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Abstract. This paper investigates the interactive effect of organizational atypicality and
accountability on evaluation. Prior research has shown that audience members sometimes
react positively and other times negatively to atypical organizations or that the main effect
of atypicality is not always consistent. We seek to further advance our understanding of
this inconsistency in the assessment of atypical organizations. To do so, we focus on
accountability, defined as a person’s expectation that they may be asked to justify their
choices to others. We theorize that accountability will influence the assessment of atypical
organizations because it causes evaluators to think about justifying their decisions and con-
sidering what their audience will find acceptable. We investigate two different ways in
which accountability, by making others’ social expectations salient, shapes the effect of
atypicality on appeal. First, when the preferences of the evaluator’s audience are implicit,
we propose that accountability will strengthen the negative effect of atypicality on evalua-
tion. Second, when the preferences of the evaluator’s audience are explicit, we propose
that evaluators will conform to these preferences. When an evaluator is accountable to an
audience that prefers typical organizations, atypicality will negatively affect evaluation.
Conversely, when an evaluator is accountable to an audience that prefers atypical organi-
zations, atypicality should positively affect evaluation. We tested these predications in five
preregistered studies and found support for our predictions. These results help to explain
variance in audience member’s reactions to atypicality and suggest that accountability

plays a fundamental role in the evaluation of atypical organizations.

Supplemental Material: The online appendix is available at https://doi.org/10.1287/orsc.2022.16937.
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Introduction
In markets, as in many other social domains, humans
are relentless categorizers. When people first encounter
an organization, they sort it into a category, which
allows them to benchmark and compare it to other orga-
nizations (Hannan et al. 2007). Though belonging to a
single category facilitates identification, when categories
are clear and well defined, crossing categorical bound-
aries is atypical because the organization deviates from
what its audience expects of it (Cutolo and Ferriani
2023). In these markets, an organization’s audience,
those who evaluate it, tends to penalize organizations
for atypicality (for reviews, see Negro et al. 2010, Durand
et al. 2017). For instance, in financial markets, firms that
belong to distinct categories, such as the mining and
manufacturing industries, receive less attention and
investment than firms that belong to one of these catego-
ries (Zuckerman 1999)."

However, and intriguingly, scholars have also docu-
mented notable variance in audience members’ reactions
to atypicality. For example, both French restaurants that
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diverged from traditional haute cuisine (Rao et al. 2003)
and firms operating in the global hedge fund market
that combined investment styles (Smith 2011) were,
under certain conditions, rewarded for doing so. This
inconsistency in the main effect of atypicality on evalua-
tion has not gone unnoticed; whereas initial explanations
centered on category differences (Kovacs and Hannan
2015), more recent research has instead focused on the
audience (Pontikes 2012, Bowers 2015, Smith and Chae
2017, Barlow et al. 2019). One major insight of this stream
of literature is that audience members can differ in their
understanding of atypicality (Paolella and Durand 2016,
Glaser et al. 2020, Boulogne and Durand 2021), which, in
turn, leads to divergence in their perceptions and evalua-
tion of atypicality (Smith 2011).

Our paper seeks to further advance our understand-
ing of this inconsistency in the assessment of atypical
organizations by reflecting on the sociocognitive roots of
categorization. To develop our reasoning, we start from
two premises of this literature: (i) categories are cognitive
shortcuts that rest on intersubjective agreements, and (ii)
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the expectations that arise from these agreements are
inherently social and serve as evaluative anchors that
inform audience evaluations (Hannan et al. 2007). We
build on these premises and highlight a novel source of
variance in expectations that may additionally affect eva-
luations: our awareness of others’ preferences and expec-
tations for our behavior. After all, those who evaluate
organizations also have an audience, and, as research
into social influence has shown (Nolan et al. 2008), eva-
luators may calibrate their evaluations to others” percep-
tions and expectations. In a category system in which
organizations claim membership across clear and dis-
tinct categories, we ask when and in which ways do
others” expectations influence audience members’ eva-
luations of atypical organizations.

To answer this question, we draw on research into
accountability, defined as a person’s implicit or explicit
expectation that they may need to justify their choices to
others (Lerner and Tetlock 1999). Accountability is a crit-
ical norm-enforcement mechanism in many decision-
making contexts; it acts as “the... psychological link
between individual thinkers on the one hand and the
social systems to which they belong on the other” (Tet-
lock et al. 1989, p. 632). We contend that accountability
causes the expectations of the evaluator’s audience to
become perceptually salient and impact evaluation
because when evaluators know they need to justify their
choices to others, they anticipate and avoid possible criti-
cisms of their choices (Simonson 1989). This fear of nega-
tive judgment means that accountable evaluators think
about who they must justify their decisions to and what
their audience will find acceptable (Hall et al. 2017).
Thus, accountability causes evaluators to make infer-
ences about whether their evaluation of an atypical
organization can be defended or justified to their
audience.

Against this background, we investigate two different
ways in which accountability may shape the effect of
atypicality on evaluation. First, we investigate the mod-
erating effect of accountability when the preferences of
the evaluators’ audience are implicit, meaning that eva-
luators have no explicit knowledge of their audience’s
preferences. Because the evaluators’ audience may be
either atypicality seeking or averse, an audience member
cannot assess an atypical organization solely on the basis
of others’ anticipated (dis)liking of atypicality. Prior
research suggests that when the evaluator’s audience’s
preferences are implicit, accountable evaluators become
more conservative and focus on less ambiguous options
than those who are not accountable (Turner 2001, Traut-
mann et al. 2008). Because atypical organizations may be
seen as more ambiguous than typical organizations
(Zuckerman 1999), accountable evaluators may view
atypical organizations as harder to defend than typical
organizations, and their choice of an atypical organiza-
tion is more likely to lead to censure from their audience.

Following this, when preferences are implicit, we posit
that accountable audience members assess atypical orga-
nizations relatively more negatively than typical
organizations.

Second, when the evaluator’s audience’s preferences
are explicit, meaning that evaluators know what their
audience prefers, we contend that accountable audience
members are much more likely to conform to those
expectations, whichever they are. By conforming, we
mean that accountable audience members shift their
views toward those of their audience and negatively
evaluate organizations that do not fit with their audi-
ence’s preferences (Tetlock 1983b, Tetlock et al. 1989).
Thus, when evaluators are accountable to an audience
that prefers typical organizations, they should perceive
atypical organizations more negatively (compared
with typical organizations). Conversely, when eva-
luators are accountable to an audience that prefers
atypical organizations, they will find atypical organi-
zations more appealing than typical organizations
despite these atypical actors crossing clear and well-
defined categories.

We tested and found support for this framework
across five preregistered online experiments. We used
an experimental methodology because it enabled us to
clearly identify the effects of accountability. For instance,
we could hold atypicality constant or compare the effects
of accountability across levels of atypicality. Further-
more, because we constructed our stimuli, we could
ensure that participants in the high-atypicality condi-
tions were only exposed to noncomplementary catego-
ries, which increases the likelihood that our participants
perceived the organizations who spanned these catego-
ries as atypical. Thus, we are able to demonstrate that
the effects of accountability stem from its impact on par-
ticipants” attitudes toward atypicality rather than their
identification of an organization as atypical. Lastly,
another benefit of this method is reproducibility; showing
that the effects hold across different empirical contexts and
different compositions of the evaluator’s audience may
enhance confidence in our results.

By analyzing the interplay of accountability and atypi-
cality, this paper makes progress toward addressing the
inconsistent effects of atypicality on evaluation. First, we
merge a long tradition of research into accountability
(Tetlock 1983a, Tetlock et al. 1989, Siegel-Jacobs and Yates
1996, Lerner and Tetlock 1999, de Langhe et al. 2011,
Halls et al. 2017) with a well-established yet still-growing
literature on categories (Hannan et al. 2019). Whereas
prior research on variability in audience member assess-
ments analyzed individual-level predictors of heteroge-
nous evaluations such as learning (Bowers 2015),
expertise (Pontikes 2012), or preferences (Goldberg et al.
2016), we show that a social factor, accountability, sys-
tematically affects the evaluation of atypicality. By doing
so, we provide a new conceptual perspective for scholars
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interested in atypicality and heterogenous audience
evaluations.

Second, our theory and results are relevant for research
into intra-audience differences, why members of the
same audience differ in their assessment of atypicality
(Hannan et al. 2019). Our paper provides a social ratio-
nale for this phenomenon and enriches prior research
that examined intra-audience differences resulting from
environmental changes (Ruef and Patterson 2009) or
audience characteristics (Pontikes 2012, Bowers 2015).
This finding may also have implications for related litera-
ture that is also interested in audience heterogeneity (e.g.,
Helms and Patterson 2014, Khessina et al. 2021).

Third, our findings link how audience members think
to their evaluations of atypical organizations. Recent
sociological work on meaning (Goldberg and Singell
2024) has argued that interpretation, the cognitive deter-
mination of what an object or organization is, differs
from one’s attitude toward that object. Our results dem-
onstrate that accountability may shape our participants’
attitudes toward atypicality, as shown in their evalua-
tions, without necessarily influencing how they interpret
or categorize atypical organizations. Because interpreta-
tion and categorization are difficult to observe, we do not
claim that we have shown their independence. Rather,
our theory and results point to the importance of under-
standing social influence, in the form of accountability, as
a driver of attitudinal variability toward atypicality.

Theoretical Framework

Following research by Hannan et al. (2019, p. 16), catego-
ries and categorization refer to actors who recognize that
a set of objects, in this case, organizations, fit into a con-
cept, “the mental representations through which we
identify and give meaning to our experiences.” Once an
organization has been categorized, meaning that an orga-
nization’s attributes, actions, or products fit a concept—
for example, a restaurant is seen as Italian—people can
infer and assess the prospective value of the focal organi-
zation’s activities (Negro et al. 2010). In sum, categories
are “groupings of entities that simplify our apprehension
of what surrounds us... enabling recognition and
action” (Durand et al. 2017, p. 4).

Categories are graded structures, meaning that
whereas some organizations are full category members,
that is, they are seen as representative of that category,
other organizations are partial members who are seen as
less representative (Hannan et al. 2007). Research into
categorization has argued that to determine represen-
tativeness, audience members compare the attributes,
actions, or products of a focal organization to those of
the prototypical category member (Hannan et al. 2019).>
“[Organizations] that are considered prototypical of a
given category are those that share many features with
fellow category members” (Cutolo and Ferriani 2023,

p. 1). Following this definition, organizations that differ
in some way from the prototype of a category are then
atypical; they are ill-fitting representatives of a category.
Because borrowing elements from other distinct catego-
ries may “result in [a] combination of features that
would not normally be expected to go together” (Cutolo
and Ferriani 2023, p. 21), boundary spanning reduces
similarity to a category prototype and thus increases
atypicality (Hannan et al. 2019).3 For example, a restau-
rant that claims membership in both French and Chinese
culinary categories may offer dishes that do not appear
on the menu of either a prototypical French restaurant or
a prototypical Chinese restaurant. As a result, this
boundary-spanning restaurant does not fit with our con-
ceptualization of a Chinese or French restaurant.

However, and importantly, the association between
boundary spanning and atypicality is not always granted
because some category systems do not contain clear and
well-defined categories. In some markets, categories
overlap with one another and may be seen as comple-
mentary. Under these conditions, audience members
may not perceive nonprototypical categorical elements as
incongruent (Ruef and Patterson 2009, Keuschnigg and
Wimmer 2017). In other markets, spanning occurs fre-
quently between two categories, and audience members’
familiarity with a particular categorical combination may
cause them to perceive it as more typical than in other
contexts (Kovacs and Hannan 2015). In still other mar-
kets, some categories are infrequently encountered and
thus not representative of the broader category system in
which they are embedded (Negro et al. 2010). Within
these markets, an organization could fit neatly within the
boundaries of a single category yet be seen as atypical if
that category is infrequently encountered.

Because of these differences, spanning categorical
boundaries does not always lead to perceptions of atypi-
cality. Since this article is interested in investigating
whether and when differences in audience members’
perceptions and understandings influence their evalua-
tions of atypical organizations, we focus on category
systems characteristics conducive to perceptions of atypi-
cality. Anchoring on these markets facilitates our inquiry
because any observed change in audience member per-
ception should then arise from the variable of interest,
accountability, rather than the contextual conditions of
the market.

Evaluations of Atypicality

Following this, our departure point is a developed cate-
gory system (i.e., a category system that contains clear
and well-bounded categories; from here onward, this
term refers to situations in which categories are distinct).
In a developed category system, boundary spanning
involves organizations claiming membership across rep-
resentative and distinct categories (Hannan et al. 2019).
Within this category system, organizations position
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themselves within and across categories that are used by
audiences to identify and determine the prospective
value of an organization’s products and activities (Zuck-
erman 1999). In this classification system, category proto-
types are seen as typical, and categories are
noncomplementary such that noncompliance with cate-
gory boundaries should reduce similarity with the cate-
gory prototype and cause the boundary-spanning
organization to be seen as atypical.

Having specified the markets in which boundary
spanning is evocative of atypicality, we turn to audience
evaluation of atypical organizations in these contexts.
Intriguingly, prior research has shown that there are
both costs and benefits to atypicality or that audience
members either evaluate atypical organizations more
positively or more negatively than typical organizations
(Smith 2011, Goldberg et al. 2016, Chae 2022). For
instance, Hsu et al. (2009) found that atypical feature
films received lower economic returns or had a lower
box office gross than more specialist firms. In this study,
atypicality referred to films that spanned multiple dis-
tinct cinematic genres; these films used elements from
different categories, which resulted in a combination of
features that were not expected to go together under the
label of any single category (Hsu et al. 2009). Yet a fur-
ther study on the film industry by Hsu et al. (2012) found
that some atypical films—in fact, the most atypical
films—enjoyed exceptional market success. As these
authors observe, “it is fresh and novel genre hybridiza-
tion rather than emulation of existing models that
enables companies to achieve the significant impact
associated with innovation” (Hsu et al. 2012, p. 1446).
Even in markets characterized by clearly bounded cate-
gories, it is the case that atypicality may receive either
negative or positive evaluations. Furthermore, these
effects have been replicated, as other scholars have
found that audience members vary in their reactions to
atypicality in the feature film industry (Goldberg et al.
2016) or identified heterogenous assessments of atypical-
ity in other developed category systems such as the
finance industry (Smith 2011, Smith and Chae 2017).

Given this inconsistency in the effects of atypicality
on evaluation, it is perhaps unsurprising that the ques-
tion of when or the conditions under which atypicality
benefits or harms evaluations in developed category
systems has attracted considerable scholarly attention.
Scholars interested in this question have focused on
the audience and how their perceptions and character-
istics operate as contingency factors that contribute to
heterogeneity in the evaluations of atypical organiza-
tions (Pontikes 2012, Paolella and Durand 2016, Zhao
et al. 2018, Barlow et al. 2019, Glaser et al. 2020).

For instance, some scholars have shown that audience
members may find atypical organizations appealing
because their expertise allows them to better understand
that organization’s categorical position (Pontikes 2012).

Others have explored audience preferences and found
that some audience members are cultural omnivores
(polymixers) who enjoy atypicality (Goldberg et al.
2016). Still others have researched audience cognition,
rather than expertise or preferences, and found that dif-
ferences in how an organization is categorized (Zhao
et al. 2018, Barlow et al. 2019, Glaser et al. 2021), which
may arise from an audience member’s theory of value
(Paolella and Durand 2016), influencing whether atypi-
cality is rewarded or sanctioned. Together, these results
are compelling, as they point to the contingent nature of
our evaluations of atypicality. They suggest that people
are neither intrinsically atypicality seeking nor averse.
The evaluations of atypical organizations are subject to
variance, yet this variance is not solely attributable to sta-
ble person-level factors, such as their orientation toward
atypicality or their expertise.

We add to this research by identifying an additional
factor relevant to the evaluation of atypical organiza-
tions: the evaluator’s audience. This focus on the evalua-
tor’s audience, our awareness of others” preferences and
expectations for our behavior, stems from two main
insights: first, the social context in which evaluation
occurs impacts perception (Salganik et al. 2006) and sec-
ond, but related, what other people expect from evalua-
tors (Nolan et al. 2008) influences their decision
processes (Cialdini and Goldstein 2004). Taken together,
this implies that when an evaluator is aware of their
audience, meaning that the social expectations of the
evaluator’s audience are salient, the evaluator may
adjust their assessment to accommodate others” percep-
tions and expectations (Haack et al. 2021). Social expecta-
tions play a prominent role in the categories literature, as
category systems are cognitive representations of shared
social expectations about category members. However,
prior research has mostly focused on the social expecta-
tions that are directed toward category members and
how categories guide or inform others about the charac-
teristics of an object, rather than on the social expecta-
tions directed toward the evaluators and that affect their
judgments. In other words, we know relatively little
about whether social influence influences heterogenous
evaluations of atypicality. By highlighting the evalua-
tor’s audience as a novel source of social expectations
that may contribute to variability in audiences” assess-
ments of atypical organizations, our approach has the
potential to extend our understanding of when atypical-
ity is either positively or negatively evaluated. To do so,
we draw on research into accountability that enables us
to identify situations in which audience members may
need to account for others” social expectations. The fol-
lowing section develops these arguments.

Accountability and Atypicality
Against this background, we focus on accountability, a
critical psychological mechanism that exists in many
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decision-making contexts. We define accountability as
whether an individual’s decisions are monitored and
they expect to have to justify their choices to others (Ler-
ner and Tetlock 1999). Whereas there are several models
of accountability within the literature, we focus on Tet-
lock (1985, 1992)’s model because it is considered the
most influential in this stream of research (Hall et al.
2017) and because it focuses on the awareness of the exis-
tence and nature of the social expectations that evalua-
tors face, which makes it an excellent theoretical fit with
our focus on the social expectations facing the evaluator.

This framework stipulates that people’s felt account-
ability, their perception of accountability, rather than an
objective accountability mechanism imposed upon
them, drives behavior (Lerner and Tetlock 1999). Along
these lines, there is considerable evidence that felt
accountability does affect our decisions and evaluations
(Hall et al. 2017). For instance, being aware that another
person will observe the final decision makes the evalua-
tor want to appear competent or at least avoid looking
foolish (Tetlock 1983b). This phenomenon has been
called preemptive self-criticism (Tetlock 1983b, Tetlock
and Kim 1987) as accountable evaluators try to anticipate
possible criticisms that others might raise against their
own choices and make inferences about whether their
evaluation can be defended because they perceive or
believe that the success of a decision depends on others’
approval. Thus, we focus on accountability because
accountable evaluators fear negative assessment, which
causes others’ social expectations to be given more
weight, or to be perceptually salient during evaluation.
This means that accountable evaluators consider others’
preferences as they try to position their ideas and deci-
sions to avoid others’ negative assessments.

Following this line of reasoning, we investigate how
accountability shapes the relationship between atypical-
ity and appeal when the preferences of the evaluator’s
audience are implicit, meaning that evaluators do not
have information on whether their audience is atypical-
ity seeking or averse, as well as when the preferences of
the evaluator’s audience are explicit, meaning that eva-
luators are aware of whether their audience finds atypi-
cality appealing or off-putting. Regardless of whether
the preferences of one’s audience are known or un-
known, people will seek approval from those they are
accountable to (Lerner and Tetlock 1999). However,
they achieve this goal in different ways, which we dis-
cuss below.

Implicit Audience Preferences. We first identify the
effects of atypicality on appeal when accountability is
low and the preferences of the evaluator’s audience are
implicit or unknown to the evaluator. We have argued
that in a developed category system, audience members
should perceive boundary spanning as atypical and that
stable individual-level attributes, such as expertise or

preferences, drive their attitude toward atypicality.
When accountability is low, others’ social expectations
are not salient, meaning that they do not enter the assess-
ment calculus; thus, we posit that the previously enu-
merated person-level factors should drive the effect of
atypicality on evaluation. It is, however, worth noting
that this effect of atypicality on appeal may be either pos-
itive or negative and that we do not specifically predict
the direction of atypicality’s effect on appeal under con-
ditions of low accountability.

When accountability is high and audience preferences
are implicit, we note that an evaluator who lacks infor-
mation on their audiences’ views and preferences cannot
assume that their audience either likes or dislikes atypi-
cality. This removes perhaps the easiest and certainly the
least effortful means of addressing accountability pres-
sures, namely, identifying the option that best fits with
their audience’s preferences. Instead, the focus shifts to
whether it is easy or difficult to justify one’s assessment
to others. Prior research has found that when conform-
ing to others’ expectations is not possible, evaluators
may instead focus on whether they can justify and
defend their choice against possible criticisms (Simonson
1989). In other words, when the evaluative criteria of
others’ preferences are not present during assessment,
evaluators focus on options that are easier to rationalize
to others. Some studies have shown that accountable
evaluators find that justifying an ambiguous option is
more difficult than justifying a relatively clear option (de
Langhe et al. 2011) because defending the value proposi-
tion of an ambiguous option is seen as more difficult
than arguing for a nonambiguous option (Turner 2001,
Trautmann et al. 2008). Along these lines, research on
the perception of atypicality in developed category sys-
tems has argued that because atypical organizations
differ from the category prototype, it is unclear which
category they belong to or to which other organizations
they should be compared with; as a result, people are
likely to perceive an atypical organization as more
ambiguous than a typical organization (Hannan et al.
2019). Taken together, this means that accountable
audience members may view an atypical organization
as either harder to defend or, at least, more likely to be
criticized by an evaluator’s audience than a typical
organization.

In sum, we have argued that being accountable to an
audience whose preferences are implicit to the evaluator
may cause audience members to use evaluative criteria
that may disadvantage atypical organizations. We
believe that evaluators will focus on the option that is
simultaneously easiest to justify and least likely to be
objectionable to their audience. When accountability is
high and the evaluative criteria used to determine suit-
ability for one’s audience hinge on the avoidance of criti-
cism from the audience, audience members should
exhibit a stronger preference for typicality than for
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atypicality. However, in line with earlier research on het-
erogenous effects of atypicality on evaluation, when
accountability is low, atypicality may either positively or
negatively affect appeal. We formalize this relationship
in the first hypothesis:*

Hypothesis 1. Accountability moderates the effect of atyp-
icality on evaluation such that atypicality either more nega-
tively or less positively affects evaluations when evaluators
are accountable to an audience whose preferences are
implicit.

Explicit Audience Preferences. When evaluators are
accountable to an audience whose preferences are ex-
plicit, meaning that they are aware of their audiences’
preferences of the evaluators, they are motivated to take
these views into account when deciding because they
would like their audience to approve of their decision.
Under these conditions, conforming to others’ expecta-
tions is a relatively low-cost means of avoiding the dis-
approval of those they are accountable to (Tetlock 1983a,
Tetlock and Kim 1987, Tetlock et al. 1989, Weigold and
Schlenker 1991). For instance, Tetlock et al. (1989) found
that evaluators simply shifted their assessment toward
the viewpoints of those to whom they are accountable.
As evaluators wish to avoid being criticized for their
decisions, conforming to their audience’s expectations
not only accomplishes this goal but also may be a means
of gaining the audience’s approval. Thus, when others’
preferences are known, accountable individuals may
conform to them (Tetlock 1983b), which implies that the
moderating effect of accountability is likely contingent
upon the content of these preferences, whether an evalua-
tor’s audience prefers typical or atypical organizations.
We believe that audience members will find both
types of preferences, for or against atypicality, plausible.
On the one hand, the evaluator’s audience may prefer
typical organizations because they find the ambiguity of
an atypical organization to be off-putting (Zuckerman
1999). Moreover, because participating in multiple cate-
gories disperses organizational focus and effort, the eva-
luator’s audience may perceive atypical organizations as
lower in quality than typical organizations (Hsu et al.
2009). Thus, an evaluator may believe that their audi-
ence’s typicality preference is motivated by these costs.
On the other hand, despite these costs, there is research
demonstrating a positive orientation toward atypicality
within developed category systems, which means eva-
luators may also find it plausible that their audience
prefers atypical organizations. For instance, Paolella
and Durand (2016) studied international law firms and
found that as their clients” problems became more com-
plex, they viewed atypical law firms more positively.
Alternatively, research has shown that boundary span-
ning may help organizations differentiate their offerings
from competitors (Durand and Haans 2022). Following

this, an evaluator may perceive that their audience’s
atypicality preference is motivated by these distinctive-
ness or flexibility gains.

Based on these arguments, we believe that account-
ability not only makes the evaluator’s audience’s expec-
tations salient but also, by providing evaluators with
information on their audience’s preferences, may trigger
either positive or negative evaluations of atypical organi-
zations. When an evaluator is accountable to an audience
that explicitly prefers typical organizations, conforming
to their audience’s preferences means that accountable
evaluators assess atypicality negatively. Conversely,
when an evaluator is accountable to an audience that
explicitly prefers atypical organizations, we expect that
atypicality will be evaluated positively. The mechanism
here is conformity, meaning an evaluator focuses on the
option that fits with their audience’s preferences, which
will make their audience approve of their choices. This
implies a more passive decision-making style than when
audience preferences are implicit, as evaluators do not
have to analyze the pros and cons of different options. It
is worth noting that this outcome occurs with the cate-
gory system held constant, meaning that the positive or
negative assessment of atypicality follows from the atti-
tudinal effects of accountability rather than the character-
istics of the category system. In contrast, when
accountability is low, the evaluator’s audience’s prefer-
ences are not salient, and we expect the effect of atypical-
ity to be similar to the prior hypothesis. That is, building
from prior research that has shown that audience mem-
bers differ in their appreciation of atypical category
members, the previously enumerated person-level fac-
tors should drive atypicality’s effect. Thus, atypicality
may have either a positive or a negative effect on evalua-
tion; we do not specifically predict the direction of atypi-
cality’s effect under conditions of low accountability.
This leads to the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2. Accountability moderates the effect of
atypicality on evaluation such that atypicality more nega-
tively (positively) affects evaluation when evaluators are
accountable to an audience that prefers typical (atypical)
organizations.

Study Overview

We test our hypotheses through five preregistered online
experimental studies.” Studies 1a to 1c examine the single
and joint effect of atypicality and accountability on evalu-
ation and vary two levels of atypicality (low versus high)
and accountability (low versus high) between subjects. In
Studies 1a to 1c, audience preferences are implicit, and
these studies test our first hypothesis (Hypothesis 1).
Studies 2a and 2b add others’ preferences; participants
were accountable to others who differed in their appreci-
ation of atypicality. Specifically, two levels of atypicality
(low versus high), two levels of accountability (low
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versus high), and two levels of others’ preferences (for
typical versus atypical organizations) were varied
between subjects.®

In addition to implicit and explicit audience prefer-
ences, the empirical context varied between studies. In
Studies 1a, 1b, and 2a, participants evaluated restaurants,
and we manipulated atypicality through different com-
binations of cuisines: culinary categories. We chose this
context because it is familiar to our participants. Ensur-
ing that the culinary categories constitute socially shared
knowledge allows us to construct an atypicality manipu-
lation that meets our boundary conditions, and research
attests to the relevance of market categories in this area
(Kovécs and Hannan 2015). In Studies 1c and 2b, partici-
pants evaluated bands, and we manipulated atypicality
through different combinations of genres: musical cate-
gories. Our choice here was similarly motivated by par-
ticipant familiarity: we could fashion an atypicality
manipulation that meets our boundary condition, and
research shows the significance of categories in this set-
ting (Montauti and Wezel 2016, Askin and Mauskapf
2017, Younkin and Kashkooli 2020).

Lastly, we varied whom participants were account-
able to across studies. In Studies la and 2a, participants
were accountable to restaurant owners. In the remaining
studies (1b, 1c, and 2b), participants were accountable to
their peers. Table 1 summaries the differences between
our studies in terms of the empirical context, the locus of
accountability, and the implicit/explicit nature of audi-
ence preferences.

To facilitate study comparisons, we report all results
in Tables 2-7. They contain the test statistics, p-values,

Table 1. Overview of Studies

and effect sizes for the analysis of the joint effect of atypi-
cality and accountability on appeal (Table 2, Studies la
to 1c), the interactive effect of atypicality, accountability,
and preferences on appeal (Table 4, Study 2a; Table 6,
Study 2), and the observed means of appeal across the
different experimental conditions (Table 3, Studies 1a to
1c; Table 5, Study 2a, panels A to C; Table 7, Study 2b,
panels A and B).

Study 1a

Study 1la tested Hypothesis 1 by having 348 individuals
(60% male; M,g. = 39.49, standard deviation [SD] = 9.76)
participate in an online human intelligence task (HIT) on
Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (MTurk) website for $1.20 in
compensation. All participants had MTurk master’s cer-
tification, reflecting a reputation for completing tasks
attentively and efficiently, earned by completing at least
2,000 tasks with a 98% approval rating. The sample size
reflects a power analysis (0.95 power) conducted via the
G*Power program in which our goal was to obtain 0.95
power to detect a medium effect size of 0.25 at the stan-
dard 0.05 alpha error probability. We excluded three out-
liers in duration (+3 SD). We included three reading
comprehension questions (Hauser et al. 2018) and
excluded three respondents who failed these checks,
leaving us with 342 participants.

Task Description

The experimental task required participants to evaluate
organizations that span various culinary categories. Par-
ticipants were given a scenario that described how res-
taurant owners are concerned that people are not going

Hypotheses Empirical Locus of Audience
Study tested Experimental conditions context Atypicality manipulation accountability preferences
la Hypothesis 1 1. Atypicality: low, high Restaurants  Atypicality is manipulated Restaurant Implicit
2. Accountability: low, through number and owners
high types of cuisines that
appear on a menu.
1b Hypothesis 1 1. Atypicality: low, high Restaurants  Atypicality is manipulated Peers Implicit
2. Accountability: low, through the number and
high type of cuisines that
appear on a menu.
1c Hypothesis 1 1. Atypicality: low, high Bands Atypicality is manipulated Peers Implicit
2. Accountability: low, through the number and
high type of musical genres
that appear on a set list.
2a Hypothesis 2 1. Atypicality: low, high Restaurants  Atypicality is manipulated Restaurant Explicit
2. Accountability: low, through the number and owners
high type of cuisines that
3. Preferences: typical, appear on a menu.
atypical
2b Hypothesis 2 1. Atypicality: low, high Bands Atypicality is manipulated Peers Explicit

2. Accountability: low,
high

3. Preferences: typical,
atypical

through the number and
type of musical genres
that appear on a set list.
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Table 2. Studies 1la-1c: ANOVA Results

Panel A: The interactive effects of atypicality and accountability on appeal

Study 1 a Study 1b Study 1c
Appeal Appeal Appeal
F P ] F p U F p 'y
Atypicality 21.84 <0.001 0.06 11.53 <0.001 0.029 0.38 0.54 0.001
Accountability 1.23 0.26 0.003 0.02 0.87 0.00 2.61 0.10 0.007
Atypicality X Accountability 4.88 0.02 0.01 4.38 0.03 0.011 3.87 0.050 0.01
R? 0.07 0.04 0.02
Panel B: Conditional effects for the different values of accountability

Independent variable Moderator F p n”, F p "y F p n”,
Atypicality Accountability

Low 3.03 0.08 0.009 0.84 0.35 0.002 0.93 0.33 0.002

High 23.68 <0.001 0.06 15.14 <0.001 0.038 3.28 0.06 0.01

Notes. Nstudy 1a = 342; Nspudy 10 = 391; Nspuay 10 = 379. Appeal is the dependent variable.

to their restaurants. To address this, the owners would
like to organize a restaurant week that would allow peo-
ple to dine at any participating restaurant for a set price,
allowing us to ensure the perceived cost of dining at
each restaurant was the same, as people are sensitive to
cost. Participants were then asked to review the menu of
a restaurant participating in the restaurant week.

Procedure

Participants first read instructions that had information
on the setting and the task before being presented with
the stimulus material. The restaurant menu then ap-
peared separately, and there was no constraint on the
time allowed to study it. Once the menu had been pro-
cessed, we asked participants in all conditions for their
evaluation. After assessing the restaurant, participants
completed a brief postexperimental survey. At the end
of the task (average time: 12 minutes) participants were
thanked and paid.

Measures and Manipulations

Dependent Variable. In line with prior research on cate-
gories, we define our dependent variable (DV) as appeal
(Hsu et al. 2009). As most research on categories uses

Table 3. Studies la—1c: Average Appeal per Cell

observational data, to the best of our knowledge, there
are no validated scales for appeal. Therefore, we drew
from prior work that uses product ratings as a measure
of appeal and asked respondents to assign stars to each
restaurant (see Kovacs and Hannan 2015, Wang et al.
2016). To avoid errors arising from a single-item DV,
participants also provided information on whether they
like the restaurant and the restaurant’s quality. All ques-
tions appeared after each menu. For liking and quality,
the restaurants were rated on an 11-point scale ranging
from “1 = dislike intensely/very low quality” to “11 =
like a great deal/very high quality.” Responses were
recorded via a slider that had a starting point of 6 and
end points of 1 and 11. Participants’ activity was re-
quired to enter a response (i.e., 6 was not registered by
default). The assignment of stars was rated on a five-
point scale (1 = low and 5 = high). Responses were
recorded by clicking on a visualization of five stars,
and participants’ activity was required to enter a res-
ponse. The answers to these questions were averaged
(Cronbach’s a = 0.84).” One key difference between this
measure and prior research that uses observational data
is that this is an ex-ante evaluation rather than an ex
post evaluation in which audience members experience

Study la Study 1b Study 1c
Accountability Accountability Accountability

Low High Low High Low High

Atypicality Low M 8.36 8.57 7.72 8.09 7.21 7.27
SD 1.46 1.67 1.51 1.50 1.65 1.67

N 85 88 97 99 96 94

High M 7.90 7.30 751 7.20 7.44 6.84

SD 1.77 191 1.70 1.68 1.65 1.68

N 84 85 97 98 96 93

Note. M, mean.
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or consume an organization’s products. Intriguingly,
Negro and Leung (2013) suggest that the loss of appeal
may be more difficult to observe for ex ante than ex post
evaluations. Following this, any effect of our mani-
pulations on this variable may be seen as a lower-bound
estimate of their impact. We return to this issue in
the discussion.

Atypicality Manipulation. We manipulated atypicality
through the items offered on a restaurant’s menu. We
did not provide participants with category labels during
the experiment (e.g., the restaurants were not described
as Italian). Rather, to meet the boundary conditions of
our theory, which require substantial intersubjective
agreement about category labels and meaning, we care-
fully pretested the menu items to ensure that each item
was uniquely associated with a single cuisine and would
accurately evoke the cuisine category it represents. A
low-atypicality menu contains items that primarily facili-
tate induction of a single culinary category, whereas a
high-atypicality menu has items that invoke several dif-
ferent categories. Following the theoretical discussion of
the relationship between atypicality and boundary span-
ning, we carefully calibrated our manipulation so that
the categories were (i) representative of their broader cat-
egory system, meaning that participants expected to
encounter these cuisines at restaurants, and (ii) distinc-
tive, meaning that they did not overlap with one another
in the high-atypicality condition. We provide further
details below.

To create the menu items, we began by identifying
commonly used cuisine categories in the Dutch market
from a leading Dutch restaurant guide.® The initial
search yielded 12 cuisines that participants were likely
familiar with. We then generated a large number of
potential menu items based on the description of the cui-
sines in the restaurant guide and the menus of local res-
taurants. Having created a pool of potential items, we
conducted a pilot study (n = 38) to ensure that the final
set of menu items was diagnostic and representative of a
cuisine and that the culinary categories were both repre-
sentative of a broader category system and noncongru-
ent and thus suitable to manipulate atypicality.

For menu items, representativeness captures whether
participants expect a focal menu item to be present on a
menu when dining in a restaurant specializing in its
associated cuisine. For instance, participants rated the
extent to which they expected foie gras to be present on
the menu of a French restaurant on a five-point scale
ranging from “1 = not at all” to “5 = very much.” Diag-
nosticity refers to whether a menu item cues a cuisine cat-
egory; a menu item is diagnostic of a cuisine when a
participant can infer a cuisine category on the basis of
the item. For instance, foie gras is diagnostic of the
French cuisine category if this menu item evokes this cat-
egory. We measured diagnosticity by asking participants

to select the cuisine that clearly matched a given item.
For example, participants would be given a menu item,
such as foie gras, and a list of the 12 culinary categories
and asked to indicate which cuisine or cuisines (if any)
the item belonged to. If they perceived the menu item
foie gras as diagnostic of French cuisine, then partici-
pants would select it as a match. To ensure that represen-
tativeness and diagnosticity judgments did not influence
each other, we used two versions of the pilot study (1 =
19 for each) that rated diagnosticity or representative-
ness. We retained items that had a mean representative-
ness of 4 or higher and were seen as diagnostic of their
respective cuisines by 75% or more of the respondents. If
an item met these benchmarks for multiple cuisines, it
was discarded, as it was not uniquely diagnostic and
representative of one cuisine.’”

We then possessed a set of menu items that singularly
evoked a cuisine category. We took several steps to
ensure that participants perceived these categories as
representative of the broader category system in which
they are embedded. First, we used Google Trends to
analyze the most popular cuisine categories in the
United States, which is where a small majority (59%) of
our participants were located. Google Trends refers to
Google sorting search terms for national cuisines and
then counting the number of times these search terms
are used. We found that Chinese, Thai, Greek, and Mexi-
can cuisines were among the most popular cuisine catego-
ries in the United States, which suggests our participants
view these as broadly representative. Second, we con-
ducted an additional pilot study with a separate sample
(n = 200) in which we asked participants to indicate
whether they viewed the following cuisines used in the
menu as representative (Chinese, Thai, French, Greek,
Mexican, and Spanish). We found that these cuisines had
a mean representativeness of 4 or higher. This suggests
that the cuisine categories used in this manipulation are
seen as representative, and it speaks to one of the building
blocks of our theoretical reasoning, namely, that atypical-
ity arises from multiple-category membership rather
membership in a single unusual category.

To ensure that for the atypical restaurant (the high-
atypicality condition), our participants viewed the differ-
ent cuisines as distinct from one another, we drew
inspiration from Kovacs and Hannan (2015) and identi-
fied the co-occurrence of different categories. We con-
ducted a third pilot study (n = 32) using a distinct
sample to obtain systematic information on the extent to
which each diagnostic and representative menu item
was perceived as likely to appear on the menu of a res-
taurant specializing in a different cuisine. Participants
ranked the likelihood (0%-100% with decile increments)
that a menu item would be served in a restaurant that
specialized in a different cuisine than its associated cui-
sine. For instance, participants would rank the likelihood
that a highly diagnostic and representative item for the
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French cuisine category, such as foie gras, would appear
on the menu of each of the other cuisines. The second
pilot thus allowed us to estimate the perceived degree
of membership of an item that was highly diagnostic
of its own cuisine for other cuisines in the set and thus
calculate the degree to which our subject pool believed
a given menu item would co-occur with others. Based
on this information, we were able to construct an
atypical menu whose items have a 0% likelihood of
co-occurrence with other cuisines.

For the low-atypicality condition, the menu contained
eight menu items. The dominant cuisine was Chinese
(seven items); the additional cuisine (one item) was Thai.
For the high-atypicality condition, the menu also con-
tained eight items. Four were diagnostic and representa-
tive of Chinese cuisine, whereas the remaining items
were linked to French, Greek, Mexican, and Spanish culi-
nary categories. Because we use a between-subject
design, participants reviewed one menu only, either typ-
ical or atypical. Online Appendix A.1.1 contains these
menus. Items 5-8 on the atypical menu were rated as
having a 0% likelihood of cuisine co-occurrence.

Because our manipulation is the combination of dif-
ferent menu items in a single menu—an atypical menu
has several items that each evoke different categories,
ensuring that the atypical restaurant contains categori-
cal elements that are not associated with the Chinese
prototype—we took some additional steps to address
potential confounds unrelated to our manipulation
that could affect audience members’ evaluations.

First, the menu items were comparable in length (14
items are five words long, and two items are six words
long). Second, to address any potential order effects, we
randomized the sequence of the menu items across parti-
cipants. Third, although randomization should, in the-
ory, address the potential effect of cuisine preferences,
we did take the following steps to ameliorate any effect
that participants’ cuisine preferences have on assess-
ment. When combining different categories together,
evaluation is expected to be the sum of each cuisine’s
appeal (see Hannan et al. 2019 for more information). If
participants truly dislike one of the cuisines that the
items in the menu invoke, their evaluation could reflect
this instead of participants’ struggle to understand an
organization’s categorical profile or their concern with
being judged by others. To address this, we ran another
pilot on MTurk (n = 926) and asked participants to indi-
cate the extent to which they liked each cuisine (our cor-
pus of representative and diagnostic menu items
covered Chinese, Dutch, French, Greek, Japanese, Mexi-
can, Spanish, and Thai cuisines). We used the three mea-
sures that comprise the dependent variable and added
three additional measures: how willing and likely a
participant would be to go to a restaurant that specializes
in a focal cuisine and whether a participant would

recommend a restaurant that specializes in a focal cui-
sine. We averaged the responses together (Cronbach’s a:
Chinese = 0.93; Dutch = 0.93; French = 0.90; Greek =
0.92; Japanese = 0.88; Mexican = 0.93; Spanish = 0.92;
Thai = 0.92) and derived each cuisine’s overall appeal.
When creating the menus, we used menu items that
evoked cuisines that had similar levels of appeal (rang-
ing from 6.3 to 6.7). Thus, any negative response to a res-
taurant menu will likely stem from its atypicality rather
than cuisine preferences; furthermore, a negative res-
ponse may not reflect that a participant disproportion-
ately disliked one cuisine and rated it on the basis of that
preference.

Accountability Manipulation. We followed prior experi-
mental work on accountability and provided participants
in the low- and high-accountability conditions with dif-
ferent role instructions at the onset of the task (Tetlock
et al. 1989, Siegel-Jacobs and Yates 1996, de Langhe et al.
2011). The instructions described how the restaurant
owners either would (in the high-accountability condi-
tion) or would not (in the low-accountability condition)
monitor and use the participants” evaluations of the dif-
ferent restaurants. This manipulation both reflects our
definition of accountability as individuals’ belief that
their decisions are monitored and that they will have to
justify their choices to others (Lerner and Tetlock 1999)
and is in line with prior research on accountability (de
Langhe et al. 2011) that argues that experimental manipu-
lations of accountability must ensure that participants are
aware that their choices will be evaluated.

After reading a paragraph describing the purpose of
the task (the assessment of a restaurant participating in
a restaurant week promotion), participants were told
that some survey takers would be randomly selected
to be interviewed by the restaurant owners about their
answers to the survey. Participants were told to click
on a “next” button to find out if they were selected. In
the high-accountability condition, participants were
informed that they would be interviewed by the res-
taurant owner at the end of the survey. They were told
to be ready to justify their opinions of the restaurant
and that this discussion would be taped so that the
owner would have a complete record of participants’
thoughts and feelings. Participants were therefore
aware that their choices would be monitored and that
they would need to justify their choices.

In the low-accountability condition, participants were
informed that they were not selected for this interview.
Instead, they were asked for their personal impression of
the restaurants. The instructions emphasized that no one
would ever know who the participant was, specified
that there was no way for the restaurant owners
to breach anonymity, and stated that all information
collected during the experiment would be discarded
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after use. Thus, participants in the low-accountability
condition were aware that their choices would not be
monitored and had no expectation of justifying their
decision.

We assessed the manipulation’s effectiveness through
a scale-based manipulation check comprising three items
about respondents’ perceptions of the relevance of their
audience. For example, they were asked whether, when
evaluating the restaurant menu, they thought about
whether the restaurant owner would approve of their
evaluation of the restaurant. The three questions were
rated on a five-point scale ranging from “1 = not at
all” to “5 = very much” and combined into one scale
(Cronbach’s a = 0.82). In line with the manipulation’s
intended effect, a one-way analysis of variance
(ANOVA) yielded a significant main effect of account-
ability (F(1,340) = 6.77; p < 0.01). Participants in the high-
accountability condition (M = 3.11) rated their role as
involving the consideration of the restaurant owners’ per-
spective to a greater degree than participants in the low-
accountability conditions (M = 2.76).10

Results
We used the analysis of variance to test Hypothesis 1
with dummy-coded variables that reflected assignment
to the atypicality (0 = low, 1 = high) and accountability
conditions (0 = low, 1 = high). Table 2 reports the test
statistics and p-values. Table 3 reports the observed
means of restaurant appeal, and Figure 1 graphically
represents the observed means of appeal per condition.

The ANOVA yielded a significant effect of atypicality
on appeal (see Table 2; F(1,338) = 21.84; p < 0.001). The
baseline effect of atypicality is negative; participants in
the highly atypical condition rated their restaurant sig-
nificantly lower (M = 7.60) than those in the low-
atypicality condition (M = 8.46).

As proposed in Hypothesis 1, there is a significant
two-way interaction between atypicality and account-
ability (F(1,338) = 4.88; p = 0.02). In line with our

Figure 1. Study 1a: Mean Restaurant Appeal Across Conditions

theoretical interest in explaining variance in the effects of
atypicality on appeal, we used planned contrast testing
to compare differences between the means of the low-
and highly atypical restaurants at different levels of
accountability and determine whether a restaurant’s
appeal varies with its atypicality conditional on account-
ability (i.e., the simple main effect). In the high-account-
ability condition, we found that atypicality significantly
and negatively influenced appeal (F(1,338) = 23.68; p <
0.001; Miow atypicality = 8.57; Mhigh atypicality = 7.30). In the
low-accountability condition, atypicality had a marginally
significant and negative effect on appeal (F(1,338) = 3.03;
p = 008/ Mlow atypicality = 836/ Mhigh atypicality = 790)
This pattern of effects reveals that, as predicted in
Hypothesis 1, accountability causes atypicality to more
negatively affect appeal when evaluators are accountable.

Study Discussion

In this preregistered study, we found that compared
with nonaccountable participants, accountable indivi-
duals assessed atypical restaurants more negatively than
typical restaurants. Whereas this pattern of effects does
reveal that accountability matters for the evaluation of
atypical organizations, one potential concern is the ac-
countability manipulation, having participants be ac-
countable to restaurant owners, which may confound
the effect of accountability with participants” willingness
to help owners pick the best restaurant possible. Study
1b addresses this issue.

Study 1b

Study 1b tested Hypothesis 1 by having 394 individuals
(54% male; Mage = 29.44, SD = 10.28) participate in an
online survey on Prolific’s website for $1.20 in compen-
sation. The sample size reflects a power analysis (0.95
power) conducted via the G*Power program, where the
goal was to detect a medium effect size of 0.25 at the
standard 0.05 alpha error probability. We excluded two
outliers in duration (+3 SD) and one respondent who

9

8
7

Low accountability

Low atypicality
m High atypicality

High accountability
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Figure 2. Study 1b: Mean Restaurant Appeal Across Conditions
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failed the reading checks, leaving us with 391 partici-
pants. Study 1b uses the same atypicality manipulation
and dependent variable (Cronbach’s a = 0.77) as Study
la. It differs in accountability manipulation. In this
study, participants are accountable to their peers, that
is, other consumers or restaurant goers. In the high-
accountability condition, participants were informed that
they were selected to explain their answers at the end
of the survey and that they needed to be ready to justify
their opinion of the restaurant to other restaurant goers.
Participants were told that, at the end of the survey,
they would need to draft an email that other restaurant
goers would review and evaluate. The accountability
manipulation was identical to the manipulation used in
Study 1a in all other respects. We used the manipula-
tion check from Study 1a (Cronbach’s @ = 0.73). A one-
way ANOVA on this index yielded a significant main
effect of accountability (F(1,390 =4.85; p = 0.02). Partici-
pants in the high-accountability conditions (M = 3.32)
considered restaurant goers’ preferences and expecta-
tions more than those in the low-accountability condi-
tions (M = 3.12).

Results

We tested Hypothesis 1 using ANOVA with dummy-
coded variables that reflected assignment to the atypical-
ity (0 = low, 1 = high) and accountability conditions (0 =
low, 1 = high). Table 2 reports the test statistics and
p-values, Table 3 reports the observed means of restau-
rant appeal, and Figure 2 graphically represents the
observed means of appeal per condition. As in Study 1a,
atypicality had a significant and negative effect on
appeal (see Table 2: F(1,388) = 11.53; p < 0.001). As pre-
dicted in Hypothesis 1, there was a significant two-way
interaction between atypicality and accountability
(F(1,388) = 4.38; p = 0.03). Planned contrast testing re-
vealed a significant and negative effect of atypicality in
the high-accountability condition (F(1, 388) = 15.14; p <

High accountability

0001, Mlow atypicality = 809, Mhigh atypicality = 720) and a
nonsignificant effect of atypicality in the low-accountabil-
ity condition (F(1,388) = 0.84; p = 0.35; Miow atypicality =
7.72; Mhigh atypicality = 7-51). As theorized (Hypothesis 1),
at high levels of accountability, atypical restaurants were
more negatively evaluated than typical ones.

Study Discussion

We found that when individuals were accountable to
their peers, other restaurant goers, they assessed high-
atypicality restaurants more negatively than low-
atypicality restaurants. We also found that the overall
pattern of effects is highly similar to that of Study 1a. It
may be the case that this pattern of effects is unique to
culinary categories. To test this, Study 1c examines
whether accountability similarly moderates atypicality
when atypicality arises from combinations of musical
genres.

Study 1c

Study 1c tested Hypothesis 1 by having 396 individuals
(561% male; Mage = 29.31, SD = 9.40) participate in an
online survey on Prolific’s website for $0.75 in compen-
sation. The sample size reflects a power analysis (0.95
power) conducted via the G*Power program in which
our goal was to detect a medium effect size of 0.25 at the
standard 0.05 alpha error probability. We excluded 11
outliers in duration (+3 SD) and six respondents who
failed the reading checks, leaving us with 379 partici-
pants. Study 1c uses the same dependent variable (Cron-
bach’s @ = 0.84) as Studies 1la and 1b and the same
accountability manipulation as Study 1b. A one-way
ANOVA on the manipulation check index (o« = 0.89)
yielded a marginally significant main effect of account-
ability (F(1,375 = 3.82; p = 0.051). Participants in the high-
accountability conditions (M = 2.82) considered others’
preferences more than those in the low-accountability
conditions (M = 2.57).
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Figure 3. Study 1c: Mean Band Appeal Across Conditions
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Study 1c differs from the prior studies in its atypicality
manipulation. In this study, atypicality arises from the
manipulation of musical genres. Changing the atypical-
ity manipulation led to some small changes in the task
description. In the prior studies, participants were given
a scenario in which people are not going to restaurants,
leading to the organization of a restaurant week. In this
study, participants were given a scenario in which peo-
ple are not visiting a city, leading to the organization of a
battle of the bands festival. Like the prior studies, tickets
to the battle of the bands had a fixed cost. To make the
studies more comparable, participants were asked to
review a set list, a description of the music that a band
participating in the festival would play. Participants did
not listen to music; as in Studies la and 1b, they
reviewed text.

Atypicality Manipulation

To ensure comparability between studies, participants
were not provided with category labels. Instead, partici-
pants were given a set list, and we pretested set items to
ensure that each item was uniquely associated with a
single musical genre and would evoke the genre that it
represents.

To create the set items, we began by identifying com-
monly used musical genres. We collected data from
discogs.com (Montauti and Wezel 2016), a music site
and marketplace that contains information on music
recordings, and we downloaded information data on
28,537,129 albums and their accompanying genre and
musical style. A musical style refers to ways in which
music in a genre may be expressed. For instance, tango
is a musical style that is associated with the Latin genre.
Negro et al. (2022, p. 652) conceptualize the relationship
between genres and styles as a loose hierarchy of styles
within genres. We follow this conceptualization and
used musical styles as set items; like the prior studies in
which dishes evoked cuisines (culinary categories), we
used musical styles to evoke genres (musical categories).

-

High accountability

We identified 15 genres from this database: blues, brass
and military, children’s, classical, electronic, folk, world,
country, funk/soul, hip hop, jazz, Latin, nonmusic, pop,
reggae, rock, and stage and screen.

Because an important condition to our theory is that
participants should expect to encounter these categories,
we conducted a pilot (1 = 129) that asked participants to
rate whether these 15 genres were representative of the
broader category system in which they are embedded.
Seven musical categories (classical, electronic, jazz, Latin,
reggae, rock, and stage) were seen as representative (4 or
higher on a 5-point scale). This speaks to an important
component of our theoretical reasoning, namely, that
atypicality would arise from combinations of these catego-
ries rather than membership in a single unusual category.

We used the Discogs data to identify 565 musical styles
associated with these genres and examined whether
these musical styles were diagnostic and representative
of their associated category. To ensure that the various
musical styles were familiar to participants, we calculated
the frequency with which each musical style appeared in
the Discogs data and asked participants to rate the diag-
nosticity and representativeness of the most popular
musical genres (top 5%) in two separate pilots (1 = 8§;
n = 102). We kept items that had a mean representative-
ness score of 4 or higher, meaning participants expected
a band that specialized in a certain category (e.g., Latin)
to play a song in that musical style (e.g., tango) and
that were perceived as diagnostic by 75% or more of
participants. Because the musical styles are representa-
tive and diagnostic of their respective musical genre, a
participant could infer the genre based on the item.

An important premise of our theory is that categories
are noncomplementary or do not overlap with one
another. To ensure that the categories that these musical
styles evoke were distinct, we followed the same proce-
dure as in Study la and collected data on the co-
occurrence of the representative categories (n = 81).
Based on this information, we were able to construct an


https://discogs.com/

Betancourt, Hoever, and Wezel: Atypicality and Accountability
Organization Science, 2025, vol. 36, no. 2, pp. 838-861, © 2024 INFORMS

851

atypical set list that spanned musical genres that had a
low likelihood of occurrence (<20%). Unlike the prior
studies, no genre was rated as having a 0% chance of
overlapping with another genre. This difference may be
contextual, as recent research has pointed toward
increased genre straddling in popular music over time,
at least in the United States (Shi 2023).

For the low-atypicality condition, the set list contained
five items, four from one genre (jazz) and one from a dif-
ferent genre (rock). For the high-atypicality condition, the
set list also contained five items, three from one genre
(rock) and one each from reggae and jazz; specifically,
swing and calypso had a low likelihood of co-occurrence
(<20%) with each other and with rock. The number of
categories that the band straddled was derived from
research in the sociology of music that examined genres
and genre combinations and found that when bands in
the United States spanned categories, they bridged three
categories on average (Silver et al. 2016). Because the
number of categories is slightly lower than in the prior
studies, the number of items that evoke categories is also
slightly lower. Because we use a between-subject design,
participants reviewed one set list only, either typical or
atypical (see Online Appendix A.1.2 for these set lists).

Like the prior studies, we took additional steps to
address potential confounds unrelated to our manipula-
tion that could affect audience members’ evaluations.
First, to address order effects, we randomized the
sequence of items in the set list across participants. Sec-
ond, to reduce any confounding effects of genre prefer-
ences, we asked participants in the first pilot (n = 129) to
rate the perceived appeal of the musical genres. To
reduce confounds related to appeal, we only used genres
that had similar appeal (reggae: 7.6; jazz: 7.8; rock: 7.9 on
a 10-point scale). Third, the number of words on each set
list was comparable.

Results

We tested Hypothesis 1 using ANOVA with dummy-
coded variables that reflected assignment to the atypical-
ity (0 = low, 1 = high) and accountability conditions (0 =
low, 1 = high). Table 2 reports the test statistics and p-
values, Table 3 reports the observed means of restaurant
appeal, and Figure 3 graphically represents the observed
means of appeal per condition.

Unlike Studies 1a and 1b, we did not find a main effect
of atypicality on appeal (F < 1). However, as in Studies 1a
and 1b and as postulated in Hypothesis 1, the ANOVA
revealed a significant two-way interaction between atypi-
cality and accountability (F(1,375) = 3.87, p = 0.04).
Planned contrast testing revealed a marginally significant
and negative effect of atypicality in the high-accountability
condition (F(1,375) = 3.28; p = 0.06; Miow atypicality = 7-27;
Mhigh atypicatiy = 6.84) and a nonsignificant, descriptively
positive effect of atypicality in the low-accountability
condition (F(1,375) = 0.93; p = 0.33; Miow atypicatity = 7-21;

Mhigh atypicality = 7-44). Similar to Studies la and 1b,
in the high-accountability condition, atypicality had a
more negative effect on appeal. Conversely, in the low-
accountability condition, whereas not significant, atypi-
cality positively impacted appeal (see Figure 3; please
see Section A.5 of the Online Appendix for a line graph
representation of the interaction). Whereas we do not
wish to theorize about nonsignificant results, this effect
is in line with recent research on positive perceptions of
atypicality in music (Shi 2023). We believe this conver-
gent pattern of effects across different empirical contexts,
at least with respect to the moderating effect of account-
ability, may increase confidence in the generalizability of
our results.

Study Discussion

We found that when individuals were accountable to
their peers, they assessed high-atypicality bands more
negatively than low-atypicality bands and that the over-
all pattern of effects is highly similar to that of Studies 1a
and 1b. Whereas finding similar results across two dif-
ferent types of category systems, musical genres, and
cuisines provides some support for our argument that
accountability influences the evaluation of atypical orga-
nizations, these Studies (1a to 1c) do not provide direct
evidence of a key point of our argument, namely, that
when others’ preferences are explicit, audience members
will conform to them. Study 2a addresses this and tests
Hypothesis 2 by manipulating others’ preferences.

Study 2a

Study 2a tested Hypothesis 2 by having 702 individuals
(58% male; M,ge = 40.71, SD = 10.46) participate in an
online HIT on Amazon’s MTurk website for $1.20 in
compensation. All participants had MTurk master’s cer-
tification. We excluded six outliers in duration (+3 SD).
We included three reading comprehension questions
and excluded four respondents who failed these checks,
leaving us with 692 participants. It is worth noting that
this sample size differs from the preregistration. The rea-
son for this discrepancy is that far fewer individuals
failed the reading checks than expected, leaving us with
a larger sample. In the interests of transparency, we pro-
vide the results for the preregistered samples (400 targets
with 525 specified as the stopping point for data collec-
tion) so that it is clear that the effects converge across the
different samples. Please see Table 4 for the test statistics
and p-values for the three samples (Sample 1 (n = 400),
Sample 2 (n = 525), Sample 3 (n = 692)) and Table 5,
panels A to C for the observed means of appeal across
the different experimental conditions. For reasons of con-
ciseness, the text covers the analysis of sample 3 (n =
692). Study 2a uses the same stimulus material, atypical-
ity and accountability manipulations, and dependent
variable (Cronbach’s a = 0.87) as Study 1la. It differs in
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Table 4. Study 2a: ANOVA Results

Panel A: Interactive effects of atypicality, accountability, and preferences on appeal

Sample 1 Sample 2 Sample 3
Appeal Appeal Appeal
F P nw F P n F P 'y
Atypicality 6.55 0.01 0.02 525  0.02 0.01 13.40  <0.001  0.019
Accountability 0.08 0.78 0.000 001 092 0.000 0.03 0.83 0.000
Preferences 1157  0.283 0.01 542  0.02 0.01 3.82 0.05 0.006
Interaction 1: Atypicality x Accountability 4.01 0.05 0.002 440 0.03 0.01 7.26 0.01 0.01
Interaction 2: Atypicality X Preferences 1.89 0.17 0.003 219 013 0.01 1.74 0.20 0.003
Interaction 3: Accountability X Preferences 0.89 0.35 0.001 0.06  0.80 0.000 0.04 0.87 0.000
Interaction 4: Atypicality x Accountability X Preferences 8.71 0.003 0.02 754  0.006  0.01 12.13 <0.001 0.017
R? 0.05 0.04 0.05
N 400 525 692
Panel B: Conditional effects for the different values of accountability
Independent variable Moderator Moderator F p 1]2,, F 4 r]zp F 4 r]zp
Atypicality Accountability Preferences
Low Typicality 228 013 0.005 243 0.1 0.005 4.42 0.03 0.006
Atypicality 9.67  0.002  0.02 799  0.005  0.02 18.14  <0.001 0.02
Typicality 6.04  0.01 0.02 488  0.02 0.01 8.31 0.004 0.01
Atypicality 3.65 0.057  0.01 4.08  0.04 0.01 3.66 0.056  0.005

Notes. The preregistered sample was 400 participants out of a total of 525 participants recruited. The actual number of collected participants
was 692. We provide the results for the preregistered samples in Samples 1 and 2 and for the total number of participants in Sample 3. Sample 1:

n = 400; Sample 2: n = 525; Sample 3: n = 692. Appeal is the dependent variable.

Table 5. Average Appeal per Cell for Study 2a Samples

Panel A: Sample 1 (1 = 400)

Accountability
Accountable to Accountable to
audience that prefers audience that prefers
typical organizations atypical organizations
Low High Low High
Atypicality Low M 8.52 8.65 8.54 7.76
SD 177 1.78 (1.46) (1.77)
N 49 49 50 50
High M 7.98 7.76 743 8.43
SD (1.86) (1.66) (1.90) (1.58)
N 51 51 51 49
Panel B: Sample 2 (n = 525)
Accountability
Accountable to Accountable to
audience that prefers audience that prefers
typical organizations atypical organizations
Low High Low High
Atypicality Low M 8.57 8.72 8.45 7.70
SD (1.74) (1.61) (1.65) (1.67)
N 66 66 65 66
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Table 5. (Continued)
Panel B: Sample 2 (n = 525)
Accountability
Accountable to Accountable to
audience that prefers audience that prefers
typical organizations atypical organizations
Low High Low High
High M 8.10 7.60 7.80 8.30
SD (1.91) (1.71) (1.84) (1.62)
N 65 66 65 66
Panel C: Sample 3 (n = 692)
Accountability
Accountable to Accountable to
audience that prefers audience that prefers
typical organizations atypical organizations
Low High Low High
Atypicality Low M 8.63 8.68 8.55 7.83
SD (1.64) (1.71) (1.61) (1.68)
N 87 90 87 86
High M 8.08 7.92 7.50 8.33
SD (1.92) (1.87) (1.78) (1.67)
N 87 83 86 86

that participants were aware of the preferences of the
evaluator’s audience. At the onset of the task, partici-
pants were either told that the restaurant owner likes
typical restaurants, meaning those that specialize in one
cuisine and serve dishes that draw from a single culinary
tradition, or atypical restaurants that combine cuisines
and serve dishes that draw from multiple culinary tradi-
tions. The labels typical and atypical were not used in
the study; participants did not see them. It is worth

Figure 4. Study 2a: Mean Restaurant Appeal Across Conditions

10

noting that participants received this information in both
the low- and high-accountability conditions. Whereas
we believe that information on preferences should not
impact appeal in the low-accountability conditions, pro-
viding this information makes the accountability condi-
tions more comparable and allows for a cleaner test in
the sense that observed differences between conditions
may be attributed to accountability rather than knowl-
edge of these preferences alone.
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Figure 5. Study 2b: Mean Band Appeal Across Conditions

8

S
7 ~ \\\\\
6 R R

N

N

I

Low accountability Low accountability High accountability High accountability
Typicality Atypicality Typicality Atypicality
preference preference preference preference

By doing so, we can test an important proposition of
our theorizing on accountability, which is that account-
ability induces evaluators to conform to their audience’s
explicit preference when making decisions and that, con-
sequently, the moderating effect of accountability will
vary with the content of audience’s explicit preferences
(i.e., Hypothesis 2). When an evaluator is accountable to
an audience that prefers typical organizations, accountable
evaluators will assess atypicality more negatively than
nonaccountable evaluators. Conversely, when an evalua-
tor is accountable to an audience that prefers atypical orga-
nizations, accountable evaluators will assess atypicality
more positively than nonaccountable evaluators.

Manipulation Check

This study uses the manipulation check from Studies 1a
to 1c. A one-way ANOVA on this index yielded a signifi-
cant main effect of accountability (F(1,690) = 5.71; p =
0.02). Participants in the high-accountability conditions
(M = 3.17) considered the restaurant owner’s prefer-
ences and expectations more than those in the low-
accountability conditions (M = 2.94).

Results
We use ANOVA with dummy-coded variables for atypi-
cality (0 = low; 1 = high), accountability (0 = low; 1 =
high), and preferences (0 = typical; 1 = atypical). Table 4
reports the test statistics and p-values. Table 5 (panels A
to C) contains the observed means of appeal across the
different experimental conditions. Figure 4 graphically
represents the interaction between accountability and
atypicality.'”

Hypothesis 2 predicted that accountability would
moderate atypicality’s relationship with appeal and that

Low atypicality
m High atypicality

the direction of the effect (positive or negative) would
depend on the preferences of the evaluator’s audience.
In line with this prediction, the three-way interaction
between atypicality, accountability, and preferences was
significant (see Table 4; F(1,684) = 12.13; p < 0.001). We
used planned contrast testing to determine if, as theo-
rized, the moderating effect of accountability varies with
others’ preferences.

First, we hypothesized that in the high-accountability
conditions, the effect of atypicality would vary with audi-
ence preferences. On the one hand, we predicted that
accountability would strengthen the negative effect of
atypicality when the evaluator’s audience preferred typi-
cal organizations. In line with this expectation, when
participants were accountable to an audience that pre-
ferred typical restaurants, atypicality significantly and
negatively influenced appeal (F(1,684) = 8.31; p = 0.004;
Mlow atypicality = 868, Mhigh atypicality = 792) On the other
hand, we also predicted that atypicality will have a posi-
tive effect on evaluation when the evaluator’s audience
preferred atypical organizations. Along these lines, we
found that when participants were accountable to an
audience that preferred atypical restaurants, atypicality
had a marginally significant and positive influence on
appeal (F(1,684) = 3.66; p = 0.056; Miow atypicality = 7-83;
Mhigh atypicatity = 8-33). These results are in line with our
theory in which accountability makes others” social
expectations more salient during evaluation such that
when these expectations are explicit, evaluators conform
to them.

Second, although we did not hypothesize an effect of
atypicality on appeal in the low-accountability conditions,
based on prior results (Studies 1a and 1b), we expect a
negative effect of atypicality on appeal. We find that
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this is the case, as participants across both low-
accountability conditions (explicit preferences for typi-
cality versus explicit preferences for atypicality) found
the atypical restaurant to be less appealing than the
typical restaurant (typicality preference: F(1,684) =
4.42; p= 0.03; Miow atypicality = 8.63; Mhigh atypicality =
8.08; atypicality preference: (F(1,684) = 18.14; p < 0.001;
Miow atypicality = 8.55; Mhigh atypicality = 7.50). In these
conditions, participants have explicit information on
their audience’s preferences, but in the absence of
accountability, they do not experience social pressure
to conform to them. As a result, they assess atypicality
in line with their own preferences, which seem to be

for typicality.

Study Discussion

This pattern of effects, particularly the positive effect of
atypicality when an evaluator is accountable to an audi-
ence that prefers atypical organizations, is aligned with
Hypothesis 2 and confirms that others” preferences mat-
ter for the evaluation of atypical organizations. How-
ever, it may be the case that this effect only appears
when an atypical organization spans culinary categories
or that this effect is being driven by participants” desire
to help restaurant owners. To address these issues, the
following study changes the empirical context to bands
and musical genres and the locus of accountability to
one’s peers.

Table 6. Study 2b: ANOVA Results

Study 2b
Study 2b tested Hypothesis 2 by having 929 individuals
(47.54% male; Mg = 31.23, SD = 10.37) participate in an
online survey on Prolific’s website for $0.89 in compen-
sation. A sample size of 700 was chosen for its similarity
to the prior study’s sample. In the preregistration,'’ we
stated that we recruit 800 participants to reach this target.
Unfortunately, more individuals were excluded on the
basis of duration (10 participants +3 SD in duration) and
failed reading checks (204) than expected, leaving us
with 586 respondents. Because this study’s sample
should be close in size to that of Study 2a, there was a
second wave of data collection. In this second wave, we
collected data on an additional 129 participants. We
excluded 22 individuals because of failed reading
checks, leaving us with 693 participants in total. In sum,
across two waves of data collection, we collected data on
929 individuals, 800 in the first wave and 129 in the sec-
ond wave, and excluded 236 participants in total on the
basis of either duration (10 participants from the first
wave) or failed reading comprehension questions (226;
204 from the first wave and 22 from the second wave). In
the interests of transparency, we report two sets of
results, one for the first wave (n = 586 after exclusions)
and one for the whole sample (1 = 693 after exclusions).
Study 2b uses the same stimulus material, atypicality
and accountability manipulations, and dependent vari-
able (Cronbach’s @ = 0.85) as Study 1c. At the onset of

Panel A: The interactive effects of atypicality, accountability, and preferences on appeal

Sample 1 Sample 2
Appeal Appeal
F p U F 4 U
Atypicality 0.87 0.35 0.002 0.71 0.39 0.001
Accountability 0.45 0.50 0.001 1.73 0.18 0.003
Preferences 0.26 0.60 0.000 0.64 0.42 0.001
Interaction 1: Atypicality X Accountability 0.43 0.51 0.001 0.21 0.88 0.000
Interaction 2: Atypicality X Preferences 0.56 0.45 0.001 2.14 0.14 0.003
Interaction 3: Accountability X Preferences 5.99 0.015 0.010 9.49 0.002 0.01
Interaction 4: Atypicality X Accountability X Preferences 5.43 0.02 0.009 8.00 0.005 0.01
R? 0.025 0.03
N 586 693
Panel B: Conditional effects for the different values of accountability
Independent variable Moderator Moderator F p 7% F p 7%
Atypicality Accountability Preferences
Low Typicality 0.94 0.33 0.002 1.42 0.23 0.002
Atypicality 0.43 0.50 0.001 0.36 0.84 0.000
High Typicality 0.51 0.47 0.001 3.29 0.07 0.005
Atypicality 5.21 0.02 0.009 5.88 0.02 0.009

Notes. The preregistered sample was approximately 700 participants out of 800 participants recruited. The actual number of recruited
participants was 929. We provide the results for 586 participants in Sample 1 (the number of participants, postexclusions, from the first wave of
800) and for 693 participants in Sample 2 (the number of participants, postexclusion, from an additional wave of recruitment to achieve the
preregistered sample size). Appeal is the dependent variable.
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Table 7. Average Appeal per Cell for Study 2b

Panel A: Sample 1 (n = 586)

Accountability
Accountable to Accountable to
audience that prefers audience that prefers
typical organizations atypical organizations
Low High Low High
Atypicality Low M 6.89 7.41 7.58 6.65
SD (2.16) (1.73) (1.66) (1.65)
N 76 80 67 76
High M 7.17 7.38 7.19 7.36
SD (1.74) (2.07) (1.81) (1.74)
N 84 71 68 64
Panel B: Sample 2 (n = 693)
Accountability
Accountable to Accountable to
audience that prefers audience that prefers
typical organizations atypical organizations
Low High Low High
Atypicality Low M 6.84 7.49 7.56 6.58
SD (2.10) (1.79) (1.70) (1.64)
89 88 89 88
High M 7.16 6.99 751 7.27
SD (1.72) (1.99) (1.75) (1.81)
N 89 88 86 76

the task, participants were given information on others’
preferences and either told that other festival goers like
typical bands or that other festival goers liked atypical
bands. To ensure that this study was as comparable as
possible to Study 2a, participants received this informa-
tion in both the low- and high-accountability conditions.

Manipulation Check

This study uses the manipulation check from prior
studies. A one-way ANOVA on this index yielded a sig-
nificant main effect of accountability (F(1,691) = 10.30;
p = 0.001). Participants in the high-accountability condi-
tions (M = 3.52) considered the restaurant owner’s
preferences and expectations more than those in the
low-accountability conditions (M = 3.24).

Results
We use ANOVA with dummy-coded variables for atypi-
cality (0 = low; 1 = high), accountability (0 = low; 1 =
high), and preferences (0 = typical; 1 = atypical). Table 6
reports the test statistics and p-values. Table 7 (panels A
and B) contains the observed means of appeal across the
different experimental conditions. Figure 5 graphically
represents the interaction between accountability and
atypicality.'*

Hypothesis 2 predicted that accountability would
moderate atypicality’s relationship with appeal and that

the direction of the effect (positive or negative) would
depend on the preferences of the evaluator’s audience.
Whereas the three-way interaction between atypicality,
accountability, and preferences was significant (see
Table 6: F(1,685) = 8.00; p = 0.005), the main terms were
not. However, both the graph of the interaction and
planned contrast testing revealed that in the high-account-
ability conditions, as hypothesized, the effect of account-
ability varies with audience preferences (see Online
Appendix A.5). When participants were accountable to
an audience that preferred typical bands, atypicality had
a marginally significant and negative influence on
appeal (F(1,685) = 3.29; p = 0.07; Miow atypicality = 7-49;
Mhigh atypicality = 6.99). When respondents were instead
accountable to an audience that preferred atypical
bands, atypicality significantly and positively influenced
appeal (F(1,685) = 5.88; p = 0.02; Miow atypicality = 6-58;
Mhigh atypicality = 7-27). In line with our theory and the
prior study, this suggests that when preferences are
explicit, audience members will conform to them.

We did not find a significant effect of atypicality on
appeal in the low-accountability conditions. When account-
ability was low and the evaluator’s audience had a pref-
erence for typicality, there was no significant difference
in appeal between the typical and atypical band
(F(1,685) = 1.42; p = 0.23). Similarly, when accountability
was low and participants were accountable to an
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audience who preferred atypical bands, there was no
significant difference in appeal (F < 1). Although partici-
pants were aware of their audience’s preferences, low
levels of accountability prevented these preferences
from becoming salient. Under low accountability, in fact,
others’ preferences did not impact their assessments.

Discussion

We have theorized, and the results across five experi-
mental studies support, that accountability moderates
the relationship between atypicality and appeal and can
trigger both negative and positive evaluations of atypical
organizations. Accountable audience members adhere
more strongly to the category system when their audi-
ence’s preferences are either implicit or when their audi-
ence explicitly favors typicality. Yet when an evaluator’s
audience explicitly prefers atypicality, an evaluator will
adhere to that, and atypical organizations will be pre-
ferred. This effect of accountability arises from how it
makes choices that are easier to justify to one’s audience
as more appealing. We discuss the theoretical implica-
tions below.

Theoretical Contributions

The observation that assessment is embedded within a
broader social system is perhaps the central theoretical
claim of the category literature. Thus, showing that
accountability may lead to stronger adherence to cate-
gorical prototypes, at least when audience preferences
are implicit, yet may also lead to looser adherence to cat-
egories when preferences for atypicality are explicit,
speaks to the social nature of evaluation. Future research
may wish to examine how accountability, perhaps best
conceptualized as a between-individual contingency fac-
tor, interacts with other important individual character-
istics such as expertise (Pontikes 2012), preferences
(Goldberg et al. 2016), and values (Paolella and Durand
2016). For instance, future research could investigate
whether accountability dilutes our understanding of
organizational activities as other’s explicit expectations,
rather than our personal understanding of and engage-
ment with the category prototype, guides evaluations.

In line with the social nature of category systems, one
intriguing result is that our participants were more nega-
tively disposed to atypical combinations of culinary cate-
gories than atypical mixtures of musical genres, as
shown by the nonsignificant baseline effect of atypical-
ity. This result is broadly in line with our theoretical
motivation, namely, the heterogenous main effect of
spanning on atypicality (Rao et al. 2003, Ruef and Patter-
son 2009, Smith 2011, Kovacs and Hannan 2015).
Whereas it is not theorized, we believe that demonstrat-
ing that accountability both strengthens the negative
effect of atypicality on evaluation and reverses a descrip-
tively positive effect of atypicality on evaluation speaks

to the applicability of accountability across multiple cate-
gory systems or markets. Following this, recent research
that examines how producers situate themselves within
a category system may wish to consider the relationship
between atypicality and appeal in the specific market or
category system under consideration (Cutolo and Fer-
riani 2024, Soubliére et al. 2024). Surely, a more nuanced
approach to atypicality is needed.

At the same time, like other experimental studies on
categories (Smith and Chae 2017, Boulogne and Durand
2021, Cudennec and Durand 2023), our participants
made ex ante evaluations rather than the more common
ex post evaluations found in the literature. This may
have played a role in our results, as some scholars
(Negro and Leung 2013) have suggested that the nega-
tive effect of atypicality may be lower for ex ante evalua-
tions. The inference is that our participant assessments
may be relatively low, and research that investigates the
effect of accountability on ex post evaluations may find
even stronger effects.

Furthermore, integrating accountability into current
accounts of classification and its consequences helps us
to better understand why different audience members
evaluate the same categorical profile differently. We dif-
fer from prior work on the audience in that we show
that exposure to others via accountability, beyond the
qualities of the categories or of the individual audience
member, impacts assessments of atypicality. On the one
hand, prior research that focused on intercategory differ-
ences (Ruef and Patterson 2009, Kovacs and Hannan
2015) argued that between-category differences explain
variance in audience members’ evaluations. While mak-
ing valuable contributions to our knowledge, this
approach does not address why audience members who
refer to the same (developed) category system may
change their evaluation of atypical organizations. By
keeping the characteristics of the classification system
constant across our experiments, our paper accomplishes
this goal. On the other hand, existing research that con-
nects differences among audience members to variance
in the assessment of atypical organizations has often
looked at between-audience differences (see Pontikes
2012). Focusing on between-audience variance clearly
helps us to understand why audience members who
draw upon a common category system may differ in
their reactions to atypical organizations. However, this
approach does not address why members of the same
audience diverge in their assessments of atypical organi-
zations. Our theory may speak to this because, in our
model, situational conditions (e.g., accountability), may
explain variance in their attitudes toward atypicality
even though the evaluators that we focus on are part of
the same audience.

Admittedly, our approach is comparable to that of
other scholars interested in within-audience variance
who also found some degree of intrinsic variability in
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individuals” evaluation of atypicality (Bowers 2015,
Smith and Chae 2017). Nonetheless, unlike this research,
which examined the role of comparisons or what an
atypical organization is compared with, we focused on
an external factor and showed that the social environ-
ment, in the form of accountability, influenced our rat-
ings of atypicality. Furthermore, and intriguingly, the
most recent theoretical explorations of within-audience
heterogeneity emphasized that individuals could switch
between different evaluation modes or types of categori-
zation (Gouvard and Durand 2023). Thus, future re-
search could explore whether the effect of accountability
holds across different types of categorization or if
accountability functions through stimulating differences
in categorization—for instance, by introducing a new
goal, such as winning the approval of one’s audience, to
the evaluative process. In sum, our paper advances our
understanding of potential causes of heterogenous eva-
luations of atypical organizations, positive assessments
of atypicality, and intra-audience differences.

Lastly, our theory and results may be relevant to
recent sociological research into interpretation and
meaning (Gouvard et al. 2023, Goldberg and Singell
2024). In this paradigm, how audience members repre-
sent concepts and categorize organizations differs from
the meaning associated with and from one’s attitude
toward these concepts. Because our manipulation of
accountability draws on social expectations that are
external to the category system, accountability may
influence our participants’ assessment without necessar-
ily impacting their categorization of either the restaurant
or the band as atypical. In other words, the evaluation of
atypical entities may rest upon more than their categori-
zation. Clearly, we did not directly observe categoriza-
tion and cannot conclusively claim this separation.
Rather, an important area for future research to consider
is to which degree categorization (whether we perceive
an organization as atypical) and attitude (whether we
value atypicality) separately influence assessment and to
what extent heterogenous evaluations arise from the
cumulative contributions of categorization and attitude.

Boundary Conditions

Our theory holds under specific conditions. We think of
three in particular as necessary for our reasoning. The
first concerns the category system. Our arguments are
most applicable to category systems in which there is
substantial intersubjective agreement about the label and
meaning of categories. Classification systems that exhibit
these properties are rather common in the literature,
ranging from patents (Kovacs et al. 2021) to movies
(Goldberg et al. 2016).

Second, our theory requires evaluators to be knowl-
edgeable and engaged with the classification system.
This ensures that they would be socialized in the mean-
ing of each category and aware of the different

expectations attached to them. This condition is rela-
tively common in the literature on categories (see Zuck-
erman 1999, Hsu et al. 2009). Under this condition, we
expect evaluators to compare each organization against
the prototype of the category in which it claims member-
ship into (Hannan et al. 2019). Conversely, naive evalua-
tors who are undersocialized into the classification
system under investigation and/or are just occasional
users of it would not seem to be the best candidates for a
test of our hypotheses.

Third, this theory describes situations in which the
social pressure stemming from felt accountability causes
the evaluator to consider and potentially cater to their
audience’s preferences. Thus, a further boundary condi-
tion of our theory is the extent to which the evaluator
feels accountable. If we look at the evaluators that the cat-
egory literature has focused upon, one particular arche-
type, critics, seems to suit our theory. Research has
shown that movie critics negatively evaluated movies
that did not fit into one category, whereas moviegoers
appreciated movies, like Cowboys and Aliens, that straddle
multiple categories such as Western and Science fiction
(Hsu 2006). A conceptually relevant distinction between
critics and moviegoers that relates to this difference in
their evaluation is their accountability: movie critics were
aware that their opinions need justification and are thus
accountable, whereas moviegoers do not face pressure to
explain why they choose to go to a movie. Thus, it may
be the case that our theory is more applicable to those
individuals, like critics, who are aware of their audience
and whose evaluations are publicly available.

In addition to critics, we believe that markets for cul-
tural products, such as wine or films, may be particularly
applicable to our theory, as cultural products possess both
direct experiential value and signaling value, which leads
to the incorporation of others in their assessment. More
broadly, other markets, such as venture capital funding or
financial markets more broadly (Zuckerman 1999, pp.
1409-1412), in which signals play an important role, are a
natural fit with our theory, as evaluators must consider
the preferences of others in these markets—assuming the
previously articulated boundary conditions hold.

Limitations

Whereas there are advantages to the experimental
approach, there are also some limitations. For instance,
we used a between-subjects design. Whereas some eva-
luations do involve a single decision, others are more
comparative, and our design does not address that situa-
tion. Whereas a within design may be better suited to
comparative choices, its use must be weighed against
possible carryover or priming effects that could affect
the results. Future research could investigate whether a
within-subjects design is feasible for comparative choice
problems or if the use of a within design involves signifi-
cant order effects.
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Another limitation of our experimental design is that
our approach necessitates evaluation prior to consump-
tion. This is a particular limitation for the studies that
manipulate music genres, as participants may expect to
listen to a song rather than read a set list. Because our
goal was to maximize between-study comparability, we
instead used text. Future research may ask participants
to listen to music instead.

Outside of our design, a further limitation is that we
focus on one type of atypicality, deviance from categori-
cal expectations. It would be intriguing to see if account-
ability similarly affected evaluations of atypicality when
atypicality arises from inconsistency in behavior. For
instance, recent research (Gouvard et al. 2023) found that
organizations could benefit from being performatively
atypical while conforming to categorical expectations.
Future research could explore whether accountability,
when it triggers more active information-seeking behav-
ior, limits or amplifies this positive effect.

Like atypicality, accountability is not a unitary phenom-
enon, and evaluators may be accountable for either the
decision-making process (process accountability) or deci-
sion outcomes (outcome accountability) (Siegel-Jacobs and
Yates 1996). We manipulated outcome accountability, but
it is also possible to hold participants responsible for how
they arrived at these choices. We prioritized outcome
accountability for two reasons. First, process accountabil-
ity’s performance advantages do not generalize to com-
plex tasks in which a variety of potentially combinatorial
cues must be considered when making a decision (de
Langhe et al. 2011). The complexity of atypicality means
that process accountability may not lead to changes in
behavior. Second, we believe that outcome accountability
may be more ecologically valid and thus generalizable, at
least in reference to atypicality, than process accountabil-
ity. The accountable audience members studied in prior
work, such as critics, were primarily accountable for
“getting it right.” However, future research may wish to
delve into the relationship between atypicality and pro-
cess accountability.

Another feature of the accountability manipulation
that may be a limitation is that, in studies 2a and 2b, we
provided clear information on audience preferences.
However, others’ preferences may not always be so
clear, and future research may wish to examine the inter-
action between the content of preferences and whether
evaluators can plausibly identify what their audience
wants. One intriguing possibility is the misdiagnosis of
preferences or, more broadly, whether variance in the
accuracy of evaluator predictions of others’ preferences
influences their evaluation of atypical organizations.

Conclusion
This paper extends the scope of prior research on evalua-
tion in markets through the theoretical and empirical

elaboration of accountability’s effect on the assessment
of atypical organizations.
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Endnotes

! Throughout this article, we acknowledge that atypicality may also
be seen as arising from inconsistency, “the avoidance of actions fre-
quently used by rivals in the same field or industry” (Cutolo and
Ferriani 2023, p. 177), rather than the blending of different categori-
cal elements. Our theory does not address this alternative manifes-
tation of atypicality. Rather, we focus on what is known as
descriptive atypicality in which deviance from categorical expecta-
tions causes audience members to perceive an organization as atyp-
ical (Cutolo and Ferriani 2023).

2 Whereas different forms of categorization do exist, we restrict the
discussion here to prototypical categorization.

8 Firms may also be perceived as atypical because they are behav-
iorally inconsistent, meaning they act differently from their peers
and their rivals, rather than combining features (from different cate-
gories) that are not expected to go together (Cutolo and Ferriani
2023, p. 177). As previously stated, our theory does not speak to this
alternative type of atypicality.

# We hypothesize a relative effect of accountability. If the baseline effect
of atypicality on appeal is negative, then at high levels of accountabil-
ity, this means that the negative effect is stronger than at low levels of
accountability. If the baseline effect of atypicality on appeal is positive,
then at high levels of accountability, this positive effect is reduced (it is
relatively less at high levels of accountability than low).

5See Study 1a at https://osf.io/az65d, Study 1b at https://osf.io/
v5be2, Study 1c at https://osf.io/zce6b, Study 2a at https://osf.io/
x5ehb, and Study 2b at https://osf.io/du3zy.

6 Study 2a was preregistered as a 2 x 4 experimental design rather
than a 2 X 2 X 2. The reason we present it as a 2 X 2 X 2 is that the
pattern of results is clearer and easier to follow. Please see Online
Appendix A.4 for the analysis of atypicality and accountability in a
2 X 4 design. The results are highly convergent.

7 When averaging these measures, the stars variable was rescaled
(multiplied by 2.2) to be consistent with the other scales.

8 When creating the menu items, we drew upon a readily available
participant pool. To ensure that the menu items generalized to
online participant platforms (e.g., MTurk), we ran a separate pilot
to check whether the items were similarly representative and diag-
nostic for MTurkers. We found that the menu items reliably evoked
the associated cuisine category on the MTurk platform. For the res-
taurant guide please see lekker.nl.

° This helps us to ensure that category contrast, the clarity of cate-
gorical boundaries (Negro et al. 2010), is high and constant across
culinary categories. When contrast is low, it may be difficult to dif-
ferentiate one category from another. Through the two pilot studies,
we ensure that we only include menu items that participants per-
ceive as belonging to conceptually distinct categories. This removes
an alternative explanation, low category contrast, for our results.


https://osf.io/az65d
https://osf.io/v5be2
https://osf.io/v5be2
https://osf.io/zce6b
https://osf.io/x5ehb
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10 Rather than considering other’s preferences, it is possible that the
accountability manipulation influences attention, which introduces
a potential confound. To address this, we collected data on the
amount of time spent processing the menu as the time allocated to
studying a source indicates attention paid to that source (Prinzmetal
et al. 2005). We regressed both accountability and the interaction
between accountability and atypicality onto processing time. There
was no significant main or interactive effect (F < 1), suggesting that
accountability did not significantly influence the time spent looking
at the menus.

" See https: // osf.io/du3zy.

12 As shown in Table 6, the main terms of the key three-way interac-
tion are not significant. Some scholars suggest that the meaningful
interpretation of interaction is only possible when a main term is
significant. One exception to this is a crossover interaction. In addi-
tion to the bar graph, we plotted the interaction as a three-way line
graph. We are happy to report that when accountability is high,
there is a crossover interaction. Please see the Online Appendix A.5
for these plots.
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