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1. INTRODUCTION 

While consumer demand for counterfeit luxury brands is often seen as “immoral”, it is still strong and 

growing [1]. Counterfeiting in China is quite common and involves a variety of products, such as 

clothes, shoes, bags, toys, and food [2-3]. However, with the change in the social economy, some 

Chinese people have begun to believe that counterfeiting is a kind of fraud, which has a negative impact 

on R&D, intellectual property, social integrity, industrial development, and the taxation system [3]. As 

the economy grows, under the influence of materialism, utilitarian value, innovation-seeking, and 

hedonism, younger groups compete to buy brand-name products and show them off. If they cannot 

afford such expensive products, they might purchase brand-name knockoffs to satisfy their material 

desires [2, 4]. As a consequence, counterfeit goods are flooding the market. 

Counterfeiting is referred to as infringing legally registered trademarks and illegally producing precise 

replicas of genuine brands [5]. Shanzhai (counterfeit) imitation is a type of replica that imitates an 

original brand through superficial or functional similarity to provide local market demand [6]. Research 

has found some students can afford to consume high-priced sports shoes of internationally renowned 

brands, but after making inquiries, it turned out that what they bought are counterfeit products. 

Interestingly, it has also been found that students who do not purchase them know about the existence 

of counterfeit products, and even know how to buy them. Therefore, this study interviewed students 

who had bought or sold knock-off sports shoes. According to these students, cheap prices and passable 

quality were the main reasons for making purchases. The purchase channels and product information 

sources were mostly from online sale platforms and WeChat Moments. Product introductions also came 

from classmates or friends who had bought knock-off sports shoes. These students tended to search 

online social media for electronic word of mouth (eWOM) related to counterfeit sports shoes before 

making a purchase. 

Due to the convenience of the internet, the high facilitation, and low search cost, online shopping is 

attracting consumers and changing their ways of shopping [7-8], which also benefits unscrupulous 

merchants selling counterfeit goods online [9]. However, online shopping does not allow shoppers to 

investigate products directly, which creates the risk of uncertain quality [7,10]. But, eWOM does not 

have an effect on consumers’ purchase decisions. Chan and Ngai [11] pointed out that the process of 

eWOM construction can be affected by the senders’ experience, involvement context, and 
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professionalism. In addition, according to consumer socialization theory (CST), peers are an important 

factor influencing young people [12] and sports consumption [13]. Especially in college, product 

communication and product involvement among peers [14] can affect the intention to buy knock-off 

sports shoes. Based on the above analysis, college students’ purchase of counterfeit sports shoes is 

impacted by online word-of-mouth and peer influence, but these results are still to be confirmed by 

empirical research. Thus, in order to develop an effective countermeasure, how consumers learn about 

counterfeit goods and how they buy them must be figured out. As a result, this study had the following 

two questions:  

 Do word-of-mouth senders’ professional reviews reduce purchase risk and significantly 

affect eWOM strength and college students’ purchase intention for knock-off sports shoes? 

 Does peer influence affect college students’ involvement and attitude toward sports shoes, 

and further affect consumers’ purchase intention for knock-off sports shoes? 

2. Literature Review and Hypotheses Development 

2.1 Influence of professional reviews from word-of-mouth senders on perceived risk, eWOM, 

and purchase intention 

As the purchase intention of modern young people is influenced by new communication technologies, 

they are accustomed to searching for products’ eWOM through the internet, social networking sites 

(SNS), and mobile devices before making a purchase [15]. Bansal and Voyer [16] stated that the word-

of-mouth senders’ professionalism refers to their expertise in products and services. The higher their 

professional levels are, the stronger the influence of the disseminated WOM on the purchase decision 

of the information receivers. Many studies in the past have confirmed influential eWOM senders are an 

important factor in the success of word-of-mouth marketing [17-19], primarily due to the information 

they provide when it is perceived as credible [20-21], persuasive [22-23], influential on the attitudes of 

others [24-25], and influential on purchasing decisions [26-27]. Asada and Ko [28] probed into the 

influence of sports consumers’ word-of-mouth on sports audiences, and found the characteristics of 

information disseminators (i.e., expertise and credibility) and information (i.e., the richness of the 

message content and the intensity of the message delivery) are the determinants of the cognitive 

influence of word-of-mouth. Electronic word-of-mouth has emerged as a result of the continuous 

growth of online social media, which provides consumers with new approaches to obtaining access to 

content and sharing information about products or experiences as well as opinions on products [19]. 

Some consumers who prefer to use online social media share information and consumption experience 

of various products [29]. Therefore, with the popularity of the internet, it is becoming increasingly 

important for consumers to see eWOM as a reference while making purchase decisions [17, 30]. Since 

electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM) refers to interpersonal communication online or through social 

media as well as positive or negative statements about a product or company [31], eWOM is not only 

seen as a crucial factor in participating in online communities but also as influential on consumers’ 

purchase intention [32]. Past research has found online reviews are regarded as a critical source of 

information that enables online shoppers to evaluate the quality of products and services. An important 

function of reviews is to reduce the risks and uncertainties that online buyers perceive to be associated 

with the purchase of products [11, 33]. Regarding eWOM, Lis [34] found the higher the level of the 

reviewers’ expertise, the more their recommendations will be adopted, which will have a greater impact 

on other consumers’ purchasing decisions. In addition, it was also demonstrated that the professionalism 

of the information sources received by consumers in social media can affect the credibility and 

usefulness of eWOM. When the credibility and usefulness of eWOM are high, they can impact on 

consumers’ purchase intention [35]. According to the research results of the above scholars, this study 

proposed the following hypotheses: 

H1: Professional reviews from word-of-mouth senders can affect college students’ perceived risk of 

purchasing knock-off sports shoes. 

H2: Professional reviews from word-of-mouth senders can affect the eWOM strength of knock-off 

sports shoes. 

H3: Professional reviews from word-of-mouth senders can affect college students’ purchase intention 

of knock-off sports shoes. 

H4: College students’ perceived risk of purchasing knock-off sports shoes has an impact on eWOM. 
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H5: College students’ perceived risk of purchasing knock-off sports shoes has an impact on purchase 

intention. 

2.2 Influence of peer communication on product involvement and attitude 

Socialization is a complex learning development process that involves the teaching of knowledge, 

values, and norms for later participation in social life [36]. Families, peers, schools, communities, and 

mass communication are the agents of socialization [36-37], and among them, parents, siblings, 

classmates, friends, and teachers are the most crucial social agents, known in sociological terms as 

significant others or reference groups. According to CST, parents, peers, and mass media play an 

essential role in the socialization of consumers [38], and even function as the social environment in 

which children learn how to become consumers [39]. Among all consumer socialization agents, peers 

are considered to be the most influential [12, 40]. Moschis and Churchill [38] pointed out that the 

cognitive and behavioral patterns which influence the construction of consumer behavior are mainly 

based on two theories of human learning: the theory of cognitive development and social learning 

theory. They combined these two theoretical models and transformed them into the realm of consumer 

socialization, which states consumer learning is not only considered a cognitive psychological process 

of individual adaptation to the environment but also a socialization process. With the advancement and 

universality of social media, socializing consumers through peer communication on social media sites 

has become a critical marketing issue. In online communication on social media sites, the opinions of 

peers are seen as helpful in obtaining information and evaluating products [41]. People’s attitudes 

towards products are formed through peer communication, which affects purchase intention as well 

[14]. Individual use of social networks is highest during the college stage, and eWOM on websites is 

often referred to while purchasing products [42]. Wang et al. [14] discovered that online peer 

communication, in the context of the socialization process, can affect consumers’ online shopping, 

attitude towards products, and involvement in products, both directly and indirectly. Particularly, 

teenagers are the main contributors to online content, in that they use social media and instant messaging 

apps to communicate and share continuously with their peers. They prefer to immediately tell the 

outside world about their purchase and consumption experiences, thus leading to the creation and spread 

of eWOM, which influences peers and family members connected on social networks and enhances 

their trust and purchase intention [14, 43, and 44]. According to the above CST and the viewpoints of 

scholars, this study put forward the following hypotheses:  

H6: Peer communication can positively affect college students’ product involvement in sports shoes. 

H7: Peer communication can positively affect college students’ attitudes towards knock-off sports 

shoes. 

2.3 Influence of product involvement on consumers’ eWOM and product attitude 

Wang et al. [14] found that through online peer communication, the socialization process can both 

directly and indirectly affect consumers’ involvement in products. The degree of involvement 

influences the attitude towards the products and can affect the purchase intention. Zaichkowsky [45] 

defined involvement as the relevance degree to which an individual perceives something based on their 

own needs, values, and interests. In terms of consumer behavior, involvement is defined as the extent 

of consumer participation in products, advertising, and purchase-related consumption processes [46]. 

Involvement also has an effect on attitude formation [47], reaction to media advertisements, and 

purchase decisions [48]. The increasing importance of eWOM has revealed its impact on the evaluation 

of companies and products in online communities. Therefore, the degree of product involvement of 

consumers or reviewers is of significance as well. Arenas-Màrquez, Martínez-Torres, and Toral [49] 

pointed out that the degree of reviewers’ product involvement in online communities and their social 

capability are closely related to other users’ trust, because the higher the degree of consumers’ 

involvement, the more expected cognitive responses there are. Furthermore, higher levels of social 

media engagement may strengthen the relationship between consumer attitudes toward product 

information and purchase intention [50], especially the intention to browse eWOM. Consumers’ interest 

in forwarding a brand’s tweets possibly depends on their level of involvement in the brand, product 

category, or message. One study found product involvement (in the form of fashion involvement) and 

brand involvement are key motivators for consumers to browse eWOM [51]. Krishnamurthy and Kumar 

[52] pointed out that both high- and low-involvement consumers browse eWOM information and spend 

more time with eWOM communication to form expectations or views about the brands. Meanwhile, 
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high-involvement consumers are also allowed to form a better brand image. Lim and Zhang [53], taking 

cognitive evaluation theory as a framework, assumed women with higher cognition and involvement 

are more likely to engage in information search and eWOM behaviors based on positive emotions. They 

found the degree of involvement can positively affect information search and eWOM behaviors. 

According to the research results of the above scholars, this study proposed the following hypotheses: 

H8: Product involvement can positively affect college students’ eWOM for knock-off sports shoes. 

H9: Product involvement can positively affect college students’ attitudes towards knock-off sports 

shoes. 

2.4 Influence of eWOM on consumers’ product attitude and purchase intention 

According to previous research, eWOM, such as online sharing and reviews, has become a reliable 

source of information about products or services and has had a significant impact on consumers’ 

purchase behaviors and the successes of new products [54-55]. For example, Cheng and Ho [56] 

analyzed 983 customer comments on restaurant review sites. The results showed that the larger the 

number of followers, the higher the professionalism of the reviewer will be. In addition, the larger the 

number of images and words is, the more practical and useful the reviews will be to readers. Many 

previous studies have confirmed that with the emergence of social commerce, eWOM has become an 

important reference for users to make purchasing decisions [57]. Kim et al. [58] manifested the 

significance of effective social media information, which influences customer attitudes and further 

brings about higher eWOM intention. Hua et al. [59] studied social media as a tool for choosing travel 

destinations, and the result showed consumers’ perception of social media usefulness and convenience, 

perceived risk, and eWOM directly affect attitude and indirectly influence intention through the change 

of attitude. In accordance with the theory of reasoned action (TRA) [60], the intention of a behavior is 

its major determinant and is influenced by attitude towards that behavior. Ajzen [61] pointed out attitude 

can be considered an individual’s positive or negative psychological response to stimuli. Attitude 

involves a consumer’s spontaneous psychological assessment, which is conducive for consumers to 

make online product purchases [62]. The research by Wang et al. [14] found consumers’ attitudes 

toward products can affect purchase intention. Moreover, eWOM has a great impact on consumers’ 

purchase decisions [30, 31, and 63] and consumers’ attitudes [64]. According to the research results of 

the above scholars, this study proposed the following hypotheses: 

H10: The strength of eWOM can affect college students’ attitudes towards knock-off sports shoes. 

H11: The strength of eWOM can affect college students’ purchase intention for knock-off sports shoes. 

H12: Product attitude can positively affect college students’ purchase intention for knock-off sports 

shoes.  

3. Research Method 
3.1 Sample design and data collection 

 This study took the students of China’s Putian University, the only university in Putian City, as the 

research objects. Putian mainly produces sports shoes through contract manufacturing, and the students 

of this university come from a number of provinces and municipalities across the country. The stratified 

random sampling method was used in this study. At first, the college was considered as a unit, and a 

total of 13 colleges were selected. From each college, 100 students were randomly selected to conduct 

the survey. A total of 1,300 questionnaires were sent out, and 1,091 were returned, with an effective 

questionnaire rate of 83.92%.  

3.2 Questionnaire design 

 The questionnaire of this study was divided into eight parts. The first part was the professionalism scale 

of the senders, which was used to understand the senders of eWOM. Professionalism for knock-off 

sports shoes included honest evaluations, trustworthiness, sufficient usage experience, degree of 

understanding, being an expert in knowledge of sports shoes, and expressing professional views. There 

were seven items in this scale, which was based on the sender’s professional scale developed by Bansal 

and Voyer [16], and the wordings of the items were modified to fit the context of this study. 

The second part was the perceived risk scale, which consisted of three items related to the function, 
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quality, and monetary risks that college students may feel while buying counterfeit sports shoes. This 

scale mainly referred to the risk perception scale of Ting, Goh, & Isa [65] which explores the intention 

to buy counterfeit luxury goods, and the wordings of the items were modified to fit the context of this 

study. 

The third part was the peer communication scale, which consisted of three items. It was primarily used 

to understand whether college students will ask others for their opinions before considering buying 

knock-off sports shoes, and exchange opinions and discuss with others to obtain more information about 

knock-off sports sports shoes. This scale mainly referred to the peer communication scale developed by 

Wang et al. [14] during their research on the influence of peer communication from social media on 

purchase intention, and the wordings of the items were modified to fit the context of this study. 

The fourth part was the product involvement scale, which had five items. Its purpose was mainly to 

understand the involvement context of college students in sports shoes, including importance, needs, 

interests, close relationship with life, and whether they pay attention to sports shoes. This scale mainly 

referred to the product involvement scale developed by Wang et al. [14], who borrowed ideas from 

Zaichkowsky’s [45] consumer involvement scale, and the wordings of the items were modified to fit 

the context of this study. 

The fifth part was the product attitude scale, which consisted of four items used to understand the 

attitudes of college students towards knock-off sports shoes, including preference, good impression, 

worthiness, and good quality based on assumption. This scale mainly referred to the product attitude 

scale developed by Wang et al. [14], and the wordings of the items were modified to fit the context of 

this study. 

The sixth part was the eWOM scale, which was composed of five items used to understand the behavior 

of college students searching other netizens’ eWOM related to counterfeit sports shoes on social 

platforms, including quality, experience, consumption logic and knowledge, impression, and important 

sources of product information. This scale mainly referred to the word-of-mouth scale developed by 

Bhattacharya, Srivastava and Verma [66], in addition to the researcher’s compilation based on 

information found on social networks (social platforms, spaces, and discussion forums) after searching 

for netizens’ word-of-mouth on knock-off sports shoes. 

The seventh part was the purchase intention scale, which consisted of three questions used to understand 

college students’ plans to buy knock-off sports shoes. This scale was mainly compiled with reference 

to the research on eWOM and consumer behavior developed by Zhao et al. [57]. The last part was the 

student’s personal basic information, including gender, year of study, and department.  

3.3 Data analysis 

The statistical analysis steps conducted in this study were as follows. First, SPSS for Windows 21.0 

was used to analyze the distribution and percentage of statistics, as well as the distribution of the 

demographic background variables of the students. Second, Warp net PLS 5.0 was used with the partial 

further squares (PLS) statistical method to analyze the senders’ expertise, perceived risk, peer 

communication, product involvement, eWOM, product attitude, as well as test the reliability and 

validity of the purchase intention scale and test the hypotheses. The composite reliability value (CR) 

and Cronbach's α were used to determine the reliability and validity, and these values needed to be equal 

to or greater than .70 [67]. Validity was based on whether the factor loadings reached .50, and all the 

latent variables in the average variation extraction (AVE) needed to be equal to or greater than .50 to 

determine whether the latent variables had convergent validity [68]. In terms of the discriminant 

validity, the inspection method put forward the individual latent variables of extracting the square root 

of the average variance, which should be greater than the potential variables and other latent variables 

in the model of covariant relations [69]. In addition, Venkatesh, Thong, and Xu [70] suggested the test 

standard of the AVE square root should be at least greater than or equal to .70. The model structure 

relationship analysis depended on: (1) whether the standardized path coefficient reached statistical 

significance; and (2) the interpretation ability of the model in R2[67-68]. 

4. Results 
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4.1 Analysis of effective sample characteristics 

 Among the 1,091 valid questionnaires recovered in this study, 497 (45.6%) were male and 594 (54.4%) 

were female. With regard to the year of study, 79 students in their freshmen year accounted for 45.6%, 

553 students in their sophomore year accounted for 50.7%, students in their junior year accounted for 

40.8%, and 14 students in their senior year accounted for 1.3%. The small number of senior students 

was due to many of them being engaged in internships in off-campus companies and therefore being 

unable to fill out the questionnaires. Among the research subjects, 324 had bought counterfeit sports 

shoes, and 767 people had never bought them. 

4.2 Reliability and validity analysis 

4.2.1 Confirmatory factor analysis 

From the results of the analysis shown in Table 1, the composite reliability (CR) of the seven potential 

variables in the scale were all above .80, and the numerical values of Cronbach's α were all higher 

than .70, indicating the scale had high reliability. In terms of validity, from the analysis results, the 

factor loadings of each observed variable were higher than .60, and the AVE of each potential variable 

was higher than .50, indicating good convergent validity. 

Table1. Confirmatory factor analysis results 
Latent variables Observed variables FL CR α AVE 

Sender’s expertise 

(SE) 

I believe word-of-mouth senders: 

1. Evaluate the counterfeit footwear industry honestly. 

2. Evaluate the counterfeit footwear industry reliably. 

3. Possess sufficient experience in the counterfeit 

footwear industry. 

4. Know about the counterfeit footwear industry to a 

certain extent. 

5. Are experts with related knowledge of sports shoes. 

6. Mostly have a good impression of knock-off sports 

shoes. 

7. Provide professional opinions in the expressions in the 

article. 

.76 

.76 

.78 

.77 

.71 

.71 

.67 

.89 .86 .54 

Perceived 

 Risk (PR) 

8. Functional risks may be encountered after buying 

knock-off sports shoes. 

9. Quality risks may be encountered after buying knock-

off sports shoes. 

10. Financial risks may be encountered after buying 

knock-off sports shoes. 

.85 

.82 

.83 

.87 .78 .69 

Peer 

communication(PC) 

11. When considering whether to buy knock-off sports 

shoes, I will have relevant discussions and exchanges 

with other people. 

12. When considering whether to buy knock-off sports 

shoes, I will ask others for information on the counterfeit 

footwear industry. 

13. I can learn more about knock-off sports shoes by 

discussing them with others. 

.88 

.81 

.81 

.87 .78 .70 

Product 

involvement (PI) 

14. I think sports shoes are important products. 

15. I have a need to buy sports shoes. 

16. I am interested in sports shoes. 

17. I think sports shoes are closely related to my life. 

18. I often pay attention to information about sports 

shoes. 

.78 

.80 

.84 

.83 

.72 

.90 .85 .63 

Product  

Attitude (PA) 

19. I prefer knock-off sports shoes. 

20. I have a good impression of knock-off sports shoes. 

21. I think knock-off sports shoes are worth having. 

22. I think the quality of knock-off sports shoes is good. 

.84 

.86 

.83 

.82 

.90 .86 .70 
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Electronic word of 

mouth (eWOM) 

I think netizens’ eWOM of knock-off sports shoes on the 

internet (social platforms, spaces, and discussion forums): 

23. Creates strong negative feelings due to poor quality. 

24. Is convincing due to sufficient use experience. 

25. Provides consumers with simple consumption logic 

and knowledge. 

26. Is deeply impressive and reliable. 

27. Provides an important source of product information. 

.66 

.69 

.83 

.88 

.77 

.86 .80 .56 

Purchase intention 

(PURI) 

28. After an evaluation, I will make plans to buy knock-

off sports shoes. 

29. After an evaluation, I will want to buy knock-off 

sports shoes. 

30. After an evaluation, I am sure I will buy knock-off 

sports shoes in the future. 

.88 

.89 

.89 

.92 .87 .79 

4.2.2 Discriminant validity analysis 

Table 2. Discriminant validity analysis 

Variables SE PR PC PI eWOM  PA PURI 

SE .74       

PR .47 .83      

PC .50 .26 .84     

PI .45 .26 .51 .80    

PA .54 .52 .49 .44 .75   

eWOM .59 .23 .55 .47 .49 .84  

PURI .50 .24 .45 .39 .46 .67 .89 

Note: Square roots of the average variances extracted (AVEs) are shown on the diagonal 

From the results shown in Table 2, the square root of the AVE of each potential variable in the No-

Purchase-Experience Scale was between .75 and .91 and greater than .70. Also, the AVE of each 

potential variable was greater than the relevant values in the same horizontal and longitudinal lines, 

which met the detection standard. It could therefore be seen that the measurement model of this study 

had good discriminant validity. 

4.3 Hypothesis validation 

In Figure 1, the path coefficients are standardized regression coefficients (β value). The sender’s 

expertise had a positive effect on perceived risk (β = .48, p < .01), eWOM (β = .27, p < .01), and 

purchase intention (β = .12, p < .01). Perceived risk had a positive impact on eWOM (β = .23, p < .01) 

but had no direct effect on purchase intention (β = .04, p = .08). Peer communication had a positive 

effect on product involvement (β = .52, p < .01) and product attitude (β = .32, p < .01). Product 

involvement had a positive influence on eWOM (β = .21, p < .01) and product attitude (β = .18, p < .01). 

eWOM had a positive impact on product attitude (β =. 29, p < .01) and purchase intention (β = .18, p 

< .01). Finally, product attitude had a positive effect on purchase intention (β = .52, p < .01).  

The value of R2 represents the predictive capability of the research model (that is, the percentage of 

variation explained by the outer variation term to the inner variation term), which stands for the 

predictive ability of the research model. The higher the value, the stronger the predictive ability. The 

sender’s expertise had a predictive power of 23% for perceived risk and a predictive power of 42% for 

eWOM through perceived risk. Peer communication had a predictive power of 27% for product 

involvement and could explain product attitude up to 42% through product involvement and eWOM. 

The last six potential variables had a predictive power of 51% regarding the purchase intention for 

knock-off sports shoes. 

Table 3. Hypothesis test results 

Hypothesis Path coefficients(β) Test result 

H1: Sender’s expertise-> Perceived risk .48** Support 

H2: Sender’s expertise-> eWOM .27** Support 

H3: Sender’s expertise-> Purchase intention .12** Support 

H4: Perceived risk -> eWOM .23** Support 
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H5: Perceived risk ->Purchase intention .04 No Support 

H6: Peer communication -> Product involvement .52** Support 

H7: Peer communication -> Product attitude .32** Support 

H8: Product involvement ->eWOM .21** Support 

H9: Product involvement -> Product attitude .18* Support 

H10: eWOM-> Product attitude .29** Support 

H11: eWOM ->Purchase intention .18** Support 

H12: Product attitude -> Purchase intention .52** Support 

Model fit indicators : APC =.302 (p<.001), ARS =.355 (p<.001), AVIF = 1.599 (acceptable if <= 5, ideally 

<= 3.3) 
**P < .01 

 Model fit indicators are important in SEM, as they offer comparable measurements [71. WarpPLS was 

used to calculate three fit indices that are meaningful in the context of variance-based SEM [72]: the 

average path coefficient (APC), the average R-squared (ARS), and the average variance inflation factor 

(AVIF). WarpPLS includes APC and ARS to enable an acceptable comparison between different 

models, which is why these measures are of lower importance in studies like this, where each path is 

independently important [71]. However, figures for APC and ARS should both be under 2 and should 

both be statistically significant (p < .05), while the value for AVIF is suggested to be below 5. In this 

study, the whole model demonstrated an acceptable fit to the data for APC = .308 (p < .001), ARS 

= .365 (p < .001) and AVIF = 1.868. Table 3 reports the results of the hypothesis tests. 
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Figure 1. Structural model results 

 

5. Discussion and Conclusions 
5.1 Results and theoretical implications 

According to the empirical results, it was found that 11 of the 12 hypotheses proposed in this study 

were supported. In terms of the interaction of all variables of the model, for people who had professional 

knowledge or experience with counterfeit sports shoes, their professional comments on online social 

platforms supported the relevant viewpoints. Furthermore, some consumers like to use online social 

media to share information and the consumption experience of various products [29]. In this study, 

when these professional comments were more positive, the eWOM of counterfeit sports shoes would 

also be more affirmative, and the intention of college students to purchase counterfeit sports shoes 

would be intensified. The above findings of this study supported previous scholars’ claims that the 

expertise of reviewers can influence eWOM [34] and consumer purchase intentions [32, 35]. Online 

purchases of knock-off sports shoes also have risks. This study also found that the professional 

comments from word-of-mouth senders could help college students recognize the risk of buying knock-

off sports shoes but could not directly affect their intentions to purchase counterfeit sports shoes. The 

above results support an important function of reviews being able to reduce the risks and uncertainties 

that online buyers perceive to be associated with product purchases [11, 33]. When the perceived risks 

of college students are clearer, their dependence and reference to eWOM will be higher, which will 

directly affect their purchase intention.  

The second part of the model was the impact of consumer socialization. From the perspective of CST, 

this study proposed that peer communication can positively influence consumers’ involvement and 
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product attitudes. After empirical research, two hypotheses were confirmed. When college students 

want to buy knock-off sports shoes, they will ask other people or discuss and exchange information 

about counterfeit shoes. It has been previously pointed out that while communicating on SNS, peer 

opinions are seen as helpful in obtaining information and evaluating products [40]. Attitudes toward 

products are formed through peer communication, which also affects purchase intention [14]. Among 

all consumer socialization agents, peers are considered to be the most influential [12], because the 

improvement of communication with peers makes college students increase their involvement in sports 

shoes. In this study, they believed sports shoes were important products, they had a need for and an 

interest in them, and sports shoes were closely connected to their lives. Therefore, they would often pay 

attention to information on sports shoes. Similarly, because of the positive impact of peer 

communication, the attitude of college students towards knock-off sports shoes was more positive with 

the increasing involvement in sports shoes. Wang et al. [14] found that online peer communication, in 

the context of the socialization process, can affect consumers’ online shopping, attitude towards 

products, and product involvement, both directly and indirectly. In this study, it was also found that the 

higher the involvement of college students in sports shoes is, the higher their reference to eWOM will 

be; that is, when they want to make a purchase, they hope to have a deeper understanding of counterfeit 

sports shoes. The results of this study supported previous findings, which found that in the college stage, 

students usually refer to eWOM on websites when purchasing products [41]. The results of this study 

also supported related research, which found that when consumers are involved in products, the 

information search behavior and eWOM will be positively influenced [42, 51-53].  

This study also revealed that the higher the eWOM of counterfeit sports shoes is, the more positive the 

attitude of college students towards them will be. Attitude can also affect purchase intention, which 

could explain the positive attitude of college students towards knock-off sports shoes—not only due to 

the influence from peer communication and product involvement in sports shoes but also due to the 

influence of eWOM. This result also supported the previous point that eWOM is important for consumer 

attitudes [54] and consumer behaviors in purchasing products [31, 54-55, 57, 63]. Before buying 

counterfeit sports shoes, college students will refer to the reviewers’ eWOM on online social platforms 

because of the influence of product involvement. Finally, this study found that product attitude can 

positively affect customers’ purchase intentions. The results of this study supported TRA [60], which 

manifests the intention of a behavior is its major determinant and is affected by the attitude towards that 

behavior. It was also confirmed that consumers’ attitudes towards products contribute to consumers 

purchasing products online [62] and impact their purchase intentions [14, 59]. 

Based on the above discussion, this study reached a number of conclusions. First, more positively 

professional reviews of word-of-mouth senders on knock-off sports shoes could lower the risk of 

college students buying knock-off sports shoes. These positive reviews could prominently affect the 

eWOM strength and have a positive influence on the college students’ purchase intentions for knock-

off sports shoes. Second, the higher communication context in sports shoes among college students and 

their peers could positively influence the degree of involvement of college students in sports shoes and 

the attitude towards knock-off sports shoes. Third, the strength of eWOM could positively affect the 

attitude of college students towards knock-off sports shoes. In addition, eWOM and product attitude 

had a positive impact on college students’ purchase intentions for knock-off sports shoes. Because few 

researchers have analyzed the factors influencing consumers to buy knock-off sports shoes, and how 

eWOM affects consumer behaviors. The main contribution of this study was to provide a structural 

model for the consumption of knock-off sports shoes. 

5.2 Practical implications 

In terms of practical application, previous research related to eWOM was all related to marketing and 

management, and their recommendations differed from the recommendations of this research. This 

study suggested to start from the reasons for the formation of eWOM, how to influence consumers’ 

intentions to buy counterfeit sports shoes and then to curb such purchasing behaviors should be 

understood. Priporas et al. [3] conducted research on the purchase of counterfeit goods by the Chinese 

middle class, and advised that to prevent the prevalence of counterfeit goods in the consumer market, 

fines must be increased, nationwide education must be strengthened, and systems of law enforcement 

must be improved. In addition, their research also pointed out that educating consumers seems to be the 

best way, especially in school education, which should put more emphasis on inculcating students with 

the importance of respect for intellectual property rights, the harm of consuming counterfeit goods to 
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market development, and issues related the damage of personal morals (Quach & Thaichon, 2017). 

From the results of this study, it was also found that the reasons for the formation of online word-of-

mouth had a positive impact on the purchase intention of college students. However, this study did not 

support the idea that the formation of online word of mouth helps in providing information for 

consumers to buy knock-off sports shoes. Therefore, in order to prevent the sale of non-genuine 

products, in addition to bans of the source manufacturers, it is of great significance to cut off comments 

on the internet and ban sellers on the platforms. 

5.3 Limitations and future research 

This study contributed to both theory and practice; however, there were some limitations that should be 

addressed in future studies. First of all, this study surveyed college students who had purchased knock-

off sports shoes, and consumers from other social classes were not included. As it is difficult to conduct 

questionnaire surveys on consumers who have purchased counterfeit sports shoes, it is suggested that 

future researchers consider distributing questionnaires through online platforms to invite people who 

have purchased knock-off sports shoes to understand their purchasing motives and study their 

consumption behavior. In this study, based on the researchers’ informal surveys (interviews) over the 

years, it was found that the subjects had a simple understanding of knock-off sports shoes. Therefore, 

it is recommended to future researchers that the professional cognition of counterfeit sports shoes be 

added into the studies while investigating consumer behaviors toward knock-off sports shoes. 
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