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Family income mediating country-of-origin effect:
A study in an emerging country

ABSTRACT
This paper aims to compare the impact of country of origin, brand and family income on young consumers’ willingness to buy global brands. Apple and McDonald's were chosen because are recognized as global and US iconic brands. We chose the United States because this country is origin of most valuable global brands, and arouses emotions of love and hate. We conducted a survey with 530 consumers, high and low income, to analyze those impacts. The results indicate that consumer-brand relationship showed greater strength and significance than country constructs, but it changes depending on the economic strata.
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1 INTRODUCTION
The overall objective of this paper is to compare the impact of issues relating country of origin (COO), brand and income over young consumers' willingness to buy global brands.
Recent contributions to the literature on COO effect criticized dominant research approaches in the field, questioning, among other aspects: design of the research environment (Samiee, 2010); lack of market segmentation (Samiee, 2010; Roth & Diamantopoulos, 2010); consumer accuracy in recognizing the brand origin, importance given to this knowledge at the time of purchase decisions (Usunier, 2011); although most studies are based on cross-national samples, they do not consider the global or local brand origin (Riefler, 2012).
Other authors claim that COO effect would still be relevant, since it would affect consumers' attitudes towards a brand, even if they do not know its origin (Magnusson et al, 2011); or COO effect would still be an important driver for building brand image, and it would affect purchase intentions even if indirectly (Diamantopoulos et al, 2011). Furthermore, studies associate country of origin and global brands, particularly in emerging countries (Akram et al, 2011), or COO effect on product evaluation in specific age groups (Zdravkovic, 2013). Anyway, one could no longer study the COO effect without considering brand aspects, at least regarding consumer goods and services. When dealing with emerging countries, however, it is also important to evaluate the difference in behavior between different economic strata, as these countries have a sharp income concentration (Kamakura & Mazzon, 2013).
This study attempts to approach a situation closer to the "real world", in two different socioeconomic profiles. To this end, we studied real brands, within their target market, in a current context, translating constructs for application in day-to-day consumer situations, seeking discoveries that can be widely applied in the context of international marketing.
We choose United States as the country of origin for two main reasons. First, the U.S. is a country that arouses conflicting feelings of love and hate, animosity and admiration, sometimes coexisting in the same person (Russell et al, 2011); and secondly, is the country of origin of the most valuable brands in the world (Interbrand, 2014), with high American origin recognition (Russell et al, 2011). The global brands chosen (Apple and McDonald's) are strongly associated with U.S. culture, besides being highly consumed by young people, which is the segment of interest of this study.

2 BRIEF LITERATURE REVIEW AND HYPOTHESES
[bookmark: _Toc254255889][bookmark: _Toc254255965][bookmark: _Toc254256075][bookmark: _Toc286258388][bookmark: _Toc288292393]Several studies have sought for antecedents on evaluations of country of origin (Klein et al, 1998; Rojas-Méndez et al, 2013). The recent review of the literature on COO moves toward new constructs, such as Country of Image (COI) (Roth & Diamantopoulos, 2010). Based on the schema congruity theory (Mandler, 1982), that explains how cognitive elaboration on product attributes (including country of origin) and the relationship between knowledge structures related to countries-of-origin and product categories affects product evaluations, we formulated the following hypothesis:
H1= Country image has positive impact on willingness to buy products and services from the country.
[bookmark: _Toc254255888][bookmark: _Toc254255964][bookmark: _Toc254256074][bookmark: _Toc286258387][bookmark: _Toc288292392][bookmark: _Toc286258393][bookmark: _Toc288292399]According to social psychology literature, stereotypes and schemas belong to the cognitive facet of attitudes. For Fishbein and Ajzen (1975), however, attitudes do not consist in cognitive aspects only, but also include affective (i.e., specific feelings or emotions). To captures favorable specific feelings to certain foreign countries, Oberecker and Diamantopoulos (2011) developed the construct of country affinity, that would be more influential than cognitive evaluations, for example, on country intentions for visiting and investing, and highlights the importance of positive affect in shaping consumer behavior, thus complementing previous studies that focus on negative affect (Oberecker & Diamantopoulos, 2011). Although recent, research on consumer behavior has mentioned the concept of consumer affinity for a country and its influence on consumer decisions (Sankaran & Demangeot, 2011). Based on these findings, the following hypotheses were formulated:
H2 = Country affinity has a positive impact on willingness to buy products from a country.
H3 = Country image and country affinity are strongly correlated.
[bookmark: _Toc288423913][bookmark: _Toc288516970][bookmark: _Toc288516978][bookmark: _Toc288423914][bookmark: _Toc288292402][bookmark: _Toc288292408]The study of ethnocentrism related to consumer behavior (ethnocentric consumption) focuses on the issue of convenience and perceived morality during the purchase of foreign products as well as to consumer loyalty to locally produced merchandises (Shimp & Sharma, 1987). Several studies show that consumers with a high ethnocentric consumption level express favorable beliefs and attitudes to purchase products developed and assembled nationally (Wong et al, 2008), instead of global brands, possibly due to ethnocentrism. In order to evaluate if this mechanism can influence consumers buying decisions, we tested the following hypothesis: 
H4= Consumer ethnocentrism has a negative impact on the willingness to buy non-domestic brands.
[bookmark: _Toc289354129][bookmark: _Toc254255892][bookmark: _Toc254255968][bookmark: _Toc254256078][bookmark: _Toc286258394][bookmark: _Toc288292400][bookmark: _Toc289354128]While the emphasis of research on COO effect falls on the purchase of products made in domestic market or where products are made, the globalization of markets suggests that the research focus should be on international or global brands that spread on different countries and cultures. Among the categories of assets and liabilities that make up brand equity there are associations made about the brand, beyond perceived quality. The associations made by consumers with a brand can be identified and measured in several ways, such as brand association with persons, assigning human personality traits to brands (Aaker, 1991). These associations are represented in the following hypothesis:
H5= Brand personality has a positive impact on the willingness to buy products of the brand.
According to Fournier (1998), the relationship between a consumer and a brand can be based on meanings that are central to the individual’s self-concept. For the social identity theory (Huffman et al, 2000), consumer behavior is based on two main concepts: a) people act and consume products to enact identities consistent with their ideal self-image; b) people do not just enact one, but multiple identities, triggered by different social contexts within which people move. Brands, then, have meaning and value not only for their ability to express themselves, but also for their role in helping consumers to create and build their self-identity, and in building connections with them. In this respect, Escalas and Bettman (2003) deal brands the same way it is treated the concept of possessions in literature. Thus, the consumer builds its identity and presents it to others through their brand choices based on the congruence between brand image and self-image (to the extent that individuals have incorporated brands into their self-concept), which leads to the following hypotheses:
H6 = Connection between consumer self and brand (self-brand connection) has positive impact on willingness to buy;
H7 = Brand personality and connection between consumer self and the brand (self-brand connection) are strongly correlated
[bookmark: _Toc289354130][bookmark: _Toc316637042]Figure 1 shows the model that represents the hypotheses.
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3 METHODOLOGY AND DATA ANALYSIS
[bookmark: _Toc288516980][bookmark: _Toc289354143][bookmark: _Toc316637047][bookmark: _Toc289354133][bookmark: _Toc316637046]The research approach was quantitative, and used a non-probabilistic by judgment sampling procedure, resulting in a final sample of 530 students, predominantly 17-25 years old, from the city of São Paulo, Brazil, being 367 from upper-middle- and high-income (HIn = 60% > $100,0000 year), and 163 from low-income (LIn = 64% < $10,000 year) families. All respondents know that the United States is the country of origin of both brands; all of them are McDonald's consumers, but only 41% of low-income respondents declared themselves Apple consumers (all of them know the brand). Nearly 40% of high-income respondents participated in student exchange programs and 85% have traveled abroad.
The questionnaire included validated and replicated scales: Country Image (Ayrosa, 2002); Country Affinity and Ethnocentrism (Oberecker & Diamantopoulos, 2011); Self-Brand Connection (Escalas & Bettman, 2003); Brand Personality (Geuens et al, 2009) and Willingness to Buy (Putrevu & Lord, 1994). Experts in the areas of Marketing and Psychology performed the translation as well as content validation. We employed an online survey and personal interviews to collect data. The statistical technique used for data analysis was Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) and estimation method was Maximum Likelihood (ML). Before the analysis, data were treated for missing data; outliers, normality and multicollinearity, and no problems were detected. 
Goodness of Fit (GOF) shows that the results are at the level of acceptance for Cmin/df (1.7 HIn to 2.0 Lin) and RMSEA (0.04 HIn to 0.08 Lin), and below acceptance criteria (0.90 to 0.95) in GFI and CFI (0.66 Lin to 0.91 HIn). In part, the sample size and model’s complexity had negative impacts on these indices (Hair et al, 2009). Anyway, considering that the objective of SEM is to test theory and not get good adjustments per se, we understood that the model was valid to test causal relationship.

4 FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION
The confirmation of the hypotheses 3 and 7 (Table 1) characterizes the proposed model with two sides - the country and the brand sides, the latter being the one with stronger results in terms of influence in willingness to buy. 
HERE Table1
Our results did not provide complete empirical support for H1 (IMAG), H2 (AFFI), and H4 (ETHN), contrary to what the literature about COO points out – actually, results seem to show that the importance of COO depends on the brand and economic strata considered. The impact of model’s country side (affinity and image) on willingness to buy, then, is mediated by the brand, at least in case of high equity brands, such as those studied here; and mediated by the income strata, at least in emerging countries. Consistent with these results, most surveys have found that consumers tend to separate political opinions about countries from purchasing habits: protesters against globalization and capitalism wear Levi’s, the American Jeanswear brand (Lindberg & Nossel, 2005).
[bookmark: _Toc318239248][bookmark: _Toc318240288][bookmark: _Toc318637300]The major forces to boost the willingness to buy are in the brand side of the model. Self-brand connection is the strongest force (H6 = high income = 0.67 Apple / 0.61 McDonald’s; low income = 0.76 Apple / 0.50 McDonald’s), in addition to being statistically significant, with a value of p <0.001. Also regarding to the brand, the impact of brand personality depends on the brand and income, but the results were not statistically significant.
The difference between high and low income in terms of self-brand connection shows a similar intensity in the first one, but a stronger connection with Apple in the low income group. 
High income respondents - just as this stratum in Brazil - have great international experience, obtained through travel and participation on student exchange programs. These factors allow global citizenship (Strizhakova et al, 2008), which may explain the high self- brand connection of respondents with global brands. On the other hand, low-income stratum has little access to international information, no experience outside the country, and a low educational level (Kamakura & Mazzon, 2013). In addition, Apple products are very expensive in Brazil (Apple, 2014). Thus, the brand is a status symbol for this layer of population, which may explain higher self-brand connection. McDonald's, in turn, has many shops in the country and is perceived as a restaurant around the corner with reasonable prices (Strehlau  et al, 2010), justifying the lower self-brand connection.

5 CONCLUSIONS
From the academic point of view, research design should consider the brand mediation when measuring COO effect. Diamantopoulos et al. (2011) show that research of COO effect has been predominantly product-centric, matching certain countries with particular product categories, but brand image also needs to be taken into account explicitly in this type of research, and Riefler (2012) adds that both brand globality and brand origin are relevant for global brand studies. As academic contribution, this study showed that, in emerging countries, the effects of the brand and its country of origin in willingness to buy might be mediated by consumer income.
The main managerial contribution of this study is the importance of self-brand connection that emerged from the model. It may lead to robust brand attitudes, which are not very susceptible to change (Escalas & Bettman, 2003). 
Therefore, the notion that consumers form a link to a brand as they use the brand’s associations for self-construction is important to marketing managers to guide strategic communication’s decisions. It can be applied to build strong relationships of brands with consumers in experiential marketing activities, and social networking sites, engaging consumers in brand communities (Schmitt, 1999; Araujo & Neijens, 2012). 
In emerging countries, family income has a crucial role to define marketing strategies. Marketing managers should consider different approaches in terms of marketing mix for global brands: to high-income consumers, marketing mix can be standardized, as consumers are global citizens; to low-income consumers, marketing mix should be adapted, as consumers have neither knowledge nor international experiences. 
The study has some limitations. The first one is the lack of sample representativeness that prevents the findings to be generalized to a population. Second, the model built for analysis did not reach a good GOF, but was close to an acceptable level when compared to the null model and the independent model. Finally, the brands studied were all of high brand equity, which may restrict the scope of the conclusions.
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Figure 1 - Hypotheses
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[bookmark: _MON_1403588732][bookmark: _MON_1403588745]Table 1: Hypothesis Testing
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H1WILL<---IMAG .74 .07 .84 .03 .27 .27 .18 .22 Not supported

H2WILL<---AFFI .71 .08 .76 .04 .43 -.18 .56 .09 Not supported

H3IMAG<-->AFFI *** .90 *** .83 *** .90 *** .82 Supported

H4WILL<---ETHN .41 -.04 .89 .01 .46 -.04 .42 -.06 Not supported

H5WILL<---PERS .14 .11 .99 .00 .13 .10 .11 .12 Not supported

H6WILL<---CONN *** .67 *** .76 *** .61 *** .50 Supported

H7PERS <-->CONN .005 .34 .002 .31 *** .37 *** .32 Supported
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