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Counterfeit products are endemic 
– and it is damaging brand value

An Incopro Market Research eBook

Can your brand do more to protect itself against 
the counterfeit goods market?
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Key stats

25%       
of UK consumers 
have knowingly 

bought 1 or more 
counterfeit products 

in the last 12 
months.

41%       
of consumers have never 
received a refund after 

reporting a seller of 
counterfeit goods to online 

marketplaces. 

26%      
of UK consumers 

believe they have been 
ripped off as a result 

of unintentionally 
purchasing counterfeit 
goods in the last 12 

months. 
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66%       
of those who have 

been ripped off have 
lost trust in a brand 
after unintentionally 

purchasing counterfeit 
goods.

     More than just money is 
being lost – 

9%
 of consumers have been 

injured or suffered a 
health issue as a result 

of purchasing counterfeit 
goods online.

£
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No

Yes

Not sure

In the last 12 months have you been ripped 
off because something you bought online 
(thinking it was genuine) turned out to be 

counterfeit?

Brand image is 
being damaged by 
counterfeit goods

Counterfeit goods have a major impact on customer 
perception and buying behaviour – brands ignore this at 
their peril. 

Total online spending has hit a record proportion of all 
retailing (18.2% in July 20181 ).  Retailer and brand investment 
in the quality of the online experience is clearly essential. 
Companies will continue to focus on optimising mobile 
and web channels, but they also need to pay attention to 
long-term brand damage caused by the rise in counterfeit 
products available online.

To shed further light on the issue, this Market Research 
eBook reveals the results of an independent research study 
undertaken by Sapio Research, on behalf of Incopro. We 
evaluate the current online experience of counterfeit goods, 
compare consumer perception with marketplace reality and 
consider the brand damage being created by the explosion 
in counterfeit goods, from make-up to clothes, brake pads to 
cycle helmets.

9%

26%

65%

 1Discounts and online help retail sales bounce back in July - https://www.bbc.co.uk/
news/business-45206107

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-45206107
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-45206107
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This 26% that have been ripped off are not consumers who 
are looking for counterfeits. Instead, these are consumers 
who have purchased a product online believing it to be the 
real thing.  As we explore below, it is increasingly difficult 
for consumers to spot the fake until it is too late – money 
has changed hands and the consumer ends up with a poor-
quality and sometimes hazardous imitation. 

With the value of card spending on the Internet estimated 
at £154 billion per year2 and the OECD estimating that €85 
billion3 (£76 billion) of imported goods are counterfeit or 
pirated, the financial cost to both consumers and brands of 
this counterfeit explosion cannot be underestimated.  

The UK loses billions of pounds each year due to  
counterfeiting, according to a study published by the 
European Union’s Intellectual Property Office4 (EUIPO). The 
study estimates that infringement of Intellectual Property 
Rights (IPR) costs almost 60,000 jobs each year in the UK, 
as well as 8.1% of sales across 13 sectors, including clothing 
and alcohol. 
 2UK Card Payments Summary 2017 http://www.theukcardsassociation.org.uk/wm_
documents/UK%20Card%20Payments%202017%20-%20Summary%20FINAL.pdf 
 3Fake products cost 800,000 jobs annually - https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/news-media/
news/fake-products-cost-800000-jobs-annually 
 4The economic cost of IPR infringement in spirits and wine https://euipo.europa.eu/tunnel-
web/secure/webdav/guest/document_library/observatory/resources/research-and-studies/
ip_infringement/study8/wines_and_spirits_en.pdf  

The wider cost of 
counterfeiting

http://www.theukcardsassociation.org.uk/wm_documents/UK%20Card%20Payments%202017%20-%20Summary%20FINAL.pdf
http://www.theukcardsassociation.org.uk/wm_documents/UK%20Card%20Payments%202017%20-%20Summary%20FINAL.pdf
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/news-media/news/fake-products-cost-800000-jobs-annually
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/news-media/news/fake-products-cost-800000-jobs-annually
https://euipo.europa.eu/tunnel-web/secure/webdav/guest/document_library/observatory/resources/research-and-studies/ip_infringement/study8/wines_and_spirits_en.pdf
https://euipo.europa.eu/tunnel-web/secure/webdav/guest/document_library/observatory/resources/research-and-studies/ip_infringement/study8/wines_and_spirits_en.pdf
https://euipo.europa.eu/tunnel-web/secure/webdav/guest/document_library/observatory/resources/research-and-studies/ip_infringement/study8/wines_and_spirits_en.pdf
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Consumers are 
seeking out 
counterfeit 
goods

It is also a concern to discover that 25% 
of UK consumers knowingly purchased 
counterfeit goods in the past year, 
reinforcing the point that counterfeits 
are now so endemic that consumers are 
becoming inured to the concept.  

Furthermore, the impact on brand 
reputation is very significant. Both those 
who have knowingly and unwittingly bought 
fake goods, think less of a brand that is 
associated with counterfeit goods. This 
affects immediate and future purchasing 
behaviour with 35% less likely to buy from 
online marketplaces and 34% less likely to 
buy directly from a brand’s website.

Which of the following statements would apply to you if 
you knew it was relatively easy to buy counterfeit goods 

of a particular brand?

6

35% 34%

27%

22%

5%

I would be less 
likely to buy 

their products 
from online 

marketplaces

I would be less 
likely to buy the 
goods/products 

directly from the 
brand website

I would be less 
likely to buy 

their products 
via social media 

networks

It would not 
influence my 
purchasing 

decision

I would actively seek 
out their products on 

counterfeit 
websites/

marketplaces
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Understanding 
the cost of the 
counterfeit 
problem

The sellers of counterfeit goods online are 
often sophisticated online networks, or 
clusters, and not always one-man bands from 
a garage, making it far harder for individuals 
to distinguish between real and fake.

While 26% of UK consumers have been 
ripped off in the past 12 months, many of 
those have had more than one counterfeit 
experience: over two thirds (69%) bought 
one to three products they thought were 
genuine and one in five (21%) have bought 
four to six products. 

The cost to individuals is significant – UK 
consumers spend on average £12505  online 
each year, but under half (45%) of those that 
had been ripped off have received any kind 
of refund. 

5Global Online Retail Spending – Statistics and Trends - https://
www.invespcro.com/blog/global-online-retail-spending-
statistics-and-trends/

45%

23%

18%

18%

21%

14%

21% 14%

14%

12%
14%

3%

7%

6%

1 in 5      
have unknowingly 
bought four to six 

products

(21%)

69%

21%

8%

2%

1-3

4-6

7-9

10+

 How many counterfeit products have you 
purchased in the last 12 months that you believed 

were the genuine product?
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https://www.invespcro.com/blog/global-online-retail-spending-statistics-and-trends/
https://www.invespcro.com/blog/global-online-retail-spending-statistics-and-trends/
https://www.invespcro.com/blog/global-online-retail-spending-statistics-and-trends/
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Clustering is the technique of utilising over 20 different data points and 
automatically connecting infringements to one another across platforms and 
other channels to uncover counterfeit networks. This reveals the size and scale 
of the issue and once identified allows for enforcements at scale to eradicate 
at once.

In early 2018 an Instagram account promoting counterfeit goods for one 
of Incopro’s clients was discovered. Starting with this Instagram account, 
Talisman, our online brand protection solution, discovered a cluster with 531 
social media accounts with a combined 716,645 followers, 14,143 infringing 
URLs across 42 websites and 7,138 infringing listings on online marketplaces. 
Utilising this information, Incopro was able to enforce at scale and get the 
cluster taken down within a 24 hour period.

What is clustering?

8
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Understanding 
the scale of the 
counterfeit problem

The scale of the fake goods problem reinforces the fact that 
counterfeiters are increasingly sophisticated. However, UK 
consumers are aware of the problem with 92% looking for 
warning signs when shopping online – but it is not always 
easy to identify a counterfeit seller.

Price (69%) is seen to be the biggest indicator of counterfeit 
goods when shopping online, but once you move beyond 
price it gets more complicated. While individuals consider 
the website (44%), customer reviews (44%), country of 
the online seller (41%), imagery (39%) and the quality of 
description (38%), there is no escaping the fact that people 
are still being ripped off. 

These factors are indeed excellent indicators of counterfeit 
goods – however with the growing sophistication of those 
selling fake items, it is increasingly difficult for consumers to 
spot the warning signs. 

From high quality descriptions to the use of standard 
imagery, identifying counterfeits requires far more 
intelligence and sophistication.

69%

44%

44%

41%

39%
38%

8%

Price

Website

Customer 
Reviews

Country of 
the online 

seller

Imagery

Quality of the 
description

I never look 
for warning 

signs

What are the key warning signs you 
look for when shopping online that 
alerts you to the possibility that a 

product might be counterfeit?
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Misplaced marketplace confidence
The counterfeit problem affects products in every industry – from 
luxury candles to medicines, sports goods to electricals – and as this 
survey confirms, this is far from being a victimless crime. Counterfeits 
are often priced the same as the genuine item – despite costing a 
fraction to manufacture – and are much more likely to fall apart and 
be dangerous to the purchaser. Almost a third (32%) of those who 
have bought one or more counterfeit goods have suffered a health 
issue as a result.

From fake trainers that result in injury, airbags that failed to explode 
on impact, dangerous substitute medicines, counterfeit vodka 
which may include anti-freeze or cleaning fluid and lead to black 
outs, blurred vision, short-term sight loss and even death in extreme 
cases, all the way to cycle helmets that shatter at the slightest 
impact - many of the counterfeit products routinely purchased by 
UK consumers can be extremely hazardous.  

Counterfeiting affects online marketplaces of every size, as shown 
with a recent investigation by The Guardian newspaper revealing 
that Amazon is “rife with potentially dangerous counterfeits despite 
years of attempts to crackdown on mis-selling on its platform”6. 
Despite this challenge – 59% of UK consumers cited Amazon as 
the most trusted online platform, with Ebay coming second with 
only 19%. Responsibility also falls to brands to help educate their 
target audience as to the ‘approved channels’ where consumers can 
purchase genuine products. 

Consumer awareness of counterfeits may be rising, but there 
is clearly a mismatch between perception and reality when it 
comes to trusted marketplaces.

Have you ever been injured/suffered 
a health issue as a result of buying 

counterfeit goods online?

91%
9%No

Yes

83%

17%

Yes

No

Has the injury or health issue you suffered 
due to the counterfeit goods purchased 
from an online marketplace put you off 
from buying from that brand again?

6Amazon awash with counterfeits despite being voted most trusted marketplace in Incopro 
survey - https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2018/apr/27/amazon-site-awash-with-
counterfeit-goods-despite-crackdown 10

https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2018/apr/27/amazon-site-awash-with-counterfeit-goods-despite-crackdown
https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2018/apr/27/amazon-site-awash-with-counterfeit-goods-despite-crackdown
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Counterfeits damage 
brand value

The impact and availability of counterfeit products extends beyond the 
consumer. Perhaps it is no surprise that 83% of those who have suffered a 
health issue or injury as a result of buying counterfeit goods would be put 
off from buying that brand again, but any exposure to counterfeit goods – 
even a fear that goods may not be genuine – is affecting brand confidence. 

Two thirds (66%) of those who have been ripped off have lost trust in a 
brand after unintentionally purchasing counterfeit goods. 

Consumer brand awareness is high – which is hardly surprising given the 
investment in brand building in recent years. Over three quarters (76%) 
of consumers confirm that brand is important or very important when it 
comes to online purchases – just 3% say it is not important. 

The impact of being ripped off on brand trust is very significant – with 65% 
of consumers likely to lose their trust in the original products if they knew 
it was relatively easy to buy counterfeit goods of a particular brand. 

This lack of trust has a direct effect on buying behaviour: 76% of consumers 
would be less likely to buy products from a brand that is regularly associated 
with counterfeit goods.  Critically this change in buying behaviour is not 
restricted to online marketplaces or social media: 34% are less likely to 
buy from the brand website. 

Counterfeit goods are 
not only damaging 

sales on online 
marketplaces – 

they are having a 
considerable impact 

on sales across every 
channel.

76%       

of consumers 
confirm that brand 

is important or very 
important when 

it comes to online 
purchases.
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Unconvincing 
marketplace 
response

The negative brand impact is not being 
helped by online marketplaces that are 
failing to step up when consumers report 
counterfeits. While 57% of those who 
have been ripped off have reported an 
online marketplace over counterfeit goods, 
marketplaces are generally loath to accept 
responsibility. Action was taken against the 
seller just 45% of the time; and just 43% of 
reporting consumers have received a refund. 

In the offline world, consumers are used to a 
level of redress, but online there is no legal 
requirement by the marketplace to inform 
the brand or to reimburse the consumer. As 
a result, the brand’s value can be damaged 
without any knowledge that a counterfeit 
problem has arisen; or a brand will only 
discover the issue when a disgruntled 
consumer has been referred to that brand by 
the marketplace. 

1 in 5      
have reported an 

online marketplace 
after receiving 

counterfeit goods

(20%)

16%

27%

16%

20%

21%

Have you ever received a refund after reporting a seller 
of counterfeit goods to the online marketplace?

41%

Always

Almost 
always

Not sure

Almost 
never

Never

12
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Consumers 
are losing 
confidence

This research also confirms that marketplaces 
are losing consumer confidence and sales – 
44% of consumers confirm they have stopped 
buying an item because they feared it may 
be counterfeit, a figure that rises to 65% for 
those who have been ripped off in the past. 
This is not just applicable to one off sales - 
46% of UK consumers have stopped buying 
from a specific online marketplace as a result 
of receiving counterfeit goods.

Marketplaces could and should be making 
far more use of analytics to identify fakes 
being sold and respond far more quickly to 
both shut the sellers down and ensure they 
cannot simply set up again under another 
name.

To protect customer perception and sales, 
brands need to be far more proactive about 
leveraging intelligence to track counterfeit 
activities on marketplaces.

44%       

of consumers confirm 
they have stopped 

buying an item because 
they feared it may be 

counterfeit.

a figure that rises to

65%       

of those who have 
been ripped off in the 

past.

46%       
of UK consumers 

have stopped buying 
from a specific online 

marketplace as a result 
of receiving counterfeit 

goods.
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Conclusion - Regaining control over 
brand value

Brands and consumers need to understand the scale of 
counterfeits being sold on online marketplaces and the 
associated implications:

• Consumers are being ripped off, spending money 
on fake items without recourse or refund. Products 
are dangerous – with almost one third experiencing 
injury or illness as a result of buying a counterfeit 
item.

• Brands are losing out – not only the one-off sale 
of the counterfeit item but in long term customer 
brand confidence and on-going sales across every 
channel.

The marketplace response is currently less than convincing, and 
these platforms, brands and consumers are losing out as a result. 
How much longer can they shrug off their responsibilities?

Given the changing attitudes to the responsibility of online 
giants, from Google to Facebook, Amazon to eBay, there is little 
doubt that unless there is greater engagement, regulation will 
be the only alternative. 

Given the damage to consumer confidence, brand value and 
sales, there is a strong argument to be made that marketplaces 
and brands should respond sooner rather than later. Brands 
should be taking more responsibility to protect themselves 
against online counterfeiters. 

Taking action today by leveraging intelligence and analytics to 
rapidly identify counterfeit activity online would ensure that 
online marketplaces avoid having onerous policing activity 
imposed at a later date - and would start to rebuild confidence 
in consumers.

Brands should take responsibility and support the fight 
against counterfeit networks. If they demonstrate 
their commitment and determination, they can push 
marketplaces to act now to further protect their 
legitimate online market.

The interviews were conducted online by Sapio Research in 
August 2018 using an email invitation and an online survey 
among 1,000 respondents. Results of any sample are subject 
to sampling variation. The magnitude of the variation is 
measurable and is affected by the number of interviews and the 
level of the percentages expressing the results.
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Request a Free 
Brand Health 

Check 

https://www.incoproip.com/request-a-health-check
https://www.linkedin.com/company/incopro-ltd-/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/incopro-ltd-/
https://twitter.com/IncoproUK
https://www.incoproip.com/request-a-health-check
https://www.incoproip.com/request-a-health-check
https://www.incoproip.com/request-a-health-check
https://www.incoproip.com/request-a-health-check

