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Abstract Acquisition and purchase of counterfeit and

pirated products are illicit and morally questionable con-

sumer behaviors. Nonetheless, some consumers engage in

such illicit behavior and seem to overcome the moral

dilemma by justification strategies. The findings on

morality effects on consumer responses to counterfeit and

pirated products are diverse, and the underlying theories

provide no clear picture of the process that explains how

morality and justification lead to particular consumer

responses or why consumers differ in their responses. This

study presents a meta-analysis of 788 effect sizes from 207

independent samples provided in 196 manuscripts that

synthesizes the research on the influence of morality on

attitudes, intentions, and behavior toward counterfeit and

pirated products. The meta-analysis tests competing theo-

retical models that describe the morality-justification pro-

cesses, and identifies the deontological–teleological model

as the superior one. The meta-analysis further shows that

the institutional and social context of consumers explains

the differences in morality effects on justifications and

responses to counterfeit and pirated products, and provides

evidence for the context-sensitivity of the underlying

theories.

Keywords Counterfeiting � Counterfeit product � Piracy �
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Introduction

Recent figures indicate that counterfeiting and piracy have

become an extensive global economic issue. Imports of

counterfeit and pirated goods are worth nearly half a tril-

lion dollars a year, or around 2.5% of global imports

(OECD and EUIPO 2016). The adverse effects on busi-

nesses and economies are numerous. For example, coun-

terfeiting and piracy are responsible for the loss of $77.5

billion in tax revenues and the loss of over 2.5 million jobs

in G20 countries each year. Even with legislation in place,

governments struggle to tackle this global problem and

despite their efforts, piracy is at a high level and continues

to increase (Business Software Alliance 2014).

In an attempt to explain why consumers would engage

in behavior that often violates laws and can raise ethical

issues and concerns, the purchase of counterfeit and pirated

products has often been investigated from an ethical or

morality perspective. Some consumers of counterfeit and

pirated products are at least somewhat aware that acquiring

counterfeit and pirated goods is illegal or unaccept-

able from a societal point of view (Morris and Higgins

2009), and one would expect that they despise counterfeit

and pirated products. However, some consumers do not

hold negative views of counterfeiting or piracy, and even

claim that it is a victimless crime (Lysonski and Durvasula

2008). These consumers seem to overcome a possible

moral dilemma by using justification strategies (Bian et al.

2016). The apparent contradiction in morality effects on

consumer responses to counterfeit and pirated products is

reflected in the diverse findings of prior studies. Some

researchers have found evidence that more strongly held

moral beliefs that acquiring counterfeit and pirated prod-

ucts is wrong, unethical, or immoral negatively influences

attitudes toward such products, intentions to acquire them,
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as well as actual behavior (e.g., Higgins 2005; Cesareo and

Pastore 2014). However, other researchers could not find

support for the effects of morality on purchases of coun-

terfeit and pirated products (e.g., Al-Rafee and Cronan

2006; Higgins et al. 2007) or could find support only in

certain conditions or samples (e.g., Tjiptono et al. 2016;

Shoham et al. 2008). The diversity in findings resembles

the theoretical approaches that provide different explana-

tions of the effect of morality on consumer responses to

counterfeit and pirated products. A dissonance theory-

based account suggests that morality increases the per-

ception of negative consequence, thus enhancing justifi-

cation attempts, which in turn positively influence

consumer responses. At the same time, an ethical decision-

making account suggests that morality tends to decrease

justification efforts that in turn reduce the perception of

negative outcomes and increase the perception of positive

outcomes, thus influencing consumer responses.

In an attempt to explain the diverse findings in prior

research, to provide a clear picture of the theory and the

underlying mechanism of how morality and justification

influence consumer responses to counterfeit and pirated

products, and to clarify why consumers differ in their

responses, a meta-analysis of 788 effect sizes from 207

independent samples provided in 196 manuscripts was

conducted. The meta-analysis synthesizes the research on

the influence of morality on attitudes, intentions, and

behavior toward counterfeit and pirated products, and tests

alternative morality-justification processes that explain

how consumers respond to pirated and counterfeit product

purchases. The meta-analysis further shows how the insti-

tutional and social context of consumers explains why

morality can either increase or decrease justification and

lead to differences in responses to ethical concerns

regarding counterfeit and pirated products.

The findings provide several contributions. First, the

meta-analysis tests competing theories that provide expla-

nations for how morality and justification work together in

influencing attitudes, intentions, and behaviors toward

pirated and counterfeit products. This knowledge guides

further research by identifying the theoretical approach that

provides the highest explanatory power for morality

effects. Second, the study explains how morality effects

differ depending on institutional and social context factors.

These insights add to the debate about the context-sensi-

tivity and generalizability of theories that have been

developed and tested in a Western context by showing that

the theoretical explanations have to be adapted to specific

cultural contexts. The moderators also provide an expla-

nation for the variation in morality effects observed in prior

studies and in counterfeiting and piracy incidents across

countries. Third, the insights provide practical implications

for anti-counterfeiting and anti-piracy measures by

showing how justifications can be used as a lever to

enhance morality effects that reduce counterfeit purchases

and piracy. The best means of triggering these justification

processes depend on institutional and social context

factors.

The remainder of the article is organized into three

sections. First, the conceptual background for the meta-

analysis is developed by defining counterfeiting and piracy,

by elaborating on the different theories and models that

explain the role of morality and justification in consump-

tion of counterfeit and pirated products, and by discussing

the contextual factors that moderate the major effects of

morality. Then, the meta-analytic method is described and

the findings are presented. Finally, the findings on the

relationship between morality and consumer response to

counterfeit and pirated products are discussed, thus show-

ing how they enrich theory, explain prior findings, and

provide guidance for researchers and practitioners.

Conceptual Background

Counterfeiting and Piracy

A counterfeit product is an unauthorized imitation of a

branded product (i.e., a product bearing a trademark) that is

offered on the (black) market, while a pirated product is an

unauthorized exact copy—not just a simple imitation—of

an original product that is protected by intellectual property

rights (Bian et al. 2016). Piracy is usually limited to the

technological categories of music, movies, software, and

any other copy-protected digital materials that are often

downloaded online without payment, while counterfeiting

refers to a variety of tangible products, such as luxury

clothes, jewelry, watches, shoes, car parts, and medication,

that are bought mostly on the black market. The research

on morality in counterfeiting and piracy relates to non-

deceptive counterfeiting, which involves consumers

knowingly purchasing or acquiring a counterfeit product or

pirated product instead of an original product (Grossman

and Shapiro 1988).

Previous research on counterfeiting and piracy has lar-

gely applied the same determinants to explain consumption

of both types of illicit products (Lee and Yoo 2009). From

a consumer’s perspective, the distinction between coun-

terfeiting and piracy is sometimes impossible to compre-

hend (e.g., when a consumer purchases a pirated movie

DVD in a jewel case). The effects of morality are com-

parable for both types of products, and they show the same

mechanisms and direction of effects (though they might

differ in the strength of effects) because both counterfeiting

and piracy are types of illicit consumption behavior.

Acquiring either counterfeit or pirated products can raise
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ethical issues and concerns, leading to similar consumer

responses.

Consumer Responses to Counterfeit and Pirated

Products

Prior research applied three dependent variables to capture

consumer responses to counterfeit and pirated products:

attitudes, intentions, and behavior. Attitude refers to con-

sumers’ evaluation of counterfeit and pirated products, and

of the act of purchasing these products. Intention indicates

consumers’ willingness and likelihood to acquire these

products. Behavior refers to the acquisition, purchase, and

consumption of these products. These constructs tap into

different stages of the consumption process, although they

are highly correlated. In particular, behavior can be accu-

rately predicted from behavior-compatible measures of

attitudes and intentions (Ajzen and Fishbein 2005).

Morality, Justification, and Outcome Perceptions:

Alternative Explanatory Models

Morality refers to the specific ethical beliefs regarding

counterfeiting and piracy in general, and to specific coun-

terfeit and pirated products in particular. It covers all

concepts arising from the consumer’s ethical dilemma

when faced with acquisition or purchase of counterfeit or

pirated products, such as ethical beliefs, ethical concerns,

moral attitude, moral obligation regarding counterfeiting

and piracy, and moral judgment. To use justification pro-

cesses to explain the relationship between morality and

attitudes, intentions, and behavior, the present study

focused on the variables that are most commonly investi-

gated in the context of explaining individual responses to

morality issues: justification, negative social outcomes, and

positive individual outcomes. Other studies that have

investigated morality have also considered variables such

as subjective or social norms (e.g., Al-Rafee and Cronan

2006; Chen et al. 2009); however, these variables were

either used as independent variables in models where they

were not directly related to morality, or were used as

moderators, and hence could not be used in a process

model. Several studies have looked at negative individual

outcomes, such as the perceived risk of punishment or of

the low quality of counterfeit and pirated products, but

findings on the relationships between risk, justification, and

social outcomes are scarce and were insufficient to be used

for this meta-analysis.

Justification refers to strategies and techniques used to

give grounds for the acquisition and purchase of counterfeit

and pirated products (e.g., coping strategies and neutral-

ization techniques). Both morality and justification are

related to the perception of consequences for deviant

behaviors. Negative consequences that are related to

morality are consumers’ perceptions of negative social and

economic outcomes of the acquisition and purchase of

counterfeit and pirated products (e.g., harm to business or

loss of taxes). Positive consequences that refer to justifi-

cation are the perceived individual outcomes of the

acquisition of and purchase of counterfeit and pirated

products (e.g., reduced prices or improved price-quality

relationships) and cover concepts such as expected out-

comes, gratification, positive consequences, and benefits.

The influence of morality on consumer responses to

counterfeit and pirated products can be explained by three

different theoretical accounts. These accounts are reflected

in three conceptual models that can be modeled by altering

the relationship between morality, justification, positive

individual outcomes, and negative social outcomes, as

depicted in Fig. 1. The models are the justification model,

the deontological–teleological model, and the perception

model.

The relationships between justification, morality, per-

ceptions of positive and negative outcomes on the one side,

and attitudes, intentions, and behavior on the other side, are

identical in all three models. Morality and the perceptions

of negative social outcomes negatively influence attitudes,

intentions, and behavior. Justification and perceptions of

positive individual outcomes positively influence attitudes,

intentions, and behaviors. The direct effects of morality,

justification, and perceptions on consumer responses are

based on the assumption that certain perceptions and

beliefs can influence behavior and intentions directly

without prior evaluation (Ajzen 1991). The indirect rela-

tionships between attitudes, intentions, and behavior are in

line with attitude formation models such as the theory of

reasoned action. The following describes how the three

models are theoretically embedded and how they can be

described by altering the relationship between morality,

justification, positive individual outcomes, and negative

social outcomes.

Justification Model

The main assumption of the justification model is that

because of their ethical concerns over acquiring counterfeit

and pirated products, consumers need to generate justifi-

able reasons for their behavior. The justification model has

been proposed in the context of piracy and counterfeiting

as an explanation of how consumers deal with ethical

dilemmas that arise when purchasing counterfeit products

(Eisend and Schuchert-Güler 2006). The model is rooted in

the theory of cognitive dissonance that states that people

strive for consistencies of their cognitions (Festinger 1957).

If relevant cognitions are in conflict (e.g., purchasing a

desirable counterfeit product while obeying the law and not
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harming the society), some form of psychological dis-

comfort arises, and consumers are motivated to strive for

actions that reduce discomfort and cognitive dissonance,

for instance, by applying coping and justification strategies.

The justification model is backed by empirical evidence.

Kim et al. (2012) found in their study that consumers with

strong moral beliefs were less likely to make a purchase

decision about a counterfeit product when their cognitive

resources were constrained, because they were unable to

justify the purchase. Moral dilemmas lead to justifications,

that is, strategies and techniqueswithwhich people rationalize

and justify their deviant actions as normal, and people are

more likely to engage in immoral behaviors when the justifi-

cation succeeds (Schweitzer and Hsee 2002; Mazar et al.

2008). This way, individuals avoid the guilt of violating their

ethical beliefs (Mitchell and Dodder 1983), and make these

actions possible by justifying them before performing them

(Sykes and Matza 1957). Justification helps to reduce the

perceptions of negative social consequences that arise from

moral beliefs, for instance, by denial of responsibility (Leisen

and Nill 2001; Bian et al. 2016), which increases favorable

consumer responses to counterfeit and pirated products. Jus-

tification further succeeds by focusing on perceptions of

benefits resulting from deviant behavior, which in turn posi-

tively influence attitudes, intentions, and behavior related to

counterfeit and pirated products (Goles et al. 2008).

Based on the theory of cognitive dissonance and related

empirical findings, the justification model suggests that

morality increases the perceptions of negative social out-

comes, which trigger justification processes. Justification

increases the perception of positive individual outcomes.

All four variables (morality, justification, positive percep-

tions, and negative perceptions) influence attitudes, inten-

tions, and behavior.

Deontological–Teleological Model

The deontological–teleological model is theoretically

embedded in ethical decision-making theories. In particu-

lar, it builds on the model of ethical decision-making in

business research by Hunt and Vittell (1986) that suggests

that ethical dilemmas are solved as a function of deonto-

logical evaluation (concerned with right vs. wrong) and

teleological evaluation (considering consequences of the

act). The model shows that individuals make decisions

involving ethical issues by relying on both ethical norms

(deontology) and perceived consequences of behavior

(teleology), but oftentimes to different degrees. The model

has found empirical support in different decision contexts

such as consumer decision making (Vitell et al. 2001) and

decision making by managers (Cole et al. 2000). The

model has been applied in prior counterfeiting and piracy

research, too, and researchers have examined the ethics of

purchasing counterfeit and pirated products from both

deontological and teleological perspectives (e.g., Gupta

et al. 2004; Wagner and Sanders 2001).

From a teleological point of view, moral beliefs

regarding piracy and counterfeiting are linked to the per-

ceptions of negative consequences for society and others

(Li and Seatton 2015). The deontological perspective asks

whether the act of acquiring counterfeit or pirated products

is right or wrong, and suggests simple rules to follow.

Simple rules about what is wrong or right render any jus-

tifications irrelevant.

Hence, by referring to ethical decision-making theories

and by combining deontological and teleological evalua-

tions, the model suggests the following relationship

between the variables. Morality decreases justification

attempts (due to deontological evaluation) and increases

the perception of negative social outcomes (due to teleo-

logical evaluation). Justification, in turn, increases the

perception of positive individual outcomes, and all four

variables (morality, justification, positive perceptions, and

negative perceptions) influence attitudes, intentions, and

behaviors regarding counterfeit and pirated products.

Perception Model

The perception model is theoretically embedded in the

economic concepts of cost–benefit analysis and utility

maximizing. It considers consumer behavior toward

counterfeit and pirated products to be a simple utility-

maximizing decision about whether illegal activities will

pay off (i.e., whether the benefits outweigh the costs). This

neo-classical approach to crime has been introduced by

Becker (1968) and the cost–benefit approach has been

widely applied in the study of criminal behavior (McCarthy

2002). People differ in their assessments of crime’s costs

and benefits, in their preferences, perceptions, and strate-

gies, and therefore they vary in their decisions to choose

crime to satisfy their preferences. The approach has also

been used in prior research that has developed economic

models to explain decisions of consumers to acquire

counterfeit or pirated products (e.g., Kobus and Krawzyk

2013). To come up with such a decision, consumers must

weigh both the negative and positive outcomes of the

acquisition of counterfeit or pirated products. Perceptions

of negative social consequences intensify the moral beliefs

and the dilemma that results from possible acquisition of

counterfeit and pirated products. Perceptions of both pos-

itive individual consequences and negative social conse-

quences enable a justification process that weighs both

consequences against each other.

By referring to cost–benefit analysis and utility maxi-

mizing, the perception model is characterized by the per-

ception of negative social outcomes, which trigger morality
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and justification, and the perception of positive individual

outcomes, which trigger justification processes. All four

variables (morality, justification, positive perceptions, and

negative perceptions) influence attitudes, intentions, and

behaviors regarding counterfeit and pirated products.

Figure 1 presents the three competing models. Because

the relationship between attitude, intention, and behavior

remains the same in all three models, the upper part in the

figure presents the partial models that focus on the rela-

tionships between the four other constructs (morality, jus-

tification, positive perceptions, and negative perceptions)

which vary in terms of order and signs, thereby addressing

competing theoretical explanations. The lower part of the

figure shows the full models. In the meta-analysis con-

ducted for the present study, these full models were tested

by means of meta-analytic path analysis, and the resulting

model fits were compared to identify the model that best

fits the empirical data.

Institutional and Social Context as Moderators

of Morality Effects

Counterfeiting and piracy rates vary largely across coun-

tries. While reliable figures for counterfeit purchases are

scant, the origin of these products indicates considerable

variation in the availability of such products across coun-

tries, with 64% of all counterfeit brands originating from

China (OECD and EUIPO 2016). The figures for software

piracy are easier to generate, and they show that the piracy

rate in the United States was as low as 18% in 2013, while

it reached 90% in countries such as Zimbabwe, Georgia,

and Moldova (Business Software Alliance 2014). The

specific conditions in countries provide facilitators or

inhibitors of counterfeit and pirate consumption, and can

also explain why morality has a weaker or stronger influ-

ence on consumers depending on the differences in con-

sumers’ moral engagement.

The theory of moral disengagement postulates that

individuals restructure their understanding of their actions

as less harmful or redefine their responsibility for certain

behaviors depending on the social context (Moore 2008;

Bandura 2002) because an individual’s ethical orientation

and moral behavior are socially learned (Kohlberg 1984).

Social and institutional factors therefore shape moral

identities, increase moral identity salience and moral

awareness, and, as such, influence responses to moral

dilemmas (Weaver 2006). If an illicit behavior is common

in a society, social learning theory (Bandura 1986) suggests

that consumers acquire positive attitudes about these

behaviors, which increases social acceptance of the

behaviors in society. The more frequently that illicit

behavior occurs, and the more likely it is to be socially

accepted, the more likely consumers are to be morally

disengaged, and the easier they will find justifications for

moral dilemmas, which in turn makes it more likely that

they will develop positive responses toward counterfeit and

pirated products even if the purchase of these products is an

illicit behavior.

The particular indicators used to capture the social and

institutional context in this study are piracy rate and the

Corruption Perceptions Index (CPI). The piracy rate is an

estimate of the percentage of software titles in private

business obtained illegally in a country in a particular year.

It indicates the occurrence and, thus, social acceptance of

such illicit behavior. The CPI ranks countries by the per-

ceived levels of corruption, and it indicates the institutional

context that facilitates or hinders illicit behavior through

the acceptance of illicit behaviors.

Moderator Hypothesis

The negative influence of morality on (a) justification,

(b) attitude, and (c) intentions becomes weaker the more

frequently illicit behavior occurs in a society (i.e., with

increasing piracy rate in a country) and the more likely it is

to be accepted (i.e., with decreasing CPI).

Method

Meta-analysis is a way of combining results of many

individual studies that address the same research question

but provide different and even potentially conflicting

findings. Meta-analysis can be applied as a tool for research

synthesis that aggregates research findings in a quantitative

way. Meta-analysis can further be applied as a tool to

explain variations in findings by substantive or method-

ological variables that describe differences between stud-

ies. Meta-analysis can be used as an effective instrument

for model development and testing by means of path

analysis that is based on aggregated correlations. In the

following, the sample of studies used for the meta-analysis,

the coding procedure, and the analytical approach is

described.

Data Collection and Coding

An exhaustive search of published and unpublished studies

that deal with counterfeiting and piracy and that provide

estimates for the relationships between the variables in the

conceptual models was conducted. To identify relevant

studies, review articles by Eisend and Schuchert-Güler

(2006), Lee and Yoo (2009), Liang and Yan (2005), Peitz

and Waelbroeck (2006), and Staake et al. (2009) were

searched. Next, an ancestry tree search was applied by

searching all articles referring to these review papers in the
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Web of Science database and on Google Scholar. Then, a

keyword search of various electronic databases (e.g.,

Google Scholar, Business Source Complete, JSTOR, Psy-

INFO, and ProQuest Dissertations & Theses) was per-

formed using counterfeit*, pirate*, fake, and illicit

combined with any of the labels of the variables in the

conceptual models as keywords. Once a study was identi-

fied, its references were examined in a search for further

studies. In addition, the CVs of major scholars in the area

were reviewed and additional web searches were con-

ducted. This study retrieval approach is consistent with

recommendations in the literature, and it closely follows

the steps taken in earlier meta-analyses published in the

consumer and ethics research literature (e.g., Spangenberg

et al. 2016; Simons et al. 2015). The search period covered

all the manuscripts available as of May 2016. Because the

oldest study was published in 1994, the studies cover

22 years of research on counterfeiting and piracy.

All the empirical studies that used consumer samples

and that quantitatively measured any of the relationships

between variables described in the conceptual models in

the context of counterfeiting and piracy as defined above

were included. This leads to the exclusion of the fol-

lowing types of papers and studies: Conceptual and the-

oretical papers (e.g., Peitz and Waelbroeck 2006),

qualitative studies (e.g., Sinclair and Green 2016), or

economic modeling studies (e.g., Vernik et al. 2011);

studies that used samples other than consumer samples

such as newspaper reports (e.g., Zamoon and Curley

2008); studies that investigated aggregate data instead of

individual data, such as piracy rates per country (e.g.,

Andrés and Asongu 2013); and studies that did not pro-

vide appropriate or sufficient data for the purpose of the

meta-analysis and for which necessary data could not be

retrieved from authors (e.g., Taylor 2004). Apart from

these exclusions, the meta-analysis was open to including

any manuscripts written in English that provided appro-

priate empirical data. While this did not guarantee that all

available studies were included, for several reasons (e.g.,

some journals are not listed in the major electronic

databases), the literature search lead to a quite exhaustive

list of papers with both published and unpublished stud-

ies, thus reducing the risk of a publication bias (see

Appendix 3) and leading to an unbiased representation of

the state of research in this area.

The search resulted in 196 usable manuscripts (see

Appendix 1). Because some manuscripts provided more

than one study, and others used the same sample, 207

independent samples were identified and used. The 207

samples provided in these manuscripts reported on 797

effect sizes describing any of the relationships between the

concepts in the conceptual models. Two coders indepen-

dently assigned the variables in each study to the concepts

as defined above. Coding consistency was high (95%), and

inconsistencies were resolved by discussion.

Effect Size Computation

The effect size metric selected for the meta-analysis was

the correlation coefficient; positive coefficients indicate a

positive relationship between two variables (e.g., a positive

relationship between attitude and intention) and negative

coefficients indicate a negative relationship (e.g., a nega-

tive relationship between morality and intention). The size

of the coefficient indicates the strength of the relationship

between any two variables. For studies that reported other

measures, such as Student’s t or mean differences, those

measures were converted to correlation coefficients fol-

lowing common guidelines for meta-analysis (e.g.,

Borenstein et al. 2009). If multivariate beta coefficients

were provided, they were transformed according to rec-

ommendations by Peterson and Brown (2005). To control

for biases due to these transformation procedures, differ-

ences between the outcomes of different transformation

procedures were tested. The results did not indicate any

significant differences. All correlations were adjusted for

unreliability according to the procedures suggested in the

literature (Hunter and Schmidt 2004). For studies that did

not report the reliability or that used a single-item measure,

the mean reliability for that construct across all samples

was used.

Data Analysis

Effect Size Integration and Moderator Analysis

For the integration of effect sizes, the effect sizes were

weighted by the inverse of their variance. Some papers

reported multiple, relevant tests from a single sample,

which can lead to dependencies among effect sizes from a

single sample. These dependencies were accounted for by

using a mixed-effects multilevel model to perform the

meta-analytic procedures (Raudenbush and Bryk 2002). By

using a mixed-effects multilevel model, potential depen-

dencies among effect sizes as well as the nested structure of

meta-analytic data (i.e., multiple effect sizes from one

study) could be addressed (Bijmolt and Pieters 2001).

Because the variance of the error term is given, this is

called a variance-known model for meta-analysis. The

unconditional model (or intercept-only model) reflects a

random-effects model for meta-analysis.

A model including moderators is termed a conditional

model. The conditional model is a mixed-effects model

because fixed effects for the moderators are considered in

addition to random components. The indicators used to

capture the social and institutional context in the model
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were piracy rate and the CPI. The piracy rate was gathered

from the Business Software Alliance and is an estimate of

the percentage of software titles in private business

obtained illegally in a country in a particular year, gener-

ated by the sampling of actual business computers in each

country (Business Software Alliance 2014). It indicates the

occurrence and, thus, social acceptance of such illicit

behavior. The CPI ranks countries by the perceived levels

of corruption as assessed by experts and opinion surveys on

a scale from 100 (very clean) to 0 (highly corrupt) every

year (Transparency International 2015), and it indicates the

institutional context that facilitates or hinders illicit

behavior through the acceptance of illicit behaviors. Both

piracy rate and CPI were assigned by the country and year

of the study.1 As a control variable, a dummy variable was

added that distinguishes between counterfeiting and piracy

as defined above. The specification of the conditional

model is described in Appendix 2.

Path Model

To investigate the suggested models, a meta-analytic cor-

relation matrix was constructed. All variable relationships

in the meta-analysis were based on at least three estimates,

which is in line with most other meta-analytic path model

studies that also required three or more estimates for each

relationship (e.g., Palmatier et al. 2006). This correlation

matrix was applied as input to structural equation modeling

analyses using the maximum likelihood method. All con-

structs were measured by a single indicator, and error

variances for the indicators were fixed at zero because

measurement errors had already been considered by relia-

bility adjustments. The precision of parameter estimates

was tested through the harmonic mean (N = 2049), which

was determined by using the cumulative sample compris-

ing each entry in the correlation matrix, following recom-

mendations in the literature (Bergh et al. 2016). The

mediation effects of morality on consumer response vari-

ables were assessed using the procedures that Iacobucci

et al. (2007) outlined for evaluating mediation in structural

equation models. To this end, the proportion of indirect to

total effects of morality on attitudes, intentions, and

behavior was computed.

Results

Table 1 presents the meta-analytic correlation matrix

with the number of effect sizes and the cumulative

sample size for each entry. The matrix is based on 797

correlations.

Path Models

Table 2 present the results for the alternative path models.

Modification indices suggested the addition of a direct path

from attitude to behavior for all three models, which the-

oretically makes sense; the idea of a mediating effect of

attitude on behavior via intentions has been criticized for

ignoring important factors such as habits and emotions

(Ortiz de Guinea and Markus 2009). In fact, research has

shown that the effect of attitude on behavior can be direct,

and that the mediation via intention depends on the

behavior domain (e.g., Bentler and Speckart 1981). Atti-

tudes can stimulate an action with little or no reasoning,

such as in routine response behavior (Bagozzi et al. 1989;

Rook 1987).

The models are not nested, and thus it could not be

tested how the models fit against each other. However, the

fit indices clearly indicate that the deontological–teleo-

logical model fits the data best (v2/df = 2.661/1, p = .103,

CFI = 1.000, GFI = 1.000, AGFI = .990, RMSEA =

.028), while both other models show low to unaccept-

able model fit. Hence, the deontological–teleological

model represents the best and most generalizable theoret-

ical account for explaining the relationship between

morality and consumer responses.

Figure 2 depicts the best-fitting model. All reported

paths are significant at p\ .05, except for the relationships

between justification and intentions, negative social out-

comes and intentions, and morality and behavior (indicated

by path coefficients in italics). As suggested by the model,

morality increases the perceptions of negative social out-

comes (due to teleological evaluation) and decreases jus-

tification (due to deontological evaluation). Justification

reduces the perception of negative social outcomes and

increases the perception of positive individual outcomes.

All four variables influence attitudes, intentions, and

behavior. Morality influences attitudes and intentions

directly and indirectly, but the influence of morality on

behavior is not direct, and is mediated via justification,

perceptions, attitudes, and intentions. The proportion of

indirect to total effects of morality on attitudes, intentions,

and behavior indicates that 81% of the effect of morality on

attitudes is indirect, while 48% of the effect on intentions

and 97% of the effect on behavior is indirect. That is, a

1 Considering only studies that could be assigned to a single country,

the meta-analytic data were collected for 44 different countries:

Australia, Austria, Belgium, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Brazil, Brunei

Darussalam, Canada, China, Czech Republic, Finland, France,

Germany, Greece, Hong Kong, India, Indonesia, Iran, Israel, Italy,

Jordan, Kuwait, Malaysia, Mexico, Morocco, Netherlands, New

Zealand, Pakistan, Portugal, Russia, Saudi-Arabia, Serbia, Singapore,

Slovenia, South Africa, South Korea, Sudan, Sweden, Taiwan,

Thailand, Turkey, United Arab Emirates, United Kingdom, United

States, and Vietnam.
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considerable amount of the effect of morality on the out-

come variables is explained by the suggested mediating

processes via justification and perceptions.

As for the effects of perceptions, the results are mainly

in line with the predictions of the model. Perceptions of

negative outcomes reduce consumer responses, and

Table 1 Meta-analytic correlations

Morality Justification Positive outcome Negative outcome Attitude Intention Behavior

Morality 1.000 17 (2649) 12 (3473) 3 (944) 47 (39,739) 93 (36,506) 29 (16,503)

Justification -.422 1.000 7 (1743) 3 (703) 10 (3959) 58 (15,772) 43 (14,881)

Positive outcome -.233 .484 1.000 3 (562) 21 (9849) 50 (18,192) 4 (872)

Negative outcome .292 -.236 -.214 1.000 3 (1304) 31 (8690) 3 (545)

Attitude -.257 .462 .096 -.231 1.000 180 (65,110) 54 (24,674)

Intention -.343 .391 .289 -.190 .554 1.000 55 (14,529)

Behavior -.212 .363 .316 -.264 .390 .355 1.000

Meta-analytic correlations are presented below the diagonal. Total number of effects for each construct pair with cumulative sample sizes (in

parentheses) are presented above the diagonal. The harmonic mean sample size of 2049 was used to estimate the causal models

Table 2 Coefficients and fit indices of alternative path models

Paths Justification model Deontological–teleological model Perception model

Morality ! negative social outcome .289*** .230***

Morality ! justification -.422***

Morality ! attitude -.049* -.049* -.049*

Morality ! intention -.181*** -.177*** -.179***

Morality ! behavior .007 .007 .007

Justification ! negative social outcome -.139*** -.154***

Justification ! positive individual outcome .470*** .484***

Justification ! attitude .502*** .498*** .488***

Justification ! intention -.010 -.009 -.009

Justification ! behavior .088*** .088*** .086***

Negative social outcome ! morality .292***

Negative social outcome ! justification -.236***

Negative social outcome ! attitude -.139*** -.139*** -.138***

Negative social outcome ! intention .019 .019 .019

Negative social outcome ! behavior -.127*** -.127*** -.128***

Positive individual outcome ! justification .407***

Positive individual outcome ! attitude -.188*** -.186*** -.186***

Positive individual outcome ! intention .214*** .208*** .194***

Positive individual outcome ! behavior .195*** .194*** .210***

Attitude ! intention .504*** .498*** .502***

Attitude ! behavior .242*** .243*** .244***

Intention ! behavior .107*** .109*** .108***

Model statistics

v2 323.297 2.661 69.250

df 2 1 1

CFI .906 1.000 .980

GFI .960 1.000 .991

AGFI .441 .990 .737

RMSEA .280 .028 .183

* p\ .05; ** p\ .01; *** p\ .001 (two-tailed)
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perceptions of positive outcomes increase intentions and

behavior, but perceptions of positive outcomes decrease

attitudes. This negative effect on attitudes might be due to

another justification process (i.e., positive individual out-

comes need to be justified against negative social out-

comes, leading to stated negative evaluations); but even

after considering this surprising negative effect of per-

ceived positive outcomes on attitudes, the total effects (i.e.,

direct and indirect) of positive individual outcomes on

intentions and behavior remain positive and significant.

Moderator Analysis

Table 3 presents the results of the moderator analysis. The

findings reveal three significant interaction effects that

provide partial support for the hypotheses about the mod-

erating effects of the institutional and social context. For

illustration purposes, the interaction effects are presented in

Fig. 3. The figures show how the effect sizes related to

attitude, intention, and justification change (i.e., become

smaller or bigger) when piracy rates or CPI increase. The

straight line in each figure indicates the changes for the

focal dependent variable (attitude, intention, or justifica-

tion), while the dotted line indicates the changes for the set

of remaining dependent variables.

As expected, the effects of morality on attitude becomes

less negative (i.e., weaker) with an increasing piracy rate.

The negative effects on intention become stronger with

increasing CPI (note that low levels of CPI indicate high

corruption in a country and vice versa). The overall neg-

ative effect of morality on justification becomes less

negative with lower CPI and can even turn positive in

countries with very low CPI. The control variable shows

that CPI and piracy rate have the same influences for both

JustificationMorality Attitude
Positive

individual
outcomes

Negative 
social

outcomes
Intention Behavior

+ + +

-.177
.007

-.049

-.127
.019

-.138 .243.230

-.422 -.139

.484

.498
-.009

.088

-.186

.208
.194

Fig. 2 Results for the deontological–teleological model. Standard-

ized path coefficients are provided. The coefficients are significant at

p\ .05 (two-tailed), except for the coefficients in italics (paths from

justification to intention, from negative social outcomes to intention,

and from morality to behavior). Model fit: v2/df = 2.661/1, p = .103,

CFI = 1.000, GFI = 1.000, AGFI = .990, RMSEA = .028

Table 3 Results for moderator variables of the morality effects

Moderator DV: effect size

Level 1

Intercept -.247 (.042)***

Attitude -.083 (.040)*

Intention -.144 (.045)**

Justification .898 (.346)*

Counterfeiting .129 (.048)*

Level 2

Piracy rate -.001 (.003)

CPI .007 (.002)**

Cross-level interactions

Attitude 9 piracy rate .006 (.002)**

Intention 9 piracy rate -.005 (.003)

Intention 9 CPI -.011 (.003)***

Justification 9 CPI -.090 (.030)**

Counterfeiting 9 piracy rate -.005 (.004)

Counterfeiting 9 CPI -.006 (.004)

k (#ES) 116

N (#samples) 39

Tabled are regression coefficients (with standard errors) of the mixed-

effects model. The dependent variable is the effect size that describes

the relationship between morality and attitude, intention, behavior, or

justification

* p\ .05; ** p\ .01; *** p\ .001 (two-tailed)
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counterfeit and pirated products. These findings partly

support the moderator hypothesis: The negative influence

of morality on attitude becomes weaker the more fre-

quently illicit behavior occurs in a society (i.e., with

increasing piracy rate in a country). The negative influence

of morality on justification and intentions becomes weaker

the more likely illicit behavior is to be accepted in a society

(i.e., with decreasing CPI) (Table 3).

Discussion and Implications

This meta-analysis synthesizes the research on the influ-

ence of morality on attitudes, intentions, and behavior

toward counterfeit and pirated products. It tests competing

morality-justification processes that explain how con-

sumers respond to pirated and counterfeit product pur-

chases in light of ethical concerns, and it shows how the

institutional and social context of consumers explains the

differences in consumer responses to morality issues raised

by counterfeit and pirated products. The findings provide

both theoretical and practical implications.

Explaining Morality Effects

Several theories have been used to explain how morality

influences consumer responses to counterfeit and pirated

products. The meta-analytic findings show that the major

mechanism that explains morality effects, that is, the model

that is best in line with empirical findings, is based on the

deontological–teleological model (Hunt and Vitell 1986).

The teleological element in the model refers to the fact that

morality leads to perceptions of social consequences of

counterfeiting and piracy that influence consumer respon-

ses. Morality reduces justification because deontological

rules render justification as irrelevant. The findings are

relevant to future research on morality in piracy and

counterfeiting because they indicate the theoretical per-

spective that provides the highest degree of generalizability

and that promises high explanatory power for empirical

findings.

The justification model has been applied in prior

research, but the meta-analysis findings in the present study

suggest that morality does not always increase the need for

justification that is proposed in the justification model.

However, moderator analysis shows that the effects of

morality on justification depend on the institutional and

social context, and that under certain circumstances,

morality can in fact increase justification through moral

disengagement and social learning (Moore 2008; Bandura

2002; Kohlberg 1984). The perception that corruption is

widespread reduces the deontological effect of morality,

makes justifications more likely, and reduces the negative

effect of morality on intentions. In societies where illicit

behavior is socially accepted (as indicated by high levels of

corruption), consumers become morally disengaged, they

find justifications for moral dilemmas easier, and they show

less negative or even positive responses toward counterfeit

and pirated products. Hence, while the meta-analytic
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Fig. 3 Cross-level interactions of morality effects with corruption

perception index (CPI) and piracy rate
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findings provide overall support for the deontological–

teleological model, the justification model might apply in

certain cultural contexts. The meta-analytic data set cannot

be used for testing these competing models for subgroups

of country data. Further cross-cultural research studies

should therefore investigate the culture-dependent fit of the

competing models to answer the questions whether the

deontological–teleological model does indeed not work as

well in societies where corruption is rife and piracy rates

are high and whether the justification model works better in

these societies.

The Moderating Effect of the Institutional

and Social Context

The findings in the present study regarding the context-

sensitivity of the justification model contribute to the

ongoing debate about the applicability of scientific

knowledge that has been developed and tested in a Western

context (Burgess and Steenkamp 2006) and the context-

sensitivity of indigenous theorizing (Whetten 2009). The

deontological–teleological model has been developed and

empirically tested mostly in a Western context, that is, in

countries with low corruption and piracy rates. With the

increasing globalization of scholarship, researchers have

started to question whether theories developed in Western

contexts are valid and generalizable across the globe or are

contingent on cultural contexts (Burgess and Steenkamp

2006; Steenkamp 2005). The global applicability of a

theory can be assessed by the overall fit of the theoretical

model to the data and the strength and direction of the

effects of structural relations within the model. The find-

ings of this meta-analysis show that the deontological–

teleological model is a comprehensive model that can

describe morality effects with a high degree of generaliz-

ability. However, the model should not be generalized to

societies that significantly differ from Western cultures

without considering alternative theoretical explanations of

morality effects.

The moderator results provide an additional explanation

for the variation in prior morality effects. Some researchers

have found evidence that more-strongly-held moral beliefs

that acquiring counterfeit and pirated products is wrong,

unethical, or immoral negatively influences attitudes

toward such products, intentions to acquire them, as well as

actual behavior (e.g., Higgins 2005; Cesareo and Pastore

2014). However, other researchers could not find support

for the effects of morality on purchases of counterfeit and

pirated products (e.g., Al-Rafee and Cronan 2006; Higgins

et al. 2007) or could find support only for certain conditions

or samples (e.g., Tjiptono et al. 2016; Shoham et al. 2008).

In line with the theory of moral disengagement and social

learning, the more frequently illicit behavior occurs in a

society and the more likely it is to be socially accepted, the

more likely consumers will be morally disengaged, the

easier they will find justifications for moral dilemmas, and

the more likely they will be to develop positive responses

to counterfeit and pirated products. To understand the

counterfeiting and piracy behavior of consumers more

thoroughly, future researchers should therefore consider

context variables and cultural moderators. These variables

explain why prior findings of morality effects vary: justi-

fications and their responses are conditional on the partic-

ular cultural context. Such context-dependent facilitators

and inhibitors of justifications can explain variations in

morality effects beyond variations in individual moral

propensity (Kohlberg 1984). As a result, the varying out-

comes of morality can further explain the variation in

incidents of counterfeiting and piracy across countries. In

countries with high piracy rates and high corruption, con-

sumers more easily find justifications to deal with morality

issues. Next to the moderating effects on justifications, the

high proportion of mediation via justification processes in

the meta-analysis further suggests that moral consumer

behavior should be investigated together with possible

justifications of consumers in order to enhance the

explanatory power of future research studies.

Practical Implications

A practical implication of these findings for anti-counter-

feiting and piracy measures is that justifications can be

used as a lever to support morality effects. Depending on

the institutional and social context, morality effects can be

enhanced by either increasing the perceptions of negative

social consequences in a context where counterfeiting and

piracy is less socially accepted (e.g., by providing infor-

mation about the harm to the economy and society) or by

disturbing the justification process in an environment

where the social acceptance of counterfeiting and piracy is

high (e.g., by emphasizing risk and low quality and thus

reducing the perceived individual benefits).

Limitations and Future Research

The study has some limitations common to meta-analytic

techniques that both benefit and suffer from a high degree

of generalization. One particular limitation that is worth-

while to mention in the context of this meta-analysis arises

from restricting the sample to studies published in English.

While such language bias is broadly accepted in meta-

analysis for practical and substantial reasons, the use of

country-related moderator variables (here: CPI and piracy

rates) brings about the question whether the meta-analytic

sample is indeed representative for all countries in the
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world or whether it over-represents countries from the

Western hemisphere, in particular English-speaking coun-

tries. Although such bias does not necessarily negate the

results of this meta-analysis, it might affect the power of

test results.

A related problem refers to the assumed measurement

invariance across countries, which is required in order to

explain the observed differences in effect sizes as culture-

dependent instead of depending on the way measures (e.g.,

attitude and morality) perform across countries (Steenkamp

and Baumgartner 1998). As a consequence of the level of

data aggregation in meta-analysis, meta-analytic effect

sizes do not allow testing for measurement invariance. This

problem has so far been ignored in meta-analyses that test

for differences across countries. Future meta-analytic

studies should take this problem into account when

applying country moderator variables to explain the vari-

ance in effect sizes.
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Appendix 2: Specification of the Mixed-Effects
Moderator Model

The estimated model is specified as follows:

ESij ¼ b0j þ b1j � attitudeij
� �

þ b2j � intentionij
� �

þ b3j
� justificationij
� �

þ b4j � counterfeitingij
� �

þ rij

ð1aÞ
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b0j ¼ c00 þ c01 � piracy ratej
� �

þ c02 � CPIj
� �

þ u0j

b1j ¼ c10 þ c11 � piracy ratej
� �

b2j ¼ c20 þ c21 � piracy ratej
� �

þ c22 � CPIj
� �

b3j ¼ c30 þ c31 � CPIj
� �

b4j ¼ c40 þ c41 � piracy ratej
� �

þ c42 � CPIj
� �

ð1bÞ

where ESij is the ith effect size describing the relationship

between morality and the main dependent variables (atti-

tude, intention, behavior, justification) reported within the

jth sample. While Eq. (1a) describes the influence on dif-

ferent dependent variables and of the distinction between

counterfeiting versus piracy that all vary within studies,

Eq. (1b) describes the effect of variables that vary between

studies on the intercept and slopes in the level 1 equation

where uj is the study-level residual error term. Because of a

linear dependency of the dummy variables that refer to the

different dependent variables, the dummy variable for

behavior is not included; its influence is captured by the

intercept. Due to multicollinearity problems, the influence

of CPI on the slope that captures the interaction with atti-

tude was excluded as well as the influence of piracy rate on

the slope that captures the interaction with justification.

Alternative models to assess model fit were tested, fol-

lowing the approach outlined in the literature (Raudenbush

and Bryk 2002). HLM 7 with full maximum likelihood was

applied to estimate the models. The most complex model, a

model with random effects in the intercept and all slopes,

did not converge, neither did alternative models with ran-

dom effects in subsets of slopes and the intercept. That is,

models that consider all or more interactions than the

suggested model cannot be computed. Therefore, for test-

ing the moderator hypothesis, a mixed-effects model with

varying intercept and fixed effects in the slopes was used.

In this model, the intercepts are allowed to vary and the

effect sizes are predicted by the intercept that varies across

studies, but the slopes are assumed not to vary randomly

across studies. Since fixed effects in the slopes are a strong

assumption, several models were run in which each of the

level-1 predictor variables was included one-by-one in the

model with a random slope (i.e., allowing random variation

across studies). The models converge with the same sig-

nificant effects as the mixed model with all predictors and

varying intercept and fixed effects in the slopes. Hence, the

mixed-effects model with varying intercept and fixed

effects in the slopes is used for the moderator analysis. This

model also showed the best fit in terms of deviance

statistics compared to alternative models, while at the same

time a more complex model is not possible. In particular,

the intercept only model shows a worse fit than the sug-

gested model (v2 difference = 3183.559, df = 2,

p\ 0.001), which supports the additional explanatory

power of the model.

Appendix 3: Tests for Publication Bias

The meta-analysis includes both published and unpublished

papers and therefore accounts for publication bias. As a

simple but efficient test for possible publication bias

(Sutton 2009), the effect size was correlated with the

sample size. The correlation across all 788 effect sizes is

r = -.004 and non-significant (p = .906), indicating that

the effect size does not relate to the sample size. A test on

whether the effect size depends on the publication status

(i.e., whether the manuscript is published or unpublished)

did not reveal any difference either (t = 1.337, p = .169).

Both findings indicate that a publication bias is unlikely in

this meta-analysis.
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