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Abstract

Purpose – The purpose of this paper is to clarify the three-way interaction among product-
country image, product-origin congruency and product involvement on consumers’ product-related
evaluations and purchase intentions.
Design/methodology/approach – Data were gathered from 388 consumers in Australia across
four different product classes. Data analysis was conducted using hierarchical regression analysis
with three-way interactions and a novel post hoc slope analysis is introduced to the marketing area.
Findings – Overall, the study findings suggest that the importance that consumers place on country-
of-origin (COO) image when they evaluate products is contingent on the product context. Specifically,
the study findings show that product-country image, product-origin congruency and product
involvement interact on product evaluations and intentions such that product-origin congruency
plays a differentiating role for consumers in a low involvement situation, but a neutral role for
consumers in a high involvement situation. Therefore, when a company deals with less-involved
customers, the COO image and the congruency of the product origins are particularly important
issues. Conversely, when a company deals with more product-involved customers, product-origin
congruency has no differential influence on their product evaluations and behavioural intentions to
purchase.
Originality/value – An important extension to past research in the area is to provide analyses of
the joint effects which may be different from their roles when investigated separately. The present
paper represents the first empirical investigation of the three-way interaction of product-origin image,
product-origin congruency and product involvement on consumers’ product-related evaluations and
behavioural intentions. Furthermore, the paper presents the first application in marketing research of
a novel method for analysing three-way interaction slopes.
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Introduction
Researchers have expended considerable effort to understand the importance that
consumers place on country-of-origin (COO) information when they evaluate a product
(for reviews, see Bilkey and Nes, 1982; Peterson and Jolibert, 1995; Pharr, 2005; Verlegh
and Steenkamp, 1999). Consumers use COO information as a signal of product quality
(Han, 1989) and authenticity (e.g. Holt et al., 2004). However, a singular view of COO
does not adequately reflect emerging market realities because an increasing number of
products are designed in, have parts from or are manufactured in more than one
country (Jaffe and Nebenzahl, 2001). While such outsourcing often makes sense from a
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cost point of view, the potential consequences it may have for consumers’ use of COO
information is an important issue for theory and practice.

The following examples illustrate the struggle between the potential benefits (cost
savings, access to resources, etc.) and the potential image loss: When brands as diverse
as Burberry, Rolls-Royce and Smarties announced that production would be moved
overseas there was widespread concern regarding the detrimental effects this may have
on consumers’ image of the products (Holland, 2007). Other companies ended up
deciding against such a move: for example, Heineken International feels that their
image as an imported Dutch beer is crucial to their success. This is why the company
has chosen not to shift production to the USA despite the potential cost savings of
doing so. The company’s CEO, Anthony Ruys, believes that Heineken has an
advantage over foreign brands that are manufactured in the USA and therefore are not
real imports; ‘‘US consumers want the real thing. I consider us to be the real thing’’
(Ewing, 2003, p. 11). Consequently, we argue that the growth in international sourcing
(see Blonigen and Wilson, 2008; Kose et al., 2006) makes it important for researchers
and practitioners to understand COO effects within a framework that takes into
account products with multiple origins. Companies in the same dilemma as Nike,
Burberry and Rolls-Royce would then have more than gut-feelings and anecdotal
evidence on which to build important outsourcing decisions.

The effects of each individual product-origin facet (country-of-manufacture,
country-of-design, country-of-parts and country-of-association) on consumers’ product
evaluations are well researched (e.g. Chao, 2001; Essoussi and Merunka, 2007; Insch
and McBride, 2004). The extent to which consumers use information about product-
origin facets in their purchase behaviour, though, depends on the level of congruency
among the facets (Chao, 2001). Research (Chao, 2001; Josiassen et al., 2008) exploring
the role of (in-) congruency among product-origin facets on the COO effect suggests
that higher product-origin facet congruency strengthens the relationship between
consumers’ COO image and their product-related evaluations and intentions. This
suggestion remains to be hypothesis tested in a survey under more than two
(congruent vs incongruent) levels of product-origin congruency. In addition to this, the
COO literature contains several calls (Pappu et al., 2006; Phau and Prendergast, 2000;
Phau and Suntornnond, 2006) for further research into the role of product involvement
in influencing the COO effect. In this context, the question is whether the role of
product-origin congruency when consumers’ utilize COO in their evaluation of
products is contingent on their level of involvement with the product category.

An important extension to past research in the area is to provide analyses of the
joint effects which may be different from their roles when investigated separately.
Against this background, the aim of this study is to investigate the influence of
product-origin congruency and product involvement on the relationship between
consumers’ COO image and their product evaluations and intentions. First, we provide
an empirical test of the role that product-origin congruency plays on the relationship
between COO image and product evaluations and behavioural intentions, respectively.
To the best of our knowledge, this is the first study that sets out to examine, in the form
of a hypothesis-test, the influence of more than two levels (the two levels being
congruent and incongruent) of product-origin congruency. Second, we offer an
empirical investigation of the hitherto uncharted joint role of product-origin
congruency and product involvement in influencing the effect that consumers’ COO
image has on their product-related evaluations and behavioural intentions. The
significant interactions were investigated with slope analysis procedures as suggested
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by Aiken and West (1991). To this end, we first develop our hypotheses, and then we
explain our research methodology, present our results and discuss our findings.

Theory and hypotheses
A basic premise of the COO effect is that consumers’ image of a given product’s
COO influences their subsequent evaluations of the product (e.g. Gurhan-Canli and
Maheswaran, 2000) as well as their subsequent behavioural intentions to purchase or
repurchase the product (e.g. Ouellet, 2007).

Much of the extant literature (e.g. Cattin et al., 1982; Gurhan-Canli and Maheswaran,
2000; Hui and Zhou, 2003; Leclerc et al., 1994; Reierson, 1967; Schooler, 1965)
conceptualizes COO as the country where the product was manufactured. Other
studies, however, have investigated the effect of the country-of-design (e.g. Ahmed and
d’Astous, 2004; Essoussi and Merunka, 2007; Insch, 2003), country-of-parts (e.g.
Ahmed and d’Astous, 2003; Chao, 2001; Insch and McBride, 1998) and the country-of-
association (e.g. Li et al., 2000; Phau and Prendergast, 2000). Most studies investigate
only one product-origin facet or compare the roles of the included product-origin facets.

With the growing importance of international sourcing, the manufacturing origin
is losing relevance as the only origin that consumers attach to market offerings
(Nebenzahl et al., 1997; Ozsomer and Cavusgil, 1991; Samiee, 1994). Conceptualizing
product-origin as a multi-faceted construct has only come into prominence in the COO
literature in recent years (e.g. Li et al., 2000), and an increasing amount of COO studies
(e.g. Essoussi and Merunka, 2007; Usunier and Cestre, 2007) recognize the mounting
presence of multi-origin products.

The moderating role of product-origin congruency
The theoretical underpinning for congruency effects was first proposed by Osgood and
Tannenbaum (1955). The congruency effect postulates that because incongruent
information creates dissonance, congruent information will be preferred and relied on
to a greater extent. Information is more congruent when more sources of information
point in the same direction. If, for instance, a brand that is associated with high quality
is sold in a high quality outlet, then those two indicators of quality would be congruent.
If, on the other hand, the brand was sold in a low-quality outlet, then the two quality
indicators would be incongruent.

The congruency principle is well researched in the marketing literature and has
empirically been found to be solid under various conditions. For example, congruence
between a celebrity endorser and the type of product has been found to follow the
congruency principle (Friedman and Friedman, 1979; Kamins, 1990; Misra and Beatty,
1990). In international marketing Leclerc et al. (1994) found that incongruence between
foreign branding (perceived origin based on the brand name) and supplied actual
origin information diminished the effect of the foreign branding effort.

An experiment conducted by Chao (2001) suggests that product-origin congruency
may moderate the relationship between COO image and product evaluations. Chao
(2001) examined the moderating role of congruency between country-of-manufacture, -
parts and -design in two general congruency settings: high product-origin congruency
(the three product-origin facets are congruent) and low product-origin congruency (the
three product-origin facets are incongruent).

We extend the extant literature on congruency of product-origin facets by
investigating the influence of product-origin congruency on the relationship between
consumers’ COO image and their product-related evaluations and intentions in a
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survey setting and by investigating the influence of more than two levels of product-
origin congruency.

As such, we expect to find evidence of a congruency effect. Consistent with the
extant literature we expect that the more positive consumers’ COO image is the more
positive their product-related evaluations and intentions to be. Furthermore, we expect
that the effect of consumers’ COO image on their product-related evaluations and
intentions is higher the more congruent the product-origin facets are. The following is
therefore hypothesized:

H1. Consumers’ COO image will relate positively to their product evaluations and
behavioural intentions.

H2. The relationship between COO image and product evaluations and
behavioural intentions will become stronger with increasing product-origin
facet congruency.

A joint perspective on product-origin congruency and product involvement
Involvement has been defined as ‘‘an unobservable state of motivation, arousal or
interest evoked by a particular stimulus’’ (Jain and Srinivasan, 1990, p. 594). For this
study, we are interested in consumers’ cognitive involvement with particular product
categories. Several studies (e.g. Berens et al., 2005; Josiassen et al., 2008; Maheswaran
et al., 1992; Usunier and Cestre, 2007) have demonstrated that consumers’ product
evaluations and behavioural intentions differ depending on their product involvement.

Research in dual-process models of persuasion (Haugtvedt et al., 1992; Petty and
Cacioppo, 1984; Petty et al., 1983) has consistently found that consumers process
information differently depending on whether they are in low or high involvement
situations. Consumers in high involvement situations go through a central route
to persuasion and exhibit greater cognitive elaboration, while consumers in low
involvement situations go through a peripheral route to persuasion and exhibit less
cognitive elaboration (Petty et al., 1983).

As such, when consumers are more involved they exert the necessary cognitive
effort to evaluate the information available to them. In contrast, consumers who utilize
a peripheral route tend to base their evaluation and subsequent behavioural intentions
on more salient and readily accessible cues.

Drawing on these findings from persuasion research, COO image studies (see for
example Han, 1989; Josiassen et al., 2008; Maheswaran, 1994) suggest that consumers
rely more on COO image when they are less involved with the product category
because COO image is a salient and an accessible cue on which to base a buying
decision. The higher effort that consumers exert in high involvement situations means
that they will rely less on proxy cues, such as brand image, COO image and price, and
instead focus on more diagnostic information such as attribute and performance
information. Since cue congruency affects the degree to which consumers rely on cues
(Meyers-Levy and Tybout, 1989; Misra and Beatty, 1990), we expect that product-origin
congruency will influence consumers’ use of COO image in their product related
evaluations and intentions in a low involvement situation. On the basis of the
preceding arguments, the following is hypothesized:

H3. At low levels of cognitive involvement, the relationship between consumers’
COO image and their product evaluations and behavioural intentions is
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stronger for products that consumers perceive have congruent product
origins than for products that they perceive have incongruent product origins.

In addition to the relationships hypothesized above we argue that the role of product-
origin congruency is different for consumers in high involvement situations than for
consumers in low involvement situations. When consumers are more involved they are
more likely to rely on more diagnostic information and less likely to rely on proxy
cues (Maheswaran, 1994). As such, we expect that in a high involvement situation
the congruency of the proxy cue (the COO) does not play a differentiating role in
influencing the relationship between consumers’ COO image and their product
evaluations and behavioural intentions. This leads to the following hypothesis:

H4. At high levels of cognitive involvement, there is no difference in terms of the
strength of the relationship between consumers’ COO image and their product
evaluations and behavioural intentions for products that consumers perceive
have congruent product origins and as opposed to products that they perceive
have incongruent product origins.

Control variables
In order to isolate the impact of our principal variables of interest, we controlled for the
influence of five variables that have been shown previously to affect how consumers
evaluate products from different origins. Specifically, gender, age, product familiarity,
visits and sojourn were used as control variables.

Demographic variables
Demographics play an important role in determining the effect of COO image on
product evaluations and intentions in at least two ways (e.g. Good and Huddleston,
1995; Lawrence et al., 1992; Schooler, 1971; Wall and Heslop, 1986). First, some studies
suggest that females tend to rate foreign products more favourably than males (Bilkey
and Nes, 1982; Mittal and Tsiros, 1995; Schooler, 1971). Second, it has been suggested
(Han and Terpstra, 1988; Schooler, 1971) that younger consumers may evaluate foreign
products more positively than will older consumers. These two demographic variables
have been employed in several studies that focus on consumers’ origin bias (e.g.
Balabanis et al., 2001; Hsieh et al., 2004; Mittal and Tsiros, 1995). These findings have
been confirmed across both developed and developing countries.

Direct contact with the COO
We used two variables in order to assess the direct contact with the COO: Visits and
sojourn. It would seem reasonable to assume that visiting a country or living in a
foreign country for a period of time affects how consumers evaluate products from that
country. Findings in the social stereotyping literature suggest that direct contact with a
country can influence evaluations about that country (Hilton and von Hippel, 1996). It
has further been suggested that direct contact with a country has an influence on
consumers’ product perceptions (e.g. Balabanis et al., 2002). As such, we include two
measures of such direct contact with the COO in order to account for its influence on
product evaluations and behavioural intentions.

Product familiarity
Consumers’ familiarity with a product category has been shown to influence their
product evaluations, preferences and choices (Alba and Hutchinson, 1987; Ballantyne
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et al., 2006; Chung and Szymanski, 1997). Theoretically such a relationship is implied
by the classic hierarchy of effects model (Baker et al., 1986; Smith et al., 2006). We must
therefore control for the effect of product familiarity on product evaluations and
behavioural intentions.

Methods
Research setting
To test our hypotheses, we asked Australian consumers to answer a questionnaire (see
Appendix) with regard to the latest purchase in one of the following product categories:
cars, electronics, watches and electrical household appliances. In addition to the
hypotheses advanced in this study, we explore the external validity of the early
experiment-based literature (Chao, 2001) in this area and we therefore chose to conduct
a consumer survey.

Three main criteria were used for selecting the empirical context. First, our
independent variable (COO image) needed to exhibit substantial variation. Second, the
product categories needed to allow for substantial variation in order to afford external
validity[1]. Second, all of our moderator variables needed to manifest themselves in the
research setting to various degrees. Each of the four product classes allow for
substantial variation in terms of their product origin and in the hypothesized
moderator variables.

Research design and data collection
Our sample was purchased from PermissionCorp, which manages a database of
500,000 Australian consumers. The sample was selected so that it mirrored the age,
income, gender and geographical distribution present in the Australian population.
The sample consisted of 1,110 respondents, from which 388 usable responses were
obtained, resulting in a questionnaire response rate of 35 per cent. Each respondent
received a link to an online survey. The link contained a unique token which was used
by the questionnaire software to verify the identity of each respondent. This approach
ensured that each respondent could only respond once.

All responses were received within 20 days. To assess whether non-response bias
was an issue, we compared responses from early and late respondents. Within the first
ten days we had received 80.2 per cent of the responses, and the remaining responses
were received during the following ten days. When testing for mean differences with
regard to the independent variable, we found no significant differences between the
two groups. While this test suggests that non-response bias is not likely to be a
problem in our study (see Armstrong and Overton, 1977) it must be noted that any such
conclusion can only be tentative since late respondents may not represent
non-respondents.

Measures and validation
Reflective scales were used to operationalize the constructs in our conceptual
framework. Except for the control variables gender, age, visits and sojourn, a seven-
point response format was used.

COO image. We used Josiassen et al.’s (2008) four-item scale. The four items of the
scale measure the extent to which the respondent perceives a particular product type
from a particular country (e.g. televisions from Japan) to be a good purchase choice, of
high quality, better than the same product type originating from other countries and to
have a long tradition of originating from that particular country. The items are
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anchored with ‘‘strongly agree’’ and ‘‘strongly disagree’’. The scale displays good
reliability (� ¼ 0.912).

Product evaluation and consumer behavioural intentions. The scales for product
evaluation were adopted from Lim et al. (1994). The scale for consumer behavioural
intentions was adopted from Cronin et al. (2000) and Lim et al. (1994). The scales
display high levels of reliability (product evaluation: � ¼ 0.919; consumer behavioural
intentions: � ¼ 0.953).

Product involvement. We used three items from Zaichkowsky’s (1994) bipolar-
adjective affective/cognitive product involvement inventory to measure cognitive
involvement. The items measure whether a particular product type is important or
unimportant, of meaning to the respondent or of no meaning to the respondent and
relevant or irrelevant. These items have been used in prior research (e.g. Baker et al.,
2002; Berens et al., 2005; Kirmani et al., 1999; Maheswaran and Meyers-Levy, 1990;
Tung et al., 2006). The scale displayed high reliability (� ¼ 0.888).

Product-origin congruency. We mapped consumers’ perceived product-origin
congruency using the respondent-answer congruency method (Josiassen et al., 2008). In
accordance with this method, respondents were asked in which country they perceive a
particular product was manufactured, designed and assembled, and with which
country they associate the product. Subsequently, this information was re-coded on a
four-point scale. For instance, if a respondent named the same country for all
four product-origin options (score ¼ 4), the respondent was judged to perceive
product-origin congruency to be very high. If the respondent named different countries
for each of the four product-origin options (score ¼ 1), product-origin congruency was
very low.

Control variables. A consumer’s familiarity with a product category was captured
with one item ranging from not at all familiar to very familiar. This scale was adopted
from Jo et al. (2003). Recent research (e.g. Bergkvist and Rossiter, 2007) suggests that
single-item scales are adequate when measuring singular constructs. We also controlled
for gender, age, visits and sojourn. These variables were measured with single-item
scales used by Balabanis and Diamantopoulos (2004) and Balabanis et al. (2002).

Several of the constructs in the research were correlated (standardized ’ � 0.73) so
we examined the discriminant validity. Discriminant validity is evidenced by
calculating the shared variance between all possible pairs of constructs and
demonstrating that they are lower than the AVE for any of the constructs individually.
In this case, the highest squared correlation between the latent variables was 0.58
(between product evaluations and behavioural intentions), while the lowest AVE was
0.79. As such, all possible pairs passed the Fornell and Larcker test (1981), evidencing
discriminant validity among the construct measures. In order to further determine the
extent to which the constructs capture unique information, we entered all the items
from the four multi-item constructs into the same factor analysis. Since the constructs
(COO image, involvement, product evaluation and behavioural intention) were extracted
in the factor analysis, and with the items correctly loading on their respective
constructs, this further evidenced discriminant validity. In order to ascertain
unidimensionality, we performed a confirmatory factor analysis. The model fit for
our sample is satisfactory (�2/DF ¼ 2.0, RMSEA ¼ 0.05, IFI ¼ 0.99, CFI ¼ 0.99). The
scales exhibit high levels of reliability, with alpha values above 0.8, composite reliability
above the recommended 0.6 benchmark (see Bagozzi and Yi, 1988) and average
variance extracted above the recommended 0.5 benchmark (Fornell and Larcker, 1981).
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Results
Given our hypothesis structure, we used hierarchical regression analysis with
interactions. The independent variables were mean-centred to reduce multi-collinearity
(Aiken and West, 1991) prior to creating the interaction terms. We investigated significant
interactions with slope analysis procedures suggested by Aiken and West (1991).
Regressions for the simple slopes were conducted at very high (three standard deviations
above the mean) and very low (three standard deviations below the mean) levels of
product-origin congruency and product involvement. We checked for normality by
conducting a Kolmogorov-Smirnov test, which supported the assumption of univariate
normality. In addition, we assessed the tolerance and variance inflation factor (VIF)
values. The lowest tolerance was 0.475 and the highest VIF was 2.106, both below the
thresholds (tolerance > 0.2; VIF < 4.0) suggesting that multicollinearity is not a serious
issue. Table I reports the means, standard deviations and correlation coefficients for
the involved variables. Table II reports the regression analysis results. Separate
regression models were generated for our outcome variables: product evaluation and
consumer behavioural intentions. The reported significance levels in Table II are for two-
tailed tests.

In the first step we entered the control variables and the main effects of COO image,
product-origin congruency and product involvement, which together explained a
significant part of the variance in consumers’ product evaluations and behavioural
intentions (model 1: R2 ¼ 0.52, p < 0.001; model 4: R2 ¼ 0.46, p < 0.001). It is worth
noting that while product involvement showed a statistically significant, positive
relationship with consumers’ product evaluations and behavioural intentions (model 1:
� ¼ 0.22, p < 0.001; model 4: � ¼ 0.29, p < 0.001), product-origin congruency had an
insignificant relationship with consumers’ product-related evaluations and intentions
(model 1: � ¼ �0.01, n.s.; model 4: � ¼ �0.02, n.s.). Further, we investigated whether
product involvement and product-origin congruency had sufficient variance to suggest
that we had enough statistical power to detect moderating effects that may exist
(Aguinis, 2004; Aguinis et al., 2005). Product involvement scores ranged from 1 to 7 with
an average of 5.15 and product-origin congruency ranged from 1 to 4 with an average of
2.94. Investigating the distribution of the scores suggested that our interaction variables
exhibited sufficient variance. The significant findings in the moderated regression
analysis further support this contention.

In the second step, we added the two-way interaction terms to test our contingency
hypothesis relating to the influence of perceived product-origin congruency on the
relationship between consumers’ COO image and their product-related evaluations and
intentions. This addition significantly increased the variance in consumer product
evaluations (model 2: �R2 ¼ 0.01, p < 0.05) and consumer behavioural intentions
(model 5: �R2 ¼ 0.03, p < 0.001) explained by the models. H1a and H1b stipulate a
positive effect on consumers’ product-related evaluations and intentions from the
interaction of their COO image and the perceived product-origin congruency. As shown
in Table II, COO image has a significant and positive effect on consumers’ product-
related evaluations (model 2: � ¼ 0.41, p < 0.001) and intentions (model 5: � ¼ 0.28,
p < 0.001). Therefore H1a and H1b are supported. Furthermore, the results show that
the interaction between COO image and product-origin congruency has a significant
effect on consumers’ product-related evaluations (model 2: � ¼ 0.09, p < 0.05) and
intentions (model 5: � ¼ 0.10, p < 0.05). Thus, H2a and H2b also receive support.

In step three, we entered the three-way interaction term (while maintaining all of
the corresponding lower-order (two-way) terms in the model) to test our hypotheses
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Table I.
Descriptive statistics
and correlations
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regarding the joint influence of consumers’ product involvement and perceived
product-origin congruency on the relationship between consumers COO image and their
product-related evaluations and intentions. Adding this product term modestly
amplified the variance explained in consumers’ product evaluations (model 3:
�R2 ¼ 0.01, p < 0.10) and significantly increased the variance explained in consumers’
product-related behavioural intentions (model 6: �R2 ¼ 0.01, p < 0.05). This suggests
that configurations of consumers’ COO image, their perceived product-origin
congruency and their cognitive product involvement significantly account for
differences in these consumers’ product-related evaluations and intentions.

The follow-up slope analysis examining the significant interaction (see Figure 1)
shows that the relationship between COO image and product evaluations is very
strong when product-origin congruency is very high and product involvement is very
low (� ¼ 1.35, t ¼ 4.45, p < 0.001) but neutral when product-origin congruency and
product involvement are both very low (� ¼ 0.04, t ¼ 0.15, n.s.). The same pattern
emerges with regard to consumers’ behavioural intentions. The simple slope analysis
shows that the relationship between COO image and behavioural intentions is very
strong when product-origin congruency is very high and product involvement is very
low (� ¼ 1.49, t ¼ 4.65, p < 0.001), but neutral when product-origin congruency and
product involvement are both very low (� ¼ �0.12, t ¼ �0.43, n.s.). These results
support H3a and H3b.

Table II.
Results of hierarchical

regression analyses

Product evaluations Behavioural intentions
Variables Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6

Controls
Gender �0.10*** �0.10*** �0.10*** �0.09** �0.09** �0.09**
Age 0.09** 0.08** 0.08** 0.09** 0.08** 0.08**
Product familiarity 0.22**** 0.23**** 0.24**** 0.23**** 0.24**** 0.25****
Sojourn 0.05 0.05 0.05 0.01 0.01 0.02
Visits �0.03 �0.05 �0.05 �0.08 �0.08 �0.09

Main effects
COO image 0.43**** 0.41**** 0.41**** 0.30**** 0.28**** 0.28****
Product origin congruency �0.01 �0.01 0.02 �0.02 �0.02 0.02
Product involvement 0.22**** 0.21**** 0.22**** 0.29**** 0.28**** 0.29****

Two-way interactions
COI � product origin
congruency 0.09** 0.07* 0.10** 0.08*
COI � product involvement �0.10*** �0.12*** �0.15**** �0.17****
Product involvement �
product origin congruency �0.02 �0.01 0.02 0.03

Three-way interaction
COI � product involvement �
product origin congruency �0.07* �0.09**

Change in R2 0.01** 0.01* 0.03**** 0.01**
R2 0.52 0.53 0.54 0.46 0.48 0.49
Adjusted R2 0.51 0.52 0.52 0.44 0.46 0.47
F 51.38**** 39.09**** 36.25**** 39.68**** 31.73*** 29.71****

Notes: ****, ***, ** and * Statistically significant at the 0.001, 0.01, 0.05 and 0.1 levels, respectively
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To probe the three-way interaction effect even further, we employed slope analysis
procedures as suggested by Aiken and West (1991). The findings from the slope
difference test show that under low product involvement the relationship between COO
image and product evaluations is significantly stronger when perceived product-origin
congruency is high than when perceived product-origin congruency is low (t ¼ 2.44,
p < 0.05). For consumers’ behavioural intentions, the slope difference test similarly
shows that under low product involvement the relationship between COO image and
product-related behavioural intentions is significantly stronger when perceived
product-origin congruency is high than when perceived product-origin congruency is
low (t ¼ 2.66, p < 0.01). Thus, H3a and H3b receive support.

Consistent with H4a, Figure 1 shows that among consumers with very high levels
of product involvement the relationship between COO image and product evaluations
is neutral both in situations where the perceived product-origin congruency is very
high (� ¼ �0.09, t ¼ �0.26, n.s.) and in situations where the perceived product-origin
congruency is very low (� ¼ 0.35, t ¼ 1.12, n.s.).

Consistent with H4b, the same pattern as for H4a emerges. Among consumers with
very high product involvement the relationship between COO image and product-
related behavioural intentions is neutral both in situations where the perceived

Figure 1.
Three-way interaction
effect of consumers’
COO image, product-
origin congruency and
product involvement on
their respective product
evaluations and
behavioural intentions
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product-origin congruency is very high (� ¼ �0.47, t ¼ �1.27, n.s.) and in situations
where the perceived product-origin congruency is very low (� ¼ 0.21, t ¼ 0.62, n.s.).

For H4a and H4b, we again employed a post hoc slope analysis (Aiken and West,
1991). The findings from the slope analysis show that under high product involvement
the relationship between COO image and product evaluations does not significantly
differ from when perceived product-origin congruency is high to when perceived
product-origin congruency is low (t ¼ 0.69, n.s.). For consumers’ behavioural
intentions, the slope difference test also shows that under high product involvement
the relationship between COO image and product-related behavioural intentions does
not significantly differ from when perceived product-origin congruency is high to when
perceived product-origin congruency is low (t ¼ 0.56, n.s.). Thus, H4a and H4b receive
support.

Discussion
The predominant conceptualization of COO in previous research on the effect that a
given product’s COO has on consumers’ product evaluations and behavioural
intentions has been as a singular construct. Recently, scholars have suggested that to
fully understand the nature of the COO effect, greater attention must be directed to the
multi-faceted nature of this construct. In this study, we set out to explore the
moderating role of perceived product-origin congruency on the relationship between
consumers’ COO image and their product evaluations and intentions. Utilizing the
established congruency principle, we argued that consumers’ COO image has a greater
effect on their product evaluations and intentions for products they perceive as having
greater product-origin congruency than for products they perceive as having lower
product-origin congruency. We tested our conceptual arguments on a consumer
sample. Our empirical results show that consumers place greater importance on COO
image during the formation of evaluations and intentions regarding products for
purchase and consumption when product-origin congruence is higher; they place less
importance on COO image when product-origin congruence is lower. This finding
extends and supports experimental research by Chao (2001). In doing so, this study
contributes by demonstrating via a hypothesis test the importance of a product-origin
congruency model when taking a multi-facet view of COO.

This study also explored the three-way interaction of COO image, perceived
product-origin congruency and product involvement on consumers’ product
evaluations and intentions. Utilizing established persuasion theory, we argued that
consumers’ product involvement is critical in determining the role that product-origin
congruency has on the relationship between COO image and product evaluations and
behavioural intentions. The results suggest that the less involved the consumer, the
more will COO image will be relied on and the more important is perceived product-
origin congruency because COO image acts as a singularly salient cue on which
consumers can base their product evaluations and intentions. We tested these
conceptual conjectures on a consumer sample. Our empirical results point to an
interaction of COO image, product-origin congruency and product involvement on
product evaluations and intentions such that product-origin congruency plays a
differentiating role for consumers in a low involvement situation, but a neutral role
for consumers in a high involvement situation. As such, this study advances
knowledge by further augmenting the basic product-origin congruency model by
demonstrating that the influence of product-origin congruency on the relationship
between COO image and product evaluations and intentions is contingent on the
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level of product involvement. This finding supports and extends research by Gurhan-
Canli and Maheswaran (2000), Han (1989), Maheswaran (1994), Feldman and Lynch
(1988) and Verlegh et al. (2005).

In general, our study highlights the value of a contingency approach to
understanding the role of COO image for consumers in their formation of product
evaluations and intentions. Our study also complements emerging research (Ahmed
and d’Astous, 2004; Chao, 2001; Kleppe et al., 2002; Laroche et al., 2005; Li et al., 2000)
into products with multiple origins by investigating the implications of product-origin
congruency on consumer decision-making.

Managerial implications
While attaining cost savings and other potential benefits through international sourcing
has never been easier, companies run the risk that such sourcing may have a detrimental
effect on their customers’ image of their products. Researchers (Chronist and Hampton,
2008; Goulding, 2000; Rose and Wood, 2005) and practitioners (Ingram, 2008; Peppers
and Rogers, 2008; Ritson, 2008; Vossoughi, 2008) note that concepts such as authenticity,
originality and storytelling are important for consumers in their product choices. For
most companies the way to convey such stories about authenticity and originality is
through the brand associated with the product or the COO associated with the product.
For example, ‘‘the origin of a product has never been more important in the minds of
consumers’’ (Winter, 2004, p. 46). ‘‘93 percent said it is good to know the origin of a
product such as where it came from and who made it. People are no longer content to pay
for something superficial and hollow’’ (Winter, 2004, p. 46). Holt et al. (2004, p. 69)
elaborate on this sentiment by stating that ‘‘[. . .] consumers expect global brands to tell
the myth from the particular places that are associated with the brand’’.

Also consider the ongoing elaborate efforts that companies and industry
organizations exert in battles over the right to protect certain product origins under
European Union (EU) protected product origin scheme. The Minister of State,
Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Lord Rooker) explained to the
British Parliament on March 29, 2007 that the scheme provides producers ‘‘with a way
to add value to their product and to meet consumers’ demand for more regional and
local food’’ (UK Parliament Publications and Records, 2008). More than 750 products
have, to date, been afforded protection under the EU’s protected product origins
scheme (UK Parliament Publications and Records, 2008).

While the economic realities (such as cheaper labour in some countries than others
as well as more technological know-how in some countries than others) steadily push
for increasing international sourcing, marketing practitioners are weary that
customers may perceive such sourcing as a signal of lower product quality. The
following example further illustrates the struggle between the potential cost savings
and the potential image loss: When the producer of Perrier, Nestlé, was in
negotiations with the labour union in France, the former Sommelier at the Ritz hotel
in Paris, Georges Lepré, said:

Whether it’s dollars or yen that produce Perrier, the owner doesn’t matter much, but it’s got to
be made in France (Ray, 2004).

At the time, most analysts believed that Nestlé was aware of this and that the threat to
move production abroad was considered part of the company’s negotiation tactics (Ray,
2004). The effects of product-origin incongruence on companies’ performance have
received little research.
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Our study highlights the general importance of COO image as a tool for driving
consumers’ product evaluations and behavioural intentions to purchase. Under which
conditions this tool is more or less potent is an important issue for study. The findings in
this study enable companies to better evaluate the threat of an image loss as a result of
sourcing abroad. Our study has two further key implications for marketing practitioners.
First, when companies such as Burberry, Rolls-Royce, Smarties, Heineken, Nike and
Nestlé deal with customers who perceive the various origin facets of a product that they
are evaluating to be very congruent, the COO image that they attach to the company’s
product remains important. But the importance of the COO image erodes if incongruence
perceptions emerge among the company’s customers. This implies that marketers must
ask themselves how important the product origin is to the positioning of their product.
The more important the product origin is the more problematic is international sourcing
because it lessens consumers’ reliance on the COO cue. If, on the other hand, the answer
to the question is that product-origin has no relevance for the positioning of the product
then the effects of international sourcing in the consumer’s mind is less of an issue.
Second, as a direct result of the findings supporting H3 and H4, marketers can use
the result of this study evaluating the contextual relevance that product-origin (in-)
congruency has for their company: When a company deals with less-involved customers,
the COO image and the congruency of the product origins are particularly important
issues. Conversely, when a company deals with more product-involved customers,
product-origin congruency has no differential influence on their product evaluations and
behavioural intentions to purchase.

Limitations and further research
The results of our study must be interpreted in view of certain limitations. For theory-
testing purposes, we decided to test our hypotheses in a particular context: Australian
consumers. Consequently, caution should be used in extrapolating our results to other
national contexts.

In our study, we examine the roles of product-origin congruency and cognitive
involvement as important contextual contingencies for the importance of consumers’
COO images on their product evaluations and behavioural intentions to purchase. A
natural extension would be to test our contentions in a framework that involves
affective involvement. Additionally, there are other interesting contextual conditions
that remain unexplored, such as the cultural fit between the evaluating customer and
the COO of the evaluated product. Thus, we encourage further research into the
contextual conditions underlying COO image effects. Finally, a promising avenue for
further study would be to examine the product-origin congruency model in a
business-to-business context. Several studies have shown that COO image has a
significant effect also on industrial buyers (Verlegh and Steenkamp, 1999) and
conceivably, the product-origin congruency that industrial buyers perceive will
influence their product evaluations and purchase intentions.

Note

1. In the extant literature in this area there traditionally is a focus on internal validity
rather than on external validity.
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