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A B S T R A C T

This study integrates Bhattacharjee, Berman, and Reed's (2013) moral decoupling model with research on
processing-evoked affect to test a novel explanation why consumers buy non-deceptive counterfeits. Employing
mixed methods and consumer samples, two studies show that decoupling – by evoking positive emotion – in-
creases the intention to purchase counterfeits. Study 1, a quasi-experiment (N = 356 consumers), uses coun-
terfeit running shoes, sun glasses, fragrances, and headsets to provide evidence that positive emotions mediate
the effect from decoupling (a measured variable) on purchase intention, controlling for moral rationalizing.
Study 2 (N = 299 consumers) manipulates moral decoupling and price advantage of a counterfeit smartphone to
provide further evidence for the mediating role of positive emotion and to show that this effect occurs regardless
of moral rationalization. Price advantage, brand attachment, and category involvement attenuate decoupling
effects across studies. The findings aid managers and policy makers to better protect original brands against
counterfeits.

1. Introduction

Buying counterfeits2 can get consumers into a substantial moral
problem. Not only may buyers of the original brands experience com-
promised exclusivity (Commuri, 2009), but buyers of counterfeits may
experience lower self-esteem by acquiring labels as “hoods” (Shoham,
Ruvio, & Davidow, 2008), “accomplices,” or “sly shoppers” (Tom,
Garibaldi, Zeng, & Pilcher, 1998). In order to avoid such labels and
maintain a positive view of their selves, consumers push the boundaries
of acceptable dishonesty (Mazar, Amir, & Ariely, 2008). They weigh
moral aspects against status gains and monetary savings (Bian &
Moutinho, 2011; Randhawa, Calantone, & Voorhees, 2015), the “thrill
of the hunt,” and the experience of being part of a “secret society”
(Bian, Wang, Smith, & Yannopoulou, 2016). The moral issues involved
in buying counterfeits are also salient in moral profiteering (Poddar,
Foreman, Banerjee, & Ellen, 2012) when consumers seek revenge (by
buying counterfeits) on firms, which they perceive to act in a socially
irresponsible way (e.g., charging an unreasonably high price or taking

financial advantage of their market position). In such cases of re-
taliatory behavior, “Schadenfreude” – the pleasure felt in response to
another's misfortune – is a significant driver of counterfeit purchases
(Marticotte & Arcand, 2017).

Despite increasing research into deliberate counterfeit purchasing
behavior (e.g., Bian, Haque, & Smith, 2015; Chen, Teng, Liu, & Zhu,
2015; Randhawa et al., 2015; Stöttinger & Penz, 2015), there is limited
knowledge on the fundamental question of how consumers are able to
knowingly buy counterfeits. There is specifically a gap in knowledge
when it comes to how they reconcile their moral beliefs and convictions
with performance advantages.

Research aimed at addressing this question has drawn from moti-
vated reasoning theory (Kunda, 1990), to show how the need to
maintain cognitive consistency (Eisend & Schuchert-Güler, 2006) and
protect the self (Eisend, Hartmann, & Apaolaza, 2017) motivate con-
sumers to reconstrue buying counterfeits as a less severe act. In order to
arrive at the desired conclusion that buying counterfeits is acceptable,
consumers utilize a variety of justification processes whereby they
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redefine harmfulness, minimize their role in causing harm, downplay
the harm caused by purchasing counterfeits, and/or blame the owner of
the original brand (Eisend, 2016). However, all rationalization pro-
cesses share one significant shortcoming (Bandura, 2010). Moral
judgments are closely tied to the self (Aquino & Reed, 2002), which
people strive to view in a positive manner (Baumeister, 2010), espe-
cially when it comes to their moral standards (Bandura, 1999; Mazar
et al., 2008). As an important consequence, people generally avoid
behavior that could threaten their moral standards (Bandura, 2010).
Unfortunately, rationalizing with oneself to buy counterfeits is a de-
liberate process and cognitively demanding. When cognitive resources
are depleted, consumers with strong moral beliefs fail to purchase
counterfeits. This suggests that in this situation, consumers do not have
the resources to actively justify the behavior, which was initially per-
ceived as morally wrong (Kim, Kim, & Park, 2012). Furthermore, ra-
tionalizing involves the risk of compromising one's moral standards
(Tsang, 2002). This contradicts the need to maintain a positive view of
one's self and causes tension (Thøgersen, 2004).

Given the limitations of rationalizing, moral decoupling has been
put forward as an alternative explanation (Bhattacharjee, Berman, &
Reed, 2013). Representing a psychological separation process whereby
consumers selectively dissociate judgments of morality from judgments
of performance, moral decoupling is considered as superior to ratio-
nalization, because it is easier to justify and it feels better
(Bhattacharjee et al., 2013). Applications of the model successfully
explain how people support public figures who have behaved im-
morally (Bhattacharjee et al., 2013) and how consumers continue
buying from firms, which abuse suppliers or the natural environment
(Haberstroh, Orth, Hoffmann, & Brunk, 2017).

Our research builds on and extends the moral decoupling model
(Bhattacharjee et al., 2013) by testing whether buying counterfeits
becomes easier and more pleasant if moral aspects are decoupled from
performance aspects. More specifically, we propose and test a media-
tion process model of effects in which moral decoupling impacts on
purchase intention through positive emotion (Fig. 1). We assume that
this process functions regardless of the product, but may depend on the
counterfeit's price advantage over the original, a person's attachment to
the original brand, and their involvement with the product category.

The contributions of this study are twofold. Our study is the first to
empirically test the notion that moral decoupling impacts consumer
behavior through processing-evoked positive affect. While previous
research has highlighted ease and pleasantness as key advantages of
decoupling over rationalizing (Bhattacharjee et al., 2013), actual effects
have, in fact, never been empirically tested. As a second contribution,
our study extends the moral decoupling model along the dimensions of
context, method, and theory (Berthon, Pitt, Ewing, & Carr, 2002). Re-
garding context, the present study uses moral decoupling as a novel
way to explain why consumers buy counterfeits. Methodologically, the
current study does not only measure, but also manipulates moral de-
coupling. By doing so, we provide evidence of the causal influence of

moral decoupling on counterfeit buying. Theoretically, this study ad-
dresses the question of when moral decoupling is more and less likely to
occur by examining the counterfeit's price advantage, the consumer's
emotional attachment to the original brand, and category involvement
as possible boundary conditions. Through these extensions, our re-
search should advance knowledge on ethical aspects in consumer de-
cision-making and provide a more complete account of counterfeit
buying than does previous research.

2. Conceptual framework and hypotheses

2.1. Moral decoupling and emotion

Our study differs from studies on moral emotions (e.g., Hofmann &
Baumert, 2010), such as guilt (Stöttinger & Penz, 2015), shame
(Rothmund & Baumert, 2014), and embarrassment (Bian et al., 2016)
by focusing on processing-evoked emotion, specifically the ease and
pleasantness (Bhattacharjee et al., 2013) which consumers experience
when they decouple moral from performance aspects while buying
counterfeits. While the original moral decoupling study depends on
consumers preferring decoupling over rationalizing, due to its greater
ease and pleasantness, the study merely offers a cursory explanation:
“Because moral decoupling does not involve condoning immoral acts,
we predict that this reasoning strategy will be easier to justify, and feel
less wrong, than a moral rationalization reasoning strategy.”
(Bhattacharjee et al., 2013, p. 1170). In order to develop the relation-
ship between moral decoupling and emotion more thoroughly, we in-
tegrate theories of cognitive complexity (e.g., Streufert, 1997) with
research on processing-evoked affect (Schwarz, 2004) to better explain
how dissociating processing into aspects of morality and performance
evokes positive emotion.

Based on their experiences and learning, individuals vary in the
complexity of their mental representations of various knowledge do-
mains (Bandura, 1991). This complexity includes specific domains or
areas of knowledge, such as ethics (Narvaez, 2010) and economic
performance (Wellman & Gelman, 1992). Individuals can have more or
less complex representations of each knowledge domain (Hannah,
Avolio, & May, 2011). Greater complexity in a given domain corre-
sponds to highly differentiated and richly connected mental re-
presentations that can be called on for processing information in greater
depth and with more elaboration (Rafaeli-Mor & Steinberg, 2002).
Complexity is critically important, because the distinctive dimensions
that individuals use to organize and make sense of the world, strongly
influence how they process information and make decisions within, as
well as across, domains (Rafaeli-Mor & Steinberg, 2002). Greater cog-
nitive complexity relates to more thorough and elaborates processing of
information, because individuals have more categories to discriminate
among informational input and more commonalities and connections
among those categories to process (Streufert, 1997). Greater com-
plexity, thus, enhances differentiation and integration (i.e., elaboration)
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Fig. 1. Conceptual model.
Note: Hypothesis in [brackets] indicates mediation.
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of information (Hannah et al., 2011), particularly because people tend
to use the highest stages of cognitive development that are available to
them when they process moral dilemmas (Treviño, 1992). In ac-
cordance with this reasoning, richer moral knowledge predicts higher
moral reasoning (Swanson & Hill, 1993). Furthermore, greater com-
plexity in a specific domain of moral knowledge is associated with more
elaborative moral judgments in that domain (Hannah et al., 2011).
Taken together, these studies suggest that dissociating judgments of
morality from judgments of performance (i.e., moral decoupling) re-
duces cognitive complexity, particularly by doing away with in-
tegrating and differentiating information across the two domains,
thereby reducing elaboration and making processing more fluent (by
increasing ease and speed).

People meta-cognitively monitor the mental effort required for
processing (Schwarz, 2004), with fluent processing instantaneously
triggering positive affect (Winkielman, Schwarz, Fazendeiro, & Reber,
2003). Since greater ease and speed of processing indicate error-free
processing and safety (Halberstadt & Rhodes, 2000), processing fluency
is hedonically marked and subjectively experienced as positive, as well
as pleasing (Winkielman et al., 2003). More specifically, Schwarz
(1990) suggested that easy processing might feel pleasant, because it
indicates the availability of appropriate knowledge structures to deal
with a current situation. Taken together, moral decoupling and fluency
research suggest that the lower cognitive elaboration and greater pro-
cessing ease inherent in decoupling should relate to more positive
emotion. Therefore:

H1. Moral decoupling will have a positive effect on the intention to
purchase counterfeits.

H2. Positive emotions will mediate the effect of moral decoupling on
purchase intention.

2.2. Boundary conditions

A number of boundary conditions have been established for in-
stances when consumers are more and less likely to buy counterfeits
(see Eisend, 2016 for a review). Important boundary conditions include
individual and situational difference variables relating to the counter-
feit's price advantage, a consumer's attachment to the original brand,
and category involvement. Next, we discuss these variables as potential
influencers of moral decoupling effects to prepare testing the robustness
of our framework.

2.2.1. The role of price advantage
We expect that price advantage moderates (i.e., mitigates) the re-

lationship between moral decoupling and consumers' intention to buy
counterfeits. Extant research emphasizes that price, specifically the
monetary advantage of a counterfeit over the original, is an important
predictor of counterfeit purchase (Eisend, 2016). In general, consumers
are supposedly more likely to buy counterfeit products as the price
differential between the original and the counterfeit increases (Poddar
et al., 2012), at least as long as the quality of the counterfeit is sufficient
(Albers-Miller, 1999). For certain consumers, the price difference be-
tween the original and the counterfeit may even represent the deciding
purchase factor (Yoo & Lee, 2012). Such a behavior is thought to occur
because counterfeit buyers believe they get comparable quality at
cheaper prices (Tom et al., 1998), they perceive the prices of original
products to be unfair (Poddar et al., 2012), or they enjoy knowing that
others believe they possess expensive goods (Wilcox, Kim, & Sen, 2009).

A few studies suggest that in affecting the intention to purchase
counterfeits, price advantage may interact with other variables, in-
cluding the perceived corporate citizenship of the original brand
(Poddar et al., 2012) and individual value-consciousness (Randhawa
et al., 2015). Although no empirical research directly supports the in-
fluence of price advantage on the relationship between moral

decoupling and counterfeit buying, it can be inferred that price ad-
vantage may play a significant role in the relationship between moral
decoupling and purchase intention. Since price remains one of the most
important market indicators of a product's value and a buyer's economic
gain (Teas & Agarwal, 2000), the consumers who are attracted to a
counterfeit's lower price may favor performance over morality as the
price differential increases, thereby leaving decoupling ineffective. The
reduction in complexity, the previously highlighted hallmark of moral
decoupling, may fade away in the presence of higher price advantage
levels, since they enable consumers to integrate and process informa-
tion from different domains (morality and performance) even more
efficiently by simply focusing on monetary gain. This line of thought
ties in with research on moral disengagement (Bandura, 1999), which
indicates that situations, which are high in opportunity for self-inter-
ested gain (such as a personal economic gain based on substantial price
advantage), enable people to discard moral judgments more easily
(Kish-Gephart, Detert, Treviño, Baker, & Martin, 2014). When con-
sumers perceive the price advantage as small, decoupling should, thus,
increase purchase intention; however, when consumers perceive the
price advantage as substantial, decoupling should have a weaker effect.
In other words, price advantage should function as a moderator vari-
able to mitigate the impact of decoupling on the intention to buy. We
expect:

H3a. A counterfeit's price advantage over the original will moderate
how moral decoupling affects the intention to buy such that the effects
will be weaker (stronger) at higher (lower) levels.

2.2.2. Emotional attachment to the original brand
The self-expressive and identity-constructing capability of brands

(Escalas & Bettman, 2005) leads consumers to develop strong emotional
attachments to brands they view as congruent with their self (Thomson,
MacInnis, & Park, 2005). In line with self-verification theory (Swann &
Brooks, 2012), people are motivated to sustain their existing self-con-
cepts by maintaining connections with those brands that are instru-
mental in identity construction (Orth & Rose, 2017). This line of
thought suggests that consumers' attachment to an original brand
should have a negative influence on their intention to buy counterfeits.
Yet, empirical evidence does not unanimously support this prediction.
While Kaufmann, Petrovici, Gonçalves Filho, and Ayres (2016) report
that increasing emotional attachment can reduce the intention to buy
counterfeits, other studies report divergent effects. For example,
counterfeits can serve as a placebo, thereby enabling consumers
maintain or even increase their attachment to the original without ac-
tually buying it (Gosline, 2009). Paradoxically, an attachment to the
original, thus, increases buying counterfeits. Similarly, strong brand-
self connection, a proxy of attachment, increases counterfeit pur-
chasing, also in support of a detrimental effect (Randhawa et al., 2015).

Given the metacognitive experience involved in decoupling, we
expect strong attachments to the original to buffer against the detri-
mental effects of buying counterfeits, since consumers may find it more
difficult to dissociate, thereby engaging more in rationalizing. When it
comes to consumers who are more strongly attached to an original, the
more fluent processing facilitated by decoupling should have less in-
fluence on their intention to buy counterfeits, because other predictors
(rationalizing) should exert a relatively stronger influence. Therefore:

H3b. Emotional attachment to the original brand will moderate how
moral decoupling affects the purchase intention such that the effects
will be weaker (stronger) at higher (lower) levels of attachment.

2.2.3. Involvement
When consumers encounter an offer, their level of involvement

determines the depth, complexity, and extensiveness of cognitive pro-
cesses (Chakravarti & Janiszewski, 2003). Well-grounded in theory,
including the elaboration-likelihood model (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986)
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and the systematic-heuristic processing model (Eagly & Chaiken, 1993),
past research suggests that when involvement is high, consumers are
more motivated to devote cognitive effort to evaluating the true merits
of a product (e.g., Petty & Cacioppo, 1986). Under such conditions,
consumers are motivated to allocate substantial cognitive resources to
process information (Meyers-Levy & Peracchio, 1995) with intentions
following from an extensive and systematic examination (Petty &
Cacioppo, 1986). In contrast, under conditions of low involvement,
processing is characterized by less elaboration and more heuristics
(Chaiken, 1980).

Under conditions of high involvement, rather than seeking func-
tional benefits, consumers seek more personal, experiential, and sym-
bolic gains than they do in low involvement situations (Solomon,
Surprenant, Czepiel, & Gutman, 1985). Since counterfeits offer more
functional benefits than personal meaning, excitement, or status (Penz
& Stöttinger, 2012), it has been suggested that involvement has a ne-
gative impact on buying counterfeits (Penz & Stöttinger, 2008). Con-
trasting evidence, however, indicates that involvement does not have
an effect (Bian & Moutinho, 2011). Similar to the role of brand at-
tachment, we expect that a person's involvement with the category will
attenuate the influence of decoupling on the intention to buy counter-
feits. When dissociating, more (rather than less) involved consumers
may engage in parallel processes (i.e., rationalizing), thereby reducing
the relative impact of decoupling. Therefore:

H3c. Individual involvement with the category will moderate how
moral decoupling affects the intention to buy counterfeits such that the
effects will be weaker (stronger) at higher (lower) levels of
involvement.

3. Empirical studies

Two studies were conducted to test the hypotheses. Study 1, a quasi-
experiment, employed a consumer sample and counterfeits in four ca-
tegories (running shoes, sun glasses, fragrances, and headphones) to
initially test how moral decoupling influences purchase intention (H1),
including the mediating role of positive emotion (H2). Study 2, an ex-
periment, employs a consumer sample and a counterfeit of their fa-
vorite smartphone brand, and manipulates – rather than measures –
moral decoupling to provide further evidence for moral decoupling's
influence (H1) on counterfeit buying via positive emotion (H2). We
included moral rationalizing as a control variable across both studies
and tested for the effects of price advantage (H3a), consumers' attach-
ment to the original brand (H3b), and category involvement (H3c).

3.1. Study 1

3.1.1. Method
Study 1 used a 2 (price advantage: 25% vs. 50%) × 4 (product ca-

tegory: running shoes vs. sun glasses vs. fragrances vs. headsets) quasi-
experimental design on a consumer sample to provide initial evidence
for moral decoupling's positive effect on the intention to buy counter-
feits (H1) and the mediating role of positive emotion (H2). 365 con-
sumers (16–75 years of age; M= 30.4; SD = 10.4; 66.3% females) were
recruited online by posting invitations on various e-commerce sites.
Calvin Klein, Beats by Dre, Nike and Ray Ban were chosen as popular
brands, which are likely to be counterfeited. Upon agreement, the
participants first selected one of the four categories (to ascertain suf-
ficient involvement) before they proceeded to read a short text on a
(non-deceptive) counterfeit brand, which was offered online. The par-
ticipants then proceeded to submit scores on their attachment to the
brand (Schmalz & Orth, 2012; Thomson et al., 2005), moral decoupling
(Bhattacharjee et al., 2013), rationalizing (Bhattacharjee et al., 2013),
emotion (Holbrook & Batra, 1987), processing fluency (Landwehr,
Labroo, & Herrmann, 2011), involvement (Mittal & Lee, 1989), and
intention to purchase (Putrevu & Lord, 1994). All the scales and key

statistics are listed in Web Appendix A. The statistics on the con-
firmative factor analyses and discriminant validity tests are docu-
mented in Web Appendix B.

3.1.2. Initial tests
In order to check whether or not consumers consider it morally

wrong to (a) produce and (b) sell counterfeits, responses to two ques-
tions were analyzed, each assessing moral evaluations on a five-point
rating scale (see Web Appendix A). A one sample t-test of a mean-
computed index (Cronbach's alpha = 0.87) yielded that the responses
scored significantly above the scale midpoint of 3 (M= 3.48, t
(355) = 6.96, p < .001), thereby indicating that consumers, in fact,
consider this issue to be morally wrong. A two-factorial ANOVA further
confirmed that moral evaluation is independent of the price advantage
and product category manipulations (price advantage: F(348,
1) = 0.821, p= .371; product: F(348, 3) = 2.268, p= .083; price ad-
vantage × product: F(348, 3) = 0.587, p= .624).

3.1.3. Analytical approach
In order to test our model and its robustness, we adopted a stepwise

approach. First, we conducted a test of a simple mediation model where
positive emotions function as a mediator (H2) of the relationship be-
tween moral decoupling and purchase intention (H1). Second, moral
rationalization and processing fluency were then added to the media-
tion model as covariates to test the robustness of findings. Third, the
model (including the covariate) was further extended to a moderated
mediation test with boundary conditions (H3a, H3b and H3c) to de-
termine the generalizability of findings.

An initial t-test ascertained that the level of the price advantage
(25% vs. 50%) did not affect the mediator positive emotion (t
(354) = 0.31, p= .761). A correlation analysis further indicated a
significant link between brand attachment and involvement (r= 0.36,
p= .001). We interpret the finding that the corresponding overlap of
13% in variance between the two moderators still leaves a substantial
percentage of independent variance, to mean that separate analyses of
the two moderators are appropriate. Correlations between price and
brand attachment (r= 0.006, p = .902), as well as price and involve-
ment (r= 0.060, p= .261), were not significant.

3.1.3.1. Testing the mediating role of positive emotions. In order to
explore the relationship between moral decoupling and purchase
intention, as well as the underlying mechanism of positive emotion,
we conducted a simple mediation analysis (Hayes, 2013, PROCESS
model 4, number of bootstrap samples = 5000). Moral decoupling was
the independent variable, positive emotion the mediator, and purchase
intention the dependent variable. Results indicated a significant
positive effect of moral decoupling on purchase intention
(bdirect = 0.38, t= 7.40, p < .001), thereby supporting H1.
Furthermore, the moral decoupling – purchase intention relationship
was mediated by positive emotion (Bootstrap [5000]; bindirect = 0.17,
SE= 0.03, 95% CI [0.12, 0.23]), in support of H2. More specifically,
moral decoupling had a positive effect on positive emotion (b= 0.30,
t= 7.72, p < .001), which, in turn, had a positive effect on purchase
intention (b= 0.57, t= 8.78, p < .001).

3.1.3.2. Testing the robustness of the mediation model. We conducted two
analyses in order to check the robustness of our model. First, we tested
a serial mediation model, where the relationship between moral
decoupling and purchase intension is mediated by both positive
emotion and fluency to ascertain that it is positive emotion, rather
than fluency, which channels the effects of moral decoupling on the
intention to buy. The results confirmed that the moral decoupling –
purchase intention relationship was mediated by positive emotion
(Bootstrap [5000]; bindirect = 0.16, SE= 0.03, 95% CI [0.109, 0.236])
and not by fluency (bindirect = 0.00, SE= 0.00, 95% CI [−0.004,
0.017]). There was also no serial mediation via fluency and positive
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emotions (bindirect = 0.00, SE= 0.00, 95% CI [−0.002, 0.015]). More
detailed results included a non-significant effect of decoupling on
fluency (b= −0.06, t(354) = 1.105, p = .27), a significant effect of
fluency on positive emotion (b= −0.11, t(354) = 2.96, p < .001),
and a non-significant effect of fluency on intention (b= −0.02, t
(354) = 0.45, p= .67).

Second, moral rationalization was added as a covariate to the simple
mediation model (sans fluency), thereby accounting for previously es-
tablished effects (e.g., Bhattacharjee et al., 2013). Retesting the model
corroborated the findings obtained in step 1: In the presence of a
marginal effect of rationalization on purchase intention (b= 0.13,
t= 1.87, p= .062), moral decoupling had a significant positive effect
on purchase intention (bdirect = 0.33, t= 5.81, p < .001) and positive
emotions mediated this relationship (Bootstrap [5000]; bindirect = 0.14,
SE= 0.03, 95% CI [0.09, 0.20]). Decoupling specifically had a positive
effect on positive emotion (b= 0.25, t= 5.62, p < .001), which, in
turn, had a positive effect on purchase intention (b= 0.55, t= 8.54,
p < .001). Taken together, these findings indicate that the mediation
model (and the support generated for H1 and H2) is robust.

3.1.3.3. Testing moderated mediation with boundary conditions. As a third
step, we conducted three moderated mediation analyses (Hayes, 2013,
PROCESS model 5, number of bootstrap samples = 5000) to test
whether the results remain stable across the boundary conditions
established by price advantage (H3a), brand attachment (H3b), and
category involvement (H3c). Again, moral decoupling was the
independent variable, positive emotion the mediator, purchase
intention the dependent variable, and moral rationalization the
control. Table 1 holds detailed results.

Adding price advantage (coded as 0 = 25%, 1 = 50%) as a mod-
erator again yielded results, which are consistent with the previous
steps: Positive emotions mediated the effect of moral decoupling on
purchase intention (Bootstrap [5000]; bindirect = 0.14, SE= 0.03, 95%
CI [0.08, 0.20]). The effect of the moral decoupling × price advantage
interaction on purchase intention was marginal (b= −0.18,
t= −1.97, p= .056), thereby providing merely weak support for H3a.

However, the conditional process results indicate that the direct effect
of moral decoupling on purchase intention was relatively strong and
positive at lower levels (M – SD) of price advantage (b= 0.42, t= 5.22,
p= .001), but smaller and significant at higher levels (M + SD) of price
advantage (b= 0.25, t= 3.75, p= .001), in support of H3a.

Testing the role of a person's emotional attachment to the original
brand as a moderator of the moral decoupling - purchase intention
relationship yielded that positive emotions mediated the effect of moral
decoupling on purchase intention (Bootstrap [5000]; bindirect = 0.15,
SE= 0.03, 95% CI [0.09, 0.21]). Furthermore, in support of H3b, brand
attachment significantly interacted with moral decoupling to influence
purchase intention (b= −0.11, t= −2.80, p= .005). The direct effect
of moral decoupling on purchase intention was relatively strong and
positive at lower levels (M – SD) of brand attachment (b= 0.41,
t= 6.03, p < .001), but smaller at the mean level (b= 0.28, t= 4.99,
p < .001) and non-significant at higher levels (M + SD) of brand at-
tachment (b= 0.15, t= 1.88, p= .062).

Last, we tested the role that involvement with the category plays as
a moderator of the moral decoupling - purchase intention relationship.
As before, the effect of moral decoupling on purchase intention was
mediated by positive emotions (Bootstrap [5000]; bindirect = 0.14,
SE= 0.03, 95% CI [0.09, 0.21]). As indicated by a non-significant
moral decoupling × involvement interaction (b= −0.06, t= −1.54,
p= .122), the influence of moral decoupling on purchase intention did
not depend on involvement, which is an outcome that does not support
H3c.

3.1.4. Discussion
Study 1 provides initial evidence for moral decoupling as an influ-

encer of consumers' intention to buy counterfeits, which supports H1.
This influence is channeled through higher levels of positive emotion
that are associated with decoupling, which supports H2. Consumer at-
tachment to the original brand moderates the effect of moral decou-
pling such that its influence becomes stronger as attachment decreases,
which supports H3b. The unexpected finding is that decoupling has a
significant effect on the intention to buy counterfeits across two levels
of price advantage. While the finding of a marginally significant in-
teraction constitutes weak support for H3a, the difference in effect
magnitudes across the two levels (0.42 versus 0.25) is more consistent
with the expected mitigating influence and can mean that a more ex-
treme manipulation of price advantage may be required in the next
study.

The finding that the effect of decoupling on purchase intention is
not influenced by involvement does not support H3c. A possible ex-
planation could be that the study participants choose a product cate-
gory. Conceivably, they selected a category with they were more in-
volved, thereby reducing variance in the measure. In order to provide
an unbiased test for the possible effect of involvement, we specified the
product category in the next study and let participants pick their fa-
vorite brand. We expect that the involvement with the product category
will thus become more relevant and varied.

The fact that previous studies consistently measured moral decou-
pling is a major motivation for conducting Study 2. In order to provide
evidence for the internal validity of the causal relationship between
moral decoupling and behavioral intention, we experimentally ma-
nipulated the levels of decoupling in the next study.

3.2. Study 2

3.2.1. Method
Study 2 sought to replicate and extend Study 1 via an online ex-

periment with smartphone brands. Smartphones – perhaps a counter-
intuitive choice – were selected as a target category, because they re-
present a common item of high personal relevance to consumers (Ward,
Duke, Gneezy, & Bos, 2017). In addition, counterfeiting in the smart-
phone sector is very common both in the European Union and North

Table 1
Testing for moderated mediation of price advantage, attachment and involve-
ment (Study 1).

Predictors B SE t p

Outcome: positive emotion, R2 = 0.16
Moral decoupling (MD) 0.25 0.04 5.62 .000
Moral rationalization (MR) 0.12 0.06 2.17 .031

Outcome: purchase intention
Moderated mediation of price advantage, R2 = 0.39
Positive emotion (PE) 0.55 0.06 8.50 .000
MD 0.34 0.06 5.95 .000
Price advantage (PA) −0.14 0.10 −1.33 .185
MD × PA −0.18 0.09 −1.97 .056
MR 0.11 0.07 1.57 .115

Indirect effect through positive emotion, B= 0.14, SE= 0.03, 95% CI [0.08, 0.20]
Moderated mediation of brand attachment, R2 = 0.42
Positive emotion (PE) 0.58 0.06 9.21 .000
MD 0.28 0.06 4.99 .000
Brand attachment (BA) −0.20 0.04 −4.43 .000
MD × BA −0.11 0.04 −2.80 .005
MR 0.10 0.06 1.53 .128

Indirect effect through positive emotion, B= 0.15, SE= 0.03, 95% CI [0.09, 0.21]
Moderated mediation of involvement with the category, R2 = 0.40
Positive emotion (PE) 0.56 0.06 8.76 .000
MD 0.31 0.06 5.57 .000
Involvement (INV) −0.15 0.05 −3.26 .001
MD × INV −0.06 0.04 −1.54 .122
MR 0.12 0.07 1.90 .057

Indirect effect through positive emotion, B= 0.14, SE= 0.03, 95% CI [0.09, 0.21]

Note: N = 356. CI = confidence interval.
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America, thereby constituting a substantial economic problem
(Wajsman & Burgos, 2017) and making the findings of this research
more practical. In 2015, according to the European Intellectual Prop-
erty Office (EUIPO), the worldwide sales of counterfeit smartphones
accounted for 184 million units, equaling 12.9% of total sales and a
value of €45.3 billion. Since counterfeit smartphones are not limited to
developing or less industrialized countries, the producers of original
smartphones suffered an estimated loss, due to counterfeits, of 14
million units in sales, equaling an 8.3% reduction in sales and ap-
proximately €4.2 billion loss in revenue. In North America alone,
smartphone counterfeits resulted in sales losses of 7.6%, or €4.9 billion.

A total of 299 American consumers (18–66 years of age, M= 39.8;
SD = 13.2; 49.7% females), recruited through MTurk, participated in a
2 (moral decoupling: high vs. low) × 3 (price advantage: 20% vs. 50%
vs. 80%) between subjects design. The more extreme level of price
advantage is a direct result of Study 1 in which levels of 25% and 50%
failed to yield unequivocal findings. Given the recent discussion of the
validity of MTurk samples, we followed Goodman and Paolacci (2017),
as well as Wessling, Huber, and Netzer (2017) to ascertain appro-
priateness. We specifically employed (1) prescreening for buying a
smartphone as a non-rare condition, (2) screening for duplicate Worker
IDs and IP addresses, (3) small monetary incentives of $0.75 (thereby
removing an economic motive to misrepresent), and (4) a larger
number of screening questions to make it more difficult for workers to
recognize which responses will gain them access to the study.

Randomly assigned to one of the two decoupling conditions (see Lee
& Kwak, 2016), the participants initially provided information on their
favorite smartphone brand before they continued to a mock website
where a non-deceptive counterfeit of that model was offered at a price
advantage. Next, the respondents were asked to read a short text in-
structing them to either couple or decouple when forming a purchase
intention (see Web Appendix C) before submitting scores on brand at-
tachment (Schmalz & Orth, 2012; Thomson et al., 2005), moral de-
coupling (Bhattacharjee et al., 2013), rationalizing (Bhattacharjee
et al., 2013), emotion (Holbrook & Batra, 1987), involvement (Mittal &
Lee, 1989), and intention to purchase (Putrevu & Lord, 1994). All the
scales and key statistics are listed in Web Appendix A. A review of re-
sponses to the final question “To your knowledge, what is the main goal
of this study?” indicated no evidence for hypothesis guessing.

As in Study 1, two questions assessed, on a 5-point Likert scale, how
the participants' evaluated the morality of counterfeiting. A one sample
t-test on the index (Cronbach's alpha = 0.87) indicated that the re-
sponses scored significantly above the scale midpoint of 3 (M= 3.73, t
(299) = 11.17, p < .001), in support of our key assumption. ANOVA
further confirmed that the moral evaluation is independent of the ma-
nipulate price advantage (F(296, 2) = 0.085, p= .92).

3.2.2. Analyses and results
3.2.2.1. Manipulation check and initial analyses. An ANOVA with
manipulated moral decoupling and price advantage as independent
variables and measured moral decoupling as the dependent variable
revealed a successful manipulation of moral decoupling (F(1,
293) = 60.68, p < .001). The participants who were instructed to
decouple judgments of morality and performance, showed higher scores
on the decoupling measure (M= 3.42, SD= 1.16) than did the
participants who were instructed to couple judgments (M= 2.39,
SD = 1.10). There was neither a main effect of price advantage (F(2,
293) = 0.44, p = .642) nor a price advantage × manipulated
decoupling interaction effect on the measure of moral decoupling (F
(2, 293) = 0.82, p= .441).

Similar to Study 1, brand attachment and involvement were sig-
nificantly correlated (r= 0.44; p < .001), indicating that the two
moderators share 19% of the variance. Given that a sizable part of in-
dependent variance remains, we take this finding to mean that it is
appropriate to treat both variables as separate moderators.

3.2.2.2. Testing the mediating role of positive emotions. In line with Study
1, we first tested a simple mediation model (Hayes, 2013, PROCESS
model 4, number of bootstrap samples = 5000) with moral decoupling
as the independent variable, positive emotion the mediator, and
purchase intention the dependent variable. The results indicated a
significant effect of moral decoupling on purchase intention
(bdirect = 0.20, t= 4.51, p < .001), thereby supporting H1.
Furthermore, the moral decoupling – purchase intention relationship
was mediated by positive emotion (Bootstrap [5000]; bindirect = 0.19,
SE= 0.04, 95% CI [0.11, 0.28]), in support of H2. More specifically,
moral decoupling had a positive effect on positive emotion (b= 0.27,
t= 4.82, p < .001), which, in turn, had a positive effect on purchase
intention (b= 0.73, t= 16.45, p < .001).

3.2.2.3. Testing the robustness of the mediation model. Adding moral
rationalization as a covariate to the mediation model yielded results
very similar to the first step. In the presence of a significant positive
effect of rationalization on purchase intention (b= 0.24, t= 3.69,
p < .001), moral decoupling had a positive effect on purchase
intention (bdirect = 0.13, t= 2.75, p < .01); furthermore, the
mediation of the moral decoupling – purchase intention relationship
by positive emotion was significant (Bootstrap [5000]; bindirect = 0.09,
SE= 0.04, 95% CI [0.01, 0.17]). Moral decoupling, specifically, had a
significant positive effect on positive emotion (b= 0.13, t= 2.13,
p < .05) and positive emotion had a significant positive effect on
purchase intention (b= 0.68, t= 15.06, p < .001). These findings
indicate that the mediation model is robust.

3.2.2.4. Moderated mediation analysis for testing boundary
conditions. Further replicating the analytical approach used in Study
1, three separate moderated mediation analyses (Hayes, 2013,
PROCESS model 5, number of bootstrap = 5000) were employed with
decoupling as the independent variable, emotion as a mediator,
purchase intention as the dependent variable, and (1) price
advantage, (2) brand attachment, and (3) involvement as moderators.
Again, moral rationalization was included as a covariate and all
continuous variables were mean-centered (Hayes, 2013).

Consistent with H1 and Study 1's findings, the results (Table 2) in-
dicated a positive direct effect of moral decoupling on purchase in-
tention (bdirect = 0.13, t= 2.80, p = .006). Furthermore, the link be-
tween moral decoupling and purchase intention was significantly
mediated by positive emotion (Bootstrap [5000]; bindirect = 0.09,
SE= 0.04, 95% CI [0.01, 0.17]), also replicating Study 1's findings and
providing additional support for H2.

While the moral decoupling × price advantage interaction effect
was not significant (b= −0.10, t= −0.77, p = .441), more detailed
results show that the conditional direct effect of moral decoupling on
purchase intention was significant at low levels of price advantage
(M − SD) (b= 0.30, t= 2.07, p= .040), was weaker and significant at
mean levels of price advantage (b= 0.22, t= 2.15, p= .033), and was
non-significant at high levels of price advantage (M + SD) (b= 0.14,
t= 0.99, p = .321), in support of H3a.

Similarly, the moral decoupling × brand attachment interaction
effect was not significant (b= −0.04, t= −0.85, p= .397), but more
detailed results show that the conditional direct effect of moral de-
coupling on purchase intention was significant for participants who
were less attached to the original brand (M − SD) (b= 0.17, t= 2.52,
p= .012), was weaker and significant at mean levels of attachment
(b= 0.13, t= 2.80, p= .006), and was non-significant at high levels of
brand attachment (M + SD) (b= 0.09, t= 1.69, p= .093), in support
of H3b.

Repeating the moderated mediation analysis with involvement as a
moderator indicated (Table 2) a direct effect of decoupling on intention
to buy counterfeits (bdirect = 0.14, t= 3.00, p = .003) and an indirect
effect via positive emotion (Bootstrap [5000]; bindirect = 0.09,
SE= 0.04, 95% CI [0.01, 0.17]). In addition, the
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decoupling × involvement interaction effect on intention was sig-
nificant (b= −0.08, t= −2.00, p = .049). More detailed conditional
direct effects indicate that the relationship between moral decoupling
and purchase intention was relatively strong and positive at lower le-
vels of involvement (M − SD) (b= 0.22, t= 3.32, p= .001), was
weaker at mean levels of involvement (b= 0.14, t= 3.00, p= .003),
and was non-significant at higher levels of involvement (M + SD)
(b= 0.06, t= 1.06, p= .291), in support of H3c.

3.2.3. Discussion
Partially replicating and extending Study 1, Study 2 provides further

support for the moral decoupling's influence on purchase intention
(H1), as well as the mediating role of positive emotion (H2). Important
to note, Study 2's levels of decoupling were manipulated rather than
measured, providing strong evidence for the internal validity of the
causal relationship. Clarifying the equivocal findings obtained in Study
1, the results further indicate that moral decoupling ceases to function
at higher levels of a counterfeits price advantage. As indicated by a non-
significant interactive effect with moral decoupling, the results on the
moderating effect of attachment diverge from the ones obtained in
Study 1. Involvement functioned as a moderator; the direct effect of
moral decoupling was stronger when the participants were less in-
volved in smartphones, in support of H3c.

4. General discussion and implications

4.1. Theoretical implications

This study has three main findings that add to the literature con-
cerned with understanding counterfeit buying. First, we successfully
extend Bhattacharjee et al.'s (2013) moral decoupling model to con-
sumer buying of counterfeits. Our finding that moral decoupling is a
significant predictor of counterfeits buying adds a novel brand per-
spective to previous studies, which have illustrated the model's ex-
planatory power in the contexts of transgressions of public figures
(Bhattacharjee et al., 2013), firms (Haberstroh et al., 2017), celebrity

endorsers (Lee & Kwak, 2016), and athletes (Lee, Kwak, & Moore,
2015). Our study's contribution is particularly noteworthy, because our
work is the first to adopt a moral decoupling perspective to counterfeit
buying, thereby enhancing the explanatory power of models beyond
effects previously established for moral rationalizing (Eisend, 2016).

As a second and perhaps more important contribution, our study is
the first to empirically demonstrate that moral decoupling impacts
consumer behavior through processing-evoked positive emotion. Our
finding that moral decoupling evokes positive emotion, which, in turn,
positively influences an intention to buy counterfeits, fills a gap in
previous research, thereby highlighting ease and pleasantness as key
advantages of decoupling over rationalizing (Bhattacharjee et al.,
2013). In addition, focusing on processing-evoked positive emotion
broadens the perspective on the role of emotions in ethical decision-
making which, to date, has mostly focused on anticipated or exhibited
moral negative emotions (e.g., Hofmann & Baumert, 2010), specifically
guilt (Stöttinger & Penz, 2015), shame (Rothmund & Baumert, 2014),
and embarrassment (Bian et al., 2016).

Third, the findings in both studies clarify three important boundary
conditions for moral decoupling that impact consumer buying of
counterfeits. The finding that decoupling ceases to function at higher
levels of price advantage ties in with reports that the monetary ad-
vantage of a counterfeit over the original is an important predictor of
purchase (Albers-Miller, 1999; Bloch, Bush, & Campbell, 1993), or even
the decisive factor (Yoo & Lee, 2012). Our finding also offers an addi-
tional explanation for reports that the extent of the price differential
may not affect consumers' purchase intentions toward the counterfeit
(Poddar et al., 2012; Randhawa et al., 2015).

Our finding that consumers' emotional attachment to the original
attenuates (Study 1) the effect of moral decoupling on intention to buy
counterfeits is congruent with the self-expressive and identity-con-
structing capability of brands (Escalas & Bettman, 2005; Orth & Rose,
2017) and ties in with reports that increasing emotional brand attach-
ment can reduce the intention to buy counterfeits (Kaufmann et al.,
2016). Conversely, the marginal effects obtained in Study 2 appear
more consistent with studies reporting divergent effects (Gosline, 2009)
or even detrimental effects (Randhawa et al., 2015). Scholars may, thus,
find it rewarding to further investigate factors, which moderate brand
attachment's moderating effect.

In comparison, findings on the role of involvement are less un-
equivocal. Well-grounded in theory (Eagly & Chaiken, 1993; Petty &
Cacioppo, 1986), our study shows that as involvement increases, the
influence of decoupling on an intention to buy counterfeits decreases.
When consumers are more motivated to evaluate the merits of a
counterfeit over an original, they are less likely to purchase the coun-
terfeit, based on decoupling moral from performance aspects. This
finding complements reports that involvement directly impacts coun-
terfeit buying (Penz & Stöttinger, 2008) and offers a possible explana-
tion for reports that involvement has no effect (Bian & Moutinho,
2011).

Finally, our study not only measures, but also manipulates, moral
decoupling, which is a methodological advancement. By doing so, we
provide evidence of the causal influence of moral decoupling on the
intention to purchase counterfeits. Taken together, our research ad-
vances knowledge on ethical aspects in consumer decision-making and
provides a more complete account of counterfeit buying than does
previous research.

4.2. Practical implications

Our findings have several implications, which help managers better
protect original brands. First, given that decoupling feels good and
makes it easier for consumers to buy counterfeits, strategies to protect
original brands should center on measures aimed at coupling moral
with performance aspects. For example, original brand communications
could employ advertisements, endorsers, and other means to emphasize

Table 2
Testing for moderated mediation of price advantage, attachment and involve-
ment (Study 2).

Predictors B SE t p

Outcome: positive emotion, R2 =0.16
Moral decoupling (MD) 0.13 0.06 2.13 .034
Moral rationalization (MR) 0.41 0.08 5.10 .000

Outcome: purchase intention
Moderated mediation of price advantage, R2 = 0.56
Positive emotion (PE) 0.68 0.05 14.98 .000
MD 0.13 0.05 2.80 .006
Price advantage (PA) −0.02 0.06 −0.33 .742
MD × PA −0.10 0.13 −0.77 .441
MR 0.24 0.07 3.70 .000

Indirect effect through positive emotion, B= 0.09, SE= 0.04, 95% CI [0.01, 0.17]
Moderated mediation of brand attachment, R2 = 0.57
Positive emotion (PE) 0.68 0.05 14.98 .000
MD 0.13 0.05 2.80 .006
Brand attachment (BA) 0.05 0.05 0.87 .387
MD × BA −0.04 0.04 −0.85 .397
MR 0.24 0.07 3.70 .000

Indirect effect through positive emotion, B= 0.09, SE= 0.04, 95% CI [0.01, 0.17]
Moderated mediation of involvement, R2 = 0.57
Positive emotion (PE) 0.68 0.05 15.16 .000
MD 0.14 0.05 3.00 .003
Involvement (INV) 0.01 0.05 0.13 .897
MD × INV −0.08 0.04 −2.00 .049
MR 0.24 0.07 3.67 .003

Indirect effect through positive emotion, B= 0.09, SE= 0.04, 95% CI [0.01, 0.17]

Note: N = 299. CI = confidence interval.
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that moral and performance features are inextricably intertwined,
thereby making it more difficult for consumers to decouple. Similar
approaches function in sports sponsorship (Lee et al., 2015) where
unlawful performance enhancements are closely linked with morality.
Furthermore, research on processing-evoked emotion (Schwarz, 2004)
and the misattribution of affect (Schwarz & Clore, 1983) could be uti-
lized to counter the role of positive emotion (as a mediator of the de-
coupling - purchase intention relationship) by making consumers aware
of their possible impact. Alerting potential buyers to the possibility that
decoupling may initially feel good, but might entail undesirable emo-
tions of regret, shame or embarrassment in the longer run, should at-
tenuate or possibly nullify the impact of positive emotion as major
drivers for decoupling to work.

Perhaps the most obvious managerial implication departs from the
moderating role established for attachment to the original brand. Given
that greater attachment to the original attenuates the positive impact of
decoupling, managers would be well advised to strengthen consumer
attachment to their brand as a preventive measure. Creating strong
attachments is a common goal in brand management, and the protec-
tive effects found in our studies of strong attachment shielding original
brands against counterfeits add one more reason why creating strong
consumer-brand bonds makes good business sense.

Finally, managers can draw mixed conclusions from our finding that
more extreme levels of a counterfeit's price advantage over an original
mitigate the influence of decoupling on purchase intention. On the
positive side, this outcome may give managers of original brands a
reason to relax, because – according to our two studies – the detri-
mental effect of moral decoupling ceases under conditions of steep
discounts. On the negative side, the decoupling of moral and perfor-
mance aspects by consumers stimulates their buying of counterfeits
when the price advantage is small to moderate.

4.3. Limitations and future research

As with any research, this study has limitations that offer opportu-
nities for further research. Methodologically, our Study 2 is based on a
scenario in which consumers purposefully have to decide to buy a non-
deceptive counterfeit of a well-known brand at a bargain. Our findings
may, thus, not extend to other situations in which consumers are not
aware of the fact that they are buying a counterfeit. For example, cer-
tain online retailers offer counterfeits, which imitate the designs of top-
tier brands and consumers might not notice that they are actually
counterfeits. Yet, if consumers have some knowledge of typical prices
within a category, they may become suspicious when encountering low-
priced rip-offs of their favorite brands. Hence, we call for future re-
search to further disentangle moral decoupling effects under different
conditions of consumer awareness, suspicion, and ignorance of the fact
that they buy counterfeits.

Theoretically, our findings may offer at least two opportunities to
further broaden the conceptual framework on moral issues in coun-
terfeit buying. First, in both studies, the results indicated that con-
sumers' moral evaluation was independent from the price advantage
offered by the counterfeit. This finding calls for further research on the
knowledge consumers have about the counterfeit industry, including its
impact on moral decoupling, thereby perhaps leading to developing and
testing “counterfeit literacy” as a novel concept. We speculate that more
counterfeit literate consumers may be more likely to emphasize moral
issues and, thus, less likely to decouple. Second, given that Study 2's
findings were obtained with a MTurk sample, variability in terms of
mere affordability of top-level smartphones and, thus, price level may
be an issue. Our conceptual framework did not account for the role of
important brand characteristics, such as name strength, price point, or
market positioning (i.e., leader-follower or innovator-imitator).
Findings and conclusions should thus be considered with the necessary
caution. We trust that the contributions of this study will stimulate
further research in this field.

Appendix A. Supplementary data

Supplementary data to this article can be found online at https://
doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2019.01.001.
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