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ABSTRACT 

Research summary  

A market entrant often challenges the incumbent using creative imitation: The entrant 
creatively combines imitated aspects of the original with its own innovative characteristics 
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to create a distinct offering. Using lab and field experiments to examine creative imitation in 
China, we find the effects of creative imitations on the originals depend on the creative 
imitation’s quality. We explore the underlying mechanisms, and show that including a low-
quality creative imitation in the retail choice set increases satisfaction with and choice of the 
original, while a moderate-quality creative imitation does the opposite. Moreover, creative 
imitation affects consumers’ satisfaction with the original by influencing whether their 
experience with the original verifies their expectations. Our paper reveals creative imitation 
effects to help incumbent firms effectively address them. 

 

Managerial summary  

When the incumbent is challenged by an entrant using creative imitation, consumers may 
react differently to the incumbent, and understanding consumers’ reactions allows the 
incumbent to make better strategic decisions about how to address the challenge. Using lab 
and field experiments, we investigate creative imitations with two quality levels common in 
our empirical context, low quality and moderate quality, and examine how and why they 
differentially affect the originals. We find the presence of a low-quality creative imitation 
actually increased choice of the original by enhancing consumers’ satisfaction with it, while 
a moderate-quality creative imitation reduced choice of the original by undermining 
satisfaction with it. Our research suggests the incumbent should address moderate-quality 
creative imitations’ challenges to customer satisfaction, while temporarily tolerating low-
quality creative imitations.  
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INTRODUCTION 

The competitive interaction between an incumbent and an entrant in a marketplace 

has been a topic of central interest in the strategy field (Agarwal and Gort, 1996; Helfat and 

Lieberman, 2002; Henderson and Mitchell, 1997; McGahan, 2004; Mitchell, 1991). As first 

mover, the incumbent enjoys competitive advantages that include technological leadership, 

the preemptive accumulation of scarce assets, and the benefit of high consumer switching 

costs (Lieberman and Montgomery, 1988; Wernerfelt, 1991). To challenge the incumbent’s 

original product, an entrant may often utilize imitation (Ethiraj and Zhu, 2008; Knott, Posen, 

and Wu, 2009; Peteraf, 1993) and, in particular, a “creative imitation” strategy whereby the 

entrant creatively combines imitated aspects of the incumbent’s original product with its 

own innovative characteristics to create a distinct offering typically offered at a competitive 

lower price (Kim and Nelson, 2000; Nelson and Winter, 1982). Products based on creative 

imitation have the potential to erode the original product’s market share. To effectively cope 

with this challenge, it is important to understand the nature of the creative imitations’ 

competitive effects on the originals and to explore the process mechanisms underlying 

consumers’ product choices. In seeking this understanding, we answer the call by Lieberman 

and Asaba (2006, p. 382) “…to improve our understanding of the benefits and costs of 

imitation in specific contexts. …” 

Following the pioneering work by Levinthal (1997), we conceptualize the 

incumbent’s original product as consisting of a bundle of attributes and attribute 
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interactions; a creative imitation then imitates some of these but adds its own distinctive 

attributes and characteristics (Alchian, 1950; Giachetti, Lampel, and Li Pira, 2017; Kim and 

Nelson, 2000; Posen and Martignoni, 2018). A creative imitation will not fully replicate the 

attribute configuration because of causal ambiguity (Lippman and Rumelt, 1982; Reed and 

DeFillippi, 1990), legal concerns (Clarkson and Toh, 2010; Polidoro and Toh, 2011; 

Somaya, 2012), and/or cost saving issues (Csaszar and Siggelkow, 2010; Giachetti et al., 

2017). Due to their distinctiveness, creative imitations do not violate intellectual property 

laws and can legally enter the marketplace (Ethiraj and Zhu, 2008; Posen and Chen, 2013; 

Posen and Martignoni, 2018).  

The concept of creative imitation can be further clarified by distinguishing it from 

two related concepts. Kim and Nelson (2000) identify three stages of entrants challenging 

incumbents: duplicative imitation, creative imitation, and innovation. Duplicative imitations 

include straightforward knock-offs which fall into the domain of counterfeits (Commuri, 

2009; Lai and Zaichkowsky, 1999; Paquette, 2018; Wilcox, Kim, and Sen, 2009). 

Duplicative imitations also include store brands and private labels commissioned by large 

mainstream retailers to provide lower cost alternatives to originals that lack patent protection; 

they use the retailer label to avoid deception (Aribarg, Arora, Henderson, and Kim, 2014; 

Dhar and Hoch, 1997; Pauwels and Srinivasan, 2004; Soberman and Parker, 2006; van 

Horen and Pieters, 2012; Warlop and Alba, 2004). At the other extreme are challengers that 

offer major innovations (Nelson and Winter, 1982; Helfat et al., 2007). The duplicative 
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imitation and innovation strategies have already been extensively studied in the literature, so 

we focus on the less studied creative imitation strategy. 

Creative imitations may have different quality levels compared to the originals, 

ranging from low to moderate to high quality. (For simplicity, we use high quality to refer to 

comparable or even higher quality than the original.) A creative imitation can be low quality 

when, to offer a low price point, it excludes features and downgrades components, while 

adding features that may be poorly configured and detract from attribute coherence 

(Agnihotri, 2015; Lindtner, Greenspan, and Li, 2015). A creative imitation can reach a 

moderate quality level and price point if it includes better components, features, and 

attribute configurations than its low-quality counterpart, and is more similar to the original 

but still below it quality-wise (Yip and McKern, 2016; Zhu and Shi, 2010). A high-quality 

creative imitation adds quality innovative features that meet domestic needs better than the 

original, it does not sacrifice important features, and it uses high-quality components; it goes 

head to head against the original (Kim and Nelson, 2000; Schnaars, 1994; Yip and McKern, 

2016). 

When creative imitations enter the market and challenge incumbents, consumers are 

likely to react differently to the incumbents. Understanding consumers’ reactions to different 

creative imitations allows incumbents to make better strategic decisions regarding what to 

do about the creative imitations, e.g., fight, ignore, or even tacitly support them. While prior 

strategy research has recognized the significant role of creative imitation, empirical research 
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has been limited, relying mainly on mathematical models or secondary data (Giachetti et al., 

2017; Kim and Nelson, 2000; Lee and Zhou, 2012; Posen and Martignoni, 2018; Shenkar, 

2010), without the benefit of primary data or consumer data. To fill the gaps, we derive our 

research methodology from the marketing literature; we use lab and field experiments to 

collect primary consumer data, which enables us to explore both process mechanisms and 

final outcomes while maintaining external validity.  

The current research uses creative imitation in China as the empirical setting, 

because the creative imitation phenomenon is highly prevalent there (Tse, Ma, and Huang, 

2009; Yip and McKern, 2016), and the Chinese economy plays a vital role globally (Rodrik, 

2017). China is in the stage of economic development where lower-level creative imitation 

is prevalent, but technological leapfrogging and true innovation are relatively rare (Lindtner 

et al., 2015; Yip and McKern, 2016). While high-quality creative imitations exist in China, 

consumers are more likely to see low- or moderate-quality creative imitations or “creative 

adaptations” that are inspired by but different and cheaper than the originals (Kim and 

Nelson, 2000).  

Our main research question is: How does the presence of a creative imitation that is 

either low or moderate in quality affect the original by influencing consumer reactions to the 

original? This question is an empirical one, in line with our question-driven and 

phenomenon-based research approach. That is, rather than examining all possible quality 

This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved.



7 
 

levels that a creative imitation might have, we focus on contingencies based on the primary 

characteristics of our empirical setting: the Chinese marketplace.  

In our research, we conducted two lab experiments and three field experiments, four 

involving consumer electronics and one involving beverages, that assessed consumer 

perceptions and/or choice of the original products when the originals were offered alone or 

alongside the creative imitations. One of our field experiments (experiment 3) examined 

actual sales of the original Apple iPhone in China when this product was an exclusive 

offering on retail store shelves, as compared to when creative imitation products were 

offered as well. Manipulating the presence versus absence of a creative imitation in the retail 

choice set allowed us to assess its effects on the original; and manipulating the quality of the 

imitation allowed us to study this variable as a contingency. Joining the growing body of 

strategy research focusing on individual-level analyses (e.g., Laureiro-Martínez, 2014; 

Laureiro-Martínez and Brusoni, 2018; Shapira and Shaver, 2014), our selection of research 

methodology aligns with the recognized need for interdisciplinary studies that can push the 

strategy field forward (Burbano, 2016; Elfenbein, Knott, and Croson, 2017; Harmon, Kim, 

and Mayer, 2015). 

Our five experiments provide multiple interesting results that can inform business 

strategy regarding how to cope with creative imitation. Contrary to the general belief that 

imitations always hurt the original products, our experiments show that adding creative 

imitations to the retail choice set can either benefit or harm the originals, depending on the 
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quality of the creative imitation. Adding a low-quality creative imitation actually benefitted 

the original, while adding a moderate-quality creative imitation harmed the original.  

To uncover the underlying mechanisms that drove these performance outcomes, we 

studied consumers’ perceptions of and satisfaction with the original. Our experiments show 

the performance outcomes were mediated by consumer perceptions called “disconfirmation 

of expectations” (Bloemer and Dekker, 2007; Oliver, 1980; Spreng and Chiou, 2002), which, 

in turn, influenced consumer satisfaction with the original (Oliver, 1980; Westbrook and 

Oliver, 1991). When a low-quality creative imitation was added to the retail choice set, and 

consumers observed its poor attribute configuration, features, and makeup, this caused a 

positive disconfirmation of expectations about the original, which increased consumers’ 

satisfaction with and choice of the original. However, when a moderate-quality creative 

imitation was added to the retail choice set, with its reasonable attribute configuration 

including some good added features, this caused a negative disconfirmation of expectations 

about the original, which decreased consumers’ satisfaction with and choice of the original. 

Consumer satisfaction is important to firms, because it relates to product complaints, word 

of mouth, and continued product usage (Oliver, 1980; Westbrook and Oliver, 1991). Thus, 

by studying the underlying mechanisms, our research sheds new light on how consumer 

perceptions of incumbents are changed when new entrants enter using a creative imitation 

strategy, and how the incumbents can cope more effectively depending on the creative 

imitation’s quality level.  

This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved.
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In addition, by showing the beneficial effect of a low-quality creative imitation, we 

document a new violation of a fundamental principle of economics: regularity of choice 

(Luce, 1977). This principle states that “one cannot increase the probability of choosing an 

item by adding other items” (Huber, Payne, and Puto, 1982, p. 91). A known violation of 

this principle is the attraction effect (Ariely, 2010; Huber et al., 1982; Huber and Puto, 1983; 

Mourali, Böckenholt, and Laroche, 2007; Ratneshwar, Shocker, and Stewart, 1987; 

Simonson, 1989; Simonson and Tversky, 1992), in which a product that is strong on one of 

two conflicting attributes benefits from the addition of an asymmetrically dominated 

alternative by drawing attention to its strong attribute. Another violation is the compromise 

effect (Mourali et al., 2007; Simonson, 1989; Simonson and Tversky, 1992), in which a 

product with moderate values on two conflicting attributes benefits from the addition of an 

extreme product by encouraging consumers to compromise. We identify a new violation of 

the principle of regularity: A high-quality and high-price original benefits from the addition 

of a low-quality and low-price creative imitation, even though the imitation is not 

asymmetrically dominated as in the attraction effect, nor does it have moderate values as in 

the compromise effect.  

Our research also provides new insights into strategic responses to moderate-quality 

creative imitations. The finding that these imitations reduce choice of the originals follows 

from the standard vertical differentiation model (Shaked and Sutton, 1982, 1987), but the 

novelty of our research is showing that a moderate-quality creative imitation can negatively 
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affect consumer satisfaction with the original, which can ultimately harm the long-term 

viability of the original (Anderson, 1973; Oliver, 1980; Westbrook and Oliver, 1991). Thus, 

it may be insufficient for the original producers solely to lower their prices in cope with 

moderate-quality creative imitations. Original producers may need to mount all-out 

challenges to moderate-quality creative imitations by pursuing ways to enhance customer 

satisfaction with their products.  

THE PHENOMENON STUDIED 

Creative imitation is currently pervasive in many emerging economies including 

those of China, Brazil, India, Mexico, and Turkey (Bartlett and Ghoshal, 2000; Chittoor, 

Sarkar, Ray, and Aulakh, 2009; Luo, Sun, and Wang, 2011; Nijher, 2018), and across many 

industries including electronics, apparel, toys, and beverages (Qin, Shi, Song, Stöttinger, and 

Tan, 2018). The regulatory and legal environments in these countries tend to be more 

tolerant of imitation (Hennessey, 2011; Lai and Zaichkowsky, 1999). Also, consumers in 

developing economies often have idiosyncratic needs that afford domestic firms the 

opportunity to add specific features to cater to them while keeping prices low (Leng and 

Zhang, 2011; Liu, Xie, and Wu, 2015; Yip and McKern, 2016; Zhu and Shi, 2010).  

In China, which is our empirical context, creative imitation is so widespread it has 

entered the consumer and business vernacular; it is called “Shanzhai” (Tse et al., 2009). 

Several environmental factors explain the predominance of Chinese creative imitations. 

Chinese producers gain ready access to standard components and low-cost contract 
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production from the manufacturing ecosystem that China has developed while serving as the 

world’s factory (Lindtner et al., 2015; Tse, 2010). Chinese producers also benefit from the 

open, modular architectures available in some industries (Baldwin and Clark, 2000; Hoetker, 

Swaminathan, and Mitchell, 2007). Furthermore, small- and medium-sized retail stores in 

China welcome creative imitations, which generate considerable sales due to their lower 

price points and unique attribute configurations; only the large chain stores and flagship 

company stores shun these imitators (Agnihotri, 2015; Tse et al., 2009; Zhu and Shi, 2010). 

For example, in 2012, of 17,000 retail outlets that sold iPhones, only 12 were official Apple 

stores that sold only the original (Shen, 2013); most others sold both the original and the 

creative imitation (Lindtner et al., 2015).1  

In sum, low- and moderate-quality creative imitations that cater to domestic needs 

are commonly sold in the Chinese marketplace (Agnihotri, 2015; Lindtner et al., 2015; Tse 

et al., 2009; Yip and McKern, 2016; Zhu and Shi, 2010). Along with the original iPhone, 

shoppers may see a low-quality creative imitation cell phone that drops the mute switch to 

reduce costs, adds a removable battery cover that compromises the phone’s structure, and 

overall is poorly constructed and configured. In addition, shoppers may see a moderate-

quality creative imitation cell phone that adds dual SIM card slots and extra loudspeakers 

but drops other beneficial features and uses inferior components, so overall it is clearly 

lower in quality than the original, though superior to its low-quality counterpart.  
                                                           
1 We conducted nine interviews with small- and medium-sized retailers in China to confirm this 
and other background information about the creative imitation phenomenon there. 

This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved.



12 
 

OVERVIEW OF OUR LAB AND FIELD EXPERIMENTS 

We conducted a series of lab and field experiments to investigate the effects of 

creative imitations on the originals. Experiment 1, in a lab setting with university students, 

reveals the counterintuitive finding that when a low-quality creative imitation is added to the 

choice set, intent to choose and satisfaction with the original are actually enhanced. 

Experiment 2, in a retail field setting with shoppers, shows the opposite effects of a 

moderate-quality creative imitation on the original: The original is hurt. Experiment 3 

replicates the effects of the low- and moderate-quality creative imitations on the originals 

using actual sales data from the field. Experiment 4, using real shoppers in a retail field 

setting, reveals the mediating process that explains how a creative imitation affects 

satisfaction with the original: through disconfirmation of expectations about the original. 

Experiment 5 replicates the findings regarding the underlying mediating processes using a 

lab taste test of original and creative imitation beverages. Table 1 summarizes our 

experiments, participants, settings, product specifications, and results. 

[INSERT TABLE 1 HERE] 

EXPERIMENT 1. EFFECTS OF A LOW-QUALITY CREATIVE IMITATION  

Overview 

In Experiment 1, which utilized a lab setting, we used a one-factor between-subjects 

design to examine the effects of adding a low-quality creative imitation to a retail choice set 

along with the original. Participants were 60 students, ages 20–30, from a public university 

located in eastern China; 62% were female. We note that students are often used in 
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experimental research in the strategy field (e.g., Csaszar and Laureiro-Martínez, 2018; 

Elfenbein et al., 2017; Laureiro-Martínez, 2014; Shapira and Shaver, 2014). Participants 

were randomly assigned to view a retail display with the original Apple iPad only, or both 

the original Apple iPad and a low-quality creative imitation. The low-quality creative 

imitation was similar to the Apple iPad in terms of its shape, color, and basic functionalities 

but it creatively added a TF card port and it used noticeably cheaper parts, so consumers 

could clearly distinguish the two products. This low-quality creative imitation was legally 

sold in electronic retail stores in China jointly with the original Apple iPad. (see Table 1 for 

product specifications). 

Methods 

Procedure. Participants were recruited via SMS text messages, using a list of 

students who had indicated a willingness to participate in a behavioral experiment for 7 yuan 

(about 1 USD). Using the last digit of the student ID (an odd vs. even number, randomly 

assigned to students during enrollment in the university), 30 participants were randomly 

assigned to view a retail display with the original Apple iPad only, and the other 30 

participants viewed both the original Apple iPad and the low-quality creative imitation.  

The data were collected in a simulated retail environment. Two separate retail 

displays were set up in two rooms that were identical in size, temperature, lighting, etc. 

Upon arrival the participants signed in, were greeted by a research assistant, and were led to 

one of the two rooms. Only one participant was in the room at a time, and each participant 
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spent about 10–15 minutes trying the product(s). When the retail choice set included both 

products, participants were told which product was the creative imitation and which was the 

original Apple iPad. Further, the creative imitation product sometimes appeared on the left 

and other times on the right, which was counterbalanced, and participants were instructed to 

try the product on the left or right first, which was also counterbalanced. After this product 

trial, participants completed a questionnaire with the dependent measures, personality 

measures as potential covariates, and demographic measures. Finally, participants were 

thanked, paid, and dismissed. 

Dependent Measures. The questionnaire measured participants’ intent to choose the 

original: “How likely are you to purchase an Apple iPad?” (1 = very unlikely, 7 = very 

likely). Then, it measured their satisfaction with the original using five scale items which 

were later averaged (Phillips and Baumgartner, 2002): “To what extent are you satisfied 

with Apple iPad’s outward appearance? To what extent are you satisfied with Apple iPad’s 

touchscreen sensitivity? To what extent are you satisfied with Apple iPad’s audio-visual 

performance? To what extent are you satisfied with Apple iPad’s data transmission speed? 

To what extent are you satisfied with Apple iPad’s software support?” (1 = extremely 

dissatisfied, 7 = extremely satisfied; α = 0.92). The correlation between intent to choose the 

product and product satisfaction was 0.39. 

Analyses. We used a one-factor between-subjects analysis of variance to test the 

effects of a choice set that included the original only, or the original and the low-quality 
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creative imitation. We measured two personality traits as potential covariates: brand 

consciousness (α = 0.81) (Nelson and McLeod, 2005) and price consciousness (α = 0.95) 

(Alford and Biswas, 2002). However, these were not significant covariates or moderators, so 

they were excluded from the final analyses.  

Results 

The choice set affected intent to choose the original product. Participants whose 

retail choice set included both the original and the low-quality creative imitation exhibited a 

higher intent to choose the original, relative to participants whose choice set was solely the 

original (means = 4.77 versus 3.17; F (1, 58) = 17.19, p < 0.01, ηp
2 = 0.229). The choice set 

also affected satisfaction with the original. Participants whose retail choice set included both 

the original and the low-quality creative imitation were more satisfied with the original, 

compared to participants whose choice set was solely the original (means = 5.83 versus 

5.33; F (1, 58) = 4.43, p = 0.04, ηp
2 = 0.071). In sum, Experiment 1 assessed the effects of 

adding a low-quality creative imitation to a retail choice set along with the original, and this 

actually enhanced intent to choose and satisfaction with the original. See Figure 1. 

[INSERT FIGURE 1 HERE] 

EXPERIMENT 2. EFFECTS OF A MODERATE-QUALITY CREATIVE 

IMITATION  

Overview 

This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved.
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In Experiment 2, we examined a moderate-quality creative imitation rather than a 

low-quality one. Moreover, we conducted a field experiment of adults shopping for the 

product in an actual retail store. Due to the strong sales performance of creative imitation 

cell phones, we used cell phones in this experiment and in our next two experiments.  

To begin, we conducted a separate manipulation check where we asked a different 

group of real shoppers to view and rate the Apple iPhone 4, and the low- and moderate-

quality creative imitations, that we planned to use in our subsequent experiments. This 

manipulation check verified that shoppers recognized the quality difference between the 

low- and moderate-quality creative imitations (means = 2.96 versus 3.54; F(1, 58) = 4.08, p 

= 0.05, ηp
2 = 0.066) and between the moderate-quality creative imitation and the original 

(means = 3.54 versus 5.98; F(1, 59) = 113.07, p < 0.01, ηp
2 = 0.657). The low- and 

moderate-quality creative imitation phones also fit our definitions of these product types, 

because they imitated the iPhone’s shape and color and were sold through legal distribution 

channels, but they dropped and downgraded features, and added other features that catered 

to domestic needs but with lower quality components and less structural integrity. The 

moderate-quality creative imitation which was the focus of Experiment 2 was lower in 

quality than the original, but higher in quality than its low-quality counterpart, as the 

manipulation check above shows (see Table 1 for product specifications). 

Experiment 2’s participants were 65 shoppers in a medium-sized city in eastern 

China who were recruited at a Chinese electronics retail center where hundreds of small 
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electronics stores sold both the originals and the creative imitations. The shoppers were ages 

16–55, and 67% were male. A one-factor between-subjects design was used to study the 

effects of adding a moderate-quality creative imitation to a retail choice set that included the 

original. Specifically, shoppers were randomly assigned to try only the original Apple 

iPhone 4, or to try both the original Apple iPhone and a moderate-quality creative imitation 

phone.  

Methods 

Procedure. Data were collected on a Saturday in the electronics retail center. The 

research assistants asked shoppers whether they would be willing to participate in a product 

trial for around 10–15 minutes, for 10 yuan (about 1.5 USD) and a small gift. Shoppers who 

agreed to participate were asked to sign up and then ushered into a booth. The two retail 

choice sets were set up in identical booths and shoppers were randomly assigned to a booth 

and given 10–15 minutes to try the product(s). All other procedures were identical to those 

in Experiment 1.  

Dependent Measures. The questionnaire measured shoppers’ intent to choose the 

original: “How likely is it that you will purchase the iPhone?” (1 = very unlikely, 7 = very 

likely). Then, it measured their satisfaction with the original using three items similar to 

Experiment 1, which were averaged later (Phillips and Baumgartner, 2002). The correlation 

between intent to choose the product and product satisfaction was 0.50. 
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Analyses. We used a one-factor between-subjects analysis of variance to test the 

effects of adding versus not adding a moderate-quality creative imitation to the retail choice 

set. We initially include ownership of Apple products as a covariate, but it was not a 

significant covariate or moderator and so it was dropped from the final analyses.  

Results 

Shoppers who saw both the moderate-quality creative imitation and the original had 

a lower intent to choose the original, relative to shoppers who saw only the original (means 

= 4.85 versus 5.57; F(1, 63) = 2.99, p = 0.08, ηp
2 = 0.045). Parallel results were found for 

satisfaction with the original. Shoppers who saw both products were less satisfied with the 

original compared to those who saw only the original (means = 5.86 versus 6.31; F(1, 63) = 

4.39, p = 0.04, ηp
2 = 0.065). See Figure 1. 

To summarize, Experiment 2 found that adding a moderate-quality creative imitation 

to the retail choice set along with the original diminished shoppers’ satisfaction with the 

original and their intent to choose the original. Combining Experiments 1 and 2, we 

observed that the low-quality and moderate-quality creative imitations had opposite effects 

on the original; the low-quality one actually helped the original while the moderate-quality 

one hurt it. In the next experiment, we sought to quasi-replicate our prior findings in a field 

setting with sales data. As argued by Bettis, Helfat, and Shaver (2016, p. 2195), these types 

of replications “hold especially strong promise for the field of strategic management, 
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because quasi-replications inform us about how well results hold up in multiple settings, 

measures and methods.”  

EXPERIMENT 3. QUASI-REPLICATION IN THE FIELD WITH ACTUAL SALES 

Overview 

Experiment 3 was a field experiment in which we manipulated the inclusion of 

creative imitation products in the retail choice set, in cooperation with an actual electronics 

store that carried both creative imitations and the original. We measured daily unit sales of 

the original as our dependent variable. With the assistance of the store manager and 

salespeople, we conducted the experiment in a medium-sized city in eastern China. We used 

a one-factor between-subjects design with three levels. Shoppers were randomly assigned to 

see on the retail store shelf only the original Apple iPhone 4, both the original Apple iPhone 

4 and a low-quality creative imitation, or both the original Apple iPhone 4 and a moderate-

quality creative imitation. (See Table 1 for product specifications and see Experiment 2 for 

product quality manipulation checks.)  

Methods 

Procedure. At our request, for one month (30 consecutive days), every three days in 

sequence, the store sold the original Apple iPhone, followed by the moderate-quality 

creative imitation phone alongside the original Apple iPhone, and then the low-quality 

creative imitation phone alongside the original Apple iPhone. Salespeople were trained to 

remove the creative imitation, or to place the designated creative imitation and the original 
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side-by-side on the counter, with side counterbalanced, on the specified days. The 

salespeople were also trained to identify the creative imitation phones to shoppers, let 

shoppers try the product(s), a procedure that lasted about 10 minutes on average, and record 

unit sales of the original at the end of each day for 30 days.  

Dependent Measure and Analyses. Average daily unit sales of the original served as 

the dependent measure, and the data were analyzed using one-factor analysis of variance.  

Results  

Average daily unit sales of the original were higher when the low-quality creative 

imitation was added to the retail choice set, as compared to when it was not added (means = 

3.8 versus 2.9; F(1, 18) = 2.98, p = 0.10, ηp
2 = 0.142). In contrast, average daily unit sales of 

the original were lower when the moderate-quality creative imitation was included in the 

retail choice set, as compared to when it was not included (means = 1.9 versus 2.9; F(1, 18) 

= 4.55, p = 0.05, ηp
2 = 0.202). See Figure 2.  

[INSERT FIGURE 2 HERE] 

This field experiment found that adding a low-quality creative imitation to the retail 

choice set along with the original increased unit sales of the original, while adding a 

moderate-quality creative imitation to the retail choice set along with the original decreased 

unit sales of the original. Our first three experiments indicated that adding a creative 

imitation product to the retail choice set influenced choice of the original, and two of these 

experiments found corresponding effects on consumer satisfaction. However, we still do not 
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know why the creative imitations affected satisfaction with the originals. In the next two 

experiments, we draw on the marketing literature to explore a potential process mechanism: 

disconfirmation of expectations about the original.  

EXPERIMENT 4. DISCONFIRMATION OF EXPECTATIONS ABOUT THE 

ORIGINAL  

Overview 

In the prior three experiments, we examined consumer satisfaction with and sales of 

the originals in response to the presence of creative imitations. In our final two experiments, 

we explore an underlying process mechanism that may explain consumer satisfaction, using 

a theory and a methodology from marketing. We use the theory of disconfirmation of 

expectations which, in the marketing literature, is “the dominant framework for explaining 

consumer satisfaction” (Phillips and Baumgartner, 2002, p. 243). This theory posits that 

satisfaction with a product originates with a comparison between a consumer’s perception of 

product quality and the consumer’s expectation about product quality, and any discrepancy 

between the two causes expectancy disconfirmation (Anderson, 1973; Oliver, 1980; Phillips 

and Baumgartner, 2002; Westbrook and Oliver, 1991). If the product is worse than expected, 

there is negative confirmation of expectations, which elicits consumer dissatisfaction. If the 

product is better than expected, there is positive confirmation of expectations, which 

produces consumer satisfaction (Oliver and DeSarbo, 1988). In sum, it is not the absolute 

quality level that affects consumers’ product satisfaction, but rather the quality level relative 
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to what was expected (Anderson, 1973; Oliver, 1980). Past research also indicates that 

adding a product to a choice set can elicit disconfirmation of expectations about an initial 

product in the choice set (Evangelidis and Van Osselaer, 2018).  

Therefore, in our two final experiments, we include a measure of disconfirmation of 

expectations about the original. Including this measure allows us to directly examine 

whether adding a creative imitation to the choice set affects disconfirmation of expectations 

about the original. We can also formally test whether disconfirmation of expectations is the 

underlying mediating process that explains satisfaction with the original.  

Methods 

Procedure. In Experiment 4, we used the same product stimuli from Experiments 2-

3. Participants were 60 shoppers in a field setting, an electronics retail center in a medium-

sized city in eastern China, who were ages 15–45 and 60% female. We used a one-factor 

between-subjects design that varied creative imitation quality. All shoppers saw both a 

creative imitation phone and the original Apple iPhone on display, but the creative imitation 

was either low or moderate quality.  

Data were collected on a Saturday and Sunday at the electronics center. Our research 

assistants asked shoppers if they would agree to participate in a product experiment for 

around 10–15 minutes, and we offered 10 yuan (about 1.5 USD) and a small gift as 

compensation. Shoppers who agreed to participate were randomly assigned to one of two 

booths where they could try either the low- or moderate-quality creative imitation phone 
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along with the original Apple iPhone for about 10–15 minutes. Shoppers then completed a 

questionnaire asking about the dependent measures, their Apple product ownership, and 

their demographics. Finally, shoppers were thanked, paid, and given a small gift.  

Dependent Measures. The questionnaire first measured shoppers’ satisfaction with 

the original using five questions similar to those used in Experiments 1 and 2 (Phillips and 

Baumgartner, 2002). Then it measured disconfirmation of expectations about the original 

(Phillips and Baumgartner, 2002): “Overall, to what extent is the Apple iPhone that you just 

viewed and played with close to your prior expectations of an Apple iPhone?” (1 = far worse 

than expected, 7 = far better than expected). 

Analyses. We used a one-factor between-subjects analysis of variance to examine the 

effects of including the low- or moderate-quality creative imitation in the retail choice set on 

disconfirmation of expectations about and satisfaction with the original. We initially 

included age, gender, and Apple product ownership as covariates, but these variables were 

neither covariates nor moderators, so they were dropped from the final analyses. We also 

conducted formal tests of mediation, as discussed below. 

Results  

When the retail choice set included the low-quality creative imitation as compared to 

the moderate-quality creative imitation, there was a positive disconfirmation of expectations 

about the original (means = 5.70 versus 4.86; F(1, 58) = 14.14, p < 0.01, ηp
2 = 0.199). Also, 

when the retail choice set included the low-quality creative imitation as compared to the 
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moderate-quality creative imitation, satisfaction with the original was higher (means = 6.28 

versus 5.89; F(1, 58) = 3.81, p = 0.05, ηp
2 = 0.062). 

Mediation analyses tested whether the effect of the creative imitation’s quality on 

satisfaction with the original was mediated by disconfirmation of expectations about the 

original (Hayes, 2013; Model 4). The results show that displaying a low- versus moderate-

quality creative imitation led to a positive disconfirmation of expectations about the original 

(a path: b = 0.84, SE = 0.22, p < 0.01) and increased satisfaction with the original (c path: b 

= 0.38, SE = 0.20, p = 0.06). Moreover, disconfirmation of expectations about the original 

affected satisfaction with the original (b path: b = 0.30, SE = 0.11, p = 0.01). A 5,000 

sample bootstrap analysis confirmed an indirect effect of creative imitation quality on 

satisfaction with the original that was mediated by disconfirmation of expectations about the 

original (a x b path: b = 0.25, SE = 0.12, 95%, CI 0.07, 0.58). Finally, the direct effect of 

creative imitation quality on satisfaction with the original was non-significant once 

disconfirmation of expectations about the original was included in the model, showing full 

mediation (c’ path: b = 0.14, SE = 0.21, p = 0.50; Figure 3). 

[INSERT FIGURE 3 HERE] 

Discussion 

Experiment 4 revealed that a creative imitation can affect disconfirmation of 

expectations about the original which, in turn, can influence satisfaction with the original. 

The low-quality creative imitation resulted in a positive disconfirmation of expectations 
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about the original and increased satisfaction with the original, relative to a moderate-quality 

creative imitation. In sum, Experiment 4 revealed the process mechanisms underlying the 

influences of creative imitations on the originals.  

EXPERIMENT 5. REPLICATION OF PROCESS USING A BEVERAGE TASTE 

TEST 

Overview 

In Experiment 5, we tested the robustness of our findings regarding the underlying 

mediation process: that disconfirmation of expectations about the original affected 

satisfaction with the original. To do this, we asked Chinese consumers to taste a familiar 

original beverage about which they had prior expectations, in a lab setting, using a taste test 

methodology employed in marketing (Pechmann and Ratneshwar, 1992). We studied 

Kangshifu bottled tea which is a popular drink in China. The high-quality original, 

Kangshifu, entered the Chinese market in 1996 and attained the leading market share for 

ready-to-drink teas (Euromonitor International, 2017). However, cheaper creative imitations 

are legally offered in small and medium-sized retail stores, along with the original. The 

moderate-quality creative imitation has less sugar because some consumers feel the original 

is too sweet, but nonetheless its taste is inferior because it uses much-lower-quality tea 

leaves. The low-quality creative imitation is worse; it uses cheap tea flavor additives rather 

than actual tea leaves, and it has a strong artificial taste. We conducted a manipulation check 
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of the low- and moderate-quality creative imitations, and the low-quality one was perceived 

as lower in quality (means = 1.65 and 3.98; F(1, 38) = 83.29, p < 0.01, ηp
2 = 0.687).  

Participants in the main experiment were 85 university students from a public 

university in eastern China, ages 21 to 34, and 70% were male. We used a one-factor 

between-subjects design with three levels: Participants were randomly assigned to consume 

the original, the original and a moderate-quality creative imitation, or the original and a low-

quality creative imitation (see Table 1 for product specifications). 

Methods 

Procedure. The participant recruitment procedures were similar to Experiment 1. 

Participants were randomly assigned to taste the original tea only, the original and the low-

quality creative imitation, or the original and the moderate-quality creative imitation. When 

participants were assigned to taste both the original and a creative imitation, we poured the 

drinks into two identical cups, and told participants the original was on the left and the 

creative imitation was on the right or vice versa, with the side counterbalanced. When 

participants were assigned to taste just the original, we poured only this drink into a cup. 

Participants could see the labeled bottle(s) adjacent to the cup(s). Participants were given a 

few minutes to drink the product(s). Afterward, they completed a questionnaire with the 

dependent measures, demographic measures, and questions to assess their current thirst and 

prior use of the tea. Finally, participants were thanked, paid, and dismissed. 
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Dependent Measures. First, we measured satisfaction with the original tea using two 

items, which were later averaged (Phillips and Baumgartner, 2002): “How do you perceive 

the taste of the original tea? How do you like the original tea?” (1 = extremely bad or 

dislike, 7 = extremely good or like; α = 0.90). Then, we measured disconfirmation of 

expectations about the original (Phillips and Baumgartner, 2002): “Overall, to what extent is 

the original tea that you just drank and tasted close to your prior expectations of it?” (1 = far 

worse than expected, 7 = far better than expected). 

Analyses. We used a one-factor analysis of variance to assess satisfaction with and 

disconfirmation of expectations regarding the original. One set of analyses compared tasting 

the original alone versus tasting it along with the low-quality creative imitation. The second 

set of analyses compared tasting the original only versus tasting it along with the moderate-

quality creative imitation. We initially included current thirst and prior use of the tea as 

covariates, but these were not significant covariates or moderators so they were excluded 

from the final analyses.  

Results 

Participants who drank both the original and the low-quality creative imitation were 

more satisfied with the original compared to those who drank only the original (means = 

5.38 versus 4.84; F(1, 53) = 4.62, p = 0.04, ηp
2 = 0.08). Participants who drank both the 

original and the moderate-quality creative imitation were less satisfied with the original 
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compared to those who drank only the original (means = 4.22 versus 4.84; F(1, 53) = 10.52, 

p < 0.01, ηp
2 = 0.166). See Figure 2.  

Moreover, when consumers tasted both the original and the low-quality creative 

imitation, there was a positive disconfirmation of expectations about the original compared 

to when they tasted the original only (means = 4.67 versus 4.16; F(1, 53) = 5.15, p = 0.03, 

ηp
2 = 0.089). When consumers tasted the original and the moderate-quality creative imitation, 

expectations regarding the original were not negatively disconfirmed compared to when they 

tasted the original only (means = 4.00 versus 4.16; F(1, 53) = 1.07, p = 0.31, ηp
2 = 0.020), 

but were negatively disconfirmed compared to tasting the original and the low-quality 

creative imitation (means = 4.00 versus 4.67; F(1, 58) = 10.00, p < 0.01, ηp
2 = 0.147). 

We conducted meditation analyses using Hayes’ Model 4 (Hayes, 2013). Tasting the 

low-quality creative imitation with the original, versus the original only, caused a positive 

disconfirmation of expectations about the original (a path: b = 0.33, SE = 0.15, p = 0.03) and 

increased satisfaction with the original (c path: b = 0.36, SE = 0.16, p = 0.03). Moreover, 

disconfirmation of expectations about the original affected satisfaction with the original (b 

path: b = 0.66, SE = 0.13, p < 0.01). A 5,000 sample bootstrap analysis verified a significant 

indirect effect of the low-quality creative imitation on satisfaction with the original that was 

mediated by disconfirmation of expectations about the original (a x b path: b = 0.22, SE = 

0.12, 95%, CI 0.09, 0.40). Also, the direct effect of the low-quality creative imitation on 

satisfaction with the original was reduced to non-significance once disconfirmation of 
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expectations about the original was included in the model, indicating full mediation (c' path: 

b = 0.14, SE = 0.13, p = 0.31). In sum, the low-quality creative imitation caused a positive 

disconfirmation of expectations about the original which increased satisfaction with the 

original (Figure 4A). 

[INSERT FIGURE 4 HERE] 

Turning to the moderate-quality creative imitation, tasting it with the original, as 

opposed to tasting the original only, non-significantly affected disconfirmation of 

expectations about the original (a path: b = -0.15, SE = 0.10, p = 0.13), but negatively 

affected satisfaction with the original (c path: b = -0.39, SE = 0.09, p < 0.01). 

Disconfirmation of expectations was directly related to satisfaction with the original (b path: 

b = 0.74, SE = 0.10, p < 0.01). Furthermore, a 5,000 sample bootstrap analysis revealed a 

marginal indirect effect of the moderate-quality creative imitation on satisfaction with the 

original that was mediated by disconfirmation of expectations about the original (a x b path: 

b = -0.11, SE = 0.07, 90%, CI -0.25, -0.01). Finally, the direct effect of the moderate-quality 

creative imitation on satisfaction with the original was reduced once disconfirmation of 

expectations about the original was included in the model, indicating partial mediation (c' 

path: b = -0.28, SE = 0.10, p = 0.01). In sum, there is partial evidence that the moderate-

quality creative imitation caused a negative disconfirmation of expectations about the 

original which lowered satisfaction with the original (Figure 4B). 

Discussion 
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This experiment replicated the results of our prior experiments in a different context 

and showed that including a creative imitation together with an original in the choice set 

affected disconfirmation of expectations about the original which, in turn, influenced 

satisfaction with the original. When a low-quality creative imitation beverage was added to 

the choice set with the original, consumers reported that the taste of the original exceeded 

their expectations, evoking a positive disconfirmation of expectations about it; and, as a 

result, consumers were more satisfied with the taste of the original. In contrast, when a 

moderate-quality creative imitation beverage was added to the choice set with the original, 

consumers felt that the taste of the original was below their expectations, causing a negative 

disconfirmation of expectations about it; and, as a consequence, consumers were less 

satisfied with the taste of the original.  

FINAL DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

The competitive interplay between new entrants and incumbents drives the evolution 

of industries (Agarwal and Gort, 1996; Helfat and Lieberman, 2002; Henderson and 

Mitchell, 1997; McGahan, 2004; Mitchell, 1991). While incumbents lead the market with 

their original products, new entrants can catch up by imitating the originals (Kim and Nelson, 

2000; Nelson and Winter, 1982; Peteraf, 1993). In particular, new entrants can creatively 

imitate the originals by combining some of the original’s attributes with their own unique 

attributes and attribute configurations. Such creative imitations are generally legal and have 
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the potential to seriously threaten the incumbents (Alchian, 1950; Kim and Nelson, 2000; 

Giachetti et al., 2017; Posen and Martignoni, 2018).  

However, the quality of creative imitations is heterogeneous (Kim and Nelson, 2000; 

Schnaars, 1994; Yip and McKern 2016). The quality of some creative imitations is low 

because they downgrade and exclude attributes in order to offer a competitive lower price, 

and do a poor job of adding features. In contrast, other creative imitations reach moderate 

quality levels by using better components, keeping more features, and adding features that 

perform better. High-quality creative imitations can also emerge with quality components 

and features, and new innovative features that cater to domestic needs better than the 

original (Kim and Nelson, 2000; Schnaars, 1994; Yip and McKern, 2016). 

In this research, the empirical context is creative imitation in China (Lindtner et al., 

2015; Tse et al., 2009; Yip and McKern, 2016) and we focus on the low- and moderate-

quality creative imitations which are most prevalent there (Tse et al., 2009; Yip and McKern, 

2016). High-quality creative imitations are currently relatively rare in the Chinese 

marketplace due to economic and legal factors (Lindtner et al., 2015; Yip and McKern, 

2016). Using both lab and field experiments, we find that a low-quality creative imitation 

can make the original look better than expected, an effect called positive disconfirmation of 

expectations, which can increase satisfaction with and choice of the original. On the other 

hand, adding a moderate-quality creative imitation to the retail choice set can cause the 

original to look worse than expected, an effect called negative disconfirmation of 
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expectations, which can lower satisfaction with and choice of the original. By showing these 

effects, we extend the literature on the competitive effects of creative imitation on the 

originals. Also, our analyses demonstrate that, in violation of the fundamental economic 

principle of regularity of choice (Huber et al., 1982; Luce, 1977), adding a low-quality 

creative imitation to a retail choice set can actually increase choice of the original. Moreover, 

we demonstrate the threat of a moderate-quality creative imitation with innovative features 

that cater to the domestic market. It can diminish satisfaction with the original and threaten 

the original’s future viability. 

While our empirical context is creative imitation in China, our findings have broader 

implications because creative imitation has been observed across many countries, historical 

eras, and industries. US, Japanese, and Korean firms engaged in creative imitation when 

they were undergoing their initial economic development (Chang, Chung, and Mahmood, 

2006; Cho, Kim, and Rhee, 1998; Kim, 1997, 1998; Lee and Lim, 2001; Yamamura, 

Sonobe, and Otsuka, 2005). For example, Francis Cabot Lowell, the American, studied 

British textile machines before developing his own creative imitations that better fit his New 

England environment (Posen and Martignoni, 2018). Similarly, Japanese and Korean firms 

creatively imitated with automotives, semi-conductors, appliances, and machine tools before 

introducing their own major innovations (Bolton, 1993; Cho et al., 1998; Kim and Nelson, 

2000; Mansfield, 1988).  
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US and global firms still sell creative imitations in the United States and other 

developed economies, where they compete against original manufacturers, but the global 

economy is evolving. Where creative imitation is currently pervasive is in emerging 

economies such as China, Brazil, India, Mexico, the Philippines, and Turkey, because they 

lag behind in technological development (Grossman and Helpman, 1991; Knott et al., 2009; 

Sutton, 2014) and have more lenient regulatory and legal environments (Bartlett and 

Ghoshal, 2000; Chittoor et al., 2009; Kale and Little, 2007; Luo et al., 2011; Nijher, 2018; 

Phuc, 2015; Qin et al., 2018). Our research indicates that creative imitations merit attention 

from the original manufacturers because creative imitations change consumer perceptions of 

the originals depending on their relative quality levels, and so the firm’s strategic response 

needs to adjust accordingly. 

This research expands the stream of work that recognizes the beneficial effects that 

imitators can have, despite their typically negative competitive effects on the originals. 

Imitators can help the original firms establish their technologies as the industry standards 

(Givon, Mahajan, and Muller, 1995; Katz and Shapiro, 1985) and create positive network 

effects (Raustiala and Sprigman, 2009). Even counterfeit imitators can create positive 

advertising effects for high-end authentic products (Qian, 2014; Raustiala and Sprigman, 

2009) or serve as trial versions before consumers can purchase the authentic products 

(Gosline, 2009, 2010). At the industry level, imitation can help to preserve and diffuse 

useful product attributes (Posen, Lee, and Yi, 2013).  
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By revealing how creative imitations affect consumer perceptions of the originals, 

our work has practical implications for the producers of the originals. We suggest that 

original producers tailor their marketing and consumer strategies to take into account the 

different quality levels of creative imitations. Rather than considering all creative imitations 

as equal threats, the original producers should focus on taking measures against the 

moderate-quality creative imitations, while possibly cultivating temporary symbiotic 

relationships with the low-quality creative imitations (Brandenburger and Nalebuff, 1996; 

Mitchell, Dussauge, and Garrette, 2010; Turner, Mitchell, and Bettis, 2010). Interestingly, 

this approach is consistent with an ancient Chinese military strategy called “Yuan Jiao Jin 

Gong” (远交近攻), in which a country befriends the distant enemy while attacking the 

nearby one.  

Instead of exerting considerable efforts attempting to exclude all creative imitations 

from retail store shelves, the original producers may actually consider encouraging certain 

retailers to carry low-quality creative imitations. This strategy may benefit the originals, 

because most of the originals’ target consumers are unlikely to choose the low-quality 

creative imitations, even though they are cheaper. Meanwhile, viewing the low-quality 

creative imitations alongside the originals may strengthen consumers’ satisfaction with and 

intent to choose the originals. Of course, this does not mean that incumbents should ignore 

low-quality entrants entirely; they need to watch these entrants closely and take steps to 

ensure they will not become strong enough to become a threat in the long run. For instance, 
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Korean cars used to be considered low-quality alternatives to American and Japanese cars. 

However, many of the Korean brands are now innovators that compete directly with the 

originals (Kim, 1997, 1998). Therefore, the strategy of temporarily tolerating low-quality 

creative imitations should be continually monitored. 

By contrast, producers of the originals should make all-out efforts to combat 

moderate-quality creative imitations, which may not only harm sales of the originals but, 

more fundamentally, may damage customers’ satisfaction with the originals. Hence 

moderate-quality creative imitations may threaten the long-term viability of the originals in 

emerging markets where growing middle classes of consumers are deciding between them 

and the originals. This fundamental threat, unfortunately, is often a blind spot for Western 

original manufacturers who are selling in emerging markets (Prahalad and Bettis, 1986), 

because they are used to working with large chain stores that generally do not carry creative 

imitations and instead cater to the original manufacturers.2  

Our research has some limitations, which suggests opportunities for further work. 

We did not study high-quality creative imitations, because this type of product is not yet 

prevalent in China, though the situation could change if more Chinese firms are able to 

climb the quality ladder. Also, we did not study illegal counterfeits; we focused on legal 

creative imitations because they can be sold by legitimate retailers alongside the originals. 

                                                           
2 Chinese creative imitations reportedly account for a substantial decline of Apple’s mobile phone market 
share in China (https://www.wsj.com/articles/apple-loses-ground-to-chinas-homegrown-rivals-
11546524491). 
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Future work could extend our work by examining high-quality creative imitations and illegal 

counterfeits.  

Another limitation of our work is that we focused on two product categories, 

electronics and beverages, and we concentrated on China. Future research could test the 

generalizability of our findings in other product categories, such as apparel and cosmetics, 

and in other countries where creative imitation is also common. Also, while our experiments 

help identify the process mechanisms that can explain the effects of creative imitations on 

consumer perceptions of the originals, whether these mechanisms are manifest in large-scale 

secondary datasets remains to be explored. Moreover, we examined conditions where only 

one or two alternative products were available. Since consumer choice can be influenced by 

choice set size (Iyengar and Lepper, 2000), researchers could examine larger choice sets 

involving multiple creative imitations along with the original.  

Conclusions 

 The marketplace is replete with new entrants that imitate incumbents, and some of 

these entrants are creative imitations that not only copy features but also change features to 

cater to domestic needs. The strategy of creative imitation is especially pervasive in China, 

which is not only a developing economy whose legal and regulatory frameworks are lenient 

toward imitation, but also the world’s leading manufacturer, so abundant opportunities exist 

to copy and creatively alter the incumbent’s designs. Our research indicates that the retail 

display of low-quality creative imitations actually benefits the originals. However, 
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moderate-quality creative imitations pose a severe threat to the original manufacturers by 

showing how good they can be; and to combat this threat the original manufacturers should 

seek to bolster consumer satisfaction, not just lower their prices. While the generalizability 

of our findings to other settings depends on specific contingencies, our research helps lay the 

groundwork for future research to examine the effects of creative imitations in actual 

marketplace settings. 
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           Table 1. Summary of experiments, participants, settings, product specifications, and results 

Experi
ment 

Participants 
and Settings 

Product Specifications Results 

Original Products Creative Imitation Products Choice Set: Original Alone Choice Set: Original and Creative 
Imitation 

1 Chinese 
university 
students in a 
research lab 

Apple iPad 
Model: A1219 (Wi-Fi) 
Price: 3,988 Yuan  
Main Features: 
1024 x 768 screen 
A8 processor 
16 GB storage 
Apple brand name 
 

Low-quality creative imitation 
Price: 999 Yuan 
Added Feature: 
TF card port (micro-SD port) 
Inferior Features: 
800 x 480 screen 
VIA8505 processor 
2 GB storage 

Intent to choose the original: 
3.17/7 

Intent to choose the original:   
With low-quality creative imitation: 
4.77/7 
 

Satisfaction with the original: 
5.33/7 

Satisfaction with the original:  
With low-quality creative imitation: 
5.83/7 
 

2 Real Chinese 
shoppers in a 
field setting; 
an electronics 
retail center in 
a medium-size 
city in China 

Apple iPhone 4  
Model: A1332 
Price: 4,600 Yuan  
Quality: 5.98/7  
Main Features: 
A8 processor 
512 MB RAM 
16 GB storage 
Apple brand name 

Moderate-quality creative 
imitation 
Price: 800 Yuan 
Quality: 3.54/7 
Added Features: 
Extremely loud speakers 
2 SIM card slots 
Inferior Features: 
MT6575 processor 
128 MB RAM 
4 GB storage 

Intent to choose the original: 
5.57/7 

Intent to choose the original:  
With moderate-quality creative 
imitation: 4.85/7 

Satisfaction with the original: 
6.31/7 

Satisfaction with the original: 
With moderate-quality creative 
imitation: 5.86/7 
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3 Real Chinese 
shoppers in a 
field setting; 
an electronics 
retail center in 
a medium-size 
city in China 
 

Same as Experiment 2 Low-quality creative imitation 
Price: 600 Yuan 
Quality: 2.96/7 
Added Feature: 
2 SIM card slots 
Inferior Features: 
MT6235 processor 
64 MB RAM 
512 MB storage 
Missing Features: 
Mute switch 
Sealed battery case 
Moderate-quality creative 
imitation: same as Experiment 2 

Daily unit sales of the 
original: 
2.9 units/day 
 

Daily unit sales of the original:  
With low-quality creative imitation: 
3.8 units/day 
With moderate-quality creative 
imitation: 1.9 units/day 

4 Real Chinese 
shoppers in a 
field setting; 
an electronics 
retail center in 
a medium-size 
city in China 

Same as Experiment 2 Low-quality creative imitation 
Same as Experiment 3 
 
Moderate-quality creative 
imitation 
Same as Experiments 2-3 

Experiment 4 did not include an 
original alone condition 
 

Satisfaction with the original: 
With low-quality creative imitation: 
6.28/7 
With moderate-quality creative 
imitation: 5.89/7 

Disconfirmation of expectations 
about the original: 
With low-quality creative imitation: 
5.70/7 
With moderate-quality creative 
imitation: 4.86/7 
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5 Chinese 
university 
students in a 
research lab 
 

Kangshifu tea 
Price: 3 Yuan 
Main Features: 
Ingredients: Water, sugar, high-
quality natural tea leaves, salt, 
additives. 
Brand reputation: No. 1 brand of 
bottled tea nationally 

Low-quality creative imitation tea: 
Price: 2 Yuan 
Quality: 1.65/7 
Added Feature: 
Tea flavor additives 
Inferior Feature: 
Strong artificial taste 
Missing Feature: 
Tea leaves 
Moderate-quality creative 
imitation tea: 
Price: 2.5 Yuan 
Quality: 3.98/7 
Added Feature:  
Less sweet taste 
Inferior Feature: 
Much lower quality tea leaves 

Satisfaction with the original: 
4.84/7 
 

Satisfaction with the original: 
With low-quality creative imitation: 
5.38/7 
With moderate-quality creative 
imitation: 4.22/7 
 

Disconfirmation of 
expectations about the 
original: 4.16/7 
 

Disconfirmation of expectations 
about the original: 
With low-quality creative imitation: 
4.67/7 
With moderate-quality creative 
imitation: 4.00/7 
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 Note: ** p < .01, * p < .05, ^p = 0.08 
 

FIGURE 1: Effects of creative imitation products on satisfaction with and intent to 
choose the originals observed in Experiments 1-2. 
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Note: ** p < .01, * p < .05, ^ p = 0.10 

FIGURE 2: Effects of creative imitation products on daily unit sales of the original 
(Experiment 3) and satisfaction with the original (Experiment 5). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

FIGURE 3: Disconfirmation of expectations about the original as a process 
mechanism observed in Experiment 4. 
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4B. Effects of a moderate-quality creative imitation product. 

FIGURE 4: Disconfirmation of expectations about the original as a process mechanism 
observed in Experiment 5. 
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