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Abstract 

For decades, counterfeit luxury brands have posed a global challenge to 

society. Over time, counterfeits have increasingly entered the market, gaining 

considerable interest from researchers, practitioners and public policy makers. This 

thesis aims to explain the influence of fundamental mating motives on the preference 

for counterfeit luxury brands among men and women from an evolutionary 

perspective, while examining loneliness as a potential moderator of this relationship. 

Based on evolutionary psychology and through an experimental study, it was 

found that the consumption of counterfeit luxury brands has different functions for 

men and women in a mating context. More specifically, counterfeit luxury brands 

possibly act as a deceptive signal of underlying mate value for men, as they aim to 

display their wealth to their potential romantic partners. Conversely, women use 

counterfeit luxury products as a signal to their female rivals, indicating their ability to 

compete. 

Loneliness was examined as a potential moderator, but it is not found any 

significant influence on the relationship between mating motives and counterfeit 

consumption. These findings contribute to the theoretical understanding of counterfeit 

luxury brand consumption and have practical implication for marketers. They can use 

these insights to create targeted content and campaigns which address to the distinct 

motivations of male and female consumers in the luxury brand market. 

 

Keywords: Counterfeit Luxury Brands, Evolutionary Psychology, Mating Motives, 

Consumer Behaviour, Loneliness 
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Introduction 

 

Recent trends show that counterfeiting is increasingly affected countries globally 

(Samaddar & Gandhi, 2022). By the end of 2022, the value of global counterfeit 

product reached $3 million (Samaddar & Gandhi, 2022). Counterfeit luxury products 

involve unauthorized reproductions of genuine luxury brands, sold at lower prices 

with identical packaging, labelling and branding (Shan et al., 2021). For example, a 

genuine Hermes Birkin bag can cost $10.000, a Chinese vinyl knockoff $60 and a 

quality imitation Turkish leather bag $450 (Ndereyimana et al., 2021).  

In general, counterfeit products are now easily accessible through various forms of 

deception. In diverse luxury goods, from painting to jewellery, there is confusion 

between what is real and what fake. In fact, some counterfeit products are reproduced 

so well that even the brand owner cannot distinguish them from the genuine ones. 

Counterfeiting has negative effects on consumers, manufacturers and society as a 

whole. First of all, they can endanger individual health due to safety reasons, and 

support child labor and other criminal activities. Moreover, they affect the business 

world in various ways, creating unfair competition and reducing demand for 

legitimate goods (Davidson et al., 2017). This issue has serious implications, 

including the loss of $77.5 billion in tax revenue and more than 2.5 million jobs each 

year (Eisend, 2016). Additionally, according to IACC, 5 to 7% involves illegal goods 

potentially reaching up to $600 billion annually (Norum and Cuno, 2011). 

Despite global efforts to combat counterfeiting, there are no signs of relief. A catalyst 

for this global threat is the strong consumer demand. To develop effective 

countermeasures, the underlying motivation for purchasing counterfeit products must 

be extensively analysed (Khan et al., 2023).  

Counterfeit products offer a desired image of luxury at a lower cost, making the 

appealing to consumer who desire genuine brands but seek cheer alternatives (Shan et 

al., 2021). Counterfeits allow consumers to fulfil social needs, such as gaining social 

approval and signalling (Shan et al., 2021). Consequently, consumers may be drawn 

to counterfeit luxury brands because of their functional, socio-political and economic 
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value. Additionally, psychographic, socio-political and product factors play important 

roles (Khan et al., 2023). 

While research on counterfeit luxury consumption is growing, it remains inconsistent, 

fragmented and lacks of clear research direction (Khan et al, 2023). Researchers, 

marketers and policymakers are actively seeking a comprehensive knowledge and 

strategies to combat this issue (Samaddar & Gandhi, 2022). 

Previous studies have explored several factors influencing consumer behaviour 

towards counterfeit, including self-enhancement (Shan et al., 2021), the discrepancy 

between an individual’s actual and ideal self (Ngo et al., 2020) and social functioning 

adaptations (Marticotte & Arcand, 2017). 

One interesting aspect of research is the investigation of the psychological and 

evolutionary factors which lead consumer behaviour towards counterfeit luxury 

goods. Evolutionary psychology supports that some fundamental motives, such as the 

desire for social status and mate attraction, could influence consumer preferences 

(Griskevicius & Kenrick, 2013). Previous research of Miller (2009) have supported 

that conspicuous consumption serves as a signal of social status and attraction of 

potential mates. However, the role of counterfeit luxury brand have not been 

adequately explores.  

According to Saad (2011), the consumption of counterfeit luxury brands may have 

evolutionary roots, but there is not enough empirical evidence linking counterfeit 

luxury consumption and evolutionary motives. On the other hand, Griskevicius and 

Kenrick (2013) have studied consumer behaviour from an evolutionary perspective, 

suggesting that individuals’ preference for luxury brands are related to costly 

signalling as luxury brands signal desirable traits to others (Saad & Vongas, 2009). 

Based on costly signalling theory, signals communicate underlying traits of an 

organism that cannot easily be perceived and these characteristic are linked to fitness 

qualities. Based on research, men purchase luxury brands as a signal to attract a 

romantic partner or to compete with other males (Hennighausen, 2016). Women flaunt 

luxury brands to signal to other women that their partner is devoted to them (Wang & 

Griskevicius, 2014) as well as to deter female rivals in intrasexual competition 

context (Hudders et al., 2014).  
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However, how these motives can trigger men’s and women’s counterfeiting luxury 

consumption is underexplored. Khan et al. (202) have highlighted the need for a 

holistic framework to address the increasing spread of counterfeiting and emphasized 

the fact that few studies have theorized the consumption of luxury brands.    

As a result, this thesis investigates the consumption of luxury brands from an 

evolutionary perspective as there is not adequate empirical research studying 

counterfeit luxury consumption as a deceptive strategy into an evolutionary angle. 

Rooted in deceptive signalling and the sexual selection (Darwin, 1871), this thesis 

explores the nature of this system and  the impact of different evolutionary motives on 

the consumption of counterfeit luxury brands vs. low status brand among men and 

women, considering loneliness as a moderator of the relationship.  

Loneliness was chosen to be explored as in contemporary society people are at least 

as lonely as in the past, if not even lonelier (Manchester Institute of Education, 2018). 

As a result loneliness is a psychological state that is rising around the world and can 

be converted into a public health issue. Researches have examined the role of 

loneliness in conspicuous consumption. For instance, Wang et al. (2012) suggested 

that loneliness shapes the effectiveness of consensus-related information in consumer 

decisions. Moreover, as mentioned before, mating motives affect conspicuous 

consumption (Sundie et al. 2011). Based on this result, the study of Liu et al. (2020) 

suggested that loneliness is another factor that could induce people’s mating motives.  

Considering the above, loneliness has emerged as a psychological state that can 

influence consumer behaviour (Pieters, 2013). Nevertheless, marketing studies have 

not specified the mating motives by corresponding consumption (Liu et al., 2020). For 

this reason, this research investigated the moderating role of this variable. More 

specifically, this thesis aims to: 

a) Empirically showcase that activating mating motives (intrasexual vs 

intersexual) influences men’s and women’s intention to purchase counterfeit 

luxury brands over low status 

b) Examine how loneliness can moderate the relationship between mating 

motives and purchase intention of counterfeiting luxury brands.  
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An experimental methodology was chosen for the above research. Experiments are 

ideal constructions to explain causation and are commonly used for research in 

sociology and psychology. 

The findings revealed that men might use counterfeit luxury brands as a deceptive 

signal to attract a romantic partner or compete with a male rival. Conversely, women’s 

flaunting of counterfeit consumption is a signal to other female rival that they can 

compete. Loneliness did not moderate the relationship between mating motives and 

purchase intention of counterfeiting luxury brands. 

The above research fills an important gap in the evolutionary psychology and 

consumer behavior literature, contributing both theoretically and practically.  
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Literature Review 

 

Introduction 

 

Despite the global economy being characterized by a recession, the luxury 

brand sector is performing well (Park et al., 2023). In 2022, the global luxury market 

grew by 21% with 95% of all luxury brands showing positive growth (Park et al., 

2023). Various disciplines such as economics (from classic to behavioral ones), 

sociology, anthropology or evolutionary psychology have examined luxury (Smith & 

Bird, 2005). This knowledge has traditionally associated luxury with wealth and 

social status (Y.Wang, 2022).  

Luxury products are exclusive, signaling wealth, achievement and success 

(Y.Wang, 2022). However, this status-centric “wealth-related” perspective does not 

sufficiently explain the reality of contemporary luxury consumption (Y.Wang, 2022). 

Today, anyone can wear quality clothes or bags and consumers decide what to wear 

based on their respective profiles, resulting in the acquisition of products that reflect 

their identity or cultural capital (Park et al., 2023). For example, many consumers do 

not own luxury products but rent them or lease them at much lower cost (Y.Wang, 

2022).  

Moreover, luxury is not associated with a limited range of categories but 

comprises a wide range of goods and services, including elegant apparel and 

handbags, lifestyle sneakers, ripped jeans and backpacks, high-end watches and 

jewelry, expensive wines and spirits, high-tech cars and bicycles, high-prices coffee 

machines or blow-dryers, luxury hotels, spas and fine dining (Y.Wang, 2022). 

Considering the above, the world of luxury is changing but the academic 

marketing research investigates the consumers of this industry using the same primary 

lens (Y.Wang, 2022). As luxury continues to expand in scope and complexity, this 

wealth-based perspective needs to be supplemented with other viewpoints. This paper 

presents a more complete view of luxury consumption. 

From Luxury Consumption to Counterfeiting 
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Luxury consumption is closely associated with the phenomenon of 

counterfeiting. Luxury products are accessible to everyone and as result everyone 

desires them. As the desire for these items grows, the demand for counterfeit goods 

also increases (Kahn et al., 2021). Counterfeit goods are products which mimic the 

appearance and branding of genuine luxury products, allowing consumers to signal 

wealth and status with the minimum cost (Kahn et al., 2021).  

As a result, the demand for counterfeit goods is linked with the same 

motivations which drive genuine luxury purchases such as social approval, status 

signaling and identity expression (Kahn et al., 2021). Although global institutions 

have made many attempts to combat counterfeiting, the strong consumer demand 

persists (Khan et al., 2020). Understanding the motivations behind luxury 

consumption both genuine and counterfeit, is essential for developing effective 

strategies to address the challenges posed by counterfeiting in the luxury market 

(Shan et al., 2021).  

Conspicuous Consumption 

 

Conspicuous consumption is one of the oldest ideas in consumer behavior 

(Berger & Ward, 2020). Different theories attempt to investigate the reasons behind 

individual conspicuous consumption (Hamdani et al., 2023). Many marketing studies 

have specifically addresses the conspicuous consumption of luxury goods (Yuan & 

Zhang, 2019). Conspicuous goods refer to highly visible and noticeable items that 

attract attention and signal status, wealth, or prestige (Hamdani et al., 2023). The main 

goal of these goods is to gain respect, admiration and build relationships (Hamdani et 

al., 2023).  

Techniques like observable logos or explicit patterns are employed by brands 

to signal their products (Beger & Ward, 2010). For example, Burberry’s plaid or the 

Apple logo helps others form an opinion about the wearer. Consumers have the urge 

to showcase that their t-shirt is Armani but not feel the same need when their t-shirt is 

from Wal-Mart (Beger & Ward, 2010). As a result, it can be inferred that there is a 

relationship between brand signal explicitness and price: low price goods have fewer 

brand markers, while high-price goods are more explicit (Berger & Ward, 2010). This 

approach stems from Veblen’s theory which emerged as a critique of the neoclassical 

theory of consumption (Verdugo & Ponce, 2020). Veblen argued that consumers use 
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their choices to express their desired identities and characteristics (Berger & Ward, 

2010). 

The findings of Shamu et al. (2024) reveal a significant relationship between 

social media use and the social visibility of respondents’ consumption. Furthermore, 

the continued increase in the social visibility of respondents’ consumption is 

associated with increased conspicuous consumption behavior and appearance (Shamu 

et al., 2024).  

Conspicuous Motivation 

 

There are two types of conspicuous motivation: the bandwagon effect and the 

snob effect (Verdugo & Ponce, 2020). The bandwagon effect occurs when the 

consumers use brands to be accepted by prestigious social groups, while the snob 

effect involves the rejection of specific goods perceived as less prestigious (Verdugo 

& Ponce, 2020).  

Several studies have examined conspicuous motivation in relation to socio-

demographic variables (Such as age and gender) and psychological conditions (Such 

as self-concept and tendency to materialism). These studies have revealed that men 

show a greater tendency than woman to luxury consumption due to conspicuous 

motivation, as they seek social acceptance through it. Furthermore, men use social 

acceptance and status to validate themselves in their work environment (Verdugo & 

Ponce, 2020). 

To better categorize the conspicuous motivation, it is separated into two 

categories: external and internal motivation. 

External Motivation of Conspicuous Consumption 

 

Power is considered the ability to control resources and outcomes and is a 

mental state that varies from person to person (Rucker & Galinsky, 2008). A typical 

example is bosses who, on one hand, have power over employees but may feel 

powerless when an employee leaves for a better job. Generally, people consider low 

power to be an aversive state because it evokes feelings of powerlessness. A person 

with low power tends to acquire conspicuous products as means of restoring their 

power (Rucker & Galinsky, 2008). On the other hand, strong individuals, being sure 
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of them, do not feel the need for external demonstrations of their strength (Rucker et 

al., 2014). Research shows that people feeling powerless may use luxury products to 

elevate their status (Koo & Im, 2019). Koo and Im (2019) found that those in low-

power conditions tend to prefer larger sizes and more prominent logos to assert their 

status. Consequently, powerless individuals tend to consume conspicuously more than 

powerful ones (Rucker & Galinsky, 2008). 

Another external motivation is social class. Consumers in lower social class 

tend to spend more on distinctive products to reduce the gap between what they have 

and what others have (Ordabayeva & Chandon, 2011). Additionally, when equality 

increases, the conspicuous consumption of low-class consumers who are not 

interested in status decreases, while the conspicuous consumption of low-status 

consumers who are interested in the social status increases. Research by Han et al. 

(2010) argues that consumers of different social classes have different preferences in 

luxury products depending on whether they wish to connect or disconnect with 

another social group. For example, upper-class consumers prefer products with large 

and conspicuous logos to show the lower class that they are not one of them. 

Conversely, low-class consumers, in their attempt to catch up with the upper class, 

prefer to buy imitations due to their financial inability to buy authentic luxury brands.  

Age is another external motivation. The majority of literature on conspicuous 

consumption argues that it is young people who enhance conspicuous consumption. 

For example, teenagers in order to protect their identity and gain impressions prefer to 

wear branded clothes (Piacentini & Mailer, 2004). Data show that the millenial 

generation is an important market segment for luxury goods, predicted to account for 

half of global spending on personal luxury goods by 2025 (Khan et al., 2023). 

According to O’Cass and Frost (2002), younger consumers are more prone to 

conspicuous purchases to gain status and social prestige. On the other hand, adults are 

more confident in them and are less inclined to signal through consumption (Sherman 

et al., 2001).  

Additionally, during economic crises, consumers have less money available 

for luxuries and prefer basic product categories (Kamakura & Du, 2012). For 

example, consumers in a crisis will not buy highly visible goods that signal status. 

Nevertheless, research by Nunes et al. (2011) suggests that even during crises, 
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consumers buy luxury brands with prominent logos. During the 2008 financial crisis, 

Louis Vuitton and Gucci displayed more prominent logos on new products than older 

ones and manufacturers generally did not cut back. 

Furthermore, integration into a social group is a fundamental need. When a 

person feels socially excluded the fundamental needs of belonging, control, self-

esteem and meaningful existences are threatened (Williams, 2001). Lee and Shrum 

(2012) claimed that a person who is a social outcast conspicuously consumes to 

regain power and gain the attention of others, trying to reconnect with society.  

Intrinsic Motivation of Conspicuous Consumption 

 

Materialism is defines as the set of values and beliefs of consumers regarding 

the accumulation of wealth as a source of happiness and success in life (Burroughs & 

Rindfleish, 2002). Both values and beliefs, in turn, influence individuals’ choices in 

different contexts (Richin & Dawson, 1992). Research connects materialism and 

insecurity, concluding that individuals seek material good to feel secure (Chang & 

Arkin, 2002). Highly materialistic people buy more conspicuous products compared 

to less materialistic people to arouse envy and receive admiration from others. 

Moreover, religions often oppose the possession and display of wealth 

(Stillman et al., 2012). Both Eastern and Western religions state that to conquer 

spirituality, one must come into conflict with materialism. The most famous spiritual 

leaders, such as Jesus, Buddha and Gandhi openly resisted conspicuous consumption 

(McKibben, 1998). Therefore, highly religious people do not see conspicuous 

consumption as a way to gain fame and prestige and higher levels of spirituality are 

negatively associated with it (Stillman et al., 2012). 

The Rise of Counterfeit Consumption 

 

The rise in conspicuous consumption and increased spending on luxury items 

has fueled demand for cheaper imitations of high-end brands (Samaddar & Gandhi, 

2022). The production, distribution and consumption of counterfeit products are a 

rapidly growing global trend (Norum & Cuno, 2011). Research evident highlights that 

counterfeiting is a significant global economic issue (Eisend, 2016). 
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Counterfeiting has been a significant issue for over 2.000 years, with its 

volume and complexity increasing dramatically in recent times (Pittiglio, 2024). In 

1996, losses due to counterfeit goods exceeded $200 billion, rising to $512 billion in 

2004 and reaching $600 billion by 2014 (Quach & Taichon, 2018).  Four out of ten 

businesses face significant challenges due to counterfeiting and trademark 

infringement (Shan et al., 2021). The luxury fashion sector, in particular, accounts for 

60 to 70% of all counterfeit trade (Shan et al., 2021). Luxury brands, like Louis 

Vuitton face challenges related to lost sales and shifting consumer perception of brand 

prestige (Quach & Thaichon, 2018).  

According to a 2019 OECD report, approximately 2.5% of global trade 

consists of counterfeit goods, valued at around 412 billion euros, and this trend is 

expected to rise (Razmus et al., 2024). This phenomenon has a significant impact on 

the EU market, where the value of imported counterfeits is estimated at US $134 

billion, accounting for 5.7% of the total value of EU imports (Razmus et al., 2024). 

The main sources of counterfeit products are countries like China, Turkey, the United 

Arabic Emirates and Singapore (Pittiglio, 2024).  

This shift underscores the need for global efforts to understand and combat 

counterfeiting in both developed and developing markets (Samaddar & Gandhi, 

2022). Consequently, the consumption of counterfeit products has become a 

prominent subject of study for many researchers (Razmus et al., 2024). 

Counterfeit Consumption 

 

Counterfeit luxury products are illegal imitations of genuine goods sold at 

lower prices (Quach & Thaichon, 2018). According to Samaddar and Gandhi (2022), 

it can be defined as the “manufacture or sale of a product that deliberately and 

calculatedly reproduces a genuine trademark”.  

It is important to clarify the difference between counterfeit and pirated 

products. A counterfeit product is an unauthorized imitation of a branded product 

offered on the black market, while a pirated product is an unauthorized exact copy of 

a copyrighted product (Eisend, 2016). Typically, piracy involves categories like 

music, movies or software, whereas counterfeiting pertains to tangible goods such as 

clothing (Eisend, 2016). 
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The counterfeit market can be divided into two sub-markets: deceptive and 

non-deceptive (Quach & Thaichon, 2018). In the deceptive market, consumers 

unknowingly purchase fake products, whereas in the non-deceptive market, 

consumers knowingly seek bargains and accept counterfeit products as alternatives 

(Quach & Thaichon, 2018). The first category is common in medicine, auto-parts and 

currency (Khan et al., 2021). Non-deceptive counterfeit products include branded 

luxury goods such as clothing, shoes, watches, handbags, electronics and toys 

(Samaddar & Gandhi, 2022). Understanding these categories help researchers and 

markets explore the conditions under which consumers choose between genuine and 

counterfeit luxury products (Samaddar & Gandhi, 2022). Research on the ethics of 

counterfeiting focuses on non-deceptive counterfeiting, where consumers knowingly 

purchase counterfeit goods (Eisend, 2016). 

 

Negative Effects of Counterfeiting 

 

Counterfeiting is a criminal activity with significant negative consequences for 

the law, product manufacturers, brand owners and society at large. Although some 

studies suggest that counterfeit products might benefit authentic brands (Bekir et al., 

2013), the majority of research highlights severe social and economic impacts.   

- Economic impact on legitimate businesses:  

Counterfeiting has several negative effects, primarily on legitimate businesses 

and the broader economy (Pittiglio, 2024). One major issue is illegal 

competition, which displaces legitimate business activities and negatively 

impacts employment, government revenues and overall economic growth 

(Pittiglio, 2024). As legal businesses face declining sales due to counterfeit 

competition, they may be forced to freeze new hiring, leaded to increased 

unemployment in affected sectors (Pittiglio, 2024). The U.S. Chamber of 

Commerce (2006) stated that counterfeiting leads to the loss of thousands of 

jobs.  Additionally, on one hand reduces business profitability results in lower 

government tax revenues, which in turn reduce the government’s ability to 

fund essential services and public infrastructure (Pittiglio, 2024). On the other 

hand, counterfeiters do not pay taxes or wages to employees and issues such as 



12 
 

child labor are frequently reported (Thomas, 2007). Consequently, counterfeit 

activities have negative effects on businesses contribute to a slowdown in 

economic growth (Thomas, 2007).  

- Funding of illegal activities and consumer safety risks: 

Counterfeiting also presents risk beyond immediate economic impacts. It is a 

criminal activity that can provide additional funds for other illegal activities, 

including drugs and arms trafficking, human trafficking and terrorist activities 

(Thomas, 2007). Furthermore, counterfeit products pose serious safety risks 

because they are not subject to the regulatory standards or production rules 

that apply to genuine products (Pittiglio, 2024). This situation can force 

government agencies to divert resources to address health and safety issues 

related to counterfeit goods, thereby increasing the burden on public budgets 

(Pittiglio, 2024). Recent research suggests that counterfeiting undermines 

companies’ willingness to invest in innovation by shifting resources away 

from research and development towards addressing counterfeiting issues 

(Pittiglio, 2024). 

 According to the International Anti-Counterfeiting Coalition (IACC), 

counterfeit products endanger consumer health and safety because they are 

often made from cheap and dangerous components (IACC, 2023). Counterfeit 

goods lack the regulatory standards and quality controls applied to genuine 

products, which can lead to health hazards for consumers (IACC, 2023). As a 

result, counterfeiting damages company reputations and diminished consumer 

confidence in the global marketplace (Pittiglio, 2024).  

- Impact on brand trust and consumer behavior: 

Counterfeiting undermines trust in legitimate products and can diminish brand 

reputation (Bian et al., 2016). A well know example of counterfeiting in the 

luxury market is Louis Vuitton. The brand’s prominence makes it a frequent 

target for counterfeiter. The social fit function of luxury brands may lead to a 

loss of market share and damage to brand reputation, as potential buyers might 

hesitate to purchase a Louis Vuitton bag due to fears of it being fake 

(Olorenshaw,2011). As a result, legitimate manufacturers invest significant 

resources in research and development to build their brands and maintain their 

market position. However, the existence of counterfeit products can erode 
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consumer confidence and lead to a loss of revenue for these companies (Nia & 

Zaichkowsky, 2000).  

The above issues are especially pronounced in developing economies 

where enforcement mechanisms are weaker (Pittiglio, 2024). Despite being aware 

of these, some consumers choose to buy counterfeit products which reflect 

unethical behavior (Bian et al., 2016). Counterfeiting affects a wide range of 

products, with traditional manufacturing goods being particularly vulnerable 

(Pittiglio, 2024). Among the most counterfeited items are footwear, followed by 

clothing and leather goods (Pittiglio, 2024). The presence of counterfeit products 

can significantly reduce the survival probability of businesses, especially those in 

lower technology and smaller size products (Pittiglio, 2024).  

To reduce the demand for counterfeit goods, both government and 

business efforts are required (Norum & Cuno 2011). Addressing counterfeiting 

requires a multifaceted approach, including stronger intellectual property laws, 

consumer education and international cooperation (Pittiglio, 2024). 

Motivations behind Counterfeit Consumption 

 

Research equates the consumption of fake luxuries with genuine luxury brand 

consumption, noting that counterfeit purchasing behavior is a brand decision rather 

than a product decision (Shan et al., 2021). Counterfeits offer social benefits such as 

symbolic value and status signaling (Shan et al., 2021). According to Wilcox et al. 

(2009), consumers’ preferences for a counterfeit luxury brand increase when these 

serve socially adaptive behavior (Shan et al., 2021). Counterfeit consumers seek the 

symbolic importance of genuine brands to promote their social reputation at minimal 

cost (Shan et al., 2021). However, the effectiveness of status signaling varies by 

brand, situation and product (Shan et al., 2021). For example, even with the same 

brand, logo size can convey different status signals. 

A key area of concerns for researchers is identifying the motivations behind 

the decision to purchase counterfeit products (Khan et al., 2023). First the imitation 

market is closely related to consumer demand (Bian & Veloutsou, 2007). Generally, 

the purchase of counterfeit luxury brands is ties to consumer’s aspirations for 

authentic luxury brands (Hoe et al., 2003). Studies have explored several factors 
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influencing consumer behavior towards counterfeits, including self-enhancement 

(Shan et al., 2021), the discrepancy between an individual’s actual and ideal self (Ngo 

et al., 2020) and social functioning adaptation (Marticotte & Arcand, 2017). Research 

by Wilcox et al. (2009) indicates that both genders consume counterfeit luxury brands 

to fulfill social goals. 

Additionally, the research of Eisendand & Schuchert-Guler (2006) classifies 

the decision-making process regarding counterfeit products into four categories. The 

first includes demographic and psychographic variables, such as attitudes towards 

counterfeiting. The second encompasses aspects such as the price of the product, its 

uniqueness and its availability. The third and fourth categories relate to social and 

cultural context in which the decision-making process for counterfeit products occurs.  

Demographic and Psychographic Variables: 

Several attempts have been made to determine the profile of consumers who buy 

counterfeit luxury brands. However, there is no consistency in the research results 

regarding the demographic characteristics of these consumers. Some studies report 

that demographic variables do not significantly affect the purchase of counterfeits. For 

example, age and household income are not useful criteria for differentiating 

consumers who buy imitations from those who buy original brands (Bloch et al., 

1993). 

Conversely, other researches present different results. Phau et al. (2001) argued that 

those who spent little on counterfeit clothing tended to be young, have a low level of 

education and have no children. In contrast, those who spend more were aged 25-34, 

have good jobs, a high level of education and children. Swee et al. (2001) found that 

lower-income groups had more favorable attitudes toward pirated CDs, while Sims et 

al. (1996) identified a relationship between household income and software piracy. 

However, Wee et al. (1995) claimed that the income and education level influence 

consumer purchase intention but disagreed with the influence of the age. Historically, 

research has suggested that gender is unrelated to moral behavior, moral dilemmas 

and the rational alternatives. However, most recent studies have identified gender 

differences, revealing that female students tend to exhibit more ethical intentions 

compared to male students and lees likely to accept questionable moral answers 

(Norum & Cuno, 2011). For instance, Kwong et al. (2003) found that age and gender 

influence the intention to purchase pirated CDs, with males being more likely than 
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female to make such purchases. Additionally, Chen and Tang (2006) found that male 

students perceived stealing, corruption and cheating as more ethical compared to their 

female counterparts. 

Moreover, materialistic consumers may have a heightened desire to acquire 

counterfeit goods as a means of signaling wealth and power (Davidson et al., 2017). 

High levels of self-monitoring can lead consumers to prefer products that enhance 

their status and image over those that offer greater functionality (Davidson et al., 

2017). If materialistic consumers are targeted with countermeasures focusing on 

materialistic appeal of products, these strategies might be ineffective or ever 

counterproductive (Davidson et al., 2017). 

 

Product characteristics: 

Many studies identify price as the most determining factor in the intention to purchase 

counterfeit brands (Prendergast et al., 2002). There is a positive correlation between 

the low price of imitations and the decision to purchase them. Research by Staake and 

Fleish (2008) stated that the main motivation for buying non-deceptive fake products 

is their low price. Consequently, the intention to purchase a counterfeit product is 

inversely related to the price of the genuine brand (Albers-Miller, 1999). Additionally, 

Bryce and Rutter (2005) found that 60% of respondents reported that product quality 

is also an important motivation for purchasing counterfeit fashion products. However, 

attitudes and behaviors may vary depending on the perceived value behind each 

category of goods. While counterfeits may be perceived as having lower quality to 

genuine products, their low price makes consumers view them as good value. 

Consequently for counterfeits, value consciousness positively affects purchasing 

behavior (Ndereyimana et al., 2021). 

According to Ndereyimana et al. (2021), product design and advertising can 

drive consumers to buy imitations against their preference for genuine products due to 

informational influence. Informational influence occurs when individuals accept 

information about luxury goods or imitations during their search for information or by 

observing other. Information influence is higher for goods that can be consumed 

publicly, as there products are used by consumers to match social expectations 

(Ndereyimana et al., 2021). 
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Sociocultural Context: 

Consumers buy branded products both for their physical characteristics and the brand 

image associated with them. Branded products signal information related to one’s 

self-image, thereby enhancing it (Onkvist & Saw, 1987). However, counterfeit luxury 

brands while not having the exact same physical characteristics, still sell the 

maintained brand image (Penz & Stottinger, 2005). In other words, buyers of 

counterfeit products acquire the prestige associated with the brand without paying for 

it (Cordell et al., 1996).  

According to Wilcox et al. (2009), consumers’ desire for counterfeit luxury brands 

stems from social motivations. Specifically, they argue that consumers buy counterfeit 

products to serve a function of social adaptation rather than an expression of personal 

values. Leisen and Nill (2001) claim that the intention to purchase counterfeit brands 

is greater in more favorable shopping environments.  

Additionally, consumers’ guilt when purchasing counterfeit products can stem both 

intrinsic and extrinsic characteristics (Chaudry & Zimmerman, 2009). Counterfeits 

can be categorized into functional and prestige counterfeits (Cordell et al., 1996). 

Functional counterfeits are those purchased for their utility, such as electronic items or 

software. In contrast, prestige counterfeits are bought for their ability to confer 

prestige on their owner, such as clothes and accessories.  

Consumers who choose to buy imitations do not consider it harmful because 

they are attracted to luxury brands more than the average consumer (Norum & Cuno, 

2011). They do not feel any inferiority about their purchase, believing it offers a 

positive image (Ndereyimana et al., 2021). According to Eisend (2016), there is a 

strong influence of context and morality in the decision to purchase counterfeit 

products. Moral considerations do not significantly influence low-income countries 

because consumers there are not accustomed to genuine brands and do not associate 

imitations as inferior (Nia & Zaichkowsky, 2000). Additionally, some consumers may 

believe that a fake product is genuine (Rath et al., 2015). Even a retailer may not be 

able to distinguish between genuine and counterfeit items if they have a corrupt 

supply chain (Quach & Park, 2018). 

Moreover, people who grow up in economically disadvantaged countries often 

develop a subjective sense of economic insecurity (Ndereyimana et al., 2021). This 

insecurity leads them to overestimate happiness and associate it with symbols such as 
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luxury goods. However, due to their financial situation, they cannot afford to buy such 

goods and turn to counterfeiting goods, ignoring the negative social consequences and 

risks of these actions (Ndereyimana et al., 2021). 

Counterfeiting and Need for Status 

 

General consumer status is affected by informational and normative effects, 

which come into play when considering purchasing luxury goods or their counterfeits 

(Ndereyimana et al., 2021). Luxury products offer prestige and status due to their 

higher prices and superior quality (Ngo et al., 2020). Consumers are willing to pay a 

premium for these products not only for their functionality but also for the status they 

represent – a phenomenon known as “status-consumption” (Truong & McColl, 2011). 

Consumers’ intention to purchase counterfeit luxury goods are influenced by both 

normative and informational influences. These attitudes encompass cognitive and 

affective orientations as well as subjective beliefs and evaluations regarding market 

stimuli. In traditional societies, such attitudes are likely transmitted between 

generations trough consumer socialization, acting as determinants of consumers’ 

intention to purchase imitations to create a desirable image (Ndereyimana et al., 

2021). 

Driven by value consciousness and a willingness to pay low prices for good 

quality, consumers often engage in bargain-hunting and shopping for sale products 

(Ndereyimana et al., 2021). Participation in illegal behavior, such as purchasing 

counterfeit goods, intensifies under price pressure, as counterfeit products offer 

economic savings compared to genuine ones (Ndereyimana et al., 2021). 

Functional attitude theory explains the continuum between attitudes and 

behaviors in the context of luxury goods (Hullet & Boster, 2001). Consumers may 

develop attitudes that either enhance their values or help them adapt to social norms. 

In the context of counterfeit luxury goods, this theory suggests that consumers may 

opt for counterfeit products as a cheaper alternative to achieve the status and image 

associated with genuine luxury brands (Ngo et al., 2020). A consumer might turn to 

counterfeit goods to acquire a desired identity or to conform to group expectations, 

thus using counterfeit products to achieve both expressive and social-adaptive 

functions (Hans et al., 2010b). 
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Consumers are motivated to buy counterfeit goods for both the cost advantage 

and the desire to bypass legitimate means of acquiring assets. The desire for status is a 

significant determining factor in the consumption of counterfeit goods (Ndereyimana 

et al., 2021). Consumers often seek to signal wealth and success through their 

possesions, making purchases of goods with visible logos to display their social status 

(Davidson et al., 2017). To achieve social success, they aim to match or surpass thos 

they envy and fulfill social goals. Consequently, if they cannot afford a genuine 

luxury product, they may choose to purchase a counterfeit one, allowing hedonic 

impulses to outwight moral concerns. Purchase intentions for counterfeit luxury goods 

are strongly influenced by personality factors such as value consciousness and the 

desire of status (Ndereyimana et al., 2021). Luxury seekers are often drawn to brand 

value for prestige and image. However, they may sometimes find themselves unable 

to afford the high prices of genuine luxury items. Consequently, when faced with a 

lower-priced counterfeit option, a consumer who is value-conscious might perceive it 

as offering a similar status advantage at a more affordable price.  

Ndereyimana et al. (2021) found that normative and informational influences 

had a positive effect on Rwandan consumers’ attitudes toward purchasing counterfeit 

luxury goods. Their attitudes were influenced directly and indirectly by the desire for 

status or value consciousness. A desire for status can lead individuals to seek luxury 

goods to enhance their social standing (Davidson et al., 2017).  

Evolutionary Psychology 

 

One of the theoretical approaches, within the social and natural sciences is 

evolutionary psychology (Buss, 2016). Since its inception in 1980s, the field of 

evolutionary psychology has seen impressive growth (Saad, 2013). It is a combination 

of various applications of evolutionary theory to understand the human mind and 

behavior (Narvaez et al., 2022). For example, it encompasses human behavior 

ecology, cultural evolution theory, social constructivist approaches, evolutionary 

developmental psychology and developmental system approaches (Narvaez et al., 

2022).  

According to Ploeger et al. (2008a), evolutionary psychology is “more a 

collective views, which are not consistent with each other, than a coherent theory”. 

For more than half a century, researchers have been studying human behavior from an 
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evolutionary biological perspective (Otterbring et al., 2020). This perspective 

emphasizes distal influences on behavior while also incorporating complementary 

theoretical perspectives (Otterbring et al., 2020). 

This approach is rooted in Darwin’s theory of natural selection (Forgas et al., 

2011). According to this, a biologically influenced trait becomes more or less 

common in a population depending on how this trait affects the reproductive capacity 

of individuals (Forgas et al., 2011). Species that reproduce sexually pass on traits that 

aid survival (Forgas et al., 2011). Therefore, individuals with these traits survive and 

reproduce, while others do not, resulting in maintenance of particular trait due to their 

fitness benefits. 

Through natural selection, traits that solved adaptive problems such as fear of 

poisonous snakes exist because they are loosely associated with adaptations such as 

fear of harmless snakes (Forgas et al., 2011). Although natural selection stems from 

evolutionary theory, it also encompasses other theories such as the theory of 

reciprocal altruism, the theory of parental investment and kin selection (Forgas et al., 

2011). These theories advance specific hypotheses about the causal processes of 

behavior at the psychology level are advanced (Barrett et al., 2001). Therefore, 

studying these mechanisms offer insights into human behavior and mental processes 

(Confer et al., 2010). 

Fundamental Motives 

 

The fundamental framework of motivation is based on biological perspective, 

understanding motivation as functionality specialized psychological systems that 

evolved to regulate responses to threats and opportunities in the environment (Shaller 

et al., 2017). As humans are social being, different motivational systems are adapted 

to the various threats and opportunities posed by other people (Shaller et al., 2017). A 

recent study identified seven fundamental drives: self-protection, disease avoidance, 

relationship building, belonging, mate-seeking, mate-keeping and kin care (Brown et 

al., 2015). These motivations encompass a wide variety of conceptual territory and are 

linked to specific emotions (Beall & Tracy, 2017). 

These fundamentals motivations can be triggered by both external and internal 

cues that signal a threat or opportunity related to an evolutionary change.  More 
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specifically, they can be activated by external cues such as interacting with a desired 

partner, being exposed to a sexy image of the opposite sex or reading a romantic story 

(Billet et al., 2022). Internal cues such as hormonal influences also play a role. For 

example, female mate acquisition motivation is strongest during the ovulatory phase 

of the menstrual cycle. During peak fertility, women tend to dress more attractively 

and purchase more appealing clothing and accessories (Durante et al., 2012). 

The activation of a fundamental motivational system affects attention, 

memory, cognition, preferences and decision-making processes (Griskevicius & 

Kenrick, 2013). A person’s choices can vary and sometimes be inconsistent depending 

on which fundamental motivation is active. For instance, the self-preservation motive 

may lead a person to conform and follow the crowd, while the mate acquisition 

motive might make the same person want to stand out.  

Proximate and Ultimate Expectations 

 

Fundamental to the study of consumer behavior from an evolutionary angle is 

the distinction between proximate and ultimate expectation, which helps uncover the 

causes of consumer preferences and buying patterns (Otterbring et al., 2020). These 

two types of explanations are complementary: the former explains why a behavior 

exists and the latter explains how a behavior works (Scott-Phillips et al., 2011).  

According to Darwin, over time, heritable traits associated with reproductive 

success will increase in a population, while those associated with decreased 

reproductive success will disappear (Scot-Phillips et al., 2011). This principle explains 

both how natural selection operates and what its consequences will be. This 

distinction between the process and its consequences aligns with the distinction 

between ultimate and proximate expectation (Otterbring et al., 2020).  

More specifically, ultimate expectations relate to the consequences of the 

nature of a trait or behavior and whether or not is selected for, while proximate 

expectations relate to how it operates – the mechanisms that underpin the trait or 

behavior (Scott-Phillips et al., 2011). Therefore, ultimate expectations answer the 

question “why” while proximate expectations answer the question “how” (Scoot – 

Phillips et al., 2011). 
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Evolution Psychology as a Framework to study Conspicuous Consumption  

 

Research has revealed that people buy luxury products and their counterfeit to 

show off wealth, status and uniqueness (Yuan & Zheng, 2019). Numerous theories 

attempt to explain why individual engage in conspicuous consumption (Hamdani et 

al., 2023). However, the evolutionary literature explains conspicuous consumption by 

applying sexual selection and costly signaling theory (Koliofotis, 2021). From this 

evolutionary perspective, the consumption of luxury goods help individuals fulfill 

their need to obtain a desirable mate, serving as a communication signal that 

advertises the consumer’s quality as a mate (Yuan & Zheng, 2019). 

Sexual selection results in adaptation related to reproductive advantage (Saad, 

2013). Each reproducing species engage in specific-species forms of sexual signaling 

to indicate its value in the mating market (Saad, 2013). In humans, both sexes engage 

in such signaling, using specific cues that the opposite sex seeks (Saad, 2013). Male 

courtship is considered a sexual signal that conveys information about the motivation, 

condition and quality of displaying males, which both female and male competitors 

use to make decisions (Órfão et al., 2023). 

Intersexual and Intrasexual Competition 

 

Evolutionary psychology has traditionally viewed human mating psychology 

as interactions solely between members of different sexes, largely excluding same-sex 

interactions where reproduction is not possible (Semenyna et al., 2022). This 

perspective is understandable given that the majority of people are attracted to the 

opposite sex, making most human sexual behavior is heterosexual (Semenyna et al., 

2022). 

 Sexual selection operates through two primary pathways that can increase an 

individual’s reproductive success: intersexual courtship and intrasexual competition 

(Andersson, 1994). Intersexual courtship refers to behaviors that member of one sex 

engage in to directly attract members of the opposite sex. For example male are 

driven to consumer luxury goods and services to demonstrate their ability to acquire 

resources desired by females when given a mating-related incentive, such as the 

presence of an attractive female (Griskevicious et al., 2017).  
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Intrasexual competition involves individuals of the same sex competing to 

become more desirable to individuals of the opposite sex. Due to adaptation problems, 

such as caring for dependent offspring, women employ alternative modes of 

competition that minimize the risks of violent retaliation (Ayers & Goetz, 2022). Men, 

for instance, may engage in personal confrontations with other men to enhance their 

relative status or reputation, ultimately leading to greater access to desirable women 

(Griskevicius et al., 2009). Research shows that men use conspicuous luxury cars in 

male-male competition because they believe it enhances their social status 

(Henninghausen et al., 2016). This behavior is similar to salient displays in the animal 

kingdom (Berglund et al., 1996). A typical example is the complexity of the peacock’s 

tail, which is linked to the number of competititve male-male interactions (Loyau et 

al., 2005). Therefore, peacocks use their tails in both inter- and intra- species 

competition. 

 Intraspecific selection has also been observed in homicidal violence displayed 

by male chimpanzees toward males in neighboring troops. By killing their same-sex 

rivals, chimpanzees effectively remove competitors from mating, thereby enhancing 

their own reproductive chances (Wrangham & Peterson, 1996). While male 

competition has received significant attention from evolutionary psychologists (e.g. 

Geary, 1998), both sexes engage in such behavior. Women, for example, use 

conspicuous luxury goods to ward off rivals and signal that their romantic partner is 

highly commited to them (Wang & Griskevicius, 2014). Generally, males compete 

with each other to obtain young and fertile female mates, while females compete to 

obtain high-status male mates (Buss, 1989). 

At first glance, intersexual courtship and intrasexual competition seem quite 

similar since both motives are clearly linked to reproductive success (i.e. attracting 

high-quality mates). Activating a courtship or competition motive might produce 

similar behavioral displays. However, because competition and courtship may involve 

distinct strategies, each motive might trigger different behavioral tendencies. 

Other research claims that conspicuous consumption is increased by 

intraspecies competition (Wang & Griskevicius, 2014). Specifically, women seek 

luxury items to improve their advantages over other women during competition 

(Hudders et al., 2014). They use conspicuous consumption as a means of repelling 
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potential rivals by signaling that their partner is committed to them (Wang & 

Griskevicius, 2014).  

 

Gender Differences and Mate Preferences 

 

A recurring human adaptation problem has been obtaining and keeping a mate 

(Semenyna et al., 2022). This challenge stems from differential parental investment, 

where women’s obligate caregiving and men’s greater variability in reproductive 

potential create dinstict sex differences in mate preferences and competition tactics 

(Semenyna et al., 2022). While both sexes may use similar behaviors in mate 

competition, the frequency and nature of these tactics varies (Semenyna et al., 2022). 

Males advertise their status and resources while females rely on their youth and 

beauty (Semenyna et al., 2022).  

Traditional models of mate competition and choice emphasize a framework 

where make competition precedes female choice (Semenyna et al., 2022). However, 

modern theories recognize that both males and females engage in various forms of 

intrasexual competition and that each sex exercises reciprocal mate choice (Semenyna 

et al., 2022). Female intrasexual competition refers to the strategies women use to 

compete with same-sex rivals for mates (Ayers & Goetz, 2022) For example, a target 

depicted as sexual rival is often rated as less desirable as a potential friend and viewed 

as more sexually permissible (Ayers & Goetz, 2022). Similarly, women are more 

likely to remember gossip about a rival’s ability to attract mates compared to other 

types of information (Ayers & Goetz, 2022). 

Costly Signaling and Conspicuous Consumption 

 

Conspicuous consumption has developed as a sexually selected mating 

technique that benefits mate reproduction (Koliofotis, 2021). It serves as a means of 

competing in mate attraction (Zhao et al., 2017). Seemingly useless or inferior 

features such as a peackok’s tail, attract the opposite sex, promoting reproductive 

success. There are known as conspicuous characteristics (Zhao et al., 2017). 

Conspicuous consumption is closely related to costly signaling theory (Zahavi, 1975). 

According to this theory, luxury items signal a person’s social and economic status, 
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transmitting reliable signals that reveal information about the underlying qualities of 

the person displaying them. This theory, often referred to as the principle of handicap, 

is exemplified by the peacock’s tail, which acts as a signal of a partner’s value (Miller, 

2009). 

Similarly, luxury goods function as signs of wealth and status, producing 

multiple benefits (Nelissen & Meijers, 2011). For conspicuous consumption to qualify 

as a costly signal, several elements must be presents. The signal must be: impossible 

to falsify, easily observable, related to a desired property, producing some benefit 

(Nelissesn & Meijers, 2011). Conspicuous consumption can be considered a mating 

signal (Miller, 2009), as women are often attracted to economic power when choosing 

a mate, while men tend to select women based on physical attractiveness (Li et al., 

2002). According to the theory of costly signaling, men use conspicuous consumption 

to demonstrate their characteristics as good partners when their partner attraction 

motivations are activated (Koliofotis, 2021). 

Evolutionary Psychology and Mating Strategies 

 

Mate preferences differ between men and women. For example, fertility-

related characteristics such as age and physical condition matter more to men that 

wealth or status (Zhao et al., 2017). On the other hand, wealth and status are optimal 

attraction strategies for women (Zhao et al., 2017). Previous research demonstrated 

that conspicuous consumption is not associated with partner attraction among women 

(Zhao et al., 2017). 

Previous research has shown that conspicuous consumption strongly promotes 

mate attraction among men, while women tend to favor wealthy, high-status men to 

maximize their future ability to raise children (Zhao et al., 2017). Therefore, 

conspicuous consumption helps mate attract mates. To feel complete and attract a 

partner, men increase their consumption of luxury goods and status symbols (Zhao et 

al., 2017).  

Men favor young and beautiful women, while women prefer men who possess 

both physical attractiveness and economic status (Lens et al., 2012). For this reason, 

men have an increased interest in status-signaling products (Lens et al., 2012). 

Although women may focus on various aspects of male partner’s value, conspicuous 
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consumption can attract their attention. Previous studies have also focused on the 

effects of the menstrual cycle on mate attraction, providing that ovulating women tend 

to dress more provocatively (Lens et al., 2012). 

Most products used as sexual signals in the mating market align with universal 

mating preferences (Saad, 2013). For example, men desire youth and beauty, while 

women prefer men with high social status (Saad, 2013). In the U.S., 90% of plastic 

surgery patients are women, while 9 out of 10 Ferrari owners in North America are 

men (Saad, 2013). These examples are extended phenotypes (Saad, 2013). The 

presence of appropriate sexual signals increases the desire of individuals for the sex 

that carries them (Saad, 2013). For instance, a more expensive car leads to higher 

physical attractiveness ratings (Dunn & Searle, 2010) and increases the likelihood that 

a woman will date that man (Guéguen & Lamy, 2012).  

Hence, previous research suggests that when a man’s romantic mating motive 

is activated, he will be motivated to display luxury goods to attract a potential 

romantic partner by signaling his social status (Chen et al., 2022). On the other hand, 

it is argued that luxury consumption is not particularly useful for women at the stage 

of forming a relationship, because men values qualities unrelated to status, such as 

sociability (Chen et al., 2021). Therefore, it is hypothesized that women do not use 

luxury items in their relationships pursuits and thus there is no effect of mating 

motivation on women’s luxury consumption (Chen et al., 2021).  

One of the most important influences on a woman’s preferences, emotions and 

behaviors is the menstrual cycle (Saad, 2013). Evolutionary psychologists have 

recorded numerous phenomena influenced by the ovulation cycle, especially 

regarding mating, hypothesizing a link between the menstrual cycle and consumer 

behavior (Saad, 2013) For example, women’s propensity to engage in sexual signaling 

through various grooming practices varies across the menstrual cycle in ways 

consistent with evolutionary predictions (Saad, 2013). At peak fertility, women are 

more likely to engage in sexual singaling (Durante et al., 2011). Both proximate and 

ultimate expectation must work in tandem to provide a complete description of a 

given phenotype (Saad, 2013).  

Taken together, the above information highlights gender differences in the 

motives for conspicuous consumption. Men use conspicuous consumption to 
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demonstrate their status and access to resources. Regarding female conspicuous 

consumption, women believe that conspicuous consumption improves their 

attractiveness and is believed to be the reason women consume luxury brands 

conspicuously. 

The role of Conspicuous Consumption in Mating 

 

True love may be priceless, but finding it is hard and expensive (Chen et al., 

2021). The average American spends 120.000 $ over a lifetime on dating and personal 

grooming (Gervis et al., 2019). More than 1 in 4 Americans have been driven into 

debt by dating expenses (Chen et al., 2021). The dating industry in the US has grown 

over the last 5 years, at an annual rate of 10,7% (Chen et al., 2021). Therefore, 

consumption is an important tool for creating romantic relationships (Chen et al., 

2021). 

Forming a romantic relationship through consumption choices involves 

overcoming challenges, seizing opportunities and ensuring favorable outcomes in 

romantic pursuits by using strategically (Chen et al., 2022). One such strategy rooted 

in the mating unit is conspicuous consumption (Saad, 2013). Saad and Vongas (2009) 

investigated the effects of conspicuous consumption on male testosterone levels. 

According to their study, driving a Porsche increased levels of the hormone, as this act 

is associated with an endocinollogically intoxicating sexual signal, similar to an 

immediate infusion of social status (Saad, 2013). Moreover, there was an unexpected 

increase in male testosterone levels after interactions with women (Saad, 2013).  

Earlier research by Townsend and Levy (1990) found that women’s 

assessments of men’s physical attractiveness were significantly influenced by the 

social status indicated by men’s clothing. High-quality attire serves as ostentatious 

signal of a man;s potential quality in the mating market, akin to peacock’s (Saad, 

2013).  

Although many products have been researched from an evolutionary 

perspective, marketing researchers have not conducted much of this research (Saad, 

2013). High heels (Smith, 1987) and cosmetics (Russell, 2009) serve to enhance 

desirable morphological features. Haircuts and hairstyles are used to reinforce 

attractive phenotypic cues, as hair quality degrades with age (Mesko &. Bereczkei, 
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2004). In certain cases, the realities of life influence product use (grooming practives) 

and product form (Fashion style) in ways consistent with evolutionary theory (Saad, 

2013). For example, macro-economic conditions, such as economic hardship, may 

increase intrasexual female competition, leading to a stronger tendency to groom, 

either in terms of the sexiness of clothing or the amount spent on grooming (Durante 

et al., 2012).  

Evolution Psychology as a Framework to study Consumption of Counterfeit 

Luxury Brands 

 

This thesis investigates consumer preferences for counterfeit luxury bands 

based on evolutionary psychology. This field of psychology has proved to be a valid 

framework for exploring both consumer behavior (Saad, 2013) and consumer 

preferences (Saad, 2007). It is proposed that counterfeit luxury consumption is 

associated with mate acquisition motives and functions as a deceptive signal in an 

intrasexual and/or an intersexual context. It is supported that there is an empirical link 

in the relationship between mating motives and counterfeit luxury consumption that 

varies based on sex. Rooted in deceptive signaling and the sexual selection, this study 

explores the nature of this system. To our knowledge, this is one of the first studies to 

examine counterfeit consumption goods as a common deceptive strategy from an 

evolutionary perspective.  

Therefore, based on evolutionary psychology, human preferences for luxury 

goods are associated with costly signaling, where the owner of a valuable good 

signals desirable characteristics to others (Miller, 2009). As mentioned, these signs are 

demonstrate subjective characteristics of the organism that are not easily perceived on 

and are related to the physical condition. One such signal is luxury consumption as it 

is an indication of fitness, showcasing an individual’s ability to waste resources 

(Miller, 2009). According to Sundie et al. (2011), individuals use luxury brands to 

demonstrate their physical attractiveness, sophistication, social status and resources 

thereby enhancing their reproductive success. However, some consumers either 

cannot afford or unwilling to spend large amounts on a luxury brand and use 

counterfeit goods as substitutes. If this strategy is not perceived by observers, fake 

luxury brands provide all the benefits of authentic items without their true cost (Van 

Kempen, 2003). This process is called deceptive status signaling because it transmits 
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falsehoods. Various forms of deceptive signaling exist, including those evolved for 

survival purposes or to gain a mate acquisition advantage (Saad, 2011). According to 

Van Kempen (2003), some people use as misleading status signal, by filling their 

shopping trolleys with many and expensive items and then quietly abandoning them. 

Taking the above into consideration, according to Darwin (1871) sexual 

selection creates adaptations that result in successful mating. The competition 

between people of the same sex aiming to gain access to individuals of the opposite 

sex is defined as intrasexual selection. Men’s success in intrasexual competition is 

attributed to the demonstration of mate qualities that are not easy to fake (Zahavi, 

1975) such as facial hair (Dixson & Brooks, 2013), voice pitch (Puts et al., 2007), 

body shape (Coy et al., 2014) and specific consumption practices (Saad, 2007). 

Moreover, the research of Hennighausen et al. (2016) indicated that men use 

conspicuous luxury products in male-male competition to impress and deter rivals.  

Another study showed than men in bars were more likely to conspicuously display 

their mobile phones with an increasing male-to-female ration (Lycett & Dunbar, 

2000). They suggested that men conspicuously displayed their mobile phone to signal 

financial status and wealth, something that it is more likely to impress their rivals and 

distinguish from them. Similarly, another research highlighted that men’s testosterone 

levels increased when they were exposed to other men who possessed luxury 

products, such as watches in the presence of a female confederate (Saad & Vongas, 

2009).  The findings suggest that male luxury spending is likely evolves in intrasexual 

mating competition processes.  

On the other hand, in an intrasexual competition context women have a higher 

preference for luxury products comparing with women in noncompetitive contexts, 

only when there luxuries can promote women’s attractiveness (Hudders et al., 2014). 

Research indicated that luxury handbags and shows that effectively deterred 

pontential relationship rivals (Wang & Griskevicius, 2014). Moreover, the study of 

Zhao et al. (2017) revealed that women had the belief that their attractiveness was 

maximized by conspicuous products while trough them they were signalling their 

partner’s loyalty, something that eased mate attraction or mate guarding, respectively. 

As a result, female intrasexual competition in a mate attraction context facilitates 

women spending on luxuries.  
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However, when luxury products are not affordable, priming male and female 

consumers with mate competition cues could increase their intention to purchase 

counterfeit luxury products. As a result the following hypotheses can be formulated: 

H1: Activating mate competition motives triggers men’s intention to buy 

counterfeit luxury brands over low-status brands 

H2: Activating mate competition motives triggers women’s intention to buy 

counterfeit luxury brands over low-status brands 

Intrasexual selection refers to the real mate choice when someone is motivated 

to attract a romantic parent and is engaged in displays linked to intersexual selection. 

There are a number of studies which were examined men’s conspicuous consumption 

and have revealed that men;s displays of luxury products to showcase a signal to 

attract a romantic partner (Griskevicius et al., 2007), especially for men with an 

unrestricted sociosexual orientation. Moreover, more attention is attributed to luxury 

goods by men who are imbued with mating cues (Janssens et al., 2011), so when they 

are physically close to women they focus more on acquiring wealth (Roney, 2003). 

Research has also indicated that everything from seeing attractive women (Wilson & 

Daly, 2004) to the mere touch of a woman’s bra (Van den Bergh et al., 2008) makes 

men more financially impulsive. As a result, conspicuous goods serve as a significant 

function in relationships for man as they help them to attract romantic partners and 

enhance their reproductive fitness (Miller, 2009). Similar are the results of Sundie et 

al. (2011) indicated that men who signal luxury goods are supposed to be more 

sexually attractive by women.  

On the other hand, researchers support that considering the relationship 

between resources and a mate’s attraction, men display stronger consumption 

motivations than women (Miller, 2009). Besides, the female gender values the wealth 

and status of its partner more than the male gender (Buss, 2003). Griskevicius et al. 

(2007) showed that eliciting mating goals led to an increase in willingness to spend on 

conspicuous luxuries for men but not for women. Thus, the mating motive does not 

lead women to consciously consumer, but to spend more on publicly useful reasons. 

As a result, when they cannot afford for luxury goods, priming male and 

female consumers with mate attraction cues would increase men’s intention to 
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purchase counterfeit luxury products but not women’s. The following hypotheses can 

be formulated: 

H3: Activating mate attraction motives triggers men’s intention to buy 

counterfeit luxury brands  

H4: Activating mate attraction motives do not influence women’s intention to 

purchase counterfeit luxury brands over low-status brands. 

 

Loneliness: A contemporary Public Health Issue 

 

Humans, as social beings, need a safe social environment to survive and thrive 

(Hawkey & Cacioppo, 2010). At some point in their lives, most people have 

experienced loneliness (Y.Wang et al., 2023). Research shows that among more than 

20.000 Americans adults, nearly half felt lonely (Chen et al., 2021). Additionally, 61% 

of respondents under the age of 40 in China reported feeling lonely (Chen et al., 

2021).Loneliness could be characterized as a growing public health issue because 

approximately 15-30% of the adult population suffers from chronic or severe 

loneliness (Preece et al., 2021). 

According to the reconnection model, loneliness signals that something is 

wrong with one’s relationships (Qualter et al., 2015). This leads individuals to 

withdraw and evaluate their social behaviors (Qualter et al., 2015). The healthy path 

out of loneliness involves first regulating behavior and then re-engaging with 

relationships (Qualter et al., 2015). However, the perception of prosocial behavior can 

sometimes lead to further negative emotions and withdrawal (Qualter et al., 2015). 

This negative pathway results in chronic loneliness putting many people at physical 

risk for poor cardiovascular health, sleep problems, and increased risk of injury 

(MacDonald & Schermer, 2023), as well as poor mental health outcomes such as 

social anxiety, depression and suicidal ideation (Conde-Sala et al., 2019). 

Loneliness is defined as the discrepancy between actual and desire social 

relationships, negatively impacting well-being, underutilizing health services and 

reducing employee health (Barreto et al., 2021). Loneliness costs UK employers 

around £2.5 billion a year. Understanding what may lead people to feel lonely is 
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important in order to develop well-targeted interventions to prevent and mitigate its 

effects (Qualter et al., 2015). Loneliness arises from the discrepancy between actual 

and desire social relationships, but it is a subjective experience with cognitive, 

emotional and behavioral dimensions (Qualter et al., 2015). For example, two people 

may have the same objective number of close relationships but feel different degrees 

of loneliness depending on whether their desired relationships differ (Barreto et al., 

2021). Conversely, two people may have the same number of desired relationships but 

feel different degrees of loneliness if they perceive their actual relationships as 

unfulfilling (Barreto et al., 2021). 

Types of Loneliness 

 

Loneliness is assessed using two different approaches: undimensional and 

multidimensional (Spithoven et al., 2019). In the undimensional approach, loneliness 

is seen as a construct that primarily varies in intensity, presenting common themes 

across different contexts (Spithoven et al., 2019). In the multidimensional approach, 

different types of loneliness are distinguished based on the type of relationship the 

person experiences (Spithoven et al., 2019). Each type of relationship (e.g. parents vs. 

peers) fulfills a different social need (e.g. care and guidance vs integration) 

(Spithoven et al., 2019).  

According to Weiss (1974), there are two types of loneliness: social loneliness, 

which occurs when a social network is absent and emotional loneliness which occurs 

when a person is not closely to another. Research studies the importance of loneliness 

as experienced in different social relationships are rare (Lasgaard et al., 2011). Several 

researchers argue that different relationships are potential sources of loneliness 

(Lasgaard et al., 2011). For example, Weiss (1974) claimed that different types of 

social relationships offer different benefit or fulfill different interpersonal needs. 

Friends provide benefits related to a sense of social integration, family provides 

benefits related to a sense of guidance and relationships with romantic partners 

provide a sense of reliable attachment (DiTommaso & Spinner, 1997).  

When a required relational provision is absent, a form of distress is signaled 

by the individual as loneliness (Lasgaard et al., 2011). Additionally, social needs have 

different values at different phases of life (Weiss, 1974). Therefore the risk of 

loneliness may increase or decrease depending on the type of relationship over time 
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(Lasgaard et al., 2011). Generally, in loneliness what matters is the quality not the 

frequency or number of social interactions (N.Chen et al., 2021). A person may have 

different types of relationships at any given time and thus may exhibit different 

patterns of loneliness (Nombro et al., 2022). For example, a person could experience 

high levels of romantic and family loneliness without experiencing social loneliness.  

Evolutionary Psychology and Loneliness 

 

According to evolutionary psychology, the perception of social isolation, even 

when in the presence of others, serves as a useful biological warning system in every 

social species. This system signals potential dangers or benefits within a given social 

relationship (Spithoven et al., 2019). This negative nature of loneliness prompts 

individuals to repair or replace inadequate bonds, thus alleviating and satisfying the 

feeling of loneliness (Spithoven et al., 2019). Beneficial social interactions are 

experienced as positive and rewarding (Cacioppo et al., 2014). Therefore, the aversive 

nature of loneliness, combined with the positive reward value of social cues, created a 

dual motivation to resolve loneliness (Spithoven et al., 2019). From an evolutionary 

perspective, it is argued that neurocognitive and adaptive behavioral effects of 

loneliness extend beyond this dual motivation (Spithoven et al., 2019). For instance, 

instraspecific aggression is a major threat to reproductive success among humans, so 

an unlimited drive to create unlimited trusting relationships can be detrimental. 

According to this view, loneliness not only increases the motivation to care for and 

reach out to others but also emphasizes short-term self-preservation, including 

vigilance for social threats and increased egocentrism (Spithoven et al., 2019). Nikitin 

and Freund (2008) suggest that the coexistence of increased approach motivation with 

increased avoidance motivation creates a behavioral strategy that reduces the 

likelihood of negative social events and increases the likelihood of positive ones. 

Everyone can experience loneliness, making it an equal opportunity condition 

(Hawkley & Cacioppo, 2010). ). Loneliness activates the instinct to seek 

belongingness and attachment (Hamdani et al., 2023). Attachment can be defined as 

an emotional bond that fosters a sense of closeness and well-being (Liu et al., 2020). 

This is why lonely people participate in activities to fulfill their attachment needs, 

such as reinforcing old friendships, seeking romantic partners, attending social events, 

or engaging in community activities (Liu et al., 2020).  
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Loneliness and Social Reconnection 

 

Feelings of loneliness often motivate individuals to connect or reconnect with 

others after events such as geographic relocation or bereavement, thereby reducing or 

even eliminating the sense of social isolation (Hawkey & Cacioppo, 2010). Generally, 

all theories of loneliness argue that loneliness triggers the motivation for social 

reconnection (Fumagalli et al., 2022). It creates a deficit in the need to belong, a 

fundamental human need with evolutionary roots in self-preservation (Fumanagali et 

al., 2022). A process of social reconnection is that of consumption (Fumagalli et al., 

2022). When the consumer seeks direct interpersonal reconnection they adjust their 

consumption choices to align with interaction partners (Fumanagali et al., 2022). 

Characteristics of Loneliness 

 

Levels of loneliness gradually decline in middle adulthood but increase again 

in old age (i.e. over 70 years) (Hawkley & Cacioppo, 2010). . Millenials, in particular, 

are often surrounded by this feeling, which is why they frequently use their 

smartphones, believing it helps combat their loneliness. This notion is supported by 

the BCC Loneliness Experiment, which found that younger people are more likely to 

feel lonely compared to older individuals (Liu et al., 2020).Evidence shows that 

women feel lonelier than men (Barreto et al., 2021). Women socialize more, 

developing larger and more active social networks, which can potentially protect them 

from loneliness (Barreto et al., 2021). However, women tend to live longer than men 

and are likely to take care of their spouse or become widows, making them more 

susceptible to loneliness, especially in old age (Barreto et al., 2021). Additionally, 

gender differences in loneliness may also be due to men being less willing to admit 

they feel lonely because of the associated stigma (Barreto et al., 2021). However, the 

study of Cooney and Dunne (2004) argues that males spend more time alone during 

adolescence. As a result, negative life events in late adulthood, such as the loss of a 

loved one, have a more damaging effect, increasing loneliness. The BBC Loneliness 

Experiment provided a unique opportunity to examine differences in the experience of 

loneliness across cultures, age groups, and genders. Using data from this experiment, 

Barreto et al. (2021) conducted a study, revealing that loneliness increases with 

individualism, decreases with age and is greater in men than in women. 
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One personality model that attempts to explain the causes of loneliness is the 

Big 5 personality model, which includes traits such as Machiavellianism, Psychotism 

and Narcissism (MacDonald & Schermer, 2023). In the big 5 model, strong predictors 

of loneliness are high neuroticicm and low extraversion (MacDonald & Schermer, 

2023). Neuroticism is associated with mood swings and anxiety (Bowen et al., 2012), 

while both low and high needs for social recognition have been shown to be related to 

loneliness (MacDonald & Schermer, 2023). More generally, extraversion is the 

tendency to engage with an enjoy social attention (MacDonald & Schermer, 2023).  

Sociosexuality, Relationship satisfaction and Loneliness 

 

Research has shown that some individuals seek extradyadic relationships, or 

romantic relationships outside their primary partnership (Liu et al., 2020). 

Sociosexuality is a concept that can interpret this behavior (Liu et al., 2020). 

Sociosexuality refers to individual differences in the tendency to seek sex without 

commitment versus preferring monogamous relationships (Liu et al., 2020). The term 

was introduced by Kinsey to describe the differences in people’s preferences for 

engaging in casual sexual relationships (Penke & Asendorpf, 2008). It is related to 

partner selection preferences, courtship behaviors, romantic stability and relationship 

quality (Penke & Asendorpf, 2008).   

Individuals with a restricted sociosexual orientation require a high degree of 

closeness and commitment before engaging in sex with a romantic partner (Liu et al., 

2020). Conversely, those with an unrestricted sociosexual orientation engage in sexual 

relationships without requiring commitment and closeness (Liu et al., 2020). Research 

has shown that sociosexually unrestricted partnered individuals are more likely to 

engage in extradyadic involvement than those with a restricted orientation (Liu et al., 

2020). 

Loneliness may cause sociosexually unrestricted individuals in romantic 

relationships to seek new relationships (Liu et al., 2020). More generally, individuals 

with a sociosexually unrestricted orientation are more likely to engage in conspicuous 

consumption to find alternative partner when they feel lonely in their current 

relationship (Liu et al., 2020). The same is not true for sociosexually restricted 

partners who are committed to their current relationships, in them, loneliness prompts 
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them to turn more towards their partners, thereby shielding their relationship (Liu et 

al., 2020). 

The degrees of satisfaction and attachment from current relationships vary 

(Liu et al., 2020). Relationship satisfaction refers to the positive and negative effects 

experienced within the relationship (Liu et al., 2020). Based on the interdependence 

theory, the higher the satisfaction an individual experiences in their relationship, the 

greater their dependence on it (Liu et al., 2020). As dependence increases, 

commitment also increases, as suggested by the investment model (Liu et al., 2020). 

If the current relationship is satisfying, a partner is more likely to engage in 

attachment-seeking behavior when feeling lonely (Liu et al., 2020). When individuals 

believe their current relationship can meet their romantic attachment needs, they 

ignore alternatives, even when single (Liu et al., 2020). Consequently, when they feel 

lonely, the mental representation of their romantic relationship becomes more 

accessible and they seek to engage with and maintain their current relationship (Liu et 

al., 2020). 

Conversely, when someone experiences an unsatisfying relationship, they may 

believe that their current relationship will not meet their attachment needs and they do 

not turn to it to alleviate their loneliness (Liu et al., 2020). As a result, loneliness may 

lead them to have an increased interest in other partners, pursuing alternatives and 

potentially resulting in the failure of their current relationship (Liu et al., 2020). 

 

Loneliness and Consumption 

 

Recent studies have shown that loneliness motivates individuals to pursue 

romantic relationships and seek sexual partners (Koliofotis, 2021). Additionally, 

research supports that consumption is a tactic used to cope with loneliness (Liu et al., 

2020). Loneliness influences both consumption preferences and behaviors. For 

instance, loneliness makes people more likely to prefer majority-endorsed products to 

fit in with society and avoid negative critiques (Hamdani et al., 2023).  

Lonely consumers tend to be more materialistic and more prone to impulsive 

consumption (N.Chen et al., 2021). Hence, they are more likely to use in-store sales 
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staff for social interaction and to become quite attached to use but not useful materials 

(Hu et al., 2019).  

Loneliness, Mate-Seeking and Conspicuous Consumption 

 

Different attachments have different traits. A romantic relationship is more 

passionate, close and dependable than a friendship (Liu et al., 2020). Romantic 

attachments are so important for adults that they use specific strategies to fulfill their 

mating-related goals, such as attracting and competing for a mate (Zhao et al., 2017). 

It has been proven that when a man is in a romantic mindset, he can more 

easily detect a status product, prefer a prestigious brand and spend more on public-

wealth-displaying items (Lens et al., 2012). Similarly, during an economic crisis the 

desire for mates with resources inceases, and women choose to buy more luxury 

products research has shown that luxury consumption serves as a means to outdo 

attractive rival women (Koliofotis, 2021). 

Based on the above, both genders will consume conspicuously when they 

desire a romantic partner (Liu et al., 2020). Considering the activation of the mate-

seeking goal and the role of luxury goods in this context, it can be reasonably 

predicted that lonely singles are more likely to engage in conspicuous consumption 

than non-lonely individuals (Liu et al., 2020). This is because loneliness does not 

trigger the mating activation of non-singles and therefore does not affect their 

conspicuous consumption (Liu et al., 2020). Consequently, it can be argued that 

loneliness and romantic relationship status interactively affect conspicuous 

consumption, with this effect being mediated by partner-seeking motivation.  

H5: Loneliness moderates the interaction effect of intrasexual competition on 

the consumption of luxury counterfeit brands among men 

H6: Loneliness moderates the interaction effect on intrasexual competition on 

the consumption of luxury counterfeit brands among women 

H7: Loneliness moderates the interaction effect on intersexual attraction on the 

consumption of luxury counterfeit brands among men 
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Methodology and Results 

 

This paper examines how the activation of mating motives can influence 

men’s and women’s intention to buy counterfeit luxury products over low status ones. 

It tests weather male or female consumers increase their intention to purchase 

counterfeit goods versus low-status brands when primed with either intrasexual 

competition or intersexual goals. Both motivations can increase reproduction 

(Andersson, 1994). However, these mating motivations are tested separately to better 

understand the proximate-level cues that drive consumer behavior. Moreover, 

loneliness is a public health issues that influence conspicuous consumption. 

According to Liu et al. (2020) mating motives have a mediating role in this context. 

Consequently, loneliness is assumed to moderate both mating motives. More 

specifically, this study tests the following hypotheses: 

 

H1: Activating mate competition motives triggers men’s intention to buy 

counterfeit luxury brands over low-status brands 

H2: Activating mate competition motives triggers women’s intention to buy 

counterfeit luxury brands over low-status brands 

H3: Activating mate attraction motives triggers men’s intention to buy 

counterfeit luxury brands  

H4: Activating mate attraction motives do not influence women’s intention to 

purchase counterfeit luxury brands over low-status brands. 

H5: Loneliness moderates the interaction effect of intrasexual competition on 

the consumption of luxury counterfeit brands among men 

H6: Loneliness moderates the interaction effect on intrasexual competition on 

the consumption of luxury counterfeit brands among women 

H7: Loneliness moderates the interaction effect on intersexual attraction on the 

consumption of luxury counterfeit brands among men 

Method 

 



38 
 

Participants and design 

 

In this study, the population corresponded to the general population. 

Participants were located in different geographical areas in Greece, providing a broad 

spectrum of perspectives and mitigating geographic biases. The sample comprised 

198 participants, including both genders, with 99 men and 99 women. The sampling 

method was opportunistic as the aim was to collect as extensive as sample as possible.  

A 2 (participant sex: men/women) x 3 (motive: intrasexual competition vs. 

intersexual courtship vs. control) x 2 (product type: counterfeit luxury vs. original low 

status) mixed-factorial design was employed. Participant sex and motivational state 

were between-subjects factors, while product type was a within-subjects factor. To 

participate in the research, participants were given a consent form. 

The following graphs illustrate the demographics of the participants: 

 

Figure 1: Sex distribution 
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Figure 2: Age distribution 

 

 

Figure 3: Education distribution 
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Figure 4: Relationship Status Distribution 

 

Figure 5: Annual Income Distribution 

Figure 5: Annual Income 

 

 

Procedure 

 

To begin the procedures, each participant, based on their sex, was randomly 

assigned to one of the three conditions: activating courtship motivation, activating 

competition motivation or control. The courtship motivation condition was designed 

to manipulate the attractiveness perception of opposite-sex individuals, while the 

competition motivation condition was designed to manipulate the attractiveness 

perception of same-sex individuals who they would compete against for mates. The 
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control condition had no specific manipulation. All participants were informed, as a 

cover story, that the survey aimed to learn about several different topics, including 

people’s ability to judge attractiveness. 

After completing the motive induction, participants were asked to rate one set 

of products: two different t-shirts. The specific product categories were chosen 

because clothing is the main category subject to counterfeiting. Participants were 

asked to imagine that they were in the market to acquire a new t-shirt. They were then 

presented with products they liked, which were similar in style and price but different 

in the perceived status they would convey to others.  

The first product was from a large, low-cost retailer’s store (MANGO); it was 

described as nearly identical in appearance to a prestigious brand product (DIOR), but 

it had the low-status retailer’s brand (MANGO) on the front. The second product was 

available online from a retailer that specializes in designing replicas and knockoffs. It 

was described as nearly identical in appearance to a prestigious brand product (DIOR) 

and displayed the prestige brand name on the front. There were no other differences in 

the products, as they made from same materials and photographed from the same 

angle. The price for the two t-shirts was the same. 

Manipulations 

 

Before participants began the shopping task, they viewed and rated a series of 

photographs used to establish the priming methodology. Men and women saw targets 

that subliminally activated intrasexual competition or intersexual courtship or control 

(see Durante et al., 2010, Gkriskevicuus et al., 2007).  

Specifically, participants viewed 10 individuals (male or female depending on 

the condition) or 10 forests and rated each one on attractiveness. For example, the 

male participants viewed 10 photographs of attractive women, men or forests. All 

photographs were collected from public online domains. A separated sample of 20 

individuals, who were not aware of the purpose of the research, prerated these photos 

based on their physical attractiveness. 

Pretest 
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For the purpose of the research, only photos from higly attractive males and females 

were used. This happened as the induction of competition and courtship mindset 

should be strongly activated. This happened when potential mates and same-sex 

competititors belibe that the other person is highly attractive (Durant et al., 2003). To 

ensure that the photos were attractive, 20 students (both sexes) rated the attractiveness 

of each of the 20 photos (10 of each sex) to be used in the study, using a 9-point scale 

(1=not at all to 9=extremely attractive). Both male and female rated significantly 

above average: female photographs (M=6.9, SD=0.92, p=0.003) and male 

photographs (M=6.53, SD=1.06, p<0.001). 

 Dependent measure 

 

The dependent measure in the study was purchase intention. Men and women 

participant rated how likely it was that they would purchase each t-shirt respectively 

(1=Not at all to 9=Very much) 

Other measures 

 

In order to test the moderating effect of loneliness, participants completed the 

following measures. The measures and scales used in this research were taken from 

previously developed and validated scales and were adapted for the need of this 

specific topic.  

To measure loneliness, a ten-item four-point Likert scale (1=never to 4=often) 

from Russel et al. (1980) was used. After reverse coding the positively worded items, 

the alpha reliability found to be 0.704 which is the minimum acceptable. After 

deleting the items “I do not feel alone” and “I am an outgoing person” deleted, the 

alpha reliability increased to 0.827, which is considered good.  
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Table 1: Reliability of Loneliness Scale 

 

 

For measuring materialism, a fifteen-item five-point Likert scale (1=strongly 

disagree to 5=strongly agree) from Richins (2004) was used. After reversed 6 

negative worded items of the scale, the alpha reliability found to be 0.840 which is 

good. 

Table 2: Reliability of Materialism 

 

To assess receptivity to uncommitted sexual encounters, the Sociosexual 

Orientation Inventory Scale from Simpson and Gangestad (1991) was used. However, 

since we wanted to measure mating investment intentions, we used only the 
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attitudinal items (items 5-7 from the original scale). The respondents completed a 5-

point scale (1=totally disagree to 5=totally agree).  After reversine one negatively 

worded item of the scale, the alpha reliability found to be 0.766, which is acceptable. 

  

Table 3: Reliability of SOI 

 

To identify the source of loneliness the Social and Emotional Loneliness Scale 

from DiTommaso et al. (2004) was used.  This scale is a five-point Likert scale 

(1=strongly disagree to 5=strongly agree) and has 3 subscales: social, family and 

romantic loneliness. After reverse coding two positively worded items, the alpha 

reliability for social subscale was found to be 0.807, which was considered good. 

Table 4: Reliability of Social Subscale of Loneliness 

 

After reserving two negatively positive worded items, the alpha reliability for 

family subscale was found to be 0.832, which was considered good.  
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Table 5: Reliability of Family Subscale of Loneliness 

 

After recoding item 5 and deleting item 3 (“I wish I had a more satisfying 

romantic relationship”), the alpha reliability test was found to be 0.914, an excellent 

result.  

Table 6: Reliability test of Romantic Subscale of Lonelliness 

 

 

Data Collection 

 

For data collection, as the primary research tool for this experiment, a 

questionnaire was employed. The questionnaire comprised four main sections and 

was designed to assess in how the activation of mating motives can influence men’s 

and women’s intention to buy counterfeit luxury products over low status ones. Each 

respondent was assigned to one out of 3 possible conditions based on their sex 

(intrasexual competition, intersexual courtship or control). Participants first viewed 10 

pictures and judged the attractiveness of each, followed by answering two questions 
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to ensure the prime was activated. They then responded to two questions regardind 

their purchase intention for two different t-shirts: one from a low-cost retailer and one 

a counterfeit luxury product. The third section included questions regarding 

loneliness, materialism and other variables that could act as moderators in 

counterfeiting consumption and mating motive. The final section collected 

demographic information such as relationship status, income, age and educational 

level. The experiment was conducted online through an established platform called 

Qualtrics, ensuring better accessibility, distribution and convenience for participants. 

Results 

 

H1: Activating mate competition motives triggers men’s intention to buy counterfeit 

luxury brands over low-status brands 

A repeated measures ANOVA was conducted to determine the effect of mate 

competition motives on men’s intention to buy counterfeit luxury brands vs. low-

status brands. It was compared the effect of intrasexual competition manipulation 

(intrasexual competition vs. control) on men’s purchase intention of counterfeit 

luxury brands vs. low – status brands. The results showed a significant interaction 

effect between intrasexual competition motive and product type for men (F=8.603, 

p=0.005), accepting H1. This finding suggests that there is influence of mate 

competition context on the consumption of counterfeit luxury brands vs. low status 

brands for men.  

More specifically, as depicted in Figure 6 and Figure 7, the mean purchase intention 

of counterfeit luxury brands and low-status brands differed significantly across 

conditions. Men with a competitive mating state had a significantly higher intention to 

purchase counterfeit luxury brands (M=5.66) than men in control (M=4.03) condition, 

in support of H1.  
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Figure 6: Men's intention to purchase counterfeit luxury brands vs. low-status brands 

as a function of motive manipulation (intrasexual competition) 

 

Figure 7: Men's intention to purchase counterfeit luxury brands vs. low-status brands 

as a function of motive manipulation 

 

H2: Activating mate competition motives triggers women’s intention to buy 

counterfeit luxury brands over low-status brands 

A repeated measures ANOVA was conducted to determine the effect of mate 

competition motives on women’s intention to buy counterfeit luxury brands vs. low-

status brands. It compared the effect of intrasexual competition manipulation 

(intrasexual competition vs. control) on women’s purchase intention of counterfeit 

luxury brands vs. low-status brands. The results showed a significant interaction 

effect between intrasexual competition motive and product type for women (F=50.77, 

p< <0,001), accepting H2. This finding suggests there is influence of mate 

competition context on the consumption of counterfeit luxury brands vs. low status 
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brands for women. More specifically, as depicted in Figure 8 and Figure 9, the mean 

purchase intention of counterfeit luxury brands and low-status brands differed 

significantly across conditions. Women with a competitive mating state had a 

significantly higher intention to purchase counterfeit luxury brands (M=7.87) than 

women in the control (M=3.82) condition, in support of H2. 

Figure 8: Women's intention to purchase counterfeit luxury brands vs. low-status 

brand as a function of motive manipulation (intrasexual competition) 

 

Figure 9: Women's intention to purchase counterfeit luxury brands vs. low-status 

brand as a function of motive manipulation 

 

 

H3: Activating mate attraction motives triggers men’s intention to buy counterfeit 

luxury brands  
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A repeated measures ANOVA was conducted to determine the effect of mate 

attraction motives on men’s intention to buy counterfeit luxury brands vs. low-status 

brands. It compared the effect of mate attraction manipulation (intersexual courtship 

vs. control) on men’s purchase intention of counterfeit luxury brands vs. low-status 

brands. The results revealts that there is a significant interaction effect between mate 

attraction motive and product type (F=72,679, p<0,001), in support of H3. More 

specifically, as depicted in Figure 10 and Figure 11, the mean purchase intention of 

counterfeit luxury brands and low-status brands differed significantly across 

conditions. Men with a mate attraction mindset had a significantly higher intention to 

purchase counterfeit luxury brands (M=7.3) than men in the control (M=4.03) 

condition, in support of H3. 

Figure 10: Men's intention to purchase counterfeit luxury brands vs. low-status brand 

as a function of motive manipulation (intersexual attraction) 
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Figure 11: Men's intention to purchase counterfeit luxury brands vs. low-status brand 

as a function of motive manipulation 

 

H4: Activating mate attraction motives do not influence women’s intention to 

purchase counterfeit luxury brands over low-status brands. 

A repeated measures ANOVA was conducted to determine the effect of mate 

attaction motives on women’s intention to buy counterfeit luxury brands vs. low-

status brands. It compared the effect of mate attraction manipulation (intersexual 

courtship vs. control) on women’s purchase intention of counterfeit luxury brands vs. 

low-status brands. The results revealed that there is no significant interaction effect 

between motive and product type (F=0.030, p=0.862), in support of H4. 

Consequently, women’s consumption of counterfeit luxury brands does not serve as a 

mating-relevant signal directed at opposite-sex others. 

H5: Loneliness moderates the interaction effect of intrasexual competition on the 

consumption of luxury counterfeit brands among men 

As it mentioned above, there is a significant main effect of intrasexual competition 

(F=8.603, p=0.005) on purchase intention of counterfeit luxury brands vs. low status 

brands such that purchase intention of counterfeit luxury brands increase with the 

activation of intrasexual competition motive among men. Moreover, in order to test 

whether loneliness moderated the relationship between intention to purchase 

counterfeit luxury brands vs. low status brands and motive manipulation, a 

moderation analysis using PROCESS Model 1 was conducted. These variables 

accounted for a significant account of variance in intention to purchase counterfeit 

luxury brands, R
2 

= 0.4289, F(3,24)=6.0073, p=0.0033. To avoid potentially 
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problematic high milticollinearity with the interaction term, the variables were 

centered and an interaction term between the motive manipulation and materialism 

was created. The overall model was significant, indicating that 42.89% of the variance 

in the intention to purchase counterfeit luxury brands was explained by the predictors. 

However, the interaction term between intrasexual competition and loneliness was not 

statistically significant (b=-0.5750, t(24)= -1.2721,p=0.2155), rejected H5. This 

finding indicates that loneliness did not significantly moderate the relationship 

between intrasexual competition and the intention to purchase counterfeit luxury 

brands. 

H6: Loneliness moderates the interaction effect of intrasexual competition on the 

consumption of luxury counterfeit brands among women 

As it mentioned above, there is a significant main effect of intrasexual competition 

(F=50.77, p< <0,001) on purchase intention of counterfeit luxury brands vs. low 

status brands such that purchase intention of counterfeit luxury brands increase with 

the activation of intrasexual competition motive among women. Moreover, in order to 

test whether loneliness moderated the relationship between intention to purchase 

counterfeit luxury brands vs. low status brands and motive manipulation, a 

moderation analysis using PROCESS Model 1 was conducted. The overall model was 

not significant, R
2
 = 0.0472, F(3,18)=0.2970, p=0.8270, indicating that 4.72% of the 

variance in the intention to purchase counterfeit luxury brands was explained by the 

predictors. To avoid potentially problematic high milticollinearity with the interaction 

term, the variables were centered and an interaction term between the motive 

manipulation and materialism was created. The overall model was significant, 

indicating that 42.89% of the variance in the intention to purchase counterfeit luxury 

brands was explained by the predictors. The main effect of loneliness on the intention 

to purchase counterfeit brands was not statistically significant (b=0.0266, 

t(18)=0.0558, p=0.9561), rejected H6. The findings suggest that loneliness do not 

moderate the effect of intrasexual competition on counterfeit luxury brand purchase 

intention in women. 

H7: Loneliness moderates the interaction effect of intersexual attraction on the 

consumption of luxury counterfeit brands among men 
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As it mentioned above, there is a significant main effect of intersexual attraction 

(F=72,679, p<0,001), on purchase intention of counterfeit luxury brands vs. low status 

brands such that purchase intention of counterfeit luxury brands increase with the 

activation of intrasexual competition motive among women. Moreover, in order to 

test whether loneliness moderated the relationship between intention to purchase 

counterfeit luxury brands vs. low status brands and motive manipulation, a 

moderation analysis using PROCESS Model 1 was conducted. To avoid potentially 

problematic high milticollinearity with the interaction term, the variables were 

centered and an interaction term between the motive manipulation and materialism 

was created. The overall model was not significant, R2 = 0.1037, F(3,26)=1.0030, 

p=0.4072, indicating that 10.37% of the variance in the intention to purchase 

counterfeit luxury brands was explained by the predictors. The main effect of 

loneliness on the intention to purchase counterfeit brands was not statistically 

significant (b=-0.1376, t(26)=-0.4435, p=0.6611), rejected H7. The findings suggest 

that loneliness do not moderate the effect of intersexual attraction on counterfeit 

luxury brand purchase intention in men. 

Table 7: Summary of Empirical Support for Study Hypotheses 

Hypothesis  Result  

H1: Activating mate competition motives triggers men’s 

intention to buy counterfeit luxury brands over low-status 

brands. 

Supported 

H2: Activating mate competition motives triggers women’s 

intention to buy counterfeit luxury brands over low-status 

brands. 

Supported 

H3: Activating mate attraction motives triggers men’s 

intention to buy counterfeit luxury brands. 

Supported 

H4: Activating mate attraction motives do not influence 

women’s intention to purchase counterfeit luxury brands 

over low-status brands. 

Supported 

H5: Loneliness moderates the interaction effect of Not Supported 
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intrasexual competition on the consumption of luxury 

counterfeit brands among men 

H6: Loneliness moderates the interaction effect on 

intrasexual competition on the consumption of luxury 

counterfeit brands among women 

Not Supported 

H7: Loneliness moderates the interaction effect on 

intersexual attraction on the consumption of luxury 

counterfeit brands among men 

Not Supported 
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General Discussion 
 

This thesis, through an experimental study based on evolutionary psychology, 

investigated whether fundamental mating motives increase the preference for 

counterfeiting consumption among both women and men consumers. Additionally, it 

examined the role of loneliness as a potential moderator of this relationship.  

The findings of this study reveal that counterfeit consumption serves different 

functions for men and women in the context of mating motives. For men, a counterfeit 

luxury product functions as a misleading signal of the subjective value of the partner, 

intended to display wealth to potential romantic partners. This result aligns with 

Wilcox et al.(2009), who identified status signaling as a main motive for counterfeit 

consumption. Griskevicious et al. (2007), similarly, suggested that both mate 

attraction and competition motives increase men’s intention to purchase counterfeit 

goods. Sundie et al. (2011) supported that men use costly signals such as 

counterfeiting consumption to attract a romantic partner. 

On the other hand, for women, the consumption of counterfeit luxury goods 

mainly serves as a signal to other women rather than to potential partners. This 

behavior acts as a strategy to enhance their ability to compete with female rivals. This 

is also supporting from the research of Durante et al. (2011), which suggests that 

women engage in conspicuous consumption to compete other women for keep their 

mate. Additionally, Wang and Griskevicius (2014), as well as Hudders et al. (2014) 

have shown that conspicuous consumption serves either as a direct signal to other 

women who consists a threat to their relationship status or as a strategy to promote 

themselves and gain advantages over same-sex competitors.  

The study further revealed that mating attraction motives significantly 

influenced men’s consumption for counterfeit luxury brand vs. low status brands. This 

finding aligns with the research of Bjorkluncd and Schackelford (1999), who 

suggested that men utilize costly signaling, such as purchasing counterfeit goods, to 

attract romantic partners because of sex differences in parental investment. Buss 

(2004) also supported the previous opinion by indicating that women’s higher 

investment in offspring and their shorter reproductive lifespan made them be more 

selective, preferring partners who display high social and financial status. So it was 
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indicated that women use counterfeit luxury goods as a signal to deter female rivals. 

Based on evolutionary psychology, flaunting designer counterfeit t-shirts could help 

women signal their ability to compete with other women.  

The study did find any mating attraction motive which influence purchase 

intention of women on counterfeit luxury consumption.  

In contrast to the expectations, the study did not find loneliness to be a 

significant moderator of the relationship between mating motives and counterfeit 

consumption. This result is contradictory with the main literature. Liu et al. (2020), 

suggested that mating motives mediate conspicuous consumption amongst singles. 

Additionally, previous research revealed that loneliness can drive material 

consumption as a means of coping with social isolation (Gentina et al., 2018; Pieters, 

2013; Rippé et al., 2018). 

Wang (2012) also supported that psychological factors, such as loneliness, can 

influence conspicuous consumption. Hence, it was found that loneliness can have a 

complicated relationship with consumption patterns (Twenge et al., 2022). General, 

there are data that lonely individuals use conspicuous consumption as a mean of 

finding a social connection (Lau & Tsepeng, 2016). 

Despite the findings of these researchers, this study did not identify loneliness 

as a significant moderator in the relationship of mating motives and counterfeit 

consumption. This indicated that while loneliness influences conspicuous 

consumption, it may not affect counterfeit conspicuous consumption. This difference 

highlights the need for further research. Overall, the findings of this study contribute 

to the existing literature on counterfeit luxury brands by showing how these products 

can serve as a deceptive signal in the context mating motives.  
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Contributions of the Thesis 

 

The findings of this thesis offer several important theoretical contributions. 

First, it advances the literature on mating motives and conspicuous consumption by 

investigating consumer behavior through an evolutionary psychology perspective, 

particularly focusing on counterfeit luxury brands. While previous research has 

mainly examined conspicuous consumption as a means of signaling status, this study 

specifically explore how mating motives influence the purchase intention for 

counterfeiting consumption. By revealing that mating motives influence consumer 

behavior differently for men and women, this thesis enhances the understanding of 

how evolutionary motives shape contemporary consumer consumption practices 

(Wang & Griskevicius, 2014). 

Moreover, this study extends theories on loneliness and conspicuous 

consumption Although the results did not find loneliness as a significant moderator in 

the relationship between mating motives and counterfeit luxury consumption,, it 

encourages further research into how psychological states impact different types of  

consumption behaviors. Subsequently, it challenges existing theories which have 

linked loneliness with conspicuous consumption (Liu et al. 2020), it may not 

necessarily influence counterfeit consumption  

Lastly, this thesis offers valuable insights into the field of evolutionary 

psychology by providing empirical evidence that counterfeit consumption can 

function as an evolutionary-based signal. It is demonstrated, based on evolutionary 

psychology, that counterfeit goods can be a deceptive signal in a mating context. 

 In addition, the results of this study have also important practical 

implications, especially for brand management and advertising professionals. First of 

all, marketing campaigns of luxury products could be more effectives, as marketers 

will be better understand the positioning of counterfeit luxury brands into the market. 

If they will understand the motives behinds the consumption, they could shape 

tailored strategies. For example, marketers could create campaign which appeal to 

men’s desire to signal status and also campaign which appeal women’s competitive 

nature, highlight exclusivity and high status (Wilcox et al., 2009). 
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Moreover, its result can be used to create educational content to inform 

consumers about the risks of counterfeit goods.  
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Limitations and Future Research 

 

The main limitation of this study is the narrowed sample. This study has 

specific demographics like university students from a specific geographic area. This 

choice of sample maximizes internal validity and affects external validity as well as 

the generalizability of the results. Consequently, it may not be representative of the 

broader population’s consumer behavior. Future studies should include more diverse 

demographics such as different ages or locations. 

Another limitation of the study is that participants had only photos of the 

products. Maybe if they had the real one, their responses could change. The study 

used mating motives which were primed via a story. Future studies could incorporate 

labatory settings with “real” rivals acting, instead of photos. Past research found that 

women reacted cruel when an attractive female rival was dresses provocatively 

instead of conservatively (Vaillancourt & Sharm, 2011). Saad and Vongas (2009) also 

used a male to disply conspicuous goods to examine how conspicuous consumption 

influence testerone levels of men. If these experimental setting would applied, the 

priming method, as well ass the feelings of mating motives could be enhanced.  

Moreover, this study measures some psychological constructs such as 

loneliness or mating motives. These constructions are based on self-reported data, 

which may include biases. As a result future research should find a more objective 

assessment of these measure, which will combine self-report and behavioral ones. 

Additionally, in this approach the loneliness was assessed with the UCLA Loneliness 

Scale based on the prior consumer research (Wang et al., 2012). In future research, an 

experimental manipulation would be useful as it may better clarify the causal 

relationship between loneliness and mating motive. 

Future research may investigate also other traits such as the Dark Triad 

Personality traits and the Big Five personality dimensions, which may moderate the 

relationship between counterfeit luxury consumption and mating motives. 

Moreover, research could examine these cultural differences in counterfeit 

consumption (Liu et al., 2020). 
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APPENDIX 

  

Appendix 1: Sample Stimuli and Measurements of Experiment  

Intersexual Competition Manipulation (Men) 

Intrasexual competition condition (In the female participants conditions, the photos 

were changed to attractive women and the rest was kept same) 

Instructions: The first task has to do with your ability to judge attractiveness. You 

will see 10 male photos and you have to rate each one on attractiveness. 

Intrasexual Competition Manipulation 
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Intersexual Courtship Manipulation (Men) 

Intersexual courtship condition (In the female participants conditions, the photos were 

changed to attractive women and the rest was kept same) 

Instructions: The first task has to do with your ability to judge attractiveness. You 

will see 10 female photos and you have to rate each one on attractiveness. 

 



82 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



83 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



84 
 

Control Manipulation 

Control Condition (Both sexes viewed and rated the same photos) 

Instructions: The first task has to do with your ability to judge attractiveness. You will see 10 

different forests all around the world and you have to rate each one on attractiveness. 

Control manipulation 
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Purchase Intention Measures 

Product set for Men 

Imagine you are in the market for a new t-shirt. You consider two t-shirts you like, which are 

similar in style and price. The first t-shirt is from a large, low-cost retailer’s website (Pull & 

Bear); it is as nearly identical in appearance to a prestigious t-shirt (Burberry), but it has the 

low-status retailer’s brand (Pull & Bear) on the front. The other t-shirt is available from an 

Internet retailer that specializes in designer replicas, or knockoffs. It is as nearly identical in 

appearance to a prestigious Burberry t-shirt and as displaying the prestige brand name on 

the front. Because the t-shirt is not exact copy of Burberry (although for the vast majority of 

people, it appears to be Burberry), purchasing it is completely legal. The price for the two t-

shirts is the same. How likely is it to purchase each t-shirt? 
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Product set for Women 

Imagine you are in the market for a new t-shirt. You consider two t-shirts you like, which are 

similar in style and price. The first t-shirt is from a large, low-cost retailer’s website (Mango); 

it is as nearly identical in appearance to a prestigious t-shirt of Dior, but it has the low-status 

retailer’s brand (Mango) on the front. The other t-shirt is available from an Internet retailer 

that specializes in designer replicas, or knockoffs. It is as nearly identical in appearance to a 
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prestigious Dior t-shirt and as displaying the prestige brand name on the front. Because the 

t-shirt is not exact copy of Dior (although for the vast majority of people, it appears to be 

Dior), purchasing it is completely legal. The price for the two t-shirts is the same. How likely 

is it to purchase each t-shirt? 
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Loneliness Scale 

 

 

 

Materialism Scale 
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SOI Scale 

 

 

 

 

 

 




