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This paper tries to understand what would make consumers of fake luxury switch to genuine consumption. A discourse and semiotic

analyses of data collected through depth-interviews identified four types of consumers holding different motivations for consuming
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Anne-Flore Maman Larraufie, INSEEC & SemioConsult, France

ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Counterfeiting of luxury goods is a key issue for all major lux-

ury industries. Some conglomerates such as LVMH have even set 
up some kind of fighting force to identify, to arrest and to sue coun-
terfeiters. However, little attention has been paid to those consum-
ers who occasionally or on a regular basis do mix legal and illegal 
purchases of luxury goods (Ha and Lennon 2006; Wilcox, Kim, and 
Sen 2009). Various reasons have been advanced as triggers, from 
demographics characteristics (Safa and Jessica 2005) to postmod-
ern ethics (Maman 2009), including rational price-saving strategies. 
This article aims at providing a different view to the issue: instead of 
focusing on the reasons why people buy fake luxuries, it has a look 
at what would make these consumers turn to the purchase of their 
genuine versions.

To our knowledge, no past research has been conducted to 
investigate how consumers of non-deceptive luxury counterfeits 
(knowingly buying a counterfeit good) perceive the worlds of luxury 
and hence which kind of arguments could be used by luxury compa-
nies to convince those people to switch from the fake to the genuine 
item. Therefore, the present research will be exploratory by nature, 
in a discovery-oriented perspective. This is to pave the way for future 
more confirmatory research, by reducing the chance of beginning 
with an inadequate, incorrect or misleading set of research objec-
tives.

Hence, we defined on purpose quite broadly our research ques-
tions: How do consumers of non-deceptive luxury counterfeits 
perceive the worlds of luxury and of counterfeiting? What makes 
them stay away from luxury houses? How could marketers use such 
knowledge to capture these consumers?

To answer these questions, we relied upon a qualitative method-
ology, as it looked like the most appropriate way to really get insights 
and understandings from the consumers. The selected research meth-
od was in-depth interviews, for they “are much the same as psycho-
logical, clinical interview” (Zikmund and Babin 2007). This method 
suits our needs in understanding the various values associated with 
the luxury/counterfeiting world or the consumption of luxury goods. 
Attitudes are mentally-driven, and since we are interested in getting 
the ‘why’ of their existence, and not only identifying them, in-depth 
interviews would really enable us to uncover underlying motiva-
tions, beliefs, attitudes and feelings.

More specifically, 21 in-depth interviews were conducted with 
MBA students from two French Business Schools (13), high-school 
pupils (3) and grown-ups with job activity (5). Students from West-
ern business schools are usually said as having as having more pur-
chasing power and as being more sensitive to the consumption of 
conspicuous goods, such as luxury or luxury-looking goods, than 
other types of students. Besides, they have been found as regular 
consumers of non-deceptive luxury counterfeits. High-school pupils 
are usually considered as having no or low purchasing power, as they 
only get a limited amount of pocket money but might in the future be 
able to buy luxury goods. Working adults dispose of a regular income 
they can spend the way they want. 

The interviews lasted between 40 minutes to one hour and a 
half and were unstructured. The first part of the interview dealt with 
the topic of luxury. Respondents were asked to describe past experi-
ence and express feelings about luxury consumption. Their ultimate 
luxury was also touched upon. The second part of the interview dealt 
with counterfeiting. Past experience about its consumption and vari-

ous thoughts were under investigation in this part. It also included a 
projective drawing to elicit deeper feelings of the respondents. For 
the analysis, the interviews were transcribed and coded, with a goal 
to identify the key dimensions emerging from the discourse (see 
Spiggle 1994 and Strauss and Corbin 2008 for a discussion of the 
procedures used in this stage). Coding schemes were modified as 
analysis progressed and new concepts were uncovered. 

As previously mentioned, the objective of the analysis was to be 
able to identify potential connections in-between how people view 
the world of luxury, and their view of the world of counterfeiting. 
This was achieved in three steps. 

step 1: What’s in the World of Luxury
A content analysis of what the interviewees mentioned about 

luxury goods ended up in the identification of six specificities related 
to Luxury, potentially leading to purchase intents. 

Table 1 sums up the characteristics and identification ‘labels’ 
of these faces.

step 2: What’s in the World of Counterfeiting?
A content analysis of the discourses regarding counterfeiting 

isolated four actors in the consumption process of counterfeits: the 
brand, the context, the consumer and the product per se. These four 
actors are no surprise but what is more interesting is the various char-
acteristics associated with them and how they interact. Figure 1 sums 
up the overall findings.

step 3: What Incentives to switch Consumption from 
Fakes to real Goods?

A comparison of the two previous steps helped us identify three 
necessary conditions that must be met to allow consumers of non-
deceptive counterfeits to switch to the purchase of real goods. These 
are: an exigency of quality, both in terms of product and of sales 
forces’ competencies; a retail environment “smelling luxury” (quot-
ed from one respondent); and a service experience without any flaw. 
Table 2 exhibits this comparison.

AnALYsIs And COnCLUsIOn 
The two content analyses give a better understanding of how 

people develop an initial attitude toward luxury, toward counterfeit-
ing and potentially how one attitude may impact another one. For 
instance, seeing the luxury world as a superficial/artificial world is 
very much connected with the idea that some people engage in the 
consumption of counterfeits to display artificial symbolic codes of 
belonging to a potential social class.

A discourse analysis leading to a semiotic analysis of the dis-
courses hold by the respondents was thus conducted (see Figure 2). 
Out of four types of consumers, three would be eligible for switching 
from fake consumption to genuine one. The reasons why (consump-
tion values) are represented on a semiotic square.

With such better knowledge of deep consumption motives, cap-
turing some counterfeit consumers appears feasible if proper market-
ing strategies are undertaken.


