included with 
a general description of the tangible properties by using design elements, such as line, 
color, form, and texture. Such information, as well as the description of the aesthetic 

Table 1 Structure of the interview guide

This table presents a summary of the main questions asked during the interview

Section Examples of questions

1. Introductory questions: Exploration about the life of 
the participant

Would you please tell me about yourself?
In which year were you born?
Are you married?
Do you have kids?

2. Product attachment: Invitation to talk about the 
emotional bond with each of the items selected

Why did you select this product?
How long have you had it for?
How would you describe the bond you have with this 

item? Why do you feel a bond?
Do you feel that this clothing is very dear to you? Why?
Do you feel attached to this clothing? From 1 to 7, being 

7 the highest, how much are you attached to that 
item? Why?

3. Aesthetic experience: Exploration about the partici-
pant’s aesthetic delight with each of the items

Could you please describe the clothing?
What are the aesthetic characteristics of the clothing 

that you like (e.g., color, color combination, form, 
texture, material, smell, sound, touch, etc.)? Why do 
you like those qualities?

Do you think the aesthetic properties of the clothing 
influence your attachment to it? Why? How?

4. Emotional experience: Inquiry about the partici-
pant’s emotions for each of the items

What do you feel when you look at the product?
What do you feel when you use the product?
Do you feel pleasure when looking and/or using the 

product? Why?

5. Experience of meaning: Inquiry about the partici-
pant’s associations with each of the items

Do you feel this product has a special meaning to you?
Why would you say there is a bond with that product?
Is there a story related to this product?
Is there anything you want to communicate when you 

use that product?
Are you involved in any group activities when using this 

clothing?
What is the function that this product plays in your life?
Is there an activity related to this product?

6. Closing questions Is there anything else we did not discuss that you feel is 
important about these products?
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characteristics of the products provided during the interview by the participant, guided 
researchers in the exploration of the aesthetic experience. As for the analysis of the emo-
tional dimension of the experiences, the list of 25 positive emotions in human–product 
interaction proposed by Desmet (2012) was adopted. This typology is clustered into posi-
tive emotions related to enjoyment (e.g., joy), gratification (e.g., satisfaction), empathy (e.g., 
sympathy), affection (e.g., love), interest (e.g., fascination), aspiration (e.g., desire), opti-
mism (e.g., hope), assurance (e.g., pride), and animation (e.g., surprise). This highly cited 
list has been applied in various types of research (e.g., Tsai 2014). In the present study, the 
participants’ descriptions as well as non-verbal cues were analyzed to determine the cor-
responding expressed emotions for each attached product in accordance with the list of 25 
positive emotions. For instance, when a participant was asked how he felt about a product, 
the participant answered, “it makes me happy… (I feel) a nice, warm feeling,” along with 
facial expressions like a big smile. The emotions of “joy” and “satisfaction” selected from 
the list were then the most appropriate to be assigned to that product for the analysis. In 
the dimension of meaning, subcategories were created to classify various types of symbolic 

Table 2 Characteristics of participants

Interviewee Gender Birth year Profession Retired Ethnicity Status Children

Participant 1 Female 1949 High school 
teacher

Yes Caucasian Married 2

Participant 2 Female 1950 Software Pro-
fessional

Yes Caucasian Engaged 0

Participant 3 Male 1947 Engineer Yes Caucasian Engaged 3

Participant 4 Female 1947 Psychothera-
pist, potter

Yes Caucasian Married 2

Participant 5 Female 1949 Professional 
educator

Yes African Ameri-
can

Married 1

Participant 6 Female 1946 Education Yes Caucasian Married 3

Participant 7 Male 1947 Professor at 
university

Yes Caucasian Married 1

Participant 8 Female 1951 Administra-
tive role at 
university

Yes Caucasian Married 0

Participant 9 Female 1954 Nutritionist No Caucasian Married 3

Participant 10 Female 1947 Nurse No Caucasian Single (Sepa-
rated)

4

Participant 11 Male 1948 Entrepre-
neur—
finance and 
investments

No Caucasian Married 3

Participant 12 Female 1952 Social worker No Caucasian Married 2

Participant 13 Male 1947 Attorney at 
law

No Caucasian Married 3

Participant 14 Female 1949 Social worker, 
teacher

Yes African Ameri-
can

Single 0

Participant 15 Male 1949 Professor at 
university

No Caucasian Married 0

Participant 16 Male 1952 Banker Yes Latin Married 2

Participant 17 Male 1949 Social worker No Caucasian Single 
(divorced)

1 

Participant 18 Male 1949 Professor at 
university

Yes Asian Married 2
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and instrumental meaning in accordance to Dittmar (1992). Specifically, for the dimension 
of meaning, axial coding was applied for relating categories with subcategories (Corbin and 
Strauss 1998). Both researchers needed to agree with the analysis and some points of disa-
greements were further discussed until consensus was achieved.

Results and discussion
The level of clothing attachment experienced by participants

Interview data and interpretations provided a further understanding of the concept of 
attachment. Participants shared stories about why they hold on to certain possessions. In 
many cases, the bond was so strong that the relationship between the participant and the 
possession will continue for many more years. Whereas some participants selected cloth-
ing that they have had for just a few years, others selected possessions that they have kept 
for more than 50 years. Participants described that the selected clothing is not replaceable 
when: (a) they are not able to purchase the same product or a similar product again; (b) the 
product may be found again for purchase, but it may require much energy and effort, as it 
was originally very hard to find; and (c) the possession value is so high due to the strength of 
the experience with that specific product that other product would never replace it, even if 
the same or similar product is available on the market.

When participants described their attachment with selected products, lower levels of 
attachment were usually explained by the idea that products could be replaced. By con-
trast, the idea of irreplaceability usually fueled the strength of the emotional bond of the 
participant with the product. Furthermore, when the attachment was the strongest, par-
ticipants would experience an anticipation of negative emotions triggered by the idea of los-
ing the object of attachment. That was the case of Participant 10 (72-year-old female), who 
explained what would happen if the items were to be lost. She said, “I would mourn the loss 
of all of those things.” She spoke about the selected objects as if they were family members 
and their loss was equivalent to the death of a relative. Findings support Richins (1994a, b)’ 
assertion that the product attachment is stronger when the value assigned to their posses-
sions involves considerations of irreplaceability.

For another participant, the strength of the attachment grew with the thought that the 
manufacturer would discontinue the product. Participant 7 (72-year-old male) indicated 
that it has never been easy for him to find hats that are appropriate for his head. Thus, he 
assigns a higher attachment to the hats that required a higher involvement during the pur-
chase process (cf., Laurent and Kapferer 1985) because of the belief that the product may 
be difficult or impossible to replace. In addition to a potential relation between the concept 
of irreplaceability and product attachment, interpretations also suggest a relation between 
consumer involvement and product attachment. Findings indicate that the more resources 
invested by participants in the acquisition of the product, in terms of effort, money, and 
time; the higher the attachment experienced with those items.

Product experience of attached clothing

The data interpretation revealed participants’ product experience with the attached 
clothing in accordance with each of the three dimensions of the framework of product 
experience: aesthetic, emotional, and meaning.
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Aesthetic experience of attached clothing

Aesthetic experience is associated with the perception of beauty with products 
through all senses (Desmet and Hekkert 2007). Most participants enjoyed interacting 
with the selected clothing mainly through their visual sense. When a participant was 
asked, “why is that prom dress so important?” (see Fig. 1), she responded, “I always 
wanted to get that (the dress) in a long frame. It’s a museum piece to me!” (Partici-
pant 14, 70-year-old female). For this participant, the dress was aesthetically pleasur-
able and beautiful to look at because of its brocade fabric made with gold threads and 
perfect fit to her body shape. She has kept the dress for 50 years and still cherishes 
it as a valuable collectable piece. This confirms that we can keep and love products 
because they are beautiful and not necessarily functional (Norman 2004). Moreover, 
Participant 12 (67-year-old female) indicated a necklace as her most attached posses-
sion because its aesthetic characteristics, such as being handmade, novel, and color-
ful, provide character to the product and enhance her attachment to it. She explains,

This necklace was handmade and I bought it in the mountains. It was made by 
an artist, maybe near Asheville. I bought it to wear at our son’s wedding. I loved 
the fact that it is handmade and it’s different. Then, the fact that I wore it for our 
son’s wedding… It has the colors that I really love in it.

Not only visual properties of the product were admired; participants indicated tac-
tile and olfactory properties of the products as catalyzers of attachment. For instance, 
Participant 2 (69-year-old female) indicated that she kept a white leather jacket for 
a long time due to its nice texture. When she tried to give the jacket away, touch-
ing it made her regret her decision. Participant 10 (72-year-old female) also talked 
about olfactory delight with a coat that she bought during a trip to Guatemala. She 
explained what happened when she wore that specific coat, “I pick that, and put it 
on, and I can smell the coffee and I can feel the buses. I went in a rainy season (to 

Fig. 1 Prom dress used over 50 years ago still generates visual delight to the participant 14
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Guatemala) and I can feel the rain. I love that place.” She further states that she wishes 
to keep her memories until she dies via her coat by stating,

If I lose my coat, I will lose a lot of memories. Some people say, ‘oh, if my house is 
burned down, I would lose all my books, I’d lose all my furniture.’ Instead, I would 
say ‘I lost my coat’ … I will wear that coat until my dying day.

The data interpretations support Mugge et al. (2008) in that most participants thought 
that aesthetic properties encouraged their attachment to the clothing. Along with pleas-
ing texture and olfactory sensations, participants in general indicated preference for the 
following aesthetic properties: color, aged well materials, novelty, fabrics, and fine details 
of clothing. These were influential factors for developing and sustaining attachment. As 
one participant says about the attachment experienced with a clothing possession she 
selected, “It grew on me,” thereby implying that her attachment and appreciation of the 
object’s beauty grew stronger over time. In fact, the creation of attachment takes time 
(Mugge et al. 2008). Likewise, participants talked about how repeated usage and care of 
the clothing over time supported the development and/or deepening of the attachment. 
This finding corresponds with Chapman’s (2005) argument that users cannot create/sus-
tain attachment to products without character or aesthetic appeal.

Emotional experience of attached clothing

The participants’ attached clothing often acted as stimuli that triggered positive emo-
tions. The most commonly experienced emotions were joy, love, enchantment, fasci-
nation, satisfaction, inspiration, relaxation, and pride. These were usually expressed 
along with non-verbal cues, such as smiles, surprise gestures, strong laughs, voice tone 
of excitement or nostalgia, and/or even teary eyes. For example, when Participant 14 
(70-year-old female) described a selected dress, she acknowledged feeling “like a prin-
cess” and experiencing emotions of joy, enchantment, and fascination with the aesthetics 
of the dress. She also verbally, and sometimes non-verbally, described feelings of pride, 
euphoria, satisfaction, and desire, as the dress reminded her of when she was more beau-
tiful, skinnier, younger, and attractive. Aiming at enhancing long-term product relation-
ships, products should make the wearer feel beautiful (Niinimäki and Koskinen 2011). 
Participant 14 (70-year-old female) explains,

It’s kind of cliché to say, like a princess, but that’s the way I felt, because it was a 
beautiful gown. It fit me well. It was something that she (her mom) and I picked out 
together, and she really let me choose my fabric, and the color, and all.

Participant 15 (70-year-old male) also disclosed how he has kept a specific shirt for 
44 years. As the shirt is associated with memories of the day he met his deeply loved 
wife, it engenders strong emotions of love, joy, admiration, enchantment, eupho-
ria, satisfaction, hope, pride, and fascination. He explained that he and his wife have 
moved a lot during their marriage and that the shirt is the first thing he packs every 
time they move. Participant 7 (72-year-old male) also explained that one vest (see 
Fig. 2) was so useful to her because of the pockets, that she named the vest “happy 
garment.” She even stated, “I know I am going to be happy when I wear it.” In this way, 
this woman is not only attached to the product because it is useful, but also because 
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it triggers positive emotions (e.g., joy) when wearing the object. In accordance with 
Desmet and Hekkert (2007), findings indicate that multiple positive emotions are 
evoked in participants by the perception or remembrance of attached products, as 
well as being influential in the usage behavior of those products.

Experience of meaning with attached clothing

The data suggest four meanings assigned by participants to their most attached cloth-
ing: (a) Identity: products as a “Part of Me” that reflect who I am, (b) Memories: 
products as a capsule of time, (c) Social standing: products representing social sta-
tus, and (d) Association with utility: products as useful “Friends.” Whereas the initial 
three classifications relate to symbolic meaning, the last one is instrumental (Ditt-
mar 1992). In general, most female participants generally assigned symbolic meaning 
to their most favourite clothing. In contrast, male participants were more prone to 
charge possessions with instrumental meaning.

Identity: products as “Part of Me” that reflect who I am. In certain cases, participants’ 
attachment to clothing has become so strong that the possessions can be considered 
self-extensions that define their identities (Belk 1988). Some of those products are even 
valued as sacred by participants. For instance, Participant 5 (70-year-old female) is now 
retired and has kept clothing from her previous professional life. The way she described 
a shirt and skirt that were used during her working life indicate that those items were 
perceived as part of herself because they represented her old working self in a time when 
she felt a lot of pride and recognition. She also said about those items, “[they] made 
me look like a lady… I am a very traditional lady.” Besides representing her old self, the 
objects allowed her to be a “lady,” which for her was important because dressing like 
a lady is the appropriate way to dress in accordance with the person that she loves the 
most, her deceased mother. For another participant (Participant 10, 72-year-old female), 
the clothes she selected mainly indicated her origins. All her pieces clearly reflected that 
she was born in the 60’s and near the ocean. Those two aspects of her life marked, pro-
foundly, who she is now. She declared,

Fig. 2 Vest of participant 7 named “happy garment”
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(Wearing those items) it’s a political statement of who I am. I have my own beliefs 
about what is right for me and society is not going tell me that I need to wear fancy 
jewelry and decorate a clothing to be recognized and to show that I have a brain 
because I know I have a brain.

This Participant 10 (72-year-old female) was very proud of living a simple life and 
dressing accordingly. About one of the items that she has kept for more than 40 years, 
she said, “the dress lets me be me.” During her descriptions of the selected items, she 
constantly expressed her desire to be in her own skin, to experience freedom, to be who 
she is, and only that. Consequently, she has kept clothes that have made her feel that way 
about herself for decades. Thus, she values products that support her identity.

Memories: products as capsules of time. Some clothing allows participants to con-
nect with relevant memories of places, events, and people, specifically family members. 
For others, items would remind them of the transitions they have experienced, such as 
remarriage or retirement. For example, Participant 14 (70-year-old female) described 
how the selected products were like “time machines” that take her back in time. This was 
important for her, as she has lived in many different cities. Thus, she stated that items of 
clothing are “like little capsules of time that bring you back to those special moments.” 
She further clarified that she always kept tangible things, specifically apparel, that she 
could wear or hold on to. Her goal was to keep something that would bring back the 
memories of those places that she wanted to remember. She said that by doing this, the 
products bring her “comfort” and “security.” In this way, clothing allows her to access 
her best memories by looking, touching, or even wearing those possessions. As per the 
definition of clothing attachment, the role of memories is to act as the emotional bond 
between the participant and the product.

Social standing: products representing social status. Participants experienced attach-
ment with products that were associated with a sense of status related to how others 
perceived them. For instance, Participant 16 (67-year-old male) explained how his Rolex 
watches were pieces of great technology and machinery to be admired. He found delight 
in looking at them as well as wearing them. When asked about how he felt when wearing 
those watches, he replied, “I always feel bigger… you feel more confident of your capaci-
ties, you feel more confident of yourself.” Similarly, for Participant 15 (70-year-old male), 
one of his most precious possessions was a doctoral regalia of Harvard University (see 
Fig. 3). He explained that it was not only the pride and honor that his graduation cer-
emony represented but also what the institution in itself means for him, as well as the 
wonderful opportunities that opened up after graduating with the gown. In both cases, 
the Rolex and the regalia of Harvard symbolize status and feelings of pride and confi-
dence for their owners because fashion can communicate status (Damhorst 1990).

Association with utility: products as useful “Friends.” Some of the products that gen-
erated the highest levels of attachment in participants were those that were useful in 
activities, such as hobbies (e.g., gardening for Participant 12, 67-year-old female) and 
day-to-day activities (e.g., staying at home for Participant 7, 72-year-old male). Many 
of those items were usually comfortable to wear. Participants experiencing this type 
of attachment were mainly men that gave emphasis to useful products, which became 
indispensable after being successfully useful for a while. However, most items were 
replaceable if they could be bought again. Then, if the item was broken or old, some 
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other item that looks, or does the same function, could easily replace it. However, when 
the participant believed that the item was not available for purchase any more, only 
then, the item was not only indispensable, but also irreplaceable. The latter represents 
the situations when the attachment was the highest in comparison to products that 
could easily be repurchased. Some participants, anticipating that the product may not be 
available for purchase in the future, would decide to buy several of the same product so 
it would be easily replaced when needed. For instance, Participant 7 (72-year-old male) 
experienced this type of utilitarian meaning because items made his life easier. Thus, he 
felt thankful with those items when saying, “they are friends,” and spoke about them as 
if they were alive. For him, certain characteristics of the items (e.g., lots of pockets) were 
helpful in his daily activities, such as walking in a more comfortable way and making the 
practice of his hobbies (e.g., gardening) easier and more enjoyable. It is to note that only 
few women described this type of situations. Nevertheless, when women expressed utili-
tarian meaning, they usually associated other types of symbolic meanings with the prod-
uct as well. Despite Mugge et al.’s (2008) argument that product attachment goes beyond 
the utilitarian meaning to the owner, findings support that product attachment can also 
be influenced by the instrumental meaning (Dittmar 1992).

Relationships between the dimensions of product experience

In the original model of product experience, Desmet and Hekkert (2007) reflect that 
“an experienced meaning may give rise to emotional responses and aesthetic expe-
riences, and vice versa” (p. 61). Nevertheless, the arrows in the model between the 
dimensions of product experience suggest that the emotional experience mainly 
emerges from the aesthetic and meaningful experiences. In contrast, summary find-
ings presented in Fig. 4 propose that when attachment is present in the product expe-
rience with clothing, the  arrows’ direction change among dimensions so that the 
aesthetic and emotional experiences mainly emerge from the meaningful experience. 

Fig. 3 This academic regalia of Harvard University provides pride and social status to the participant 15
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In the example presented in Fig.  4b, the usage of certain shoes that solve a prob-
lem, a foot condition called plantar fasciitis, enhances the attachment of Participant 
7 (72-year-old male) with that product. This baby boomer wears those shoes all the 
time because they are comfortable and ease the pain that he has been experiencing 
for years in his foot. Besides, finding those shoes also took a while and required a high 
purchase involvement.

In the example, during the initial phases of interaction of the Participant 7 with the 
product (i.e., crocs), the aesthetic reactions (e.g., perceiving the softness of the product) 
produced positive emotions (e.g., relief, joy, desire) in the participant, and, eventually, 
meaning (e.g., this shoes solve a problem and they are my best “allies”) was created and 
slowly reinforced. This is how Desmet and Hekkert (2007) explained the user experience. 
However, after the consumer develops an attachment with the product, the positive 
emotions and aesthetic reactions of the participant are mainly driven by the assigned 
meaning, such as utilitarian meaning. Therefore, the ordering of the affective responses 
in the user experience varies when attachment is present. As all the products investi-
gated were selected by participants as engendering high levels of attachment, in which 
product attachment was mainly driven by meaning (Mugge 2007), the relationship pro-
posed among dimensions in Fig. 4 was present in most of the studied cases. Accordingly, 
the experience of meaning was the dimension that acted as the main trigger of the prod-
uct experience of baby boomers with attached clothing.

Conclusions and implications
This study explored the product experiences of older baby boomers that are associated 
with consumer-clothing attachment. Based on the framework of product experience, 
data interpretations suggest that aesthetic properties of clothing, like novelty, quality, 
softness, smell, among others, encouraged participants’ attachment, as well as triggered 
positive emotions in the participants, such as joy, love, enchantment, fascination, satis-
faction, inspiration, relaxation, and pride. The perceived aesthetic properties and posi-
tive emotions associated with the products were usually based on relevant meanings 
assigned to the clothing. That is, meaning shaped aesthetic perception and emotional 
reactions to attached clothing. Meaning also varied and were classified as associations 
with: identity or the belief that the object is a self-extension (e.g., a dress that is consid-
ered a part of the participant and not a product); memories or the connection with the 
past (e.g., a coat that reminds the participant of a trip to Guatemala); social standing or 
sense of status (e.g., a Rolex that represents the participant’ social status); strong asso-
ciations with an activity, like hobbies (e.g., pants used in gardening) or problem solving 
(e.g., the shoes are helpful for foot pain).

For all participants, the stronger the product experience in terms of meaning with a 
specific product, the stronger the level of attachment towards that product. Whereas 
female participants assigned symbolic meaning most often to their favorite clothing, 
males were more prone to charge products with instrumental meaning. The experiences 
of older baby boomers with products engendering high levels of attachment are mainly 
created, developed, and maintained via all three dimensions of product experience; aes-
thetic properties of the product, positive emotions triggered by the memory, interaction, 
or perception of product, and its symbolic and instrumental meanings. Yet, the main 
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affective responses in human-product interaction with clothing participants feel most 
attached to, are mainly related to experiences of meaning, which are bound to the aes-
thetic and emotional experiences with those products.

As for managerial implications, marketers and designers can gain insights into the 
situations that create stronger emotional bonds between older baby boomers and their 

CONTEXT: 
User: Older Baby boomers
Product: Attached Clothing

Experience of Meaning

• Products as “Part of Me” that Reflect Who I am
• Products as a Capsule of Time 

• Products Representing Social Status
• Products as Useful “Friends” or Allies”

Emotional Experience
Desmet’s 25 positive emotions (2012)

Aesthetic Experience:

• Interaction with clothing mainly 
through the visual, tactile, and 

olfactory senses
• Participants’ preference for color, 

well aged materials, novelty, and fine 
details of clothing 

Summary of findingsa.

b.

CONTEXT: 
User: Participant 7 
(Male, born in 1947)
Product: Crocs shoes

Experience of Meaning
Products as Useful “Friends” or Allies” (association with utility)

• “Plantar fasciitis, in particular, is a type of pain that you get in 
the heel of your foot. When you put your foot down, it feels 

like you're stepping on a nail. It’s really painful.”

• “It solves the problem. They’re like my other stuff that’s my 
favorites. It’s comfortable. It’s durable. It’s relatively 

inexpensive. It just suits me.”

Emotional Experience

He feels relief, joy, and desire
because the shoes help with the 

pain. This gives him satisfaction
and relaxation.

Aesthetic Experience:

“They are really soft, cushy shoes… 
I practically live in those shoes.”

An example presenting the relation of the three dimension of product experience
Fig. 4 Product experience of older baby boomers with attached clothing (Adopted from model of product 
experience by Desmet and Hekkert (2007, p. 60))
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favorite clothing. Understanding product attachment can aid designers in extending the 
product life cycle by creating emotional experiences (c.f., Mugge 2007; Mugge et al. 2008; 
Niinimäki and Koskinen 2011) and incorporating emotional design (c.f., Norman 2004). 
This is particularly relevant for baby boomers as findings revealed a tendency to prefer 
owning products (i.e., having possessions), in contrast to younger generations who are 
more reluctant to product ownership (Francis and Hoefel 2018; Goldman Sachs 2018).

If the designer understands the experiences derived from clothing attachment, such 
as the aesthetic properties that are most loved and the type of meanings and emotions 
that are usually triggered during the interaction with those products; then, the designer 
will have valuable inputs to guide the design decisions that need to be taken for achiev-
ing a design that evokes specific positive emotions. For instance, as utilitarian meaning 
was more commonly present in males rather than female participants, clothing brands 
focused on inducing relief, relaxation, and joy in male baby boomers, may offer special-
ized and personalized products for hobbies and special needs (e.g., highly comfortable 
clothing with multiple pockets). As findings also suggest that memorable experiences 
during purchase may increase the chances of building these emotional bonds, this study 
can also be utilized as inspiration during the design of services, such as retail or online 
shopping experiences.

Concerning theoretical contributions, academics interested in product experiences 
may gain a deeper understanding of the dimension of meaning in human–product inter-
action by considering various types of meanings in the analysis. Interpretations further 
support determinants of product attachment, such as possession value in terms of irre-
placeability. That is, the higher the sense of product irreplaceability, the higher the prod-
uct attachment experienced by the participants. Findings also suggest other possible 
determinants, such as consumer involvement and product experience. In other words, 
the stronger the consumer involvement during purchase and/or use, the higher the par-
ticipants’ experience of attachment with those products. Thus, the stronger the product 
experience in terms of aesthetics, emotions, and/or meaning, the stronger the level of 
attachment experienced by participants with those specific products. These propositions 
may be used to generate hypotheses in a future quantitative study in order to generalize 
findings. Gender, consumer involvement, and irreplaceability may be used as moderat-
ing variables in the quantitative model. Consequently, findings provide valuable insights 
to the literature on product attachment, specifically, clothing attachment.

A limitation of the study is intrinsic to the qualitative nature of the research because 
findings are not generalizable. Another limitation relates to the analysis of the emotional 
dimension of product experience. Future studies may use tools to allow participants to 
indicate which emotions are experienced with each possession instead of interpreting 
the emotions from the descriptions provided by the participants. Despite emotions were 
easily selected for most cases because verbatim and non-verbal cues implicitly described 
the emotions felt by participants, the subjective character of emotions (Quigley et  al. 
2014) may be minimized by the usage of an interview instrument, such as showing the 
list of the 25 positive emotions of Desmet (2012) when inquiring about emotions during 
the interview. Future qualitative studies may also explore other generations, contexts, 
and/or other type of product categories. Lastly, quantitative studies may further examine 
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the proposed determinants of product attachment, such as consumer involvement, and 
explore ways to measure and quantify the product experience.
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