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Abstract

When are emotional appeals effective for entrepreneurial ventures seeking funding? Ques-
tioning the assumption that all positive emotions are equally effective, we propose and
empirically validate the idea that only emotions well-aligned with an organization’s pur-
pose retain their signaling value. We use EmoBERTa, a transformer-based emotion detector,
to analyze 275,197 Kickstarter campaigns (2009-2020) and find that emotional expression
generally reduces campaign success, indicating increased professionalism in the crowd-
funding marketplace. However, campaigns with an explicit prosocial mission are more
successful when they express caring emotions compared to other positive emotions (admi-
ration, desire, excitement, joy, love, and optimism). We also found that this effect is more
pronounced when campaigns receive no institutional endorsement, such as Kickstarter staff
picks. Together, this suggests that emotional appeals matched to an organization’s mission
are most effective, especially when the projects are not institutionally recognized. Together,
this study enhances our understanding of when and why certain positive emotions are
more persuasive than others, challenging conventional wisdom that all positive emotions
are equally effective.

Keywords: crowdfunding; emotional signaling; emotional-mission congruence; natural
language processing; entrepreneurial communication

1. Introduction

In entrepreneurial settings like crowdfunding campaigns and startup pitches, both
the content of their business proposals and the way they present them can affect their
success. Indeed, it is common to see project creators and founders evoke positive emotions
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To fill this lacuna in the literature, we explore whether, as the crowdfunding market-
place matures, the positive influence of emotional appeals persists or diminishes. And
if they do matter, how organizational identity affects the extent to which emotional ap-
peals benefit the funding success. While previous research often highlights the overall
advantages of expressing positive emotions, the reversal of backer expectations and the
diversity of project goals show that positive emotions are likely to be persuasive only when
they are congruent with the organization’s purpose in the eyes of potential backers and
investors. Building on earlier studies of crowdfunding and identity-based signaling, this
paper outlines three related yet distinct arguments.

To start with, as crowdfunding becomes more established, it is essential for potential
backers and investors to differentiate credible creators from less credible ones, given the
many offers they encounter. Therefore, entrepreneurs are increasingly using data-driven,
professional communication, focusing on clear plans rather than emotional appeals in
their fundraising campaigns [6-8]. In this context, general emotional words, like those
expressing excitement or optimism, can send mixed messages. They might reflect genuine
quality or just the appearance of overconfidence. When audiences are overwhelmed with
many projects, they are more likely to trust signals they can verify, such as the creator’s
experience, social proof, and recommendations, rather than low-cost emotional appeals [7].
Therefore, we argue that generic positive language is becoming less effective in professional
crowdfunding environments.

Despite the decreasing effectiveness of emotional appeals in the mature crowdfunding
market, we propose that certain positive emotions can still be influential if they are congru-
ent with the organization’s overall mission. The identity signaling theory [9] implies that
audiences evaluate the identities and missions of purely commercial and social ventures
differently. Therefore, projects with social missions are more likely to attract better funding
when they include signals of caring emotions, as these linguistic cues can make social
ventures seem more credible and committed, which in turn triggers a prosocial drive. The
unique aspect of social ventures is that their goal of benefiting others rather than gener-
ating profits is hard to demonstrate upfront. A study by Parhankangas and Renko (2017)
notes that, because social ventures are a new and ambiguous category, they tend to use
more language to reassure supporters [7]. However, not all social signals work the same
way. For example, Lee et al. (2019) found that excessive use of generic social language
can harm success by making a venture appear less professional [2]. We thus differentiate
caring emotion from general social talk, suggesting that caring emotion reflects genuine
prosocial motivation, while generic positive emotions merely indicate enthusiasm and do
not imply altruism.

Furthermore, we argue that the signaling benefit of caring emotion for more socially-
oriented crowdfunding projects may also be influenced by the level of institutional en-
dorsement they receive. We argue that expressing caring emotion is helpful as long as
the project lacks support from other authorities, but this effect diminishes once projects
are approved by platforms or official bodies. Legitimacy can be grassroots-based, where
the community shows trust, or institution-based, where an authority certifies the project.
Signaling theory indicates that strong signals, such as third-party endorsements, are usually
costly and credible [6,10,11], whereas emotional appeals tend to be inexpensive and often
met with skepticism [6,12]. Social ventures rely on language to convey their credibility
and commitment, which are difficult to prove beforehand, but those with institutional
validation address this concern directly [7]. Therefore, caring emotion loses significance
once a project gains institutional approval. Unlike crowd support, such as a large number
of supporters that can boost emotional cues through collective action [4,6], we contend that
expert validation eliminates the need for grassroots emotional appeals.
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In this study, we analyzed these conjectures using data from 275,197 Kickstarter cam-
paigns between 2009 and 2020. We rely on EmoBERTa, a sophisticated emotion-classification
model, to identify 28 emotions in project descriptions, called blurbs, on Kickstarter. We
also employed a logit regression model to validate our predictions. As expected, we found
that expressing emotion in crowdfunding descriptions tends to decrease campaign funding
success. However, caring emotion alone is helpful in making social ventures successful,
whereas other positive emotions, such as admiration, desire, excitement, joy, love, and
optimism, do not have the same effect. This shows that it is not just about being positive
but about aligning the emotion with the mission. Another pattern we observed was a
legitimacy substitution pattern. Caring emotion is especially beneficial for social ventures
in projects lacking institutional support. This suggests that emotional authenticity and
platform credibility act as substitutes, rather than complements, and the value of signals
depreciates as audiences need or are capable of absorbing so many signals.

Our study has three primary contributions to the literature on the impact of emotions
in entrepreneurial and organizational endeavors. First, we provide a more specific theory of
emotional signaling by demonstrating when and why emotions are persuasive. In contrast
to most studies that either assume emotions are always useful or that all positive emotions
have the same effect, we demonstrate that the effect is contingent on the degree to which
the emotion is congruent with the organization’s identity or mission. We do not say that
positive emotions help; rather, we say that caring helps social ventures, but only when
institutional validation is limited.

Second, we introduce the concept of signal depreciation to the field of entrepreneurship.
The more a signal is used, the less effective it becomes, and this has not been taken into
account in earlier studies. This contributes to signaling theory by demonstrating that the
cost of a signal is not just the difficulty of its production, but also the frequency with which
it occurs, which lowers its value.

Third, we demonstrate that the legitimacy substitution can limit the effectiveness of
emotional signals. Previous research has focused on gathering many legitimacy signals
to address the challenges new ventures face [13], and it assumes that these signals tend
to interact in mutually reinforcing ways. We find that, in the presence of institutional
validation, legitimacy signals replace rather than supplement the benefits of emotional
signals. This suggests that legitimacy signals can be substitutes if they demonstrate the
same quality. This observation can help entrepreneurs decide when to invest in different
forms of legitimacy.

Methodologically, we show the usefulness of fine-grained emotion measurement in
organizational studies. Typically, valence (positive/negative) is used in prior crowdfunding
research, thereby obscuring theoretically significant differences. The emotion taxonomy
we have deployed indicates that emotions with positive valence (caring, excitement, opti-
mism) have different, even opposite, effects depending on mission fit. Recent advances
in NLP (natural language processing) make this granularity possible, in turn allowing the
testing of subtle conjectures involving emotional communication in entrepreneurship and
organizational studies.

The paper continues as follows: Section 2 examines the literature and develops testable
hypotheses. Section 3 explains our data and methods. Section 4 presents results. Section 5
covers implications, limitations, and future directions.

2. Theoretical Framework and Hypotheses
2.1. Emotional Signaling in Crowdfunding

Crowdfunding platforms face an archetypal problem of information asymmetry with
creators possessing private knowledge about the quality of the project that cannot be

https:/ /doi.org/10.3390/jtaer21010034


https://doi.org/10.3390/jtaer21010034

J. Theor. Appl. Electron. Commer. Res. 2026, 21, 34 4 of 27

directly observed by potential backers [14,15]. In this context, emotional expression can be a
useful signal that helps reduce evaluators’ uncertainty, thereby supporting their investment
decisions. Early research suggested positive links between emotional language and funding
success, that passion represents commitment, competence, and authenticity [1-5,15,16].

This positive perspective on emotional appeals in resource acquisition situations
is confirmed across different communication channels and methods of analysis. Chen
et al. (2025) found that vocal emotional cues, such as high pitch, fast speech, and intimate
language, significantly increase the success of crowdfunding by creating excitement and
fostering a psychological connection with supporters [4]. The multimodal nature of these
effects suggests that emotions have an impact both on affective resonance (being excited
by the creator’s passion) and cognitive inference (interpreting passion as an indicator of
some underlying quality). Similarly, Korzynski et al. (2021) used artificial intelligence (AI)
to analyze impression management tactics in Kickstarter videos. The research found that
self-promotion (emphasizing competence) and exemplification (demonstrating dedication)
are positively related to funding, whereas tactics of intimidation are found to be counter-
productive [5]. These results are consistent with dual-process theories of persuasion, which
state that people may process emotions through peripheral (rapid affective evaluations) or
central (deliberative quality evaluations) routes depending on the backer’s motivation and
ability to process information [2].

The signaling view is also supported by the linguistic particularity of emotional impact.
Peng et al. (2022) found that emotionally charged words that suggest clarity (make our
goal), reassurance (careful planning), and gratitude (allowed us) are more likely to lead to
success, whereas words that suggest uncertainty or negativity tend to reduce funding [3].
This detailed analysis suggests that not all emotional expressions are equally effective;
specific emotional cues that satisfy the expectations of the audience and express credibility
are more convincing. Moradi et al. (2024) further developed this theory by showing that
emotional appeals (pathos) and cognitive appeals (logos) are most useful during the early
stages of campaigns, when they aid in gaining initial attention, whereas, during the later
stages, credibility-focused language (ethos) takes the lead in converting risk-averse late
adopters [6]. This change over time suggests that emotions are strategic at some points
during the campaign, rather than being uniformly effective.

However, these promising results have important methodological and temporal draw-
backs. Most research takes small samples from the early years of crowdfunding (2012-
2015), often relying on coarse measures of emotion, and conceptualizing passion as a
one-dimensional construct [16] or just positive vs. negative valence [6,16,17]. As crowd-
funding platforms become more mature and professionalized, and as measurement tools
become more refined, in order to distinguish between more specific categories of emotion,
a more defined and nuanced trend is beginning to emerge.

2.2. Generic Emotional Expression in Professionalized Markets

Over the past years, crowdfunding has grown from a niche funding method into a pro-
fessional marketplace, with billions of dollars circulated every year. With the maturation of
platforms, more and more creators have adopted data-driven, professional communication
styles that focus on tangible plans, timelines, budgets, and deliverables rather than on mere
emotional appeals [7,8]. We posit that this professionalization established new genre norms
in which emotional restraint is seen as a sign of sophistication and emotional expression
may be perceived as amateurish or insubstantial.

As the crowdfunding market develops, there are cognitive and normative reasons
why generic emotional expression has become less effective or even counterproductive.
First, as potential backers and investors come across many projects, they are likely to
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overlook those with excessive emotional language, viewing it as a sign that creators lack
specific details about the project, timelines, or plans, replacing emotion with information.
Supporters faced with emotional appeals lacking substantial details may conclude that the
project is immature or unlikely to succeed. Supporters manage hundreds or thousands
of competing projects. When cognitive capacity is limited, supporters tend to rely on
verifiable, costly signals—such as the creator’s experience, early support, funding patterns,
or external endorsements—rather than spending mental resources decoding superficial
emotional appeals that any creator can produce regardless of quality [7,14]. According
to Davies and Giovannetti (2018), signals based on experience (like previous successful
campaigns and reciprocal support) are key predictors of success that can be verified,
leading audiences to favor cues of credibility and past performance [15]. Generic positive
emotions—such as excitement, optimism, or joy—offer vague information about true
quality. These feelings can either indicate genuine confidence rooted in strong fundamentals
or naive overconfidence among inexperienced creators who underestimate the difficulty of
execution. Without additional information to distinguish between these interpretations,
rational supporters tend to dismiss ambiguous emotional signals.

Second, as the platform’s standards become more professional, overly generic positive
expressions are becoming less suitable. What once worked during the amateur, grassroots,
community-driven days of crowdfunding might now seem unprofessional or derivative
in a market involving institutional investors, media, and corporate sponsors alongside
individual supporters.

Combining these factors, we hypothesize that generic emotional language in campaign
descriptions will likely reduce the success of crowdfunding efforts. Since such emotions do
not provide specific, diagnostic information that potential backers can use to assess quality,
they are probably seen as less informative. However, it is important to clarify that this
hypothesis does not suggest that emotional expression always fails. Instead, it establishes
a baseline: without conditions that make certain emotions diagnostic (as we explore in
H2), emotional expression generally lowers success compared to neutral, professional
communication focused on project details.

H1. Emotional expression in project descriptions will be negatively associated with crowdfunding
campaign success.

2.3. Emotion-Mission Congruence: When Caring Signals Authenticity

Hypothesis 1 suggests that emotional expression generally decreases the success of
crowdfunding. However, as we will argue, there is a key exception based on our idea
of emotional-mission congruence, which was briefly discussed in the introduction. Not
all emotional expressions are functionally the same, and therefore not all emotions are
equally penalized in a crowdfunding context. To clarify, the negative effects predicted in
H1 reflect the overall impact of any emotional expression compared to neutral language.
Still, examining specific emotional categories and their appropriate contexts may reveal
a more nuanced pattern. For example, research on genre-specific language by Peng et al.
(2022) provides a relevant parallel [3]. This study showed that the best word choices
vary considerably by film type, with horror films benefiting from fear-related words,
comedies from joy-related words, and dramas from sadness-related words. This implies
that emotional effectiveness depends on how well the expression matches the context.

We build upon insights from Peng et al. (2022) and propose that there are some
emotions that can act as powerful signals if they are consistent with an organization’s core
purpose from the audience’s perspective [3]. We refer to this phenomenon as emotional-
mission congruence. This idea is based on the language expectancy theory [18], which
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argues that the effectiveness of communication is based on the audience’s expectations
of what is appropriate to communicate in a particular source and context. In our case,
this means that audiences have implicit beliefs about which emotions are appropriate for
which organizational identities or missions, in order to gain their resources. Therefore,
by expressing emotions that are consistent with their mission, creators are more likely
to fulfill these expectations, increasing perceived credibility. Conversely, demonstrating
emotions that are contrary to their mission can break expectations and lead to doubt
among audiences.

Social cause ventures, such as those that have prosocial goals such as community
development, humanitarian aid, environmental protection, or social justice, constitute a
unique category of early-stage organizations that have been growing in recent years. These
social ventures are different from commercial ventures, which tend to focus on maximizing
profits and shareholder value, whereas social ventures focus on solving societal challenges
and creating social good [19]. This difference in purpose results in different legitimacy
issues. Social entrepreneurs need to show that their motives are real and genuine, and not
merely social washing or reputational virtue signaling, but based on genuine altruism.

The big question is how audiences, including backers and investors, can distinguish
between real prosocial commitment and opportunistic rhetoric in social cause ventures.
This issue raises a problem of verification, as Navis and Glynn (2011) describe: legitimacy
claims must be backed up by evidence consistent with the claimed identities [9]. Social
ventures frequently advertise prosocial intentions, but it is difficult for supporters to verify
these claims in advance. Mission statements are mere claims; anyone can say they are
altruistic. Moreover, not all positive emotions, such as enthusiasm and excitement, can
reliably express these intentions.

Nonetheless, caring emotional expression is a form of costly verification in two ways.
First is the psychological cost: for profit-driven entrepreneurs, expressing caring emotions
is psychologically costly because it runs counter to the norms of profit maximization and
may be perceived as softness or a lack of commercial focus. Caring language prioritizes
the welfare of beneficiaries over revenue goals, which may be uncomfortable or counter-
productive for profit-seeking entrepreneurs. Second, showing caring emotion opens the
creator to accusations of hypocrisy in the future, should the venture prove profitable or
fail to live up to its prosocial promises. Hence, we assume that only truly mission-driven
creators are willing to take this risk. These rationales all add up to a situation in which
genuine prosocial motivation can be well signaled through caring emotional expression.

Therefore, we argue that caring emotion, defined in psychology as concern for the
well-being of others or a desire to help those in need [2,7,17,20], is likely to serve as a cue of
authenticity in social ventures. Some studies offer the first support for this idea. In their
study of civic projects in Brazil, Matos (2016) found that campaigns that focused on the
basic infrastructure needs of poor communities were funded mostly by wealthy donors
rather than by locals [20]. For example, in the Water for Life project, donors’ income was
13 times that of residents in the project area. Matos (2016) suggests that empathy is the
primary motivation for these donors to fund infrastructure that they will never use [20].
This suggests that the key to success in social ventures is the ability to generate a particular
prosocial emotional response, such as caring, rather than a transactional or instrumen-
tal response. Additional insights come from Lee et al. (2019), who analyzed 308 civic
crowdfunding projects [2]. They found that positive affective and perceptual language
positively impacted campaign success. However, they also found that social language
reduced success, presumably because it signaled a lack of professionalism in civic settings.
This is the difference: not all emotional or social language is good. Social cues that are
generic may backfire.
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Caring, which is a positive emotion with attentive focus on a particular beneficiary,
does not fall into this trap because it directly implies mission-driven altruism. The backer
surveys conducted by Colistra and Duvall (2017) also indicate that many participants
placed value on emotional engagement in mission-focused projects, highlighting the im-
portance of communication that made them feel like partners in social change rather than
consumers [21]. On the other hand, in commercial enterprises, caring emotions cause iden-
tity dissonance. That is, proponents who are faced with caring language in profit-driven
ventures may wonder if the project is a business or a charity. This inconsistency results in
two negative interpretations. The first is strategic manipulation, where caring language
is seen as a marketing strategy and not a real commitment, which undermines trust. The
second is strategic ambiguity: authentic caring can be a sign that the creator lacks a coherent
business model and that their ability to execute is in question. Neither reading increases
confidence among backers. Chen et al. (2025) also revealed category-specific effects [4].
They found that the use of intimate language (first-person pronouns, expressions of af-
fection) improves results in technology and production projects, implying user-centered
sincerity, but not in art and entertainment projects, where creativity, rather than intimacy, is
the key measure of value. This shows that emotional language only generates value when
it fits the project’s category and the evaluation criteria that backers value.

Based on this reasoning, our concept of emotion-mission congruence suggests a
crossover effect in which caring emotional expression has opposite effects depending on
the project or organizational identities or missions. Specifically, a crossover, where caring
is beneficial for social ventures but detrimental for commercial ones, suggests that it is
mission alignment, rather than emotional valence, that is key in driving effectiveness
in crowdfunding settings. Our H2 mainly builds on Parhankangas and Renko’s (2017)
work, which shows that affective language is beneficial to social entrepreneurs [7]. Their
discussion shows that social entrepreneurs enjoy unique communication styles that reduce
psychological distance. We make this clearer by defining the mechanism: caring is the most
important part of the larger group of positive affect. This nuanced emotional distinction,
which is not captured by simple measures of valence, is why general positivity may not be
effective, whereas specific prosocial emotions may be.

H2. In social cause projects, caring emotional language will be positively associated with campaign
success, reversing the general negative effect of emotional expression.

2.4. Legitimacy Substitution Effect

Having established that emotional expression generally harms success (H1), but
that caring specifically helps social ventures by signaling authenticity (H2), we now ask
when this authenticity signal is most valuable? We contend that its effectiveness depends
on whether alternative legitimacy signals—particularly, institutional endorsement—are
available. When institutional cues are missing, caring acts as a vital bottom-up or grass-
roots indicator of authentic mission commitment. Conversely, when institutional cues are
present, caring becomes redundant because legitimacy is already established through a
different channel.

Legitimacy in an entrepreneurial context, as reviewed by Uberbacher (2014), em-
phasizes that new ventures must obtain external validation to overcome the liability of
newness [13]. However, it is important to recognize that legitimacy can develop through
multiple pathways. One is through grassroots authenticity, which comes from creator-
driven cues that enable backers to infer genuine motivation. Another is via institutional
endorsement, reflecting top-down validation by authoritative actors. A central yet under-
studied question is whether these pathways function as strategic complements—where

https:/ /doi.org/10.3390/jtaer21010034


https://doi.org/10.3390/jtaer21010034

J. Theor. Appl. Electron. Commer. Res. 2026, 21, 34 8 of 27

using both together improves outcomes—or as strategic substitutes—where the presence
of one diminishes the marginal value of the other.

A complementarity view suggests that combining caring emotion (a bottom-up au-
thenticity signal) with institutional endorsement (a top-down validation signal) should
produce the strongest performance, as each enhances credibility. Conversely, a substitution
view predicts that these pathways serve overlapping legitimacy functions. Once institu-
tional endorsement offers a reliable and easily interpretable credibility baseline, potential
backers may stop relying on decoding emotional signals embedded in campaign language.

Empirical evidence across crowdfunding contexts generally supports substitution
dynamics when strong legitimacy cues are present. Wang'’s (2016) study of musician crowd-
funding illustrates this point [22]. Less established artists lacking institutional standing
rely heavily on emotionally rich, intimate appeals to their close networks because these
audiences can personally verify authenticity. Conversely, well-established artists depend
on their reputational capital and professional presentation to reach distant audiences; emo-
tional intimacy becomes less important once institutional or reputational legitimacy is
established. Liang et al. (2020) provide quantitative evidence for a related substitution
mechanism [8]. They demonstrate that when a campaign receives many comments—a
strong sign of social proof—the additional informational cues, such as more pictures, offer
diminishing marginal benefits. Backers use the existing legitimacy cue as a mental shortcut
rather than processing new information also show that many backers support projects
despite delivery uncertainty because they trust the Kickstarter platform itself, indicating
that association with a reputable institution can partially replace project-specific credibility
signals [21].

These patterns align with what signaling theory indicates, acknowledging that or-
ganizations often use multiple signals that may serve as complements or substitutes de-
pending on the context [23]. In crowdfunding, the two key pathways are emotional
authenticity—based on the creator’s language—and institutional endorsement—based on
platform-level evaluation. For example, Kickstarter’s Staff Pick badge (changed to “Projects
We Love” since 2016) exemplifies the latter. This label reflects selective curation by platform
staff and acts as a more credible, third-party validation. Staff Pick status carries institutional
significance and is seen as an authoritative indicator of project quality.

This raises the main question behind H3: do emotional authenticity and institutional
endorsement reinforce each other, or do they replace one another when evaluating social
ventures? Huang et al. (2022) provide valuable insight through their comparison of matched
Kickstarter-Indiegogo projects [24]. They show that on Kickstarter, which employs an
all-or-nothing funding model that reduces downside risk, signals tend to act as substitutes.
Projects succeed either with strong entrepreneur credibility signals or with strong project-
quality signals. On Indiegogo, where uncertainty is higher, signals work as complements,
requiring both credibility and quality cues to be strong. This difference indicates that the
role of signals largely depends on environmental uncertainty.

Applying this logic to our context, a Staff Pick designation reduces uncertainty, much
like Kickstarter’s low-risk environment [24]. Once institutional endorsement is in place, it
establishes a baseline of legitimacy that reduces the added value of grassroots authenticity
signals, such as caring emotional language. Conversely, when institutional endorsement is
absent and uncertainty is greater, caring remains a significant, non-redundant cue that may
help potential backers assess genuine mission alignment.

We therefore predict that the positive impact of caring observed in social ventures will
be strongest among projects without institutional endorsement. For staff-selected projects,
caring language will have weak or no effects because grassroots emotional authenticity and
top-down institutional validation serve as interchangeable legitimacy pathways.

https:/ /doi.org/10.3390/jtaer21010034
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H3. The positive effect of caring language in social ventures will be stronger among projects without
institutional endorsement.

Figure 1 illustrates the proposed research model and summarizes the hypothesized re-

lationships.
Social cause
project
’ Staff Pick
H3(-) | (Institutional Endorsement)
Caring H2(+)
Emotion v
Crowdfunding
Success

Emotional H1(-)
Expression

Figure 1. Proposed research model.

3. Methodology
3.1. Data and Sample

We built a dataset of Kickstarter crowdfunding campaigns through web scraping
in 2021. Our Kickstarter project dataset spans the platform’s entire history from its start
in April 2009 to December 2020. This includes projects from all geographic regions and
categories. This 11-year period lets us capture how the platform evolved from a niche,
emotion-friendly marketplace to a more professional funding ecosystem.

We concentrate solely on Kickstarter for several reasons. First, Kickstarter runs a
reward-based crowdfunding model, which is fundamentally different from donation-
based (e.g., GoFundMe), equity crowdfunding (e.g., AngelList), and peer-to-peer lending
(e.g., Prosper). In reward-based crowdfunding, backers participate in quasi-commercial
transactions, in which they expect to receive tangible rewards in return for their pledge,
not to make charitable donations or investment decisions. This transactional nature means
there are unique dynamics of decision-making in which backers are not only considering
the credibility of the creator but also the appeal of the product. Second, Kickstarter’s all-or-
nothing funding model sets clear criteria for success and great incentives for creators to
write good campaign descriptions. Third, Kickstarter’s scale, global reach, and diversity of
categories offer enough variation to test our hypotheses across different types of projects and
creator backgrounds. While our results may not directly generalize to other crowdfunding
models in which other emotional and decision-making mechanisms are at work, the
theoretical principles of emotional-mission congruence and legitimacy substitution should
apply broadly to evaluative situations that are characterized by information asymmetry.

For each crowdfunding project, we collected key variables of interest, including the
project title, blurb (short project description), funding goal, amount pledged, number of
backers, campaign duration, launch date, category classification, creator information (such
as the number of prior projects created and backed), and staff pick status. We excluded
projects with missing information or data corruption caused by web scraping. Our final
sample consists of 275,197 projects spanning 396 Kickstarter subcategories, over 11 years
(2009-2020), and campaigns from creators worldwide.
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3.2. Measuring Emotional Expression with EmoBERTa

Our focus in this study is not just on emotional valence, whether positive or negative,
but more specifically on specific emotional categories. To achieve this, we use a RoBERTa-
base model fine-tuned on the GoEmotions dataset for multi-label emotion classification
called RoBERTa [17,25]. RoBERTa (Robustly Optimized BERT Pretraining Approach) is
a transformer encoder that improves upon BERT (Bidirectional Encoder Representations
from Transformers) through dynamic masking [26,27] and larger batch sizes [25]. The
model was fine-tuned on GoEmotions, a dataset of 58,000 Reddit comments manually
labeled for 26 emotion categories [17]. Evaluation on the GoEmotions test split shows an
overall accuracy of 0.474, precision of 0.575, recall of 0.396, and F1 score of 0.450, metrics
that are consistent with the SamLowe/roberta-base-go_emotions benchmark.

The 26 emotion categories organized by valence and arousal include the following:

e  Positive emotions (12): admiration, amusement, approval, caring, desire, excitement,
gratitude, joy, love, optimism, pride, and relief.

e Negative emotions (12): anger, annoyance, disappointment, disapproval, disgust,
embarrassment, fear, grief, nervousness, remorse, and sadness.

e  Ambiguous emotions (4): confusion, curiosity, realization, and surprise.

This detailed emotional taxonomy covers different levels of intensity within valence
categories. For example, among positive emotions, approval indicates calm positivity while
excitement signifies high-arousal positivity. This level of detail allows us to test emotion-
specific effects instead of viewing all positive emotions as the same—a key benefit for our
congruence hypothesis, which predicts that caring should uniquely benefit social ventures.

We used this model to classify the emotional content of each project’s main description
text (the “blurb”). Description text was extracted exactly as written, without stemming or
stop word removal, to keep the natural language structure. Descriptions were shortened
to 512 tokens if needed. Each description was processed to produce 28 probability scores.
Following common practice for multi-label classification, we used a threshold of 0.5 to
convert predictions into binary labels. For each project, the emotion with the highest
probability above this threshold was labeled as the “dominant emotion.” Projects with no
emotion exceeding the threshold were marked as “neutral.” We created 28 binary indicator
variables for regression analysis to maintain mutual exclusivity and avoid multicollinearity.
For robustness checks, we also kept the continuous probability scores.

Table 1 displays the frequency distribution of the model’s dominant emotion labels
across 275,197 project descriptions. As expected in multi-label emotion classification tasks
on natural language text, the distribution is highly imbalanced. “Neutral” is the most
common category, accounting for 71.82% of the sample, followed by “desire” (6.78%) and
“admiration” (6.18%), reflecting the persuasive and aspirational nature of crowdfunding
pitches. In contrast, high-arousal negative emotions like “anger” (0.03%) and “disgust”
(0.03%) occur very rarely. Notably, of the 28 original GoEmotions categories, “grief” and
“relief” were not identified as the top emotion for any project, leaving 26 observed categories
for the subsequent analysis.

Table 1. Distribution of emotions.

Emotion N % Emotion N %
Neutral 197,651 71.82 Gratitude 1466 0.53
Desire 18,654 6.78 Optimism 2414 0.88
Admiration 17,011 6.18 Sadness 1625 0.59
Excitement 6742 2.45 Fear 697 0.25
Joy 5971 2.17 Disappointment 508 0.18
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Table 1. Cont.

Emotion N % Emotion N %
Approval 5539 2.01 Surprise 417 0.15
Love 4450 1.62 Annoyance 326 0.12
Curiosity 4095 1.49 Confusion 326 0.12
Caring 3226 1.17 Realization 305 0.11
Amusement 3212 1.17 Disapproval 177 0.06
Disgust 87 0.03 Anger 70 0.03
Remorse 78 0.03 Pride 71 0.03
Embarrassment 41 0.01 Nervousness 38 0.01

Note: Two emotion categories from the original GoEmotions taxonomy, ‘grief” and ‘relief’, were not identified
as the dominant emotion for any project in our sample. Consequently, these categories were excluded from the
subsequent analysis. N = 275,197 projects.

3.3. Variable Measurement

Table 2 shows descriptive statistics for all variables in our analysis. Below, we offer
detailed definitions and reasons for our measurement choices.

Table 2. Descriptive statistics.

Variable Mean SD Min Max
Dependent Variable
Crowdfunding success 0.452 0.498 0 1
Independent Variables
Emotional expression 0.282 0.450 0 1
Caring emotion 0.012 0.108 0 1
Moderators
Social cause 0.019 0.137 0 1
Staff pick 0.105 0.306 0 1
Control Variables
Funding goal (In) 8.420 1.856 0.010 18.421
Campaign duration 33.449 12.580 1.000 97.782
Description length (In) 4.615 0.413 0.693 6.006
Creator experience (In) 0.353 0.602 0.000 6.599

Note: All variables measured at campaign launch. The sample includes only projects that were launched between
April 2009 and December 2020. Categorical control variables (sub-categories, year, and month fixed effects) are
included in all regressions.

3.3.1. Dependent Variable

Crowdfunding success is a binary indicator equal to 1 if the project raises funds of at
least its stated goal by the campaign deadline, and 0 otherwise. This definition aligns with
Kickstarter’s “all-or-nothing” funding model, in which creators receive funds only upon
reaching their goal [14]. In our sample, 45.2 percent of the projects (124,388 out of 275,197)
were successful.

3.3.2. Independent Variables

From the multiple emotion indicators, we developed the following variables for
hypothesis testing. For H1, we created Emotion expression, a binary indicator set to 1 if
any non-neutral emotion surpassed the 0.5 threshold and 0 if the project was classified as
neutral. This reflects overall emotional expression regardless of specific emotion type. In
our sample, 28% of the projects were coded as emotionally expressive, while 72% were
neutral, reflecting the professionalization of the crowdfunding market that places less value
on emotional appeals.
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For H2, we created ‘Caring’ emotion, a binary indicator set to 1 if “caring” was the
primary emotion, and 0 otherwise. Caring was the dominant emotion in 1.2% of the projects
(n = 3226), making it somewhat rare but still enough for statistical analysis.

We also created binary indicators for six other positive emotions—admiration, desire,
excitement, joy, love, and optimism—to serve as falsification tests. If our emotion-mission
congruence theory is correct, only caring should have a positive interaction with social
mission; other positive emotions should not.

3.3.3. Moderating Variables

Our first moderating variable for H2, Social cause, is a binary indicator for projects
with explicit prosocial missions. We identified social ventures through keyword match-
ing combined with manual validation. Projects whose descriptions contained keywords

v i 7

such as “social impact,” “charity,” “nonprofit,” “community service,” “humanitarian,’
“social good,” “give back,” or “help [people/community]” were flagged as potential
social ventures.

Our second moderating variable for H3, Staff pick, is a binary indicator that is set to 1
if the project received Kickstarter’s “Projects We Love” badge (formerly “Staff Pick” before
2016), which signals platform endorsement. According to Kickstarter, staff selections are
based on those projects that demonstrate creativity, innovation, and a clear, compelling
presentation, though the specific selection criteria and process are partially opaque. This
badge is prominently featured on project pages, greatly increases visibility through featured
placement, and serves as an authoritative signal of project quality from the platform’s edi-
torial team. The selection process involves Kickstarter staff reviewing projects and curating
those they find particularly noteworthy, though whether this selection process is more
about identifying higher-quality projects or about independently conferring legitimacy

remains an open question. In our sample, 28,830 projects (10.5%) were staff-endorsed.

3.3.4. Control Variables

In our regression models, we included a set of control variables at the project, creator,
category, and time levels, which have been shown to predict crowdfunding success in
previous research [14].

Project Characteristics:

e Funding goal: Natural logarithm of the funding goal in USD. The average log-
transformed goal is 8.42, which corresponds to about $4500. The untransformed
distribution is highly right-skewed (range: $1 to $100 million), making log transforma-
tion necessary for regression analysis.

e  Campaign duration: Length in days. Kickstarter permits campaigns from 1 to 60 days,
although some grandfathered projects exceeded this range. The average campaign
lasted 33.4 days, a bit longer than the platform’s recommended 30 days.

e  Description length: Natural log of the word count in the project blurb. The av-
erage log-transformed length is 4.61, which equals about 100 words. Blurbs are
the main text used to make initial impressions, so length is an important factor in
information richness.

Creator Characteristics:

e  Creator experience is measured by taking the natural logarithm of (1 + the number of
previous projects by the same creator). This metric indicates a creator’s experience on
the platform. The average value of 0.353 corresponds to about 0.42 previous projects,
implying that most creators are first-timers. We use the log(1 + x) transformation to
handle zero values and to reduce right skew.

Categorical Controls:
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e Category fixed effects: 396 Kickstarter subcategory dummies to control for category-
specific success rates, norms, and audience characteristics.

e  Year fixed effects: 11-year dummies (2010-2020, with 2009 as reference) to capture
platform evolution, economic cycles, and temporal trends in backer behavior.

e  Month fixed effects: 11 month dummies (February—December, with January as refer-
ence) to control for seasonal variation in campaign launches and backer activity.

3.4. Analytical Strategy and Robustness Checks

We adopted a three-stage empirical approach to test our hypotheses, first examining
general effects and then moving to specific contexts. We also conducted several robustness
checks to verify our results. All analyses were performed using Stata 17.

As robustness checks, we estimated an alternative dependent variable—the log of the
total amount of funds raised—using linear regression to determine whether our findings
apply to continuous performance outcomes in addition to binary success. Second, we
examined various samples to assess temporal and substantive stability. We compared
the results from the early and later periods (2009-2014 and 2015-2020, respectively), and
re-estimated models after eliminating projects with goals under $1000 to avoid small-scale
or non-serious campaigns skewing results. Third, we used a different operationalization
of emotional expression by substituting emotion intensity for binary emotion presence to
test whether the results persist when considering the strength, rather than the presence,
of the emotional content. Finally, we compared caring with six other positive emotions
(i.e., desire, excitement, joy, admiration, love, and optimism) to determine whether similar
interaction patterns occurred for other emotions. These analyses are consistent with our
main findings.

4. Results

We present our findings in three stages corresponding to our hypotheses. First, we test
whether emotional expression generally reduces the likelihood of crowdfunding success
(H1). Second, we examine whether caring emotion specifically benefits social ventures
through what we theorize as emotional-mission congruence (H2). Third, we test whether
this benefit is more pronounced when institutional endorsement is absent, reflecting le-
gitimacy substitution (H3). All models use logistic regression with robust standard errors
and include comprehensive controls for project characteristics (funding goal, duration,
description length, creator experience), category fixed effects (396 subcategories), year fixed
effects (2010-2020), and month fixed effects (February—December).

4.1. Main Effect of Emotional Expression (H1)

Hypothesis 1 predicted that emotional expression in project descriptions would be
negatively associated with crowdfunding success. Table 3 presents logistic regression
results testing this prediction. Model 1 includes only control variables, establishing baseline
predictors of success (Pseudo R? = 0.313). Model 2 adds our focal independent variable,
emotional expression, improving model fit (Pseudo R? = 0.314).

The results strongly support H1. Emotional expression significantly decreases the
likelihood of campaign success (3 = —0.237, p < 0.001). Converting to odds ratios, projects
that express non-neutral emotion have 21% lower odds of success compared to projects that
use neutral language (OR = 0.789, 95% CI = [0.773, 0.807]), while holding all other variables
constant. This effect is both statistically significant and practically meaningful; a one-fifth
decrease in success probability indicates a substantial disadvantage in a highly competitive
crowdfunding market, where overall success rates stay around 45%.
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Table 3. The Effect of emotional expression on crowdfunding success (H1).

Variable Model 1 Model 2
(Controls Only) (H1: Emotional Expression)

Emotional expression —0.237 *(0.011)
Funding goal —0.291 *** (0.003) —0.294 *** (0.003)
Campaign duration —0.028 *** (0.000) —0.028 *** (0.000)
Description length 0.238 *** (0.013) 0.264 *** (0.013)
Creator experience 0.038 *** (0.009) 0.037 *** (0.009)
Category FE Yes (396) Yes (396)
Year FE Yes Yes
Month FE Yes Yes
N 275,197 275,197
Pseudo R? 0.3127 0.3139

Logistic regression coefficients with robust standard errors in parentheses. *** p < 0.001, * p < 0.05.

The control variables behave as expected based on previous research. Higher funding
goals significantly decrease success (3 = —0.294, p < 0.001), which is consistent with the
challenge of attracting larger amounts. Longer campaign durations also lower success
(B = —0.028, p < 0.001), aligning with findings that extended campaigns indicate creator
uncertainty [15]. Description length has a positive impact (3 = 0.264, p < 0.001), implying
that informational richness benefits campaigns. Creator experience, measured by the
number of prior projects launched, shows a small positive effect ( = 0.037, p < 0.001),
supporting the professionalization hypothesis.

These findings confirm our prediction that emotional language has declined as crowd-
funding platforms mature. What once conveyed genuine passion in a developing market-
place now indicates amateurism or desperation in a professionalized system where backers
increasingly seek verifiable proof over emotional appeals.

4.2. Emotional-Mission Congruence: The Caring Exception (H2)

While H1 established the general negative effect of emotional expression, H2 pre-
dicted a critical exception: caring emotion should specifically benefit social ventures
through emotional-mission congruence. Table 4 presents the results from tests of this
interaction hypothesis.

Table 4. Emotional-mission congruence: caring x social interaction (H2).

Variable orodel3 SE 2 p  0dd Ratio
Social cause 0.209 ** 0.080 2.61 0.009 1.23
Caring emotion —0.109 * 0.046 —-236 0.018 0.90
Social x Caring 0.598 ** 0220 272 0.007 1.82
Funding goal —0.291 *** 0.003 —93.11 <0.001 0.75
Campaign duration —0.028 *** 0.000 —66.87 <0.001 0.97
Description length 0.237 *** 0.013 18.37 <0.001 1.27
Creator experience 0.038 *** 0.009 449  <0.001 1.04
Category FE Yes
Year FE Yes
Month FE Yes
N 275,197
Pseudo R? 0.3127
Net effect for social +0.489 (p = 0.023) OR = 1.63
ventures

Logistic regression with robust standard errors. Net effect = 3_caring + _interaction. *** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01,
*
p < 0.05.
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Model 3 in Table 4 examines the interaction between social cause status and caring
emotion. The results strongly support H2. The interaction term is positive and statistically
significant (3 = 0.598, p = 0.007), showing that caring language has a different impact on
social ventures compared to non-social ventures.

To interpret this interaction, we calculate the net effect of caring for social ventures:
3_caring + _interaction = —0.109 + 0.598 = +0.489 (p = 0.023). This indicates that while
caring emotion decreases success by 11% for non-social projects (consistent with H1’s
general negative effect, although the magnitude is smaller than the overall emotion_present

0489 — 1,631) for social ventures. This shows

coefficient), it increases success by 63% (OR =e
a complete reversal—a crossover interaction where caring shifts from being a liability to an
asset when it aligns with the mission.

The main effect of social cause status is also positive and significant (f = 0.209,
p = 0.009), suggesting that social ventures enjoy a modest legitimacy advantage even
in the absence of caring language. This may reflect backer preferences for prosocial projects
or selection effects where only higher-quality social ventures launch campaigns. However,
the interaction effect magnitude (3 = 0.598) is nearly three times larger than the main effect
(B =0.209), indicating that the true advantage of social status emerges primarily when
combined with appropriate emotional signaling.

A key theoretical question is whether any positive emotion advantages social ventures
(a general “positivity” effect) or if caring is uniquely effective because of mission alignment.
To decide between these explanations, Table 5 shows parallel analyses testing interactions
between social cause status and six other positive-valence emotions: admiration, desire,
excitement, joy, love, and optimism.

Table 5. Robustness: other positive emotions x social interactions.

Emotion X Social N (Emotion) B SE z p Sig
Caring x Social 3226 ** +0.598  0.220 2.72 0.007 YES
Admiration x Social 17,011 +0.054  0.160 0.34 0.737 No
Desire x Social 18,654 +0.066  0.111 0.60 0.548 No
Excitement x Social 6742 +0.023  0.238 0.10 0.921 No
Joy x Social 5971 —0.308 0.209 —147  0.142 No
Love x Social 4450 +0.119  0.381 0.31 0.754 No
Optimism X Social 2414 +0.337  0.293 1.15 0.251 No

Each row represents a separate logistic regression with the same controls as Table 4. ** p < 0.01

The results are striking: none of the other positive emotions show significant in-
teractions with social cause status. Admiration x social yields 3 = 0.054 (p = 0.737),
desire x social yields 3 = 0.066 (p = 0.548), excitement x social yields 3 = 0.023 (p = 0.921),
joy X social yields p = —0.308 (p = 0.142), love X social yields 3 = 0.119 (p = 0.754), and op-
timism X social yields 3 = 0.337 (p = 0.251). While optimism shows a directionally positive
coefficient of similar magnitude to caring’s interaction effect, it fails to reach statistical sig-
nificance, and its standard error is 33% larger than caring’s, indicating substantial uncertainty.

This pattern provides compelling evidence for emotional-mission congruence over
generic positivity. If any positive emotion sufficed, we should observe similar interac-
tions across multiple positive emotions. Instead, only caring—the emotion that explicitly
communicates other-regarding motivation—shows a significant positive interaction with
social mission. This specificity strengthens our theoretical claim that signal effectiveness
depends on alignment between emotional content and organizational purpose, not merely
on hedonic valence.

For reference, caring accounts for only 1.2% of all projects (3226 campaigns), while the
six other positive emotions together account for 17.8% (48,242 campaigns). The relative

https:/ /doi.org/10.3390/jtaer21010034


https://doi.org/10.3390/jtaer21010034

J. Theor. Appl. Electron. Commer. Res. 2026, 21, 34 16 of 27

rarity of descriptions of caring emotion in crowdfunding descriptions is theoretically
expected: campaign blurbs are generally intended to introduce products, highlight features,
and build excitement about rewards, and naturally favor emotions such as desire (6.78%),
admiration (6.18%), and excitement (2.45%) over other-regarding emotions such as caring.
This is a rare occurrence, however, and strengthens our findings rather than weakens
them. The fact that caring alone is associated with a significant interaction, despite its
low base rate, whereas more prevalent positive emotions are associated with null effects,
highlights its theoretical uniqueness and indicates that our results reflect true mission-
alignment effects rather than statistical artifacts. From a practical standpoint, the lack of
caring language is an underutilized opportunity for differentiation between social ventures,
as discussed in our implications section.

4.3. Legitimacy Substitution: Moderating Role of Staff Endorsement (H3)

Having established that caring benefits social ventures (H2), we now explore boundary
conditions: when is this benefit strongest? H3 predicted that caring’s effectiveness would be
greater when institutional endorsement is absent, reflecting substitution between emotional
authenticity and platform validation as alternative legitimacy pathways.

Table 6 shows stratified analyses estimating the H2 interaction model separately
for projects without staff endorsement (Panel A, n = 246,367, 89.5%) and projects
with staff endorsement (Panel B, n = 28,821; 10.5%). The results strongly support the
substitution hypothesis.

Table 6. Legitimacy substitution-stratified by staff endorsement (H3).

Panel A: No Staff Pick Panel B: With Staff Pick

(n = 246,367) (n = 28,821)

. . +0.737 (0.247) —0.424 (0.646)
Social x Caring z=298,p=0.003 z=—0.66,p = 0512
Social cause 0.171 (0.088) 0.263 (0.256)
Caring emotion —0.076 (0.050) 0.003 (0.174)
Controls Yes Yes
Category FE Yes Yes
Year FE Yes Yes
Month FE Yes Yes
Pseudo R? 0.3420 0.2351

Net effect

(social + caring)

Predicted success

(social + caring)
Robust standard errors in parentheses. Difference in interactions: A = 1.161 (z = 1.68, p = 0.093). OR: odds ratio.

+0.832, OR =2.30, p=0.001 —0.158, OR = 0.85, p = 0.804

57.0% 84.2%

For projects lacking staff endorsement (Panel A), the caring x social interaction is
strongly positive and highly significant (3 = 0.737, p = 0.003). This effect is 23% larger
than the pooled interaction reported in H2 (0.737 vs. 0.598), indicating that caring is most
valuable precisely when institutional legitimacy signals are absent. In this low-legitimacy
context, emotional authenticity becomes a critical differentiator. Backers scrutinize the
creator’s language for evidence of genuine prosocial motivation, and caring emotion
provides that evidence.

Calculating the net effect: for non-endorsed social ventures that express caring, the
combined effect is 3_social + 3_caring + _interaction = 0.171 + (—0.076) + 0.737 = +0.832
(p = 0.001). This corresponds to a 130% increase in the odds of success (OR = e*832 = 2.30),
representing a significant advantage. To put this into perspective, Table 6 reports that
non-endorsed social ventures with caring achieve a 57.0% success rate, compared to just
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36.2% for non-endorsed non-social projects with caring, an advantage of 20.8 percentage
points due to mission-emotion alignment.

In stark contrast, for projects with staff endorsement (Panel B), the caring x social
interaction becomes statistically insignificant and negatively inclined (3 = —0.424, p = 0.512).
The coefficient not only loses statistical significance but also reverses its sign. While the
large standard error (SE = 0.646, 2.6 times larger than in Panel A) prevents firm conclusions
about caring being harmful with endorsement, the main finding is clear: caring’s benefit
completely vanishes.

The predicted probabilities in Table 6 (Panel B) indicate this compression effect. With
staff endorsement, success rates are consistently high regardless of caring or social status:
non-social projects without caring reach 86.2% success, while social projects with caring
reach 84.2% success—a minor 2.0 percentage point difference. When Kickstarter’s editorial
team has already endorsed a project, adding caring language offers no extra benefit. Backers
trust the platform’s judgment, making emotional authenticity unnecessary.

To formally assess whether the caring x social effect varies across endorsement con-
texts, we calculated the difference in interaction coefficients: A = 0.737 — (—0.424) = 1.161.
Using standard errors from both models, we computed a z-statistic:
z =1.161/,/(0.247% + 0.646%) = 1.161/0.692 = 1.68, resulting in p = 0.093. Although this
p-value is just above the typical 0.05 threshold, the effect size is considerable, and the
overall pattern remains clear. More importantly, the qualitative pattern strongly indicates
substitution: a highly significant positive effect (p = 0.003) when endorsement is absent
versus a nonsignificant null effect (p = 0.512) when endorsement is present.

The predicted probabilities clearly show substitution effects. Among non-endorsed
projects (Panel A)), social ventures with caring achieve 57.0% success, while non-social
ventures without caring reach only 38.1% success—an 18.9 percentage point difference
driven by emotional-mission alignment. Among endorsed projects (Panel B), this gap
narrows to nearly zero (84.2% vs. 86.2%), with all project types showing similarly high
success rates. Institutional endorsement levels the outcomes by providing a common
legitimacy signal that overrides creator-generated emotional cues.

4.4. Robustness Checks

We performed various additional analyses to examine the robustness of our results in
different specifications, time periods, and sample restrictions (unreported tables).

To ensure that our findings generalize to other types of success outcomes, we re-
estimated all models using the log-transformed funding amount as the dependent variable.
Linear regression results mostly confirm our main results, but with some nuances.

For H1, emotional expression has a significant effect on funding amounts (b = —0.258,
p < 0.001), confirming that the negative effect of emotions extends beyond the probability
of success to actual dollars raised. The size is similar to the logistic regression coefficient
(—0.258 vs. —0.237), showing consistent effects across both measures.

For H2, the social x caring interaction has a positive but slightly significant effect
(b = 0412, p = 0.108). Although this is just below the traditional significance level, the
direction and magnitude are consistent with our main binary outcome findings. The
decreased precision is likely due to greater variability in the amount of funding (which
varies by orders of magnitude) than in binary success. The p-value of 0.108 means that the
effect is there, but that our large sample size is required to detect it reliably.

To assess whether we find consistent results across different phases of platform de-
velopment, we split the sample into early (2009-2014, n = 62,600) and late (2015-2020,
n = 211,804) periods. This split is indicative of Kickstarter’s transformation from an emerg-
ing platform to a mature crowdfunding ecosystem. The negative impact of emotional
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expression (H1) is still significant in both periods (bearly = —0.315, p < 0.001; blate = —0.211,
p <0.001).

To make sure that our results are not biased by hobby projects or unrealistic funding
goals, we re-estimated H1, excluding projects with funding goals below $1000 (n = 225,607;
82% of the full sample). The negative impact of emotional expression is still highly signifi-
cant (b = —0.241, SE = 0.012, z = —19.53, p < 0.001), and its magnitude is almost the same as
the full-sample estimate (—0.241 vs. —0.237). This confirms that emotional depreciation
does not only apply to casual campaigns, but also to serious commercial projects.

The robustness checks help ensure that our key findings are not a result of model
specification, time period, or sample composition. The negative impact of emotional
expression (H1) is replicated in continuous and binary outcomes, early and late periods,
and restricted samples. The emotional-mission congruence effect (H2) is consistent in
direction across specifications, but with lower statistical power when employing noisier
continuous outcomes.

5. Discussion

This study develops and tests a contextualized theory of emotional signaling in crowd-
funding that explains when and why emotions persuade. Analyzing 275,197 Kickstarter
campaigns from 2009 to 2020 using detailed emotion classification, we found that generic
emotional expression reduces success on professionalized platforms, but caring emotion
benefits social ventures specifically through what we call emotional-mission alignment, an
advantage that disappears when platforms provide institutional validation. These findings
advance entrepreneurial communication theory by moving beyond universal claims about
emotional effectiveness to identify specific boundary conditions that vary depending on
emotion type, organizational mission, and legitimacy context.

5.1. Summary of Findings

Our three hypotheses received strong empirical support. First, emotional expression
broadly reduces campaign success, with emotional projects achieving substantially lower
success rates than neutral projects. This confirms that in contemporary crowdfunding—a
professionalized marketplace where audiences evaluate thousands of competing projects—
generic emotional appeals have become ineffective signals. Backers prioritize verifiable
credentials (creator experience, social proof, institutional endorsements) over affective
language that any creator can produce, regardless of quality.

Second, caring emotions interact with organizational mission in distinct ways. In com-
mercial ventures, caring can hinder success by causing identity confusion about whether
the organization is a business or a charity. In social ventures, caring enhances success
by credibly signaling prosocial motivation and mission authenticity. This pattern illus-
trates emotional-mission congruence: effectiveness relies not solely on expressing positive
emotions in general, but on aligning the specific emotion (caring) with the organization’s
core purpose (serving beneficiaries). Importantly, six other positive emotions—admiration,
desire, excitement, joy, love, optimism—do not show similar benefits for social ventures,
confirming that mission-specific positivity, rather than general positivity, drives effectiveness.

Third, institutional endorsement removes the caring advantage by replacing legitimacy.
Projects without Kickstarter’s “Staff Pick” badge see a big benefit from caring, especially
social ventures. However, when platform experts endorse projects, this advantage vanishes.
This shows that grassroots authenticity (emotional signaling) and institutional validation
serve similar roles: both confirm the mission’s authenticity for social ventures. Once the
platform offers trusted validation, extra creator-driven emotional signals become unnecessary.
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Together, these findings show a gradual narrowing from widespread ineffectiveness
to specific exceptions with strict limits: emotions usually fail, except when caring for social
ventures, or when institutional validation exists.

5.2. Theoretical Implications

Our main theoretical contribution is to have developed a framework that addresses
tensions in previous research by explaining the conditions for and reasons behind emotional
persuasion. Early crowdfunding research found positive associations between the use of
emotional language and funding outcomes [4,16], indicating that passion is generally useful
in the business of persuasion in entrepreneurship. Our results show a more detailed pattern
than was evident in those previous analyses.

First, prior research made use of broad measures of emotion (e.g., “passion” as a
single construct, positive/negative valence categories) that mask important theoretical
distinctions. What seemed to be “affect helps social ventures” in previous analyses turns
out to be “caring specifically helps social ventures” when analyzed with the 28-emotion
classification [7]. Generic positive emotions such as excitement or optimism are not nec-
essarily beneficial to social ventures; only caring is. This semantic specificity, which is
captured by advanced NLP but lost by valence-based approaches, allows for accurate
theoretical predictions about emotion-mission alignment.

Second, early studies analyzed small samples (150-6000 projects) from the initial phase
of crowdfunding (2012-2015), when emotional diversity was less prevalent. Our large-scale
dataset (275,197 projects, 2009-2020) captures the platform’s entire evolution. Strategies
that might have worked in the early days, when emotional appeal was new, and there
were few competing projects, might not be as effective in competitive, professional markets
facing a flood of millions of campaigns.

Third, assuming emotional effectiveness is constant across different ventures and
mission types and various institutional contexts hides important factors. Our analyses of
interactions show that the same emotion (caring) can have opposite effects depending on
organizational identity (benefits social ventures but harms commercial ones) and that even
positive effects can disappear in different legitimacy settings (when staff pick is present
versus absent). This shifts entrepreneurial communication theory away from universal
main effects (“emotions help” or “emotions hurt”) toward specific conditional predictions
about which emotions support which ventures under particular circumstances.

Our results introduce emotional-mission congruence as an important mechanism
explaining when given emotions continue to serve as valuable signals in spite of general
ineffectiveness. Using identity signaling theory [9], we show that emotions work when they
provide diagnostic information about organizational identity that audiences specifically
need and cannot easily find elsewhere.

Caring is a unique signal of prosocial, other-regarding motivation—information that
social venture backers need to verify mission authenticity. Other positive emotions with the
same valence (excitement, optimism, or joy) are indicators of enthusiasm or confidence, but
cannot distinguish between prosocial and profit-driven motives. The little things matter:
Our task of falsification reveals that the feeling of admiration, desire, excitement, joy, love,
and optimism are not fruitful in social ventures, confirming that semantic content and not
affective connotations are responsible for effectiveness.

This adds to the signaling theory by emphasizing that the effectiveness of signals is
not only dependent on cost and observability [23] but also on the precision of the diagnosis:
whether the signal provides specific information that resolves specific uncertainty. In the
case of crowdfunding, generic positive emotions have become cheap talk—costless to
produce, easy to mimic, uninformative about quality. But caring retains value in the context
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of social ventures because it addresses a particular verification problem (is this creator
genuinely prosocially motivated?) that other signals cannot address.

The congruence framework also expands the research on authenticity in entrepreneurial
communication. Previous studies have looked at how entrepreneurs establish legitimacy
through consistent identity claims [9], but have not theorized or tested which specific
emotional expressions match with particular organizational identities. Our crossover inter-
action, where caring is good for social ventures but bad for commercial ventures, shows
that emotional expression is not always good or bad but has to fit the claimed identity.
For commercial ventures, caring is associated with identity ambiguity, which suggests
either strategic manipulation (inauthentic prosocial rhetoric) or confused objectives (mis-
sion drift threatening execution). Only when emotion and mission are in accordance is
signaling effective.

Our third contribution arose from pointing out legitimacy substitution as a major
boundary condition for emotional effectiveness. Previous studies have focused on aggre-
gating multiple signals of legitimacy in order to overcome the liability of newness [13].
Rather, it was assumed that credible sources would be strategic complements-that more
signals of credibility would be better. Our findings reveal a more complex dynamic at
play: institutional validation and grassroots emotional authenticity may serve as strategic
substitutes when they affirm the same basic quality.

For social ventures, caring emotion (grassroots authenticity) and staff picks (institu-
tional validation) are responses to one and the same kind of uncertainty: is the creator
really motivated by the prospect of a prosocial mission? When institutional validation is
lacking, caring is a source of critical reassurance, leading to the significant positive effect
seen among non-endorsed social ventures. However, once platforms have authoritative
certification via editorial vouching for, caring signals are redundant. The bases of audiences
make us rely on reliable third-party evaluation rather than investing any cognitive effort in
decoding emotional language.

This substitution pattern has several theoretical implications. First, it indicates that le-
gitimacy pathways do not simply add up; instead, they overlap in function. Entrepreneurs
need to choose which paths to take: grassroots strategies that emphasize emotional re-
lationships, or institutional strategies that seek official endorsements. Second, it means
that the value of additional signals depends on the presence of other signals. Caring is
very valuable when it is the only form of quality assurance, but its importance is reduced
when platform endorsements are also available. Third, it highlights strategic sequencing:
appeals to emotion may be most helpful early in the life of a venture, before an institutional
stamp of approval is obtained, and then become less necessary as ventures mature and
attract external recognition. This adds to institutional theory by showing that sources of
legitimacy can crowd out rather than reinforce one another. While multiple weak signals
may complement [24], strong institutional signals can substitute for weaker signals from
individuals by offering authoritative answers to the same questions audiences are trying
to resolve.

5.3. Practical Implications

7

Our findings challenge the common belief that founders should always “show passion’
to attract support. For most campaigns, whether commercial ventures, regardless of staff
pick status, or endorsed social ventures, emotional restraint is more effective than emotional
expression. Creators should focus on clear plans, timelines, budgets, team credentials, and
execution details rather than emotional appeals. Professional, data-driven communication
conveys competence and alleviates uncertainty better than emotive communication, which
audiences have learned to filter out.
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The exception, using caring language in social ventures without institutional backing,
points to a strategic opportunity for mission-driven groups to differentiate themselves
by making authentic emotional appeals. Social ventures without platform support face
credibility issues: supporters cannot verify the authenticity of the mission through third-
party validation. Genuine emotion is an indicator that prosocial motivation is real and
not a marketing ploy. However, this approach requires accuracy: vague positive emotions
(excitement, optimism) do not work, and caring can even be detrimental to commercial
ventures. Creators must carefully consider whether their organizational identity is truly
consistent with their prosocial goals before using caring language.

Given that caring emotion is only used in 1.2% of campaigns, founders of social
ventures should see this scarcity as a strategic opportunity rather than a constraint. In
a marketplace where the majority of campaigns are based on generic positive emotions
such as excitement or desire, authentic caring language can be a powerful differentiator for
mission-driven projects. However, this strategy needs to be carefully executed. Founders
should make sure that caring language is not just a shallow appeal, but a genuine prosocial
commitment, because audiences may be good at detecting inauthenticity. Specific linguistic
choices, such as highlighting beneficiary welfare, concern for community needs, or how
the project solves social problems, are more likely to resonate than prosocial rhetoric.
Additionally, founders should calibrate their emotional expression depending on the status
of their legitimacy: caring language has the highest returns for social ventures that have
not yet received institutional endorsement, while endorsed projects should focus more on
execution details and deliverables.

Even for social ventures, the caring advantage has definite limits. Once projects have
staff picks or other institutional endorsements, emotional signals are no longer necessary.
At this stage, communication should shift from demonstrating the authenticity of the
mission (already established by the platform) to demonstrating the project’s ability to
execute and its viability. Entrepreneurs should know that different phases of legitimacy
require different communication strategies: emotional authenticity is important before
endorsement; details of execution are important after endorsement.

For crowdfunding platforms, our results indicate the impact of editorial policies on
communication patterns and market efficiency. Staff pick endorsements strongly influence
the signals that matter: endorsed projects succeed regardless of emotional content, while
non-endorsed projects are heavily dependent on emotion-mission alignment. This leads to
tension between the promotion of quality projects and informational efficiency.

On one hand, platforms try to detect and present good projects in order to establish
a reputation and attract backers. On the other hand, the informational value of creator-
generated signals may inadvertently be diminished by the wide-based endorsements.
When quality is certified by platforms, backers may no longer make such a consideration,
and this might create larger information gaps for such projects, which might not have an
endowment. If there are a few projects that are staff picks, most of them have their own
signaling strategies, but endorsements can set audience expectations, and projects that lack
endorsements are perceived to be worse in quality by comparison, even when their actual
quality is the same.

Platforms may consider a number of responses. First, transparent criteria should be
considered: it is helpful for backers to know what additional information they need to
look for, but transparent criteria are necessary for that (what, specifically, are staff picks
certifying?) Second, instead of a binary feature/not-featured, platforms could implement
multiple levels of validation (e.g., “mission verified”, “team verified”, “prototype verified”)
that could replace certain signals while leaving other dimensions for creator signaling.
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Third, dynamic endorsements should be used. Timing endorsements strategically could
help sustain early-stage signaling dynamics and offer a form of authoritative validation.

5.4. Limitations Future Research Directions

Several limitations need to be discussed, some of which also suggest interesting
directions for future research. First, our dataset covers the period from April 2009 to
December 2020, so it stops before the full impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the
dynamics of crowdfunding could be observed. Emerging research indicates that the
pandemic may have changed the patterns of emotional expression in campaign narratives,
which may have made people more receptive to caring and community-oriented appeals
as a collective crisis triggered prosocial motivations. Future studies should expand this
analysis to post-pandemic time periods to determine if the emotional-mission congruence
effects we documented were sustained, enhanced, or altered during and after the global
health crisis.

A concern with observational data is that emotional appeal might be linked to unob-
served project quality; poor-quality projects may use emotional appeals when they lack
significant merits. Several factors help address this concern. Our control variables, ranging
from funding goal, duration, description length, creator experience, to 396 category fixed
effects, capture many plausible quality indicators. Moreover, if emotion were simply a re-
flection of desperation, we would expect consistently negative effects across different types
of projects. Instead, we observe positive effects of caring in social ventures, suggesting
that selection alone cannot explain this crossover pattern. The substitution effect (H3) also
contradicts a pure selection explanation: if emotional projects were all low quality, staff
endorsement should increase, rather than decrease, the caring advantage. Nonetheless,
experimental manipulation would better establish causality. Randomly assigning emo-
tional language to descriptions may more effectively identify causal effects, although such
approaches raise ethical issues of deception in live crowdfunding environments.

Additionally, attributing each project a single dominant emotion, while methodolog-
ically necessary for the creation of mutually exclusive categories for use in regression
analysis, might be an oversimplification of the complexity of campaign narratives. Real
crowdfunding descriptions tend to have mixed emotional profiles where more than one
emotion is present at the same time, and different decision-making processes may be
activated at the same time by these different emotional cues. Our robustness checks using
continuous probability scores address this concern to some extent by retaining intensity
information, but future research could examine patterns of emotional co-occurrence, inves-
tigating whether particular combinations of emotions (e.g., caring paired with optimism
versus caring paired with urgency) have different effects.

Our measures are based on EmoBERTa’s classifications, which, although state-of-the-
art, may introduce measurement error. Several features make it more confident. EmoBERTa
is built on human-annotated data, which imposes human judgment, and we are relying
on the top emotion definition from every single project to reduce the noise level in our
project, differentiating it from low-confidence classifications. The fact that results are
specific (that caring can work, but six other positive emotions cannot) also suggests that
we are picking up meaningful distinctions and not random variation. While EmoBERTa
focuses on perceived emotional content rather than the founder’s felt emotion, if the model
misclassifies, then the estimates will not be biased towards zero, and thus our significant
findings are conservative. From an audience perspective, perceived emotion may ultimately
be more important than felt emotion as persuasion rests on what backers perceive rather
than what founders feel.
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A related measurement concern is the external validity of the emotion classification
of EmoBERTa. The model was fine-tuned on GoEmotions, a dataset of Reddit comments,
which may be stylistically different from crowdfunding campaign descriptions. Reddit
comments are more conversational and reactive, while Kickstarter blurbs are marketing
texts aimed at persuasion. While the GoEmotions dataset contains a variety of topics
and emotional expressions, and while our focus on perceived rather than felt emotion is
well in line with audience-centric persuasion research, we cannot exclude the possibility
that some emotions are systematically misclassified in the crowdfunding context. Future
research could validate these classifications by having human raters independently code
a subsample of project descriptions and compare the raters to model predictions. Such
validation would help to build confidence in the use of NLP-based emotion measurement
for organizational research.

Our findings are specific to the institutional context of Kickstarter, and different
platforms with varying norms or audiences may display different dynamics. Equity
crowdfunding sites like AngelList tend to attract sophisticated investors who may be
even more dismissive of emotional expression than reward-based backers. Donation-based
sites such as GoFundMe might be more conducive to emotional sharing since donors
often have altruistic motives. However, Kickstarter’s global reach and broad categories
enhance external validity, and the core theoretical mechanisms of signal depreciation,
identity /mission-emotion congruence, and legitimacy substitution are likely applicable to
other settings in which audiences evaluate organizational claims amid uncertainty.

Our analysis also focuses on textual emotional expression in campaign blurbs only,
but crowdfunding campaigns are multimodal in nature. Videos, images, and visual design
elements also convey emotional content and may interact with textual cues in complex
ways. A campaign video with one of the founders passionately discussing beneficiaries may
amplify or replace caring language in the written description. Future research should in-
vestigate these multimodal dynamics, perhaps with the help of computer vision and audio
analysis tools, in conjunction with NLDP, to capture the range of emotional communication
in crowdfunding.

Future research should explore these mechanisms in contexts such as equity crowd-
funding, peer-to-peer lending, accelerator pitching, and other evaluative environments.

Our research design prescribes one category of emotion dominance for each project,
with mutually exclusive classification, despite the fact that multiple emotional descriptions
are often found in the descriptions. A campaign may begin with caring but later display
excitement. By paying attention to the main emotion of each project, we approximate the
dominant impression that audiences probably form. Robustness checks with continuous
probability scores lead to grippy patterns, which help achieve more confidence. However,
emotional sequences or mixed-emotion profiles might capture important nuances that our
dominant emotion analysis approach misses.

Our theoretical framework posits emotional-mission congruence as a general principle,
but we empirically tested only one particular instantiation: caring emotion in line with
social cause missions. This begs the question of whether there are other emotion-mission
pairings that might exhibit similar congruence effects. For example, could excitement
be especially useful for entertainment or technology projects in which innovation and
novelty are important criteria for evaluation? Could admiration be particularly effective
with projects led by creators with demonstrated expertise? While our tests of falsification
revealed that six of the positive emotions did not have beneficial effects on social ventures—
consistent with the specificity of caring—we did not systematically examine alternative
congruence hypotheses across Kickstarter’s diverse category structure. Future research
could develop and test a more general taxonomy of emotion-category or emotion-mission
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alignments, potentially identifying multiple congruence patterns, depending on the type
of project.

While our notion of emotion-mission congruence predicts which emotion should
benefit social ventures, we have not directly tested the psychological mechanisms through
which caring increases success. Caring may boost perceived trustworthiness, signal au-
thentic dedication to the mission, or create tighter affective relations with backers. More
process-based approaches, either in the form of mediation analyses or experiments, which
can measure trust, authenticity perceptions, and affective reactions, could be helpful in
understanding these pathways. Campaign success is also a flawed proxy for persuasion
success. Some failed campaigns may have produced positive spillovers, which we know in
the future in the form of future pledge sub-volume, word of mouth, and follow-on behavior,
that our waste basket measure cannot account for. Although results using continuous
funding outcomes are consistent, richer measures of performance, such as post-campaign
trajectory or long-term venture survival, would strengthen inferences.

Our cross-sectional design captures emotion expressed in project descriptions only at
campaign launch, leaving unanswered questions about how emotional expression develops
over the course of a campaign or across a founder’s portfolio. Founders may modify their
use of emotion based on real-time backer feedback or previous failures. Longitudinal
methods tracking within-founder variation could shed light on learning processes and
provide clearer insights into causal effects. Additionally, our model implicitly assumes an
“average backer,” but backers likely differ in their receptivity to emotion. Early adopters
or individuals with prosocial motivations may respond positively to caring, while experi-
enced backers of commercial ventures might react negatively. Heterogeneous treatment
effect models could uncover these audience-specific patterns and enable more targeted
communication strategies.

Although our taxonomy of emotion makes more detailed distinctions than in the
prior research, emotions often occur concurrently and sequentially rather than as isolated
categories. Future research could investigate the common emotion pairings, for example,
“caring plus optimism” or “caring plus sadness,” and explore whether these pairs yield
interaction effects. Caring may be particularly effective when it is combined with confidence
signals, for example, but may be less effective or even counterproductive when combined
with signs of desperation. Cross-platform and cross-cultural comparisons would also be
useful to determine the generality of these findings. Since norms of emotion vary across
organizational contexts and cultural backgrounds, collectivist cultures may value other-
regarding caring more than individualist cultures, and norms on sites like AngelList, Kiva,
or Prosper may differ significantly from those on Kickstarter. Comparative studies may
help to expose the limits and cultural factors that affect these effects.

Finally, although we report that staff endorsement moderates the caring effect, the
exact mechanism by which Kickstarter selects projects for endorsement is partially opaque.
If the staff picks are mostly identifying higher quality projects, then our moderating effect
may be reflecting quality differences, and not pure legitimacy substitution. Alternatively, if
staff endorsement is an independent source of legitimacy regardless of underlying quality,
then our interpretation of substitution dynamics is strengthened. Future research with
access to platform data on selection criteria, or natural experiments exploiting changes in
endorsement policies, could help to disentangle these mechanisms. Additionally, it would
be interesting to investigate whether institutional endorsement moderates the negative
effect of emotional expression more generally—not just the caring x social interaction—to
get a more complete picture of how platform validation affects the signaling landscape
in crowdfunding.

https:/ /doi.org/10.3390/jtaer21010034


https://doi.org/10.3390/jtaer21010034

J. Theor. Appl. Electron. Commer. Res. 2026, 21, 34 25 of 27

Finally, there is a deeper probe into why caring resonates with social venture audiences
to be done. Insights from neuroscience point to the possibility that caring language activates
empathy-related reward circuits, pointing to promising directions for experimental work
using psychophysiological measures. Our framework also assumes that caring indicates
genuine prosocial motivation when it is consistent with the mission, but the audience
still needs to be able to distinguish between genuine caring and manipulative appeals
to emotion. Future research might help identify linguistic cues that distinguish between
genuine caring and strategic or exaggerated caring and can offer both theoretical knowledge
and practical advice to founders who want to communicate mission-driven intentions
without provoking skepticism.

6. Conclusions

Analyzing 275,197 Kickstarter campaigns over a decade, we find that there is generally
a decrease in success when emotional expression is high (—21%), reflecting a decline in the
value of emotional signals as platforms mature and audiences become more professional.
The typical advice to founders to “show passion” is, for most ventures, counterproductive
in the current crowdfunding landscape. However, emotional-mission congruence is an
important exception. Caring emotion, unique in its ability to communicate prosocial, other-
regarding motivation, raises the value of social ventures by 63% and hurts commercial ones.
This crossover pattern, which was not found with six other positive emotions (admiration,
desire, excitement, joy, love, or optimism), demonstrates that the effectiveness of signals
depends on an alignment between the content of emotion and organizational identity.
Emotions are not necessarily good or bad, but they are tools that audiences use to assess
the motivation behind founders and confirm claims of identity. Furthermore, caring has
a positive effect on the social ventures that are not endorsed by institutions, but this
effect vanishes completely when the staff of the platform validates projects. Emotional
authenticity and institutional validation, therefore, serve as strategic substitutes—one
strong signal of legitimacy is enough, and further signals of the same underlying quality
are redundant.

These findings advance theory by explaining when and why emotions are persuasive,
taking us beyond the rather diffuse claims about the importance of passion to identify spe-
cific combinations of emotions and missions that are effective. They challenge practitioners
to tailor communications strategies to organizational identity and legitimacy environments
instead of generic appeals to emotions. Additionally, they remind us that signals change:
what worked yesterday (emotional expression in early crowdfunding) may not work to-
day (emotional restraint in professionalized platforms) as markets develop and audiences
become more informed.

The more general lesson is not just about crowdfunding. Entrepreneurial commu-
nication occurs in a network of signals in which strategies succeed or fail depending on
the sophistication of the audience, institutional context, and organizational identity. As
digital platforms grow and the ability to communicate professionally using an Al tool
becomes more accessible, showing emotions in a way that is authentic to the individual
may be one of the last remaining ways of gaining a competitive edge—but in a strategic
and mission-aligned manner and at the right time in relation to institutional validation. The
entrepreneurs who succeed will be those who know that displaying the right emotion to
the right audience at the right time is far more important than simply displaying emotion.
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