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Counterfeits lead to illicit consumer behavior and compromise brand manufacturers. This study reveals differences in the antecedents’

impacts on purchase intention between culturally diverse countries: While fairness does not appear significant in Confucian countries,

subjective norm accounts for a higher predictive value in collectivistic countries compared to individualistic ones.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction
The sale of counterfeit products accounted for up to 9% of the 

world trade volume, amounting to an increase of 10,000% in the 
past two decades (IACC 2009). Since firms manage their brands 
internationally across many markets, marketers should understand 
how the antecedents’ impacts on consumer behavior vary across 
countries. Even counterfeiting is a cross-national phenomenon; its 
antecedents have rarely been investigated cross-nationally.

Brand manufacturers of illegally copied brands sustain dam-
age: the brand’s equity is jeopardized and the consumer’s demand 
is diverted into gray markets (Green and Smith 2002). Neverthe-
less, Nia and Zaichkowski (2000) note that the majority of con-
sumers “did not believe that counterfeits decrease the demand for 
original, luxury brand name products” (Nia and Zaichowski 2000, 
494). Commuri (2009) states that the impact of counterfeiting on 
consumers of genuine goods (originals) is little-noticed. Thus, a 
further investigation is needed on counterfeits’ impact on originals.

In their literature review, Eisend and Schuchert-Güler (2006) 
note antecedents related to the person, such as demographics, 
antecedents related to the product, such as price, social as well as 
cultural context, and also purchase situation, which all stimulate the 
purchase of counterfeits. They emphasize a more solid theoretical 
grounding for further studies and call for cross-cultural investiga-
tions to illuminate potential differences between the antecedents 
(Eisend and Schuchert-Güler 2006).

The purpose of the following study is to examine antecedents 
of purchase intention toward counterfeits (PItC) and its influence 
on consumers’ willingness to pay for the original (WtPO). 

Conceptual Framework
To develop the conceptual model, we draw firstly upon the 

theory of planned behavior (Ajzen 1991), secondly on the adaptation-
level theory (Helson 1964), and thirdly focus on the moderating 
effect of country specifics. 

Armitage and Conner (2001) achieved a higher explained 
variance for intention using the theory of planned behavior instead 
of the theory of reasoned action. Following the theory of planned 
behavior, we first hypothesize the impact of subjective norm of 
socially legitimate (counterfeit) behavior, and secondly hypothesize 
the impact of perceived behavior control, defined as the ease of 
access to counterfeits, on purchase intention toward counterfeits 
(PItC). Additionally we hypothesize the impact of novelty seek-
ing, perceived risk, integrity, and fairness toward the original on 
purchase intention toward counterfeits (PItC).

We refer to Helson’s (1964) adaptation-level theory linking 
PItC to willingness to pay for the original (WtPO). According to this 
theory, exposure to formerly perceived stimuli serves as a reference 
by which stimuli perceived later are judged. As noted by Cordell, 
Wongtada, and Kieschnick (1996), counterfeits are sold at a lower 
price, thus we hypothesize a negative impact of PItC on WtPO.

We suggest that culture (i.e. collectivism, uncertainty avoid-
ance, Confucian values, and holistic thinking), economic develop-
ment (GDP per capita) and trademark legislation serve as context 

factors. Thus, consumer behavior in the counterfeit context and 
its antecedents’ impacts are proposed as varying across countries.

Method
Our sample included 700 face-to-face consumer interviews 

in each country of investigation. Enhancing the generalizability of 
the study (Alden, Steenkamp, and Batra 1999), we chose China, 
Romania and Germany as countries of investigation in view of 
their differences in economic development, culture, and trademark 
legislation, where we note a considerable variation, to make our 
hypothesis more suitable for generalization (van de Vijver and 
Leung 1997). In addition to validity and reliability confirmation, 
we also confirmed partial scalar invariance of the measurement in 
comparing country samples (Steenkamp and Baumgartner 1998). 
Since we operationalized PItC as a formative measurement to in-
clude the main product categories that are counterfeited, we applied 
the partial least squares approach for its handling of formative and 
reflective measurement models and its less stringent assumptions 
concerning the distribution of variables and error terms (Hensler, 
Ringle, and Sinkovics 2009). The structural model was estimated 
for each country, and differences in path coefficients were tested 
for significance (Keil et al. 2000).

Findings and Discussion
Our study pursues the call of Eisend and Schuchert-Güler 

(2006) for a better theoretical grounding and a cross-cultural 
investigation in further studies on the counterfeit context, and the 
call of Commuri (2009) for an examination as to how counterfeits 
impact genuine brands.

Applying the theory of planned behavior (Ajzen 1991), we 
examine the antecedents’ impact on PItC and reveal that country 
specifics, such as culture, economic development and Confucian-
ism, matter when investigating consumers’ illicit behavior. Such 
a cross-country investigation amplifies the understanding of 
consumer behavior and thus provides insights for internationally 
implemented actions that are aimed at tackling companies’ losses 
caused by counterfeits.

In China, where Confucian values are a strong cultural trait, 
Fairness to the genuine brand does not lower PItC, whereas in West-
ern countries it does. Thus Fairness, which has not been discussed 
previously in the counterfeit context, matters as an antecedent of 
PItC when investigating societies where Confucian values are not 
common. The Asian understanding of copying and of honoring 
one’s master differs from Western beliefs and has its roots in the 
Confucian set of values and ethical norms

Integrity has no significant/negative impact for developing 
countries, such as China and Romania, where trademark law was 
only established quite recently and its implementation is somewhat 
sporadic. Recently, China has aligned its legal framework within the 
international intellectual property rights treaty and is still revising 
its trademark legislation. Since laws and norms are related, a cross-
national legal alignment is of increasing importance.

Subjective Norms do legitimate counterfeiting behavior and 
have a higher impact on PItC for collectivistic countries, such as 
China and Romania, than for individualistic countries. Popular 
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endorsers and opinion leaders are a means of increasing consumers’ 
awareness of negative outcomes affecting brand manufacturers, as 
well as society at large. Once counterfeiting is socially disregarded, 
especially in collectivistic societies, counterfeits will not be used 
any more to display status and prestige.

Following the adaptation-level theory (Helson 1964), we show 
that the availability of typically low-priced counterfeits lower the 
reference price for genuine brands in the consumer’s mind. Espe-
cially in Romania, brand manufacturers seem to be jeopardized by 
the visibility level of counterfeits. 
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