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We show that counterfeiting can infect perceived- and actual-quality of counterfeit as well as of non-fake versions of products. For

example, experienced golfers played objectively worse with a (non-fake) club said to be a counterfeit versus with a non-fake club.  We

show that assessments of ethical offense mediated the effect.
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ExTENdEd AbSTrACT
Counterfeiting is a rampant worldwide phenomenon with sub-

stantial economic and societal consequences. Whereas macro level 
consequences have been extensively studied, customer-level conse-
quences of this phenomenon—the focus of this paper –are not well 
understood. Our research suggests that merely presenting products as 
counterfeits can contaminate them psychologically. Importantly, this 
can result in poorer perceptions and lower actual efficacy. Briefly, 
the notion is that counterfeiting is a moral offense, affecting percep-
tions & efficacy. This is because the moral offense causes a sense of 
moral disgust (Schnall et al.,2008), which like physical disgust fol-
lows sympathetic magic laws (Greene et al., 2001) of contagion and 
similarity (Frazer 1890/1959). Labeling a product as counterfeit can 
thus contaminate both that product and similar non-fake products. 
The results of three experiments support the predicted effect and its 
explanation. 

The goal of Experiment 1 was to study our ideas in the field. In 
this experiment, 61 experienced-golf players were presented with 2 
identical putters (a golf club used to hit the ball into the last hole) and 
were told that one of them was real and the other one a fake. They 
were then asked to determine, to the best of their ability, which putter 
was real and which a fake. Next, they were randomly placed in one 
of two experimental conditions: putt with the non-fake club first, or 
putt with the “fake” club first. Their goal in both conditions was to 
sink the ball in the hole, or get it as close as possible to the hole if 
they missed it. As predicted, participants played better with the non-
fake club than with the “fake” one. Specifically, participants playing 
with the non-fake club sunk the ball in the hole more than those who 
played with the “fake” club (14 times versus 7 times; t(59) = -5.89, p 
<.05), and brought it closer to the hole when failing to sink it (M=24 
versus M=32; t(59) = 2.58, p< .01).

In Experiment 2, 42 participants were presented with two differ-
ent Parker fountain pens, and were told that one of them was real and 
the other a fake. They were asked to use each pen to trace a line from 
the start of a maze to its end, trying to avoid touching the contours. 
After completing the task with both pens, participants were asked 
to evaluate each pen. As predicted, across different measures, pens 
were rated less favorably when they were said to be fake than when 
they were said to be non-fake. Specifically, compared to the non-fake 
pen participants rated the “fake” as significantly less comfortable, 
of lower quality, and as less appealing. Furthermore, results of the 
maze task, suggest that deleterious effects of believing that a prod-
uct is fake may not limited to participants’ reported evaluations, and 
also affect efficacy. Participants who completed the task using the 
“fake” pens performed significantly worse than those who used the 
non-fake pens, touching the lines of the maze more frequently. This 
effect was, in turn, was mediated by participants’ attitudes towards 
using the fake pen, per the procedure recommended by Zhao, Lynch, 
and Chen (2010). 

In experiment 3, we examined whether fake products negatively 
affect similar non-fake products. Eighty three participants were ran-
domly allocated to one of two conditions. In the first condition, par-
ticipants were presented with 2 different pairs of Chloe (a prestigious 
designer brand) sunglasses and were told that one of them was real 
and the other a fake. Participants then tried on the sunglasses, exam-

ined them, and compared them to another (third) pair of sunglasses 
that the experimenter presented. In the second condition participants 
followed same procedure except that they were told that both sun-
glasses were non-fake. Results show that participants who first saw a 
“fake” product rated the subsequent non-fake product lower than par-
ticipants who first saw a non-fake product. Specifically,  compared 
to participants who first had a non-fake pair of sunglasses, those who 
first  had the “fake pair” reported that they saw significantly less well 
with the non-fake sunglasses, and rated them significantly lower on 
comfort, perceived quality and liking. Note that the non-fake product 
being rated more poorly when it was tested after the “fake” product 
versus when it was tested after a non-fake one, conflicts with pre-
diction of an alternative account whereby differences in ratings are 
an artifact of participants’ tendency to compare the second pair of 
sunglasses to the first.

Altogether, this paper illustrates harmful effects that counter-
feiting can have from consumers’ perspective. We show that merely 
presenting a products as a counterfeit can hurt perceptions and even 
objective efficacy. Theoretically, this work adds to the emerging re-
search streams on psychological contamination, on marketing effects 
of disgust, and on placebo effects of marketing actions. Practically, 
our 

findings, suggest that counterfeiting may be more damaging 
than previously believed, due to effects we document, and in particu-
lar effects on non-fake versions of the product. 
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