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Applying regulatory focus theory to consumers’ deceptive behavior, this research suggests that regulatory focus is a key factor in

understanding consumers’ deceptive behavior in the context of counterfeit luxury brands. Across two studies, we proved that

interaction between regulatory focus and relationship status influences consumers’ deceptive behavior.
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ExTENdEd AbSTrACT
Imagine that you are carrying a counterfeit Louis Vuitton bag 

and you run into someone you know. She starts asking about your 
bag. Will you tell her that your bag is a counterfeit? Admitting that 
the bag is a counterfeit would defeat the signaling purpose of using 
a counterfeit product, but not admitting that the bag is a counterfeit 
might lead to a potentially embarrassing situation when the deceit is 
uncovered. This poses a dilemma to most people and prediction of 
how one would react is far from straight forward. 

The consumption of counterfeit luxury brands is a frequently 
used deceptive strategy to signal status (Van Kempen 2003). Peo-
ple who have a need for status but cannot afford or are not will-
ing to purchase genuine goods are prone to buy counterfeit products 
(Han, Nunes, and Drèze 2010). However, why are some consum-
ers more likely to admit the truth to others about their counterfeit 
luxury goods? What situational factors drive consumers to admit or 
deceive others? On a broader level, how do consumers manage such 
deceptive behavior? This research aims to address a small slice of 
this question by examining the impact of regulatory goals and re-
lationship status on consumers’ propensity to engage in deceptive 
behavior.

Regulatory focus theory proposes two systems of self-regula-
tion: a prevention focus that involves security needs, strong oughts 
and minimizing losses, and a promotion focus that involves nurtur-
ance needs, strong ideals and maximizing gains (Higgins 1997). 
Therefore, prevention-focused people emphasize their obligations 
and duties to fulfill their needs for security and safety whereas pro-
motion-focused people emphasize hopes and aspirations to fulfill 
their needs for advancement and gains (Higgins 1997). Furthermore, 
promotion-focused people are more willing to take risks whereas 
prevention-focused people are more risk averse (Righetti, Finkenau-
er, and Rusbult 2011). In this research, we suggest that regulatory fo-
cus will interact with relationship status (i.e., in-group vs. out-group) 
to influence whether consumers will engage in deceptive behavior. 

Prior research shows that people have fewer tendencies to en-
gage in deceptive behavior toward in-group members compared to 
out-group members. According to DePaulo and Kashy (1998), peo-
ple are less likely to lie in close relationships than in casual relation-
ships for several reasons. First, deceptive behavior undermines close 
relationship ideals (e.g., openness). Second, since people in close 
relationships know each other and meet frequently, they may fear 
that close people will discover the truth more easily (Neziek 1995). 
Third, people have less confidence about lying to familiar people 
than to unfamiliar people. Though this is generically true, we argue 
that promotion and prevention focused consumers will react quite 
differently to deception to in-group (versus out-group). 

Recall from the discussion that prevention-focused people fo-
cus on their duties, responsibilities, and ought-self. In the interper-
sonal context, they should be honest and truthful to their friends be-
cause it is an interpersonal duty and obligation. Lying and deceptive 
behavior is undesirable because it threatens respect and trust, thereby 
negatively impacting interpersonal relationships (Tyler, Feldman, 
and Reichert 2006). Therefore, we propose that prevention-focused 
consumers are likely to admit to their friends (in-group members) 
that they are using counterfeits in order to fulfill their obligations to 
their friends. Furthermore, since they are risk averse, they are also 

less likely to lie to their friends whom know them well and they 
interact frequently as there is a higher probability that the deceit is 
uncovered. However, since they do not feel the same duties and ob-
ligations to acquaintances (out-group members) and do not interact 
with them frequently, they are less likely to admit the truth to them. 

What about promotion-focused consumers? Since they empha-
size achievement and accomplishment, and are generally more will-
ing to take risks to achieve gains, they are less likely to admit the 
truth, even when there is a chance of their deception being detected 
by friends. Therefore, regardless whether a target person is a friend 
or an acquaintance, promotion-focused consumers are less likely to 
admit the truth. Thus, we propose that prevention-focused consumers 
are more likely to admit that they are using counterfeit luxury goods 
to a friend than to an acquaintance, while promotion-focused con-
sumers are less likely to admit regardless of the type of target person.  
Two studies were conducted to test the hypothesis.

Experiment 1 had a 2(regulatory focus: prevention focus vs. 
promotion focus) x 2 (target person: friend vs. acquaintance) be-
tween-subject design, with 79 female participants. First, regulatory 
focus was manipulated by using an anagram task. Following this, 
participants read a scenario whereby a target person (either friend 
or acquaintance) saw their counterfeit bags and asked them about it. 
Participants were asked to indicate the extent to which they would 
admit to the target person that the bag is a counterfeit. Findings 
showed that prevention-focused consumers were more likely to ad-
mit that they were using a counterfeit product to a friend than to 
an acquaintance. On the other hand, promotion-focused consumers 
showed no difference in their propensity to admit that the bag was a 
counterfeit to a friend or an acquaintance. 

The design of experiment 2 was similar to that of experiment 
1, except that culture was primed instead of regulatory focus. Ex-
tensive research (e.g., Lee, Aaker, and Gardner 2000) has shown 
that people living in Western (independent) cultures are promotion-
focused, while people living in Eastern (interdependent) cultures 
are prevention-focused. To test if the same pattern of results may 
be obtained using a different form of regulatory focus manipulation, 
culture was used as a proxy for regulatory focus. The experiment 
had a 2 (culture priming: US vs. China) x 2 (target person: friend vs. 
acquaintance) between-subject design, with 79 female participants. 
Culture was primed by using 12 cultural icons. Experiment 2 found 
that participants primed by Chinese icons were more likely to admit 
to a friend than to an acquaintance that the bag was a counterfeit. 
On the other hand, participants primed by US pictures showed no 
difference in the likelihood of admission between the friend and ac-
quaintance conditions. 

In summary, our two studies demonstrate that regulatory focus 
is a key factor in understanding consumer deceptive behavior.
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