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Abstract In recent years, entrepreneurs have in-

creasingly turned to crowdfunding, a new form of

entrepreneurial finance, to fund projects. Whilst

research has shown that signals originating from

the entrepreneur and project can affect the outcome

of crowdfunding, how different signals work to-

gether under different signalling environments re-

mains underexplored. Drawing on signalling theory,

we examine how signals of entrepreneurs’ credibil-

ity (success, failure, backer and industry experi-

ence) and project quality (preparedness and third-

party endorsements) produce crowdfunding success

in different signalling environments. We collected a

unique dataset with matched projects listed on both

Kickstarter and Indiegogo, but with different

funding models, to represent two distinct signalling

environments. Results based on qualitative compar-

ative analysis (QCA) identify two distinct signal-

ling patterns that show entrepreneur’s credibility

and project quality signals can complement each

other to produce crowdfunding success. In an envi-

ronment with less uncertainty, entrepreneur’s cred-

ibility in terms of crowdfunding experience can

also compensate absent project quality to produce

crowdfunding success. In an environment with

higher uncertainty, entrepreneur’s credibility and

project quality need to be both present to establish

the necessary legitimacy for crowdfunding to be

successful. Furthermore, by integrating positive

(i.e. success) and negative (i.e. failure) signals, we

demonstrate how signal incongruence can enhance

crowdfunding success.

Plain English Summary Failure experience is an im-

portant signal in achieving crowdfunding success, but

its effectiveness depends on other signals as well as the

signalling environment. Our study shows how

crowdfunding success can be achieved in multiple ways

and that the path to success depends on the funding

model of the platform used. For entrepreneurs to dem-

onstrate credibility, backer experience and project pre-

paredness are important. Both are under the control of

the entrepreneur and well worth considering investing

effort into. Importantly, the study also shows that dem-

onstrating failure experience is important in achieving

crowdfunding success. Failure experience can either

replace the lack of prior success experience by demon-

strating a track record of learning or it can enhance prior

success experience by producing a more realistic picture

of the entrepreneurs. Thus, the study offers practical

implications for entrepreneurs on how to use different
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signals to increase the likelihood of success in reward-

based crowdfunding.

Keywords Crowdfunding . Signalling theory .

Qualitative comparative analysis (QCA) . Kickstarter .

Indiegogo . Entrepreneurial Finance
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1 Introduction

Crowdfunding is a new form of entrepreneurial finance

that has attracted increasing attention in recent years

(Block et al., 2018). It allows entrepreneurs to draw on

small contributions of funds from large numbers of

individuals (the crowd) using internet platforms to fund

their projects or support a particular goal (Mollick,

2014; Ahlers et al., 2015). Why do some crowdfunding

projects receive support whilst others do not? To answer

this question, researchers have explored and identified a

wide range of factors that can affect crowdfunding suc-

cess (for recent reviews, see Mochkabadi & Volkmann,

2020; Colombo, 2020). For example, research has

shown that entrepreneurs’ social capital (Mollick,

2014; Colombo et al., 2015; Vismara, 2016; Butticè

et al., 2017), human capital (Ahlers et al., 2015;

Courtney et al., 2017; Piva & Rossi-Lamastra, 2018),

narcissism (Bollaert et al., 2020) and narrative styles

(Cappa et al., 2020) all impact the outcome of

crowdfunding.

Extensive research in entrepreneurial finance has

therefore applied signalling theory to understand how

entrepreneurs might leverage different signals to estab-

lish legitimacy for their entrepreneurial endeavours

(Colombo, 2020; Mochkabadi & Volkmann, 2020). In

the context of crowdfunding, the literature suggests

entrepreneurs can establish legitimacy for a

crowdfunding project through leveraging their credibil-

ity and the project’s quality. Research has found that

entrepreneurs’ credibility (particularly their previous

crowdfunding experience) provides signalling benefits

that enhance legitimacy and, in turn, increase chances of

crowdfunding success (Zvilichovsky et al., 2015;

Courtney et al., 2017; Davies & Giovannetti, 2018).

The reason is that crowdfunding experience demon-

strates knowledge and credibility of entrepreneurs in

crowdfunding, generating legitimacy spillovers having

the potential to affect subsequent crowdfunding

endeavours (Soublière & Gehman, 2020). Studies have

also found that signals of project quality can enhance the

likelihood of crowdfunding success because they dem-

onstrate the viability of the project (Mollick, 2014;

Courtney et al., 2017), thus further establishing legiti-

macy for the endeavour. Taken together, previous stud-

ies have generated useful insights into the role of indi-

vidual signals for crowdfunding success.

Increasing research has highlighted that it is also

important to examine combinations of signals or signal

sets (Drover et al., 2018). The reason being that multiple

signals often operate at the same time (Connelly et al.,

2011; Courtney et al., 2017; Drover et al., 2018) and the

effectiveness of one signal can depend on another

(Plummer et al., 2016). We believe that, first, individual

signals might complement each other to enhance the

signalling effect (e.g. additive effect). Supporting this

view, Colombo et al. (2019), identify, in their IPO based

research, that firms’ affiliation with different parties

signals their quality in different domains. More impor-

tantly, they show that multiple signals, conveying dif-

ferent information from one another, can be additive in

creating more positive outcomes concerning IPO valu-

ation. Second, the presence of some signals might com-

pensate for the absence of others. For example, if

crowdfunding experience is important for the success

of a new project (Courtney et al., 2017), entrepreneurs

who lack such experience might need to rely on other

signals to compensate for their lack of credibility. Third,

the different signals (e.g. success and failure experience)

might compete with each other (Steigenberger &

Wilhelm, 2018). Whilst researchers have devoted in-

creasing attention to the role of multiple signals in the

signalling process, our understanding of how the inter-

plays of multiple signals (e.g. complement, compensate

and/or compete with each other) influence the outcome

of crowdfunding remains limited.

The signalling literature has highlighted that the value

of signals depends on the signalling environment (Janney

& Folta, 2006; Connelly et al., 2011; Colombo, 2020).

Extant research on entrepreneurial finance in general and

crowdfunding in particular, however, has devoted limited

attention to the role of signalling environments in the

signalling process. In particular, for reward-based

crowdfunding where the crowd can receive non-

monetary rewards by contributing a small amount of

money to a project (Bi et al., 2017), the majority of

studies focus on one environment only. Some studies

focus on the crowdfunding platform Kickstarter
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(Mollick, 2014; Butticè et al., 2017; Courtney et al.,

2017; Davies & Giovannetti, 2018), whilst others focus

on the platform Indiegogo (Lagazio & Querci, 2018;

Cumming et al., 2019). As a result, we know little about

whether and how the effectiveness of signals for

crowdfunding success might depend on the signalling

environments in which the signalling takes place. To

get a better understanding of the signalling environment’s

role, it is crucial to examine the success of the same

crowdfunding projects across different platforms.

Accordingly, this study aims to examine how signals

of entrepreneurs’ credibility and project quality work

together to establish legitimacy and influence

crowdfunding success under different signalling envi-

ronments. To signal entrepreneurs’ credibility, we dis-

tinguish between creator experience, the experience in

creating a project that may lead to success or failure

(Skirnevskiy et al., 2017), and backer experience, the

experience in backing a project of others (Zvilichovsky

et al., 2015). We also include industry experience,

whether the project is launched by entrepreneurs with

relevant industry experience, as a signal for entrepre-

neurs’ credibility because relevant industry experience

might lead to a better understanding of the problems and

needs of customers (Delmar & Shane, 2006; Kotha &

George, 2012). To signal project quality, we distinguish

between project preparedness (Mollick, 2014; Bi et al.,

2017; Courtney et al., 2017) and third-party endorse-

ments (Calic & Mosakowski, 2016). Project prepared-

ness concerns the extent of efforts devoted by entrepre-

neurs on the campaign page as represented through the

use of videos, images and texts (Colombo et al., 2015;

Calic & Mosakowski, 2016). Third-party endorsement

concerns whether the project is endorsed by indepen-

dent third parties such as media websites, blogs and

newspapers (Calic & Mosakowski, 2016).

To achieve our research aim, we adopt a configura-

tional approach using qualitative comparative analysis

(QCA). More specifically, we explore how signals of

entrepreneurs’ credibility (success, failure, backer and

industry experience) and project quality (preparedness

and third-party endorsements) work together to produce

crowdfunding success under two distinct signalling

environments—Kickstarter and Indiegogo. It is impor-

tant to note that the signals of entrepreneurs’ credibility

cover the domains of both crowdfunding experience and

business experience. Following Furnari et al. (2020), we

adopt their model of configurational theorising

consisting of a three-stage iterative process: scoping,

linking and naming. Scoping identifies how relevant

signals may form configurations, linking focuses on

how the signals connect with one another, whilst nam-

ing involves labelling the individual configurations to

identify their overarching, higher-level themes.

The entrepreneurial finance market includes a range

of different crowdfunding platforms (Bessière et al.,

2020; Wallmeroth et al., 2018). We focus on reward-

based crowdfunding, an important form of entrepreneur-

ial finance, for three reasons. First, in contrast to equity-

based crowdfunding where entrepreneurs sell a certain

amount of equity to raise finance (Block et al., 2018),

reward-based crowdfunding allows entrepreneurs to

raise finance through offering a product or service as a

reward. Hence, reward-based crowdfunding provides

entrepreneurs with the opportunity to test the market

and receive feedback (Viotto da Cruz, 2018). Second,

the scale of reward-based crowdfunding is much higher

than equity-based crowdfunding based on the number of

projects launched and funded. Indeed, over 194,000

campaigns have been funded on the reward-based

crowdfunding platform Kickstarter since it was

launched in 2009 (Kickstarter, 2020). By contrast,

around 1200 businesses have been funded on the

equity-based crowdfunding platform Crowdcube since

it was launched in 2011 (Crowdcube, 2020). Third,

reward-based crowdfunding is likely to be more acces-

sible than equity-based crowdfunding because the for-

mer is not limited to firms, meaning individual entre-

preneurs can also use reward-based crowdfunding to

raise finance.

We collected a unique dataset with 62 matched pro-

jects, listed on both Kickstarter and Indiegogo, but using

different funding models such that Kickstarter projects

use an all-or-nothing funding model and Indiegogo

projects employ a keep-it-all funding model. The two

platforms represent distinct signalling environment as

they entail different levels of uncertainty for the crowd

to back a project. For example, the crowd might per-

ceive Kickstarter projects as being less risky than

Indiegogo projects because the latter might be

underfunded and have a higher chance of failure

(Cumming et al., 2019). Our results identify two distinct

signalling patterns that show that (a) entrepreneur’s

credibility and project quality signals can complement

each other to produce crowdfunding success and (b) the

presence of credibility can compensate lack of project

quality. Specifically, in an environment with less uncer-

tainty, entrepreneur’s credibility in terms of

Signalling entrepreneurs’ credibility and project quality for crowdfunding success: cases from the...



crowdfunding experience can compensate absent pro-

ject quality to produce crowdfunding success. In an

environment with higher uncertainty, entrepreneur’s

credibility and project quality need to be both present

to establish the necessary legitimacy for crowdfunding

to be successful.

Our study contributes to the literature in several

ways. First, it expands research on the entrepreneurial

finance context of reward-based crowdfunding by

showing how crowdfunding success results from the

interplay of different signals (Colombo, 2020). We un-

cover that different signals can complement each other

to produce crowdfunding success, and the presence of

certain signals (e.g. credibility) can compensate for the

absence of others (e.g. project quality). We not only

identify multiple configurations that can produce the

same outcome but also summarise them into two over-

arching patterns explaining the complex phenomenon of

crowdfunding success in a more meaningful way

(Furnari et al., 2020). This also constitutes a methodo-

logical contribution as we illustrate the use of QCA in

crowdfunding research to encourage other scholars to

apply it.

Second, contrary to previous research, our findings

suggest that the signal of failure experience will not nec-

essarily hamper crowdfunding success. The signal of fail-

ure experience can either substitute for lack of prior success

experience or complement existing success experience to

produce a more realistic picture of the entrepreneurs. This

implies that examining individual failure and success sig-

nals in isolation may conceal their actual effect on the

outcome of crowdfunding. This finding addresses recent

calls to integrate positive and negative signals in

crowdfunding studies to advance our understanding of

how signal incongruence can enhance crowdfunding suc-

cess (Colombo, 2020; Drover et al., 2018).

Third, in response to calls to consider the role of sig-

nalling environment in the signalling process (Connelly

et al., 2011), we provide evidence showing how the effec-

tiveness of signals for crowdfunding success is contingent

on the signalling environment by using a unique dataset

with matched projects listed on two platforms using dif-

ferent funding models. Additionally, our study expands

crowdfunding research by showing how crowdfunding

success can be achieved in multiple ways based on a

configurational approach (Ragin, 2008). Lastly, our find-

ings offer practical implications for entrepreneurs on how

to leverage different signals to enhance the likelihood of

crowdfunding success.

The rest of this paper is structured as follows. First,

we review relevant literature and set out our research

propositions. Then we present the research method and

our empirical findings. We conclude by discussing our

empirical findings and outlining the contributions, lim-

itations and directions for future research.

2 Theoretical framework

Crowdfunding, as one important setting of entrepreneur-

ial finance (Block et al., 2018), is characterised by infor-

mation asymmetry and uncertainty (Courtney et al.,

2017; Davies & Giovannetti, 2018). Entrepreneurs

launching crowdfunding projects possess more informa-

tion about the prospect of the project compared to poten-

tial project backers (the crowd). Entrepreneurs also pos-

sess private information about their skills and capabilities

not observable by others (Ghatak et al., 2007). Because

the crowd lacks information about the entrepreneur and

the project, it is difficult for them to make an objective

evaluation of the project. Furthermore, backing a

crowdfunding project entails substantial uncertainty be-

cause the crowd might “get neither promised rewards nor

their money back” (McKenny et al., 2017, p. 297). Con-

sequently, entrepreneurs face the challenge of demon-

strating the legitimacy and potential of their projects,

whilst the crowd faces the challenge of assessing the real

potential of projects to support.

Based on signalling theory (Spence, 1973), one so-

lution that reduces information asymmetry in

crowdfunding is for the better-informed party, entrepre-

neurs, to provide signals to the less informed party, the

crowd. The reason is that signals can demonstrate un-

observable characteristics and establish legitimacy in

the situation of information asymmetry (Kirmani &

Rao, 2000; Frydrych et al., 2014). Crowdfunding is,

however, a high-noise environment requiring specific

bundles of signals or signal sets to effectively attract a

prospective investor’s attention (Steigenberger &

Wilhelm, 2018; Drover et al., 2018). In the opaque

context of crowdfunding, effectively transmitting the

most relevant information is particularly challenging

because entrepreneurs need to draw potential investors’

attention to specific signal sets that convey legitimacy

amongst the muchwider range of signals that exist in the

environment (Colombo, 2020). The crowd, as prospec-

tive investors, typically assess two attributes of legiti-

macy as a basis for their decision to back a project: the

S. Huang et al.



quality of a project (Ahlers et al., 2015) and the credi-

bility of the entrepreneur (Courtney et al., 2017).

Entrepreneurs therefore rely on observable signals

through their experience in crowdfunding and the char-

acteristics of projects to demonstrate their credibility in

crowdfunding as well as the viability of their projects.

Evidence suggests signals of entrepreneurs’ credibility

can enhance the likelihood of crowdfunding success

(Zvilichovsky et al., 2015; Courtney et al., 2017;

Davies & Giovannetti, 2018). Studies have also found

that signals of project quality contribute to

crowdfunding success (Mollick, 2014; Ahlers et al.,

2015; Bi et al., 2017; Lagazio & Querci, 2018).

However, these two different signal sets have mostly

been researched in isolation and their combined effec-

tiveness on crowdfunding success is still not well un-

derstood (Colombo, 2020). A comprehensive under-

standing of each of the two signal sets, how they com-

plement or substitute for each other and under what

conditions they complement or substitute each other, is

therefore still missing.

2.1 Signalling credibility and project quality

for crowdfunding success: scoping the framework

for analysis

2.1.1 Signals of entrepreneurs’ credibility

Research in traditional entrepreneurial finance settings

(e.g. angel finance and venture capital) has highlighted

the importance of entrepreneurs’ experience for gaining

finance (Cope et al., 2004; Zhang, 2011;Mitteness et al.,

2012). In the context of reward-based crowdfunding, we

argue that previous crowdfunding experience of entre-

preneurs signals their knowledge and credibility in

crowdfunding, generating legitimacy. Crowdfunding

experience includes creator experience (experience in

creating a crowdfunding project) and backer experience

(experience in backing others’ projects) (Zvilichovsky

et al., 2015). Since many crowdfunding projects fail to

meet the funding goal (Skirnevskiy et al., 2017), we thus

distinguish success experience from failure experience

in creating a project. We also argue that previous indus-

try experience of entrepreneurs represents another

source of credibility because it allows entrepreneurs to

better understand the problems, needs and expectations

of customers within a specific industry (Delmar &

Shane, 2006; Behrens et al., 2012). We now discuss

how the signals of entrepreneurs’ crowdfunding

experience and industry experience influence the out-

come of crowdfunding.

Success experience Research in human capital suggests

experience is an effective way to acquire task-related hu-

man capital (Unger et al., 2011). Previous success experi-

ence in creating a crowdfunding project demonstrates the

knowledge and skills of entrepreneurs in crowdfunding

(Courtney et al., 2017). As such, new projects launched

by entrepreneurs who have had success experience might

attract more support from the crowd. That is, the previous

success experience will likely breed even more success in

subsequent new projects. Supporting our view, research in

entrepreneurial finance has shown that experienced entre-

preneurs have a higher chance of raising venture capital

than novice entrepreneurs (Zhang, 2011). Within the

crowdfunding context, evidence suggests the success ex-

perience of entrepreneurs positively influence the likeli-

hood of crowdfunding success in new projects (Courtney

et al., 2017).

Success experience also represents a source of cred-

ibility for the entrepreneurs. The perceived credibility is

valuable, especially in a situation of information asym-

metry such as crowdfunding, because it allows entre-

preneurs to gain trust from the crowd (Wehnert et al.,

2019). As such, the crowd might perceive new projects

launched by entrepreneurs who have success experience

as more credible and trustworthy. Such projects can thus

attract more support from the crowd and have a higher

chance of success. It should be noted that success expe-

rience also signals a potential source of internal social

capital, referred to as “digital social links with other

individuals active on the same platform” (Butticè

et al., 2017, p. 184) that entrepreneurs can tap into. For

example, entrepreneurs can leverage internal social cap-

ital through promoting new projects to backers of pre-

vious successful campaigns (Skirnevskiy et al., 2017;

Butticè et al., 2017).

Failure experience The crowd might perceive previous

failure experience in different ways. On the one hand,

the crowdmight perceive failure experience as a liability

as it implies entrepreneurs’ lack of skills and capabilities

(Gaskill et al., 1993), as well as lack of quality in

previous projects. When failure experience is perceived

in this way, the crowd might discount the likelihood of

crowdfunding success for projects launched by entre-

preneurs who have previously failed. Empirical findings

on the discounting effect of failure experience in
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obtaining entrepreneurial finance are inconclusive.

Zunino (2018), for example, found that investors dis-

count entrepreneurs who have failure experience when

signals of entrepreneurial skills are also absent. By

contrast, Cope et al. (2004) found that the decisions of

investors are not significantly influenced by entrepre-

neurs’ failure experience as failure experience might be

offset by a higher quality venture concept.

On the other hand, the crowd might perceive failure

experience as a source of knowledge and learning that

might contribute to the outcome of new projects. From

the notion of learning-by-doing (Cope & Watts, 2000),

the experience in creating a crowdfunding project al-

lows entrepreneurs to gain knowledge and skills in

crowdfunding. Furthermore, the literature on entrepre-

neurial failure suggests the experience of venture failure

can trigger learning of entrepreneurs about the business

and themselves (Cope, 2011; Mueller & Shepherd,

2014). The learning from failure experience in turn

helps increase entrepreneurs’ level of preparedness for

future entrepreneurial endeavours. Following this view,

we reason that learning from previous failure experience

as well as the knowledge and skills developed will likely

enhance the chance of success in new projects.

Backer experience In contrast to other forms of entre-

preneurial finance where entrepreneurs mainly seek fi-

nancing from potential investors (Wright, 2017), entre-

preneurs can play two distinct roles in crowdfunding

(Zvilichovsky et al., 2015; Davies & Giovannetti,

2018). They can be project creators who seek contribu-

tions from the crowd or project funders who provide

support for projects of others. Backer experience might

influence the likelihood of crowdfunding success be-

cause it can serve as a signal of mutual identification.

That is, backing projects of others allows entrepreneurs

to develop a shared identity with other backers in the

virtual community (Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998). Mutual

identification might induce individuals in the virtual

community to provide support for entrepreneurs who

have backer experience (Aaker & Akutsu, 2009;

Kromidha & Robson, 2016). Individuals, for example,

might support the project by providing funding or pro-

moting the project to raise its visibility.

Beyond the signalling benefits from mutual identifi-

cation, backer experience also demonstrates a source of

vicarious learning (Kim & Miner, 2007). Backing the

project of others might allow entrepreneurs to learn and

identify good practices that can be adopted in their

crowdfunding projects. Furthermore, experience in

backing others’ projects might induce reciprocity from

other entrepreneurs. Because of the feeling of mutual

obligation (Coleman, 1988), for example, other entre-

preneurs in the virtual community might contribute

funds to the project or promote the project among their

circles (Butticè et al., 2017). Therefore, we believe the

signal of backer experience will contribute to the out-

come of crowdfunding. Indeed, evidence suggests the

number of projects backed by entrepreneurs positively

enhances the likelihood of crowdfunding success

(Davies & Giovannetti, 2018).

Industry experience The signal of industry experience

concerns whether entrepreneurs have relevant industry

experience concerning the crowdfunding project. It is

likely to influence the outcome of crowdfunding in two

ways. First, the industry experience of entrepreneurs

determines the project potential in addressing customer

needs. Specifically, projects developed based on entre-

preneurs’ relevant industry experience are likely to have

higher quality in addressing the needs of customers than

those launched by entrepreneurs without relevant indus-

try experience. The reason being that relevant industry

expertise allows entrepreneurs to better understand the

problems, needs and expectations of customers within a

specific industry (Delmar & Shane, 2006; Behrens et al.,

2012; Kotha & George, 2012). Indeed, ventures devel-

oped by entrepreneurs with relevant industry experience

tend to outperform those launched by entrepreneurs

without such experience (Siegel et al., 1993; Lerner &

Almor, 2002).

Second, the industry experience of entrepreneurs can

also reduce the risk of project fulfilment. The relevant

industry experience allows entrepreneurs to develop a

deep understanding of how the industry works (Dimov,

2010; Kotha & George, 2012), as well as how to fore-

cast and navigate the resources and tasks required in

managing a project (Cassar, 2006). It can thus contribute

to the fulfilment of the crowdfunding project. Industry

experience also implies entrepreneurs can leverage

established relationships with suppliers and key

stakeholders in the industry. As Delmar and Shane

(2006, p. 223) noted, “social ties to suppliers and dis-

tributors are created over time through activity in an

industry”. The established relationships are invaluable

in gaining support and commitment from suppliers and

distributors that in turn can contribute to the fulfilment

of the project.
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In short, we argue that success experience, failure

experience, backer experience and industry experience

can contribute to the outcome of crowdfunding because

they signal the credibility of entrepreneurs. The former

three experiences relate to tasks in the crowdfunding

domain and industry experience relates to tasks in the

business domain.

2.1.2 Signals of project quality

Research in crowdfunding has shown that project pre-

paredness and third-party endorsement are project qual-

ity signals that can contribute to crowdfunding success

(Mollick, 2014; Calic & Mosakowski, 2016; Courtney

et al., 2017). We now discuss how project preparedness

and third-party endorsements might influence the like-

lihood of crowdfunding success.

Project preparedness The signal of project prepared-

ness concerns the extent of efforts devoted by entrepre-

neurs on the campaign page as represented through the

use of videos, images and texts (Colombo et al., 2015;

Calic & Mosakowski, 2016). Research suggests pre-

paredness in business plan presentation is a signal of

venture quality such that high preparedness positively

influences entrepreneurs’ chance of receiving funds

from investors (Chen et al., 2009). Building on this

view, Mollick (2014) argues that the preparedness on

the campaign page signals the underlying quality of a

crowdfunding project that in turn can influence the

outcome of crowdfunding. Indeed, studies have found

that project preparedness as shown through the use of

videos, images and texts provides signalling benefits

that can enhance the likelihood of crowdfunding success

(Mollick, 2014; Courtney et al., 2017; Lagazio &

Querci, 2018). The reason being that they can demon-

strate unobservable project quality and help reduce in-

formation asymmetry (Kunz et al., 2017).

The use of videos, images and text can be seen as

“costless” signals, because they can be potentially pro-

vided by both high- and low-quality projects (see

Steigenberger & Wilhelm, 2018, or Di Pietro et al.,

2020), as compared to costly signals of past success that

may be more difficult to obtain. Yet emerging evidence

has shown that the use of costless signals is also valu-

able in the crowdfunding context. In particular, evidence

suggests costless signals such as providing detailed

project description on the campaign page (Lagazio &

Querci, 2018) and using positive rhetoric, which

conveys “hope, optimism, resilience, and confidence”

(Anglin et al., 2018, p. 470), can also contribute to

crowdfunding success. We believe videos and images

can influence crowdfunding success for two reasons.

First, the information conveyed through videos and

images “indicates the product’s technical feasibility

and the project’s market readiness that help potential

backers to ascertain the project quality” (Courtney et al.,

2017, p. 270). Second, the information conveyed

through videos and images also indicates that the pro-

jects are more likely to be at a more advanced stage

rather than at early stage, meaning the project are more

“investment ready” (Mason & Harrison, 2004) and

might thus attract more support from the crowd.

Third-party endorsements The signal of third-party en-

dorsements refers to whether the project is endorsed by

independent third parties such as media websites, blogs

and newspapers (Calic &Mosakowski, 2016). Investors

often rely on third-party endorsements to assess the

quality of new ventures and mitigate information gaps

(Massa Saluzzo & Alegre, 2021). Indeed, evidence sug-

gests firms endorsed by prominent exchange partners

are perceived by investors as having better quality and

are more likely to receive investments than firms with-

out such endorsement (Stuart et al., 1999). Similarly, in

crowdfunding contexts, Calic and Mosakowski (2016)

found that third-party endorsements signal project qual-

ity and contribute to the success of crowdfunding.

Endorsements from third parties such as media

websites, blogs and newspapers might influence the out-

come of crowdfunding because the endorsements implic-

itly suggest that independent third parties have assessed the

information concerning the venture and/or its product

(Zuckerman, 1999). Hence, third-party endorsements can

reduce the uncertainty in assessing and backing a

crowdfunding project. Furthermore, third parties can

serve as information intermediaries to convey

information about the crowdfunding project. In line with

this view, Calic and Mosakowski (2016) argue that, be-

yond signalling project quality, third-party endorsements

can also enhance the exposure of crowdfunding projects. It

is fair to expect that exposure from third parties might

attract more people to search for and visit the project page.

Consequently, projects endorsed by third parties can reach

more audiences and thus have a higher chance of success

in raising the funding.

Based on a scoping of the literature, the first stage of

configurational theorising (Furnari et al., 2020), we
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develop an overarching framework (Fig. 1) that entails

relevant signals that might form configurations to influ-

ence crowdfunding success. In particular, we argue that

success experience, failure experience, backer experi-

ence and industry experience form a signal set that can

help to signal entrepreneurs’ credibility. This signal set

entails experiences from crowdfunding and business

domains. In addition, project preparedness and third-

party endorsements form another signal set that can help

to signal project quality. In the next session, we discuss

how the interplay between the two signal sets might

influence crowdfunding success, as well as the role

signalling environments play in the signalling process.

2.2 Developing the propositions: linking the signals

The second stage of configurational theorising is linking

(Furnari et al., 2020). That is, how the different signals

connect with one another should be specified. We de-

velop a set of propositions to outline how the different

signals might work together to influence crowdfunding

success. As discussed earlier, signals of entrepreneurs’

credibility (success, failure, backer and industry experi-

ence) and project quality (preparedness and third-party

endorsements) are likely to influence the outcome of

crowdfunding. Whilst each of these signals might con-

tribute to crowdfunding success in isolation, we argue

that individual signals alone are not sufficient to achieve

crowdfunding success. Since many crowdfunding pro-

jects might be in the early stage of development

(Mollick, 2014), they tend to involve unfinished prod-

ucts or unproven market demand, meaning the crowd

faces substantial uncertainty in selecting and backing a

project. Furthermore, entrepreneurs possess more

information about the prospect of the project as com-

pared to the crowd (Davies & Giovannetti, 2018). We

reason that the signalling effect from one signal alone

might not be strong enough to mitigate the information

asymmetry and uncertainty in backing a project. More-

over, studies have highlighted that multiple signals often

operate at the same time (Connelly et al., 2011;

Plummer et al., 2016; Courtney et al., 2017; Drover

et al., 2018; Bapna, 2019). In line with this view, we

expect crowdfunding success might be a function of

different signals working together. Hence, we posit that:

Proposition 1: Crowdfunding success requires mul-

tiple signals to work together such that the presence

of one signal alone is not sufficient to produce

crowdfunding success.

2.2.1 The interplay of entrepreneurs’ credibility

and project quality for crowdfunding success

Previous studies have provided useful insights about the

signalling effects of entrepreneurs’ credibility and project

quality for crowdfunding success (Mollick, 2014;

Courtney et al., 2017). Nevertheless, they represent only

a partial picture as individual signals are examined in

isolation. As such, the potential interplay between the

different signals in affecting the outcome of crowdfunding

is often ignored. Crowdfunding is a high-noise environ-

ment in which it is difficult to process signals in isolation.

Instead, multiple signals compete with each other

(Steigenberger &Wilhelm, 2018). It is therefore important

to consider the potential interplay among different signals

because multiple signals often operate at the same time

(Connelly et al., 2011; Courtney et al., 2017; Drover et al.,

2018) and the effectiveness of one signal can depend on

another signal (Plummer et al., 2016).

We therefore argue that it is critical to consider entre-

preneurs’ credibility and project quality signals in combi-

nation as they might work together to influence

crowdfunding success in two important ways. On the

one hand, they might complement each other to enhance

crowdfunding process. Because crowdfunding experience

signals entrepreneurs’ credibility (Courtney et al., 2017;

Davies &Giovannetti, 2018) and project quality signal the

viability of the project (Mollick, 2014; Calic &

Mosakowski, 2016), we reason they might reinforce each

other to produce crowdfunding success. Supporting our

view, evidence suggests the value of one signal (e.g.Fig. 1 The framework for analysis
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founders’ managerial experience) is enhanced when an-

other signal (e.g. affiliation with venture development

organisations) is also present (Plummer et al., 2016).

On the other hand, entrepreneurs’ credibility and project

quality signals might substitute for each other to produce

crowdfunding success. Due to the costs involved in the

signalling process (Spence, 1973; Connelly et al., 2011), it

might be too costly for entrepreneurs to leverage both

credibility and quality signals simultaneously. Research

into the investment decisions of venture capital investors

suggests that a high-quality business concept can offset the

failure experience of entrepreneurs (Cope et al., 2004). In

line with this reasoning, we suspect quality enhancing

signals such as preparedness and third-party endorsements

might compensate entrepreneurs’ lack of credibility. Sim-

ilarly, the credibility of entrepreneurs might offset the lack

of quality-enhancing signals. Indeed, previous research has

shown that entrepreneurs’ previous venture experience can

lead to advantages in raising venture capital (Zhang, 2011).

Accordingly, we posit that:

Proposition 2a: Signals of entrepreneurs’ credibility

and project quality can complement each other to

produce crowdfunding success.

Signals of entrepreneurs’ credibility can substitute

absent project quality, and vice versa, to produce

crowdfunding success.

2.2.2 The role of signalling environments

We argue that the effectiveness of signals for

crowdfunding success depends not only on how they

interact with each other but also the signalling environ-

ment. It is fair to expect that, in an environment with more

uncertainty, stronger signals are required to mitigate the

information asymmetry and perceived uncertainty in back-

ing a project. The Indiegogo platform represents a signal-

ling environment with more uncertainty as entrepreneurs

who use a keep-it-all funding model can retain all contri-

butions from the crowd irrespective of the campaign out-

come (Cumming et al., 2019). The crowd might perceive

Indiegogo projects as more risky as their contributions will

be given to entrepreneurs even when the project is

underfunded, which might consequently have a higher

chance of failure in fulfilling the project (Cumming et al.,

2019). Hence, we suspect, under an environment with

more uncertainty (Indiegogo), both credibility and quality

signals are required to produce crowdfunding success.

By contrast, in an environment with less uncertainty,

the signals required tomitigate information asymmetry and

establish legitimacy might be less demanding. The

Kickstarter platform represents a signalling environment

with less uncertainty as entrepreneurs can receive the

contributions only when they meet the targeted funding

goal (Mollick, 2014). When a project is under-funded, the

contributions are returned to the crowd (Colombo et al.,

2015). Since entrepreneurs are likely to pursue a project

only when it is sufficiently funded, such projects should

have a higher chance of success in fulfilling the rewards

(Cumming et al., 2019). Other things being equal, the

uncertainty perceived by the crowd should be lower for

projects that are listed under Kickstarter than those listed

under Indiegogo. We thus believe that, under an environ-

ment with less uncertainty (Kickstarter), the signals of

either credibility or quality might be sufficient to produce

crowdfunding success. Accordingly, we posit that:

Proposition 3a: Under an environment with more

uncertainty, a combination of both entrepreneurs’

credibility and project quality signals are necessary

for crowdfunding success.

Under an environment with less uncertainty, sig-

nals of either entrepreneurs’ credibility and/or pro-

ject quality might be sufficient for crowdfunding

success.

3 Methodology

To answer our research question, as well as to complete the

final stage, naming, of the configurational theorising pro-

cess (Furnari et al., 2020), we first need to conduct the

analysis itself. We use the method of crisp-set qualitative

comparative analysis (QCA) for several reasons. First, this

method is based on a configurational perspective that

allows us to identify configurations of causal conditions

(i.e. signals of entrepreneurs’ credibility and project qual-

ity) that can produce a specific outcome (i.e. crowdfunding

success) (Ragin, 2008). Second, it can deal with causal

equifinality meaning identifying multiple configurations

that are effective in producing the same outcome (Fiss,

2007; Schneider & Wagemann, 2012). Third, a crisp-set

approach is appropriate because the outcome and causal

conditions used in our study are all dichotomous variables

(Ragin, 2008). Last, the QCA method has attracted
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increasing attention in entrepreneurship and management

research (Greckhamer et al., 2018; Douglas et al., 2020).

3.1 Sample and data collection

We collected a unique dataset with 62 matched projects

listed on both Kickstarter and Indiegogo. Kickstarter has

been chosen because it is the world’s largest reward-based

crowdfunding platform (Mollick&Nanda, 2015). It uses a

funding model of all-or-nothing such that entrepreneurs

can retain the contribution of funds from the crowds only if

the project reaches its funding goal at the end of the

campaign (Butticè et al., 2017). Indiegogo, another leading

crowdfunding platform, offers the funding models of both

all-or-nothing and keep-it-all. The latter means that entre-

preneurs can retain all contribution of funds from the

crowd even if the projects did not reach the funding goal

(Cumming et al., 2019).

It is important to note that entrepreneurs might use

crowdfunding to test the market (Mollick, 2014). A suc-

cessful campaign allows entrepreneurs to demonstrate

market demand that in turn might contribute to securing

funds from other sources. Indeed, recent evidence from

Bessière et al. (2020) has shown that reward-based

crowdfunding can be the first step in a complex funding

trajectory such that, after a successful campaign, firms then

use other sources such as equity-based crowdfunding,

business angels and venture capitals to raise funds. By

contrast, an unsuccessful campaign might indicate a lack

of market demand. Entrepreneurs can thus fail early or

pivot to other project or venture ideas. Hence, we believe

some of the projects used in our study might or might not

turn into entrepreneurial ventures. Previous reward-based

crowdfunding research from Giudici et al. (2018) has

specifically identified entrepreneurial projects in their data,

by excluding projects with non-profit based motivations.

We did not apply this approach in our study due to the

limited projects that are listed on two platforms.

We collected data from both Kickstarter and Indiegogo

following several steps. First, we selected projects from

Kickstarter under the “Technology and Design” category

covering the launch date from 13 December 2013 to 21

June 2015, leading to 1330 projects. The decision to focus

on projects from one category is to enhance their compa-

rability as projects from different categories might differ

substantially due to their different nature. Second, we

examine if any of the Kickstarter projects identified in

the first step are also listed on Indiegogo. We identified

156 projects that are listed on both platforms using the

same project title. Third, we manually examined the con-

tent of all campaign pages on both Kickstarter and

Indiegogo. We found that 54 out of the 156 projects have

to be removed due to issues such as the projects are

different between Kickstarter and Indiegogo even though

they share the same project title, some project pages are no

longer available on the crowdfunding platforms, some

projects have been suspended by Kickstarter or are under

review at Indiegogo.

We then examined the funding model of Indiegogo

projects as entrepreneurs have the option to choose

between a keep-it-all or all-or-nothing funding model

(Cumming et al., 2019). We found 27 projects use an

all-or-nothing funding model and 75 projects use a

keep-it-all funding model. To ensure the consistency

of funding model used for all Indiegogo projects, we

removed the 27 projects using an all-or-nothing

funding model. This step allowed us to retain a sample

of 75 matched projects that are listed on both

Kickstarter and Indiegogo but with different funding

models.

Research suggests many crowdfunding projects have

a low funding goal that is under $1000 (Mollick, 2014).

Indeed, recent statistics from Kickstarter have shown

that of the 194,320 successfully funded projects, 13%

projects raised less than $1000, 54% projects raised

between $1000 and $9999 and 33% projects raised

above $10,000 (Kickstarter, 2020). Because the major-

ity (i.e. 87%) of Kickstarter projects raised more than

$1000, we applied this threshold for the funding goal

and removed 13 out of 75 projects from the dataset,

leading to a final sample of 62 matched projects from

both Kickstarter and Indiegogo. We believe setting the

threshold can help reduce potential bias in our results

because projects with low funding goals might have a

higher chance to reach the funding target. To the best of

our knowledge, the present study represents the first to

adopt such an approach with matched samples from

both platforms. This approach allows us to uncover

how the effectiveness of signals for crowdfunding suc-

cess for the same project might depend on the signalling

environment.

3.2 Measures and data calibration

The QCA method starts with the procedure of data

calibration. Because the outcome and causal conditions

used in our study are all dichotomous variables, we

coded the data as either 1 or 0 where 1 represents a full
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membership in the predefined group and 0 represents a

full exclusion. In the following, we describe the mea-

sures and outline how the raw data is calibrated into set

membership scores (i.e. 1 or 0).

3.2.1 Outcome of interest

Crowdfunding success Following previous studies (Calic

&Mosakowski, 2016; Courtney et al., 2017), we consider

a Kickstarter project as successful if it achieves the target

funding goal within the campaign duration. We coded the

outcome as 1 if the project achieved funding equal to or

above 100% of the funding goal (12 out of 62 Kickstarter

projects). Otherwise, it was coded as 0. We consider an

Indiegogo project to be successful if it achieved a funding

outcome that is above themean value of the sample. Using

the mean value (47.91% in our sample) as the cut-off point

for Indiegogo projects is more appropriate given that en-

trepreneurs can retain all the funds they raised. Our cut-off

point is higher than the mean completion ratio of 42%

identified in recent research based on a sample of 21,650

Indiegogo projects using a keep-it-all funding model

(Cumming et al., 2019). We coded the outcome of an

Indiegogo project as 1 if it achieved a funding ratio equal

or above the mean completion ratio (7 out of 62 Indiegogo

projects). Otherwise, it was coded as 0.

3.2.2 Causal conditions

Signals of entrepreneurs’ credibility We coded success

experience and failure experience as 1 if the entrepreneur

has succeeded or failed in launching at least one other

project on the respective platform. They were coded as 0

if the entrepreneur had no such experience. We coded

backer experience as 1 if the entrepreneur has backed at

least one project of someone else. Otherwise, it was coded

as 0. Furthermore, we coded industry experience as 1 if the

project description clearly showed that the project is in line

with the industry experience of entrepreneurs. Otherwise, it

was coded as 0.

Signals of project quality Following Calic and

Mosakowski (2016), we used the videos, images and texts

that are included on a campaign page to capture project

preparedness. Previous research has used the average of

the counts of videos, images and words posted on the

campaign page without considering the underlying differ-

ences between the different measures. To address this

limitation, we applied K—mean cluster analysis based on

the number of seconds of videos, the number of images

and the number of words in the project description to

categorise projects into high preparedness, coded as 1

and low preparedness, coded as 0. Finally, we coded

third-party endorsements as 1 if the project description

indicated that the project is endorsed by independent third

parties such as media websites, blogs and newspapers

(Calic & Mosakowski, 2016).

3.3 QCA analysis

The QCA method entails several steps (Schneider &

Wagemann, 2012). As discussed earlier, the first step is

data calibration, meaning transforming the raw data into

set membership scores—1 or 0 in the present study. The

second step in QCA analysis is necessity analysis—to

assess whether any of the conditions are necessary for

the outcome. The third step is sufficiency analysis—to

assess the conditions that are sufficient to produce the

outcome based on a truth table.

3.3.1 Analysis of the necessary conditions

Using fs/QCA3.0 software (UC, 2017), we first conducted

necessity analysis to assess whether the presence or ab-

sence (~) of any of the individual signals concerning

entrepreneurs’ credibility (success, failure, backer and in-

dustry experience) and project quality (preparedness and

third-party endorsements) were necessary for

crowdfunding success. A signal is considered as a neces-

sary condition for the result (i.e. crowdfunding success) if

all cases exhibiting the result also exhibit the signal. Table 1

shows the results of the necessity analysis. The results

suggest none of the conditions, except for backer experi-

ence (and then only for Kickstarter), was necessary to

determine crowdfunding success for either Kickstarter or

Indiegogo projects based on a consistency threshold of 0.9

(Schneider et al., 2010).

3.3.2 Analysis of sufficient conditions

We then performed a sufficiency analysis to identify the

configurations that are sufficient to produce crowdfunding

success. We first constructed a truth table consisting of 64

(26) possible configurations based on the six causal condi-

tions included in this study. After that, we removed con-

figurations that contain no empirical cases. In line with the

guidelines in QCA studies (Ragin, 2008), configurations

that entail one empirical case is retained as the number of
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matched projects is not large. Third, we coded the outcome

of the individual configurations as 1 if the consistency,

which refers to “the degree to which instances of an

outcome agree in displaying the causal condition”

(Ragin, 2008, p. 44), is equal or above the threshold of

0.75. The remaining configurations were coded as 0. The

truth tables for Kickstarter (Table 3) and Indiegogo pro-

jects (Table 4) are shown in Appendix 1. Each row of the

truth table represents one of the combinations or configu-

rations of conditions that is associated with the outcome.

Finally, we used the fs/QCA 3.0 software to derive solu-

tions based on the Quine-McCluskey algorithm (Fiss,

2007; UC, 2017). The model used in our sufficiency

analysis contains six conditions:

Crowdfunding success = f (success experience, failure

experience, backer experience, industry experience, project

preparedness, third-party endorsements)

The QCAmethod provides three types of solutions (i.e.

complex, intermediate and parsimonious solutions) de-

pending on whether and how configurations with no em-

pirical cases (called “logical remainders” or “counterfac-

tuals) are included in the analysis. We make no directional

assumptions on the logical remainders due to lack of

empirical evidence and theoretical knowledge. Further-

more, researchers have devoted limited attention to how

the signals might work together to influence crowdfunding

success. Therefore, our results are reported based on

“complex” solutions, also known as “conservative” solu-

tions as configurations with no empirical cases or logical

remainders are not included in the analysis (Schneider &

Wagemann, 2012).

4 Findings

4.1 Results from sufficiency analysis

Table 2 shows the results from sufficiency analysis. As

shown in the table, five configurations (K1 to K5) are

sufficient to produce crowdfunding success for Kickstarter

projects and another two configurations (D1 and D2) can

lead to crowdfunding success for Indiegogo projects. The

consistency for all individual configurations and the over-

all solutions were above the threshold of 0.75 for both

Kickstarter and Indiegogo projects (Ragin, 2008). This

means the outcome—crowdfunding success—is consis-

tently explained by the configurations identified in our

study. Furthermore, the overall solution coverages of

0.42 for Kickstarter projects and 0.29 for Indiegogo pro-

jects suggest a substantial proportion of the outcome are

explained by the configurations.

For Kickstarter projects, configuration K1 implies

that joint presence of failure experience and backer

experience can lead to crowdfunding success when all

Table 1 Analysis of necessary conditions for crowdfunding success

Causal conditions Kickstarter projects Indiegogo projects

Consistency Coverage Consistency Coverage

Signals of entrepreneurs’ credibility

Success experience 0.17 0.67 0.14 0.50

~Success experience 0.83 0.17 0.86 0.10

Failure experience 0.33 0.44 0.14 0.14

~Failure experience 0.67 0.15 0.86 0.11

Backer experience 0.92 0.46 0.43 0.23

~Backer experience 0.08 0.03 0.57 0.08

Industry experience 0.67 0.31 0.71 0.20

~Industry experience 0.33 0.11 0.29 0.05

Signals of project quality

Project preparedness 0.67 0.31 0.71 0.22

~Project preparedness 0.33 0.11 0.29 0.05

Third-party endorsements 0.42 0.50 0.71 0.50

~Third-party endorsements 0.58 0.13 0.29 0.04

Note: ~ indicates the absence of the causal condition
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other conditions are absent. Configuration K2 shows

that joint presence of success experience, backer expe-

rience, industry experience and project preparedness is

sufficient to produce crowdfunding success when fail-

ure experience and third-party endorsements are absent.

In contrast to configuration K2, configuration K3 entails

absent success experience and the presence of failure

experience. Configuration K4 suggests failure experi-

ence, backer experience in combination with project

preparedness and third-party endorsements is sufficient

to produce crowdfunding success when other signals are

absent. Finally, configuration K5 suggests the presence

of all signals except project preparedness can lead to

crowdfunding success.

For Indiegogo projects, configuration D1 implies

backer experience in combination with third-party en-

dorsements can produce crowdfunding success when

other signals are absent. Configuration D2 shows that

joint presence of backer experience, industry experi-

ence, project preparedness and third-party endorsements

are sufficient for crowdfunding success when other

signals are absent.

4.2 Robustness checks

To scrutinise the results, we performed a series of robustness

checks by (a) changing consistency thresholds, (b) changing

calibration thresholds for the outcome and (c) analysing

conditions for absence of the outcome, following An et al.

(2020). First, we changed consistency thresholds for suffi-

ciency analysis from 0.75 to 0.9, a more stringent level, for

both Kickstarter and Indiegogo projects. The resulting solu-

tions for both Kickstarter and Indiegogo projects are all

identical to our baseline results shown in Table 2.

Second, we changed calibration thresholds for the

crowdfunding outcome of Indiegogo projects from the

mean value to equal or above 80% of the funding goal.

As Cumming et al. (2019) pointed out, a completion ratio

of 80% can be considered as extended success because it is

almost complete for keep-it-all projects. We first coded the

crowdfunding outcome as 1 if the Indiegogo project

achieved funding equal or above 80% of the funding goal

(6 out of 62 Indiegogo projects). Otherwise, it was coded

as 0. We then performed the sufficiency analysis for

Indiegogo projects. The results from this analysis show

that two configurations are sufficient to produce

crowdfunding success with a solution coverage of 0.33

and a solution consistency of 1. The two configurations

identified from the robustness test are identical to the

configurations D1 and D2 from our baseline results shown

in Table 2.

As a final step, we also conducted a sufficiency analysis

to identify conditions that are sufficient to produce the

absence of the outcome. The results for the absence of

crowdfunding success are shown in Appendix 2, Table 5

for Kickstarter projects and Table 6 for Indiegogo projects.

Table 2 Analysis of sufficient conditions for crowdfunding success

Causal conditions Kickstarter projects Indiegogo projects

K1 K2 K3 K4 K5 D1 D2

Signals of entrepreneurs’ credibility

Success experience ○ ● ○ ○ ● ○ ○

Failure experience ● ○ ● ● ● ○ ○

Backer experience ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

Industry experience ○ ● ● ○ ● ○ ●

Signals of project quality

Project preparedness ○ ● ● ● ○ ○ ●

Third-party endorsement ○ ○ ○ ● ● ● ●

Consistency 1 1 1 1 1 1 1

Raw coverage 0.08 0.08 0.08 0.08 0.08 0.14 0.14

Unique coverage 0.08 0.08 0.08 0.08 0.08 0.14 0.14

Overall solution consistency 1 1

Overall solution coverage 0.42 0.29

Note: ● (○) represents the presence (absence) of the causal condition
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As shown in the two tables, the overall solution consisten-

cy are all above the recommended threshold of 0.75

(Ragin, 2008) and all resulting configurations are distinct

from our main results presented in Table 2, meaning the

absence of contradictory solutions between the presence

and absence of the outcome. The results for the absence of

crowdfunding success thus provide further support for our

main findings.

5 Discussion, contributions, limitations and future

research

5.1 Discussion: naming

Our empirical findings reveal that whilst individual signals

alone are important, they are not sufficient to produce

crowdfunding success. Configurations K1 to K5 and con-

figurations D1 and D2 suggest crowdfunding success

requires the presence of at least two signals to work

together, supporting proposition 1. Since crowdfunding

involves information asymmetry, entrepreneurs often need

to rely on observable signals to demonstrate project poten-

tial and mitigate the crowd’s perceived risk in backing a

project (Davies & Giovannetti, 2018; Colombo, 2020).

Our results demonstrate that the signalling effect from

one signal alone is not sufficient to convey the project

potential and produce crowdfunding success.

On this basis, we have identified and named two over-

arching configurational patterns—the naming stage of

configurational theorising (Furnari et al., 2020)—that cap-

ture how signals can interact to generate legitimacy and in

turn crowdfunding success:

& Success based on the entrepreneurs’ credibility only

(K1): “Investing in the entrepreneur”

& Success based on a combination of the entrepre-

neurs’ credibility and project quality (K2 to K5

and D1 and D2): “Investing in the package”

Consistent with proposition 2a, we found that signals of

credibility and project quality complement each other to

produce crowdfunding success. Configurations K2 to K5

and configurations D1 and D2, for example, all entail the

presence of both types of signals. Our findings also show

that credibility can compensate for absent project quality

(K1), to produce crowdfunding success. This finding pro-

vides partial support for proposition 2b because none of the

configurations indicates project quality can compensate for

absent credibility. Previous research has shown the impor-

tance of crowdfunding experience and project quality for

crowdfunding success (Courtney et al., 2017; Davies &

Giovannetti, 2018).We expand prior works by uncovering

the interplay between the two types of signals in shaping

crowdfunding success. Our results support recent work

suggesting the effectiveness of one signal depends on the

presence of another signal (Plummer et al., 2016). More

importantly, we show that lack of project quality will not

necessarily hinder crowdfunding success as it can be offset

by the presence of credibility. These results suggest the

effectiveness of signals for crowdfunding success depends

on their configurations.

A comparison between the configurations for

Kickstarter and Indiegogo projects shows that the effec-

tiveness of signals for crowdfunding success also depends

on the signalling environment. Supporting proposition 3a,

configurations D1 and D2 suggest that under an environ-

ment with more uncertainty (Indiegogo), a combination of

both entrepreneurs’ credibility and project quality are re-

quired for crowdfunding success. Our results provide par-

tial support for proposition 3b suggesting that signals of

entrepreneurs’ credibility (K1) alone, but not project qual-

ity, are sufficient to produce crowdfunding success under

an environment with less uncertainty (Kickstarter). These

results indicate that stronger signals are required for entre-

preneurs to mitigate information asymmetry and thus

achieve crowdfunding success under an environment with

more uncertainty.

5.2 Contributions

Our study contributes to the extant literature in several

ways. First, we contribute to research on the role of sig-

nalling in entrepreneurial finance in general and reward-

based crowdfunding in particular (Colombo, 2020),

through conducting cross-platform analysis that takes into

account the different signalling required in environments

with different levels of uncertainty. Specifically, we ex-

pand crowdfunding research based on signalling theory by

using a sample of matched projects that are listed on two

different platforms. In doing so, we provide evidence

showing how the effectiveness of signals for crowdfunding

success depends on the signalling environment. Our find-

ings address calls to consider the role of signalling envi-

ronment in the signalling process for gaining entrepreneur-

ial finance (Connelly et al., 2011; Colombo, 2020), as well

as how different contexts of crowdfundingmight influence

funding outcomes (McKenny et al., 2017). Based on our
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findings, we argue the platforms’ funding model is an

important environment-related boundary condition that

impacts the effectiveness of signal sets (Colombo, 2020).

For funding models that provide more certainty (such as

Kickstarter), signalling credibility can establish sufficient

legitimacy for the crowd to invest. On platformswithmore

uncertain funding models credibility and project quality

signals are only effective in combination with each other.

These findings point to the importance of understanding

the boundary conditions of signalling, an aspect currently

not sufficiently addressed in traditional signalling theory.

Second, although previous studies have considered the

role of credibility and project quality for crowdfunding

success (Mollick, 2014; Courtney et al., 2017), the poten-

tial interplay between different signals is underexplored.

We extended this line of research by examining how the

interplay of multiple signals influences the outcome of

crowdfunding. Exploring combinations of signals or signal

sets is particularly relevant in high-noise environments

such as crowdfunding where multiple signals compete

for the attention of the crowd and bundling signals into

sets is more effective (Colombo, 2020; Drover et al., 2018;

Steigenberger & Wilhelm, 2018). We uncover that differ-

ent signals can complement each other to produce

crowdfunding success, and the presence of certain signals

(e.g. credibility) can compensate for the absence of others

(e.g. project quality). Our contribution is important as it

provides evidence showing the importance of considering

the signal sets in accessing entrepreneurial finance as the

signals are likely to work in combination, rather than

operating independently from each other. As such, this

study addresses recent calls to capture “simultaneous in-

teractions of multiple signals” rather than capturing signals

in isolation, particularly for the study of legitimacy (Drover

et al., 2018, p. 225). By adopting a configurational ap-

proach using QCA, we are able to shed light on how

different signals relating to the entrepreneur and the project

work together to produce crowdfunding success. We not

only identify multiple configurations that can produce the

same outcome but also summarise them into two over-

arching patterns that explain the complex phenomenon of

crowdfunding success in a more meaningful way (Furnari

et al., 2020). Our study builds on the work of Colombo

et al. (2019), albeit using a different method, showing that

different sets of multiple signals, conveying different in-

formation from one another, can create positive outcomes.

Third, in contrast to previous research suggesting

failure experience negatively impacts the likelihood of

crowdfunding success (Butticè et al., 2017), we found

that four out of seven configurations (i.e. K1, K3, K4,

K5) leading to crowdfunding success entailed failure

experience. Interestingly, in most of the configurations,

failure and success experience substituted each other,

whilst in only one configuration, they complemented

each other (K5). Different explanations are put forward

for substitution and complementary effects. First, in the

context of new venture creation, novice entrepreneurs

are lacking a track record of success. The signal of

failure experience allows them to demonstrate a track

record of learning that can often lead to the development

of knowledge and skills (Cope &Watts, 2000), which in

turn prepares entrepreneurs to launch a better new pro-

ject. The failure experience signal can thus substitute for

the lack of success experience. Second, because of the

high failure rate in crowdfunding, the predominance of

failure experiences in the configurations combined with

some success experiences represent a more realistic

picture of the challenges to obtain crowdfunding suc-

cess. Overall, our findings suggest that failure experi-

ence will not necessarily hamper crowdfunding success.

On the contrary, failure experience can substitute for the

lack of prior success experience or complement success

experience to produce a more realistic picture of the

entrepreneurs. This implies that examining individual

failure and success signals in isolation may conceal their

actual effect on the outcome of crowdfunding.

Our study also offers important practical implica-

tions for entrepreneurs on how to leverage different

signals for gaining entrepreneurial finance in the

setting of reward-based crowdfunding. In the situa-

tion of absent project quality, entrepreneurs can

leverage their credibility by emphasising their pre-

v ious exper ience in crea t ing and backing

crowdfunding projects. To signal credibility, backer

experience featured most prominently amongst all

configurations. Similarly, project preparedness also

featured frequently as a signal for quality. Both of

these conditions are, however, under the control of

the entrepreneur and well worth considering

investing effort into. Specifically, being part of the

crowdfunding community as a backer and investing

time and effort to preparing the campaign using

videos, images and texts (Colombo et al., 2015;

Calic & Mosakowski, 2016) are important signals

to establish legitimacy. Lastly, carefully considering

the platform through which to crowdfund is impor-

tant as the funding model impacts on the effective-

ness of signals.
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5.3 Limitations and future research

Our study has some limitations that present opportunities for

further research. First, we applied QCA to capture the

potential causal complexity between the different signals

and crowdfunding success (Ragin, 2008; Greckhamer,

2016), and are hence unable to measure the ultimate degree

of success of the project as Colombo et al. (2019) were able

to do. The QCAmethod can extend crowdfunding research

based on signalling theory by uncovering how multiple

signals work in combinations to influence the outcome of

crowdfunding. Conversely, this study only captures the

presence or absence of a signal without distinguishing the

extent of the signal. The number of previous successful or

failure projects may also influence how the crowd perceive

the signal. To illustrate, entrepreneurs who experienced

several failures without any success might be perceived as

a lack of skills (Hochberg et al., 2014). Future research

efforts might take into account the extent of the individual

signals to develop a more refined understanding of their

signalling effects for crowdfunding success.

Second, we limited our sample to projects within one

single category from reward-based crowdfunding plat-

forms. This allows us to match projects across Kickstarter

and Indiegogo and manually verify the consistency of

projects that are listed on both platforms. In so doing, we

offer insights about how the effectiveness of signals de-

pends on the signalling environment. It is unclear, howev-

er, whether our results hold for projects that are from other

categories or projects that are from other forms of entre-

preneurial finance such as the equity-based, debt-based or

donation-based crowdfunding (McKenny et al., 2017;

Block et al., 2018). Future studies might scrutinise our

findings by examining projects from other categories, as

well as projects from other forms of entrepreneurial

finance.

Finally, whilst the present study provides useful insights

about the role of signalling for crowdfunding success, one

important component in the signalling process—signal

receiver—has not received sufficient attention (Colombo,

2020). We believe the effectiveness of signals might also

depend on the motives, experiences and backgrounds of

the signal receiver. For example, recent research in equity-

based crowdfunding has distinguished professional/

qualified investors from restricted investors who are less

experienced (Signori & Vismara, 2018; Vismara, 2019).

More importantly, research suggests that investors are

motivated by different logics (e.g. market logic and com-

munity logic) in making investment decisions (Vismara,

2019). Hence, it is fair to expect that investors, as signal

receivers, might react to the same signal differently when

their underlying motivations for investments are distinct.

Furthermore, individuals (i.e. returning backers) who have

supported previous projects from entrepreneursmight have

an information advantage over first-time backers about the

skills of the entrepreneurs. Hence, they might perceive the

same signal differently from first-time backers. In addition,

signal receivers also differ in their attitude toward risk-

taking. All else equal, the signals required for

crowdfunding success might need to be stronger for

backers who are more risk-averse (Petitjean, 2018). Future

research could explore how the signalling effect for

crowdfunding success might depend on the characteristics

of signal receivers.

6 Conclusions

In recent years, entrepreneurs have increasingly turned to

the crowd to fund projects. Crowdfunding, however, in-

volves information asymmetry and entrepreneurs often

need to rely on observable signals to demonstrate the

potential of their projects. Building on signalling theory,

the present study sheds new light on how entrepreneur

credibility and project quality signals work together to

produce crowdfunding success under different signalling

environments. Based on a configurational approach using

QCA, we show that the effectiveness of signals for

crowdfunding success depends on their configurations, as

well as the signalling environment.We hope this studywill

inspire further research on entrepreneurial finance to con-

sider signal combinations as our evidence shows that

multiple signals are likely to work together to influence

the outcome of crowdfunding.
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Appendix

Appendix 1 Truth tables

Table 3 Truth table for Kickstarter projects

Rows Conditions

Success
experience

Failure
experience

Backer
experience

Industry
experience

Project
preparedness

Third-party
endorsements

Number of
cases

Crowdfunding
success

1 0 1 1 0 0 0 1 1

2 1 0 1 1 1 0 1 1

3 0 1 1 1 1 0 1 1

4 1 1 1 1 0 1 1 1

5 0 1 1 0 1 1 1 1

6 0 0 1 1 1 1 3 0

7 0 0 1 1 1 0 2 0

8 0 0 1 0 1 1 2 0

9 0 0 1 0 1 0 3 0

10 0 0 1 1 0 0 4 0

11 0 0 0 1 0 0 5 0

12 0 0 0 0 0 0 17 0

13 0 0 0 1 1 0 7 0

14 0 0 1 0 0 0 4 0

15 0 0 0 0 1 0 3 0

16 0 1 0 0 0 0 2 0

17 1 1 0 0 0 0 1 0

18 0 1 0 1 1 0 1 0

19 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 0

20 0 0 0 0 1 1 1 0

21 0 1 1 1 1 1 1 0

Note 1: 43 rows contain no empirical case are not displayed in the truth table

Note 2: 0 represents non-membership in the set; 1 represents full membership in the set

Signalling entrepreneurs’ credibility and project quality for crowdfunding success: cases from the...



Appendix 2 Robustness test

Table 4 Truth table for Indiegogo projects

Rows Conditions

Success
experience

Failure
experience

Backer
experience

Industry
experience

Project
preparedness

Third-party
endorsements

Number of
cases

Crowdfunding
success

1 0 0 1 0 0 1 1 1

2 0 0 1 1 1 1 1 1

3 1 1 1 1 0 1 2 0

4 0 0 0 0 1 1 2 0

5 0 0 0 1 1 1 2 0

6 0 0 0 1 1 0 6 0

7 0 0 0 0 0 0 20 0

8 0 0 0 1 0 0 7 0

9 0 0 0 0 1 0 7 0

10 0 1 0 0 0 0 3 0

11 0 0 1 1 1 0 3 0

12 0 0 1 1 0 0 2 0

13 0 0 1 0 1 0 2 0

14 0 0 1 0 0 0 1 0

15 0 1 1 1 0 0 1 0

16 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 0

17 0 1 0 1 0 1 1 0

Note 1: 41 rows contain no empirical case are not displayed in the truth table

Note 2: 0 represents non-membership in the set; 1 represents full membership in the set

Table 5 Analysis of sufficient conditions for the absence of crowdfunding success (Kickstarter projects)

Causal conditions AK1 AK2 AK3 AK4 AK5

Signals of entrepreneurs’ credibility

Success experience ○ ○ ○ ○

Failure experience ○ ○ ● ●

Backer experience ○ ○ ○ ●

Industry experience ○ ○ ● ●

Signals of project quality

Project preparedness ○ ○ ● ●

Third-party endorsement ○ ○ ○ ●

Consistency 0.93 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00

Raw coverage 0.56 0.44 0.06 0.16 0.02

Unique coverage 0.22 0.10 0.06 0.16 0.02

Overall solution consistency 0.96

Overall solution coverage 0.90

Note: ● (○) represents the presence (absence) of the causal condition; a blank space indicates the condition is irrelevant
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