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Abstract: The consumption of counterfeit products remains a persistent global challenge, raising
economic, ethical, and regulatory concerns. This paper presents a contemporary literature review of
consumer preferences and purchase intentions toward counterfeit goods, with a particular focus on the
role of market signals in shaping consumer behavior. Drawing on theoretical frameworks such as the
Theory of Planned Behavior, Theory of Reasoned Action, value consciousness, ethical decision-making,
and Signaling Theory, the review synthesizes two decades of research (2000-2025). A qualitative
methodology was adopted, combining exploratory and descriptive research designs. Data were collected
exclusively from secondary sources, including peer-reviewed journals, industry reports, and
organizational publications. Studies were selected based on their relevance to consumer preferences,
counterfeit purchase intentions, and market signals. Thematic analysis was conducted to categorize
findings into economic, psychological, social, ethical, and digital drivers. Findings indicate that while
economic motives such as price sensitivity and value consciousness remain dominant, psychological
drivers (attitudes, hedonic motives, and self-image congruence) and social norms significantly influence
intentions. Ethical concerns and sustainability issues act as partial deterrents but are often rationalized
away. In digital marketplaces, market signals-logos, packaging, reviews, ratings, and platform
certifications-mediate consumer perceptions of authenticity and deception, with digital literacy playing a
critical moderating role. This review contributes by integrating traditional consumer preference
constructs with emerging digital dynamics, highlighting research gaps in areas such as sustainability,
generational differences, and algorithmic influences. The paper offers theoretical insights and practical
implications for scholars, policymakers, and brand managers seeking to address the evolving counterfeit
challenge in both offline and online contexts.

Keywords: Counterfeit products, consumer preferences, purchase intentions, market signals, signaling
theory, digital literacy, literature review.

1. INTRODUCTION

e The global counterfeit market has evolved into a complex and persistent phenomenon that challenges
brand owners, policymakers, and consumers alike. According to the OECD (2021), the international trade
in counterfeit and pirated goods accounts for more than 3% of global trade, with billions of dollars lost
annually in revenue and tax collections. Beyond economic costs, counterfeiting also raises concerns of
consumer safety, regulatory effectiveness, and ethical consumption. As counterfeit goods penetrate both
offline markets and online platforms, understanding consumer preferences and purchase intentions
becomes increasingly vital (Chaudhry & Zimmerman, 2009; Wilcox et al., 2009).

e  Consumer preferences for counterfeit products are influenced by a complex interplay of factors, including
price sensitivity, value consciousness, social norms, ethical beliefs, and self-image congruence (Phau &
Teah, 2009; Eisend & Schuchert-Giiler, 2006). The advent of digital marketplaces has further
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complicated this landscape. Online reviews, star ratings, packaging cues, and platform certifications now
play a crucial role in shaping consumer perceptions of authenticity and risk (Prendergast et al., 2002; Yoo
& Lee, 2009). Counterfeiters have capitalized on these signals of authenticity to deceive consumers,
particularly with the rise of e-commerce giants like Amazon, Flipkart, and Shein. Consequently, the
interpretation of such cues has become paramount in determining purchase decisions.

e  This review synthesizes the literature from 2000 to 2025 to capture both the traditional and contemporary
dimensions of counterfeit consumption. The paper examines economic, psychological, social, ethical,
and digital drivers of consumer intentions, while foregrounding the role of market signals as mediators
of authenticity and deception. By integrating these themes, the review contributes to advancing the
discourse on consumer behavior in counterfeit markets. The paper also identifies emerging gaps such as
the role of digital literacy, algorithmic recommendations, and sustainability awareness that warrant
deeper investigation.

2. OBJECTIVES

Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB)

The Theory of Planned Behavior (Ajzen, 1991) has been widely employed to study counterfeit consumption.
TPB posits that intention to engage in a behavior is determined by attitudes toward the behavior, subjective
norms, and perceived behavioral control. In counterfeit contexts, attitudes reflect consumer evaluations of
counterfeit products (e.g., affordability, acceptable quality), while subjective norms involve peer approval or
disapproval, and perceived control relates to access to counterfeit markets (Penz & Stéttinger, 2005; Phau et
al., 2009).

Theory of Reasoned Action (TRA)

The Theory of Reasoned Action (Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975) serves as a precursor to TPB and has also been
applied to counterfeit studies. TRA emphasizes that behavioral intentions are the immediate antecedents of
Behavior, shaped by attitudes and subjective norms. Studies have found that when social acceptance of
counterfeits is high, intentions to purchase rise significantly, even when consumers are aware of legal and
ethical risks (Ang et al., 2001).

Value Consciousness and Price Sensitivity Models

Economic theories of consumer choice also provide insights into counterfeit purchase decisions. Value
consciousness, the concern for paying low prices compared to the quality received, has been positively
associated with counterfeit purchase intentions (Lichtenstein et al., 1993; Yoo & Lee, 2009). Similarly, price
sensitivity, which reflects the extent to which consumers are influenced by price differences, makes
counterfeit goods attractive substitutes for originals (Bloch et al., 1993).

Ethical Decision-Making Frameworks

Ethical considerations are central to counterfeit consumption research. Hunt and Vitell’s (1986) general
theory of marketing ethics suggests that consumer decisions are shaped by deontological (duty-based) and
teleological (consequence-based) evaluations. Counterfeit purchases often involve moral tradeoffs, where
consumers rationalize buying fakes due to affordability while downplaying ethical consequences (Nill &
Shultz, 1996; De Matos et al., 2007).

Signaling Theory

Signaling Theory (Spence, 1973) has gained prominence in recent literature as a lens to understand how
authenticity cues influence consumer behavior. In markets characterized by information asymmetry, signals
such as brand logos, warranties, online reviews, or platform certifications reduce uncertainty and guide
consumer decision-making (Erdem & Swait, 1998). In counterfeit markets, however, these signals can be
manipulated to deceive consumers, blurring the line between authentic and fake products (Prendergast et al.,
2002). With the rise of e-commerce, signaling has become a crucial mediator of purchase intentions.
Collectively, these theories provide complementary perspectives. While TPB and TRA capture psychological
and social drivers, economic models explain price related motives, ethical frameworks address moral
dimensions, and signaling theory illuminates the mechanisms of authenticity and deception in contemporary
markets.
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3. REVIEW OF LITERATURE

» Economic motives remain one of the most consistent explanations for counterfeit purchases.
Consumers frequently perceive counterfeits as affordable substitutes for originals, especially when
the price gap is substantial (Bloch et al., 1993). Price sensitivity: the tendency to respond strongly
to price variations encourages consumers to seek out cheaper alternatives, even if they are counterfeit
(Albers-Miller, 1999). This sensitivity is particularly salient in emerging markets, where disposable
incomes are lower and brand premiums are relatively higher (Bian & Veloutsou, 2007).

» Value consciousness is another economic construct that plays a key role. Defined as the concern for
paying low prices relative to quality received (Lichtenstein et al., 1993), value consciousness drives
consumers to view counterfeits as “good enough” options that maximize utility. Yoo and Lee (2009)
found that consumers who are highly value conscious are more likely to purchase counterfeit apparel
and accessories, even when they acknowledge inferior quality.

» Research also highlights perceived risk as an economic factor. While counterfeits typically carry
higher risks (e.g., durability, warranty, or safety issues), consumers often discount these risks if the
price savings are considerable (Ang et al., 2001). In some product categories such as luxury fashion,
the “affordable luxury” effect can outweigh concerns about durability, leading consumers to
rationalize counterfeit purchases (Grossman & Shapiro, 1988).

» In summary, the economic literature underscores that affordability and perceived value remain the
most powerful motivators for counterfeit purchases, even in the face of legal, ethical, and quality
concerns.

Psychological Drivers

» Beyond economics, consumer psychology plays a central role in explaining counterfeit
consumption. Attitudes toward counterfeits; defined as the evaluative disposition toward buying
fakes; are strong predictors of purchase intentions (De Matos et al., 2007). Positive attitudes are
often shaped by perceptions of acceptable quality, low social stigma, or the belief that “everyone
buys them” (Phau et al., 2009).

» Status consumption and self-image congruence also influence counterfeit behavior. Consumers
purchase branded goods to signal status, prestige, and group membership (Eastman et al., 1999).
When original branded products are financially unattainable, counterfeits allow consumers to
achieve self-image congruence at a lower cost (Wee et al., 1995). Research demonstrates that
counterfeit luxury goods, in particular, fulfill symbolic needs such as belongingness and recognition
(Wilcox et al., 2009).

» Additionally, hedonic versus utilitarian motives shape intentions. Hedonic motives refer to the
enjoyment, thrill, or novelty of acquiring counterfeit products, whereas utilitarian motives relate to
their functional use. Yoo and Lee (2009) noted that hedonic motives are particularly strong in
categories such as fashion and accessories, where consumers seek excitement from experimenting
with styles at low cost.

» In essence, psychological drivers reveal that counterfeit purchases are not only about affordability
but also about fulfilling symbolic and experiential needs tied to identity, self-image, and enjoyment.

Social and Cultural Drivers

» Counterfeit consumption is strongly embedded in social and cultural contexts. Social influence: the
degree to which individuals are affected by the opinions and behaviors of peers; has been found to
be a significant determinant of counterfeit purchase intentions (Penz & Stdttinger, 2005). When peer
groups normalize counterfeit consumption, individuals are more likely to engage in it to conform or
gain acceptance (Prendergast et al., 2002).

» Subjective norms, as highlighted in TRA and TPB, capture the perceived social pressure to engage
or abstain from counterfeits. Studies show that in cultures with collectivist orientations, subjective
norms exert a stronger effect on counterfeit purchase intentions compared to individualist societies
(Phau & Teah, 2009). For example, in many Asian markets, counterfeit goods are not heavily
stigmatized, which reduces social barriers to consumption.

» Cultural variations also matter. In developed markets, counterfeit purchases are often viewed
negatively due to stronger ethical norms and legal enforcement, whereas in emerging markets,
counterfeits may be perceived as legitimate alternatives to unaffordable originals (Bian & Veloutsou,
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2007). This cultural acceptance is compounded by weaker enforcement mechanisms and the greater
availability of counterfeits in informal markets.

Overall, social and cultural literature emphasizes that counterfeit consumption is not an isolated
individual act but is shaped by broader peer dynamics, cultural acceptance, and societal norms.

Ethical and Sustainability

>

Ethical beliefs constitute a crucial yet ambivalent dimension of counterfeit consumption. Some
consumers reject counterfeits on moral grounds, perceiving them as forms of intellectual property
theft or dishonesty (Cordell et al., 1996). Ethical consumers also express concerns about counterfeit-
related harms such as lost revenues for authentic firms, tax evasion, and adverse labor practices
(Chaudhry & Zimmerman, 2009).

However, research reveals widespread ethical rationalization. Consumers often justify counterfeit
purchases by downplaying harm (“big brands can afford the loss”) or by blaming high prices of
originals as unfair (De Matos et al., 2007). Eisend and Schuchert-Giiler’s (2006) meta-analysis
suggests that while ethical concerns negatively predict counterfeit purchase intentions, their effect
size is relatively weaker compared to economic and social drivers.

In recent years, sustainability concerns have emerged in the literature. Counterfeits are increasingly
scrutinized for contributing to waste, environmental harm, and unsafe production practices (Staake
et al., 2009). At the same time, the growing consumer awareness of sustainability and corporate
social responsibility (CSR) has reinforced ethical resistance among certain consumer groups.
Nevertheless, empirical studies suggest that sustainability remains an underexplored dimension in
counterfeit consumption research, especially in digital marketplaces.

Thus, ethical and sustainability concerns highlight an ongoing tension: while some consumers avoid
counterfeits due to moral or environmental reasons, many others continue to rationalize their
purchases as acceptable compromises.

Digital and Market Signals

>

The proliferation of e-commerce and digital platforms has transformed the counterfeit landscape.
Unlike traditional street markets, online marketplaces rely heavily on signals to convey product
authenticity and trustworthiness. Packaging, labeling, and brand logos remain important offline, but
online consumers increasingly depend on reviews, star ratings, platform certifications, and seller
reputations as decision-making cues (Erdem & Swait, 1998; Prendergast et al., 2002).
Counterfeiters exploit these signals by mimicking brand identifiers or fabricating positive reviews,
thereby reducing consumers’ ability to distinguish genuine from fake. Research shows that
consumers with low digital literacy are especially vulnerable to deceptive signals (Liao et al., 2010).
Conversely, consumers with higher digital skills are more adept at identifying inconsistencies, such
as suspicious pricing, low-quality images, or duplicate seller accounts (Chen et al., 2018).

The rise of algorithmic recommendations and influencer marketing has further blurred authenticity.
Influencers sometimes knowingly or unknowingly promote counterfeit products, leveraging trust-
based relationships with followers (Marques et al., 2021). Similarly, platform recommendation
systems may inadvertently surface counterfeit listings, increasing consumer exposure.

Signaling Theory provides a powerful lens for interpreting these dynamics. Authentic brands invest
in costly signals such as warranties, block chain-based verification, or partnerships with trusted
platforms, while counterfeiters attempt to replicate or falsify these cues at lower costs. The tension
between authentic and deceptive signals is now central to understanding purchase intentions in
digital markets (Yoo & Lee, 2009).

4. TRENDS AND RESEARCH GAPS (2000-2025)

The literature on counterfeit consumption has expanded considerably over the past two decades,
reflecting both the persistence of the phenomenon and its changing dynamics. Early research in the
2000s primarily emphasized economic and attitudinal drivers of counterfeit purchase intentions,
with a focus on affordability, perceived value, and individual attitudes (Bloch et al., 1993; Ang et
al., 2001). By the mid-2000s, studies began incorporating ethical considerations and social norms,
exploring how moral judgments and peer influence affected behavior (Eisend & Schuchert-Giiler,
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2006; Phau & Teah, 2009).

From 2010 onwards, there has been increasing attention to cross-cultural comparisons. Scholars
documented how consumers in emerging markets rationalize counterfeit purchases differently than
those in developed economies (Bian & Veloutsou, 2007; De Matos et al., 2007). In parallel, meta-
analyses and systematic reviews (e.g., Eisend, 2019) synthesized findings, confirming that price,
value consciousness, and social norms remain robust predictors, while ethical concerns exert weaker
but significant effects.

The digital transformation of counterfeit markets after 2015 represents a major shift. Online
platforms such as Amazon, Alibaba, Flipkart, and social commerce apps like Instagram, Shein, and
Meesho have become primary venues for counterfeit sales. Here, market signals: reviews, ratings,
influencer endorsements, and algorithmic recommendations play an unprecedented role (Chen et al.,
2018; Marques et al., 2021). Research on digital literacy has revealed vulnerabilities in consumer
ability to interpret these signals accurately (Liao et al., 2010). However, this area remains
underdeveloped, with limited empirical studies on how consumers evaluate authenticity in
algorithmically curated environments.

Research gaps:

YV VYV V VY

>

Integration of Digital Literacy: Few studies rigorously examine how varying levels of digital literacy
shape counterfeit purchase intentions in e-commerce contexts.

Role of Emerging Technologies: Block chain, QR-based verification, and Al-driven detection are
rarely studied from the consumer perspective.

Sustainability and CSR: Ethical and environmental consequences of counterfeiting are
acknowledged but underexplored in terms of consumer decision-making.

Cross-Generational and Cross-Cultural Comparisons: While cultural differences are noted, limited
longitudinal research compares attitudes across generations (e.g., Gen Z vs. millennials) or between
developed and emerging economies.

Influencer and Social Commerce Ecosystems: The rise of influencers, live stream shopping, and
social media platforms as counterfeit channels has not been systematically theorized.

In sum, while the literature has matured from economic and ethical models toward digital and signaling
frameworks, new realities of online markets demand updated research that integrates technology, literacy,
and sustainability.

5. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

Research Design: This study adopts a combination of exploratory and descriptive research designs to
investigate consumer preferences and intentions regarding counterfeit products. The exploratory element
was necessary due to the evolving nature of counterfeit markets, particularly in the digital era, where new
forms of consumer behavior continue to emerge. Descriptive design was employed to systematically map
and synthesize existing knowledge, identifying consistent patterns, variables, and relationships across past
research. This dual approach ensures both the discovery of new insights and the structured organization of
established evidence.

Data Collection: The paper relies exclusively on secondary data sources. Relevant literature was collected
from peer-reviewed journals, books, industry reports, and international organizations such as the OECD and

WIPO

. Databases such as Scopus, Web of Science, ProQuest, and Google Scholar were used to retrieve

2 ¢

articles published between 2000 and 2025. Search terms included “counterfeit products,” “consumer

intentions,

LENT3 2 <

purchase of fakes,” “market signals,” and “signaling theory.”

The inclusion criteria focused on studies that:

YV VY

Directly addressed consumer preferences or purchase intentions toward counterfeit products.
Examined theoretical frameworks (e.g., TPB, TRA, signaling theory, value consciousness).
Provided empirical or conceptual insights relevant to consumer behavior in counterfeit markets.
Exclusion criteria involved studies centered exclusively on enforcement, supply chains, or
intellectual property law without a consumer focus.
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Data Analysis Approach

The analysis followed a qualitative thematic review method. Literature was categorized according to key
constructs identified in past research: economic, psychological, social, ethical, and digital drivers. Themes
were extracted by comparing findings across studies, noting consistencies, divergences, and emerging
patterns. Unlike meta-analysis, which is quantitative, this review employed a qualitative synthesis to preserve
the contextual richness of consumer attitudes and behaviors.

6. DISCUSSION AND ANALYSIS

The synthesis of literature reveals that consumer intentions to purchase counterfeit products are shaped by a
dynamic interplay of traditional drivers and emerging digital-era factors.

Economic and Psychological Interactions

Affordability and value consciousness continue to dominate as core predictors. However, these economic
motives are frequently intertwined with psychological factors such as attitudes and self-image. For example,
consumers may rationalize counterfeit purchases not merely as cost-saving acts but also as opportunities to
project status or experiment with fashion (Wilcox et al., 2009; Yoo & Lee, 2009). This indicates that
counterfeit consumption is not purely utilitarian but often hedonic and symbolic.

Social Norms and Cultural Acceptance

The review highlights substantial cultural variation. In collectivist contexts, social influence and subjective
norms strongly determine intentions, as counterfeit use is normalized within peer groups (Penz & Stéttinger,
2005). By contrast, in individualist societies, personal ethical beliefs exert stronger influence. This finding
underscores the importance of contextualizing counterfeit consumption within cultural frames.

Ethical Tensions and Sustainability

Ethical evaluations remain ambivalent. While some consumers view counterfeit purchases as morally wrong,
others justify them as harmless, particularly when targeting global luxury brands perceived as overpriced.
Recently, sustainability has entered the discourse, with consumers increasingly aware of the environmental
harms associated with counterfeit production and disposal (Staake et al., 2009). However, research in this
domain is sparse, highlighting a clear gap.

Market Signals in Digital Ecosystems

The most significant contemporary trend is the role of market signals in online environments. Reviews,
ratings, logos, and platform certifications serve as cues of authenticity but are frequently manipulated by
counterfeiters. Consumers with low digital literacy are especially susceptible to deception (Liao et al., 2010).
This raises important implications: consumer education and platform accountability may be as critical as legal
enforcement.

Thematic Insights

Qualitative synthesis shows that while economic and psychological factors explain why consumers buy
counterfeits, digital signals explain how these purchases are facilitated in contemporary markets. This
thematic integration offers a more holistic understanding of counterfeit consumption, bridging traditional
theories with the realities of e-commerce.

7. CONCLUSION AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS

» This literature review explores what drives consumer interest in counterfeit goods, with a particular focus
on how market signals influence modern buying behaviors. It identifies five major categories that shape
purchasing intent: economic, psychological, social, ethical, and digital factors.

» Price remains a central motivator. People are often drawn to counterfeits because they offer the look or
function of premium goods without the hefty cost. But price isn't everything. Psychological elements
like personal attitudes, enjoyment, or how closely a product matches someone’s self-image add
complexity to the picture. Social and cultural influences also come into play. In communities where
conformity or group identity is emphasized, counterfeit acceptance might be higher. In contrast, places
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that prize individualism may discourage it. Ethics and sustainability concerns can dissuade buyers,
although many justify their choices and brush those concerns aside.

In online markets, things get trickier. Cues like product reviews, brand logos, and platform endorsements
act as signals that shape what people believe about a product’s authenticity. This is where Signaling
Theory becomes especially relevant. It helps explain how buyers navigate a landscape filled with both
real and fake options.

Looking at research from 2000 to 2025, the conversation has clearly shifted. Early studies mainly focused
on price sensitivity and consumer attitudes. Now, there's more attention on how digital tools like social
media marketing, influencer culture, and algorithm-driven recommendations-are shaping counterfeit
consumption in new and subtle ways.

Still, plenty of questions remain. Future studies should dig deeper into how digital literacy affects a
person’s ability to detect counterfeits. It’s also worth exploring whether emerging anti-counterfeiting
technologies actually build consumer trust or if people just ignore them. And with younger generations
growing up in a hyper-digital world, how they interpret online signals might be very different from older
buyers. Cross-cultural differences, evolving ethical norms, and the environmental impact of counterfeits
also deserve closer scrutiny.

By weaving together long-established ideas about consumer behavior with newer insights into digital
signals, this review helps expand our understanding of why people continue to buy fakes. It also gives
brand managers, policymakers, and regulators a clearer view of what they’re up against-both in physical
stores and on digital platforms. As counterfeiting grows more sophisticated, it’s going to take a more

nuanced, tech-savvy, and ethically aware approach to fight it.
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