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ABSTRACT
Academic Summary: The prominence of environmental issues among consumers has led to the rapid development and launch 
of sustainable product innovations (SPIs). Developing SPIs can yield favorable financial outcomes for companies, but introducing 
these innovations requires major investments, while returns are highly uncertain. At the same time, positive consumer percep-
tions of SPIs are imperative for their success. Prior research suggests that SPIs with a higher degree of innovativeness experience 
faster innovation adoption. However, empirical research on the impact of radical versus incremental SPIs on consumer percep-
tions and the underlying mechanisms explaining these perceptions is scant. Drawing on attribution theory and conducting four 
consumer experiments and one meta-analysis, we examine whether and how consumers make internal and external attributions 
about companies' motivations behind introducing SPIs. The findings reveal that radical (vs. incremental) SPIs result in favorable 
consumer outcomes because consumers attribute intrinsic motivations to companies introducing such innovations, a relation-
ship moderated by companies' sustainability reputation. In contrast, attributions of companies' extrinsic motivations do not play 
a significant role in this regard. This study contributes to the literature on the impact of SPI on consumer perceptions and out-
comes. Furthermore, it provides managerial guidance to companies intending to introduce SPIs.
Managerial Summary: As environmental concerns grow, companies are under increasing pressure to develop sustainable 
products. Yet, not all sustainable product innovations (SPIs) are created equal and how consumers respond depends heavily on 
the type of innovation a company introduces. This research shows that radical SPIs (those that use entirely new technologies to 
create a sustainable product or to embed sustainability as a core product attribute) outperform incremental ones (those that mod-
ify existing products to improve eco-efficiency, replace harmful materials, or enhance recyclability) across a range of outcomes 
that matter to business: purchase intentions, willingness to pay, perceived company authenticity, and overall attitudes toward 
the company. The key reason is that consumers interpret radical SPIs as driven by genuine environmental commitment, whereas 
incremental changes are seen as business-as-usual responses to competitive or regulatory pressure. For managers, this means 
that investing in truly transformative sustainable innovations pays off not just environmentally, but commercially. Equally im-
portant is a company's sustainability reputation: firms with an established track record of environmental responsibility amplify 
these positive effects, as consumers are more likely to trust their motives. For policymakers, incentivizing radical sustainable 
innovations creates a twofold benefit, real ecological impact alongside stronger market performance.
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1   |   Introduction

Growing environmental concerns have heightened the de-
mand for sustainable business practices (Spanjol et  al.  2024; 
Wagner 2015). One key avenue for companies to pursue environ-
mental goals is through new product development. Sustainable 
product innovation (SPI) is increasingly recognized not only 
as a strategic response to environmental pressures but also as 
an opportunity to gain or maintain a competitive advantage 
(Dangelico et  al.  2013). Also known as green innovations or 
eco-innovations, SPIs are new or modified products that “create 
value through implementation of an idea for reducing harm to 
the natural environment caused by a firm's product during one 
or more stages of the lifecycle of the product” (Varadarajan 2023, 
64). The growing salience of environmental issues among 
consumers has accelerated the development and market in-
troduction of SPIs (Cooper  2023; Haws et  al.  2014). Firms in-
vesting in SPIs have reported favorable market and financial 
outcomes (Dangelico  2016), reduced costs (Hermundsdottir 
and Aspelund  2021), and enhanced competitiveness (García-
Granero et al. 2020).

The strategic relevance of SPIs has also sparked academic in-
terest. Research in this field has focused primarily on the an-
tecedents of sustainable product development from a firm's 
perspective and their effects on financial performance (Du 
et al. 2016; Paparoidamis and Huong Tran 2019). While positive 
consumer perceptions are critical to the success of SPIs (Bstieler 
et  al.  2018), consumer responses remain relatively understud-
ied (Cooper  2023; Ghanbarpour and Gustafsson  2022). At the 
same time, developing SPIs often requires major company in-
vestments (Dangelico et  al.  2013; Olsen et  al.  2014), while re-
turns are uncertain (Mugge and Dahl 2013). Therefore, a deeper 
understanding of when and why consumers respond favorably 
to SPIs is necessary to both advance theory and help guide com-
panies in the development and marketing of sustainable innova-
tions (Du et al. 2016; Hemonnet-Goujot et al. 2022).

Product innovations are commonly classified as either incremen-
tal or radical, with firms often facing the challenge of allocating 
resources between the two (Troilo et al. 2014). Incremental SPIs 
involve modifying existing products to improve eco-efficiency, 
replace harmful materials, or enhance recyclability (Dangelico 
and Pujari 2010). In contrast, radical SPIs entail the use of en-
tirely new technologies to create a sustainable product or to 
embed sustainability as a core product attribute (Dangelico and 
Pujari  2010). For example, a cleaning product switching from 
conventional to recyclable packaging represents an incremental 
SPI, whereas the introduction of the first emission-free electric 
car illustrates a radical SPI.

Despite the importance of SPIs across societal and corporate 
domains–and the clear distinctions between incremental and 
radical innovations–empirical research remains limited in 
several key areas. First, studies investigating consumer per-
ceptions of radical versus incremental SPIs and whether these 
perceptions influence behavior are lacking (Dangelico 2016; De 
Medeiros et al. 2022). Consumers have grown increasingly skep-
tical of companies' sustainability efforts (Ginder et  al.  2021), 
often attributing motives such as greenwashing to these ini-
tiatives (Leonidou and Skarmeas  2017). Many also question 

whether SPIs are introduced out of genuine environmental 
concerns or as a response to competitive pressures (Dangelico 
and Pontrandolfo  2010). This skepticism highlights the need 
for further research on how consumers perceive radical versus 
incremental SPIs and what drives these perceptions. Second, 
although some research finds positive outcomes of SPIs, their 
effectiveness across various performance indicators and firm-
level benefits remains underexplored (De Medeiros et al. 2022). 
Third, a company's sustainability reputation, or its long-term 
environmental and social responsibility stature (Manto and 
Wilson  2001), likely shapes consumer attributions about com-
panies' motivations behind SPIs (Olsen et al. 2014; Van Doorn 
et  al.  2021). A strong sustainability reputation helps reinforce 
consumer beliefs about a firm's ongoing commitment to envi-
ronmental goals (De Medeiros et al. 2022), thereby fostering the 
success of SPIs (Amores-Salvadó et al. 2014; Peloza et al. 2012). 
However, empirical evidence on how consumers interpret com-
pany motivations in this context is limited. To address these 
gaps, the present study examines the effects of radical versus in-
cremental SPIs and the moderating role of a company's sustain-
ability reputation on consumer outcomes, including purchase 
intention, willingness to pay, perceived company authenticity, 
and attitude toward the company.

Attribution theory provides the theoretical lens for this study. 
This theory refers to the “cognitive processes through which an 
individual infers the cause of an actor's behavior” (Calder and 
Burnkrant 1977, 29). According to the theory, consumers make 
internal and external attributions about a company's actions, in-
terpreting them as either intrinsically or extrinsically motivated 
(Crilly et  al.  2016). In this context, attribution theory offers a 
useful framework to examine how the type of SPI–radical or in-
cremental–influences consumer inferences about a company's 
underlying motivations. It also allows for an exploration of how 
these motivation attributions, shaped by the company's sustain-
ability reputation, affect consumer outcomes.

Exploring consumer perceptions of incremental and radical 
SPIs through the lens of attribution theory offers several im-
portant insights. First, by examining how consumers attribute 
company motivations to different types of SPIs, we introduce 
a novel perspective on some mechanisms shaping consumer 
evaluations of SPIs. This approach extends the application of 
attribution theory beyond its traditional use in communication 
and corporate social responsibility (CSR) research, applying 
it to the domain of SPI by showing that attribution processes 
not only influence perceptions of a company's CSR commu-
nication but also shape how consumers interpret the under-
lying intent behind product innovation decisions. Second, 
building on attribution theory, we demonstrate how the per-
ceived innovativeness of SPIs affects a range of relevant con-
sumer outcomes. The findings complement prior research that 
shows that more innovative SPIs are associated with higher 
adoption intentions (Paparoidamis and Huong Tran  2019) 
and increased sales (Van Doorn et  al.  2021), addressing re-
cent calls for deeper investigation into the consumer impact 
of SPIs (Dangelico 2016; De Medeiros et al. 2022; Zheng and 
Iatridis 2022). Third, we shed light on how a company's sus-
tainability reputation shapes consumer attributions and, in 
turn, the success of SPI introductions, highlighting the role of 
SPI as a key contingency factor in driving consumer responses. 
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Fourth, for firms planning to introduce sustainable innova-
tions, we show that both the degree of innovativeness and the 
company's sustainability reputation significantly influence 
how consumers interpret corporate motivations. These attri-
butions have distinct effects on critical consumer outcomes, 
including purchase intention, willingness to pay, and attitude 
toward the company.

2   |   Theoretical Perspectives on SPI and 
Hypotheses Development

2.1   |   Radical and Incremental Product 
Innovations

New products vary widely in their innovativeness and impact 
on firm performance, highlighting the need for a typology that 
reflects this diversity (Dewar and Dutton  1986). A commonly 
used typology distinguishes between incremental and radical 
product innovations. Incremental product innovations involve 
relatively minor improvements to existing products (Garcia and 
Calantone 2002), whereas radical product innovations are based 
on breakthrough technologies that deliver substantially greater 
consumer benefits and enable access to new markets (Chandy 
and Tellis 1998).

Previous research shows that radical product innovations 
can outperform incremental ones in terms of firm perfor-
mance (Rubera and Kirca 2012). At the same time, radical in-
novations typically demand more organizational resources 
(Troilo et  al.  2014) and involve greater risk (McDermott and 
O'Connor 2002), partly because consumers often perceive them 
as more complex than incremental innovations (Mugge and 
Dahl 2013; Szymanski et al. 2007). Given the high costs asso-
ciated with product innovation in general (Domínguez-Escrig 
et al. 2019), companies frequently face trade-offs in prioritizing 
incremental versus radical SPI development (Asiaei et al. 2023).

Introducing a new product also serves as a strategic signal to both 
industry stakeholders and consumers. Szymanski et al.  (2007) 
suggest that radical product innovations signal a firm's strong 
commitment to innovation, thereby fostering positive consumer 
responses. Similarly, Sorescu et al.  (2003) find that radical in-
novations serve as indicators of growth and innovation success, 
whereas incremental innovations convey a firm's continued ex-
ploitation of existing knowledge. Accordingly, radical SPIs may 
similarly signal a stronger commitment to sustainability than 
incremental SPIs, thereby positively influencing consumer per-
ceptions and outcomes.

2.2   |   Attribution Theory

Attribution theory originates from Heider's  (1944) work on 
phenomenal causality and refers to the cognitive processes 
through which individuals infer the cause of an actor's behav-
ior (Kelley  1973). The theory posits that individuals' interpre-
tation and evaluation of an action depend on both the context 
and the perceived source of an action (Heider 1944). According 
to Kelley (1973), individuals rely on three types of information 
to assess an actor's motivation: consensus, or the extent to which 

others behave similarly; distinctiveness, or whether the behavior 
is specific to a situation or reflects a broader pattern; and con-
sistency, or whether the behavior is repeated over time. From 
this evaluation, individuals form causal attributions that shape 
their beliefs and influence subsequent judgments and decisions 
(Mizerski 1982). Causal attributions can be internal or external. 
Internal attributions refer to explanations based on the inherent 
traits or intrinsic motivations of an actor (Gosselt et  al.  2019), 
whereas external attributions are linked to situational or contex-
tual factors to explain an actor's behavior and reflect extrinsic 
motivations (Gosselt et al. 2019).

Consumer research has applied these attributions to interpret 
corporate behavior. Here, consensus refers to whether a compa-
ny's actions are similar to those of competitors; distinctiveness 
captures whether the action is perceived as unique and inte-
gral to the firm's overall strategy; and consistency reflects the 
perceived stability of such actions over time (Leonidou and 
Skarmeas  2017). Consumers process these information types 
and infer whether corporate actions are driven by intrinsic mo-
tivations, such as a genuine managerial commitment to social or 
environmental values, or by extrinsic motivations, such as rep-
utational pressure or regulatory compliance (Crilly et al. 2016; 
Du et al. 2007; Parguel et al. 2011). Importantly, intrinsic and 
extrinsic motivations are not mutually exclusive and may coex-
ist in consumers' minds, shaping their responses in a nuanced 
way (Ellen et al. 2006).

Research on business communications and CSR has widely 
used attribution theory. For example, studies have applied it 
to examine consumer reactions to CSR messaging (Parguel 
et al. 2011), the congruence between CSR claims and product la-
beling (Gosselt et al. 2019), and the alignment of CSR initiatives 
with corporate strategy (Becker-Olsen et al. 2006). In this study, 
we extend the application of attribution theory to the domain 
of SPIs. Specifically, we adopt the lens of attribution theory to 
explore how consumers interpret and respond to radical versus 
incremental SPI introductions, thereby uncovering the psycho-
logical mechanisms underlying consumer perceptions and be-
havioral outcomes.

2.3   |   Consumer Attribution About Company 
Motivations

As firms increasingly emphasize their sustainability-related 
initiatives and products, consumers have become more skep-
tical about the motives behind such efforts (Ginder et al. 2021; 
Leonidou and Skarmeas  2017). Consumers may perceive a 
company's sustainability initiatives as driven either by a gen-
uine concern for the environment, leading to intrinsic motiva-
tion attributions, or by regulatory, competitive, or reputational 
pressures, resulting in extrinsic motivation attributions (Gosselt 
et al. 2019). Parguel et al. (2011) argue that sustainability claims 
perceived as inconsistent with corporate behavior are typically 
attributed to extrinsic motivations, whereas substantial and 
credible actions toward sustainability initiatives are likely at-
tributed to intrinsic motivations.

Radical SPIs are likely to advance environmental sustain-
ability, as these often entail substantial technological and 
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ecological improvements (Shu et  al.  2016). In contrast, in-
cremental SPIs may fall short in addressing environmen-
tal concerns beyond modest improvements (Dangelico and 
Pujari 2010; Domínguez-Escrig et al. 2019). We propose that 
consumers are likely to perceive radical SPIs as more intrin-
sically motivated because of their low consensus with other 
market offerings, signaling significant internal effort and 
commitment to sustainability. Conversely, they may interpret 
incremental SPIs, which share high consensus with existing 
market offerings, as a response to external pressures, leading 
to higher extrinsic motivation attributions and perceptions 
of greenwashing than radical SPIs. Consumers' attributions 
about company motivation are central to how they interpret 
SPIs (Newman et  al.  2014). When perceiving sustainabil-
ity efforts as intrinsically motivated, consumers tend to re-
spond more favorably, exhibiting stronger support for the firm 
(Becker-Olsen et  al.  2006; Edinger-Schons et  al.  2018; Ellen 
et  al.  2006). In contrast, extrinsically motivated actions can 
trigger skepticism, negative attitudes, and lower purchase in-
tentions (Becker-Olsen et  al.  2006; Ellen et  al.  2006; Ginder 
et al. 2021). Even if a company's SPI introduction stems from a 
genuine interest in environmental and ecological responsibil-
ity, consumers' attributions of extrinsic motivation may lead 
to less favorable responses (Dangelico and Pontrandolfo 2010). 
Accordingly, we hypothesize the following:

H1.  Consumers perceive radical SPIs as more intrinsically mo-
tivated than incremental SPIs, and these attributions lead to more 
favorable consumer outcomes.

H2.  Consumers perceive incremental SPIs as more extrinsically 
motivated than radical SPIs, and these attributions lead to less 
favorable consumer outcomes.

In this study, consumer outcomes include purchase intention, 
willingness to pay, perceived company authenticity, and attitude 
toward the company. These outcomes capture both product- 
and firm-level consumer responses—an important distinction 
in evaluating SPIs. Purchase intention and willingness to pay 
reflect the perceived value of the specific innovation and the 
likelihood of consumer adoption. In sustainability contexts, in 
which direct quality assessments are often difficult, consumers 
tend to rely on firm-level cues, such as the perceived motivation 
behind the SPI, as heuristics when forming these evaluations 
(Newman et al. 2014). In contrast, perceived company authen-
ticity and attitude toward the company represent broader firm-
level evaluations essential to long-term company performance. 
These outcomes are associated with increased customer loyalty 
(Van Rekom 2014) and enhanced corporate reputation (Foroudi 
et al. 2014).

2.4   |   Company Sustainability Reputation

A company's sustainability reputation refers to its perceived 
sustainability stature over time (Manto and Wilson 2001) and 
is a key marker for consumers evaluating its dedication and 
commitment to environmental and social initiatives (Peloza 
et al. 2012). In the context of SPIs, a strong sustainability rep-
utation can enhance innovation success by reinforcing the 
firm's environmental and social credibility (Amores-Salvadó 

et al. 2014; De Medeiros et al. 2022). A positive sustainability 
reputation signals a company's long-standing commitment to 
sustainability, reducing consumers' skepticism and increasing 
receptiveness to sustainable new product introductions. In 
contrast, a weak or absent sustainability reputation may raise 
doubts about a company's motives, diminishing the perceived 
authenticity of its SPI efforts and hindering market success 
(Olsen et al. 2014).

From the perspective of attribution theory, sustainability repu-
tation reflects the dimensions of distinctiveness (the extent to 
which sustainability is considered integral to a company's strat-
egy) and consistency (the degree to which this commitment is 
maintained over time). A company with a positive sustainability 
reputation exhibits high consistency and low distinctiveness, 
which fosters attributions of intrinsic motivation behind intro-
ducing SPIs (Gosselt et al. 2019; Leonidou and Skarmeas 2017; 
Parguel et al. 2011). Conversely, a weak or negative sustainabil-
ity reputation suggests low consistency and high distinctive-
ness of actions related to environmental concerns, increasing 
the likelihood that consumers will view SPIs as opportunistic 
or compliance-driven—attributing them to extrinsic motiva-
tions (Ginder et al. 2021; Leonidou and Skarmeas 2017; Olsen 
et al. 2014; Wu et al. 2020).

With this reasoning, we expect a firm's sustainability reputation 
to moderate the relationship between SPI type and consumer 
attributions of company motivations. Specifically, a positive rep-
utation is likely to strengthen the perceived intrinsic motivation 
behind SPIs, while a weaker, negative reputation will amplify 
attributions of extrinsic motivation. Accordingly, we hypothe-
size the following:

H3a.  A company's positive sustainability reputation strength-
ens consumers' attributions of SPI introductions as intrinsically 
motivated.

H3b.  A company's negative sustainability reputation strength-
ens consumers' attributions of SPI introductions as extrinsically 
motivated.

We sequentially test our hypotheses in four consumer experi-
ments. Figure 1 depicts our research model.

3   |   Overview of Studies

Study 1a investigates the effect of sustainable innovation type 
(incremental vs. radical) on consumer outcomes, mediated by 
consumer attribution about the company motivation (intrinsic 
vs. extrinsic) using a high-tech product as a stimulus. Study 1b 
replicates and generalizes these findings using a low-tech prod-
uct. In both studies, we employ fictitious brands to isolate the 
hypothesized effects and minimize brand-related confounds. 
Study 2 tests the full research model by introducing a compa-
ny's sustainability reputation as a moderating variable. Study 3 
further extends the model by examining theoretically relevant 
alternative mechanisms, including perceived SPI quality and 
self-signaling, and by assessing the effect of SPI type on moti-
vation attributions and consumer outcomes in the presence of 
explicit price information. Finally, a single-paper meta-analysis 
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integrates the findings across all studies to validate the robust-
ness and consistency of the results.

To ensure generalizability, we selected three product cat-
egories across the studies. For Study 1a and 3, we used a 
smartphone; for Study 1b, a cleaning rag; and for Study 2, a 
washer–dryer combo. Across all studies, product manipula-
tions followed a consistent methodology adapted from Mugge 
and Dahl  (2013) and Kuester et  al.  (2015), altering one key 
product feature to manipulate the degree of sustainable inno-
vation. For both incremental and radical conditions, stimuli 
included general product descriptions typical of the category, 
with the final feature varying by condition. In the incremental 
condition, the product featured minor sustainability improve-
ments, marginally reducing environmental impact and resem-
bling existing market offerings. In the radical condition, the 
product included a major sustainability enhancement using 
novel technology, resulting in a substantial reduction of envi-
ronmental impact (see Appendix A (Supporting Information) 
for details on pretests). Given that sustainable products are 
often priced at a premium (Lin and Chang  2012), we con-
trolled for price perceptions in Studies 1a, 1b, and 2 by stating 
that the product's price was comparable to similar products 
in the category. In Study 3, which explicitly examines pricing 
effects, the stimuli included price information.

4   |   Study 1A

The objective of Study 1a was to examine the effect of sustain-
able innovation type (incremental vs. radical) on consumer 
attribution about the company's motivations (intrinsic vs. ex-
trinsic) and on consumer outcomes. In addition, we tested the 
hypothesized mediation through perceived company motiva-
tion, thereby addressing H1 and H2 in the context of a high-tech 
product.

4.1   |   Method

We recruited 170 U.S. participants via the Prolific panel for 
a between-subjects online experiment. After we excluded 
participants who failed an attention check, the final sample 
consisted of 163 participants (see Appendix  B (Supporting 
Information) for socio-demographic details). We randomly 

assigned participants to one of the two experimental condi-
tions (incremental or radical SPI), which resulted in approxi-
mately equal group sizes.

Following prior work (Bagga et  al.  2016; Kuester et  al.  2015), 
we asked participants to imagine encountering a news article 
announcing the launch of a new smartphone, the SP-7. Across 
conditions, the announcement included an identical image of 
an unbranded smartphone and four bullet points describing 
the product's features. The fourth bullet point differed between 
conditions and conveyed either an incremental or radical sus-
tainability enhancement. Across conditions, the text was closely 
matched in wording, tone, and length. Figure 2, Panel A, pro-
vides the full stimuli.

After viewing the announcement, participants responded to 
two key dependent variables: purchase intention and willing-
ness to pay. Because we used fictitious brands and omitted 
broader company information in the initial study, we did not 
include firm-level outcomes (perceived company authenticity 
and attitude toward the company). We then measured the hy-
pothesized mediators (attribution to intrinsic and extrinsic com-
pany motivations), other product-related variables (perceived 
innovativeness, product complexity, and stimuli realism), and 
controls such as consumers' green values, innovativeness, and 
socio-demographics.

We measured all constructs using established 7-point Likert 
scales adapted from prior research. For purchase intention, we 
used four items adapted from Dodds et al. (1991) and Maxham 
and Netemeyer (2003). Willingness to pay was measured using 
two items from Netemeyer et al. (2004) and one self-developed 
item. We adapted four items from Leonidou and Skarmeas (2017), 
Parguel et al. (2011), and Vlachos et al. (2013) to measure intrin-
sic motivation. We measured extrinsic motivation using items 
from Du et al. (2007), Leonidou and Skarmeas (2017), Parguel 
et  al.  (2011), and Su et  al.  (2020). Appendix  C (Supporting 
Information) provides all construct items, including item level 
statistics.

We checked the manipulation of perceived innovativeness 
using a five-item scale combining items developed by Moreau 
et al. (2001), Mugge and Dahl (2013), and Zhao et al. (2009). We 
also measured perceived product complexity, which can affect 
adoption intentions, particularly for radical innovations (Mugge 

FIGURE 1    |    Research model.
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and Dahl 2013; Paparoidamis and Huong Tran 2019), using items 
from Atuahene-Gima (1995) and Garcia and Calantone (2002). 
Perceived stimuli realism was measured using a three-item 
scale—two self-developed items and one item adapted from 
Paparoidamis and Huong Tran (2019).

In line with prior sustainability research, we controlled for con-
sumers' green values, innovativeness, and socio-demographic 
variables. Green values refer to environmentally conscious 
behavior and a preference for sustainable products (Haws 
et  al.  2014; Hemonnet-Goujot et  al.  2022). We measured con-
sumers' green values using a six-item scale adapted from 
Haws et  al.  (2014) and Paparoidamis and Huong Tran  (2019). 
Consumer innovativeness, relevant for differentiating re-
sponses to incremental versus radical innovations, refers to 
consumers' tendency to gain knowledge of and purchase prod-
uct innovations (Kuester et  al.  2015). We measured consumer 
innovativeness using a four-item scale adapted from Goldsmith 
and Hofacker  (1991) and Hofstetter et al.  (2013). For our mea-
sures, Cronbach's alphas, average variance extracted (AVE) 
values, and composite reliabilities were all satisfactory (see 
Table 1). We confirmed discriminant validity using Fornell and 
Larcker's (1981) criterion.

4.2   |   Results and Discussion

The manipulation checks confirmed significant differences in 
perceived innovativeness between the incremental and radical 
SPI conditions, with mean values below and above the scale 
midpoint, respectively (MIncremental_SPI = 3.95, MRadical_SPI = 5.46; 
t(161) = −6.51, p < 0.001). Perceived product complexity did not 
differ significantly between conditions (MIncremental_SPI = 2.53, 
MRadical_SPI = 2.93; t(161) = −1.54, p = 0.063), nor did perceived 
stimuli realism (MIncremental_SPI = 5.30, MRadical_SPI = 5.01; 
t(161) = 1.40, p = 0.16).

We conducted a one-way ANOVA with SPI type as the in-
dependent variable and purchase intention, willingness to 
pay, and attributions of intrinsic and extrinsic motivations 
as the dependent variables. The results showed that pur-
chase intention (MIncremental_SPI = 4.12, MRadical_SPI = 4.72; F(1, 
161) = 5.83, p = 0.02), willingness to pay (MIncremental_SPI = 2.44, 
MRadical_SPI = 3.15; F(1, 161) = 8.34, p < 0.01), and intrinsic 
motivation (MIncremental_SPI = 4.29, MRadical_SPI = 4.74; F(1, 
161) = 4.34, p = 0.04), were significantly higher in the radical 
innovation condition. Thus, H1 was supported, suggesting 
that consumers perceive radical SPIs as more strongly rooted 

FIGURE 2    |    Stimuli Study 1a and Study 1b.
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in genuine environmental concern, which translates into 
greater attribution of intrinsic motivation and more favorable 
consumer outcomes.

However, we found no significant difference in extrinsic motiva-
tion across conditions (MIncremental_SPI = 5.48, MRadical_SPI = 5.45; 
F(1, 161) = 0.04, p = 0.837), providing no support for H2. This 
unexpected result aligns with prior research (e.g., Leonidou and 
Skarmeas  2017; Parguel et  al.  2011), which suggests that con-
sumers tend to acknowledge companies' profit-driven motives, 
even when they act more altruistically, for example, by intro-
ducing SPIs.

To examine the mediating role attributed to a company's moti-
vations, we used Hayes's  (2017) PROCESS Model 4 with 5000 
bootstrapped samples. The results revealed a significant full me-
diation of intrinsic motivation in the relationship between SPI 
type and purchase intention (indirect βIntrinsic motivation = 0.14, 
SE = 0.08, 95% CI = [0.01, 0.31]) and a significant partial me-
diation for willingness to pay (indirect βIntrinsic motivation = 0.10, 
SE = 0.06, 95% CI = [0.003, 0.25]). These results offer additional 
support for H1, indicating that radical SPIs foster stronger in-
trinsic motivation attributions, which in turn positively influ-
ence consumer outcomes.

In contrast, extrinsic motivation did not mediate the effect of SPI 
type on purchase intention (indirect βExtrinsic motivation = −0.01, 
SE = 0.02, 95% CI = [−0.07, 0.05]) or willingness to pay (in-
direct βExtrinsic motivation = −0.001, SE = 0.02, 95% CI = [−0.04, 
0.04]). This result is consistent with the ANOVA findings and 
suggests that when extrinsic motivations are stable across 
conditions, they cannot act as mediators, again providing no 
support for H2.

Given the pivotal role of intrinsic motivation, we conducted a 
necessary condition analysis (NCA) to further explore its in-
fluence. NCA identifies conditions that must be present to en-
able an outcome, even if their presence alone is not sufficient 
(Dul 2016). In this case, we investigated whether intrinsic mo-
tivation is a necessary condition for achieving higher levels of 
purchase intention and willingness to pay.

Using SmartPLS (Ringle  2024), we performed two NCA tests. 
The results indicated that intrinsic motivation is indeed a nec-
essary condition for both purchase intention (effect size d = 0.10, 
p < 0.001) and willingness to pay (effect size d = 0.23, p = 0.002). 
These findings reinforce the notion that without sufficient at-
tribution of intrinsic motivation, high consumer support is un-
likely, regardless of other contributing factors (Dul  2016), and 
underscore the central role of intrinsic motivation in driving 
favorable responses to SPIs.

5   |   Study 1B

Prior research indicates that the determinants and conse-
quences of product innovations vary significantly between 
high-tech and low-tech markets (Evanschitzky et  al.  2012). 
To enhance the generalizability of our findings, Study 1b rep-
licates Study 1a using a low-tech SPI (a cleaning rag) as the 

stimulus. Specifically, we examine the effect of sustainable 
innovation type (incremental vs. radical) on consumer attri-
butions about a company's motivation and related consumer 
outcomes.

5.1   |   Method

We recruited 173 U.S. participants via the Prolific panel for a 
between-subjects online experiment. After we excluded three 
participants who failed an attention check, the final sam-
ple contained 170 participants (see Appendix  B (Supporting 
Information) for socio-demographic details). We randomly as-
signed participants to one of two conditions: incremental SPI 
(N = 87) or radical SPI (N = 83). Next, we instructed them to 
imagine reading a news article announcing the launch of a new 
cleaning rag, ClearSight. The stimuli design was similar to that 
in Study 1a (for the full stimuli, see Figure 2, Panel B).

Participants then rated the product on purchase intention, 
willingness to pay, attributed intrinsic and extrinsic motiva-
tion, perceived product innovativeness (manipulation check), 
product complexity, and stimuli realism. As in Study 1a, we 
also measured consumers' green values, innovativeness, and 
socio-demographics. Construct measures and scaling were 
identical to those in Study 1a (see Appendix  C (Supporting 
Information)). Cronbach's alphas, AVE values, composite 
reliabilities, and the Fornell-Larcker criterion confirmed 
the reliability and validity of the measures (see Appendix  D 
(Supporting Information)).

5.2   |   Results and Discussion

The manipulation check established that participants per-
ceived the radical innovation as significantly more inno-
vative than the incremental one (MIncremental_SPI = 3.55, 
MRadical_SPI = 4.54; t(168) = −3.97, p < 0.001). We found no 
significant differences for perceived product complexity 
(MIncremental_SPI = 1.84, MRadical_SPI = 2.08; t(168) = −1.04, 
p = 0.15) or perceived stimuli realism (MIncremental_SPI = 5.22, 
MRadical_SPI = 5.45; t(168) = −1.20, p = 0.12), suggesting that the 
manipulations were effective.

A one-way ANOVA revealed that purchase inten-
tions (MIncremental_SPI = 4.76, MRadical_SPI = 5.13; F(1, 
168) = 6.41, p = 0.01) and attributed intrinsic motivations 
(MIncremental_SPI = 4.68, MRadical_SPI = 5.13; F(1, 168) = 5.24, 
p = 0.02) were significantly higher in the radical (vs. incremen-
tal) SPI condition. The effect on willingness to pay was margin-
ally significant (MIncremental_SPI = 2.82, MRadical_SPI = 3.17; F(1, 
168) = 2.41, p = 0.06). As in Study 1a, we observed no signifi-
cant difference for extrinsic motivation (MIncremental_SPI = 5.64, 
MRadical_SPI = 5.52; F(1, 168) = 0.49, p = 0.48).

A mediation analysis using PROCESS Model 4 (5000 bootstrapped 
samples; Hayes 2017) confirmed a full mediation through intrinsic 
motivation for both dependent variables (see Table 2). These results 
provide support for H1 that consumers perceive radical SPIs as 
more intrinsically motivated, which in turn positively influences 
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purchase intention and willingness to pay. We found no significant 
effects through extrinsic motivation, providing no support for H2.

To further validate the importance of intrinsic motivation, we 
conducted another NCA (Ringle  2024). The results showed 
that intrinsic motivation is a necessary condition for both 
purchase intention (d = 0.17, p < 0.001) and willingness to 
pay (d = 0.40, p < 0.001). These effect sizes were stronger than 
those in Study 1a, further reinforcing the critical role of in-
trinsic motivation as a prerequisite for favorable consumer 
responses to SPIs.

By replicating Study 1a in a low-tech context, Study 1b confirms 
that intrinsic motivation, but not extrinsic motivation, medi-
ates the effect of SPI type on consumer outcomes. The findings 
further reveal that attribution theory is a useful framework 
for understanding how consumers evaluate sustainability-
driven innovations, particularly through the lens of intrinsic 
motivation.

6   |   Study 2

Study 2 investigates the role of a company's sustainability rep-
utation in shaping consumer attributions about motivation and 
their responses to SPI introductions. Specifically, we examine 
the effects of sustainable innovation type (incremental vs. rad-
ical) and company sustainability reputation (positive vs. nega-
tive) on attributions of intrinsic and extrinsic motivation as well 
as consumer outcomes. To increase external validity, we used a 
well-known company (Samsung) as our stimulus and included 
additional dependent variables (perceived company authenticity 
and attitude toward the company) alongside purchase intention 
and willingness to pay. Study 2 holistically tests our research 
model (see Figure 1) using an all-in-one washer–dryer as a high-
tech product stimulus.

6.1   |   Company Selection and Pretest

To select a suitable company for our manipulation of sustainabil-
ity reputation, we asked 80 U.S. participants from the Prolific 
panel to name a washer–dryer manufacturer with both a very 
good and a very bad sustainability reputation (adapted from 
Henard and Dacin 2010). Samsung was the only company men-
tioned in response to both prompts and therefore we selected it 
for our stimuli development.

To construct a realistic manipulation for positive and nega-
tive sustainability reputations, we consulted Samsung's  (2023) 
most recent sustainability report and crafted two texts, each 
reflecting contrasting sustainability profiles (Yoon et al. 2006). 
A pretest with 101 U.S. participants recruited from the Prolific 
panel for a between-subject design confirmed that the texts 
generated significant differences in perceived sustainability 
reputation. Participants rated their agreement with two state-
ments, “Samsung values environmental sustainability” and 
“Samsung has a positive sustainability reputation,” on a 7-point 
Likert scale. We selected the texts that showed the highest sig-
nificant differences (MPositive = 5.55, MNegative = 2.76; t(99) = 9.89, 
p < 0.001) for the main study (see Figure 3).

6.2   |   Method

We conducted a 2 (sustainable innovation type: incremental 
vs. radical) × 2 (sustainability reputation: positive vs. negative) 
between-subjects online experiment using a U.S. Prolific sam-
ple. To ensure that participants were familiar with the brand 
(Hemonnet-Goujot et  al.  2022), we screened for self-reported 
familiarity with Samsung (“I am very familiar with Samsung,” 
adapted from Campbell and Keller 2003). Of 309 qualified re-
sponses, we excluded 18 participants who failed an attention 
check, which yielded a final sample of 291 participants.

TABLE 2    |    Mediation model in Study 1b.

Coefficient SE t 95% CI Hypotheses

Effect on company's intrinsic motivation (R2 = 0.16)

Sustainable innovation typea 0.47* 0.18 2.54 [0.10, 0.83] H1 supported

Effect on company's extrinsic motivation (R2 = 0.05)

Sustainable innovation typea −0.13ns 0.16 −0.82 [−0.46, 0.19] H2 rejected

Effect on purchase intention (R2 = 0.32)

Sustainable innovation typea 0.40ns 0.21 1.93 [−0.01, 0.80]

Company's intrinsic motivation 0.48*** 0.09 5.50 [0.31, 0.65] H1 supported

Company's extrinsic motivation 0.11ns 0.10 1.10 [−0.08, 0.30] H2 rejected

Effect on willingness to pay (R2 = 0.40)

Sustainable innovation typea 0.24ns 0.19 1.24 [−0.14, 0.62]

Company's intrinsic motivation 0.28*** 0.08 3.59 [0.13, 0.43] H1 supported

Company's extrinsic motivation −0.20* 0.08 −2.47 [−0.36, −0.04] H2 partially supported

Note: N = 170; Hayes's PROCESS Model 4, bootstrap sample = 5000; ***p < 0.001; *p < 0.05; ns = non-significant.
aDummy-coded: incremental (1) vs. radical (2) SPI. Analysis including control variables.
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We randomly assigned participants to one of the four experi-
mental conditions, which resulted in approximately equal cell 
sizes. Participants first read a brief description of Samsung, fol-
lowed by either the positive or negative sustainability reputation 
scenario. A short distraction task helped reduce potential prim-
ing effects. Participants then read a product announcement for 
a new all-in-one washer–dryer from Samsung, which included 
the manipulated SPI description, designed similarly to the struc-
ture of Studies 1a and 1b (see Figure 3).

After viewing the stimuli, participants rated the product and 
company on the following dependent variables: purchase in-
tention, willingness to pay, perceived company authenticity 
(four-item scale adapted from Cinelli and LeBoeuf  2020 and 
Moulard et  al.  2016), attitude toward the company (three-
item scale adapted from De Keyzer et al. 2022 and Srinivasan 
et  al.  2002), attributed intrinsic and extrinsic motivation, and 
manipulation checks (perceived product innovativeness, per-
ceived product complexity, and stimuli realism). We included 
control variables, such as loyalty to Samsung, to account for par-
ticipants' pre-existing relationship with the company, measured 
with a four-item scale (Yi and Jeon 2003), as well as consumers' 
green values and innovativeness as in the previous studies. Full 
measurement details are available in Appendix  C (Supporting 

Information) and reliability and validity assessments are in 
Appendix D (Supporting Information).

6.3   |   Results and Discussion

The manipulation checks confirmed the success of the SPI ma-
nipulation as perceived innovativeness differed significantly 
between conditions (MIncremental_SPI = 4.12, MRadical_SPI = 4.94; 
t(289) = −4.99, p < 0.001). No significant differences emerged 
for perceived product complexity (MIncremental_SPI = 2.73, 
MRadical_SPI = 2.77; t(289) = −0.29, p = 0.39) and perceived stimuli 
realism (MIncremental_SPI = 5.36, MRadical_SPI = 5.29; t(282) = 0.53, 
p = 0.30), indicating comparable stimuli across groups.

We conducted a (2 × 2) mixed ANCOVA on attributions of the in-
trinsic and extrinsic motivations of the company, with SPI type 
and sustainability reputation as between-subject factors and the 
control variables as covariates. For intrinsic motivation, we ob-
served significant main effects for SPI type (F(1, 290) = 11.78, 
p < 0.001) and sustainability reputation (F(1, 290) = 49.31, 
p < 0.001), as well as a significant interaction effect of both con-
structs on intrinsic motivation (F(1, 290) = 4.11, p = 0.04); thus, 
H3a is supported.

FIGURE 3    |    Stimuli Study 2.
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For extrinsic motivation, we found no significant effects for 
SPI type (F(1, 290) = 0.64, p = 0.42), sustainability reputation 
(F(1, 290) = 0.20, p = 0.66), or their interaction (F(1, 290) = 1.24, 
p = 0.27), providing no support for H3b. Accordingly, we excluded 
extrinsic motivation from further analyses. Figure 4 depicts the 
plots for intrinsic and extrinsic motivations across the groups.

These findings suggest that consumers perceive radical SPIs 
introduced by companies with a positive sustainability reputa-
tion as more intrinsically motivated, likely because these SPIs 
reflect distinctiveness and consistency cues, as highlighted 
in attribution theory. This insight aligns with the notion that 
consumers are more likely to interpret radical innovations, 
due to their perceived novelty and resource intensity, as genu-
inely sustainability-driven, particularly when introduced by a 
company they already view as having a strong commitment to 
sustainability. In contrast, the stability of extrinsic attributions 
across conditions may reflect consumers' general assumption 
that profit motives are inherent in corporate behavior, even in 
the sustainability domain.

To test the full research model, we estimated four moderated me-
diation models (Model 7, 5000 bootstrap samples; Hayes 2017), 
with SPI type serving as the independent variable, sustainabil-
ity reputation as the moderator, intrinsic motivation as the me-
diator, and purchase intention, willingness to pay, perceived 
company authenticity, and attitude toward the company as de-
pendent variables. The interaction between SPI type and sus-
tainability reputation was significant (interaction term = −0.59, 
95% confidence interval [CI] = [−1.16, −0.03]; see Table  3), 
primarily driven by the positive sustainability reputation con-
dition. The index of moderated mediation was significant and 
negative across all four dependent variables, indicating that a 
positive sustainability reputation amplifies the effect of SPI type 
on intrinsic motivation, which in turn enhances consumer out-
comes. No moderated mediation effects emerged in the negative 
sustainability reputation conditions.

Finally, we conducted a necessary condition analysis using 
SmartPLS (Ringle  2024). The results confirmed that intrin-
sic motivation is a necessary condition for purchase intention 
(d = 0.10, p < 0.001), willingness to pay (d = 0.31, p < 0.001), and 
perceived company authenticity (d = 0.10, p < 0.001). These find-
ings underscore the essential role of intrinsic motivation in driv-
ing favorable consumer responses to SPIs.

7   |   Alternative Mechanisms in SPI Adoption

We examined four alternative mechanisms commonly discussed 
in innovation and consumer research that may shape consumer 
responses to SPIs: perceived product quality, perceived risk, self-
signaling, and product involvement.

Product quality may influence attitudes toward SPIs (Dangelico 
et al. 2022; Zhang et al. 2020), as consumers typically evalu-
ate whether a product meets their quality standards. Higher 
perceived product quality has consistently been linked to in-
creased adoption likelihood across innovation contexts. Thus, 
perceived quality presents a plausible alternative explanation 
for SPI adoption outcomes. Perceived risk is another well-
established factor in innovation (non) adoption, as sustainable 
innovations are often associated with performance, financial, 
or social uncertainties (Chen and Chang  2013; De Medeiros 
and Ribeiro  2017). Likewise, consumers may adopt sustain-
able products to signal desirable traits, such as environmental 
responsibility or personal commitment, making SPIs a poten-
tial vehicle for self-signaling, irrespective of the company's 
motivations (Berger 2019; Dixon and Mikolon 2021). Finally, 
product involvement captures the extent to which a consumer 
is personally engaged with the product category. Greater in-
volvement is linked to more extensive information process-
ing and stronger attitudes toward innovations (Atkinson and 
Rosenthal 2014).

Importantly, these mechanisms do not closely correlate with 
the attribution dimensions of consensus, consistency, and 
distinctiveness, which form the backbone of our motivation-
based framework. While they offer meaningful insights into 
outcome-, identity-, and risk-based drivers of SPI adoption that 
have been investigated in the extant literature, they operate 
outside the inferential structure that guides perceived com-
pany motivation according to attribution theory (Kelley 1973). 
For instance, while perceived quality might mirror consensus 
and consistency cues, it is more of a product attribute than a 
behavioral trait. Perceived risk is an individuals' sense of un-
certainty and signifies how individuals rely on cues other than 
those proposed by Kelley (1973). Likewise, self-signaling com-
plements Kelley's external cues by explaining how consumers 
interpret their own behavior. Finally, involvement relates to a 
consumer's importance of a specific purchase rather than an 
external cue.

FIGURE 4    |    ANCOVAs for intrinsic and extrinsic motivation in Study 2.
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Rather than treating these mechanisms as peripheral, we po-
sition them as theoretically grounded alternatives that allow 
for a more stringent test of the explanatory value of intrinsic 
motivation attributions. In Study 3, we incorporate the four 
mechanisms to examine whether motivation attributions con-
tinue to explain consumer responses in the presence of these 
competing alternatives. This approach offers a rigorous test of 
the attribution-based framework by incorporating theoretically 
grounded alternative explanations, thereby contributing to a 
more coherent and integrated understanding of how consumers 
evaluate SPIs.

8   |   Study 3

The objective of Study 3 was threefold. First, we aimed to assess 
the robustness of our previous findings by testing whether alter-
native psychological mechanisms could explain the relationships 
among sustainable innovation type (incremental vs. radical), at-
tributed intrinsic motivation, and consumer outcomes. Second, we 

intended to examine the role of pricing in consumer responses to 
SPIs. Third, we aimed to introduce an incentive-compatible design 
to explore actual behavioral responses related to intrinsic motiva-
tion and consumer outcomes (H1).

8.1   |   Method

We recruited 309 U.S. participants via a Prolific panel for a 
between-subjects online experiment. After we excluded partic-
ipants who failed an attention check, the final sample included 
287 participants (see Appendix B (Supporting Information) for 
socio-demographic details). We randomly assigned participants 
to one of two experimental conditions, incremental or radical 
SPIs, which resulted in an approximately even distribution 
across cells.

The setting and stimuli mirrored those in Study 1a, with one key 
difference: both conditions included an additional bullet point 
specifying the product price. We intentionally reused the same 

TABLE 3    |    Moderated mediation model in Study 2.

Coefficient SE t 95% CI Hypotheses

Interaction effect on company’s intrinsic motivation (R2 = 0.37) (conditional effects of sustainable innovation typea on intrinsic 
motivation at values of sustainability reputation)

Sustainable innovation typea × sustainability reputationb −0.59* 0.29 −2.06 [−1.16, −0.03] H3a supported

Sustainability reputation = positive 0.79*** 0.20 4.04 [0.41, 1.18]

Sustainability reputation = negative 0.20 ns 0.21 0.98 [−0.20, 0.61]

Mediation effect of intrinsic motivation on purchase intention (R2 = 0.56) (conditional indirect effects, sustainable innovation 
typea → intrinsic motivation → purchase intention)

Sustainability reputation = positive 0.29 0.08 [0.14, 0.47]

Sustainability reputation = negative 0.08 0.08 [−0.08, 0.23]

Index of moderated mediation −0.22 0.11 [−0.45, −0.01] H3a supported

Mediation effect of intrinsic motivation on willingness to pay (R2 = 0.41) (conditional indirect effects, sustainable innovation 
typea → intrinsic motivation → willingness to pay)

Sustainability reputation = positive 0.25 0.08 [0.12, 0.41]

Sustainability reputation = negative 0.06 0.07 [−0.07, 0.20]

Index of moderated mediation −0.19 0.10 [−0.40, −0.01] H3a supported

Mediation effect of intrinsic motivation on perceived authenticity (R2 = 0.54) (conditional indirect effects, sustainable innovation 
typea → intrinsic motivation → perceived company authenticity)

Sustainability reputation = positive 0.38 0.10 [0.18, 0.58]

Sustainability reputation = negative 0.10 0.10 [−0.10, 0.30]

Index of moderated mediation −0.28 0.14 [−0.58, −0.01] H3a supported

Mediation effect of intrinsic motivation on attitude to company (R2 = 0.47) (conditional indirect effects, sustainable innovation 
typea → intrinsic motivation → attitude toward company)

Sustainability reputation = positive 0.23 0.07 [0.11, 0.38]

Sustainability reputation = negative 0.06 0.06 [−0.06, 0.19]

Index of moderated mediation −0.17 0.09 [−0.34, −0.01] H3a supported

Note: N = 291; Hayes‘s PROCESS Model 7, bootstrap sample = 5000. ***p < 0.001; *p < 0.05; ns = non-significant.
aDummy-coded: incremental (1) vs. radical (2) SPI.
bDummy-coded: positive (1) vs. negative (2) sustainability reputation. Analysis including control variables.
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product stimuli to ensure consistency and avoid potential con-
founds while isolating the effects of pricing and the alternative 
mechanisms. Pricing was based on the average smartphone base 
price in the region ($940; Statista 2023) and an industry report 
suggesting that SPIs are typically priced 28% higher than con-
ventional products (Bain and Company 2023). To reflect realistic 
market dynamics and the increased development cost typically 
associated with more advanced sustainability innovations, we 
priced the incremental SPI at a 10% premium ($1033.99) and the 
radical SPI at a 28% premium ($1202.99).

After viewing the product announcement, participants com-
pleted measures of purchase intention, perceived company au-
thenticity, and attitude toward the brand. With the inclusion of 
price, we excluded willingness to pay from the dependent vari-
ables. Participants then rated the attributed intrinsic motivation, 
the four alternative mechanisms, and the completed manipula-
tion, followed by control measures (consumers' green values, 
innovativeness, and socio-demographics).

The experiment concluded with an incentive-compatible choice 
task. Participants were told that they would enter a lottery, in 
which winners could choose between a $1 cash reward (cred-
ited to their Prolific account) or a 25% discount card for the SP-7 
smartphone used as a stimulus in the study. As participants often 
prefer the cash option, to boost the appeal of the discount, we 
adjusted the messaging accordingly (Paharia 2020; Wallach and 
Popovich 2023). In the incremental condition, the smartphone 
was described as “a sustainable product that closely aligns with 
existing market offerings,” whereas in the radical condition, it 
was described as “an innovative sustainable product that differs 
significantly from existing market offerings.” Both versions con-
cluded with a description of the reward options.

We measured our constructs by using the scales from our pre-
vious studies. In addition, to measure perceived product qual-
ity, we used three items adapted from Mugge and Dahl (2013), 
and for perceived risk we adopted three items from Gürhan-
Canli and Batra (2004). To measure self-signaling, we adapted 
five items from Dixon and Mikolon (2021) and added one self-
developed item. Finally, we adapted scales on product involve-
ment from Yi and Jeon  (2003) and Zaichkowsky  (1985) (see 
Appendix  C (Supporting Information)). Overall, our measure-
ments were satisfactory in terms of reliability and validity (see 
Appendix D (Supporting Information)).

8.2   |   Results and Discussion

The perceived innovativeness of the incremental versus rad-
ical SPI stimuli was significantly different between con-
ditions (perceived innovativeness: MIncremental_SPI = 4.06, 
MRadical_SPI = 5.42; t(285) = −8.56, p < 0.001). The perceived 
realism of our stimuli was high for both conditions (perceived 
realism: MIncremental_SPI = 5.32, MRadical_SPI = 5.27; t(285) = 0.38, 
p = 0.35), confirming that the newly included prices were seen 
as realistic.

Next, we assessed the mediating role of the company's intrinsic 
motivation in the relationship between SPI type and consumer 
outcomes (Model 4: 5000 bootstrapped samples; Hayes  2017), 

including the alternative mechanisms of perceived quality, 
perceived risk, self-signaling, and product involvement. In the 
analysis, we also included consumers' green values, innova-
tiveness, and socio-demographics as control variables, as in our 
previous studies. Despite the inclusion of various competing al-
ternative mechanisms and the new information on pricing in the 
stimuli, the results indicated a marginally significant, positive 
impact of the SPI type on perceived company's intrinsic moti-
vation (β = 0.21, SE = 0.11, p < 0.07, 95% CI = [−0.015, 0.425]), 
suggesting that radical SPIs have a more positive impact on the 
attribution of intrinsic motivations than incremental SPIs. In 
addition, intrinsic motivation predicted all consumer outcomes: 
purchase intention (β = 0.17, SE = 0.08, p < 0.04, 95% CI = [0.014, 
0.329]), perceived company authenticity (β = 0.26, SE = 0.05, 
p < 0.001, 95% CI = [0.166, 0.351]), and attitude toward the com-
pany (β = 0.14, SE = 0.04, p < 0.01, 95% CI = [0.058, 0.230]). Thus, 
higher levels of intrinsic motivation are associated with more 
favorable consumer outcomes, in support of H1. As expected, 
some of the examined alternative mechanisms produced sig-
nificant effects. Specifically, the radical (vs. incremental) SPI 
was perceived as being of higher quality and elicited greater 
self-signaling and product involvement, positively affecting con-
sumer outcomes (see Appendix  E (Supporting Information S1) 
for the detailed results). Perceived risk did not produce a consis-
tently significant negative effect.

Finally, we analyzed the results of the incentive-compatible el-
ement. Overall, only 17% (N = 49) of the participants chose the 
discount card over cash, a pattern consistent with online panel 
behavior (Paharia 2020; Wallach and Popovich 2023). However, 
among those who selected the discount card, 61% were exposed 
to the radical SPI condition, while 39% were exposed to the in-
cremental condition. Conducting a chi-square test, we found 
that participants in the more intrinsically motivated, radical 
SPI condition were significantly more likely to opt for the dis-
count card than those in the incremental SPI condition (χ2 (1, 
287) = 3.26, p < 0.05). This finding provides additional support 
for H1 in a more real-world setting.

9   |   Single-Paper Meta-Analysis

Across Studies 1a, 1b, 2, and 3, we consistently find that rad-
ical SPIs are more strongly attributed to intrinsic company 
motivations than incremental SPIs. To assess the reliability 
of this effect estimate and provide additional support of H1, 
which posits that consumers perceive radical SPIs as more 
intrinsically motivated, we conducted a single-paper meta-
analytic test (McShane and Böckenholt 2017) across all four 
studies.

We included the intrinsic motivation values from both the in-
cremental and radical SPI conditions in each study. The meta-
analytic estimate of the effect size was d = 0.42 (95% CI = [0.24, 
0.60]), indicating a substantial and statistically significant dif-
ference in intrinsic motivation attributions between radical and 
incremental SPIs. These results offer robust support for H1 and 
affirm that intrinsic motivation attributions play a key role in 
shaping consumer responses to sustainable product innova-
tions. (see Appendix F (Supporting Information) for the single-
paper meta-analysis plot).
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10   |   General Discussion

This research investigates how consumers attribute company 
motivations to incremental and radical SPIs through the lens 
of attribution theory. Building on this framework, we examine 
how innovation type (reflecting consensus) and a company's 
sustainability reputation (reflecting distinctiveness and consis-
tency) shape consumer attributions and downstream outcomes. 
Our empirical evidence supports this central mechanism across 
multiple studies. In Study 1a (high-tech product) and 1b (low-
tech product), radical SPIs led to stronger intrinsic motivation 
attributions, which enhanced purchase intention and willing-
ness to pay. Study 2 confirmed this pattern and showed that a 
positive sustainability reputation amplifies these effects while 
improving perceptions of company authenticity and attitude. 
Study 3 accounted for alternative explanations (e.g., product 
quality, self-signaling), introduced real-world pricing, and in-
cluded a behavioral choice task—further validating intrinsic 
motivation as a robust predictor of consumer responses to SPIs. 
These findings highlight the central role of attributed intrinsic 
motivation in shaping both product- and firm-level outcomes for 
sustainable innovations. A meta-analysis confirmed the robust-
ness of our findings.

10.1   |   Contributions to Theory

This research offers several key theoretical contributions to the 
literature on innovation, sustainability, and consumer behavior. 
First, this study enhances our understanding of the impact of 
SPIs on consumer perceptions and suggests an important un-
derlying mechanism responsible for divergent consumer per-
ceptions of different types of SPIs, addressing calls for research 
on this topic (e.g., Dangelico 2016). We identify intrinsic moti-
vation attribution as a core mechanism in consumer responses 
to SPIs. Our findings show that radical SPIs are more likely to 
be attributed to intrinsic motivations and that this attribution 
significantly enhances consumer evaluations across multiple 
outcomes. Considering alternative mechanisms, we demon-
strate that while quality inferences and identity-based drivers 
matter, attribution of the firm's underlying motives plays an in-
dependent and complementary role in shaping how consumers 
evaluate both the product and the company. Our inclusion of 
a real-choice task in Study 3 also supports the behavioral rele-
vance of these effects.

This relationship is strengthened for companies with positive 
sustainability reputations, which in turn results in better con-
sumer outcomes. These insights respond to recent calls for 
research to shed greater light on SPI reception and move the 
literature beyond product-level attributes to company-level 
psychological inferences. Contrary to related research on CSR 
(Becker-Olsen et al. 2006; Ellen et al. 2006), consumers perceive 
SPIs as equally extrinsically motivated regardless of their in-
novativeness or the company's sustainability reputation. Thus, 
intrinsic motivations should be rigorously considered when as-
sessing SPI impact, while extrinsic motivations seem less prom-
inent in this context, warranting further research.

Second, we extend attribution theory to the SPI domain. Previous 
applications of attribution theory have focused primarily on 

CSR messaging and firm communication (e.g., Becker-Olsen 
et al. 2006; Gosselt et al. 2019; Parguel et al. 2011). In contrast, 
we apply attribution theory to strategic product innovation, 
which involves trade-offs between environmental and economic 
goals. We operationalize SPI type as the information class of 
consensus and sustainability reputation as the information class 
of distinctiveness and consistency, aligning SPI-related charac-
teristics with the theoretical structure of attribution theory. This 
extension broadens the applicability of the theory and highlights 
its relevance for understanding how consumers interpret firms' 
long-term innovation strategies, not just their public-facing 
communications.

Third, our study contributes to innovation research by demon-
strating that radical SPIs outperform incremental SPIs not 
only in terms of purchase intention, as shown in prior work 
(Paparoidamis and Huong Tran  2019), but also in willingness 
to pay, perceived company authenticity, and favorable attitudes 
toward the company. This finding responds to recent calls for re-
search on the impact of SPIs on various consumer outcomes (De 
Medeiros et  al.  2022; Zheng and Iatridis  2022). Furthermore, 
these firm-level outcomes have downstream implications for 
long-term profitability by increasing perceived product quality 
(Cinelli and LeBoeuf 2020), customer loyalty (Van Rekom 2014), 
and corporate reputation (Foroudi et  al.  2014). The findings 
suggest that sustainable innovations, particularly more innova-
tive ones, are related not only to product-level effects but also to 
firm-related effects.

Finally, we illustrate that a positive sustainability reputation 
enhances the impact of radical SPIs on intrinsic motivation at-
tribution. This interaction suggests that consumers use a com-
pany's track record in sustainability to inform their judgments 
about whether a specific innovation is driven by genuine val-
ues or strategic opportunism. As such, sustainability reputation 
should be considered a critical contextual variable in future re-
search on green innovation and branding.

10.2   |   Implications for Practice

Our findings provide managerial guidance to companies on the 
impact of incremental and radical SPIs on various consumer 
outcomes. Considering the high costs associated with prod-
uct innovation (Dangelico et  al.  2013), companies should pri-
oritize either incremental or radical SPI development (Asiaei 
et al. 2023). We demonstrate that radical SPIs, referring to the 
use of new technology to replace a core attribute of a product 
or to develop a new product with lower environmental impact, 
can lead to better consumer outcomes in both the short run (e.g., 
purchase intention, willingness to pay) and the long run (e.g., 
perceived company authenticity, attitude toward the company), 
which in turn influence other important performance indica-
tors. Thus, we suggest that managers invest the resources re-
quired for a radical SPI.

Furthermore, the degree of innovativeness of an SPI can trigger 
different consumer attributions about the company motivations 
behind the introduction. Specifically, radical SPIs trigger the at-
tribution of corporate actions to a company's intrinsic motivation. 
This is an important practical implication as perceived company 
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motivations play a decisive role in consumer outcomes (Newman 
et al. 2014). Thus, managers should pay close attention to the cre-
ation of causal judgments by consumers. Companies wanting to 
be perceived positively by consumers should aim for sustainability 
initiatives that highlight their genuine environmental concerns or 
commitments. However, we demonstrate a consistently high at-
tribution of extrinsic motivations to corporate actions, suggesting 
that consumers understand that every company aims for profit-
ability when introducing an SPI. According to our findings, extrin-
sic motivations, triggered by regulations or competitive pressure, 
do not necessarily result in adverse outcomes, at least in the con-
text of SPI. However, companies should exercise caution during 
an SPI launch via marketing campaigns, as previous research has 
linked attributions of extrinsic motivations to negative consumer 
outcomes (Becker-Olsen et al. 2006; Ginder et al. 2021).

Moreover, we highlight the crucial role of a company's sus-
tainability reputation. A positive reputation relates to positive 
consumer perceptions, strengthens the attributed intrinsic moti-
vations, and results in better consumer outcomes. Thus, manag-
ers should allocate resources to sustainability initiatives, as such 
initiatives enhance reputation formation (Wang et  al.  2017). 
After achieving a positive sustainability reputation, a company 
should also ensure that its actions match its reputation to miti-
gate the attribution of extrinsic motivations.

Last, policymakers could encourage governmental and private 
entities to invest in sustainable innovations. As radical SPIs 
result in actual change and achievement of sustainability, ac-
cording to our findings, policymakers could promote the intro-
duction of radical SPIs not only to achieve their environmental 
and sustainability goals but also to enhance consumer outcomes.

10.3   |   Limitations and Future Research

This study has several limitations that future research could 
explore. Methodologically, our findings are based solely on ex-
perimental research. Future research could employ alternative 
research designs, such as field experiments, to increase external 
validity. In addition, the study's sampling frame was limited to 
a single geographic region. Cultural and regulatory influences 
across regions or continents may shape consumer perceptions 
of sustainable innovations. Differences in national culture, such 
as individualism versus collectivism, or varying regulatory pres-
sures may affect both motivation attributions and willingness to 
pay. Future cross-cultural examination of our model might be a 
fruitful avenue to corroborate or enhance our findings.

Our analysis shows that neither the SPI type nor the companies' 
sustainability reputation significantly affects extrinsic motiva-
tions. Future studies could explore why the external attribution 
does not seem to apply in the product innovation context and 
if our assumption about the profitability nature of the innova-
tion context is accurate. Moreover, we found an interesting ten-
dency in the extrinsic motivation attribution when a company's 
sustainability reputation and corporate actions are incongru-
ent. Thus, examining this effect further would be particularly 
worthwhile. For example, Ellen et al. (2006) suggest two types 
of extrinsic motivations, egoistic and strategic, and future re-
search could investigate more nuanced effects of different types 

of extrinsic motivations, the influence of a company's sustain-
ability reputation, and respective consumer outcomes.

Our study focuses on SPI introductions without any accompany-
ing marketing claims. Future studies in this field could analyze 
how the design of the market launch accompanying incremental 
and radical SPI introductions influences consumer attribution 
about the company's motivations. Prior literature has already in-
vestigated the role of marketing in CSR initiatives (Becker-Olsen 
et  al.  2006; Gosselt et  al.  2019), but the impact of the market 
launch of SPIs is unexplored so far.

Last, when introducing SPIs, companies promote sustainabil-
ity to their consumers, employees, and the broader society 
(Lunde  2018). We encourage future research to delve into the 
societal impacts of SPI implementation, particularly in foster-
ing sustainable consumption patterns and broader behavioral 
changes. Another future research avenue could be to examine 
the impact of SPI introduction by social enterprises on attributed 
extrinsic motivations and assess whether such attributions have 
adverse consumer outcomes.
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