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Counterfeit Luxury Consumption Strategies in a Collectivistic Culture: The Case 

of China 

ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this qualitative study is to understand the risk-reducing strategies used 

by Chinese consumers in a collectivistic culture to balance the psychological dichotomy 

they face when consuming counterfeit luxury products to construct their social 

identities. Consumers, on the one hand, are tempted to buy counterfeit luxury products 

due to their remarkable price advantages, whilst on the other hand, they are reluctant to 

use these products given the fear of being socially caught out. This dissonance 

intensifies in a collectivistic culture, where the concept of social face is important. The 

study involved reviewing a large volume of literature on the research of non-deceptive 

counterfeit luxury consumption, based on which, 26 semi-structured in-depth 

interviews among Chinese consumers were conducted to explore strategies used by 

consumers to construct their social identity through using counterfeit luxury products. 

In addition, the ways they select and use these products to avoid being caught out in 

order to maintain their constructed social identity were investigated. The data were 
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analyzed by adopting Mitchell’s (1992) risk reduction framework and the findings 

illustrate the different strategies taking place through two separate consumption phases: 

pre-purchase and post-purchase. This research offers new insights into non-deceptive 

counterfeit consumption by introducing perceived risk and risk-reduction strategies. 

Keywords non-deceptive counterfeit, social identity, social risk, risk reduction, China 

Paper type Research paper 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

In recent decades, the increase of the global luxury market has been accompanied 
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by the prevalence of counterfeit products (Bian et al., 2015; Thaichon and Quach, 

2016). As estimated by the World Trade Organization (WTO), consumers are spending 

US$500 billion on counterfeits each year (Kasriel-Alexander, 2014). Amongst these, 

academics differentiate non-deceptive from deceptive counterfeit consumption. The 

former refers to situations where customers know or strongly believe that the purchased 

products are not original, while the latter refers to when customers unknowingly 

purchase counterfeit products (Grossman and Shapiro, 1988; Nia and Zaichkowsky, 

2000). This study focuses on the non-deceptive consumption behavior. 

     Previous research regarding non-deceptive counterfeit consumption has mainly been 

focused on the motivations behind such consumption, such as financial benefits, where 

consumers want to enjoy the prestige of luxury brands without paying their exorbitant 

premium prices (Bloch et al., 1993; Gentry et al., 2006; Juggessur and Cohen, 2009). 

Another essential motivation of luxury counterfeit consumption stems from consumers' 

desire for original luxury brands (Hoe et al., 2003), based on three interpersonal 

reasons, i.e., conspicuousness, snob and bandwagon, and two personal ones, i.e., 

hedonism and perfectionism (Vigneron and Johnson, 1999).  
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     The interpersonal motivation, according to Wilcox et al. (2009) and Agarwal and 

Panwar (2016), is mainly so that consumers can express themselves/or fit into a social 

group, which in this case refers to the socially constructed identities through 

consumption of counterfeit luxury products (Juggessur and Cohen 2009; Perez, et al., 

2010).  

Consumers of counterfeit luxury products have conflicting values, whilst they 

enjoy financial advantages, they consider counterfeit consumption as a socially 

undesirable behavior and the cause of moral issues in relation to brand infringement 

(Castaño and Perez, 2014; Eisend, 2016; Pueschel et al., 2017; Veloutsou and Bian, 

2008). Accordingly, they are afraid of being socially ostracized by significant others 

and hence, facing the irreversible self-conscious emotions of embarrassment and 

shame, if they are caught out (Bian et al., 2016; Tang, et al., 2014). This leads to 

consumers’ having negative attitudes towards counterfeit consumption in public as 

opposed to positive ones in private (Agarwal and Panwar, 2016; Bian and Veloutsou, 

2007; Sharma and Chan, 2017).   

Despite the social risk involved, the increasing number of sales of counterfeit 
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luxury products illustrate consumers are not scared to use these products. This raises an 

overlooked question: how do consumers construct their social identity by consuming 

counterfeit luxury products when they face the social risk of being caught out?  

Hence, this study aims to explore the ways in which the psychological dichotomy 

in consumption of counterfeit luxury products is balanced and to identify the 

countermeasures adopted by consumers to develop social identities in a collectivistic 

context, namely China, where the concept of social face is very important. In the 

remainder of this paper, the literature regarding social risks in the consumption of 

counterfeit luxury products and the deployed strategies by consumers to minimize these 

are reviewed. A gap in the literature is identified as being the strategies used by 

consumer in a collectivistic culture to construct and maintain the constructed identity 

through the use of counterfeit luxury products. Subsequently, the methodology 

involving a qualitative study comprising 26 semi-structured interviews with young 

Chinese participants, who have higher counterfeit proneness than elder generations 

(Sharma and Chan, 2011), is explained. From the findings, a framework is developed 

to illustrate the pre- and post-purchase strategies used by consumers to construct their 
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social identity and minimize the social risk attached to the use of counterfeit luxury 

products in order to maintain their constructed social identity. Lastly, a conclusion is 

provided, managerial implications and limitations are discussed. 

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

Social Identity Construction through the Consumption of Counterfeit Luxury 

Goods  

“We are what we have” (Belk, 1988, p.160). Possession plays an important role 

in constructing ones’ identity mainly through interaction (Belk, 1988; Kozinets, 2001; 

Cherrier and Murray, 2007). Possessions are incorporated into self-concept, portraying 

the owner’s self-image and in turn, constructing ones’ identity. In this regard, based on 

the theatrical metaphor, individuals perform as actors in front of an audience of 

significant others, using signals to create a setting (Goffman, 1959). According to this 

lens, the dialogue takes place between the inner perception of the self and the social 

self-image brands is used (Grubb and Grathwohl, 1967; Mccracken, 1986; Belk, 1988; 

Lee and Shavitt, 2006; Commuri, 2009) to construct social identity. Social identity, 

contrary to individual identity, is “part of an individual’s self-concept which derives 
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from his/her knowledge of his/her membership of a social group (or groups) together 

with the value and emotional significance attached to that membership” (Tajfel, 1978, 

p. 63). Individuals try to acquire a collective identity, i.e., the self in relation to others 

(Luhtanen and Crocker, 1992). This creates in-group and out-group identities, where 

individuals within a specific group consider themselves as members of that particular 

group and try to differentiate themselves from the out-group members (Brewer, 1991; 

Deaux, 1993).  

The literature on consumption and identity, by overemphasizing the 

correspondence between the role of the perceived characteristics of the objects and the 

perceived characteristics of the self, has tended to overlook the situations where the 

whole characteristics of the product are not necessarily corresponding to the self-

concept of the owner.  

The consumption of counterfeit luxury goods, means individuals from one side, 

can enjoy the low prices of these compared to the original ones. However, from the 

other side, they might have negative attitudes toward counterfeit products, for instance 

considering them unethical. Hence, the consumption of counterfeit luxury products is 
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for reasons beyond individual self-concept and can be for other reasons like social 

accordance. These paradoxical situations (Arnould et al., 2004), whereby consumers 

from one side try to communicate who they are, and from the other side get social 

approval (Wilcox et al., 2009; Perez et al., 2010), create a psychological dissonance for 

consumers, which this paper proposes can be dealt with by certain strategies.  

Non-Deceptive Counterfeit Luxury Consumption and the Construction of Social 

Identity  

Non-deceptive counterfeiting is especially widespread in luxury markets, in 

which the differences between counterfeit and genuine brands can be distinguished 

through the comparison of their prices, distribution channels and quality (Nia and 

Zaichkowsky, 2000). Consumers actively purchase counterfeit products, because of 

their social desires (Wilcox et al., 2009). Since counterfeit products are endowed with 

the appearance of an existing trademarked brand and thus, the intangible values and 

symbolic meanings of the original (Castaño and Perez, 2014; Cordell et al., 1996; Jiang 

and Cova, 2012), consumers of these products seek interpersonal prestige values, such 

as conspicuousness, snob and bandwagon effects in their social activities (Bloch et al., 
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1993; Leibenstein, 1950; Sharma and Chan, 2011; Tynan et al., 2010; Vigneron and 

Johnson, 1999). Hence, counterfeit luxury brands can provide consumers with the 

function of counterfeiting their luxury social identity through realizing the above social 

effects (Jiang and Cova, 2012).  

These consumers consider the use of luxury counterfeit products in helping them 

to construct their identity and be part of their extended self (Belk, 1988). Thus, 

counterfeit products can serve them by creating a desired external social image and are, 

therefore, being purchased mainly for social reasons (Agarwal and Panwar, 2016; Perez 

et al., 2010; Wilcox et al., 2009; Prendergast et al., 2002).  

Perceived Social Risk in Counterfeit Luxury Consumption  

In marketing, the concept of perceived risk was first introduced by Bauer (1960), 

referring to a situation when an individual is engaged in an unsure situation and is 

worried about unfavorable outcomes and consequences caused by a wrong decision 

(Liao et al., 2010). Among six different dimensions of risk, namely: social risk, time 

risk, financial risk, physical risk, performance risk and psychological risk, counterfeit 

luxury consumption is perceived to involve high social risk at the psychological level 
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(Bian et al., 2016; Ha and Lennon, 2006; Penz and Stottinger, 2005; Veloutsou and 

Bian, 2008). A social risk is one in which a negative outcome would cause 

embarrassment or disapproval among an individual’s social groups, whereas a positive 

outcome would result in approval or esteem (Mandel, 2003).  

The social risk involved in counterfeit luxury consumption can be interpreted as 

when the counterfeit product is unmasked by others, consumers have to face the loss of 

their social capital, such as the collapse of their counterfeited social identity and being 

socially ostracized. They may, accordingly, experience irreversible negative self-

conscious emotions, such as embarrassment and shame (Bian et al., 2016; Chakraborty 

et al., 1996; Tang et al., 2014; Sarkar and Sarkar, 2017).  

  Hence, on the one hand, consumers feel motivated to purchase low price luxury 

counterfeit products to accord with the criteria of the social group they want to be part 

of (Jiang and Cova, 2012), whilst on the other hand, they experience the social risk of 

being caught out, which can result in collapse of their social identity constructed by 

counterfeit products (Bian, et al., 2016; Sarkar and Sarkar, 2017). Consequently, 

consumers have to make a trade-off between the motivation factor of belonging to the 
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expected social groups and the deterrent factor of being discovered as the users of 

counterfeits. This leads to consumers experiencing a psychological dichotomy 

regarding the consumption of counterfeit luxury products.  

Risk-reducing Strategies in Counterfeit Luxury Consumption 

Perceived social risk involves two key components: uncertainty and unsatisfied 

consequences (Dholakia, 1997; Dowling and Staelin, 1994; Taylor, 1974). In order to 

reduce the inner dissonance, consumers develop strategies to reduce any risk involved 

to an acceptable level (Dowling and Staelin, 1994; Locander and Hermann, 1979). 

Regarding counterfeit consumption, one of the key risks is to get detected by the peers, 

which can result in losing constructed social identity and social face. 

     Mitchell (1992) developed a theoretical framework for risk-reducing strategies 

across two phases. In the pre-purchase phase, consumers search for information to 

reduce the uncertainty by modifying their purchasing decisions and acquiring higher 

levels of self-confidence in their adjusted decisions (Dowling and Staelin, 1994; 

Locander and Hermann, 1979). In the post-purchase phase, consumers try to reduce 

unfavorable consequences, by distorting the real scenario behind purchasing the goods 
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or sometimes by hiding the products (Mitchell and Boustani, 1994). 

     In the context of counterfeit luxury products, regarding the pre-purchase phase, 

some studies have found that consumers make efforts to obtain robust knowledge about 

the brand, product attributes and sales channels in order to become counterfeit luxury 

experts (Bian et al., 2016). For example, users prefer counterfeit luxury products with 

superior quality called “A-level fake”, “AAA copy”, “copy number 1” and “very 

identical”, which are difficult to distinguish from the originals (Bian et al., 2016; 

Pueschel et al., 2017). Additionally, consumers prefer those counterfeit goods with 

“limited edition” or the “latest collection” as they think others will not be able to 

identify these particular types of products (Pueschel et al., 2017).  

As for the post-purchase phase, consumers avoid negative consequences by 

strategically eluding “detectives”. They intentionally select when, where and in front 

of whom to use luxury counterfeits (Amaral and Loken, 2016). Some consumers only 

use counterfeit goods at night as they are hardly recognized under dim lights (Tang et 

al., 2014). Some consumers who concurrently use originals and counterfeits: they use 

the latter during leisure time, whilst they utilize the former at important events, such as 
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weddings. Moreover, consumers do not use counterfeit luxury products in front of 

wealthy people, who have a critical eye regarding counterfeits (Agarwal and Panwar, 

2016; Gistri et al., 2009).  

     Knowing the ways consumers try to build and maintain their social identity through 

the use of counterfeit products has attracted significant interest. However, previous 

research by and large has been focused on individualistic cultures and not much 

attention has been given to strategies used in collectivistic cultures, where the concept 

of social face and social interactions are more prominent. Hence, the perceived social 

risk and the embarrassment of being caught out is a greater threat, and yet, the 

consumption of counterfeit luxury products is higher.  

Social Identities in Collectivistic Cultures  

Social identity is the self-perception in relation to others and hence, can be more 

relevant in collectivistic cultures than individualistic ones. Individualistic cultures prize 

personal goals and their populations consider themselves as independent persons, while 

in collectivistic cultures, group harmony is important, with individuals trying to situate 

themselves symbolically in the in-group network to construct their interdependent 
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selves (Triandis et al., 1990). This means individuals from a collectivistic culture 

perceive a tighter intragroup connection to group members (Stets and Burke, 2000). 

Thus, they are more likely to subordinate their personal goals to group goals to maintain 

group coordination and intentionally act to match their thoughts, feelings, perceptions, 

and behavior to their in-group prototypes (Van Knippenberg, 2000), thus convincing 

group members that they are prototypical (Hogg and Reid, 2006; Triandis, 1989).  

Consumers in collectivistic societies prefer the use of “we-identity” to evaluate 

themselves in reference to the values and opinions of their significant others (Li and 

Su, 2007). In addition, social face is particularly salient for those residing in 

collectivistic communities, such as China. The concept of social face refers to “the 

positive social value a person effectively claims for himself by the line others assume 

he has taken during a particular contact” (Goffman, 1967, p.5).  

Consumers from individualistic and collective cultures hold different attitudes 

towards luxury products. Accordingly, this research aims to understand how consumers 

use counterfeit luxury products in China to construct their social identity.  
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Counterfeit luxury Consumption in China for Constructing Social Identity  

The importance of beautifying social face among collectivistic consumers leads 

to a prevailing vanity. That is, they have strong aspirations to acquire luxury products, 

seeing these as social necessities to improve their social status, even when they are on 

relatively low incomes (Jiang and Cova, 2012; Jiang and Shan, 2018; Li and Su, 2007).  

Chinese counterfeit consumers thrive for “we-identity" and have high demand for 

the maintenance of social face (Earley, 1989; Li and Su, 2007). Collectivistic 

consumers emphasize the social aspects of luxury counterfeit consumption more than 

individualistic ones and perceive a higher social risk attached to it. Hence, they are 

more likely to create strategies to avoid the risk of being caught out, for this may 

devalue their constructed social identity (Hennigs et al., 2015; Sharma and Chan, 2016). 

   Based on the above discussion, this research is aimed at exploring the strategies used 

by Chinese consumers to overcome the psychological dichotomy they are facing in 

relation to the consumption of luxury counterfeit products to construct their social 

identity. 
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METHODOLOGY 

In order to explore the strategies used by Chinese consumers to reduce the 

perceived social risk of using counterfeit luxury products, thereby achieving desired 

social identity, this paper conducted semi-structured in-depth interviews. It used 

theoretical sampling, where young Chinese consumers who have consumed counterfeit 

luxury products and have good understanding about luxury products were selected 

through the use of screening questions (Bryman and Bell, 2015). 

Due to the sensitivity of counterfeited goods and the importance of “face” in 

China, in order to create a comfortable situation for the interviewees to be able to 

disclose their experiences, three techniques were adopted to strengthen the research 

credibility. The first technique was prolonged engagement (Lincoln and Guba, 1985). 

The topic about counterfeit was delayed and interviewees were guided to talk about 

their purchasing preferences freely. This technique aims to establish a rapport between 

the researcher and the study subjects, thus increasing their willingness to offer the 

required information (Creswell, 2012; Pueschel et al., 2017).  

The second technique used was to ask respondents to talk about their relatives’ or 
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friends’ experiences of counterfeit consumption. Finally, in order to avoid the 

embarrassment of discussing personal experiences, a scenario was used where 

interviewees were asked to imagine possible actions in some specific scenarios, during 

which more open-ended and probing questions were asked to elicit the details of their 

counterfeit consumption strategies. The details of the interview questions can be seen 

in Appendix A.  

Guest et al. (2006) and Boddy (2016) offered a sample size of 12 for in depth 

interviews to reach theoretical saturation. In this research, 26 interviews were used to 

reach data saturation (see table 1 for participants’ details). Interviews were audiotaped, 

ranging from 20 to 30 minutes in length, transcribed in Chinese and translated into 

English. 

-----Insert table 1 about here----- 

Data analysis was developed by adopting open, axial and selective coding. Open 

coding involves reading the transcripts and separating them into discrete parts (Strauss 

and Corbin, 1998), namely pre-purchase phase and post-purchase phase. Subsequently, 

the sentences that highly implicated the strategies adopted were abstracted from the 
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paragraphs to identify key concepts. For example, four participants (i.e., No.3, No 4, 

No.11 and No.12) pointed out consumers’ purchasing decisions as being related to 

wealth or status, which was linked to financial and social capital, correspondingly.  

During axial coding, the identified codes were reassembled in a logical structure 

with a series of categories, sub-categories and properties (Strauss and Corbin, 1998). 

During this phase, theory began to emerge with the identification of empirically 

inferenced relationships between the properties and the research topic (Strauss and 

Corbin, 1998). For example, consumers’ purchasing choices were found to be 

determined by group stereotypes. This was deductively validated by connecting it to 

the related existing literature or inductively supported by the respondents’ descriptions 

(Sarkar and Sarkar, 2017).  

Finally, selective coding was completed by re-reading and integrating the 

transcripts and refining the theory (Strauss and Corbin, 1998). For example, different 

strategies were found to be used by consumers with various levels of social and 

financial capital. The trustworthiness of the qualitative approach deployed, according 

to the aspects of credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability (Bryman 
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and Bell, 2015), have been considered, being presented in Table 2.  

-----Insert table 2 about here----- 

FINDINGS 

The analysis revealed two phases of counterfeit consumption. In the pre-purchase 

phase, in order to purchase a proper counterfeit product, consumers collect product 

information as well as take their social and financial capital into consideration. In the 

post-purchase phase, they try to construct their social identity while minimizing the 

possibility of being caught out through selecting the type of counterfeit products with 

their functions, the settings in which they use these products as well as adopting 

appropriate interaction strategies. However, when counterfeits users are unmasked, 

they gauge the detective’s knowledge and his/her attitudes towards counterfeits, based 

on which they take different measures to save social face. A summary of these 

relationships is provided in Figure 1. 

-----Insert Figure 1 about here----- 
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Pre-purchase Phase 

     In the pre-purchase phase, consumers employ two main strategies: one is gathering 

necessary information of counterfeit luxury products in order to select a good 

counterfeit version, whilst the other is skillfully balancing their counterfeits with their 

financial capital in order to make a diligent purchasing decision. 

Expertise in Gathering Information to Purchase a Counterfeit Luxury Product 

     Gathering information includes two steps: self-obtained information and 

outsourcing expertise. Consumers who have good eyes for discerning the fake from the 

genuine article perceive relatively low risk, as they are able to estimate the possibility 

of being caught out by peers and negative consequences based on their excellent 

counterfeit expertise (Bian et al., 2016; Perez et al., 2010).  

     Self-obtained information. Consumers will gain a solid knowledge of both the 

originals and the counterfeits before purchasing, including seeking product 

information, and investigating product features of the originals (Gistri et al., 2009). 

They even ensure that they are able to identify the detailed differences between the 
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original and the counterfeit versions (Bian et al., 2016; Stöttinger and Penz, 2015).  

“I would get product information from the official website and go to the brand 

counter to observe and touch the product, so that I can pick out a satisfying 

counterfeit from the Silk Street [a famous counterfeit market] in Beijing”. 

(Participant 12, male, age 30) 

     Outsourcing expertise. The process of obtaining the expertise is time-consuming 

(Gistri et al., 2009) and thus, some consumers outsource this task to their friends or 

relatives who are considered as being counterfeit experts (Stöttinger and Penz, 2015). 

“If I want to buy a counterfeit, I would seek advice from my friends who know 

counterfeit well, because it is annoying to spend time on finding a good one”. 

(Participant 7, female, age 27) 

     Afterwards, with the obtained expertise, consumers can pick out a satisfying 

counterfeit in regard to three aspects: brand, design and quality.  

     Brand. Consumers prefer the counterfeits from less well-known brands. Popular 

brands, such as Gucci, are easy to be recognized as counterfeits. If the counterfeit brand 

is readily discernible as fake, the social risk of being unmasked is high (Nill and Shultz, 
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1996; Sarkar and Sarkar, 2017).  

“If I buy a counterfeit, I will choose an expensive superior niche brand…if people 

around me are not familiar with this brand, they will not find out it is a 

counterfeit”. (Participant 4, female, age 23) 

    Design. Some consumers prefer non-conspicuous design without an obvious 

brand logo, which can reduce others’ attention (Chen et al., 2015). In addition, 

since an unpopular style is not well known by others, it can decrease the possibility 

of being caught out. 

 “I would buy a counterfeit with the covert brand logo. The logo can be different 

from the original, so that I can say it is from a different brand, if it is questioned 

by others”. (Participant 8, female, age 30) 

     In another instance, one of the interviewees said: 

“I would avoid hit styles which are known by people around me”. (Participant 9, 

female, age 28)  

     Quality. When using a counterfeit as an original, consumers’ key concern is whether 



 
24 

the counterfeit looks like the original (Bian and Moutinho, 2009). If there is no 

difference in terms of appearance and quality between the original and the counterfeited 

version, consumers may not perceive social risks (Juggessur and Cohen, 2009; 

Thaichon and Quach, 2016). Hence, they strongly emphasize the importance of high-

quality counterfeits. This can be seen in the quote below: 

“The bag’s quality is excellent. It is made by the Original Equipment 

Manufacturer. The leather, the craftsmanship and touch are the same as with the 

original. Only the metal fittings are a bit different. No one would do a side-by-side 

comparison with the genuine article, so I don’t think others can find out it is a 

counterfeit”. (Participant 11, male, age 30) 

Balancing Counterfeit Luxury Products with Financial Capital 

     After knowing enough information about the luxury brands, consumers carefully 

modify brand selections to match the real situations, as indicated by their wealth and 

status to make their “lies” somehow genuine. 

     As luxury products generally have the characteristic of extremely high prices 

(Vigneron and Johnson, 1999), others may automatically think only wealthy or high 
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status people can afford them and consider them as the proprietor, which refers to as 

stereotype psychology (defined as “a set of associated beliefs of interrelated concepts 

that inform perceptions of members of certain groups”) (McGarty et al., 2002, p.7).  

     The respondents in this study, when choosing a counterfeit product, gauged the 

status of those using the luxury originals and compared it to themselves to avoid over 

exaggerating their status and to ensure the brand was in line with their characteristics 

in order to satisfy the luxury prestige requirement, yet not being over-luxurious such 

that people would question its authenticity. For example, participant 4 mentioned:  

“Even If I bought an original Chanel bag, others would think it was a counterfeit, 

because its regular price is equal to my wages of several months and it does not 

match my identity. Thus, I prefer to buy a counterfeit bag from Michael Kors or 

Coach”. (Participant 4, female, age 23)  

     However, for wealthy consumers having high purchasing power, their financial 

capital can be a natural defense to mask the fakeness of their counterfeit products. This 

can be seen in the quotes below: 
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“I bought a counterfeit Prada bag. But my colleagues did not suspect me, because 

they know my income is high enough to afford the original”. (Participant 1, male, 

age 30) 

Interestingly, consumers with less financial capital desire to use luxury 

counterfeits to improve their social images, but tend to consider their financial status as 

a barrier restricting them from consuming high-end counterfeit luxury brands. In 

contrast, consumers with high financial capital are able to use their financial status as a 

mask covering the fakeness of counterfeited products, which in turn endows 

counterfeits with authenticity. 

Post-purchase Phase 

      In the post-purchase phase, consumers try to construct their social identity by 

strategically using counterfeit luxury products and adopt strategies to minimize the 

social risk of being caught out and/or coping with the situation of being so, if it does 

happen. 
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Constructing Social Identity while Minimizing the Possibility of being Caught Out  

     When using a counterfeit good, consumers use different strategies to minimize the 

possibility of being caught out. They need to make the counterfeits obvious so as to 

construct a luxury identity, so that they can flaunt it, whilst also needing to prevent 

others’ detection of fakeness by making it less obvious. To construct and maintain their 

social identities they skillfully select strategies in regard to the types of counterfeit 

products and their functions, settings, and interaction strategies of consumption.  

     Types of counterfeit products and their functions. Gender-related needs were found 

to be an important factor for selecting different types of counterfeit products. Women 

tend to go for bags, while men are more likely to opt for shoes and belts. The choice on 

the different types of counterfeit products is correlated with the gender aspect of 

identity.  

“Girls love bags so they would always use bags. Guys would use ‘small’ things 

such as shoes, belts, and wallets”. (Participant 15, male, age 25) 

As mentioned in the pre-purchase phase, consumers try to align their financial 

status with the counterfeit luxury products. This process of alignment continues in their 
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consumption phase, i.e., matching the material consumption with other sort of 

consumption behavior, like modes of travelling. In this case, the role of a counterfeit 

item is to support and enhance the portrayal of individual’s social status. For example: 

“When I was poor, I took public transport (e.g., buses, trains), I would buy 

counterfeit middle level luxury brands, such as Michael Kors. The bags I used 

matched my income level and status. Now I drive a Mercedes Benz, people think 

I’m rich anyway…, so I would buy counterfeit big brands, such as Hermes to 

match with my current situation and image”. (Participant 26, female, age 22) 

    Settings. Chinese counterfeits consumers have the desire to achieve social and 

financial goals, such as belonging to a certain social class, getting into certain 

professions, or getting married to a wealthy partner. For achieving these, consumers 

would select settings strategically, such as social dining events, dates and business 

meetings. 

Social dining. Dining plays an important role in Chinese cultures, being 

considered a social event (Ma, 2015). All the participants mentioned that they would 

use counterfeit products at friends’ gathering. Furthermore, given competing and 
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winning are embedded in Chinese society (Leung and Au, 2012), using counterfeit 

products can help people to “show off” their success and prevent the risk of losing 

“face”.  

“We would use those [counterfeit products] for social gatherings, for example, 

going for a meal with a group of friends and (ex) classmates’ reunions … Even 

though we don't say it, we all know there is a competition going on. Girls will 

wear nice make up, dress up and use their most expensive bags, while for guys, 

watches, belts, shoes and car keys are symbols of success and wealth…”. 

(Participant 21, female, age 37) 

Dates. Most of the female participants highlighted that they would use counterfeit 

products for their first date in order to impress the other party, with the aim of being 

able to marry to a “new rich” or “rich second generation”, i.e., the children of the “new 

rich”.  

“At one time I lent 2,000 CNY ($279) to my friend. She was going for a meal 

with a guy; he is very rich. My friend did not want the guy to think she was poor 

and did not match with his status. She said she hasn't got money, but she had to 
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dress up and buy a fake designer bag for the date to make the guy believe she 

was rich”. (Participant 22, female, age 23) 

Business meetings. Some participants mentioned they would use counterfeit 

luxury products for business purposes, such as meetings and job interviews, as they 

believed using designers could signal their ability and power to the business partner or 

recruitment company. 

 “I would use those [counterfeit items] for meeting with my clients and in 

business negotiations… wearing ‘designers’ is a sign to my clients that I have 

money, so they can do business with me”. (Participant 19, male, age 30) 

Interaction strategies of consumption. Consumers use counterfeit products in two 

ways in the real world and two ways on virtual platforms: indirect showing off and 

coherent consumption in the real world, whilst implicit display of counterfeit products 

and explicit association with others as gifts on virtual platforms. 

Indirect showing off. Indirect showing off is pursued either by strategically 

making the counterfeit logo less obvious when displaying it or implicitly showing it: 

For example, a male consumer mentioned: 
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“Usually, when some boys use a genuine belt, they will put their shirt inside their 

trousers, and directly show the metal button of the brand logo, but if they use a 

fake one, they will put their shirt outside their trousers to make the metal logo 

partly hidden and partly visible. When some girls wear a counterfeit bag, if there 

are a lot of people, they will intentionally hide the logo through turning it towards 

themselves”. (Participant 11, male, age 30) 

In addition, given the adherence to Confucian values, modesty is seen as a virtue 

(Kim, 2015). Humbleness and modesty are reflected in an individual’s behavior when 

flaunting her or his prosperity. Accordingly, all our participants stated that they would 

like their friends or people around them to notice that they owned designers. However, 

they wanted to be seen as modest and decent. This can be seen in the following example: 

“I went for a meal with a group of friends. I wanted others to notice my new 

[counterfeit] Louis Vuitton purse but I didn’t want to be a snob, instead when I 

was looking for a pack of tissue in my bag, I started to put my fake Louis Vuitton 

purse and fake channel sunglasses on the dining table so everybody can see 

them”. (Participant 25, female, age 28) 
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Coherent consumption. Another method for hiding counterfeit luxury goods 

is through consuming “luxury” coherently. That is, using their apparel strategically 

to match with the counterfeit luxury item. Gistri et al., (2009) suggested that 

consumers intentionally avoid making the counterfeit blatantly obvious, by 

coherent dressing in order to decrease the external visibility of its fakeness. This is 

evident in the quote below: 

“All the small items my friend bought are originals, such as scarves, 

accessories and cosmetics, but for the most expensive bag, she bought a 

counterfeit. No one would question her”. (Participant 1, female, age 27) 

The coherent consumption strategy can divert others’ attention from the 

counterfeit good(s) to other items the individual wears and thus can camouflage the 

fakeness of the counterfeit amongst the originals, thereby endowing it with authenticity 

(Gistri et al., 2009).  

     In the virtual world, social media provides its users an opportunity to construct an 

identity through the process of “self-presentation” (Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010). In 

China, WeChat is the most widely used social media platform (Lien and Cao, 2014). 
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Almost all the interviewees in our research highlighted that showing their assets and 

lavish lifestyle to friend circle on WeChat played a crucial role in creating their personal 

image and identity.  

Consumers use overt and covert ways to show it off. When they are the one who 

has purchased the product, some covert ways are used to exhibit the products, whereas 

when they receive it as a gift, they do not have much fear of being caught out as they 

can easily blame others and hence, they tend to show the product overtly. 

Implicit display of counterfeit products. As for the indirect elicitation of the 

counterfeit luxury product, one of the participants mentioned that:   

 “My friend posted a photo from the back and wrote ‘on the way home’, but I 

know he wanted to show off his new designer [counterfeit] shoes”. (Participant 

14, male, age 24) 

Explicit association as a gift. When consumers show appreciation by presenting 

gifts from their friends or relatives on WeChat, they prefer an explicit way to show 

these counterfeit products, for example, a male participant said: 
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“When my friend posted a luxury photo, she would text ‘a wedding anniversary 

gift from my husband’ or ‘a birthday gift from my friend’.” (Participant 12, male, 

age 30) 

     In this way, they can explain how they can own the “original”, which exceeds their 

affordability and increases the believability of their counterfeits as authentic original 

versions. This is because the responsibility of affording the good has been shifted to 

others rather than the individuals themselves.  

Coping with the Embarrassment of Being Caught Out   

     When consumers are caught out or are strongly suspected by others, before making 

any reaction, they gauge the detective with whom they are communicating. The 

reactions can be classified into two types: denying the fakeness or admitting it (Bian et 

al., 2016).  

     Denying the fakeness. If consumers perceive that the detective who catches them is 

less knowledgeable than themselves and is in doubt about the fakeness of the used 

product, they will insist on the authenticity of the used products to avoid their luxury 

social identity constructed by counterfeits collapsing (Wiedmann et al., 2012). That is, 
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they will deny the fakeness when being challenged and provide reasonable excuses and 

justifications: 

“My friend would say ‘I bought it overseas, and the overseas version is different 

from the Chinese version’ or ‘you know, it is handmade, so different batches may 

be a bit different’.” (Participant 3, female, age 23)  

     Purchasing overseas seems a convincing and acceptable reason, as it is in accordance 

with the Chinese purchasing behavior: people enjoy buying their luxury products 

overseas (Hennigs et al., 2015). Thus, consumers can use their knowledge to deceive 

others. This strategy can save their luxury identity from being exposed as fake.  

     Admitting the fakeness. If consumers perceive that the detective who caught them 

out is more knowledgeable than themselves and hence is highly convinced of the 

fakeness, they will not deny the reality regarding their counterfeits. However, according 

to the social comparison theory (Lee and Workman, 2013), they will engage in a second 

estimation and use the attitude of the detective towards the non-deceptive counterfeit 

they are wearing. Their coping strategies when admitting the fakeness can be further 

separated into two sub-types: victimizing themselves or confessing. 



 
36 

Victimizing themselves. If the detective expresses a negative or unsure attitude 

towards the counterfeit products, they perceive being caught out as “losing face”, as 

their peers may mock them (Bian and Veloutsou, 2007; Tang et al., 2014). Thus, they 

skillfully victimize themselves to cope with the embarrassment and to diminish the 

negative consequence through transferring the responsibility to either the product or to 

other people. As for the first one, consumers transform the nature of non-deceptive 

counterfeit consumption to deceptive counterfeit consumption. For example, one of our 

participants mentioned: 

“It’s embarrassing. I would say, ‘I don’t know it is a counterfeit. I bought it 

from an online shopper. Too bad, the shopper cheated me’.” (Participant 8, 

female, age 30) 

As for the second one, consumers transfer the blame and responsibility of 

intentionally purchasing the counterfeit to other people, such as their friends or 

relatives. For example, another participant noted: 

“I would say ‘my parents bought it when they travelled overseas. You know, our 

parental generation is not familiar with luxury’.” (Participant 11, male, age 30) 
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     In these processes, the respondents strategically detach themselves from the 

responsibility of deliberately consuming a non-deceptive counterfeit in order to save 

social face through playing the role of an innocent victim.  

Confessing, but justifying the action. Conversely, if consumers are confronted by 

a detective who holds a widespread acceptance of counterfeits, they will not fear 

confessing (Agarwal and Panwar, 2016). These people support the idea that counterfeit 

luxury products allow individuals to enjoy a great piece of art or wear a fashionable 

item regardless of their income (Hilton et al., 2004). Hence, the perpetrator may not 

perceive strong embarrassment when being caught out, but they could be worried that 

others may tease them for showing off by a counterfeit. Accordingly, when confessing 

about the fakeness, they try to hide their own desire to show off by consuming 

counterfeit luxury products through highlighting other important reasons, such as being 

fashionable or saving money: 

“My sister would confess, ‘yes, it is a counterfeit. I bought it only for its fashion 

design. My favorite star wore it in her new television series. It is the most 

popular style today’.” (Participant 1, female, age 27) 
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In another case: 

“Every new season, I get a new counterfeit bag of a new design. These 

counterfeits save me a lot of money”. (Participant 6, female, age 25) 

Overall, individuals in this study tried to hide the consumption of counterfeit luxury 

products through acquiring a huge amount of information about the original luxury 

product, but if they fail to do so they deploy certain strategies to revive their lost social 

identity. This could be through denying the truth or confessing to it based on gauging 

the knowledge of the person questioning them. They would try to shift the blame from 

themselves to others through stating their roles as innocent consumers. 

CONCLUSION AND MANAGERIAL IMPLICATIONS 

This qualitative research explores the pre- and post-purchase strategies deployed 

by users in a collective culture when consuming counterfeit luxury products to construct 

their desired social identity, whilst also ensuring the preservation of their social face by 

reducing the social risks. 

The findings elicited how Chinese consumers deal with the embarrassment they 

might encounter when their counterfeits are unmasked by others. Overall, when 
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consumers purchase a counterfeit, they enjoy the benefit of low-price, but meanwhile 

are taking the social risk of being caught out by peers (Jiang and Cova, 2012; Sharma 

and Chan, 2017).  

 This research found risk-reducing strategies deployed by consumers across the 

pre- and post-purchase phases. In the pre-purchase phase, consumers try to acquire 

expertise about the brands, designs and their qualities through self-obtained 

information. Alternatively, they could seek advice from friends or relatives to make 

purchase decisions. In addition, users would strategically balance counterfeits with 

their financial capitals to make it believable as being authentic and original.  

In the post-purchase phase, two processes were discovered. The first one is the 

consumption strategies users deployed in order to construct their social identity while 

minimizing the possibility of being caught out. In particular, this part has captured how 

consumers use counterfeits to create their desired identity by choosing the types of 

counterfeit product, selecting settings, and displaying them in the real world as well as 

on virtual platforms.  

The second process revealed the strategies individuals would deploy when they 
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are caught out. They would employ countermeasures to retain their social face, which 

extends our understanding about the strategies used to overturn the negative 

consequences of using counterfeit luxury products, as discussed by Bian et al. (2016). 

Specifically, they gauge the understanding of the person questioning them about luxury 

products, based on which they either deny the fakeness of their consumed luxury 

products or confess to it. 

This study constitutes three theoretical contributions. Firstly, it has advanced 

Mitchell’s (1992) risk reduction framework by identifying the pre- and post-purchase 

strategies deployed by consumers to construct their social identity through the use of 

counterfeit luxury products. In particular, this paper has discovered the detailed social-

cultural processes on counterfeits purchase planning, consuming and coping strategies 

from an interpretivist perspective.  

Secondly, previous research regarding non-deceptive counterfeit consumption 

has majorly been focused on the financial aspect of motivations (Bloch et al., 1993; 

Gentry et al., 2006; Juggessur and Cohen, 2009), and interpersonal reasons (Vigneron 

and Johnson, 1999; Wilcox et al., 2009; Agarwal and Panwar, 2016). This study 
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revealed the ways in which the psychological dichotomy in consumption of counterfeit 

luxury products is balanced, and it identified the countermeasures adopted by 

consumers to construct social identities in a collectivistic culture, namely China.  

Finally, the participants in this research belonged to a highly educated group, but 

still used luxury counterfeit items to signal their status. This challenges Bourdieu’s 

(1973) concept of new rich, where there is an imbalance between individuals’ financial, 

cultural and social capital. Instead, it signifies a collective cultural capital for a nation 

in a developing country, rather than the individualized form found in developed 

countries along the lines of Bourdieu (1973), whereby individuals with strong cultural 

capital (e.g., education) behave similarly to newly rich individuals with less of such 

capital.  

This research provides a number of managerial implications. Luxury brands are 

advised to distinguish themselves from their counterfeit counterparts in two ways. 

Firstly, the original luxury manufacturers should value country of origin and try not to 

outsource their manufacturing abroad. This supports the findings of Jiang and Shan 

(2018), who found that consumers conceive a wider gap between the counterfeit luxury 
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and original luxury products when manufactured in the country of brand origin and 

thus, are willing to pay the premium for those luxury products. Secondly, original 

luxury brands are advised to improve the quality of their product and to develop 

difficult-to-replicate new technologies, such as hi-tech labeling and special patent 

fabrics and materials (Shultz and Saporito, 1996) to differentiate themselves from 

counterfeit counterparts.  

In addition, as discussed in the pre-purchase phase, consumers try to balance 

counterfeit products with their financial capital in order to construct and maintain their 

desired social identity. Hence, a more thorough positioning with more specific 

marketing mix for original luxury products could accommodate the needs of their 

targeted customers. For instance, luxury brands can create a set of diffusion lines, with 

different pricing strategies and thus attract customers from different income levels.  In 

regard to promotional strategies, high-end fashion house can use influencers to promote 

the use of originals and make the consumption of counterfeit luxury products 

stigmatized. 

Moreover, luxury retailers are advised to educate consumers about the brand 
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culture, irreplaceable craftsmanship and special attributes of the products. For example, 

they could post official guidance on social media to teach consumers how to identify 

counterfeit from original luxury products. This can also be a warning for those 

consumers who have desire to consume counterfeit luxury products for achieving social 

goals that others have excessive information about the original luxury brands and 

hence, there is a higher chance of them being caught out. 

The last suggestion for high-end fashion brands is to involve consumers in the 

process of production, i.e., to co-create the luxury goods. This would not only satisfy 

their tastes by being customized, for it would also help to curb the counterfeit luxury 

market. 

LIMITATIONS AND FURTHER RESEARCH RECOMMENDATIONS 

     Taking into consideration the exploratory nature of this research, generalization to 

the population has not been the aim. However, the findings along with its specific 

context (Polit and Beck, 2010) can provide insights for understanding the consumption 

of counterfeit luxury brands for social goals in other contexts. Furthermore, as this 

research was conducted in China, further investigation could involve examining the 
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applicability of the findings to other contexts. In addition, in terms of sampling, this 

research only focused on the younger generation with high educational background, 

thus further studies could seek to identify the strategies used by all generations and also, 

for people with lesser educational backgrounds. Finally, for this study, it purposely did 

not examine different product categories of counterfeit luxury items. Hence, future 

studies could explore the strategies used for different counterfeit luxury product 

categories, such as bags, watches and clothing. 
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Figure 1 Consumers’ Strategies of Constructing Social Identity by Counterfeit Products 
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Table 1 Interviewee Details  

Number Gender  Age  Occupation Income/year (CNY) 

1 CNY= 0.14 USD 

Education Background  Marital status 

1 Female 27 State Employee 60,000  Bachelors Single  

2 Female 29 Housewife Secret  Bachelors Married  

3 Female 23 Student Not Applicable (NA)  Bachelors Single  

4 Female 23 Student NA  Bachelors Single  

5 Female 29 State Employee 20,000 Bachelors Married 

6 Female 25 Student 25,000 Bachelors Single  

7 Female 27 Student NA  Bachelors Single  

8 Female 30 Accountant  120,000 Bachelors Married  

9 Female 28 Housewife 96,000 Masters Married  
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10 Female 25 Marketer  120,000 Masters Single 

11 Male 30 State Employee 120,000 Bachelors Married  

12 Male 30 Foreign company 

employee 

300,000 Masters Married  

13 Male 28 Foreign company 

employee 

Witheld   Masters Single  

14 Male 24 Student NA Bachelors Single  

15 Male 25 Accountant  50,000 Masters Single 

16 Male 22 Student  NA Masters Single 

17 Male 21 Student  NA Masters Single 

18 Female 38 Fashion buyer 200,000 Masters Engaged 

19 Male 30 Sales manager 100,000 Masters Married  

20 Male 24 Student  NA Masters Single 
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21 Female 37 Self-employed  Over 500,000 Masters Divorced  

22 Female 23 Student NA Masters Single  

23 Female  25 Office clerk 50,000 Bachelor Single 

24 Male 21 Student  36,000 Bachelor Single 

25 Female 28 Sales assistant 200,000 Bachelors Single 

26 Female 22 Actress 300,000 Bachelors Single 
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Table 2 Criteria for Assessing Qualitative Research Quality 

Trustworthiness criteria  Addressed through  

Credibility: confidence in 

the truth of the findings 

Prolonged engagement: interviews started with 

general questions such as consuming habits and 

preferences to construct a rapport between the 

interviewees and the researchers, and then the 

interviewees were gradually guided to enter into 

the sensitive topic about luxury counterfeit 

consumption (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Pueschel 

et al., 2017). 

Scenario assumption: in order to avoid the 

embarrassment of the informants’ own experiences 

about counterfeit consumption, they were also 

encouraged to talk about their friends and 

relatives’ experiences as well as the imagination of 

their possible actions in some specific scenario 

assumptions (Creswell, 2012). 

Member checking: the dialogue transcripts were 

checked by the interviewees to ensure they had 

been represented appropriately (Riege, 2003; 

Pandey and Patnaik, 2014). 

Transferability: 

applicability of the findings 

to other contexts 

Theoretical sampling 

Thick description: the subjects’ information was 

described in detail. (Pandey and Patnaik, 2014) 

Dependability: repeated 

and consistent findings 

Auditing approach: Research design, findings and 

conclusions were discussed with the research 

members to safeguard against the researcher’s 

biases (Bryman and Bell, 2015; Lincoln and Guba, 

1985) 

Confirmability: findings 

are shaped by the 

respondents and not just the 

researcher’s bias, 

motivation, and interest 

Raw data. 

Member checking: the related findings were sent 

to the interviewees to gain feedback as to whether 

they were represented appropriately (Riege, 2003; 

Pandey and Patnaik, 2014). 
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Appendix A  

Interview Questions  

Section 1 Basic information  

The basic information includes the interviewees’ gender, age, education, occupation, 

income, family status. 

Section 2 Basic information about luxury consumption  

 Do you like luxury products?  

 Do you know any luxury brands?  

 Do you have any preferred luxury brand(s)?  

 Where, how often, what kind and why do you buy luxury products?  

 Do you think the price of the luxury brands are reasonable?  

Section 3 Basic information about counterfeit luxury consumption – focus on the 

self  

 Have you ever considered purchasing a counterfeit luxury product? 

 Have you ever bought a counterfeit luxury product?  

 Why do you buy or do not buy counterfeit luxury products?  
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 What kind of counterfeit luxury products have you ever bought?  

 Can you talk about the process of purchasing a counterfeit luxury product?  

 Do you think you gain some benefits from consuming counterfeit luxury 

products?  

 Do you or the people around you [who might buy counterfeit luxury products] 

think you or they can use a counterfeit luxury item to construct the same social 

identity as they can with the original ones?  

 Do you or the people around you [who might buy counterfeit luxury products] 

feel any risk attached to consuming counterfeit luxury products? 

 Are you afraid of being caught by others? Do you feel embarrassed by using 

counterfeit luxury products or/and are you afraid of losing face by being caught 

out?  

 What do you [or the people around you] think about counterfeit luxury 

products?  

Section 4 Basic information about counterfeit luxury consumption – focus on 

friends or/and family 
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 Do you know if any of your friends or family members have bought or are going 

to buy counterfeit luxury products? Were you with them when they bought it? 

If so, could you please explain? 

 Did your friends or family members tell you what they have bought and why 

they have purchased counterfeits?  

 What do you think the reason(s) could be when your friends or family purchase 

counterfeit products? Have you ever seen them using the purchased product(s)? 

If so, how and when do they use them? Please explain.  

Section 5 Scenarios  

Imagine you want to buy a counterfeit luxury product… 

 What would you do? Are you going to do some preparation or research before 

buying a counterfeit luxury? Please explain. 

 How would you buy and select a counterfeit luxury product?  

 How and when would you use a counterfeit luxury product?  

 What would you do to prevent others from finding it as a counterfeit luxury 

product?  
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 What would you do if others find or strongly suspect you are using a counterfeit 

luxury product?  

 Do you or your friends use social media to flaunt their counterfeits in the same 

way as they do with the originals? Please explain. 

Section 6 Follow up questions 

 What type of counterfeit luxury products would you select to take to a certain 

type of function? 

 What occasions do you go that you need the counterfeit luxury products? 

 How do you use counterfeit luxury products? 

 Who would you be hoping to see the counterfeit luxury products? 

 What behavior might you engage in to get others notice your [counterfeit] 

luxury products? 

 

 

 

 


