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Influence of Social Crowding on the Consumers’
Preference for Boundaries

MA Zengguang, ZHANG Hao
School of Business Administration, Northeastern University, Shenyang 110169, China

Abstract: As a symbol of order and structure in the environment, boundaries are ubiquitous in the marketing field, such as the
border design of advertisements and logos, defined packaging, and orderly arrangement of products. However, there are still in-
sufficient researches on whether, why and when consumers develop boundary preference. Whether social crowding as a social
norm or as a marketing environment influences people's preference for boundaries remains to be unknown.

Based on protection motivation theory, we established the research model of the effect of social crowding on boundary
preference from a holistic perspective of environment, motivation and behavioral strategies. Using the method that combines
online questionnaire survey, controlled laboratory experiment and real environment together, we conducted an empirical study
was conducted with 1 050 participants recruited from 7 experiments to verify how social crowding affects consumers’ prefer-
ence for boundaries. The study conducted scenario simulation experiments which between-group design, and used ANOVA,
bootstrap mediator analysis and Johnson-Neyman technique in Spss to test hypotheses.

In study 1 and study 2, we found that compared with non-crowding, social crowding significantly improved consumers’
preference for tangible boundaries and intangible boundaries, and self-protection motivation mediated this effect. Furthermore,
in study 3, the results showed that not all crowded environments made individuals feel insecure. When the crowd was made up
of familiar people, the crowded environment was less threatening to the individual, so the individual was less likely to generate
the motivation of self-protection, thus reducing the preference for boundaries. In addition, in study 4, personal need for struc-
ture had a moderating effect on different levels of crowding. When need for structure was within a certain range, their prefer-
ence for boundaries was no longer affected by crowding levels.

In theory, these results systematically test whether, why and when social crowding affects people’s boundary preference
for the first time, and theoretical promotion and innovation are carried out to enrich the research on the outcomes of social
crowding, to expand the antecedents of boundary preference and to deepen the theory of protection motivation. In practice, the
findings of this study can also provide useful reference for enterprises to launch creative advertisements, design brand and
product packaging, optimize product display mode, and reasonably set up marketing environment given the context of crowded
environment.
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