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Abstract: Social enterprises aim to achieve both social and economic goals by reaching broader
consumer segments through extensive assortments, but research into how this product proliferation
strategy affects consumer response is scarce. In the current research we examine how consumers
judge social enterprises providing large product assortments. Three experiments show that choice
overload (i.e., having a decision difficulty when faced with many options) can be reversed among
target consumers of social enterprises—specifically those whose involvement in a social cause is
high. Because more-involved consumers view large assortments of cause-related products as an
indicator of the company’s commitment to addressing social issues, they identify with the company
and thereby form communal relationships. Thus, the consumers’ focus shifts from comparing options
to helping the company, leading to reduced decision difficulty. The findings contribute to existing
research on assortment size and the understanding of the information consumers use to evaluate the
company’s commitment to social causes.
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1. Introduction

Over recent years, social enterprise, whose primary mission is to contribute to social
causes through a market-driven approach, has been recognized as an innovative way to
increase societal well-being. Examples of social enterprise retailers include Warby Parker
(provides glasses to people in developing countries with partner VisionSpring), TOMS
(gives one third of net annual profit to people in need), and Cafe Direct (gives 50% of profit
to charity to improve the livelihoods of local farmers). While social enterprises address
social issues, they also aim to retain profit. Thus, it is vital for social enterprises to gain
customer support to achieve their economic and social goals [1,2]. Increasing the size of
the selection is one strategy to gain consumer support because a large assortment (i.e., the
number of products offered by an organization) can attract broader consumer segments [3].
This strategy becomes more feasible as digital platforms enable extensive assortments [4].
Yet, providing a large assortment can lead to choice overload, as evidenced by previous
literature [5]. Large (vs. small) assortments can lead to increased decision difficulty [6], one
of the key drivers of decision avoidance, such as choice deferral [7]. In the current research,
however, we propose that cause involvement (i.e., perceived relevance of social causes [8])
can reverse choice overload in the context of a social enterprise because the number of
products contributing to a cause signals the social enterprise’s commitment to the cause.

In particular, we contend that a large (vs. small) assortment will decrease decision
difficulty among consumers who perceive supporting social causes as personally relevant
and important (i.e., consumers with high cause involvement) because the consumers form
a stronger communal relationship with the social enterprise. As a large assortment of
products can reflect a social enterprise’s commitment and ability to contribute to a cause,
consumers with high cause involvement perceive they share a similar goal (i.e., solving a
social issue) and consequently form a stronger communal relationship with the company.
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In this communal relationship, individuals are willing to incur costs to respond to the
other’s needs and do not expect specific compensation [9]. Thus, more-involved consumers
will focus more on supporting the social enterprise than on comparing options in the
face of a large (vs. small) choice set. This shift in focus may result in a reversal of choice
overload. Conversely, less-involved consumers will experience increased decision difficulty
when confronted with larger sets because they require more cognitive effort to evaluate
options [10,11], displaying choice overload. Even though in the current research we
examine consumers’ responses with low cause involvement, the focus is on consumers
with high cause involvement, as targeting socially conscious consumers and building a
relationship with them is an integral part of social enterprises’ marketing practice [12].

The present research contributes to the literature in several notable ways. First, we
address an important strategic decision that a manager must make: assortment size. Despite
an increased interest in social enterprises, scant research exists on the impact of assortment
size on consumer perceptions. Second, this research is the first to furnish evidence on how
assortment size interacts with an individual’s values (i.e., cause involvement) to predict
decision difficulty. Thus, it enriches the present theoretical understanding of the nexus
between assortment and decision difficulty in that we articulate when choice overload
is mitigated or reversed. Last, by showing that the interactive effect of assortment size
and cause involvement on decision difficulty is mediated by communal relationships, we
provide new insights into a psychological mechanism. Whereas the mainstream of research
demonstrates choice overload, we identify an instance in which a large set can lead to
reduced decision difficulty because of enhanced perceptions of communal relationships
with the social enterprise.

2. Conceptual Framework
2.1. Social Enterprises and Assortment Size

Social enterprises are “organizations that address a basic unmet need or solve a social
or environmental problem through a market-driven approach” [13]. Although social enter-
prises share similarities with for-profit companies, they are different in that one of their
principal missions is to solve social problems, such as environmental pollution, limited em-
ployment opportunities, and poor living conditions among disadvantaged groups [14–16].
They also differ from nonprofit organizations in that they use business models to raise
funds for their cause and have more autonomy [17]. Hence, social enterprises seek to
balance the dual objectives of achieving economic and social goals.

To obtain their economic goals, companies tend to carry large assortments because they
cover broader consumer segments [3]. Though large assortments give consumers greater
freedom of choice and flexibility [18], they increase decision difficulty [5] because the
amount of available information on options increases [19,20] and fears of not choosing the
optimal option are induced [21,22]. For example, consumers who selected a chocolate from
30 options felt the decision process was more difficult and frustrating than did consumers
who chose from a limited set of six options [6]. When there are many options to choose
from, consumers go through a greater number of comparisons to find the best option,
which increases the cognitive effort that goes into making the choice [10,11]. As decision
difficulty is closely related to the cognitive effort required to process many options [19,20],
previous literature has suggested moderators that reduce cognitive effort or direct the
focus of effortful comparison [10,23–25]. Extending the literature on moderators of choice
overload, we investigate cause involvement as a potential moderator in the context of
social enterprise. In particular, we propose that when confronted with a large (vs. small)
choice set offered by a social enterprise, consumers with high cause involvement will
experience lesser decision difficulty, and the perceived communal relationship will mediate
this relationship.
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2.2. The Interactive Role of Cause Involvement and Assortment Size in Decision Difficulty via
Communal Relationships

Cause involvement refers to the degree to which consumers perceive a social cause as
personally relevant and important. Involvement in a cause depends on personal values,
situations, and past experiences [8]. Satisfying consumers with high cause involvement is
critical for social enterprises because building a relationship with them is an essential part
of their marketing practice [26,27].

Consumers often infer commitment levels using cues that reflect the cost the company
expends on supporting social causes [28,29]. For instance, the perceived commitment of a
company to a cause increased when it had supported the cause for a longer time frame [28]
or when the cost of cause marketing was relatively high to the company [29]. Based on
these findings, we posit that consumers may use the number of products (i.e., assortment
size) as a cue for the company’s commitment to the cause. Large assortments incur greater
development and production costs in general [30,31], and consumers perceive brands that
offer many options in a product category as having greater category expertise [32]. In the
context of social enterprise, carrying many products supporting a cause can be seen as a
cue for a company’s commitment to the social cause. Researchers have found a company’s
decision to add or delete a cause-related product to influence its perceived attitude toward
a cause [33,34]. For instance, deleting environment-friendly products from a product line
hurts the environmentally friendly image of a company [33]. Thus, a social enterprise with
many products whose sales contribute to a social cause can be perceived as committed to
addressing the cause.

We propose that more-involved consumers will experience reduced decision diffi-
culty when facing a large (vs. small) choice set offered by a social enterprise because they
form a stronger communal relationship with the company. A communal relationship is
characterized by a concern for the partner’s needs rather than an exchange of comparable
benefits [35–37]. Researchers have shown the similarity in attitudes and preferred activities
to be essential factors in the attraction and initiation of communal relationships [38,39].
According to consumer–company identification theory [40,41], consumers feel a sense of
attachment to a company and are attracted to the company when they perceive it has an
identity similar to their own [40,41]. For example, previous researchers showed that con-
sumers identified themselves with companies performing corporate social responsibility
activities, and such customer–company identification resulted in increased customer loy-
alty [42,43]. More-involved consumers are likely to develop a close communal relationship
with a social enterprise that is perceived as highly involved in a social cause because of
its similarity in values between themselves and the company. Specifically, more-involved
consumers will have a communal orientation toward social enterprises that offer many
products supporting a cause; these companies are perceived to be strongly interested in
social welfare, leading to consumers’ identifying with them. In contrast, a social enterprise
with few products will not be perceived as particularly interested in or capable of con-
tributing to a cause. Therefore, when more-involved consumers view a small assortment,
they will not have as strong a communal relationship with the company as they have with
those providing large assortments. They will infer low commitment and feel uncertain
about the company’s commitment to jointly pursuing a social mission and thus form a
weak identification with the company. In sum, more-involved consumers are likely to
develop a stronger communal relationship with a social enterprise that provides many
(vs. few) products. Consumers who have low cause involvement are not likely to have a
communal relationship with a social enterprise because their core values do not overlap
with the company’s core values concerning social welfare.

The literature on relationship type has demonstrated that communal relationships
increase supportive behavior. Individuals in communal relationships are more attentive to
others’ needs and are more likely to help them because their attitudes and behaviors are
guided by communal norms [44]. Importantly, in a communal relationship, consumers are
more intrinsically motivated to help the company and show a greater willingness to support
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its efforts toward a cause [45,46]. We posit that consumers with a communal orientation are
more likely to focus on helping the company rather than comparing individual products
in the assortment, leading to decreased decision difficulty. A larger assortment increases
decision difficulty partly because it induces more comparisons: evaluating numerous
products that involve trade-offs increases cognitive load and decision conflict [10,24,25,47].
In line with this mechanism, previous researchers showed that choice overload is mitigated
or reversed when the goal of choosing the optimal product is weakened [48–50]. For
example, consumers whose focus was on whether to buy instead of selecting a particular
product also positively evaluated large assortments [50]. Likewise, consumers exhibited a
preference for larger assortments when the focus was on selecting an assortment rather
than a single product [49].

Similarly, perceptions of a communal relationship will mitigate the focus on compar-
ing individual products by shifting the focus to helping the company. Moreover, consumers
will be less worried about choosing an inferior product because buying a product from
a social enterprise will contribute to the social cause regardless. The burden of risk from
choosing an inferior product would be reduced, eventually decreasing decision diffi-
culty [51]. Conversely, when more-involved consumers view a social enterprise with few
(vs. more) products, they will not be motivated to the same extent to help the company
as they would; thus, they will establish a weaker communal relationship. Taken together,
we propose that more-involved consumers will experience lower decision difficulty when
making a purchase decision from a social enterprise offering a large (vs. small) assort-
ment. Additionally, we propose that a larger assortment size will not decrease decision
difficulty among consumers with low cause involvement. Regardless of assortment size,
less-involved consumers are not likely to have a communal orientation toward a social
enterprise because they do not share an interest in a social issue. Instead, the choice will be
for themselves, and the larger assortment size will increase the difficulty they experience
while making the choice. Thus, we formally hypothesize the following (see Figure 1 for a
theoretical framework):
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Figure 1. Theoretical Model.

Hypothesis 1 (H1). Individuals with high cause involvement will experience less decision difficulty
when assortment size is large (vs. small). Conversely, individuals with low cause involvement will
experience greater decision difficulty when assortment size is large (vs. small).

Hypothesis 2 (H2). The interactive effect of assortment size and cause involvement on decision
difficulty will be mediated by the perceived communal relationship.

3. Materials and Methods

In Study 1, we show that individuals with high cause involvement experience reduced
decision difficulty when a social enterprise offers a large (vs. small) assortment. In contrast,
choice overload is observed among individuals with low cause involvement. In Study 2, we
shed light on the reasons for the observed effects, revealing the mediating role of perceived
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communal relationship. Using secondary data obtained from Kickstarter.com (accessed
on 4 November 2020), Study 3 extends the findings by examining how assortment size
influences actual behavior among consumers with high cause involvement. To enhance
robustness, we used multiple products and dependent variables and used both measured
and manipulated cause involvement.

4. Study 1

Study 1 tests Hypothesis 1 by examining whether cause involvement interacts with
assortment size in the social enterprise domain to determine evaluation difficulty. We
predict individuals high in cause involvement will feel lower evaluation difficulty when
assortment size is large (vs. small). In contrast, we predict individuals low in cause
involvement will experience greater evaluation difficulty in response to larger assortments.
To control for confounding effects (e.g., brand familiarity), we used fictitious brands across
three product categories.

4.1. Method

Two hundred and nine workers from Amazon Mechanical Turk (58.4% females;
Mage = 34.86, SDage = 12.26) participated in this study for a small monetary compensation.
We chose to recruit online panels through Amazon Mechanical Turk to reflect the diversity
of the consumers of social enterprise products [52]. They were randomly assigned to one
of two groups: large assortment size and small assortment size.

They were first asked to indicate their involvement in supporting social enterprises
using four items on a 7-point scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree; M = 4.79,
SD = 1.31, α = 0.90; adapted from [8]; see Appendix A). Subsequently, in a seemingly
different study, participants conducted an evaluation task for three product categories
(pens, t-shirts, and sunglass). Participants in the large (small) assortment condition were
presented with large (small) assortments of pens, t-shirts, and sunglasses, consecutively.
In the pen evaluation task, participants were told that Company X was a social enterprise
that sold a range of stationery products and funded education programs for those in need.
Participants were presented with either a large set of 24 options or a small set of six options
and were asked to evaluate the products. On the next page, they reported to what extent
they felt difficulty in evaluating the given set of products on a 7-point scale: “It was hard for
me to evaluate Company X’s offerings” (1 = not at all, 7 = extremely; M = 4.23, SD = 1.77).

Next, participants engaged in the t-shirt evaluation task. They were told that a social
enterprise, Company Y, sold a range of t-shirts made by young, unemployed women
in developing countries and that proceeds from the sales went to providing jobs and
scholarship opportunities for the women to continue their education and pursue their
dreams. Participants saw either a large set of 12 options or a small set of four options
and were asked to evaluate the products. On the next page, we measured their perceived
evaluation difficulty (“It was hard for me to evaluate Company Y’s offerings”; 1 = not at
all, 7 = extremely; M = 3.85, SD = 1.85). The set of products was evaluated as a whole.

Last, participants engaged in the sunglass evaluation task. They were told Company
Z was a social enterprise that sold sunglasses and worked with nonprofits that trained
individuals in developing countries to give basic eye examinations and sell prescription
glasses. Participants were provided with either a large set of 24 options or a small set of
six options and asked to evaluate the products. On the next page, they reported difficulty
in evaluating the given set of products (“It was hard for me to evaluate Company Z’s
offerings”; 1 = not at all, 7 = extremely; M = 4.05, SD = 1.84). As we found converging
effects across the three product categories, we aggregated the difficulty scores and used the
aggregated score as a dependent variable (M = 4.04, SD = 1.61, α = 0.86).

Kickstarter.com


Sustainability 2021, 13, 13458 6 of 16

4.2. Results
4.2.1. Manipulation Check

We conducted a separate test to check the effectiveness of our manipulation of as-
sortment size. One hundred participants from the same subject pool (63.0% female,
Mage = 34.21, SDage = 6.72) were randomly assigned to see either large or small assort-
ments offered by three social enterprises in a main study. After reviewing each choice set,
participants reported the extent to which they felt the company offered many options on a
7-point scale (1 = I felt I had too few options, 7 = I felt I had too many options). One-way
ANOVAs showed that perceived assortment size was higher when the company offered a
large (vs. small) assortment of pens (Mlarge = 5.43, SD = 1.62 vs. Msmall = 3.96, SD = 1.33;
F(1, 98) = 24.49, p < 0.001), t-shirts (Mlarge = 4.28, SD = 1.22 vs. Msmall = 3.06, SD = 1.04;
F(1, 98) = 28.78, p < 0.001), and sunglasses (Mlarge = 5.15, SD = 1.41 vs. Msmall = 4.09,
SD = 1.02; F(1, 98) = 18.53, p < 0.001), confirming our manipulations were successful.

4.2.2. Evaluation Difficulty

Because cause involvement is a continuous variable, we analyzed the data following
Aiken and West [53]. Specifically, we examined the role of assortment size (0 = small,
1 = large) and cause involvement (mean-centered) on evaluation difficulty using a regres-
sion analysis. The analysis revealed a main effect of cause involvement (B = 0.59, SE = 0.11,
t = 5.36, p < 0.001) and a nonsignificant main effect of assortment size (B = −0.10, SE = 0.21,
t = −0.49, p = 0.61). More importantly, a significant interaction between assortment size
and cause involvement was found (B = −0.51, SE = 0.16, t = −3.20, p = 0.001). As predicted
in Hypothesis 1, spotlight analyses showed that a large (vs. small) set decreased evalua-
tion difficulty for more-involved participants (+1 SD of the mean of cause involvement;
Mlarge = 4.08 vs. Msmall = 4.86; t = −2.61, p = 0.009). Conversely, a large (vs. small) set
increased evaluation difficulty for less-involved participants (−1 SD of the mean of cause
involvement; Mlarge = 3.87 vs. Msmall = 3.29; t = 1.91, p = 0.05; Figure 2), even though it was
marginally significant.
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Figure 2. Role of assortment size and cause involvement on evaluation difficulty (Study 1).

Given that cause involvement was a continuous variable, we decomposed the interac-
tion using Johnson–Neyman points [54] and performed a floodlight analysis to examine
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the impact of assortment size on evaluation difficulty across the entire range of cause
involvement, as recommended by Spiller, Fitzsimons, Lynch, and McClelland [55]. Using
PROCESS Model 1 [56] and the raw scores for cause involvement (min = 1, max = 7),
our analysis showed that assortment size influenced evaluation difficulty when cause
involvement was high (i.e., 5.51; BJN = −0.46, SE = 23, p = 0.05) or low (i.e., 3.43; BJN = 0.60,
SE = 30, p = 0.05).

4.3. Discussion

Consistent with our prediction, Study 1 revealed that cause involvement interacts
with assortment size to influence evaluation difficulty. Consistent with the extant literature
on choice overload, we find that large (vs. small) assortment size increases evaluation
difficulty for the less-involved. Conversely, choice overload is reversed when individuals
are highly involved in social causes. They experience lower evaluation difficulty when
confronted with large (vs. small) choice sets. The weak pattern among the less-involved
could have been driven by the fact that individuals low in cause involvement may not
have been motivated to input their time and cognitive resources in evaluating products
offered by social enterprises. In the next study, we sought to test our posited mechanism
by directly examining the mediating role of communal relationship.

5. Study 2

The purpose of Study 2 is twofold. First, we seek to gain insight into the process
through which assortment size has a negative effect on the perceived difficulty for in-
dividuals high in cause involvement. Specifically, we investigate whether a communal
relationship mediates the interactive effect of assortment size and cause involvement on
decision difficulty. Second, to bolster our claim that there is a causal link between high
cause involvement and increased communal relationship with a social enterprise that offers
a large (vs. small) choice set, we manipulate high (vs. control) cause involvement.

5.1. Method

One hundred and eighty-three workers from Amazon Mechanical Turk (38.8% female;
Mage = 39.54, SDage = 13.89) were recruited to participate in this study for a small monetary
compensation. This study employed a 2 (assortment size: large vs. small) × 2 (cause
involvement: high vs. control) between-participants design.

Participants were instructed to complete several unrelated tasks. First, participants
were told researchers needed their help in pretesting a sample news article that would
be used in a student’s thesis. This task involved manipulating the participants’ involve-
ment with a social cause. Specifically, participants read about social enterprises (adapted
from [57,58]; Appendix B). In the high involvement condition, the role of social enterprises
in improving social and environmental well-being were addressed. In the control involve-
ment condition, however, terminology and the history of social enterprises were discussed.
After reading the article, in the high involvement condition, participants were asked to
answer why the rise of social enterprises and their goals were observed. In the control
condition, participants were asked to answer in which country the distinct concept of social
enterprise was developed and which two organizations jointly created a forum for social
enterprise researchers and practitioners. A pretest with 100 workers from the same subject
pool (45.0% female; Mage = 43.21, SDage = 14.09) showed this manipulation successfully
changed individuals’ involvement with social enterprise. We measured cause involve-
ment as in Study 1 on a 9-point scale (1 = strongly disagree, 9 = strongly agree; M = 5.28,
SD = 2.09, α = 0.96). Participants in the high (vs. control) involvement condition reported
that supporting social enterprises was more important and relevant to them (Mhigh = 5.76,
SDhigh = 1.96 vs. Mcontrol = 4.90, SDcontrol = 2.12; F(1, 98) = 4.30, p = 0.04).

Subsequently, in an ostensibly separate study, we presented the participants with a
shopping scenario. Participants were told that a social enterprise, Company A, offered
functional t-shirts and employed young, unemployed women in East Africa, to whom
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the proceeds went to extend their jobs and scholarship opportunities. Participants were
provided with a large set of 25 options or a small set of six options. They were asked
to review the products and make a choice. On the next page, we measured their choice
difficulty on a 7-point scale: “It was easy to find a t-shirt that matches my preference from
this company” (reverse coded; 1 = not at all, 7 = extremely; M = 4.01, SD = 2.06). Next,
all participants indicated to what extent they formed a communal relationship with the
company using two items on a 7-point scale (“I believe I should go out of my way to
help this social enterprise” and “I will feel sad if this social enterprise closes”; 1 = strongly
disagree, 7 = strongly agree; M = 4.21, SD = 1.48, r = 0.73; adapted from Liu and Chang [59].
Finally, participants were presented with the choice set they had viewed previously and
answered the manipulation check question on assortment size on a 7-point scale (“I felt . . . ”
1 = I had too few options, 7 = I had too many options; M = 4.67, SD = 1.85).

5.2. Results
5.2.1. Manipulation Check

A 2 × 2 ANOVA revealed a significant main effect of assortment size (F(1, 179) = 46.49,
p < 0.001) with no other significant effects (ps > 0.29). Participants in the large condition
(M = 5.53, SD = 1.49) perceived they had more options than those in the small condition
(M = 3.86, SD = 1.80), confirming the successful manipulation.

5.2.2. Communal Relationship

A 2 × 2 ANOVA revealed a significant interaction effect (F(1, 179) = 8.64, p = 0.004) with
no other significant effects (ps > 0.14). Consistent with our prediction, pairwise comparisons
showed that in the high involvement condition, large assortment size (M = 4.80, SD = 1.15)
increased communal relationship compared to small assortment size (M = 3.86, SD = 1.52;
F(1, 179) = 9.21, p = 0.003). However, assortment size did not have significant effects on
communal relationship in the control-involvement condition (Mlarge = 3.95, SD = 1.59 vs.
Msmall = 4.27, SD = 1.45; F(1, 179) = 1.15, p = 0.28).

5.2.3. Choice Difficulty

A 2 × 2 ANOVA revealed a significant main effect of assortment size (F(1, 179) = 10.81,
p = 0.002) and a nonsignificant main effect of cause involvement (F(1, 179) = 0.006, p = 0.94).
More importantly, we observed a significant interaction (F(1, 179) = 3.98, p = 0.04; Figure 3).
As predicted, pairwise comparisons showed that in the high involvement condition, a large
(vs. small) choice set decreased choice difficulty (Mlarge = 3.24, SD = 1.89 vs. Msmall = 4.78,
SD = 1.52; F(1, 179) = 12.81, p < 0.001). However, assortment size did not have significant
effects on choice difficulty in the control-involvement condition (Mlarge = 3.81, SD = 1.96 vs.
Msmall = 4.16, SD = 2.08; F(1, 179) = 0.75, p = 0.38).

5.2.4. Mediation Analysis

To examine whether the interaction of assortment size (0 = small, 1 = large) and cause
involvement (0 = control, 1 = high) influenced choice difficulty through communal rela-
tionship, we conducted a bootstrapping analysis for moderated mediation (Process Model
8; [56]. The analysis showed that the two-way interaction was mediated by communal
relationship as the 95% confidence interval (CI) for the higher-order interaction did not
include zero (ab = −0.65, SE = 0.27, 95% CI [−1.2661, −0.1916]), supporting Hypothesis 2.
Further analyses revealed that, as predicted, among participants primed with high cause
involvement, the mediation through communal relationship was negative and significant
(ab = −0.49, SE = 0.19, 95% CI (−0.9178, −0.1526)), indicating that a larger assortment
increased communal relationship and consequently decreased choice difficulty. In the
control-involvement condition, however, mediation through communal relationship was
not significant (ab = 0.16, SE = 0.17, 95% CI (−0.1393, 0.5297)).
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Figure 3. Role of assortment size and cause involvement on choice difficulty (Study 2).

5.3. Discussion

These results further support the interaction effect of assortment size and cause
involvement on the perceived difficulty in the context of social enterprise. More importantly,
these results offer insight into the process via communal relationship through which
assortment size and cause involvement jointly affect decision difficulty. In particular, we
reveal that a large (vs. small) choice set decreases choice difficulty when individuals have
high cause involvement because they establish a stronger communal relationship with the
company. While not central to our model, we found a null effect of assortment size on
evaluation difficulty among control participants. Since the control participants read an
article about social enterprises and why they address social causes, the less-involved may
have developed a moderate, not low, level of cause involvement after becoming familiar
with the topic. A moderate level of involvement may have attenuated both the negative
and positive effects of assortment size on evaluation difficulty.

We argued that assortment size affects perceptions of the firm’s commitment in a social
cause and consecutively communal relationship. As a post-test, we examined whether
consumers infer that a larger (vs. smaller) assortment signals a greater commitment to
a cause. We recruited participants from Amazon Mechanical Turk (N = 289, 37% female;
Mage = 35.03, SDage = 7.86) who saw the stimuli in Study 2 and reported to what extent
they perceived the social enterprise was committed to a given cause (M = 5.36, SD = 1.21,
α = 0.95; see Appendix A). As predicted, participants in the large (vs. small) assortment
condition felt a greater commitment of the firm (Mlarge = 5.52, SD = 1.12 vs. Msmall = 5.19,
SD = 1.28; F(1, 287) = 5.15, p = 0.02).

6. Study 3

The objective of Study 3 is to examine the influence of assortment size on actual
behavior among individuals high in cause involvement to enhance the external validity
of our effect. We obtained data from Kickstarter.com (accessed on 4 November 2020), a
leading reward-based crowdfunding platform that enables project backers to pledge money
to support the development of projects. Project backers tend to pledge money to a project
when it is essential to larger society [60,61]. Thus, they can be considered individuals
high in cause involvement. Usually, project creators provide pledge options varying in
fundraising amount and reward for the financial support. By examining the number of

Kickstarter.com
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pledge options and the total funds pledged by project backers, we seek to examine whether
assortment size positively affects pledging behavior to a social enterprise among consumers
with high cause involvement. We predict that when a project is offered by an owner that
has a social mission (i.e., social project), increasing assortment size will lead to an increase
in funds from backers.

6.1. Data

We collected data on 100 Kickstarter projects whose products were in the fashion
category (e.g., clothing, shoes). We first set a goal of including a sufficient number of
social enterprises (at least 50) and performed a search using keywords, such as “give
back” and “sustainable,” that would capture the product owners’ social missions. We
found 54 projects associated with social missions. The other 46 projects resulted from
a search for “clothing” in the fashion category. To verify the search results, two coders
reviewed each project description and judged whether the project had a social mission
(see Appendix C for detailed coding procedures). During their review, we did not provide
the two coders with information about fundraising performance (e.g., amount of funds
raised). We reconciled disagreements between the two coders through discussions. Of
the 100 projects, we classified 53 as projects with a social mission (i.e., social project) and
47 as projects without (i.e., nonsocial project). All were finished projects at the time of data
collection, which was November 2020.

We assessed assortment size using the number of pledge options (min = 1, max = 40;
M = 9.42, SD = 7.34) and pledging behavior using the funds pledged (min = 0, max = 400,917;
M = USD 16,973, SD = USD 48,744). The number of pledge options was not different be-
tween social versus nonsocial projects (Msocial = 9.17, SD = 7.98 vs. Mnon-social = 9.70,
SD = 6.63; F(1, 98) = 0.13, p = 0.72).

6.2. Results and Discussion

Because the number of pledges was a continuous variable, we analyzed the data
following Aiken and West [53]. We first applied the log transformation of funds to reduce
skewness [62]. After that, we ran a regression with log-transformed funds pledged as
the dependent variable and the number of pledge options (mean-centered), project goal
(0 = nonsocial, 1 = social), and their interaction as independent variables. Regression
analysis revealed a main effect of the project goal, such that social (vs. nonsocial) projects
increased funds pledged (B = −0.90, SE = 0.18, t = −04.90, p < 0.001). More importantly, this
main effect was qualified by a significant interaction (B = 0.11, SE = 0.02, t = 4.24, p < 0.001).
We did not find the main effect of the number of pledge options (B = 0.02, SE = 0.02, t = 1.07,
p = 0.28). As predicted, simple slope analyses showed that when a project had a social goal,
the higher number of pledge options led to an increase in funds pledged (B = 0.13, SE = 0.01,
t = 8.26, p < 0.001). When a project did not have a social goal, however, the number of
pledge options did not affect funds pledged (B = 0.02, SE = 0.02, t = 1.07, p = 0.28).

The results of Study 3 corroborate our prior findings. Specifically, we demonstrate
that the effects of assortment size in the social enterprise context obtained in our previous
studies arise in the real world: when a Kickstarter project had a social goal, backers were
more likely to pledge money as the number of pledge options increased.

7. Conclusions

Social enterprises drastically improve the lives of people in need while making money
by applying a business solution to social problems. To do so, they often rely on a strategy
of product proliferation, which aims to broaden consumer segments; yet, research on
consumer response to assortment size in the domain of social enterprise is scarce. With the
present research, we consider the decision difficulty that consumers experience when con-
fronted with choice sets from social enterprises and examine the joint effect of assortment
size and cause involvement on decision difficulty.
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7.1. Theoretical Contributions

The present research contributes to the literature in three significant ways. First, it
adds to the social enterprise literature by addressing a considerable strategic decision
that retailers must make. Scant research has examined how the marketing mix of social
enterprises affects consumer response, rather than focusing on its impact on organizational
performance [27,63]. Given that social enterprises have offerings and target customers of a
different nature from traditional organizations [12,26,64], it is important to understand how
their marketing strategies affect their target customers’ responses. Furthermore, existing
research on social enterprise marketing has mainly been focused on the role of promotional
activities [12,65,66] or pricing [67–69]. To fill this gap, in our research we examine how the
product line strategy of social enterprises affects its target customers (i.e., consumers with
high cause involvement).

Second, to our knowledge, we offer the first empirical examination of the relationship
between assortment size and the consumer’s values (i.e., cause involvement). Prior research
has suggested that consumers feel greater decision difficulty when confronted with large
(vs. small) choice sets because individuals devote more comparison and cognitive effort
to their decision-making [10,11]. This choice difficulty, however, has been shown to be
mitigated or weakened when the focus on comparing individual options or choosing a
specific option is shifted to a different goal [48,49]. We extend this literature by showing
that when consumers consider a social cause to be important, large (vs. small) choice sets
decrease decision difficulty. Thus, we confirm that choice overload can be reversed, and
cause involvement can determine the effectiveness of a firm’s product line strategy.

Last, whereas prior research has explored the role of communal relationships in
consumer response to corporate philanthropy [35,45,46], we contribute by identifying
assortment size as a determinant of perceptions of communal relationship. Building on
consumer-company identification theory [40,41], our results suggest that more-involved
consumers identify with a company when it offers extensive assortments because it seems
they share values and the goal of supporting social causes. This identification leads
consumers to develop a communal relationship with the company, and they focus on
helping it rather than choosing the optimal product.

7.2. Managerial Implications

This research provides significant implications in retail management for social enter-
prises and marketers using cause-related marketing. It is essential for social enterprises
to communicate their mission in a manner that is acceptable and appealing to target
consumers [70], especially those interested in social causes. Addressing the challenge
of managing attractive assortments, we offer guidance regarding when consumers view
large assortments as appealing. First, our findings show more-involved consumers form a
communal relationship with social enterprises that manage many products contributing
to a cause, and this relationship decreases the difficulty of choosing from many options.
Hence, when targeting highly involved consumers, social enterprise should offer extensive
assortments and emphasize their efforts and/or capacity to carry them.

Furthermore, retailers can manage assortments by changing their perceived size,
meaning large resources are not necessarily required. Many social enterprises have limited
resources as they pursue dual goals [71,72]; thus, strategies that require large company
resources may not be feasible. Retailers can increase perception of variety by changing
the display of options [73,74], organization of the assortment [75], and grouping options
into different categories to highlight their differences [76]. Increasing the perceived assort-
ment size without increasing the number of options may help social enterprises build a
communal relationship with target consumers.
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7.3. Directions for Future Research

The current research provides opportunities for future research. First, it would be
interesting to examine different types of involvement, such as involvement in a product
category or decision-making. Consumers involved in a product category may identify with
a for-profit company, viewing it as a friend when it provides many products and shows
commitment to the product category. Meanwhile, this identification may not occur among
consumers involved in decision-making, because such consumers do not necessarily view
a product or cause as personally relevant. Further research could generate more insights
regarding the role of involvement in reversing the choice overload effect.

Future research may also extend the current findings by exploring how consumers
perceive the motivations of social enterprises. Communicating a genuine interest in so-
cial causes is essential because consumers skeptical of stated altruistic motivations may
negatively view social enterprises. While the number of products related to a cause can
communicate a company’s genuine interest, merely increasing their number and not con-
tributing to the cause can backfire, instead, signaling greed and leading to adverse effects
in consumer response [63]. Hence, future research should examine how firms can manage
assortment size to maximize its positive impact.
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Appendix A. Measures

Table A1. Measures in studies.

MEASURES STUDIES
Cause Involvement (1 = strongly disagree and 7 (9 in Study 2) = strongly agree)
• Supporting social enterprises is very important for me.
• Supporting social enterprises is personally relevant to me.
• Supporting social enterprises means a lot to me.
• Supporting social enterprises does matter a great deal to me.

STUDIES
1 & 2

Assortment Size Manipulation Check Questions
• I felt that . . . 1 = I had too few options, 7 = I had too many options

STUDIES
1 & 2

Evaluation Difficulty (1 = not at all, 7 = extremely)
• It was hard for me to evaluate the company’s offerings.

STUDY 1

Choice Difficulty (1 = not at all, 7 = extremely)
• It was easy to find a t-shirt that matches my preference from this company.

STUDY 2

Communal Relationship (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree)
• I believe I should go out of my way to help this social enterprise.
• I will feel sad if this social enterprise closes.

STUDY 2

Firm’s Commitment (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree)
• This company can improve the lives of women in East Africa.
• This company can improve the social status of women in East Africa.
• This company can help women in East Africa move up in society.
• This company can offer women in East Africa hope for a better future.
• This company can help women in East Africa have a better life.

POST-TEST
IN STUDY 2
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Appendix B. Cause Involvement Manipulation (Study 2)

Appendix B.1. High Involvement Condition

A social enterprise is an organization that applies commercial strategies to maximize
improvements in financial, social, and environmental well-being—this may include maxi-
mizing social impact alongside profits for co-owners. Social enterprises have both business
goals and social goals. As a result, their social goals are embedded in their objective, which
differentiates them from other organizations and corporations. A social enterprise’s main
purpose is to promote, encourage, and make social change. Social enterprises are businesses
created to further a social purpose in a financially sustainable way. Social enterprises can
provide income generation opportunities that meet the basic needs of people who live in
poverty. They are sustainable and earned income from sales is reinvested in their mission.
They do not depend on philanthropy and can sustain themselves over the long term. Their
models can be expanded or replicated to other communities to generate more impact.

Thus, social enterprises bring the self-sufficiency of for-profit businesses and the
incentives of market forces to bear on global social problems in a way that neither pure
capitalism nor pure charity has been able to match. There is a great deal of interest in the
social enterprise today because this approach offers a new—and possibly more sustainable—
path for us to address the world’s most pressing challenges. These social enterprises deliver
benefits in a self-sustaining way by using their revenues to finance activities that generate
social benefit. They can also scale to benefit large numbers of people by incentivizing
other players in the value chain and receiving financing from a mix of sources, including
consumers, franchisees, patent capital funds like Tandem, and commercial sources.

(source: Barone [57]; Wikipedia [58]).
According to the article, why do we observe the rise of social enterprises?
According to the article, what are the goals of the social enterprises?

Appendix B.2. Control Involvement Condition

The idea of a social enterprise as a distinct concept first developed in the late 1970s
in the UK as an alternative commercial organizational model to private businesses, co-
operatives, and public enterprise. The term “social enterprise” has a mixed and contested
heritage due to its philanthropic roots in the United States, and cooperative roots in the
United Kingdom, European Union, and Asia.

The first international social-enterprise journal was established in 2005 by Social En-
terprise London (with support from the London Development Association). The Social
Enterprise Journal has been followed by the Journal of Social Entrepreneurship, and cover-
age of issues pertaining to the social economy and social enterprise are also covered by the
Journal of Co-operative Studies and by the Annals of Co-operative and Public Economics.
The European Social Enterprise Research Network (EMES) and the Co-operative Research
Unit (CRU) at the Open University have also published research into social enterprise. The
Skoll World Forum, organized jointly by Oxford and Duke universities, brings together
researchers and practitioners from across the globe.

(source: Barone [57]; Wikipedia [58]).
According to the article, in which country was the distinct concept of social enterprise

developed?
According to the article, which two organizations jointly created the Skoll World

Forum?

Appendix C. Coding Process (Study 3)

We first selected 100 crowdfunding projects in the fashion category on Kickstarter.com
(accessed on 4 November 2020). For each project, a research assistant copied the description
of the project, fundraising goal, amount of funds raised, number of reward options, number
of backers, currency, and the webpage address. Two coders read the descriptions of the
100 organizations and determined if each organization could be categorized as a social
enterprise. They coded an organization as a social enterprise if the project owner explicitly

Kickstarter.com
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mentioned that the organization had a mission to contribute to social welfare and described
how the organization was contributing to the social mission. To illustrate, organizations
categorized as social enterprises included an organization that donated 25% of its profits
to a partnering nonprofit that provided skills training for recovering addicts. Among the
100 projects, 53 were categorized as social enterprises.
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