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Abstract We investigate the narcissists’ response to 
failure and whether narcissists effectively learn from 
this negative experience. To address this, we lever-
age data from a leading crowdfunding platform, and 
analyze 116,981 failed crowdfunding attempts. Our 
analysis shows a positive relationship between nar-
cissism and the probability of relaunching which is 
negatively moderated by the degree of failure. Indeed, 
due to their fragility, narcissistic entrepreneurs are 
more likely to engage in ego-defensive behavior, and 
thus, they are less likely to relaunch following high 
degrees of failure. Moreover, narcissistic entrepre-
neurs exhibit poorer performance in their subsequent 
endeavors. This underperformance is driven by exter-
nal attribution of failure and lower levels of pro-
activity. In fact, following failure, narcissistic entre-
preneurs are less likely to change internal factors that 
might contribute to their previous failure and they are 
more likely to respond to failure by reattempting in a 

different context. Managerial and policy implications 
are discussed.

Plain English Summary Most entrepreneurs 
rethink their decisions when their actions have 
resulted in undesirable outcomes. It seems natural to 
learn from failures: what should I have done differ-
ently? Not narcissists… Their refrain becomes “No 
one could have seen this coming! I must try again.” 
Using collected data from 161,114 failed crowd-
funding projects, we determine the entrepreneurs’ 
degree of narcissism, and show that narcissists are 
more likely to relaunch projects following failure, 
unless the failure is too big. Also, when relaunching 
a crowdfunding project, narcissists will tend to switch 
industries, rather than adjust (more rewards, lower 
goals, or media usage) their projects because of learn-
ing. In adapting to dynamic environmental changes, 
learning from failure is vital and we show how entre-
preneurs bounce back from setbacks. Being more 
aware of their narcissism, the entrepreneurs, and also 
the investors, could be encouraged to better adjust 
their responses to failure.

Keywords Learning from failure · Narcissism · 
Performance · Crowdfunding

JEL Classification D26 · D83 · L26

A. Sewaid 
MBS College of Business and Entrepreneurship, 4732 
Juman Street, BaylaSun District, KAEC, Saudi Arabia
e-mail: asewaid@mbsc.edu.sa

F. Silaghi (*) · M. García-Cestona 
Departament d’Empresa, Universitat Autonoma de 
Barcelona, 08193 Bellatera, Spain
e-mail: florina.silaghi@uab.cat

M. García-Cestona 
e-mail: miguel.garcia.cestona@uab.cat

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s11187-024-00891-6&domain=pdf


 A. Sewaid et al.

1 3
Vol:. (1234567890)

1 Introduction

Entrepreneurial learning, defined as a process through 
which experience turns into knowledge that alters 
future performance, has gained considerable atten-
tion in recent years at the interface of the entrepre-
neurship and organizational learning literature (see 
Wang & Chugh, 2014 for a literature survey). In a 
learning process in which knowledge accumulated 
on the basis of past experience is updated, failure 
can be as informative as success (Minniti & Bygrave, 
2001). Since high uncertainty and high failure rates 
characterize entrepreneurship, the particular role of 
learning from failure and its implications for future 
performance has been highlighted in the entrepre-
neurship literature (Barnett & Ceci, 2002; Lee & Chi-
ravuri, 2019; Parker, 2013). Studies show that fail-
ure provides an opportunity for entrepreneurs to use 
feedback from their recent experience to learn and 
manage more effectively their subsequent ventures. 
However, even though failure provides an opportunity 
to learn, it does not necessarily induce learning.

Entrepreneurs’ negative emotions or cognitive 
biases, which are mainly driven by personality traits, 
can inhibit learning from failure (Liu et al., 2019). In 
this study, we analyze how an entrepreneur’s narcis-
sistic tendency, defined as a personality trait associ-
ated with grandiose behavior, yet fragile self-esteem 
(Campbell & Foster, 2007; Foster & Brennan, 2011), 
reduces the entrepreneur’s motivation to learn, thus 
acting as a barrier to capitalizing on prior experi-
ence. Although narcissism has been shown to play 
an important role in entrepreneurial behavior and 
performance (Chatterjee & Hambrick, 2007; Navis 
& Ozbek, 2016), scant literature investigates the 
relationship between narcissism and learning from 
failure. Liu et  al. (2019) conjecture that narcissistic 
entrepreneurs might be more likely to restart follow-
ing failure1 and warn about the downside of narcis-
sists restarting since they report learning less from 
prior failure. In this paper, we empirically test this 
hypothesis using data from serial crowdfunding and 
quantify the negative consequences of narcissists’ 
relaunching.

Scholars analyzing learning in entrepreneurship 
have focused on serial entrepreneurs, defined as those 
that have had more than one venture creation experi-
ence. However, in the general entrepreneurial context, 
the lack of information on unsuccessful fundrais-
ing attempts hinders our understanding of learning 
from failure dynamics (Li & Martin, 2019; Sewaid 
et  al., 2021b,  2022). To overcome this, we leverage 
data from serial reward-based crowdfunding. Serial 
crowdfunding provides an ideal setting to shed light 
on the narcissism-learning relationship and its con-
sequences on future entrepreneurial decisions and 
performance, as it allows us to investigate three main 
research questions. First, we analyze how narcissism 
affects the entrepreneur’s likelihood of pursuing a 
second project following a first failed attempt. Sec-
ond, we examine the entrepreneur’s subsequent per-
formance conditional on relaunching. Third, since 
attribution theory and recent evidence suggests that 
narcissism’s cognitive and motivational attributes 
can hinder information scanning and interpretation 
involved in the learning process, as well as hamper 
behavioral change (Liu et  al., 2019), we investigate 
the changes adopted in the subsequent attempt to 
explore how much the entrepreneur has learned from 
the previous business failure. Since failure is associ-
ated with financial, social, and psychological costs at 
both the individual and collective level (Ucbasaran 
et  al., 2013) answering these research questions is 
particularly important.

In this study, we test our research questions 
using data on reward-based crowdfunding projects 
from the leading reward-based platform, Kick-
starter, from its start in 2009 up to 2016. Our sam-
ple includes a total of 116,981 first failed attempts, 
out of which 13,593 entrepreneurs relaunched a 
second fundraising attempt. We find evidence that 
narcissistic entrepreneurs are more likely to persist 
following failure and relaunch a subsequent cam-
paign. Nevertheless, this relationship is negatively 
moderated by the degree of failure. In their sec-
ond attempt, the poorer fundraising performance2 

1 See their Section 5, Discussion and conclusions, p. 509: “it 
can be inferred that once a startup fails, a highly narcissistic 
entrepreneur might have a great intention to restart.”.

2 We use the most common proxy for performance in the 
crowdfunding literature: if the campaign goal is met, the entre-
preneur will be successful, and otherwise, will fail. This is 
because Kickstarter is an all-or-nothing platform, where failing 
to meet the campaign’s goal results in no funds being disbursed 
to the entrepreneur.
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exhibited by narcissistic entrepreneurs persists due 
to external attribution of failure. Specifically, they 
are less likely to revise their internal strategies 
and are more likely to change their exposure to the 
entrepreneurial context (i.e., industry).

Our study seeks to make a twofold contribution to 
the management literature. First, we contribute to the 
entrepreneurship literature on learning from failure by 
focusing on motivational aspects of learning, showing 
that entrepreneurs are less motivated to learn because 
of their narcissistic tendency. In particular, we sub-
stantially expand initial evidence offered by Liu et al. 
(2019) of a negative relationship between narcissism 
and reported learning from previous failure by lever-
aging data from serial crowdfunding. This allows us 
to explore entrepreneurs’ actual learning from failure 
and the real consequences of the narcissism-learning 
from failure relationship on subsequent performance 
and the actual mechanisms driving it. We thus com-
plement existing literature by providing objective 
measures regarding the impact of narcissism on entre-
preneurial behavior and performance. Second, our 
study contributes to the literature on narcissism in 
entrepreneurship, as well as to the nascent literature 
on the role of narcissism in crowdfunding. Recent 
evidence shows that there exists a negative (or inverse 
U) relationship between narcissism and crowdfund-
ing success (Anglin et al., 2018; Bollaert et al., 2020; 
Butticé & Rovelli, 2020) and, additionally, that nar-
cissistic entrepreneurs set less ambitious campaign 
goals and longer durations, in line with an ego-defen-
sive behavior (Bollaert et  al., 2020). However, these 
studies focus on single projects of entrepreneurs. 
Unlike them, we look at serial crowdfunding. By 
doing so, we do not look at the effect of narcissism on 
current performance, but we rather identify how nar-
cissistic entrepreneurs learn from recent experience 
and use this experience in their following endeavors.

The rest of this paper is organized as follows. Sec-
tion 2 presents the theoretical framework and devel-
ops the research hypotheses that we will empirically 
test in this paper. In Section  3 we describe the data 
that we will use, as well as define the main variables 
of interest. Section  4 discusses the results of our 
empirical analysis along with the robustness checks. 
Finally, in Section  5 we discuss the managerial and 
policy implications of our main findings, the limita-
tions of our study, avenues for future research, and 
concluding remarks.

2  Theoretical development

Learning from failure is complex and could differ 
given degree of failure and personal traits. Among 
the research on personal traits and entrepreneurial 
performance, the critical role of narcissism has been 
highlighted (Chatterjee & Hambrick, 2007; Navis 
& Ozbek, 2016). Narcissism is often defined as 
an inflated, although fragile, self-concept of one’s 
importance or influence, characterized by a persistent 
preoccupation with success, grandiose thinking, and 
exaggerated perspectives of authority, superiority, 
and competitiveness (Anglin et  al., 2018; Campbell 
& Foster, 2007; Chatterjee & Hambrick, 2007; Foster 
& Brennan, 2011; Wales et  al., 2013). Previous lit-
erature on narcissism in entrepreneurship has linked 
narcissism to both positive and negative outcomes. 
Existing studies show that increased narcissism leads 
to a higher likelihood of pursuing innovations (Navis 
& Ozbek, 2016), and more entrepreneurial inten-
tions and attention (Kramer et al., 2011; Hmieleski & 
Lerner, 2016; Wales et al., 2013), but also more vola-
tile financial performance (Chatterjee & Hambrick, 
2007) and worse performance (Haynes et  al., 2015; 
Tucker et  al., 2016). In the crowdfunding context, 
narcissistic entrepreneurs have been recently shown to 
be less successful than other entrepreneurs (Bollaert 
et  al., 2020; Butticè & Rovelli, 2020), while Anglin 
et  al. (2018) document an inverted-U relationship 
between narcissistic rhetoric and crowdfunding per-
formance. Narcissism has also been shown to affect 
campaign design in reward-based crowdfunding, with 
narcissistic entrepreneurs setting less ambitious goals 
and longer campaign durations (Bollaert et al., 2020), 
evidence of ego-defensive behavior.

Although narcissism as a trait has attracted the 
attention of management and entrepreneurship schol-
ars, scant literature has investigated how this trait 
affects learning from prior experience. Initial empiri-
cal evidence on the negative impact of narcissism on 
learning from failure is provided by Liu et al. (2019). 
Using a survey sample of startups, they find that nar-
cissism is negatively associated with reported learn-
ing, particularly when social costs of failure are high. 
Although this preliminary evidence is welcome, 
reported learning might differ from actual learning 
since self-reported measures are affected by com-
mon method bias and retrospective recall. Moreo-
ver, self-reported learning is disclosed through the 
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lens of a narcissistic entrepreneur with inflated self-
views which can further bias the measure. Therefore, 
the effect of narcissism on actual learning remains 
unclear. Moreover, it remains unclear how narcis-
sists adjust future strategic decisions following fail-
ure and the implications of these changes on future 
performance. We contribute to the existing literature 
by conceptually elaborating on the effect of narcis-
sism on learning from failure for serial launchers. We 
provide evidence on the impact of this relationship 
on the probability of relaunching, subsequent perfor-
mance, and strategic adjustments between attempts.

We, therefore, have three goals in this section. 
First, we analyze the effect that narcissism and learn-
ing from failure could have on the probability of 
relaunching, and the moderating role that the degree 
of failure has on the previous relationship. Second, 
we examine various behavioral theories of learning 
from failure to investigate the effect of narcissism on 
subsequent campaign performance, conditional on 
having relaunched. Third, we investigate the mecha-
nisms through which narcissism affects future cam-
paign performance. In particular, we look at whether 
narcissistic entrepreneurs are more likely to change 
internal factors or to change their exposure to external 
factors following failure.

2.1  Narcissism, degree of failure, and relaunching

Narcissistic tendencies are typically associated with 
patterns of grandiose behavior, leading individuals 
to take actions to enhance their ego. For example, 
narcissistic individuals might engage in seemingly 
risky behavior (Foster et al., 2009) or act impulsively 
(Vazire & Funder, 2006). Moreover, narcissism drives 
bold actions that attract attention and is positively 
associated with entrepreneurial intention (Wales 
et al., 2013). Thus, the grandiose behavior would lead 
to denial of current failure and persisting following 
failure. However, there is evidence in the literature 
that narcissistic entrepreneurs could also engage in 
ego-defensive behavior since they suffer from frag-
ile self-esteem (Campbell & Foster, 2007; Foster & 
Brennan, 2011). The ego-defensive behavior would 
suggest refraining from persisting following failure 
due to the increased risk of ego-damage.

To clarify the impact of narcissism on the decision 
to relaunch, we reflect upon how narcissistic entre-
preneurs view their failures. Previous studies indicate 

that predictions about future performance by narcis-
sists are driven partially by previous performance 
assessments which are linked to actual performance, 
but also largely by predictions of performance made 
prior to awareness of actual performance (Campbell 
et al., 2004). Thus, narcissists only partially internal-
ize performance feedback in their predictions about 
future performance. At the same time, narcissists 
tend to interpret their past behavior positively in an 
attempt to protect and maintain an unrealistically high 
level of self-esteem (Farwell & Wohlwend-Lloyd, 
1998; Vazire & Funder, 2006). Moreover, narcissis-
tic entrepreneurs are reluctant to negatively interpret 
their past decisions, which would imply undermining 
their self-esteem (Zhu & Chen, 2015). Since narcis-
sistic entrepreneurs are self-conscious about how oth-
ers perceive them, the above behavioral responses 
are especially true in contexts where previous perfor-
mance is publicly visible (Campbell & Miller, 2011; 
Wallace & Baumeister, 2002). In crowdfunding, cur-
rent and previous fundraising attempts are archived 
online on the platform. Related information is easily 
accessible by potential backers who can view prior 
strategies adopted by the entrepreneur, prior fun-
draising outcomes, current strategies, and current 
outcome.

Taken together, we conjecture that narcissistic 
entrepreneurs would respond defensively towards an 
ego-threat following failure, in an attempt to maintain 
their inflated positive self-views. Since their public 
reputation suffers a negative shock, we suspect that 
they would engage in grandiose actions and thus be 
more likely to relaunch. Following similar arguments, 
Liu et  al. (2019) infer that “once a startup fails, a 
highly narcissistic entrepreneur might have a great 
intention to restart.” We therefore hypothesize:

Hypothesis 1a. Narcissism is positively associated 
with the probability of relaunching following fail-
ure.

Previous literature suggests that the degree of fail-
ure of the first venturing attempt might play a mod-
erating role in the likelihood that certain types of 
entrepreneurs conduct second founding attempts. For 
example, Kuppuswamy and Mollick (2016) show that 
even though female entrepreneurs are less likely to 
relaunch in general, this gender gap is further intensi-
fied due to the negative moderating role of degree of 
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failure on second founding attempts. A similar mod-
erating role could be played by degree of failure in 
the likelihood that narcissistic entrepreneurs relaunch 
following failure to preserve their public reputation. 
When deciding whether to relaunch or not, the entre-
preneurs weigh their prospects. There are two possi-
ble outcomes from a relaunching attempt. On the one 
hand, the second attempt could be successful, rees-
tablishing their reputation on the platform by follow-
ing their initial failure with a success. On the other 
hand, the second attempt could fail, further damaging 
their reputation on the platform. However, following 
failure, the entrepreneur would be relaunching with 
this experience liability or negative signal about their 
ability to succeed. The larger the degree of failure, the 
higher this liability, and the lower the likelihood of 
succeeding in the subsequent attempt of restoring the 
reputation on the platform. Hence, although highly 
narcissistic entrepreneurs might be more likely to 
launch a second project to maintain an unrealistically 
high level of self-esteem, they might also engage, at 
very high levels of failure, in ego-defensive behav-
ior to minimize the risk of damaging their ego again. 
Thus, narcissistic entrepreneurs will be more reluc-
tant to relaunch after high degrees of failure relatively 
to low degrees of failure. This suggests:

Hypothesis 1b. The degree of failure negatively 
moderates the positive association between narcis-
sism and the likelihood of relaunching following 
failure.

2.2  Narcissism and learning from failure

Recent evidence from reward-based crowdfunding 
shows that narcissism negatively affects campaign 
performance (Bollaert et  al., 2020; Butticè & Rov-
elli, 2020). Nevertheless, these studies analyze sin-
gle ventures, not serial entrepreneurs’ performance. 
For serial entrepreneurs, both theoretical and empiri-
cal works link past entrepreneurial experience with 
higher performance (Lafuente et  al., 2019; Minniti 
& Bygrave, 2001; Sarasvathy et  al., 2013; Ucbasa-
ran et  al., 2010). For example, Minniti and Bygrave 
(2001) provide a theoretical framework of entrepre-
neurial learning in which failure is as informative as 
success. In this model, agents process information, 
make mistakes, update their decisions, and, possibly, 

improve their performance. Indeed, after learn-
ing from first venture attempts, entrepreneurs might 
take actions that improve the second campaign per-
formance. Similarly, previous literature shows that 
failure generally motivates individuals to question 
existing routines and adopt corrective actions (Dahlin 
et  al., 2018). Moreover, according to Cope (2011), 
learning from failure is a function of distinctive 
learning processes that facilitate higher-level learn-
ing outcomes. In fact, higher-level learning implies 
questioning the assumptions that lead to the actions 
and discovering new solutions and is thus explora-
tory in nature.3 However, previous research in entre-
preneurship predicts that narcissism partially prevents 
entrepreneurs from accepting feedback, and thus from 
learning (Navis & Ozbek, 2016). At the same time, 
narcissistic entrepreneurs are more likely to mis-
evaluate opportunities and to fail to properly assess 
projects, thus missing good opportunities or invest-
ing in bad projects (Tucker et  al., 2016). Moreover, 
recent evidence suggests that narcissism can create 
cognitive and motivational obstacles to learning from 
failure (Liu et al., 2019). Furthermore, failure might 
drive entrepreneurs into downward performance spi-
rals (Sewaid et al., 2022; Singh et al., 2007). This is 
especially true for narcissistic entrepreneurs who are 
less likely to acknowledge their own deficiencies that 
contributed to the initial failure. Consequently, we 
contend that narcissistic entrepreneurs are less likely 
to succeed in a subsequent campaign, so that subse-
quent campaign performance is lower for narcissistic 
entrepreneurs.

On the other hand, future performance also 
depends on backers’ support. Backers on crowdfund-
ing platforms actively observe changes to campaign 
design made by entrepreneurs from the first venture 
to a second attempt. Thus, backers (investors) also 
learn in the process and might penalize narcissistic 
entrepreneurs for not internalizing properly their pre-
vious failure’s feedback. These arguments culminate 
in the following hypothesis:

3 Exploratory learning, together with exploitative learning, 
is one of the three pairs of key learning types that Wang & 
Chugh (2014) highlighted in their systematic review of the lit-
erature on entrepreneurial learning as deserving more attention 
in future research.
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Hypothesis 2.  Narcissism is negatively associated 
with subsequent campaign outcome following failure.

2.3  Narcissism and failure attribution

We now turn to the mechanisms that drive subsequent 
campaign performance. In particular, we are interested 
in analyzing how entrepreneur’s learning from previ-
ous experience affects future behavior, by material-
izing into changes to campaign design and entrepre-
neurial context with the aim of increasing the success 
of the second fundraising attempt. Extensive research 
has been conducted on the determinants of success 
in reward-based crowdfunding. Regarding campaign 
design, the most important characteristics of the cam-
paign affecting success are the funding goal or target 
capital (e.g., Colombo et  al., 2015; Mollick, 2014; 
Zheng et al., 2014), the number of rewards offered to 
backers (Boeuf et al., 2014; Gerber & Hui, 2013), and 
the media usage including the use of videos (Dush-
nitsky & Marom, 2013; Mollick, 2014) and images 
(Colombo et  al., 2015). Following an unsuccessful 
campaign, we would thus expect an entrepreneur to 
make changes in the design of the second campaign, 
according to the learning experience, modifying some 
of those variables that determine campaign perfor-
mance. For example, one would expect an increase 
in the use of media, such as images and videos which 
positively affect campaign success, or an increase in 
the number of rewards which is also a positive determi-
nant of success. Similarly, a lower funding goal would 
be expected after a failure, given the negative relation-
ship between funding goal and success.

However, narcissism can act as an obstacle to 
learning (Liu et  al., 2019), where highly narcis-
sistic entrepreneurs do not acknowledge flaws 
in their own strategic decisions. Highly narcis-
sistic entrepreneurs may deny failure or justify it 
through self-serving behavior by engaging in self-
aggrandizement and self-enhancement (Judge et al., 
2006; O’Boyle et  al. 2012). According to attribu-
tion theory, narcissistic entrepreneurs might attrib-
ute success to their own self-perceived superior 
abilities but blame failure on others or the envi-
ronment (Jones & Harris, 1967; Vazire & Funder, 
2006). Therefore, they will be unlikely to look into 
the causes of failure and might superficially scan 

and process information, impeding proper infor-
mation interpretation that might be transferable to 
subsequent campaigns. Even when they do realize 
that they are responsible for their own failure, they 
might refuse to revise their behavior in an attempt to 
maintain their grandiose self-view and superiority. 
Cognitive and motivational attributes of narcissism 
can thus impede behavioral change that might lead 
to improvements in the design of future campaigns 
to increase subsequent campaign performance. We 
therefore posit:

Hypothesis 3a.  Entrepreneurs exhibiting higher 
levels of narcissism are less likely to (i) increase 
their media usage, (ii) increase the number of 
rewards, and (iii) decrease the funding goal of their 
subsequent campaign.

In addition to making changes to campaign 
design following failure, an entrepreneur might 
decide to change entrepreneurial context. In reward-
based crowdfunding, when launching a campaign, 
entrepreneurs identify the category to which the 
project belongs. This category has been widely used 
as a proxy for industry (Allison et al., 2017; Butticè 
et  al., 2017; Oo et  al., 2019; Scheaf et  al., 2018). 
The most prominent change that an entrepreneur 
could make when relaunching is to change indus-
try (Delmar & Shane, 2006; Klepper, 2002). Find-
ings in the previous literature suggest that many 
entrepreneurial skills are industry-specific (Delmar 
& Shane, 2006) and changing industry might have 
an adverse effect on performance (Eggers & Song, 
2015). To learn from failure, entrepreneurs need to 
recognize the causes of failure for it to yield any 
benefit (Cannon & Edmondson, 2001). As previ-
ously argued, narcissistic entrepreneurs fail to do 
so since they are preoccupied with maintaining 
their grandiose self-view. Instead, they might blame 
failure on external factors such as industry, compe-
tition, or customers. Consequently, instead of ana-
lyzing the internal causes of failure and accurately 
grasping what has gone wrong, highly narcissistic 
entrepreneurs will attempt to change their exposure 
to the external factors. We, therefore, contend that 
highly narcissistic entrepreneurs are more likely 
to respond to failure by changing category. This is 
summarized in the following hypothesis:
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Hypothesis 3b.  Entrepreneurs exhibiting higher 
levels of narcissism are more likely to change 
industry following failure.

3  Data and methodology

3.1  Data source and sample construction

To investigate the effects of learning and narcissism on 
relaunching following failure, subsequent performance, 
and the mechanisms driving subsequent performance, 
we turn to the crowdfunding context. Among reward-
based crowdfunding platforms, Kickstarter is the lead-
ing platform worldwide. To date, projects on Kickstarter 
have more than $5 billion USD in pledged capital by 
backers. For our purpose, as a starting point, we uti-
lized the data kindly made available by the UC Berke-
ley’s CrowdBerkeley team (http:// crowd. berke ley. edu/). 
More specifically, we follow Yu et al. (2017) that were 
the authors that built and made the Kickstarter database 
available for public use. The variables in this initial data-
set include project title, description, category, location 
(city, state, country), founder details, fundraising goal 
amount (in USD), actual fundraised amount (in USD), 
and project status (success, failed, canceled). Building 
on the initial dataset, we construct our final dataset by 
scraping additional data and the textual content pertain-
ing to all projects launched on the platform during the 
period April 1, 2009 up to November 29, 2016.

Campaign launching on crowdfunding platforms pro-
vides a great context to investigate learning dynamics 
due to the availability of information on both success-
ful and failed fundraising attempts (Li & Martin, 2019; 
Sewaid et al., 2021b, 2022). Our initial dataset consists 
of 248,624 first launching attempts on the platform, out 
of which 161,114 projects failed to raise their requested 
capital (64.80% of all first launching attempts). Since our 
analysis focuses on the effects of narcissism at the indi-
vidual level, we discard crowdfunding projects launched 
by teams or business entities. By restricting our sample 
to projects launched by individuals, our sample drops 
to 192,456 campaigns (77.40% of all first launching 
attempts). Finally, we drop observations where gender 
of the entrepreneur could not be identified with at least 
90% certainty.4 This leaves us with a sample of 176,783 

campaigns (71.10% of all first launching attempts) that 
we refer to as the population. Given that the core of our 
analysis relates to the dynamics of learning from failure, 
in the first stage of our analysis, we restrict our popula-
tion to first-launch campaigns that have failed to secure 
their requested capital. There are 116,981 first-launch 
failed campaigns which represents 66.17% of the cam-
paigns in our population. This failure rate is not signifi-
cantly different from that exhibited in the initial dataset 
with all first launching attempts (64.80%). In the subse-
quent stages of our analysis, our investigation involves 
second-launch campaigns of entrepreneurs who failed 
in their initial campaign and subsequently relaunched. 
This refined sample contains 13,593  second-launch 
campaigns.

3.2  Measures

3.2.1  Dependent variables

Our research question is sequential in nature and 
explores three different aspects related to the dynam-
ics of learning from failure. First, we explore the 
effects of our independent variables on the decision 
to relaunch a subsequent crowdfunding campaign 
following failure. To that end, our variable denoted 
Relaunch is a dummy variable which takes the value 
1 if the entrepreneur relaunches a subsequent cam-
paign following failure and 0 otherwise.

Second, given initial failure, to explore the effect of our 
independent variable on subsequent performance, we cap-
ture subsequent performance using the dummy variable 
Success. This variable is the most common proxy for per-
formance in the crowdfunding literature since Kickstarter is 
an all-or-nothing platform: failing to meet the campaign’s 
goal results in no funds being disbursed to the entrepreneur 
(Cumming et al., 2019).5 Hence, Success takes the value 1 
if the campaign goal is met and 0 otherwise.

Third, to investigate the channel by which our inde-
pendent variable affects performance, we operational-
ize four mechanism variables. More Media is a dummy 
variable that takes the value 1 if the second campaign 
contains more media content relative to the first cam-
paign and 0 otherwise. More Rewards is a dummy vari-
able that takes the value 1 if the second campaign offers 
more reward options relative to the first campaign and 0 

4 The process of gender classification is explained in more 
detail in Section 3.2.3.

5 As a robustness check, we repeat our analysis using alterna-
tive continuous measures of performance.

http://crowd.berkeley.edu/
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otherwise. Lower Goal is a dummy variable that takes 
the value 1 if the second campaign’s goal is lower than 
the initial campaign’s goal and 0 otherwise. Industry 
Change is a dummy variable that takes the value 1 if the 
second campaign is launched in a different industry rela-
tive to the first campaign and 0 otherwise.

3.2.2  Independent variables

In our analysis we are interested in investigating the 
effects of narcissism on learning from failure. To cap-
ture Narcissism, following Bollaert et al. (2020) and 

Butticè & Rovelli (2020), we scrape the campaign 
content section and extract all first-person pronouns. 
We split these pronouns into first-person singular pro-
nouns (I, me, my, mine, and myself) and first-person 
plural pronouns (we, us, our, ours, and ourselves) and 
create a count variable for each set of first-person 
pronouns. We then proceed by constructing a ratio 
of the number of first-person singular pronouns used 
to the total number of first-person pronouns used 
(singular and plural). A higher narcissism ratio indi-
cates a higher level of narcissism exhibited by the 
entrepreneur.

Narcissism =
First − Person Singular Pronouns

First − Person Signular Pronouns + First − Person Plural Pronouns

Worth noting, even though our proxy for narcis-
sism captures expressed personality traits, the abil-
ity of “digital footprints” to predict personality traits 
have been shown to be in line with that of behavioral 
predictions (Azucar et  al., 2018). Moreover, even if 
individuals adapted their expressed traits to their con-
text, we would still expect that there would be differ-
ences in the displayed narcissism between those who 
are low vs. high on this trait outside the platform.

3.2.3  Control variables

In our analysis, we control for a set of variables that are 
known to be associated with our dependent variables. 
Since the degree of failure can significantly affect the deci-
sion to relaunch a campaign and subsequent performance, 
we operationalize a proxy to measure the degree of failure 
of the current campaign. Degree of Failure is the distance 
between capital raised and the campaign’s goal in % terms. 
A higher percentage indicates a higher degree of failure.

In the analysis pertaining to the relaunching decision, 
we control for Degree of Failure, the entrepreneur’s gen-
der, campaign category/subcategory, and the year the 
campaign was launched. Gender is a dummy variable 
that takes the value 1 if the entrepreneur is classified as 
a female and 0 otherwise. The classification is conducted 
using the entrepreneur’s first name and a Python clas-
sification package (genderizer). This package assigns a 

Degree of Failure =
Campaign Goal − Capital Raised

Campaign Goal

gender based on the entrepreneur’s first name, along with 
the degree of classification accuracy, since some names 
are unique or can be associated with both genders. Simi-
lar to previous literature we use an accuracy cut-off point 
of 90% for our classification (Kuppuswamy & Mollick, 
2016). Observations for which gender cannot be deter-
mined with a 90% certainty were dropped from our analy-
sis. Category and Subcategory dummies are included 
in the analysis and are based on a pre-defined list set by 
Kickstarter. Year dummies control for the year that the ini-
tial campaign was launched. Additionally, to gauge how 
the effect of Narcissism on the decision to relaunch differs 
given initial campaign’s extent of failure, we include an 
interaction term of our independent variable with Degree 
of Failure, Degree of Failure × Narcissism.

In the analysis pertaining to the performance of the cam-
paign following failure, we control for initial Degree of Fail-
ure and campaign specific variables that are known to be 
associated with fundraising performance (Mollick, 2014). 
Time since last campaign captures the number of days 
elapsed since last campaign. Goal is the campaign’s goal in 
USD. Rewards are the number of reward options offered by 
the entrepreneur. Video Pitch is a dummy variable that takes 
the value 1 if the campaign has a video pitch and 0 other-
wise. Video Content and Image Content are the count of vid-
eos and images incorporated in the campaign’s content sec-
tion. Textual Content is the textual length of the campaign’s 
content section. Duration captures the number of days that 
the campaign is publicly available on the platform. We addi-
tionally include Category and Year dummies.
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In the analysis pertaining to the mechanism driv-
ing the exhibited performance, our control variables 
are similar to those used in the initial analysis to 
investigate the entrepreneur’s relaunching decision. 
A list of the variables used in our analysis and their 
descriptions is provided in Table 1.

Given the skewness of the control variables and the zero 
values encountered, we transformed all unscaled continu-
ous variables using the inverse hyperbolic sine transforma-
tion. This transformation has an identical interpretation to 
that of the natural log transformation (Burbidge et al., 1988; 
Franke & Richey, 2010; Sewaid et al., 2021a).

3.3  Descriptive statistics and correlations

Table 2 presents the descriptive statistics of all vari-
ables included in our analysis. Panel A of Table  2 
presents the descriptive statistics corresponding to 
all first campaigns that have failed, whereas panel 

B of Table  2 presents the descriptive statistics cor-
responding to the second campaign launches. Table 3 
provides the correlation matrix and variance infla-
tion factors (VIFs) for the sample included in panel 
B. The values presented in Table 3 do not raise any 
concerns.6 We note that the correlation levels among 
the independent variables are not alarming with the 
highest correlation being 0.431 in absolute terms. 
This is also verified by the VIFs where the average 
VIF (1.28) and the maximum VIF (1.74) are well 
below the thresholds established in the literature. 
This reassures us that our analysis is not prone to any 
multicollinearity issue.

Table 1  Variable description

Variable Description

Dependent variables:
Relaunch A dummy variable = 1, if the crowdfunding entrepreneur relaunches a campaign after the initial failed 

campaign
Success A dummy variable = 1, if the subsequent campaign is successful
More Media A dummy variable = 1, if the subsequent campaign includes more media content (videos and images)
More Rewards A dummy variable = 1, if the entrepreneur offers more reward options in the subsequent campaign
Lower Goal A dummy variable = 1, if the subsequent campaign’s goal is lower than the goal of the initial campaign
Industry Change A dummy variable = 1, if the subsequent campaign is launched in a different category relative to the 

initial campaign
Independent variable:
Narcissism The ratio of first-person singular pronouns to total first-person pronouns
Control variables:
Degree of Failure The % by which the campaign goal was unmet
Gender A dummy variable = 1, if the entrepreneur is a female
Time since last campaign The number of days elapsed since last campaign completion
Goal ($) The campaign’s goal in US dollars
Rewards Number of reward options offered by the entrepreneur
Video Pitch A dummy variable = 1, if the campaign has a video pitch
Video Content The number of videos included in the campaign content section
Image Content The number of images included in the campaign content section
Textual Content The number of words included in the campaign content section
Duration Campaign duration in days
Category A set of dummy variables indicating the category to which a project belongs based on Kickstarter’s 

category classifications
Subcategory A set of dummy variables indicating the subcategory to which a project belongs based on Kickstarter’s 

subcategory classifications

6 In unreported results, a correlation matrix and variance 
inflation factors (VIFs) have been constructed for the sample 
included in Panel A as well, and they do not raise any multicol-
linearity concerns.
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Table  4 presents the difference in means of our 
main dependent variables at different quartile lev-
els of narcissism. The difference in means analysis 
is conducted relative to the lowest quartile. From 
this preliminary analysis we note that entrepreneurs 
exhibiting higher levels of narcissism are more likely 
to relaunch a subsequent campaign and that they are 
less likely to succeed in their subsequent campaign. 
We additionally note that entrepreneurs exhibiting 
higher levels of narcissism do not tend to increase 
media content and reward offerings and they are more 
likely to switch industries. Based on this we proceed 
with our multivariate analysis in the main analysis.

3.4  Estimation models

To test the association between Narcissism, its inter-
action with Degree of Failure, and relaunching a 
subsequent campaign, we model the probability of 
relaunching a subsequent campaign (Relaunch) using 

a probit regression model. We report the coefficients 
and the robust standard errors (the latter one in paren-
theses) in Table  5. This analysis also serves as the 
selection model that we will use in the analysis pre-
sented in Tables 6 and 7.

To test the association between Narcissism and 
subsequent campaign performance, we need to con-
trol for selection, since subsequent performance 
is only observable for entrepreneurs who have 
relaunched a campaign following failure (Sewaid 
et al., 2021b, 2022). To address this issue, we run a 
two-stage Heckman correction model. In the first 
stage, we run the selection model presented above 
and use it to generate the inverse Mills ratio (IMR) 
which controls for the probability that we observe the 
entrepreneur in the second stage (Heckman, 1979). If 
the coefficient on the IMR is statistically significant, 
it will indicate that our analysis is prone to sample 
selection bias; however, including the IMR in the 
analysis will correct for this sample selection issue. 

Table 2  Descriptive 
statistics

N Mean S.D. Min Max

Panel A: First Stage (Relaunch)
Relaunch 116,981 0.1162 0.3205 0 1
Degree of Failure 116,981 92.04% 13.94% 0.01% 100.00%
Narcissism 116,981 0.5035 0.4245 0 1
Gender 116,981 0.2569 0.4369 0 1
Panel B: Second Stage (Performance and Mechanism)
Success 13,593 0.2882 0.4530 0 1
More Media 13,593 0.3536 0.4781 0 1
More Rewards 13,593 0.3627 0.4808 0 1
Lower Goal 13,593 0.6981 0.4591 0 1
Industry Change 13,593 0.2670 0.4423 0 1
Degree of Failure 13,593 89.81% 16.40% 0.03% 100.00%
Narcissism 13,593 0.5179 0.4216 0 1
Gender 13,593 0.2136 0.4098 0 1
Time since last campaign 13,593 209 294 0 2273
Goal ($) 13,593 $15,089 $40,774 $76.86 $321,103
Rewards 13,593 7.26 5.09 0 103
Video Pitch 13,593 0.6570 0.4747 0 1
Video Content 13,593 0.2298 0.87 0 17
Image Content 13,593 4.32 8.13 0 124
Textual Content 13,593 586 617 0 30,953
Duration 13,593 34.96 14.50 1 60
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If the coefficient on the IMR is not statistically sig-
nificant, then it will indicate that our analysis is not 
prone to sample selection bias (Heckman, 1979).7 In 
the second stage, we use a probit regression model 

to model the probability of success (Success). The 
results of this analysis are presented in Table 6.

In order to identify the mechanisms driving the 
association between Narcissism and Success, we run 
a series of probit regression models with a set of 
mechanisms as our dependent variables (More Media, 
More Rewards, Lower Goal, and Industry Change) 

Table 4  Difference in 
means

Table 4 presents the 
two-tailed t-test, which 
is applied to compare the 
means of our dependent 
variables across the 
different quartiles of our 
independent variable 
Narcissism. *p < 0.10, 
**p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01

Narcissism quartile

Quartile 1 Quartile 2 Quartile 3 Quartile 4

N Mean N Mean N Mean N Mean

Relaunch 32,082 0.110 26,425 0.117*** 29,724 0.117*** 29,200 0.121***
Success 3514 0.314 3104 0.324 3429 0.294* 3546 0.226***
More Media 3514 0.359 3104 0.395*** 3429 0.354 3546 0.312***
More Rewards 3514 0.375 3104 0.356 3429 0.348** 3546 0.370
Lower Goal 3514 0.681 3104 0.731*** 3429 0.712*** 3546 0.672
Industry Change 3514 0.246 3104 0.225** 3429 0.283*** 3546 0.310***

Table 5  Probit model 
(relaunch)

Table 5 presents the 
probit regression for 
our dependent variable 
Relaunch. The dependent 
variable is regressed on 
the control variables, 
our variable of interest 
(Narcissism), and the 
interaction term. The 
models presented in 
columns (1)–(3) are the first 
stage (selection models) 
for the models presented 
in Table 6. *p < 0.10, 
**p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01

Dependent Variable: Relaunch

(1) (2) (3)

β/s.e β/s.e β/s.e

Narcissism 0.1039*** 0.3884***
(0.0125) (0.0725)

Degree of Failure × Narcissism  − 0.3121***
(0.0783)

Degree of Failure  − 0.4012***  − 0.4174***  − 0.2676***
(0.0334) (0.0334) (0.0506)

Gender  − 0.1255***  − 0.1289***  − 0.1291***
(0.0122) (0.0122) (0.0122)

Constant  − 1.2253**  − 1.2394**  − 1.3790**
(0.6156) (0.6171) (0.6188)

Subcategory dummies Yes Yes Yes
Category dummies Yes Yes Yes
Year dummies Yes Yes Yes
Pseudo R2 0.0487 0.0495 0.0497
χ2 4094*** 4163*** 4179***
Number of observations 116,981 116,981 116,981

7 The set of first-stage regressors should include a variable 
that is not included in the second stage of the analysis. The 
excluded variable should be associated with the selection 
variable (Relaunch) but not the dependent variable (Success). 
Absent better exclusion restrictions, we use subcategory dum-
mies as our exclusion variable (Cumming et al., 2021). Current 
subcategory should affect whether the entrepreneur decides to 
relaunch a subsequent campaign since the cost of failure var-

ies by subcategory. However, subsequent performance is not 
affected by the initial subcategory since current performance 
would depend on the current category that the campaign is 
launched in.

Footnote 7 (continued)
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and Narcissism as our independent variable. The pre-
viously generated IMR is included as a control vari-
able in our analysis to correct for selection issues that 
are inherent to the setting. The results of this analysis 
are presented in Table 7.

4  Empirical results

In our analyses we sought to investigate the follow-
ing: (i) whether narcissistic entrepreneurs are more 
likely to relaunch following failure and if the extent 
of their initial failure moderates this result, (ii) the 
effect of narcissism on subsequent performance given 
relaunching, and (iii) the mechanism driving the 
subsequent underperformance of narcissistic entre-
preneurs. In Table  5 we report the results pertain-
ing to our analysis of the effect of narcissism on the 
relaunching decision and the moderating role of the 
degree of failure. In column (1) we report the asso-
ciation between our controls and relaunching a sub-
sequent campaign. We show that at higher degrees of 
failure, entrepreneurs are less likely to relaunch which 
is consistent with recent findings (Fan-Osuala, 2021). 
Moreover, we complement Kuppuswamy and Mollick 
(2016)’s findings and show that female entrepreneurs 
are less likely to relaunch following failure.

Hypothesis 1a posits that entrepreneurs exhibit-
ing higher levels of narcissism are more likely to 
persist and relaunch following failure. In column 
(2) we add Narcissism to the model presented in 
column (1). Indeed, we find support for Hypoth-
esis 1a (Narcissism = 0.1039, p < 0.01) indicating 
that narcissistic entrepreneurs are more likely to 
persist following failure. Specifically, we note that 
for a 1 SD (standard deviation) increase in the level 
of exhibited narcissism, the entrepreneur is 7.83% 
more likely (from 10.47 to 11.29%) to relaunch a 
subsequent campaign. Hypothesis 1b suggests that 
this documented effect is negatively moderated by 
the degree of failure, such that narcissistic entre-
preneurs are less likely to relaunch at higher levels 
of failure, as they engage in ego-defensive behav-
ior. In column (3) we introduce the interaction term 
(Degree of Failure × Narcissism) to the prior analy-
sis. The interaction term is significantly associated 
with relaunching a subsequent campaign (Degree 
of Failure × Narcissism =  − 0.3121, p < 0.01). In 
Fig.  1, we plot the association between Narcis-
sism and the probability of relaunching for differ-
ent extents of failure. From the plot we note that 
highly narcissistic entrepreneurs are more sensitive 
to the degree of failure in their decision to relaunch 
a subsequent campaign. The regression results in 
column (3) along with the plot in Fig.  1 provide 
support for Hypothesis 1b.

Table 6  Probit model with selection (Success)

Table 6 presents the probit regression for our dependent varia-
ble Success. The dependent variable is regressed on the control 
variables and our variable of interest (Narcissism). The selec-
tion models for the models presented are reported in Table 5. 
*p < 0.10, **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01

Dependent Variable Success

(1) (2)

β/s.e β/s.e

Narcissism  − 0.2826***
(0.0354)

Degree of Failure  − 2.6929***  − 2.6774***
(0.0884) (0.0889)

Gender 0.1441*** 0.1598***
(0.0355) (0.0357)

Time since last campaign 0.0206** 0.0198**
(0.0096) (0.0097)

Goal ($)  − 0.3546***  − 0.3631***
(0.0104) (0.0105)

Rewards 0.4521*** 0.4441***
(0.0266) (0.0267)

Video Pitch 0.3930*** 0.3824***
(0.0333) (0.0334)

Video Content 0.0864*** 0.0884***
(0.0292) (0.0292)

Image Content 0.1425*** 0.1372***
(0.0131) (0.0131)

Textual Content 0.1359*** 0.1408***
(0.0164) (0.0165)

Duration  − 0.2130***  − 0.2136***
(0.0309) (0.0310)

Inverse Mills Ratio  − 0.0402  − 0.0779
(0.1075) (0.1080)

Constant 3.4639*** 3.6754***
(0.2830) (0.2866)

Subcategory dummies No No
Category dummies Yes Yes
Year dummies Yes Yes
Pseudo R2 0.3060 0.3100
χ2 4996*** 5062***
Number of observations 116,981 116,981
Selected 13,593 13,593
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In Table 6, we report the results pertaining to the 
effect of narcissism on subsequent campaign per-
formance. In column (1) we report the coefficients 

for our control variables. All the variables exhibit 
the same association with performance as those 
established in the literature. We highlight that 

Table 7  Probit model with selection (Mechanisms)

Table 7 presents the probit regression for our dependent variables More Media, More Rewards, Lower Goal, and Industry Change. 
The dependent variable is regressed on the control variables and our variable of interest (Narcissism). The selection model for the 
models presented is reported in column (2) of Table 5. *p < 0.10, **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01

Dependent 
variable:

More Media More Rewards Lower Goal Industry Change

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8)

β/s.e β/s.e β/s.e β/s.e β/s.e β/s.e β/s.e β/s.e

Narcissism  − 0.1874***  − 0.0300  − 0.0825*** 0.1004***
(0.0286) (0.0279) (0.0287) (0.0298)

Degree of 
Failure

0.0893 0.1506** 0.3358*** 0.3454***  − 0.7661***  − 0.7385*** 1.4026*** 1.3714***

(0.0750) (0.0756) (0.0747) (0.0752) (0.0796) (0.0802) (0.0891) (0.0896)
Gender 0.0527* 0.0728** 0.0339 0.0371  − 0.0349  − 0.0261  − 0.0776**  − 0.0889***

(0.0299) (0.0300) (0.0291) (0.0293) (0.0301) (0.0302) (0.0314) (0.0316)
Inverse Mills 

Ratio
 − 0.7345***  − 0.8473***  − 0.3981***  − 0.4159*** 0.3040*** 0.2552***  − 0.4968***  − 0.4409***

(0.0748) (0.0768) (0.0291) (0.0753) (0.0754) (0.0774) (0.0764) (0.0782)
Constant 0.5604*** 0.7728*** 0.0499 0.0843 0.4310*** 0.5238***  − 0.7862***  − 0.8953***

(0.1550) (0.1586) (0.1521) (0.1554) (0.1553) (0.1586) (0.1609) (0.1643)
Subcategory 

dummies
No No No No No No No No

Category 
dummies

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Year dummies Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Pseudo R2 0.0442 0.0466 0.0082 0.0082 0.0142 0.0147 0.0614 0.0621
χ2 780*** 823*** 145*** 147*** 236*** 244*** 968*** 978***
Number of 

observations
116,981 116,981 116,981 116,981 116,981 116,981 116,981 116,981

Selected 13,593 13,593 13,593 13,593 13,593 13,593 13,593 13,593

Fig. 1  The probability 
of relaunching given the 
entrepreneurs’ level of 
narcissism for entrepreneurs 
exhibiting low vs high 
degree of failure levels
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better-elaborated campaigns, characterized by more 
rewards and more media content, and campaigns with 
lower goals enjoy better performance.

Hypothesis 2 suggests that narcissistic entrepre-
neurs would exhibit poorer subsequent fundraising 
performance. In column (2) we add Narcissism to 
the model presented in column (1). The results pre-
sented provide support for Hypothesis 2 (Narcis-
sism =  − 0.2826, p < 0.01) indicating that narcissistic 
entrepreneurs are less likely to succeed in their sub-
sequent fundraising attempt. Specifically, we note that 
a 1 SD increase in the level of exhibited narcissism 
is associated with a 15.85% decrease (from 20.30 to 
17.08%) in the likelihood of success in the subse-
quent campaign.

Having established that although narcissistic entre-
preneurs are more likely to persist and relaunch, they 
tend to exhibit poorer subsequent performance, we 
attempt to disentangle the possible mechanisms driv-
ing this underperformance. As established in the con-
trol analysis conducted in Table  6 and the prior lit-
erature, more media content (Courtney et al., 2017), 
more rewards (Sewaid et al., 2021a), and lower goals 
(Mollick, 2014), are associated with better fundrais-
ing outcomes. Hence, entrepreneurs who internalize 
initial failure and are pro-active in their subsequent 
campaign, such that they increase their media content 
and number of rewards offered while lowering their 
campaign goal, will exhibit better fundraising out-
comes. If the entrepreneur’s failure to attribute fail-
ure to internal factors was the mechanism behind the 
underperformance of narcissistic entrepreneurs, we 
would expect that narcissistic entrepreneurs would 
be less likely to (i) increase their media content, (ii) 
increase the number of rewards offered, and (iii) 
lower their campaign goal. Moreover, if they attrib-
uted their initial failure to external factors, we would 
expect narcissistic entrepreneurs to respond to failure 
by changing their industry, a change which is also 
known to be associated with unfavorable campaign 
outcomes (Sewaid et al., 2022). The statistical insig-
nificance of the IMR indicates that this specific analy-
sis was not prone to sample-selection bias.

In Table 7, we note that in their subsequent cam-
paigns, entrepreneurs exhibiting higher levels of 
narcissism are less likely to increase their media 
content usage (Narcissism =  − 0.1874, p < 0.01) and 
are less likely to lower their campaign goal (Nar-
cissism =  − 0.0825, p < 0.01). Specifically, we note 

that a 1 SD increase in the level of exhibited nar-
cissism is associated with an 8.32% decrease (from 
34.72 to 31.83%) in the likelihood of increasing 
media content and a 1.75% decrease (from 70.14 
to 68.92%) in the likelihood of lowering the cam-
paign goal in the subsequent campaign. This result 
provides partial support for Hypothesis 3a and, in 
turn, explains the subsequent underperformance of 
entrepreneurs exhibiting higher levels of narcissism. 
Additionally, we note that entrepreneurs exhibit-
ing higher levels of narcissism are more likely to 
change the industry in their subsequent venture 
(Narcissism = 0.1004, p < 0.01). We document that 
a 1 SD increase in the level of exhibited narcissism 
is associated with a 5.48% increase (from 25.17 
to 26.55%) in the likelihood that the entrepreneur 
switches industry in the subsequent campaign. This 
result provides support for Hypothesis 3b and also 
aids in explaining the mechanism driving the subse-
quent underperformance of entrepreneurs exhibiting 
higher levels of narcissism.

In summary, our results indicate that narcissis-
tic entrepreneurs are more likely to relaunch follow-
ing failure in line with Hypothesis 1a. However, this 
effect is negatively moderated by the extent of failure 
in the first fundraising campaign, a result consistent 
with Hypothesis 1b. Moreover, we show that, having 
relaunched, narcissistic entrepreneurs underperform 
other entrepreneurs, providing evidence in support of 
Hypothesis 2. Our analysis of the mechanisms driv-
ing this underperformance indicates that narcissistic 
entrepreneurs are less likely to learn from their previ-
ous campaigns. Specifically, we find partial evidence 
that they are less likely to improve their campaigns, in 
line with Hypothesis 3a, and are more likely to change 
their exposure to initial external factors via switching 
industry in their subsequent ventures, as predicted by 
Hypothesis 3b. The statistical significance of the IMR 
indicates that this specific analysis was prone to sam-
ple-selection bias. However, the inclusion of the IMR 
in the model corrected this issue.

4.1  Robustness checks

To validate our results, we conduct a battery of 
robustness checks. First, in our main analysis we 
have used the dummy variable Success to gauge sub-
sequent campaign performance. Similar to prior lit-
erature we repeat our analysis using an alternative 
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continuous measure to gauge performance, Amount 
Raised. This variable captures the amount of funds 
pledged by backers to this specific campaign regard-
less of whether the goal is met or not. We report the 

results in Table 8, and they are not qualitatively dif-
ferent from those presented in the main results. Sec-
ond, to eliminate country differences that could be 
associated with the entrepreneurs’ pitching style and 
our measure of narcissism, we limit our analysis to 
campaigns launched in the USA. We repeat all our 
analysis and the main results continue to hold. Third, 
we operationalized a quartile measure of exhibited 
narcissism rather than the continuous measure of nar-
cissism and repeat our analysis. We again find that all 
our main results continue to hold. Fourth, we repeat 
all our analysis using the logistic regression model; 
the results do not differ from those presented under 
the probit model. Finally, we control for outliers that 
could possibly bias our results by both trimming and 
winsorizing our variables at the 1% and 5% level. 
Using both approaches (trimming and winsorizing) 
our main results continue to hold. Hence, these addi-
tional checks build confidence in our results.

5  Discussion and conclusion

5.1  Summary and discussion

In this study we examine how narcissism affects 
the probability of relaunching following failure in 
serial crowdfunding and how it could act as a bar-
rier to learning, negatively affecting subsequent per-
formance. Moreover, we identify the mechanisms 
through which narcissism affects subsequent perfor-
mance by analyzing the internal and external changes 
that the entrepreneur makes following failure. We 
show that narcissistic entrepreneurs are more likely to 
relaunch following failure, in an attempt to maintain 
their inflated positive self-views. We find supporting 
evidence that the effect of narcissism is moderated by 
the degree of failure. In line with attribution theory, 
we pose that narcissistic entrepreneurs might blame 
failure on others and the environment (Jones & Har-
ris, 1967; Vazire & Funder, 2006). This would result 
in the refusal to revise their own behavior to main-
tain their grandiose self-view and superiority, which 
might not be real. Hence, motivational attributes of 
narcissism impede behavioral change that could lead 
to improvements in campaign design and, thus, in 
subsequent performance. Indeed, we find that narcis-
sistic entrepreneurs are, following failure, less likely 
to increase media content and to lower funding goal, 

Table 8  Robustness check: alternative performance measure 
(Amount Raised)

Table 8 presents the ordinary least squares regression for our 
alternative dependent variable Amount Raised. The dependent 
variable is regressed on the control variables and our variables 
of interest (Narcissism). The selection models for the mod-
els presented are reported in Table  5. *p < 0.10, **p < 0.05, 
***p < 0.01

Dependent variable: Amount Raised

(1) (2)

β/s.e β/s.e

Narcissism  − 0.6240***
(0.0584)

Degree of Failure  − 5.3750***  − 5.3239***
(0.1583) (0.1586)

Gender 0.3519*** 0.3830***
(0.0602) (0.0603)

Time since last campaign 0.1103*** 0.1078***
(0.0153) (0.0153)

Goal ($)  − 0.0203  − 0.0313**
(0.0143) (0.0143)

Rewards 1.0622*** 1.0345***
(0.0402) (0.0401)

Video Pitch 0.9065*** 0.8822***
(0.0527) (0.0526)

Video Content 0.2795*** 0.2786***
(0.0535) (0.0533)

Image Content 0.4205*** 0.4078***
(0.0220) (0.0219)

Textual Content 0.3138*** 0.3253***
(0.0263) (0.0262)

Duration 0.0708 0.0726
(0.0531) (0.0530)

Inverse Mills Ratio  − 0.8073***  − 0.8678***
(0.1757) (0.1753)

Constant 5.7340*** 6.1482***
(0.5298) (0.5315)

Subcategory dummies No No
Category dummies Yes Yes
Year dummies Yes Yes
Adjusted R2 0.4000 0.4042
Number of observations 116,981 116,981
Selected 13,593 13,593
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but more likely to change industry. In our analysis, we 
do not find support for our arguments that narcissistic 
entrepreneurs are less likely to increase the number 
of reward offerings. Hence, they do not differ in this 
element from non-narcissistic entrepreneurs whose 
initial campaign failed. This could be explained by 
the higher cost associated with increasing the number 
of rewards, in comparison to increasing media con-
tent or lowering the campaign goal, making it a less 
attractive adjustment regardless of the level of exhib-
ited narcissism.

Taken together, these findings indicate reduced 
learning benefits for narcissistic entrepreneurs. This 
is specifically crucial in online contexts since reduced 
learning is visible to platform backers who are able 
now to compare entrepreneurs’ current and prior fun-
draising attempts. Repeated launches by an entrepre-
neur allow potential backers to learn about the entre-
preneur. This learning by backers on the platform 
allows for a favorable appraisal of entrepreneurs who 
have learned from their prior failures. The entrepre-
neur’s learning is inferred through a comparison of 
the entrepreneur’s current and previous campaigns. 
If the entrepreneur responds to failure by develop-
ing a better articulated campaign, then backers will 
be more likely to pledge funds to the entrepreneur’s 
current campaign. However, if the entrepreneur does 
not demonstrate this learning and responds to failure 
by changing industry, backers will penalize the entre-
preneur and will be less likely to pledge funds to the 
entrepreneur’s campaign (Sewaid et al., 2022).

5.2  Implications for platform managers and 
policymakers

This study has important implications both for plat-
form managers and policymakers. Our empirical 
evidence suggests that, to maintain their grandiose 
self-view, narcissistic entrepreneurs are more likely to 
relaunch following failure. However, since narcissists 
tend to attribute failure to external factors, they learn 
less from failure and they are less likely to adjust their 
own behavior. Therefore, they are also more likely to 
exhibit poorer performance in subsequent attempts. 
Our study suggests that to improve platform success 
and limit the effects of narcissism, platform manag-
ers could identify narcissistic entrepreneurs through 
project descriptions and take actions aimed at rais-
ing awareness of narcissistic tendencies and their 

negative impact among entrepreneurs. These prac-
tical implications are in line with those of Liu et al. 
(2019) who also point out these entrepreneurs’ need 
of raising awareness of their narcissistic tendencies 
with the help of others. Moreover, we complement 
the implications of Liu et  al. (2019) by suggesting 
that platforms managers could provide tailored advice 
and tips to entrepreneurs rebounding from failure 
(e.g., through their blogs), enabling entrepreneurs to 
address actual drivers of current underperformance 
and perform better in subsequent endeavors.

Regarding policymakers, they can attenuate the 
negative consequences of narcissism by offering 
programs tailored to dealing with failure and how to 
successfully reboot and improve performance. Given 
the emergence of crowdfunding as a viable source of 
financing, programs can be tailored to the crowdfund-
ing setting identifying different mechanisms to cope 
with failure. Also, financial literacy programs on the 
determinants of crowdfunding success could assist 
narcissistic entrepreneurs in making changes to sub-
sequent campaign design (increase media content, 
modify rewards, etc.) resulting in an increase in the 
likelihood of superior performance. Moreover, in line 
with the implications of Liu et al. (2019), creating a 
more failure-tolerant environment could also hamper 
narcissistic entrepreneurs’ self-defensive behavior 
and, in turn, promote learning.

Although we believe that these measures could 
have a positive impact on narcissistic profiles, some 
might argue that the defensive behavior attached to 
narcissism could hinder the adoption of these prac-
tices by narcissistic entrepreneurs. Indeed, previous 
evidence shows that giving advice to narcissists has 
limited effectiveness (Kausel et al., 2015; O’Reilly & 
Hall, 2021). To address this issue, platform manag-
ers could leverage algorithmic nudging techniques to 
foster entrepreneurial learning of narcissistic entre-
preneurs. Algorithmic nudging is the practice of lev-
eraging algorithms and artificial intelligence systems 
to subtly influence user behavior towards specific 
goals. It involves “nudging” individuals to take spe-
cific actions or make particular choices (Möhlmann, 
2021). On crowdfunding platforms, algorithms can 
offer real-time feedback on campaign construction 
elements, conduct instant risk assessments, provide 
comparative analysis with successful campaigns, and 
offer compliance reminders. For narcissistic entre-
preneurs, algorithmic nudging can be an effective 
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tool in helping them internalize their failures. The 
human-free nature of algorithmic prompts reduces 
self-defensive behavior during interactions with the 
platform and the guidance provided will not feel 
judgmental (Raveendhran & Fast, 2021). This will 
allow for covert influence over the entrepreneur’s 
choices while providing the sense of greater auton-
omy; hence, the entrepreneurs can maintain their self-
esteem and grandiose self-view while learning and 
adjusting behaviors.

This process can contribute to enhancing the over-
all quality of campaigns and increasing the likelihood 
of success. However, effective implementation of algo-
rithmic nudging requires crowdfunding platforms to 
prioritize the design of user-friendly feedback systems. 
The feedback provided by algorithms should be clear, 
actionable, and presented in a manner that facilitates 
entrepreneurs’ understanding and decision-making. 
Nonetheless, it is crucial for platforms to strike a bal-
ance between automation and human oversight. Human 
review and intervention remain critical to validate the 
feedback provided by algorithms, address complex 
or subjective issues, and handle exceptional cases that 
algorithms may not account for (Gal et al., 2020).

Finally, our results supporting Hypothesis 3b sug-
gest that if an entrepreneur changes industry when 
relaunching a new venture, the probability of failure 
increases. Therefore, since narcissists and in general 
entrepreneurs are not “Jack of all trades” (Lazear, 
2005) policymakers and platform managers must 
be aware of serial entrepreneurs changing industry 
when relaunching a new venture, as it can be a factor 
increasing the probability of failure.8

5.3  Limitations and future research

Despite its contribution, our study is not devoid of 
limitations that, nevertheless, suggest fruitful ave-
nues for future research. First, similar to prior stud-
ies (Butticè et al., 2017; Sewaid et al., 2021b, 2022), 
our study is based on a single reward-based crowd-
funding platform, Kickstarter. Hence, we lack 
information on other funding campaigns that the 
same entrepreneurs might have launched on other 
platforms following failure on Kickstarter. Thus, 

the number of actual serial launchers might actu-
ally be higher than those we identify in our dataset. 
Although this is a possible concern, information on 
prior funding attempts on other platforms is not eas-
ily accessible (nor visible) to potential backers and 
would not play a significant role in their decision to 
back a campaign. Moreover, different platforms have 
a different backer base and a different campaign sec-
tion structure; hence, gauging changes in the cam-
paign and its performance might be contaminated by 
the platform effect.

Second, our analysis focuses on reward-based 
crowdfunding; thus, we need to be cautious about 
the generalizability of our results for other types of 
crowdfunding platforms. In particular, it would be 
interesting to know if narcissism has similar effects 
for equity crowdfunding and marketplace lending 
platforms. We suspect a differential effect since ven-
tures soliciting funds on equity crowdfunding and 
marketplace lending platforms are established busi-
nesses in a more advanced stage and their response 
to fundraising failure could differ for a battery of rea-
sons. For instance, narcissistic entrepreneurs’ external 
attribution of failure and lower levels of pro-activity 
following failure could be diluted in ventures with 
larger and more heterogeneous teams.

Third, although our proxy for narcissism is well 
established in previous literature that uses textual 
analysis (e.g., Bollaert et  al., 2020; Butticè & Rov-
elli, 2020), we encourage future research on alterna-
tive measures of narcissism to confirm the robustness 
of the findings. A combination of archival platform 
data and surveys of entrepreneurs to gauge narcis-
sism using alternative approaches would be welcome. 
For example, surveying entrepreneurs, like the Nar-
cissistic Personality Inventory proposed by Raskin 
& Terry (1988), could be used to capture narcissism 
as it is typically done in the psychology literature. 
Fourth, entrepreneurs that decide not to relaunch 
after a first failed attempt might also learn from their 
failure and decide not to relaunch precisely because 
of that learning. Although the learning outcome in 
this case is more difficult to measure, we encourage 
future research in this area.9 Finally, future research 
could complement our study by investigating how 

8 We thank an anonymous referee for suggesting this implica-
tion. 9 We thank the managing editor for this suggestion.
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narcissism affects different dimensions of learning. 
For example, it would be interesting to analyze the 
relationship between the breadth and depth of learn-
ing (Zahra, 2012; Zahra et  al., 2000). Furthermore, 
since previous literature shows that venture launching 
experience mitigates the adverse effect of changing 
industry on fundraising performance, we encourage 
research on narcissism and experiential learning as 
opposed to vicarious learning (Manz & Sims, 1981; 
Trevino & Youngblood, 1990).

5.4  Concluding remarks

To the best of our knowledge, this is the first study to 
investigate how the narcissism-learning from failure 
relationship affects an entrepreneur’s future strategic 
decisions and performance. Our analysis of 116,981 
entrepreneurs who failed in their initial attempt on 
Kickstarter shows that narcissistic entrepreneurs are 
more likely to relaunch following failure. Worth not-
ing, narcissism acts as a barrier to learning; entrepre-
neurs do not adjust their behavior following failure by 
modifying the campaign design. On the contrary, they 
attribute failure to external factors by changing the 
context of their following attempt, therefore leading to 
downward performance spirals. For entrepreneurs, our 
study highlights the need for narcissistic entrepreneurs 
to gain awareness of their narcissistic tendency which 
hampers learning. Through proper acknowledgement 
of these tendencies, entrepreneurs can better respond to 
failure and improve their future prospects. For policy-
makers, our study suggests that a more failure-tolerant 
environment and programs both on financial literacy 
and mechanisms to cope with failure could mitigate the 
negative consequences of narcissistic tendencies.
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