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Abstract
To enhance brand performance and to protect original brands from the unprecedented upsurge of counterfeits, marketers are 
continuously looking for effective anti-counterfeiting methods. Developing and maintaining emotional brand attachment 
and brand involvement with consumers have become a strategic marketing endeavor of luxury brands. A significant question 
bearing both theoretical and practical implications, however, is whether emotional brand attachment or brand involvement is 
more apposite to warrant a luxury brand’s performance and to safeguard the original brand from counterfeits, which remains 
unanswered. To address this knowledge gap, a survey was conducted. On the basis of an empirical study, this paper reveals 
that emotional brand attachment is a more prominent influencer than brand involvement to escalate original brand patronage 
although the effect of brand involvement is also significant. However, while improved brand involvement pushes consumers to 
patronize counterfeits, higher emotional brand attachment does not result in increased counterfeit patronage. These effects do 
not vary as a function of previous experience of either originals or counterfeits. Findings of this research contribute to brand 
literature by presenting empirical evidence of distinct influence of emotional brand attachment over brand involvement, which 
represents significant practical implications in relation to strategic brand management and anti-counterfeiting strategies.

Keywords  Emotional brand attachment · Brand involvement · Past experience · Original luxury brands · Counterfeits · 
Consumer patronage

Introduction

Emotional brand attachment research has gained momentum 
in recent years. Research findings demonstrate that brand 
attachment leads to consumption behavior and a higher level 
of consumer loyalty, which provides a guarantee of sustain-
able financial performance (Park et al. 2010). Research 
also reports the feelings that a brand generates, which 
have the potential to differentiate one brand from another 
and consumers are usually emotionally attached to only a 
limited number of brands (Park et al. 2010). In practice, 
building emotional brand attachment with consumers has 
also increasingly become a strategic marketing endeavor 
of businesses, particularly in luxury brands (Cailleux et al. 
2009; Theng et al. 2013). In contrast, brand involvement, a 
long-established concept, is also proven to have a significant 

effect on consumer decision-making and brand commitment 
(Mittal and Lee 1989). Developing and enhancing emotional 
brand attachment and brand involvement are both common 
strategies adopted by practitioners to improve performance. 
While the research findings support these marketing strate-
gies, a critical question bearing significant theoretical and 
practical value remains unanswered: is emotional brand 
attachment more pertinent in determination of luxury 
brands’ performance than brand involvement? Moreover, 
there is unprecedented upsurge of demand for counterfeits 
(OECD 2017) and in reality that luxury brands, the most 
affected by counterfeits (Wilcox et al. 2009), are fighting a 
losing battle despite the fact that they are increasingly invest-
ing in anti-counterfeiting (Bian 2018). Thus, when and how 
emotional brand attachment or brand involvement may be 
effective in eliminating demand for counterfeit luxury brands 
requires research attention.

Counterfeits have become a serious global problem in the 
last couple of decades, partially attributed to luxury brands 
that have been making branded products widely accessible 
and affordable via mass production. An estimation from the 
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International Anti-Counterfeiting Coalition suggests that the 
value of global trade in counterfeiting and piracy in 2015 is 
US$1.77 trillion (International Anti-Counterfeiting Coali-
tion 2011). Among the affected, luxury brands alone lose 
a staggering US$600 billion or more in 2014 (International 
Chamber of Commerce 2011). Counterfeits are a serious 
competitor and threat to original luxury branded products 
(originals hereafter).

The impact of counterfeits on originals include (but are 
not limited to): a reduction in consumers’ confidence in 
legitimate brands, damage of brand equity and companies’ 
reputations, loss of revenue, and increased costs associated 
with trying to contain infringement (Bian 2018). Businesses 
are teaming up with national and international governments 
to combat counterfeits. Nevertheless, counterfeits are more 
accessible than ever before. The Organization for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD) reported that 
the global value of trade in counterfeit and pirated goods 
reached to US$461 billion in 2013, which is more than over 
an 80 percent increase since 2008 (OECD 2016). According 
to an OECD (2019) report the figure mounted US$509 bil-
lion in 2016 and may reach US$4.2 trillion by 2022. In the 
meantime, loss to luxury brands exceeded US$600 billion 
to counterfeits in 2014 (Wu et al. 2019) compared to US$12 
billion reported in 2011 (International Chamber of Com-
merce 2011). Consumer demand for counterfeits, particu-
larly in the luxury goods market, is one of the leading causes 
of the apparent growth of the counterfeiting phenomenon 
(Antonopoulos et al. 2017; Phau and Teah 2009; Bian and 
Veloutsou 2007; Gentry et al. 2001; Nia and Zaichkowsky 
2000). When and what can be done to eliminate consumer 
demand for counterfeits, while in the meantime not causing 
damage to originals, is at the top of the brand protection 
agenda of many businesses (Evans et al. 2019; Wilson et al. 
2016; Wilson 2017).

To address these issues, the objectives of this research 
are twofold: (1) to understand the theoretical implications 
and the relative impact of emotional brand attachment ver-
sus brand involvement on consumer original patronage as 
opposed to counterfeit patronage; and (2) to gain insights 
into whether the effect of emotional brand attachment ver-
sus brand involvement varies across consumers of different 
characteristics, namely original experience and counterfeit 
experience.

Previous research has demonstrated that emotional brand 
attachment better predicts brand loyalty and price sensitiv-
ity than attitude valance (Thomson et al. 2005). Park et al. 
(2010) have revealed that brand attachment and attitude 
strength have distinct effects and the former is a better indi-
cator of consumer behavior. In the meantime, brand involve-
ment, a construct of a rich research history, is also com-
monly accepted as a key antecedent to brand loyalty and 
performance. A more convincing case for the determinant 

power of emotional brand attachment thus can be made if 
its influence were significantly different to that of brand 
involvement. This research examines which is best to estab-
lish, emotional brand attachment or brand involvement, in 
order to enhance the performance of originals and simul-
taneously to manage consumer patronage of counterfeits. 
Findings in this area will bring substantial contribution to 
the emotional brand attachment literature and strategic brand 
management. According to the systematic review we con-
ducted, a comprehensive understanding of the comparative 
advantages in relation to creating strong emotional brand 
attachments rather than increasing brand involvement among 
consumers of different characteristics is scarce; the second 
research objective is especially relevant and important for 
marketing practitioners in providing guidance on which 
strategy to use in a particular situation.

To this end, the novelties of this research include: (1) first 
of a kind to propose and analyze the competitive advantages 
concerning developing emotional brand attachment versus 
brand involvement in relation to originals; (2) one of the few 
to unveil possible outcomes associated with two commonly 
adopted but distinct branding strategies, namely improving 
brand involvement and establishing emotional brand attach-
ment, in addressing consumer demand for counterfeits. The 
findings of this research, therefore, advances Kaufmann 
et al. (2016) who revealed the desirable effect of emotional 
brand attachment on elimination of demand for counterfeits; 
(3) while extant research has examined the direct effect of 
availability and past experience on demand for both origi-
nals and counterfeits (e.g., Yoo and Lee 2012), this research 
investigates impact of past experience of counterfeits and 
originals as a boundary condition on consumer patronage.

This paper first presents an overview of relevant litera-
ture and hypotheses tested. The literature review mainly 
covers emotional brand attachment, brand involvement, and 
counterfeit-related research, followed by an outline of the 
research methods employed to address the research objec-
tives. The research results are subsequently presented. This 
paper concludes with a discussion of the key findings, the 
theoretical and practical implications, and suggestions for 
future research.

Literature and hypotheses

Emotional brand attachment

In psychology, attachment is an emotion-laden target-
specific bond between an individual and a specific object 
(Bowlby 1979). Desire to develop strong emotional attach-
ment with particular others serves basic human needs, such 
as social and esteem desires (Bowlby 1980; Ainsworth et al. 
1978). In a marketing context, consumers are also inclined 
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to build and maintain emotionally charged associations 
with brands (Belk 1988; Schouten and McAlexander 1995; 
Fournier 1998). Emotional brand attachment, introduced by 
Thomson et al. (2005), reflects the bond between a consumer 
and a specific brand and involves feelings toward the brand 
(Shimul et al. 2019; Fastoso and González-Jiménez 2018). 
Emotional brand attachments are positively associated with 
feelings of unique dimensions, namely connection, affection 
and passion (Thomson et al. 2005).

Similar to the attachment concept in psychology, emo-
tional brand attachment varies in strength and has prominent 
influence on consumer behavior. Thomson et al. (2005) have 
reported that the more strongly consumers are emotionally 
attached to a brand, the more likely they are to be loyal to 
the brand and willing to pay a price premium. In the same 
vein, Park et al. (2010) have demonstrated that brand attach-
ment is a significant predictor of behaviors. Specifically, the 
more strongly consumers are attached to a brand, the more 
willing they are to engage in challenging behaviors, such 
as those requiring investment of time, money, energy, and 
reputation. Therefore, it is rational to posit that in a market 
where counterfeits are openly accessible, the more strongly 
the emotional bond consumers perceive toward an original 
luxury brand, the more likely they will purchase the original.

How would emotional brand attachment affect consum-
ers’ patronage of counterfeits? Limited research has been 
done to address this both theoretically and practically impor-
tant question with one exception of Kaufmann et al. (2016), 
which reports that emotional brand attachment has a nega-
tive effect on the purchase intention of counterfeit handbags. 
In line with this finding, this paper posits that the influence 
of emotional brand attachment on counterfeit patronage is 
likely to be negative. Counterfeits are illegal products that 
use the trademark of the originals but are made without the 
permission of the trademark holder (Chaudhry and Walsh 
1996). These illegally produced products are invaders and 
competitors and cause misfortune to the originals (Marti-
cotte and Arcand 2017), which subsequently induce threats 
to consumers who are emotionally bonded to the original 
brand. Attachment theory suggests that individuals who 
are strongly attached to a person or object possess two 
unique characteristics: they display specific behaviors such 
as proximity maintenance and separation distress (Bowlby 
1979) and they are committed to preserving their relation-
ship with the person or object (Johnson and Rusbult 1989; 
Miller 1997). This is because a strong emotional attach-
ment is characterized by a perception that the object is irre-
placeable. From a brand perspective, consumers of a high 
level of emotional brand attachment tend to incorporate a 
brand as part of their self and hold salient feelings about the 
brand and are more willing to forego personal resources to 
maintain a relationship with the brand (Park et al. 2010). 
Therefore, the stronger the emotional brand attachment is the 

more likely consumers will defend the brand against other 
alternatives available in the market, including counterfeits. 
Based on these considerations, consumers of a high level of 
emotional brand attachment are more likely to disapprove of 
counterfeits. This research, thus, proposes:

H1  Emotional brand attachment has a positive effect on con-
sumer original patronage.

H2  Emotional brand attachment has a negative effect on 
consumer counterfeit patronage.

Brand involvement

Involvement is “a person’s perceived relevance of the object 
based on inherent needs, values and interests” (Zaichkowsky 
1985, 342) and is a mental state that influences the allocation 
of cognitive resources to evaluation of an object, decision, 
or action (Mittal and Lee 1989). Product involvement is the 
most researched construct and it has been established that 
the level of involvement determines the depth, complexity 
and extent of cognitive and behavioral processes during the 
consumer choice process (Kokkinaki 1999; Chakravarti and 
Janiszewski 2003; Kleiser and Wagner 1999; Kapferer and 
Laurent 1985; Rothschild and Houston 1980; Feng et al. 
2019; Friedmann and Lowengart 2019; Stewart et al. 2019; 
Alonso-Dos-Santos et al. 2019). Therefore, product involve-
ment is a central framework, vital to understand consumer 
decision-making (Chakravarti and Janiszewski 2003; Fill 
2005) and is an important contingency variable for the suc-
cess of marketing strategies (MacInnis and Park 1991; Petty 
and Cacioppo 1986). Previous researchers (Kirmani et al. 
1999; Bloch 1982; Bloch and Richins 1983; Zaichkowsky 
1985, 1986; Mittal and Lee 1988) have distinguished prod-
uct involvement from brand involvement and has long estab-
lished that product involvement and brand involvement are 
distinct constructs (e.g., Bloch and Richins (1983). Surpris-
ingly, brand involvement, the consumer’s degree of interest 
or arousal for a given brand, has not received much research 
attention in the counterfeit context. Bian and Moutinho 
(2011) and Bian (2006) have studied the effects of product 
involvement on consumer decision-making and purchase 
tendency of counterfeits and originals. Neither of these 
articles, however, explores the possible influence of brand 
involvement on consumer behavioral strategies toward origi-
nals versus counterfeits, which leaves a knowledge void of 
substantial importance.

Involvement is fundamental to the Elaboration Likelihood 
Model (Petty and Cacioppo 1986) which posits that high 
involvement tends to engender a central route to persuasion, 
in which consumers exert the cognitive effort to evaluate 
the issue when relevant objects or arguments are presented 
to them. Consumers with high involvement will be more 
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motivated to invest time and the cognitive effort required 
for self-verification. In contrast, a low level of involvement 
would create low consumer motivation to process informa-
tion, which leads to a greater possibility of the peripheral 
route of persuasion. When involvement is low, consumers 
care less about personal, experiential, and symbolic gain 
than when involvement is high (Solomon et al. 1985).

The premise of this paper is that the principles of the 
seminal Elaboration Likelihood Model (Petty and Cacioppo 
1986) are also applicable to brand involvement. Therefore, 
it is rational to posit that brand involvement is likely to 
have a positive effect on consumer patronage of originals 
because higher brand involvement will drive consumers to 
go through more deliberative decision-making which will 
enable them to be more appreciative to not only functional 
benefits but also hedonic gains from originals. This is due 
to the original version of branded products being commonly 
recognized as superior in their values (signal, hedonic, and 
functional). In contrast, brand involvement will negatively 
affect consumer patronage of counterfeits, because the lower 
the brand involvement, the more likely consumers will make 
quick decisions, which require little to limited effort. Hence, 
counterfeits are more likely to be acted upon in the low brand 
involvement situation because consumers are less attentive 
to the core attributes of a brand, such as high quality (Cheah 
et al. 2015), instead they tend to purchase impulsively and 
would be responsive to brand names. In other words, the 
prominent brand name and logo copied by counterfeits may 
serve as the peripheral cues of persuasion. In addition, the 
low-price tag, a key feature, of counterfeits (Eisend et al. 
2017; Eisend and Schuchert-Güler 2006) is also likely to 
serve as another key peripheral cue which lure consumers 
to counterfeits when brand involvement is low. Based on 
the above reasoning, this research proposes the following:

H3  Brand involvement has a positive effect on consumer 
original patronage.

H4  Brand involvement has a negative effect on consumer 
counterfeit patronage.

Comparative effect of emotional brand attachment 
and brand involvement

If H1–H2 and H3–H4 hold and emotional brand attachment 
and brand involvement have positive effects on consumer 
original patronage but negative influences on counterfeit 
patronage, the next viable questions are:

1.	 Is any one of the two determinants more influential than 
the other?

2.	 Which one is more statistically effective in enhancing/
eliminating demand for originals/counterfeits?

Brand involvement is conceptually distinguished from 
emotional brand attachment. Involvement is a state of men-
tal readiness that influences the allocation of cognitive 
resources (Park and Mittal 1985). The concept of involve-
ment arguably represents consumers’ perceptual and con-
ceptual responses, which mainly tap the realm of cognition 
(Zaichkowsky 1985). Emotional attachment, however, goes 
beyond mental readiness and resource allocation. Emotional 
brand attachments are consumers’ affective reactions toward 
a brand and, thus, are clearly relevant to the realm of emo-
tions (Thomson et al. 2005). While involvement represents 
a manifestation of one’s volitional control (Bowlby 1980; 
Hazan and Zeifman 1999), emotional brand attachment is a 
reflection of one’s affections.

Emotional attachment is inherently related to the consum-
ers’ self-concept (Park et al. 2010, Kleine et al. 1993). The 
more attached consumers are to a brand, the more likely they 
would view the brand as part of themselves and have salient 
feelings about the brand. As a result, they are more likely to 
be willing to maintain proximity to the brand even at a higher 
cost than they normally retain. The effects of brand involve-
ment on consumer behavior should be relatively weaker than 
emotional brand attachment. This is because brand involve-
ment, although a self-centered construct (Laaksonen 1994), 
is not directly connected to consumer’ self-concept, which 
consumers usually protect at all cost. Thus, emotional brand 
attachment (compared to brand involvement) should show 
stronger influence on the tendency of maintaining a brand 
relationship, manifested through patronage of originals. The 
same reasoning is likely to be applicable to counterfeits. This 
research, thus, anticipates the following:

H5  Emotional brand attachment has a stronger effect on con-
sumer original patronage than brand involvement.

H6  Emotional brand attachment has a stronger effect on con-
sumer counterfeit patronage than brand involvement.

Moderating effects

It is important to note that the hypothesized effects in H1 
through H4 may not be equally pronounced for all con-
sumers. This research predicts that these effects might be 
stronger for consumers with certain predispositions. Specifi-
cally, this research is interested in the possible moderating 
effect of original experience and counterfeit experience on 
the relationships between emotional brand attachment/brand 
involvement and original/counterfeit patronage.

As outlined in the context of H1 to H4, emotional brand 
attachment (brand involvement) increases (decreases) 
original (counterfeit) patronage because the more attached 
(interested) consumers are to a brand the more likely they 
would be committed to the original brand. Manifestations 
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of a higher level of commitment range from higher brand 
loyalty and willingness to make financial sacrifices to deny 
other competing brands (Park et al. 2010) including coun-
terfeits. However, this effect might vary between consum-
ers of low and high original/counterfeit experience. While 
previous research has investigated the direct effect of past 
experience on both originals and counterfeits, for example 
Yoo and Lee (2012), how consumer patronage might vary as 
a function of past experience remains largely unknown. This 
is particularly the case in relation to counterfeits.

Product experience has important implications for con-
sumer information processing and behavior. According to 
Hill and Alexander (2006), a consumer’s purchase behavior 
of a product is determined by the level of their experience 
of the product. Similarly, Lianto (2015) has demonstrated 
that past experience affects consumer purchase intention of a 
product. As long as circumstances remain stable, experience 
has a stronger influence on behavior than cognitive consid-
eration (Bamberg et al. 2003; Hill and Alexander 2006; Yoo 
and Lee 2009) and perceived behavioral control (Bagozzi 
1981; Ouellette and Wood 1998; Yoo and Lee 2009, 2012). 
In addition, habitual behavior literature suggests that experi-
ence is one of the key antecedences of a habit (Schneider and 
Shiffrin 1977). Repeated experience will result in habitual 
behavior, which people are able to perform with little bur-
den (Schneider and Shiffrin 1977; Lianto 2015). Past experi-
ence generates an inertial habit with repeated behavior and 
predicts future behavior better than cognitive evaluations of 
alternatives do (Bamberg et al. 2003). Seetharaman et al. 
(1999) has confirmed that inertial choice behavior formed 
by past experience makes consumers repeat the same pur-
chase patterns and is less sensitive to marketing programs 
developed to change such decision-making.

According to the empirical findings of product experience 
and habitual behavior literature, consumers with a high level 
of original experience (compared with consumers with a low 
level of original experience) are likely to demonstrate dif-
ferent reactions to originals/counterfeits. In addition, these 
consumers would be more familiar with the superiorities 
(e.g., benefits and advantages) associated with the originals, 
which might subsequently further enhance the effects of both 
emotional brand attachment and brand involvement on origi-
nal/counterfeit patronage. For consumers with a low level of 
original experience, benefits associated with the originals 
might be more distant and abstract, thus appearing to be less 
distinct, which would subsequently mitigate the influence 
of emotional brand attachment and brand involvement. The 
current research, thus, proposes:

H7a  Past original experience strengthens the relationship 
between emotional brand attachment and original patronage.

H7b  Past original experience strengthens the relation-
ship between emotional brand attachment and counterfeit 
patronage.

H7c  Past original experience strengthens the relationship 
between brand involvement and original patronage.

H7d  Past original experience strengthens the relationship 
between brand involvement and counterfeit patronage.

Will counterfeit experience influence consumer patronage 
of originals as well as counterfeits? Consumers with a high 
level of counterfeit experience might be more appreciative 
to relative benefits associated with counterfeits. Previous 
research findings suggest that consumers with counterfeit 
experience have a more positive attitude toward counter-
feits than consumers who have little experience (Nia and 
Zaichkowsky 2000). Counterfeit evaluations of experi-
enced consumers are more positive than less experienced 
consumers (Penz and Stöttinger 2008; Moon et al. 2018). 
Yoo and Lee (2009) have also presented empirical evidence 
that past experience of counterfeits and original branded 
products have a positive influence on purchase intention of 
counterfeits and originals. The possible explanation is that 
consumers with more experience of counterfeits are inclined 
to believe that the functionalities of counterfeits are close 
to originals (Bian et al. 2016); thus, they attribute “value 
for money” to counterfeits (de Matos et al. 2007). These 
perceived benefits of counterfeits evolved from past experi-
ence are likely to mitigate the impacts of emotional brand 
attachment and brand involvement on consumer product 
patronage, originals and counterfeits. In other words, the 
effect of emotional brand attachment (brand involvement) 
on original and counterfeit patronage will both be reduced. 
Based on this reasoning this research predicts a moderation 
effect of counterfeit experience on the relationship between 
emotional brand attachment (brand involvement) and coun-
terfeit (original) patronage. The proposed relationships are:

H8a  Past counterfeit experience weakens the relationship 
between emotional brand attachment and original patronage.

H8b  Past counterfeit experience weakens the relation-
ship between emotional brand attachment and counterfeit 
patronage.

H8c  Past counterfeit experience weakens the relationship 
between brand involvement and original patronage.

H8d  Past counterfeit experience weakens the relationship 
between brand involvement and counterfeit patronage.
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Figure  1 presents the conceptual framework of this 
research. Both emotional brand attachment and brand 
involvement affect consumer’s original as well as counter-
feit patronage. However, the influence of these determinants 
may vary, depending on the consumers’ level of previous 
engagement with originals and counterfeits, specifically past 
experience. This research also analyzes comparative effect 
of emotional brand attachment versus brand involvement.

Method

Data collection and sample

To test the hypotheses data were collected using a paper 
and pencil survey method from Chinese consumers in shop-
ping malls of China which are known for selling counter-
feits openly. The choice of China, Beijing specifically, as the 
research context is because China is one of the largest mar-
kets for luxury brands (Cheung and Prendergast 2006) and is 
also the largest consumer market of counterfeits in the world 
(OECD and EUIPO 2019). On one hand, consumers crave 
original luxury brands and are happy to pay a premium price 
for originals (Vigneron and Johnson 2004), and on the other 
hand, counterfeits are also commonly acceptable to Chinese 
consumers (Cheung and Prendergast 2006). About a decade 
ago, Swike et al. (2008) have reported that approximately 
twenty percent of domestic sales in China are counterfeits. 
The situation has very likely worsened in recent years in 
light of the increased accessibility of counterfeits. In fact, 
counterfeits have dedicated shopping areas in many major 
cities (Lin 2011), such as the Yanghuo Market in Tianjin and 
Silk Market in Beijing.

Two hundred and sixty-six Chinese consumers were 
invited to take part in this research. All collected question-
naires were useable. Respondents consisted of consumers 

aged between 19 and 54 (43.6% females, 56.4% males). 
The education attainment of respondents ranged between 
primary school and postgraduate degree. The sample (see 
“Appendix 1” for respondents’ profile) included consum-
ers of low household income (less than RMB¥10,000 per 
month) to high household income (above RMBY200,000 
per month).

Before the respondents started filling out the question-
naires, they were informed that a large percentage of con-
sumers knowingly purchase counterfeits, including consum-
ers in developed countries, such as the UK and the USA. 
This measure, adopted by a number of previous studies 
where China was the research context (e.g., Veloutsou and 
Bian 2008; Wilhelmy et al. 2016; Bian et al. 2016), was used 
mainly to eliminate impression management tendency and 
to safeguard quality of data. This is because the technique 
is deemed to induce a respondent’s admission of potentially 
embarrassing behavior (Churchill and Iacobucci 1999). 
Additionally, respondents were assured that the informa-
tion they provided would be kept strictly confidential and 
for academic research purposes only. As with Bian (2006) 
and Bian and Moutinho (2011), the definition of counterfeit 
was presented at the very beginning of the questionnaire to 
reduce confusion and more importantly to ensure data reli-
ability. This research is particularly interested in original 
luxury brand versus counterfeit luxury brand-related con-
sumer behavior. To capture relevant data, participants were 
referred to examples of high-end luxury brands, such as, 
Louis Vuitton and Hermes. All the referred luxury brands 
are widely available and heavily counterfeited. The question-
naire took less than 20 minutes to complete.

Measures

Emotional brand attachment was assessed using six items 
adapted from measures previously used in consumer research 

Fig. 1   Proposed framework 
linking emotional brand attach-
ment, brand involvement, con-
sumer original and counterfeit 
patronage



444	 X. Bian, S. Haque 

from Malär et al. (2011). These items are highly correlated 
(Cronbach α = .89) and capture three main dimensions of 
emotional bond with brands, namely affection, connection, 
and passion (Thomson et al. 2005). The brand involvement 
variable was measured with two items (r = .81) adapted from 
Trijp et al. (1996). This measure is appropriate because it 
was developed based on the involvement definition which 
falls within the domain of cognitive approaches by defining 
involvement (Laaksonen 1994). The moderating variables 
(original experience and counterfeit experience) were both 
measured using a semantic differential scale (seven-point, 
ranging from never to regular) adapted from Darmon and 
Laroche (1991). Whenever appropriate, multiple items were 
averaged to arrive at a single value for each variable. These 
average values are input indicators.

The dependent variables of counterfeit patronage (r = .89) 
and original patronage (r = .86) were measured using two 
items adopted from Zhao et al. (2013) and Grewal et al. 
(1998). Unless noted otherwise, all multi-item scales were 

assessed using a seven-point Likert format (strongly disagree 
to strongly agree). Personal information about respondents’ 
gender, monthly household income, age, and highest educa-
tion attainment was also collected at the end of the research 
instrument. In general, the measurements show sufficient 
reliability. Table 1 reports the correlations of the conceptual 
framework variables. “Appendix 2” provides a list of the 
measures and their psychometric properties.

Results

Basic model

AMOS 25 path analysis was used to model the relation-
ships proposed by the conceptual framework (see Fig. 1). 
Emotional brand attachment and brand involvement were 
allowed to correlate in the path model. For the basic model 
(presented using solid lines), the measures of overall fit 
generally meet conventional standards, which suggests 
that the model fits the data well (χ2/df = 2.880, root mean 
square error of approximation [RMSEA] = .084, standard-
ized root mean square residual [SRMR] = .027, normal fit 
index [NFI] = .983, and comparative fit index [CFI] = .989).

The parameter estimates of the basic model are reported 
in Table 2. The results suggest a significant positive rela-
tionship between emotional brand attachment and con-
sumer original patronage (ϒ = .426, p < .01), which sup-
ports H1. The results provide no support for a negative 
relationship between emotional brand attachment and 
consumer counterfeit patronage (ϒ = .035, p > .10), which 
rejects H2. Brand involvement has a significant positive 
effect on original patronage (ϒ = .176, p < .01). H3 is 

Table 1   Correlations of framework variables

*p ≤ .05
**p ≤ .01

1 2 3 4 5

1. Emotional brand attach-
ment

2. Brand involvement .48**
3. Original patronage .51** .38**
4. Counterfeit patronage .11 .17** − .009
5. Original experience .22** .04 .29** − .17**
6. Counterfeit experience .01 .06 − .14* .34** − .18**

Table 2   Results of hypotheses testing

**p ≤ .01
*p ≤ .05
+ p ≤ .10

Emotional brand 
attachment → original 
patronage

Brand involve-
ment → original patron-
age

Emotional brand attach-
ment → counterfeit 
patronage

Brand involve-
ment → counterfeit 
patronage

Standardized 
Estimate (t 
value)

∆x2 Standardized 
Estimate (t 
value)

∆x2 Standardized 
Estimate (t 
value)

∆x2 Standardized 
Estimate (t 
value)

∆x2

Basic model
.426**(7.192) .176** (2.973) .035 (.513) .156* (2.254)

Moderated models
Experience of originals Low .332**(3.456) 2.715 .143(1.488) 2.238 .039(.705) 2.176 .187+(1.814) 2.077

High .441**(6.054) .212**(2.801) .075(.813) .131(1.408)
Experience of counterfeits Low .448**(6.306) .861 .238**(3.349) 1.912 .067(.773) .925 .134(1.547) 1.064

High .394**(3.770) .086(.826) .027(.233) .195+(1.709)
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supported. The results suggest a significant relationship 
between brand involvement and consumer counterfeit 
patronage (ϒ = .156, p < .05). Surprisingly, the effect is 
positive rather than negative as predicted, which rejects 
H4.

The values of these two path coefficients provide sup-
port for the propositions regarding the relative impact of 
emotional brand attachment and brand involvement on 
original patronage as well as counterfeit patronage. For 
original patronage, emotional brand attachment has a 
stronger impact on original patronage than brand involve-
ment. For counterfeit patronage, brand involvement effect, 
however, is more evident than emotional brand attachment. 
The corresponding differences are .250 (original patron-
age) and .121 (counterfeit patronage).

In order to test the H5 that the emotional brand attach-
ment (ϒ = .426) and brand involvement (ϒ = .176) stand-
ardized beta weights were statistically different from each 
other, their corresponding 95% confidence intervals were 
estimated via bias corrected bootstrap (1000 re-samples). 
In the event that the confidence intervals overlapped by 
less than 50% the weights would be considered signifi-
cantly different (p < .05) from each other (Cumming 2009). 
Half of the average of the overlapping confidence intervals 
was calculated (− .0045) and added to the lower bound 
estimate of the emotional brand attachment beta weight 
(.310) which yielded .3055. As the brand involvement 
upper bound estimate of .290 is lower than the value of 
.3055, in the original context, the difference between the 
emotional brand attachment and brand involvement stand-
ardized beta weights (∆ϒ = .25) is considered significantly 
larger than the brand involvement beta weight (p < .05). 
Thus, emotional brand attachment has a stronger effect 
on consumer original patronage than brand involvement, 
which supports H5.

Similarly, to test the H6 that the brand involvement 
(ϒ = .156) and emotional brand attachment (ϒ = .035) stand-
ardized beta weights were statistically different from each 
other, their corresponding 95% confidence intervals were 
estimated via bias corrected bootstrap (1000 re-samples). 
Half of the average of the overlapping confidence intervals 
was calculated (− .010) and added to the lower bound esti-
mate of the brand involvement beta weight (.029) which 
yielded .019. As the emotional brand attachment upper 
bound estimate of .172 is higher than the value of .019, in 
the counterfeit context, the difference between the brand 
involvement and emotional brand attachment standardized 
beta weights (∆ϒ = .121) is not considered statistically sig-
nificantly larger than the emotional brand attachment beta 
weight (p > .05). Therefore, the result suggests that emo-
tional brand attachment does not have a stronger effect on 
consumer counterfeit patronage than brand involvement, 
which rejects H6.

Moderating model: original experience 
as moderator

Multiple group modeling was used to test H7 and H8, which 
refer to the moderating role of original experience and coun-
terfeit experience. The median of the moderator values was 
used to split consumers into either low levels or high lev-
els of original experience. AMOS 25 was used to test the 
moderated model suggested in the conceptual framework 
simultaneously in both subsamples. Table 2 presents the 
parameter estimates for the different subgroups.

Regarding the first moderator, original experience, the 
measures of overall fit of the moderated model mostly meet 
conventional standards, which suggests that the model fits 
the data well (χ2/df = 2.048, RMSEA = .010, SRMR = .022, 
NFI = .988, and CFI = 1.000). As with consumer original 
patronage, the results confirm a positive moderating effect 
of original experience on the relationship between emotional 
brand engagement and original patronage. Although emo-
tional brand attachment has a significant and positive effect 
on original patronage among consumers with a low level of 
original experience (ϒ = .332, p < .01) this effect becomes 
stronger among consumers with a high level of original 
experience (ϒ = .458, p < .01). To statistically test the sig-
nificance of this moderating effect, a Chi square difference 
test was run. The Chi square difference is not significant 
at the .10 level (∆x2 = 2.715, ∆d.f. = 3, p > .10). This result 
rejects H7a. Past experience of originals has no significant 
impact on relationship between emotional brand attachment 
and original patronage.

Emotional brand attachment has no significant effect on 
counterfeit patronage among consumers with a low level of 
original experience (ϒ = .039, p > .10). This effect, although 
becomes slightly stronger among consumers with a high 
level of original experience (ϒ = .075, p > .10), is insignifi-
cant. To statistically test the significance of this moderating 
effect, a Chi square difference test was run. The Chi square 
difference is not significant at the .10 level (∆x2 = 2.176, 
∆d.f. = 3, p > .10). This result rejects H7b, which suggests 
that relationship between emotional brand attachment and 
counterfeit patronage does not vary as a function of past 
experience of originals.

Brand involvement has a significant and positive effect on 
original patronage only among consumers with a high level 
of original experience (ϒ = .212, p < .01) and no significant 
effect among consumers with a low level of original experi-
ence (ϒ = .143, p > .10). The Chi square difference is not 
significant at the .10 level (∆x2 = 2.238, ∆d.f. = 3, p > .10), 
which rejects H7c. Thus, past experience of originals has no 
significant impact on relationship between brand involve-
ment and original patronage.

Brand involvement shows a marginally significant 
and positive effect on counterfeit patronage only among 
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consumers with a low level of original experience (ϒ = .187, 
p = .070) and no significant effect among consumers with 
a high level of original experience (ϒ = .131, p > .10). The 
Chi square difference is not significant at the .10 level 
(∆x2 = 2.077, ∆d.f. = 3, p > .10), which rejects H7d. This 
result suggests that past experience of originals does not 
affect relationship between brand involvement and counter-
feit patronage.

Moderating model: counterfeit experience 
as moderator

Regarding the second moderator, counterfeit experience, the 
measures of overall fit of the moderated model mostly meet 
conventional standards, which suggests that the model fits 
the data well (χ2/df = .849, RMSEA = .000, SRMR = .016, 
NFI = .995, and CFI = 1.000). As with consumer original 
patronage, the results confirm a positive moderating effect 
of counterfeit experience on the relationship between emo-
tional brand engagement and original patronage. Although 
emotional brand attachment has a significant and positive 
effect on original patronage among consumers with a low 
level of original experience (ϒ = .448, p < .01) this effect 
becomes slightly weaker among consumers with a high level 
of counterfeit experience (ϒ = .394, p < .01). To statistically 
test the significance of this moderating effect, a Chi square 
difference test was run. The Chi square difference is not 
significant at the .10 level (∆x2 = .861, ∆d.f. = 3, p > .10). 
This result rejects H8a. Thus, past experience of counterfeits 
has no significant impact on relationship between emotional 
brand attachment and original patronage.

Emotional brand attachment has no significant effect on 
counterfeit patronage among consumers with a low level 
of counterfeit experience (ϒ = .067, p > .10). This effect 
becomes slightly weaker among consumers with a high level 
of original experience (ϒ = .027, p > .10) and is insignifi-
cant. To statistically test the significance of this moderating 
effect, a Chi square difference test was run. The Chi square 
difference is not significant at the .10 level (∆x2 = 0.925, 
∆d.f. = 3, p > .10). This result rejects H8b. This result reveals 
that past experience of counterfeits does not significantly 
affect relationship between emotional brand attachment and 
counterfeit patronage.

Brand involvement has a significant and positive effect 
on original patronage only among consumers with a low 
level of counterfeit experience (ϒ = .238, p < .01) and no 
significant effect among consumers with a high level of 
counterfeit experience (ϒ = .086, p > .10). The Chi square 
difference is not significant at the .10 level (∆x2 = 1.912, 
∆d.f. = 3, p > .10), which does not support H8c. This result 
suggests that past counterfeit experience has no significant 
impact on relationship between brand involvement and origi-
nal patronage.

Brand involvement has a marginally significant and posi-
tive effect on counterfeit patronage only among consum-
ers with a high level of counterfeit experience (ϒ = .195, 
p = .087) but no significant effect among consumers with 
a low level of counterfeit experience (ϒ = .134, p > .10). 
The Chi square difference is not significant at the .10 level 
(∆x2 = 1.064, ∆d.f. = 3, p > .10), which rejects H8d. This 
result advises that past experience of counterfeit does not 
affect relationship between brand involvement and counter-
feit patronage.

Discussion and conclusion

Theoretical implications

Building on existing emotional brand attachment and brand 
involvement literature (e.g., Dunn and Hoegg 2014; Park 
et al. 2010; Thomson et al. 2005; Mittal and Lee 1989; 
Leckie et al. 2016) this research makes substantial theo-
retical contributions. While the literature has established 
the prominent role played by emotional brand attachment 
in determination of brand performance (e.g., Japutra et al. 
2018; Hung and Lu 2018; Japutra et al. 2014), the com-
parative strength of influence of emotional brand attachment 
versus brand involvement, the two most pertinent concepts 
on consumption behavior of originals remained underex-
plored. Therefore, until this current research little knowledge 
existed in the literature in terms of comparative advantages/
disadvantages of building emotional brand attachment as 
opposed to brand involvement. This knowledge gap is sur-
prising as emotional brand attachment and brand involve-
ment are both important contingency variables for the suc-
cess of branding strategy and until comparative advantages 
are unveiled understanding of outcomes of emotional brand 
attachment would remain incomplete. This research is one 
of the first which reveals that emotional brand attachment 
plays a more dominant role compared to brand involvement 
in determining consumer patronage of originals. The find-
ings of this research bridge a substantial knowledge void 
and advance the debate by presenting empirical evidence 
of the distinct influence of emotional brand attachment and 
brand involvement.

Differing to Kauffman et al. (2016) which reports a neg-
ative effect of emotional brand attachment on counterfeit 
purchase intention, the findings of this research suggest 
otherwise. Specifically, emotional brand attachment has 
no statistically significant impact on consumer counterfeit 
patronage. These differences could be attributed to distinct 
research contexts as well as brands examined. Kauffman 
et al. (2016) was conducted in Brazil and data was collected 
from a homogeneous female population, whereas data of this 
research was collected from Chinese consumers, including 
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males and females. These inconsistent findings imply that 
effect of emotional brand attachment is very likely to be 
context specific, which also opens a new avenue for future 
research.

The findings of this research reveal a positive influence 
of brand involvement on counterfeit patronage. This find-
ing is surprising because the relevant literature indicates a 
negative (rather than positive) effect of brand involvement 
on counterfeit purchase intention. The possible explanation 
to this unexpected finding is that consumers are attracted 
to excitements associated with the counterfeit’s purchasing 
process (e.g., the thrill of the hunt), belongingness (e.g., 
being part of a secret society), and personal interest in coun-
terfeits (Bian et al. 2016), all of which are brand involve-
ment essentials. Acknowledging that much has been done 
in recent years in study of counterfeit-related consumption 
behavior, taking a novel brand management strategy per-
spective this research advances the understanding of compet-
itive advantages of emotional brand attachment versus brand 
involvement methods in relation to protecting originals from 
their counterparts, namely counterfeits. The findings of this 
research are one of the first which provide empirical evi-
dence that improving brand involvement would contribute 
to demand for counterfeits. In contrast, enhancing emotional 
brand attachment is unlikely to result in undesirable impact.

This research also contributes to the literature through 
testing boundary conditions of emotional brand attach-
ment and brand involvement effect on both originals and 
counterfeits. Specifically, differing to most of prior stud-
ies this research explores the indirect rather than the direct 
effect of past experience. The findings suggest that effect 
of emotional brand attachment and brand involvement do 
not vary as a function of past experience of either originals 
or counterfeits. This research is one of the few, which pro-
vides empirical evidence and rules out the possible moderat-
ing effects of past experience on the relationships between 
emotional brand attachment/brand involvement and original/
counterfeit patronage.

Managerial implications

From a practical implication perspective, the findings of this 
research are of significant importance to managers. Specifi-
cally, according to the findings, emotional brand attach-
ment plays a more dominant role than brand involvement in 
determining consumer patronage of originals. Thus, when a 
company is strategizing to enhance its brand performance, 
although both will lead to positive results, focusing on estab-
lishing a stronger emotional brand attachment will result 
in a better outcome (statistically significant) compared to 
that of brand involvement. To this end, practitioners could 

implement the following four methods (Malär et al. 2011): 
incorporation of consumers’ selves, focusing on authentic 
branding, reconsidering aspirational branding, and indi-
vidualizing branding efforts. This research also suggest 
that increased emotional brand attachment will improve 
brand performance but does not escalate consumer coun-
terfeit patronage. However, increased brand involvement 
although leads to higher demand for originals, it also results 
in increased consumer patronage of counterfeits. Therefore, 
to enhance brand performance and in the same time to pro-
tect brand equity from counterfeits, originals also need to 
particularly focus on building emotional brand attachment 
over brand involvement with their consumers.

The findings related to the effect of past experience on 
consumer patronage of originals and counterfeits are very 
important and highly relevant to practitioners considering 
the fact that counterfeits are getting more openly accessible 
to consumers both online and offline (Jin 2012; Antonopou-
los and Hall 2018). In addition, a growing number of con-
sumers are inclined to purchase counterfeits (Bian 2018), 
which will undoubtedly result in an increasing level of coun-
terfeit experience among consumers. Original intellectual 
property owners are very concerned that increased consumer 
counterfeit experience might largely mitigate marketing 
endeavors. Despite the concern of practitioners, the findings 
of this research suggest that the level of previous experi-
ence of either originals or counterfeits have no significant 
impact on relationship between emotional brand attachment/
involvement and consumer patronage of originals/counter-
feits. These findings would inform decision-making of prac-
titioners, policy makers, and law-enforcement officials in 
terms of focus of attention and allocation of anti-counterfeit-
ing resources. Although it sounds controversial, the findings 
of this research imply that anti-counterfeiting effort focusing 
on reducing availability of counterfeits might not lead to 
fruitful anti-counterfeiting outcomes as one would expect.

As assuring as they are, the findings of this research needs 
to be read with caution given the research was conducted in 
China, which is the hub of counterfeits where buying and 
using counterfeits are socially acceptable (Cheung and Pren-
dergast 2006). In addition, China is a place where consumers 
crave luxury brands and purchase originals and counterfeits 
for different usage situations (Bian et al. 2016). Based on 
these considerations, the practical implications of this find-
ing are very likely to be context specific.

Limitations and future research directions

As with many other studies this research is not without limi-
tations. For example, the current research has measured one 
outcome variable, patronage of originals and counterfeits, 
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which mainly captured consumers’ interest and purchase ten-
dency. As much contribution as this research brings to both 
brand management and counterfeit literature, it is unclear 
whether the findings of this research would hold true for 
more downstream variables, for example actual behavior, 
post-purchase evaluation, and word-of-mouth. Testing the 
conceptual framework with more downstream variables is a 
viable direction for future research.

Although the sample size of this research is statistically 
adequate, it is relatively small and is treated as unidimen-
sional. Future research could replicate this research using a 
larger sample size in different research contexts, for example 
distinct geographic locations. This research only captured 
data concerning luxury brands; thus, findings might not nec-
essarily be applicable to generic brands, which are also heav-
ily counterfeited. Further research in this direction is needed. 
With a larger sample size, future research could also take 
into consideration of diversified motivations of counterfeit 
consumption purchase. Last (but not least), despite the com-
monly shared concern that consumer past experience would 
mitigate marketing effort of originals, our data suggest oth-
erwise. Specifically, moderation effect of both past original 
experience and counterfeit experience does not exist. This 
finding, although supported by empirical data, is surprising 
and should be viewed with caution. Future research needs 
to validate this finding using data from different contexts, 
for example the USA and UK, where counterfeits are also 
widely accessible and regularly purchased.
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Appendix 1: Respondents’ profile

Variable Total samples Categories n Percentage

Gender 266 Female 116 43.6
Male 150 56.4

Age 266 < 18 0 0.0
18–24 85 32.00
25–34 75 28.2
35–44 73 27.4
45–54 33 12.4
> 54 0 0.0

Educational 
level

266 Primary educa-
tion

5 1.9

Secondary 
education 
(high school) 
or technical 
education)

49 18.4

University 
education 
(university)

81 30.5

Postgraduate 
degree or 
higher

131 49.2

Monthly house-
hold income

266 < 10,000 RMB¥ 1 0.4
10,000–49,999 

RMB¥
125 47

50,000–99,999 
RMB¥

102 38.3

100,000–
149,999 
RMB¥

22 8.3

150,000–
199,999 
RMB¥

6 2.2

> 200,000 
RMB¥

10 3.8

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
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Appendix 2: Measures and psychometric properties

Constructs and 
items

M SD Cronbach’s α Cronbach’s α if 
item deleted

Correlation

Emotional brand 
attachment

.89 1 2 3 4 5

Affection 5.04 1.30 .87
Love 4.88 1.35 .88 .54**
Connection 4.59 1.29 .87 .48** .65**
Passion 4.96 1.37 .86 .62** .52** .64**
Delight 5.54 1.31 .87 .54** .60** .57** .64**
Captivation 5.04 1.51 .87 .63** .50** .49** .65** .58**
Brand involvement
Importance 4.49 1.23
Relevance 4.53 1.20 .81**
Original patronage
Intention 5.27 1.32
Interest 5.16 1.28 .86**
Counterfeit patronage
Intention 3.76 1.37
Interest 3.74 1.38 .89**
Original experience
Regularity 2.91 1.36
Ownership 6.09 8.12 .48**
Counterfeit experience
Regularity 2.35 1.50
Ownership 4.79 6.70 .63**

**p ≤ .01
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