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CONCISE ARTICLE

Radically concrete or incrementally abstract? The contingent 
role of abstract and concrete framing in pitching novel ideas
Denise Falchettia, Gino Cattanib and Simone Ferrianic,d

aDepartment of Management, School of Business, The George Washington University, USA; bDepartment of 
Management and Organizations, Stern School of Business – NYU, USA; cDepartment of Management, 
University of Bologna, Italy; dBayes Business School, City University of London, UK

ABSTRACT
Entrepreneurs pitching new ideas are hard-pressed to frame their 
message in the most compelling way to win the attention and 
support of relevant audiences. But could a simple shift in framing 
sanction the success or failure of their communication efforts? 
Drawing on recent scholarship on the recognition of novel ideas 
and language, we compare the effectiveness of two framing 
approaches to idea pitching: abstract vs. concrete framing. We 
suggest that the best framing strategy to rally audience support 
depends on the novelty of the idea. Two controlled experiments 
where we investigate the combined impact of an idea’s degree of 
novelty and the abstractness level (why vs. how) of the framing 
strategy used to pitch it on the idea’s evaluation by members of 
a lay audience (e.g. crowdfunders, students, or other non- 
professional evaluators) confirm our intuition. The findings indicate 
that radical ideas are significantly more likely to elicit favourable 
evaluation from lay audience members when those ideas are 
framed in concrete ‘How’ terms; whereas incremental ideas fare 
better when framed in abstract ‘Why’ terms. By focusing on the 
framing strategies that entrepreneurs can use to communicate their 
new ideas, our study contributes to the growing research on the 
role of language in shaping the recognition of novelty. More gen-
erally, it provides entrepreneurs with actionable insights that they 
can leverage to attract attention and support from a general (lay) 
audience.
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Introduction

What is the most effective way for entrepreneurs to communicate a highly innova-
tive entrepreneurial idea in order to capture audience members’ attention and 
support? Should they favour a concrete or abstract form of communication? 
Highly innovative entrepreneurial ideas typically refer to products or services that 
defy straightforward categorisation in terms of existing concepts (Herzenstein et al., 
2007). Consider the case of Segway, a pioneering idea of a self-balancing scooter 
(Herzenstein et al., 2007), at the time of its launch widely heralded as 
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a technological wonder. The Segway was promoted as a product that aimed to 
change the way people move and many opinion leaders ‘admired what the Segway 
could do’ (Barringer & Ireland, 2012, p. 103). However, customers could not answer 
many practical questions such as: ‘How do you take it with you in your car? How do 
you park it? How and where can you ride it? Sidewalks or roads? How do you get it 
up or down stairs?’ (Barringer & Ireland, 2012, p. 103, emphasis added). Customers 
could not figure out how the Segway would fit into their existing lifestyle as it 
appeared to be incongruous with existing schemas1 regarding transportation vehi-
cles. Would a more concrete communication – a framing strategy more attentive to 
how the Segway functions – have made to the success of this pathbreaking solution 
possible?

Recent evidence suggests that the answer to this question is not plainly positive or 
negative, but depends on the target audience. Studying the impact of framing a new idea 
in abstract or concrete terms when it is pitched to audience members with varying levels 
of domain-relevant expertise, Falchetti et al. (2022) demonstrate experimentally that 
framing strategies based on concrete how arguments appeal more to expert evaluators 
(e.g., professional investors, innovation managers), while framing strategies based on 
abstract why arguments appeal more to lay evaluators (e.g., crowdfunders, students or 
other non-professional evaluators). The intuition behind this finding is rooted in cogni-
tive research suggesting that, unless individuals have developed significant domain- 
relevant expertise, they tend to rely on abstract, high-level mental construals in their 
evaluations (Bettman & Sujan, 1987; Su et al., 2008). Since information congruent with 
individuals’ mental representations is more comprehensible (Kim et al., 2009; Mandler, 
1995; White et al., 2011) and persuasive, lay evaluators are more appreciative of novel 
ideas when those ideas are framed in abstract why terms. In this study, we build on 
Falchetti et al. (2022) to suggest another potential boundary condition for whether 
a novel idea should be communicated emphasising a concrete or abstract language: the 
degree of novelty of the idea. Holding the evaluating audience constant, we then ask: 
‘What framing strategies, concrete or abstract, should entrepreneurs prioritise when 
pitching a radical idea? Should the same framing approach be applied to ideas that are 
incremental?’

Extant experimental evidence indicates that different levels of information novelty in 
evaluative tasks elicit different processing orientations (Liu, 2008). In particular, this 
evidence shows how a concrete, low-level mental construal is activated when individuals 
process highly novel information that is discrepant with pre-existing schemas (Vallacher 
& Wegner, 1987). Stated differently, individuals tend to process highly novel information 
in a detailed and piecemeal manner. By contrast, less novel information does not activate 
a concrete thinking mode because in this case the information usually matches an 
individual’s pre-existing schemas. Since idea framings that match individuals’ mental 
construals are processed more fluently and lead to more positive evaluations (Falchetti 
et al., 2022), we anticipate radical ideas that contain highly novel information to be 
evaluated more favourably when framed in concrete (how) than in abstract (why) terms, 
while we expect the opposite to hold true for incremental ideas that contain less novel 
information.

Prior evidence supports this intuition. In articulating their rhetorical typology, for 
instance, van Werven et al. (2015) suggest that ‘arguments by cause’ (why-laden framing 
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in our terminology) are less effective in supporting radical ideas due to the inherent 
uncertainty associated with cause-effect relations in very novel concepts. Arguments by 
cause are weak when targeting radical concepts because it is uncertain whether the 
explanatory facts upon which they are based will have the expected effect. Recent 
empirical findings by Boulongne and Durand (2021) similarly indicate that ambiguous 
offerings (e.g., products that unravel existing categories) elicit more positive evaluations 
when ‘audiences evaluate [those] entities in terms of how they can meet one’s needs’ 
(p. 259) – when, in other words, evaluative responses are primed on concrete, feasibility 
cues. In summary, the congruity level between the framing of an idea and its degree of 
novelty will result in differentially favourable attitudes among lay evaluators. To examine 
this prediction, we chose the case of entrepreneurial pitches as our experimental setting. 
We manipulated an idea’s degree of novelty (incremental or radical) and the abstractness 
level (why vs. how) of the framing strategy used to pitch that idea to lay evaluators. We 
investigated the combined effect of these variables on two evaluative outcomes: the 
appreciation of the idea and the propensity to support it.

The findings from these experiments confirm our prediction contributing valuable 
insights to the growing stream of language-oriented scholarship in entrepreneurship that 
is concerned with how entrepreneurial actors can strategically mobilise narratives and 
language to successfully champion their ideas (Cattani et al., 2020; Clarke et al., 2019; 
Cutolo & Ferriani, 2023; Falchetti et al., 2022; Huang et al., 2021; Navis & Glynn, 2011). 
Our work also informs extant scholarship in innovation and creativity that focuses on the 
evaluation and recognition of novel ideas (e.g., Cattani et al., 2022; Chai & Menon, 2019; 
Chan & Parhankangas, 2017; Perry-Smith & Mannucci, 2017; Trapido, 2015) and 
addresses recent calls for more randomised experiments in entrepreneurship research 
(Bolinger et al., 2022; R. M. Stevenson & Josefy, 2019; R. Stevenson et al., 2020). More 
broadly, the finding that ideas with varying degrees of novelty should be framed 
differently is relevant to research on persuasive communication and linguistic devices, 
including politics, advertising effectiveness, consumer choices, and other contexts in 
which the congruity between the novelty of an idea and its framing is crucial to gaining 
the attention of the general public.

Experimental studies: an overview

We conducted two experimental studies designed to probe the conditions under 
which ideas with varying degrees of novelty are more likely to receive a favourable 
evaluation (attractiveness and investment propensity). In the online lab experiment of 
Study 1, we explored the effect of concrete and abstract construal framings on the 
attractiveness of novel ideas (a summary indicator of how much the participants liked 
the idea and how likely they are to invest in it) by changing the description of the 
idea in an entrepreneurial pitch deck presentation. In Study 2, we used a different 
idea that was presented with a longer pitch deck and investigated whether idea 
framing affected the investment propensity of lay evaluators (crowdfunders) – 
which is now measured by using a behavioural dependent variable to capture the 
actual propensity to invest in the idea. In both experiments, we manipulated the 
novelty level (incremental vs. radical) of an idea and the construal level (why vs. how) 
of the innovator’s framing strategy.
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Study 1

In Study 1,2 participants evaluated an entrepreneurial pitch deck that was used to present 
an incremental or radical idea and activate a concrete or abstract thinking mode among 
the lay evaluators: we designed two different frames for championing the novel ideas by 
varying the content of their description. We then tested the moderating role of novelty 
level on the effect of the construal frame in the evaluative process.

Method

Participants
We conducted the experiment at a large university in Italy by recruiting 194 business 
students who completed the survey online. Sampled students ‘resemble the population of 
novice crowdfunders’ (Guarana et al., 2022, p. 9) and represent our population of interest: 
lay evaluators. The final sample included 132 students (36.4% female, Mage = 20.59 years, 
SD = 2.22 years) because we had to remove participants who failed an attention check 
question (Oppenheimer et al., 2009).3 Specifically, we asked them to answer whether they 
had read a slide about the market to ensure participants paid attention to the idea 
presentation. The question was: ‘In the presentation of the idea, did you read a slide 
about the MARKET (consumers)?’ They had two options as possible answers: (1) Yes, 
I read a slide about the market (consumers) or (2) No, I did not read a slide about the 
market (consumers).

Material and procedure
Participants were randomly assigned to one of the four conditions in a 2 (construal 
framing: concrete vs. abstract) x 2 (novelty: incremental idea vs. radical idea) between- 
subjects experiment and invited to see the pitch deck by using an online survey tool. After 
watching the pitch deck, participants completed the questionnaire. The pitch deck 
adapted from prior work (Falchetti et al., 2022) was used to manipulate the construal 
framing and the idea’s degree of novelty. All pitch decks across the four conditions 
consisted of five slides covering the problem, the solution, the target market, the product, 
and the concluding call to action. To manipulate novelty and construal framing, we 
varied the content of two slides in the pitch decks: the solution and the product. We 
manipulated the novelty of the idea in the solution slide and the construal framing in the 
product slide by providing the participants with additional information on the lamp 
ideas. This information was framed in How or Why terms depending on the experimental 
condition (see below for a description of the novelty and construal framing manipulation 
and refer to Pilot Study 1 for the manipulation checks). We then embedded the manip-
ulations of novelty and construal framing in the pitch decks.

Novelty manipulation
For the novel idea, we adapted the idea from Falchetti et al. (2022), while for the radical 
idea we used another real-case crowdfunding campaign. Both ideas refer to a lamp 
developed to bring natural light indoors, but differ with respect to the type of natural 
light the lamp delivers. One lamp recreates natural light (i.e., incremental idea), while the 
other lamp reflects real sunlight inside (i.e., radical idea). In the description of our study, 

476 D. FALCHETTI ET AL.



we named both ideas SunLamp and provided an estimated market price. The price for the 
two ideas was held constant to control for confounds due to different price perceptions. 
The description for the incremental idea was: ‘SunLamp is the first lamp that delivers the 
daily cycles of natural light to your home, bringing light to your workspace or reading chair. 
SunLamp is an electric powered lamp with a light bulb that recreates natural light. The 
estimated market price for SunLamp is $300’. For the radical idea, the description was: 
‘SunLamp is the first smart natural lighting robot that brightens up your home with real 
sunlight, directing light wherever you need it the most. SunLamp is a solar powered lamp 
with self-regulating mirrors that reflect the light of the sun. The estimated market price for 
SunLamp is $300’.

Construal framing manipulation
We manipulated the construal framing by following prior research (Falchetti et al., 2022; 
Kim et al., 2009; White et al., 2011): in the concrete framing, the product slide of the pitch 
deck describes the lamp focusing on how SunLamp operates; while, in the abstract 
framing, the product slide describes the lamp focusing on why SunLamp is beneficial. 
Since the two novel lamps operate in different ways, we developed a concrete framing for 
each idea but kept the two descriptions as similar as possible. Appendix 1 reports the 
pitch decks with the novelty and construal farming manipulation used in the experiment.

Manipulation checks: pilot study 1
To verify the effectiveness and independence of our novelty and construal framing 
manipulation, we conducted a pilot study with 190 MTurk participants. We restricted 
potential participants only to those located in the US with a 95% or greater approval 
rating on MTurk. To ensure data quality, we used a catch question and excluded 
responses from participants who gave the incorrect answer (Aguinis et al., 2021). The 
final sample consisted of 177 participants (53.7% female, Mage = 36.67 years, SD = 12.31  
years) who were randomly assigned to one of the four conditions in a 2 (construal 
framing: concrete vs. abstract) x 2 (novelty: incremental idea vs. radical idea) between- 
subjects experiment. First, participants read the description of one of the two novel ideas. 
Next, they received additional how or why information about the idea. For the manip-
ulation check of construal framing, participants indicated whether the information about 
the lamp was concrete (detailed) or abstract (general) on a 7-point scale (1 = very 
concrete; 7 = very abstract; Jin & He, 2013). For the novelty manipulation check, parti-
cipants evaluated the novelty of the idea on a 7-point scale (1 = not at all, 7 = extremely) 
using the following items: novel, unique, original, creative (α = .90). We adapted these 
items from the Creative Product Semantic Scale (O’Quin & Besemer, 1989). A 2 ×  
2ANOVA on perceived concreteness of the information about the idea showed only 
a significant main effect for construal framing (F (1, 173) = 15.490, p = .000, ηp

2 = .082): 
participants in the abstract framing construal rated the idea description as more abstract 
(M = 3.68, SD = 1.64) than those in the concrete framing construal condition (M = 2.78, 
SD = 1.36). We found no other significant effects. Next, we tested the novelty manipula-
tion by running a 2 × 2ANOVA on the novelty rating. The analysis revealed only 
a significant main effect for novelty (F (1, 173) = 15.733, p = .000, ηp

2 = .083): the incre-
mental idea (M = 4.66, SD = 1.31) was evaluated as less novel than the radical idea (M =  
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5.39, SD = 1.11). Since we found no other significant effects, we concluded that our 
manipulations of the two independent variables worked well.

Measures

Dependent Variable: idea attractiveness
The dependent variable measures the attractiveness of the idea, which we captured by 
asking participants how much they liked the idea on a 7-point scale (1 = ‘I liked it very 
much’, 7 = ‘I disliked it very much’), and how likely they are to invest in the idea on 
a 7-point scale (1 = ‘Extremely likely’, 7 = ‘Extremely Unlikely’).4 Since the two measures 
were highly correlated (r = .706, p = .000), we combined them into a summative indicator 
that captures the attractiveness of an idea.

Results & discussion

Idea attractiveness
We run a 2 (construal framing: concrete vs. abstract) x 2 (novelty: incremental idea vs. 
radical idea) between-subjects ANOVA on idea attractiveness. The results showed a two- 
way interaction between construal framing and novelty (F (1, 128) = 7.201, p = .004, one- 
tailed test, ηp

2 = .053). To further explore the nature of this two-way interaction, we 
conducted simple effects tests. These tests revealed that, in the case of an incremental 
idea, participants evaluated the idea as more attractive in response to the abstract framing 
(M = 9.79, SD = 2.57) than in response to the concrete framing (M = 8.41, SD = 2.88; F (1, 
128) = 4.564, p = .018, one-tailed test, ηp

2 = .034). In the case of the radical idea, we found 
that participants were more likely to evaluate the idea as more attractive in response to 
the concrete framing (M = 10.47, SD = 1.61) than in response to the abstract framing 
(M = 9.35, SD = 3.23; F (1, 128) = 2.778, p = .049, one-tailed test, ηp

2 = .021). Overall, 
these results point to an interactive effect between construal framing and novelty: 
abstract framings increase the attractiveness of incremental ideas, while concrete fram-
ings increase the attractiveness of radical ideas. The main effect for novelty was signifi-
cant (F = 3.010, p = .043, one-tailed test, ηp

2 = .023), while the main effect for construal 
framing did not reach significance (F < 1, n.s.). See Table 1 for a summary of the results, 
and Figure 1 for a graphical representation.

Table 1. Means per experimental condition (study 1).
How Frame Why Frame Interaction

Incremental 
Idea 
(A)

Radical 
Idea 
(B)

Incremental 
Idea 
(C)

Radical 
Idea 
(D)

F (1, 128) 
(p-value)

Simple Effects 
(p-value)

Idea 
Attractiveness
Means 8.41 10.47 9.79 9.35 7.201 A vs. C (p = .018)
SD (2.88) (1.61) (2.57) (3.23) (p = .004) B vs. D (p = .049)
N 34 30 34 34

SD = Standard Deviation. One-tailed tests.
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Study 2

The second experiment5 replicates the previous results by testing the moderating effect of 
novelty on the construal framing in lay evaluations. We used different ideas with alternative 
manipulations for novelty and construal framing, and included three additional slides (the 
Hook, the Team, and the Revenue Model slides) in the pitch deck to increase the realism of the 
idea presentation. To examine our phenomenon in a realistic evaluative entrepreneurial 
setting, we conducted the experiment with a sample of crowdfunders. This specific subset of 
individuals was strategically selected to epitomise our focal population: lay evaluators. The 
rationale behind leveraging crowdfunders rests on their embodiment of a broad and hetero-
geneous collective, notably devoid of the specialised domain-specific expertise commonly 
possessed by professional evaluators such as venture capitalists or research and development 
managers. This characteristic absence of preconceived professional knowledge makes them 
an ideal representation of the general evaluative populace, thereby providing a robust 
foundation for our empirical investigation. We also created a behavioural dependent variable 
that measures the actual support lay evaluators are willing to offer to the idea.

Method

Participants
We recruited lay evaluators via Prolific, an online UK-based platform of high data 
quality (Peer et al., 2017), and followed the approach of recent studies that have 

Table 2. Participants per experimental condition (study 2).
How Frame Why Frame

Incremental Idea Radical Idea Incremental Idea Radical Idea

N = 195 49 53 47 46

Figure 1. The effect of idea framing and novelty on idea attractiveness (study 1).
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used Prolific for experiments on early-stage investment decisions (e.g.: Dushnitsky 
& Sarkar, 2022; Zunino et al., 2022). To recruit a representative sample of lay 
evaluators, we prescreened potential participants who invested in crowdfunding in 
the past. We recruited a sample of 218 prescreened participants: each participant 
received 1 pound for completing the study. As in prior studies, we used two catch 
questions to detect inattention. The final sample consisted of 195 participants 
(37.9% female, Mage = 37.51 years, SD = 11.05 years, 73.3% full-time employed, 
Mwork experience = 16.03 years). Table 2 shows the number of participants per experi-
mental conditions.

Material and procedure
We employed a 2 (construal framing: concrete vs. abstract) x 2 (novelty: incremental idea 
vs. radical idea) between-subjects experiment. We randomly assigned participants to the 
construal framing and novelty conditions. Consistently with Study 1, we increased the 
realism of the experiment by inviting participants to evaluate an idea pitch deck, and 
instructing them that our aim was to obtain their opinion before launching a fundraising 
campaign. To show that our findings are not contingent on the chosen idea, we used 
a different idea – a wearable sensor – as well as different manipulations of novelty and 
construal framing. Before running the main experiment in Prolific, we conducted an 
additional pilot study to define our manipulations and create the pitch decks. We made 
the presentation more realistic by creating a more complete pitch deck that consisted of 
eight slides: the hook, the problem, the solution, the team, the market size, the product, 
the revenue model, and the concluding call to action slides. Like Study 1, we varied the 
content of the slides in the pitch decks: the hook, the solution and the revenue model 
slides, to manipulate the novelty of the idea; and the product slide, to manipulate the 
construal framing.

Novelty manipulation
We adapted the idea concerning a new tracking wristband from Falchetti et al. (2022) for 
the novel condition, while we used an idea about a smart bio-sensing t-shirt for the 
radical condition. Both ideas were named TrackMee and had the same estimated market 
price to control for potential confounds. The incremental idea was described as follow:

The new tracking wristband. TrackMee is the first waterproof tracking wristband that 
captures key physiological parameters of human body through little sensors embedded in 
the core of its textile. Its textile incorporates a self-charging battery to harvest energy 
from body movements. TrackMee provides you with prompt feedback by emitting 
notification sounds in real time and full-body activity metrics with its app. Estimated 
market price $150.

Whereas, the description for the radical idea was:

The smart bio-sensing T-shirt. TrackMee is the first washable bio-sensing t-shirt that 
captures key physiological parameters of human sweat and body through advanced 
biocompatible polymers coated in its textile. Its smart textile features a thermo- 
regulator fabric to maintain your body temperature constant whatever the weather 
conditions. TrackMee provides you with prompt feedback by changing the colour of 

480 D. FALCHETTI ET AL.



its textile in real time and full-body activity metrics with its app. Estimated market price 
$150.

Construal framing manipulation
We manipulated the construal framing by following prior research (Falchetti et al., 2022; 
Kim et al., 2009; White et al., 2011). In the descriptions of the two wearable sensor ideas, 
the product slide of concrete framing condition explains how to use TrackMee, while the 
product slide of the abstract framing condition focus on why to use TrackMee. Like in 
Study 1, we developed two descriptions for the concrete framing – one for each idea – by 
keeping the information as similar as possible. Appendix 2 reports the pitch decks used in 
the experiment.

Manipulation checks: pilot study 2
We checked the effectiveness and independence of our novelty and construal framing 
manipulations in a pilot study with 142 participants from MTurk (we followed the same 
recruitment and data quality procedure of our prior pilot study). The final sample 
consisted of 137 participants (68.6% female, Mage = 35.70 years, SD = 12.00 years). We 
randomly assigned participants to one of the four conditions (radical-concrete framing 
idea, radical-abstract framing idea, incremental-concrete framing idea, incremental- 
abstract framing idea) in a 2 × 2 between-subjects experiment. Participants read the 
description of the wearable sensor idea with the additional how or why information. 
For the construal framing manipulation check, participants were asked to indicate the 
extent to which the information about the idea explains the reasons for its benefits on 
a 7-point scale (1 = not at all; 7 = extremely). For the novelty manipulation check, 
participants rated the idea on the same novelty scale (α = .91). A 2 × 2ANOVA confirmed 
the appropriateness of the construal framing manipulation: the abstract framing (M =  
5.10, SD = 1.24) was perceived to explain the reasons for the benefits of the idea more 
than the concrete framing (M = 4.54, SD = 1.62; (F (1, 133) = 5.088, p = .026, ηp

2 = .037). 
No other effects were significant. The novelty manipulation was also confirmed in a 2 ×  
2ANOVA: the incremental idea (M = 4.44, SD = 1.41) was perceived as less novel than the 
radical idea (M = 5.77, SD = .92; (F (1, 133) = 42.373, p = .000, ηp

2 = .242)). We found no 
other significant effects. Thus, our manipulations were effective and independent.

Measures

Dependent Variable: investment propensity
To capture the actual support for the idea, participants were given the following choice: 
‘You have earned a bonus payment of 20 cents. If you want, you can invest some of this 
bonus to support the development of TrackMee. How much of the 20 cents would you 
like to invest in TrackMee?’ They reported their choice on a sliding scale. We operatio-
nalised the measure as a dichotomous variable that is equal to 1 if participants supported 
the idea, and 0 otherwise.6 Transforming the measure using a logarithmic function 
yielded similar results. This measure was designed to capture variations in lay evaluators’’ 
behaviour by probing their actual intention to support the development of the idea (see 
Greenberg & Mollick, 2017).
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Results & Discussion

Investment Propensity
We tested for moderation by estimating a logistic regression model on investment 
propensity (no support coded as 0; support coded as 1) with construal framing (concrete 
coded as −1; abstract coded as 1), novelty (incremental idea coded as −1; radical idea 
coded as 1) and its interaction as predictors. The analysis revealed a significant two-way 
interaction between construal framing and novelty (b = −.428, SE = .150, p = .002, one- 
tailed test). No other effects reached significance levels (p > .056, one-tailed test). To 
further explore the nature of the two-way interaction, we conducted additional analyses 
that produced results consistent with our prior study: for incremental ideas, participants 
in the abstract framing condition were more likely to support the idea than participants 
in the concrete framing condition: b = .515, SE = .220, p = .010 (one-tailed test); for 
radical ideas, participants in the concrete framing condition gave more support to the 
idea than participants in the abstract framing condition: b = −.342, SE = .205, p = .047 
(one-tailed test). Table 3 reports the results and Figure 2 offers a graphical representation. 
In summary, although Study 2 uses a different idea and a behavioural dependent variable, 
the results are consistent with those of Study 1: a why framing increases lay evaluators’ 
propensity to invest in incremental ideas, while a how framing increase their propensity 
to invest in radical ideas.

Discussion

Novel ideas usually emerge from combining elements of otherwise disconnected 
categories. Many studies demonstrate that novel combinations hold the potential 
for great impact and change, yet they also get constant rebukes rather than support 
(Augier et al., 2015; March, 2010). This devaluation is intrinsic to the paradoxical 
nature of novelty: on the one hand, creating something genuinely new requires 
breaking away from existing categories, often by reconfiguring them in atypical 
ways; on the other, the outcomes of atypical combinations are less likely to be 
recognised by relevant audiences (Cutolo & Ferriani, 2024; Uzzi et al., 2013), some-
times resulting in false negatives. This paradox is particularly evident when evaluative 
feedback is given before any tangible product or reputational signal is available to 
relevant audiences (Elsbach & Kramer, 2003). That is why innovators have to rely on 
their communication skills to win audience’s support. Indeed, in many settings – 

Table 3. Logistic regression on investment propensity (study 2).
DV: Investment Propensity

Effects SE p-value

Constant .317 .150 .017
Novelty −.238 .150 .056
Construal Framing .087 .150 .282
Novelty x Construal −.428 .150 .002

Conditional Effects of Construal Framing on Investment Propensity at Different Values of the Moderator
Incremental Idea .515 .220 .010
Radical Idea −.342 .205 .047

SE = standard errors. One-tailed tests.
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pitch contests, crowdfunding, venture capital funding, film production, marketing or 
new product development – the potential of new ideas is assessed primarily based on 
subjective evaluations of the innovator’s oral or written narrative. Entrepreneurial 
pitches of new venturing ideas are emblematic of this persuasion effort because the 
only devices available to the entrepreneur at this stage of development are typically 
a short story and some visuals.

Our goal in this article was to investigate whether the use of concrete or abstract 
language is better suited for pitching ideas that vary in their degree of novelty. Tapping 
into the growing stream of scholarship on how innovators can strategically use language 
to champion their projects (Cattani et al., 2020; Clarke et al., 2019; Cutolo & Ferriani, 
2023; Falchetti et al., 2022; Martens et al., 2007; Navis & Glynn, 2011), we designed two 
experimental studies where we analysed lay evaluators’ appreciation for ideas that vary in 
their degree of novelty and level of abstraction. Specifically, we found that while incre-
mental ideas are more likely to elicit favourable evaluations when framed in abstract 
(why) terms than in concrete (how) ones, ideas that are perceived to be radical are more 
likely to elicit favourable evaluations when framed in concrete (how) than in abstract 
(why) terms. These findings contribute to several lines of research by offering theoretical 
as well as managerial insights, to which we now turn.

Previous studies in narrative persuasion have shed light on how communication 
devices set the cognitive and pragmatic expectations of resource holders and how 
different types of arguments can help entrepreneurs garner support from relevant 
stakeholders (Fisher et al., 2017; Garud et al., 2014; Snihur et al., 2022; van Werven 
et al., 2015). We complement this research by showing how the framing of an idea can be 
strategically construed to facilitate its reception depending on its degree of novelty. While 
scholars debate whether to couch novel ideas in symbolic and abstract narratives (Aldrich 

Figure 2. The effect of idea framing and novelty on investment propensity (study 2).
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& Fiol, 1994) or anchor them in concrete details (Hargadon & Douglas, 2001), our 
experimental evidence suggests that this choice should be informed by a deeper under-
standing of how individual mental construals interact with the degree of novelty of those 
ideas. In particular, we showed that lay evaluators are more likely to appreciate incre-
mental ideas when abstract framings focused on ‘Why to use the idea’ are used, and 
radical ideas when concrete framings focused on ‘How to use the idea’ are used. Framing 
a radical idea in concrete (how) terms or an incremental idea in abstract (why) terms 
ensures congruity between a lay evaluator’s mental construal and the way that idea is 
communicated. It is this congruency (incongruency) that lies at the core of more (less) 
favourable evaluative responses (Berson & Halevy, 2014; Falchetti et al., 2022; Rose et al., 
2021) that we observe across the four possible combinations of framing strategy and idea 
novelty.

The findings inform recent work on entrepreneurship and CLT that has studied how 
abstract and concrete language affect investment decisions (Falchetti et al., 2022; Huang 
et al., 2021; Rose et al., 2021). By showing how the choice between a concrete or abstract 
language is contingent on the degree of novelty of the idea, we also add to recent work on 
construal flexibility, which highlights the importance of an individual’s ‘capacity to make 
construal shifts to align one’s current construal with the processing demands of the 
current activity or situation’ (Steinbach et al., 2019, p. 872). Just as a seemingly imper-
ceptible shift in word choice may improve customer satisfaction (Packard et al., 2021), so 
the use of framing strategies that are congruent with novelty-driven mental construal can 
shape lay evaluators’ preferences, including their resource-allocation choices. That is why 
entrepreneurs should tailor their framing strategy (i.e., concrete (how) or abstract (why) 
frames) to the specific audience they target and the degree of novelty of their ideas.

Our study has obvious limitations that also constitute opportunities for future 
research. We used two controlled experiments to examine our research question. 
While controlled experiments have their strengths in terms of internal validity and causal 
inferences, our experimental design does not fully replicate crowdfunding platforms, 
which often include videos and images of novel ideas as well as other elements of these 
platforms (e.g., interactions between backers and entrepreneurs). We indeed used 
a minimalistic approach to present business ideas to lay evaluators by describing these 
ideas with pitch decks. We believe our approach represents an opportunity for future 
work that can extend our study by considering longer and more complex texts of actual 
crowdfunding campaigns. For instance, future research could test the external validity of 
our results by conducting a field study in which the levels of idea novelty and language 
abstraction are extrapolated from longer narratives using computationally based linguis-
tic analyses (for a recent application see Cutolo & Ferriani, 2023). Additionally, since our 
focus was on lay evaluators, a natural extension of this research is to examine how 
framing strategies vary when ideas that differ in their degree of novelty are pitched to 
different audiences. For example, probing the joint effect of differences in perceived 
novelty and audience expertise (experts vs. lay) on how novel ideas are evaluated is an 
interesting avenue for future inquiry. In so doing, future research could also measure 
evaluators’ professional experience or similar constructs to add nuances to our findings.7

Our findings provide actionable insights that can be leveraged across a variety of 
situations such as pitching contests, crowdfunding campaigns, or seed-stage fun-
draising events where entrepreneurial success often hinges on the ability to 

484 D. FALCHETTI ET AL.



masterfully harness linguistic prowess, captivating the attention and resources of 
a wide-ranging audience. Expanding the horizon of our discourse, the broader 
implications of our study may be extrapolated to encompass any context in which 
entrepreneurs are tasked with the delicate endeavour of translating groundbreaking 
ideas into narratives that resonate and endure. As an illustration, take the case of 
a tech founder bringing radically new blockchain solutions to enhance supply chain 
transparency in agriculture. Our research underlines that the essence of achieving 
such transformative engagement lies in skilfully couching the technology within 
a concrete framing that highlights its tangible benefits, thus better resonating with 
the farmers’ practical aspirations. In contrast, our findings advocate for the adop-
tion of an abstract framing when the proposed solution represents a more incre-
mental innovation, one that dovetails seamlessly with the established expectations 
within the farming community.

Beyond these entrepreneurial contexts, the ramifications of our study ripple through 
any evaluative landscape where strategic communication is key to reshaping perceptions 
of desirability. Imagine the nuanced linguistic strategies UX designers employ to present 
groundbreaking solutions to pressing environmental and societal issues, the inventive 
language marketers craft to introduce radically new products that defy conventional 
categorisation, or the compelling narratives screenwriters construct to capture the 
imagination of executive producers during pivotal pitch sessions. We leave it to future 
research to elucidate key language features – such as the conception of framing con-
creteness described in this study across multiple domains of audience interaction and 
novelty levels – and to examine how they relate to evaluative responses.

Notes

1. Schemas are cognitive structures containing ‘knowledge about a concept or type of stimulus, 
including its attributes and the relations among those attributes’ (Fiske & Taylor, 1991, 
p. 98).

2. We described our sampling plan, all data exclusions (see Footnote 3), all manipulations, and 
all measures used in the study. Data are available in the Supplementary material. The 
analysis was conducted with SPSS 25. This study was not preregistered, as it was run before 
the advent of preregistration.

3. Before performing any data analysis, we excluded 62 out of 194 participants who completed 
the survey (32%) because they failed the attention check. The percentage of students who 
failed the attention check is lower than the percentage reported in the paper by 
Oppenheimer et al. (2009) on the use of Instructional Manipulation Checks (IMC) to detect 
non-diligent participants and increase statistical power and data reliability. Specifically, they 
conducted two studies with NYU students and reported that ‘46% of the sample failed the 
IMC’ in the first study, and 35% of the sample failed the IMC in the second study 
(Oppenheimer et al., 2009, respectively p. 869 and p. 870).

4. To make the results easier to interpret, we reversed the coding for both Liking and 
Investment Likelihood: higher values correspond to a higher liking of the idea and higher 
probability to invest in the idea.

5. We described our sampling plan, all data exclusions, all manipulations, and all measures 
used in the study. Data are available in the Supplementary material. The analysis was 
conducted with SPSS 25. This study was not preregistered, as it was run before the advent 
of preregistration.
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6. We dichotomised our dependent variable because its distribution was positively skewed 
(Skewness = .568) and there was a high percentage of zero responses (42.6%). The bonus (20 
cents) is the 20% of the payment (1 pound).

7. We did not measure professional experience or other similar variables in both of our 
experiments because we controlled for the evaluators’ expertise in idea evaluation by 
selecting only lay evaluators, that is, students or crowd funders.
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Appendices  

Appendix 1 – Pitch decks for study 1

Each pitch deck was made up of five slides (the order of presentation is the number in the slide):
- the Problem (slide 1), the Target Market (slide 3) and the Conclusion (slide 5) was the same for 

all pitch decks:
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- the Solution (slide 2) differs according to the novelty condition (respectively, incremental idea 
(A) and radical idea (B)):

- the Product (slide 4) differs according to the construal framing condition (respectively, how 
frame for incremental idea (A), how frame for radical idea (B), why frame for incremental idea (A), 
and why frame for radical idea (B)):

A                                                                   B 

A                                                                   B 

A                                                                   B 
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Appendix 2 – Pitch decks for study 2

Each pitch deck includes eight slides:
- the Problem (slide 2), the Team (slide 4), the Market Size (slide 5) and the Concluding Call to 

Action (slide 8) was the same for all pitch decks:

- the Hook (slide 1), the Solution (slide 3) and the Revenue Model (slide 7) differs according to 
the novelty condition (respectively, incremental idea (A) and radical idea (B)):

  A                                                                     
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  A                                                               

  B                                                                     

  B 
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- the Product (slide 6) differs according to the construal framing condition (respectively, how 
frame for incremental idea (A), how frame for radical idea (B), why frame for both novel ideas):

  A                                                                    B 
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