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Abstract: User entrepreneurs rely on regular consumers when starting their business, for example,
when raising creative and financial support. This research examines regular consumers’ opinions
with regard to the future business performance of green vs. non-green user entrepreneurs. We build
on previous consumer behavior research on consumers’ performance perceptions. Specifically,
consumers perceive products that use green, environmentally friendly technologies as having inferior
performance compared to products that use traditional technologies. We investigate whether this
so called “sustainability liability” effect can also be found in consumers’ perceptions of green user
entrepreneurs’ performance. We ran an online scenario experiment with regular consumers who
assessed the business performance of several (green vs. non-green) user entrepreneurs. Results
reveal a “sustainability asset” effect for perceptions of green user entrepreneurs, such that consumers
with strong environmental values perceived the business performance of green user entrepreneurs
as superior compared to non-green user entrepreneurs. Consumers with weak environmental
values perceived green and non-green entrepreneurs as equally performant. We discuss possible
explanations of our findings. Furthermore, we propose potential consequences of our results both for
consumers’ intentions to support user entrepreneurs as well as for user entrepreneurs’ motivation to
engage in green innovations.

Keywords: sustainable innovation; green innovation; user entrepreneur; user innovator; sustainabil-
ity liability; sustainability asset

1. Introduction

Innovation is a key driver of sustainable development [1] and research has identified
the relevance of users in creating value through innovations (e.g., [2,3]). For the most part,
users innovate but do not commercialize their innovations. Instead, users benefit from using
their own innovations and then allow manufacturers to commercialize these innovations.
Another possible pathway for user innovators is to become user entrepreneurs [4].

When launching a business, user entrepreneurs use various resources. Importantly,
they rely heavily on others’ support to start their business [5,6], including that of experts
and professional investors, as well as people from their personal life and regular, non-expert
consumers who believe in the business’ future success.

When thinking about starting a business, apparently there has never been a better time
to innovate sustainable products. Surveys document a rising willingness of consumers to
support green companies and purchase sustainable offerings even while living with the
COVID-19 pandemic, or perhaps because of it [7]. The rising pressure of environmental
degradation, pollution, and climate change urge consumers to rethink their consumption
pattern. Companies that adapt to these changing demands are more likely to establish
strategic benefits and thrive in the long term (e.g., [8,9]).

However, when it comes to acting green, there is a prevalent intention–behavior gap,
such that consumers do not follow through with their wallets (e.g., [10]). White et al. [11]
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provide an extensive literature review of the barriers that are responsible for the mis-
alignment of consumers’ behavior and their stated attitudes. The authors discuss ways
to shift consumers’ behaviors to be more sustainable. One of their conclusions is that
discontinuity helps to disrupt unsustainable habits. Major life changes make people evalu-
ate and change their routines. For example, movers were significantly more likely than
non-movers to engage in environmentally friendly behaviors, including saving gas and
electricity, waste reduction, and reducing car use [12]. Similarly, the COVID-19 pandemic
has dramatically changed the lives of consumers around the world and is likely to result in
more sustainable behaviors.

We focus on a particular barrier to sustainable action that is grounded in consumers’
perception of the performance of sustainable offerings. Earlier research has consistently
shown that when consumers had to assess the functional, strength-related attributes of
products, sustainable products were judged as being inferior to traditional products [13,14].
This so-called “sustainability liability” has been explained by consumers’ compensatory
beliefs that sustainability comes at the expense of performance. In this research, we ex-
amine a novel context to study this bias. In particular, we contribute to research on user
entrepreneurship by investigating whether the liability effect carries over to perceptions of
green user entrepreneurs’ performance. In other words, we examine whether the business
performance of green user entrepreneurs is perceived as inferior compared to non-green
user entrepreneurs. It is important to investigate the existence of this bias because user
entrepreneurs might be reluctant to engage in green innovations if doing so would cause
them to be perceived as less performant.

The main purpose of our research is to test whether the sustainability liability effect
also emerges in the domain of consumers’ perceptions of entrepreneurial performance.
In the subsequent section (Section 2), we derive our hypotheses. First, we examine the
sustainability liability effect as previously studied (H1a). Second, we investigate whether
user entrepreneurs that launch products that are more (vs. less) sustainable are perceived
as less (vs. more) successful (H2a). Additionally, we investigate consumers’ environmental
values as a potential moderator (H1b and H2b). Section 3 explains the method for testing
our hypotheses in a scenario experiment. To foreshadow our results (Section 4), we do
not replicate the original “sustainability liability” effect for product performance and find
a reverse “sustainability liability” effect for user entrepreneur performance, in particular
among consumers with strong environmental values. Finally, we discuss our results
(in Section 5) and contemplate whether consumers’ dismissive beliefs about sustainable
offerings have started to disappear as a reflection of a sustainability spirit of the time
(Section 6).

2. Theoretical Background and Hypotheses Development
2.1. User Innovation and Entrepreneurship

User innovations are innovations that are created by a single company or individual in
order to use it [15]. In this study, we focus on user innovations by individuals such as end-
users. Companies that take a “user innovation perspective” can maximize profits if they
harness the creative input of innovative end-users in designing new products and services
instead of solely following a producer-only innovation approach [15,16]. Recent research
suggests that innovation by users is very common, with users increasingly becoming the
creators of new products [3,17]. For example, Franke et al. [3] estimate that about 39.7% of
consumers innovate. Innovative user input might stem from, for example, user feedback,
ideas, service agreements, complaints, and upgrade requests. In this study, we shift the
focus away from companies. Instead, we zoom in on innovative consumers that decide to
commercialize a solution they have developed by starting their own for-profit company.

User entrepreneurship describes the “new venture creation by individuals based on
innovations aimed initially toward satisfying their own needs for a new or improved
product or service, and subsequently produced and sold to others” [6] (p. 1119). These
companies primarily introduce product innovations in the market that are based on unique
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knowledge of needs and usage context and that are likely to enter into a niche or unserved
market in mature stages [6]. User entrepreneurship has occurred in various industries, e.g.,
medical devices, the juvenile products industry, and atomic force microscopy [6]. Innova-
tions introduced by user entrepreneurs have ranged from small product improvements
to groundbreaking new products [18]. While other sources of entrepreneurship, such as
research of university scientists and companies founded by employees of incumbent firms
(i.e., spin-offs), have been studied extensively, user entrepreneurship remains relatively
underresearched.

User entrepreneurs’ success depends on various conditions. Shah and Tripsas [4]
argue that user entrepreneurship is facilitated when users enjoy the initial production of
the innovation, when there are low opportunity costs, and when the industry is rich in
small market niches. In a qualitative study, Hamdi-Kidar and Vellera [19] discovered the
motivational factors of creative end-users to innovate and become an entrepreneur, such
as user entrepreneurs’ dissatisfaction with existing products, the experience of pleasure
and passion in the search for new solutions, a strong belief in their success, the outlook of
financial gains, and most important for our research, positive feedback and stimulation
from social interactions.

2.2. The Role of Consumers’ Support for User Entrepreneurs

When starting a business, user entrepreneurs heavily rely on others’ support [5,6].
They gather material and immaterial resources from both experts and professional in-
vestors, as well as from people from their personal life and regular, non-expert consumers.
Shah and Tripsas [5] developed a model of user entrepreneurship. They conclude that
the process of user entrepreneurship diverges from the standard entrepreneurial journey.
The authors show that users are often “accidental” entrepreneurs who develop an idea
because of their own use and then share it with others. In contrast to the typical venture
process, the development of an idea and subsequent experimentation, adaptation, and pre-
liminary adoption often occur before users formally start a firm and enter the commercial
marketplace.

Particularly, user entrepreneurs tend to engage in collective creative activities before
they start their business [5]. Many user entrepreneurs benefit from the voluntary feedback,
contributions, and word of mouth of community members who believe in the entrepreneur.
Typically, ideas improve as a result of community interactions [5]. Furthermore, recent
research has documented the growing relevance of crowdfunding for user entrepreneurs
to extend their financial capital [20]. Thus, the acquisition of financial capital relies less on
the traditional “seed capital to venture capital funding” model with traditional investors,
angels, and venture capitalists. Rather, financial capital is raised based on other consumers’
perceptions of the future business performance of user entrepreneurs. Nevertheless, like tra-
ditional investors, crowdfunding backers have to face potential losses if they personally
fund products that are not attractive enough to overcome adoption hurdles.

Overall, research suggests that (green) user entrepreneurs benefit from the engage-
ment of other consumers when starting their business. Hence, it is important that other
consumers believe in the user entrepreneur’s success. Next, we build our argument for a
potential bias in consumers’ beliefs. In particular, based on previous research on consumer
behavior, we propose that user entrepreneurs who aim to market a sustainable innovation
are at a disadvantage.

2.3. The Sustainability Liability in Performance Perception

Prior research has studied consumers’ perceptions of products that used sustainable
vs. traditional technologies (for an overview, see Chernev and Blair [21]). Studies have
consistently documented that sustainability does not necessarily raise preferences, even if
consumers care about social and environmental issues, but actually decrease preferences.
The effect of a lower preference for sustainable products compared to traditional products
has been termed “sustainability liability” [13]. Likewise, Lin and Chang [22] demonstrated
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that consumers perceive sustainable products to be less effective than traditional prod-
ucts, which results in an increased amount of product usage (e.g., mouthwash, hand
sanitizer) to compensate for this perceived inferiority. Essoussi and Linton [23] investi-
gated consumers’ willingness to pay for products with recycled parts and concluded that
with increased perception of the functional risk of recycled products, consumer’s willing-
ness to pay decreases. For example, recycled paper was perceived as low in functional
risk while single-use cameras, auto parts, and cell phones were perceived as highly risky.
Luchs et al. [13] showed that preferences depend on the type of benefit consumers value the
most for a product category. For example, sustainable products were preferred when they
were valued for their gentleness-related attributes, e.g., baby shampoo, and less preferred
when strength-related attributes mattered for a product, e.g., car tires.

Conceptually, the sustainability liability is explained by consumers’ inferences of a
company’s intentional resource allocation [14]. Based on the zero-sum heuristic [24,25],
consumers have lay theories about company resources that are zero-sum. Accordingly,
when a product is superior in one product dimension, this must be compensated by inferior
performance in other dimensions. With regard to sustainable products, consumers may
infer that a company that puts resources into sustainable technologies can invest less in
other performance dimensions, such as functional product performance. In sum, research
has repeatedly demonstrated that sustainable benefits of a product lower consumers’ beliefs
about its functional performance [21] (sustainability liability, H1a).

However, in their recent study, Chernev and Blair [21] found new evidence for limits of
the sustainability liability. They documented the effect on perceived product performance
for consumers with weak environmental values only, and showed “that for sustainability-
conscious respondents, whose moral beliefs were aligned with preserving the environment,
the presence of sustainable benefits bolstered perceived product performance” (p. 9).
Striving for replication of their findings, we qualify our first hypothesis by a proposed
interaction (H1b):

Hypothesis 1 (H1). Consumers’ performance perception of sustainable products is lower compared
to consumers’ performance perception of less sustainable products (H1a). This effect reverses when
consumers hold strong (vs. weak) environmental values (H1b).

In our research, we extend previous research by investigating the sustainability lia-
bility effect not only in the domain of sustainable products, but also with respect to the
performance perceptions of sustainable user entrepreneurs. Specifically, we propose that
the sustainability liability not only decreases the consumers’ product performance percep-
tions, but might also be observed in perceptions of a user entrepreneur’s performance.

We follow the theoretical reasoning of the sustainability liability effect in the domain
of product performance [13]. Thus, we argue with compensatory inferences of consumers
regarding the innovator’s performance: Consumers who infer a strong “green” competence
of a user entrepreneur are likely to believe that the same user entrepreneur must have a
lower business competence compared to a non-green user entrepreneur.

Similar to our first hypothesis, building on recent research that has demonstrated
a reverse “sustainability liability” effect among consumers with strong environmental
values [21], we extend our conceptual framework with moderation. We argue that the
extent to which consumers value sustainability determines their evaluation of the user
entrepreneur. When consumers highly value sustainability, they will be more likely to
perceive the user entrepreneur as acting in alignment with their moral values [26]. As a con-
sequence, consumers are likely to extend their positive evaluation of the user entrepreneur
to his or her performance, thereby weakening and potentially overriding the negative
impact of compensatory inferences on user entrepreneur performance perceptions [21].
As in H1b, we hypothesize a moderating effect of consumers’ environmental values (H2b).
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Hypothesis 2 (H2). Consumers’ performance perceptions of user entrepreneurs that develop
sustainable products is lower compared to consumers’ performance perceptions of user entrepreneurs
who develop less sustainable products (H2a). This effect reverses when consumers hold strong (vs.
weak) environmental values (H2b).

3. Methodology

To test our hypotheses, we conducted a scenario experiment that has been the prevail-
ing sustainability liability research method [21]. Two hundred respondents (66% female,
age mean (M) = 38.6 years, UK residents) recruited from Prolific (www.prolific.co; accessed
on 19 March 2021) participated in an online scenario experiment in November 2020 in
exchange for a small payment (£0.85). Every respondent read four scenarios and answered
questions about them. The scenarios varied systematically. In particular, respondents were
randomly assigned to conditions in a 2 (sustainability information: absent vs. present) × 4
(product category) mixed design in which the presence of sustainability information in a
scenario was varied between subjects and the sequence of products from different product
categories was randomized within respondents. We used four product categories (bug
spray, laundry detergent, sunscreen, and air conditioner) and short product descriptions
that were developed by Chernev and Blair [21], in order to make our results comparable
with previous findings.

The scenarios and corresponding questions had the same structure. First, respon-
dents read a short profiles of male user innovators who intended to start a company and
bring an innovation to market (see the full description of all scenarios in Appendix A).
Next, respondents read a short description of the user innovator’s product innovation
(either insect spray, laundry detergent, sunscreen, or air conditioner) that either included
information about sustainable features of the product (sustainability information present)
or that did not include such information (control). After reading the profile and product
information, respondents were asked to indicate the product’s performance (see Appendix B
for all measurement items). Next, we measured the respondents’ perception of the user
innovator. Respondents read that the user innovator was planning to present his product
to several investors and to use their money to start a company. Respondents then indicated
to what extent the innovator would achieve his goals and how successful his business
would be ([27], Cronbach’s Alpha = 0.90). Next, as a check for our sustainability manipu-
lation, respondents rated their perceptions of the user innovators’ products (2 items [21],
Cronbach’s alpha = 0.89).

After respondents completed the ratings for the four user innovators and their product,
respondents indicated their environmental values (2 items adapted from Chernev and
Blair [21], Cronbach’s alpha = 0.77). As further control variables related to sustainability
beliefs, we asked for respondents’ age, gender (coded as 1 = female, 2 = male), education,
and the number of children they have. Lastly, to control for respondents’ propensity
for entrepreneurship, they answered to items that measured their proactive personality
(5 items [28], Cronbach’s alpha = 0.84), and their entrepreneurial experience (1 item: Have
you ever started your own business; yes = 1, no = 0).

4. Results

Six respondents failed to respond to the relevant categories of our control variables and
were not included in the analysis. This resulted in a final sample size of 194 respondents.
Data were analyzed using SPSS Version 26.0 (64-bit) for Mac.

4.1. Manipulation Checks

We examined respondents’ perceptions of environmental and societal benefits of the
experimental stimuli (adapted from Chernev and Blair [21]), checking the effectiveness of
our manipulation. For each of the four products, the respondents indicated their agreement
(on 9-point scales from 1 = Strongly disagree to 9 = Strongly agree) to the following two
statements: (a) The new product “is more environmentally friendly” than the average

www.prolific.co
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product in the product category. (b) The new product is “better for society than the average
product in the product category” ([21], p. 8).

We combined both questions (a and b) to a single measure (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.89).
Results of four separate analyses of variance (ANOVA) showed that respondents rated
all products in the control condition (less sustainable product) significantly lower than
products in the sustainable condition: bug spray (M = 4.55 vs. M = 7.09, p < 0.01); laundry
detergent (M = 4.45 vs. M = 7.10, p < 0.01); sunscreen (M = 6.05 vs. M = 6.56, p = 0.05);
and air conditioner (M = 5.40 vs. M = 6.97, p < 0.01). These findings indicate that our
sustainability manipulation was successful for every product category.

4.2. Test of Hypotheses

In line with findings of Chernev and Blair [21], we proposed that consumers’ envi-
ronmental values influence their product performance perceptions. Hence, we conducted
a generalized linear regression analysis on perceived product performance with sustain-
ability information (present vs. control), environmental values, and their interaction as
independent variables. In addition, we included control variables (age, gender, education,
and number of children). Since every respondent evaluated four different product category
scenarios, we analyzed 776 observations. Overall, the analysis (R2 = 0.12, F(7, 768) = 14.65,
p < 0.01) revealed a main effect of environmental values (t = 3.23, p < 0.01) on product
performance perception, but no main effect of sustainability information (t = 1.52, p = 0.13).
Thus, H1a was not supported.

More importantly, the analysis showed a significant interaction between sustainability
information and environmental values (β = 0.22; t = 2.18, p < 0.05, Table 1). To explore the
nature of the interaction, we compared whether there were significant differences across
the sustainability information conditions at both low and high levels of environmental
values. As “environmental values” is a continuous measure, we performed a spotlight
analysis [29] at plus and minus one standard deviation from the mean of the environmental
values (Figure 1). The planned contrast for respondents at low levels of environmental
values (MEVlow = 6.26) showed no statistically significant difference in their performance
perception (Msustainable = 5.80; Mcontrol = 6.25; t = 1.15, p = 0.25). In line with H1b, the
planned contrast for respondents at high levels of environmental values (MEVhigh = 8.62)
showed that respondents expected that sustainable products perform better than their less
sustainable counterparts (Msustainable = 7.35; Mcontrol = 6.15; t = 3.02, p < 0.01).

Table 1. Regression coefficients from the standardized variables on perceptions of product perfor-
mance (a) and user entrepreneur performance (b).

Product Performance (a) User Entrepreneur Performance (b)

β p β p

Constant 8.68 <0.01 6.68 <0.01
Sustainability 0.17 0.13 0.39 <0.01
Environmental values 0.16 <0.01 0.13 <0.01
Sustainability ×
environmental values 0.22 0.03 0.22 0.02

Age −0.02 <0.01 −0.02 <0.01
Gender −0.61 <0.01 −0.60 <0.01
Education −0.16 <0.01 −0.12 <0.01
Number of children 0.01 0.82 0.02 0.75
Proactive personality 0.16 <0.01
Entrepreneurial experience 0.13 0.32

In order to test our second set of hypotheses, we ran a generalized linear regression
on perceived user entrepreneur performance with sustainability information (present vs.
control), environmental values, and their interaction as independent variables, as well as
control variables, now also including proactive personality and entrepreneurial experience.
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Overall, the regression analysis (R2 = 0.14, F(9, 766) = 14.26, p < 0.01) showed a main effect
of environmental values (t = 2.74, p < 0.01) on product performance perception, and a main
effect of sustainability information (t = 3.72, p < 0.01). Contrary to H2a, the regression coef-
ficient of sustainability information was positive, indicating that green user entrepreneurs
were perceived as more performant compared to non-green entrepreneurs (Table 1).

Sustainability 2021, 13, 3580 7 of 13 
 

no statistically significant difference in the respondents’ performance perception (Msustain-

able = 5.50; Mcontrol = 5.63; t = 0.43, p = 0.67). In line with our H2b, the planned contrast for 

respondents at high levels of environmental values (MEVhigh = 8.62) showed significant dif-

ferences in perceptions of user entrepreneur performance. In particular, respondents per-

ceived user entrepreneurs with sustainable products as performing better than user en-

trepreneurs with less sustainable products (Msustainable = 6.86; Mcontrol = 5.72; t = 4.67, p < 0.01). 

Table 1. Regression coefficients from the standardized variables on perceptions of product perfor-

mance (a) and user entrepreneur performance (b). 

 
Product 

Performance (a) 

User Entrepreneur 

Performance (b) 

 β p β p 

Constant 8.68 <0.01 6.68 <0.01 

Sustainability 0.17 0.13 0.39 <0.01 

Environmental values 0.16 <0.01 0.13 <0.01 

Sustainability × environmental values  0.22 0.03 0.22 0.02 

Age −0.02 <0.01 −0.02 <0.01 

Gender −0.61 <0.01 −0.60 <0.01 

Education −0.16 <0.01 −0.12 <0.01 

Number of children 0.01 0.82 0.02 0.75 

Proactive personality   0.16 <0.01 

Entrepreneurial experience   0.13 0.32 

 

(a) (b) 

Figure 1. Product performance (a) and user entrepreneur performance (b) as functions of product sustainability and re-

spondents’ environmental values. 

5. Discussion 

This research investigates whether consumers hold different beliefs about the busi-

ness performance of user entrepreneurs who are either green or non-green. We motivate 

our research based on earlier findings in consumer research that has repeatedly demon-

strated a “sustainability liability bias” in performance perceptions of green vs. non-green 

products. We examine whether this bias also operates in the domain of consumers’ per-

formance beliefs toward user entrepreneurs.  

We conducted an online scenario experiment with two goals. First, we intended to 

replicate previous findings of a “sustainability liability” for green vs. non-green products 

Figure 1. Product performance (a) and user entrepreneur performance (b) as functions of product
sustainability and respondents’ environmental values.

In addition, the analysis revealed a significant interaction between sustainability
information and environmental values (β = 0.22; t = 2.41, p < 0.05). The results of a
spotlight analysis [29] showed that at low levels of environmental values (MEVlow = 6.26)
there was no statistically significant difference in the respondents’ performance perception
(Msustainable = 5.50; Mcontrol = 5.63; t = 0.43, p = 0.67). In line with our H2b, the planned
contrast for respondents at high levels of environmental values (MEVhigh = 8.62) showed
significant differences in perceptions of user entrepreneur performance. In particular,
respondents perceived user entrepreneurs with sustainable products as performing better
than user entrepreneurs with less sustainable products (Msustainable = 6.86; Mcontrol = 5.72;
t = 4.67, p < 0.01).

5. Discussion

This research investigates whether consumers hold different beliefs about the business
performance of user entrepreneurs who are either green or non-green. We motivate our
research based on earlier findings in consumer research that has repeatedly demonstrated
a “sustainability liability bias” in performance perceptions of green vs. non-green products.
We examine whether this bias also operates in the domain of consumers’ performance
beliefs toward user entrepreneurs.

We conducted an online scenario experiment with two goals. First, we intended to
replicate previous findings of a “sustainability liability” for green vs. non-green prod-
ucts (H1a and H1b). Second, we researched the prevalence of a bias for perceptions of
green vs. non-green user entrepreneurs (H2a and H2b). The results of our study did
not show a sustainability liability effect, neither for consumers’ perceptions of product
performance (H1a) nor for user entrepreneurs’ performance (H2a). Thus, consumers did
not devalue the performance of green products nor green user entrepreneurs compared to
non-green alternatives. Instead, this research finds evidence for a reverse effect that we call
a “sustainability asset”.

Specifically, when we examined perceived product performance, we did not find a
negative main effect of sustainability on performance perceptions. Thus, our results do
not support prior literature (e.g., [13,22]). In fact, our results question whether previous
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research that showed a “sustainability liability” is still valid. In today’s marketplace,
consumers can increasingly choose between green products and more traditional coun-
terparts and experience the performance of green products. Our results imply that green
attributes are no longer perceived to come at the expense of performance, thus challeng-
ing the relevance of the compensatory inferences account in this stream of research for
today’s consumers.

However, in line with recent research [21,30], we find an interaction effect of con-
sumers’ environmental values and product sustainability on product performance per-
ceptions. Supporting our H1b, consumers with strong environmental values perceived
sustainable products as more performant compared to less sustainable products. These
results stress the relevance of an alignment of consumers’ and products’ moral values.
Products that matched consumers’ values were evaluated more favorably. Theoretically,
this effect can be explained by motivated reasoning; that is, a consumer’s goals or motives
affect their evaluations [31]. Consumers with strong environmental values might process
information about a green product more positive as the product is consistent with their
values. Accordingly, research has shown that motivated reasoning lead consumers with
strong environmental values to prefer green products because they perceived the non-green
attributes of that product to be more attractive than consumers with weak environmental
values [30].

More importantly for this current research, we found a positive main effect of sustain-
ability on consumers’ perceptions of user entrepreneurs’ performance: consumers expected
green innovators to perform better than non-green innovators. This finding contradicts
our theoretical assumptions (H2a) but resonates with our results of product performance
perceptions. Apparently, consumers believe in the timely relevance and the resulting
business outlook of sustainable innovations, hence sustainability becomes an asset for user
entrepreneurs.

In line with H2b, the valuation of green user innovators was particularly prevalent
among consumers with strong environmental values. This finding supports our reasoning
that consumers value actors whose moral standards are aligned with their own. It appears
plausible that consumers’ information processing is biased according to their environmen-
tal motives [31]. We argue that consumers are more inclined to evaluate both the green
and the non-green attributes of a user entrepreneur more positive and that this applica-
tion of motivated reasoning explains the differences in performance evaluations between
consumers with weak vs. strong environmental values.

Some limitations of our study deserve attention. First, we build our research on a
single online scenario experiment. We designed the study to strongly mirror previous
research on the sustainability liability effect to ensure the comparability of our study
setup with earlier work. Thus, our findings can be interpreted as an indicator of change
in consumer perceptions. However, additional studies would strengthen the validity of
our research. In particular, field studies examining the actual crowdfunding behavior of
consumers could generate insights into the performance perceptions toward green vs. non-
green user innovators. Second, the scenarios in our experiment only described the profiles
of male user entrepreneurs. We intentionally designed the profiles to avoid response
biases based on gender effects. Previous research has documented a green-feminine
stereotype and shown that consumers associate sustainable behavior with the female
gender and perceive greenness as unmanly [32]. Hence, using male profiles is a stronger
test for examining a sustainability liability effect. Specifically, consumers might perceive
males to be less competent in innovating sustainable products, but in terms of a zero-sum
evaluation, as more performant in business matters. Thus, differences in perceptions of
business performance of green vs. non-green male innovators are harder to detect. In light
of our results, we infer that consumers would value green female user innovators as
particularly performant because they would be assessed as competent in innovating green
products and because green innovations profit from the “sustainability asset” effect. Future
research might test this assumption. Third, we investigated user entrepreneur performance
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perceptions of regular, non-professional consumers. We argue that knowledge of the beliefs
of these rather naive, non-professionals is important because research on user entrepreneurs
stresses the relevance of non-professionals in the process of starting their business. The
creative and financial support of a social community that believes in the user entrepreneur
is vital for the entrepreneurial progress. In comparison, professional investors who assess
the future performance of user entrepreneurs use additional criteria to predict success.

6. Conclusions

This study proposes a novel perspective on the research on user entrepreneurship.
Since user entrepreneurs strongly rely on regular consumers’ support when starting their
business, we investigate regular consumers’ perceptions on user entrepreneurs.

Our findings have implications for theory and practice. First, this study contributes
to research on the sustainability liability effect for perceived product performance. Over-
all, our results revealed that consumers did not devalue sustainable products. Instead,
sustainable and less sustainable products were perceived as equally performant. When
comparing product performance perceptions among consumers with high vs. low levels of
environmental concern, we replicate recent findings [21,30] and find a sustainability asset
effect among environmentally concerned consumers. We interpret our results as a signal of
a sustainability spirit in consumers’ minds. Pressured by the rising urgency of environ-
mental issues, consumers might become more acceptant of sustainable products. Faced
also with an increasing choice of green products in various product domains, consumers
have made firsthand experiences with the performance of green products. The first studies
that demonstrated the sustainability liability effect were published in 2010 [13]. The most
recent study on the topic that was published in 2020 [21] replicated the liability effect for
consumers with weak environmental values only. Apparently, the liability effect seems
to disappear in consumers’ perceptions, and instead, sustainable product attributes are
turning into a product asset.

Second, this study contributes to research on user entrepreneurs. We examine the
“sustainability liability” phenomenon—a bias that has been studied in consumer research—
in the domain of user entrepreneurship. We provide insights on consumer perceptions
of user entrepreneur performance and extend prior research on the drivers of user en-
trepreneur motivation and success (e.g., [4,19]). In addition, we suggest to explore further
research opportunities and encourage interdisciplinary research that combines innovation
management and consumer research.

We also derive practical implications from our findings. Our results have potential
consequences for consumers’ investment decisions in supporting user entrepreneurs. Given
that the standard assumption in the literature of decision making under risk implies that
risk is negatively associated with the attractiveness of an option [33], consumers are
likely to reduce perceived risk by focusing on attributes they perceive to be attractive.
Our results imply that green user entrepreneurs will have an advantage compared to
non-green alternatives when consumers make assessments about which user entrepreneur
they want to support in terms of creative input, financial investment, etc.

Furthermore, this research is of relevance for user entrepreneur motivation when
starting a business, in particular the effectiveness of social reputation as a motivational
driver. Our findings indicate that consumers hold more positive beliefs in the performance
of green user entrepreneurs. Thus, starting a business with sustainable offerings is likely to
yield social appreciation and respect from others. While monetary incentives are clearly
a driver of innovator engagement toward forming a (green) business [19], our findings
imply that social incentives can further propel the rise of more sustainable entrepreneurial
developments by users.

Overall, we take the optimistic view that prejudice against green products has started
to disappear, even among consumers with weak environmental values, marking the onset
of a sustainable consumption transition and opening a fruitful outlook for green businesses.
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Appendix A. User Innovator Profiles

Meet James. He has an academic degree in natural sciences and now works in a large
international company. In his spare time, he likes to come up with ideas to invent new
products. He plans to start his own company soon and bring his latest innovation to market.
Please read the description of James’ innovation:

Zapped Bug Spray
Zapped Bug Spray uses an advanced powder-dry formula that dries on contact, leaving
your skin feeling smooth and dry, not oily or greasy.
Sustainability information present: Zapped Bug Spray is made with sustainable plant-based
ingredients and does not contain fabricated chemicals.
_______________________________________________________________________________

Meet John. He has an academic degree in natural sciences and now works in a large
international company. In his spare time, he likes to come up with ideas to invent new
products. He plans to start his own company soon and bring his latest innovation to market.
Please read the description of Johns’ innovation:

Cleanse Laundry Detergent
Cleanse laundry detergent delivers a premium clean for your everyday laundry that keeps
whites white and colors vivid. Safe and effective for all fabrics and water temperatures.
Sustainability information present: Cleanse is made from a biodegradable HE formular
containing plant-derived surfactants—no artificial chemicals.
_______________________________________________________________________________

Meet Robert. He has an academic degree in natural sciences and now works in a large
international company. In his spare time, he likes to come up with ideas to invent new
products. He plans to start his own company soon and bring his latest innovation to market.
Please read the description of Robert’s innovation:

SunShield Sunscreen
SunShield sunscreen is a non-chemical sunscreen lotion that delivers a refreshingly lux-
urious powdery clean feel, while the subtle tint seamlessly blends into any skin tone yet
washes away with water. Rich in vitamins and antioxitands, it allows you to enjoy the sun
your way, protected from both UVA and UVB rays.
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Sustainability information present: SunShield contains only natural ingredients—no chem-
icals or active elements.
_______________________________________________________________________________
Meet Michael. He has an academic degree in natural sciences and now works in a large
international company. In his spare time, he likes to come up with ideas to invent new
products. He plans to start his own company soon and bring his latest innovation to market.
Please read the description of Michael’s innovation:

Coolpoint Air Conditioner
Coolpoint air conditioner quickly cools down a room on hot days and removes harmful
bacteria from the air with a removable antimicrobial mesh filter. It has multiple cool and
fan settings and 2-way air direction to create the right level of comfort.
Sustainability information present: Coolpoint is an energy-efficient air conditioner that
uses a new environmentally-friendly air refrigerant.
_______________________________________________________________________________

Appendix B

Table A1. Table of Key Measurement Constructs and Items.

Construct Source Item(s) Scale Reliability (Cronbach’s
Alpha)

Perception of
product

performance

Chernev and
Blair [21]

How well do you believe Cleanse will
perform as a laundry detergent?

1 = Very poorly, 9 = Very
well n.a.

Perceptions of
user innovator
performance

van Dyck
et al. [27]

(a) To what extent will James’ business
achieve its most important goals? (b) How

successful will James’ business be in
comparison to other companies in the same

line of industry and of (about) the same size?

(a) 1 = Not at all,
9 = Completely; (b)

1 = Not at all successful,
9 = Extremely successful

αoverall = 0.90
αlaundry = 0.89
αbug spray = 0.92
αsunscreen = 0.89

αair conditioner = 0.88

Perception of
product

sustainability

Chernev and
Blair [21]

(a) The new product is more environmentally
friendly than the average product in the
product category. (b) The new product is

better for society than the average product in
the product category.

1 = Strongly disagree,
9 = Strongly agree

αoverall = 0.89
αlaundry = 0.95
αbug spray = 0.89
αsunscreen = 0.85

αair conditioner = 0.87

Environmental
values

Chernev and
Blair [21]

(a) It is important to me that the products I
use do not harm the environment. (b) I think
companies should be doing more to ensure

their products are sustainable.

1 = Strongly disagree,
9 = Strongly agree α = 0.77

Proactive
personality

Bateman and
Crant [28]; see
also Kickuhl
and Gundry

[34]

(a) I enjoy facing and overcoming obstacles to
my ideas. (b) Nothing is more exciting than

seeing my ideas turn into reality. (c) I excel at
identifying opportunities. (d) I love to

challenge the status quo. (e) I can spot a good
opportunity long before others can.

1 = Strongly disagree,
9 = Strongly agree α = 0.84

Entrepreneurial
experience

Own
development Have you ever started your own business yes = 1, no = 0 n.a.
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