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Abstract: the emergence of global media and information availability has increased the 
importance of intangible attributes in consumer purchase decisions.  The present paper 
utilizes choice experiments to examine the relative importance of three categories of 
intangible attributes—brand, country-of-origin, and social attributes—on a sample of 
consumers from 6 countries. 
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Many observers argue that consumers in the developed (and developing) world are 
changing and that these changes are having a profound impact on the way organizations 
market their products and services globally.  For the most part, these changes are the 
result of globalization, the emergence of multinationals, and the ubiquity of global media, 
among others.  Simply put, today’s consumers: (1) have more product choices available 
than at any other time (and these choices tend to be of higher and more uniform quality), 
(2) are wealthier and better educated, and (3) are increasingly brand conscious (Harrison, 
2003).   

The ubiquity of global media (e.g., the Internet, etc.) also means that consumers 
worldwide are exposed to a growing amount of information about products and services.  
As a result, consumers have become better informed about products and services, which 
has placed, and is continuing to place, a lot of pressure on organizations to improve the 
range, quality, and innovativeness of the products and services they offer.  In many ways, 
the vast amount of information available to consumers has empowered them and enable 
them to be more selective about their preferred brands and suppliers. 

Recent evidence suggests that it is not only the volume of information available to 
consumers that is impacting their behaviour, but also the type of information available to 
them.  For example, the growth in the popularity of fair trade coffee in the UK strongly 
suggests that consumers are not only receiving (or seeking) information about the 
tangible attributes of coffee but also about its intangible attributes (e.g., the price paid to 
farmers in developing country markets).  Compared to tangible attributes (e.g., price, 
color, materials, etc.), intangible attributes are inherently difficult to describe and 
characterize.  However, as products become more similar and difficult to compare, 
intangible attributes are expected to play a more important role in consumer purchase 
decisions (Lefkoff-Hagius & Mason, 1990). 

In this research, we focus our attention on three categories of intangible attributes that 
have received a lot of attention in the academic literature: 1) brand, 2) country of origin, 
and 3) social attributes.  Previous research has shown that all three groups of intangibles 
have an impact on purchase intentions and that individuals from different countries tend 
to value these intangible attributes differently (e.g., Auger, Burke, Devinney, & Louviere, 
2003; Erdem, Swait, & Valenzuela, 2006; Gurhan-Canli & Maheswaran, 2000).  
However, most previous research has focused on a single group of intangibles, which 
severely limits the generalizibility of the findings (Lee & Lou, 1995; Ulgado & Lee, 
1998).  We partly remedy this weakness by incorporating a broad range of tangible and 
intangible attributes to create conditions that are closer to actual shopping situations. 

Specifically, we used choice experiments to investigate the relative importance of three 
groups of intangible attributes versus tangible attributes.  We conducted the choice 
experiments in six countries (3 developed and 3 developing countries) to allow for cross-
country comparisons. 

Three research questions drive this research and are the focus of this paper: 

1. Do consumers know about the intangible attributes of the products they 
purchase?  If so, are they better informed about some of the attributes versus 
others? 



2. Do intangible attributes have more impact on the purchase intentions of 
consumers from developed versus developing countries (and vice versa)? 

3. Do different intangible attributes affect the purchase intentions of consumers 
from developed and developing countries differently? 

We follow the basic premises of information processing theory and treat the information 
presented to consumers as an array of cues (Hansen, 2005).  That is, pieces of 
information available to consumers can be regarded as cues, which can be either intrinsic 
or extrinsic.  Intrinsic cues involve the physical composition of a product whereas 
extrinsic cues are not part of the physical product itself (Ulgado & Lee, 1998).  In effect, 
we treat tangible attributes as intrinsic cues and intangible attributes as extrinsic cues.  
Our basic thesis is that extrinsic cues will affect consumer purchase intentions differently 
in different countries.  Moreover, we posit that different types of extrinsic cues (i.e., 
different groups of intangibles) will have differential impacts.  

RESEARCH METHOD AND SAMPLE 

This study examined two product categories—athletic shoes and batteries—in six 

countries—USA, Spain, Germany, Turkey, India and Korea.  Subjects were 

recruited by a professional research firm and were representative of the middle 

class consumers in each country.  They completed a survey which gathered 

information in three sections: (1) a choice experiment, (2) a best-worst experiment, 

and (3) demographics.  The results presented in this paper focus primarily on the 

choice experiment survey, which required subjects to: (1) evaluate their most 

recently purchased brand and (2) decide whether to consider and purchase eight 

hypothetical athletic shoe or battery products. 

 

 

 

The functional (tangible) product attributes were pre-tested to ensure their 

relevance to consumer purchase decisions and price levels were consistent with 

prices in all six markets at the time of data collection (see Table for a list of 

attributes).  Based on the literature, we chose three categories of intangible 

attributes: 1) brand, 2) country-of-origin, and 3) social attributes.  Subjects were 

given definitions of all product attributes (both tangible and intangible attributes) to 

ensure that they understood the nature of these attributes.  The surveys were 

translated into the appropriate languages and back-translated for consistency. 

 



RESULTS 

Due to space limitations we present the most complete set of results for athletic shoes and 
make only brief reference to the results for batteries.  Our first research question deals 
with the knowledge of consumers with respect to the intangible attributes of their most 
recent purchases.  Table 2 summarizes the differences between the knowledge of 
functional and intangible attributes for both products by country market.  Several 
interesting results emerge from the analysis. 

First, knowledge about the nature of intangible attributes varies massively depending on 
the type of intangible.  For example, most consumers remembered the brand of their most 
recent purchase for both products (87% for shoes and 79% for batteries), but very few 
knew about the nature of the other two groups of intangibles (ranges from 27% to 40%).  
In fact, knowledge of the brand for batteries was higher than knowledge of the functional 
attributes for every country.  Second, knowledge of most recent purchases was higher for 
shoes (a higher involvement product) than for batteries with the exception of the social 
attributes.  For the latter group of intangible attributes, consumers were more 
knowledgeable about the social attributes of batteries than those of shoes. 

We conducted a series of binomial regression analyses to answer our second research 
question and test for differences in the importance of intangible attributes by country 
market.  We did four regression analyses for each product and country.  We first created a 
base model that only included the functional attributes.  We then created additional 
models by adding the three groups of intangible attributes to the base model, one at a 
time.  Table 3 presents the results of the full model for athletic shoes that all includes all 
attributes (both functional and intangible).  Though the results are interesting, they are 
relatively difficult to interpret due to the large number of coefficients presented.  For 
example, a quick examination of the results clearly show that consumers from Korea 
placed much greater importance on country of origin and price than consumers from the 
other country markets.  Similarly, the analyses revealed that Turkish consumers were 
much more concerned about the brand of shoes than consumers from other countries.  
Nonetheless, a more comprehensive comparison of the regression results requires a 
simplification of the presentation. 



 
We accomplished this by conducting a series Likelihood ratio tests that compared each 
group of intangible attributes to the base model.   The results of these analyses are 
presented in Table 4 for shoes.  A number of interesting results emerge from these 
analyses.  First, intangible attributes have a relatively large and consistent impact on the 
purchase intentions of consumers across the six countries in our sample.  Overall, our 
three categories of intangible attributes were highly significant (p < .001) for all countries 
with the greatest impact on the purchase intentions of German consumers and the lowest 
impact for Indian consumers.  Though not presented here, the results for batteries show a 
similar pattern (with more variability and slightly different ordering of countries), which 
strongly suggests that intangible attributes affect purchase intentions for both high 
involvement products (athletic shoes) and low involvement products (batteries). 

Second, there is a great deal of variability in the importance of the different categories of 
intangible attributes by country market.  For example, brand appears to have a much 
grater impact on purchase intentions for Turkey and India (two developing countries) 
than for the remainder of the countries (i.e., the more developed economies).  These 
results are consistent with previous research that has found brand to be more important in 
developing countries since the usual product information is less available or less reliable 



(Erdem et al., 2006).  Hence, brand can be seen as a way to reduce uncertainty due to the 
relative paucity and/or poor quality of product information available in developing 
countries.  This is an interesting result given that our choice experiments presented all 
relevant product information including information about functional attributes.  Hence, 
Turkish and Indian consumers still preferred to rely on brand to a relatively large extent 
even when supplied with a large amount of information about product attributes. 

Third, the results show that the social attributes had a much larger impact on the purchase 
intentions of consumers in Western developed countries (i.e., Germany, Spain, and the 
USA).  In the case of shoes, the social attributes revolved around labor issues such as the 
use of child labor and the safety of working conditions.  This is consistent with Harrison 
(2003) who proposed that the emergence of ethical consumerism is primarily a developed 
country phenomenon that is partly driven by the recent availability of more socially 
conscious products (e.g., green and fair trade products, etc.).  Furthermore, these products 
tend to be of relatively high quality making them a genuine alternative.  

 
Finally, Korean consumers exhibited a very strong domestic country bias making the 
country-of-origin intangible attribute highly significant.  These results are consistent with 
previous work that has found Korean consumers to place as much importance on country-
of-origin as tangible attributes (Ulgado & Lee, 1998).   Interestingly, Korean consumers 
had similar preferences for batteries with domestically-produced goods being highly 
preferred over goods from other countries.  The country-of-origin effect was not unique 
to Korean consumers.  For example, both Spanish and American consumers were 
significantly influenced by the country in which the athletic shoes were produced.  What 
is unique about the Korean sample is that the country-of-origin had a much higher impact 
on their purchase intentions than the other categories of intangible attributes.  Overall, 
our results show that different groups of consumers are differentially influenced by 
different information cues.  Specifically, our results show that extrinsic cues (in the form 



of intangible attributes) have a significant impact on purchase intentions and that 
significant variations occur with respect to the impact of specific cues in specific country 
markets (brand in developing countries, social attributes in Western developed countries, 
and country-of-origin in Korea). 
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