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Abstract
The purpose of this paper is to investigate the influence of regional images of Italy 
on the purchase probability of wine. Instead of regarding country image as a homo-
geneous national construct, this article focuses on revealing regional differences 
in Italian country image and investigating whether they are related with purchase 
probability. Moreover, several scholars state, that the development of larger regional 
brands can improve consumer choice especially for the product wine. In the light of 
growing global competition from ‘New World’ wine countries and simultaneously 
decreasing competitivity of the main European wine-producing countries (includ-
ing Italy), the possibility to actively shape the development of regional brands and 
thereby potentially strengthening the competitive advantage within the European 
Union and on a global level, seems to offer an adequate approach to maintain the 
leading role of Italian wine producers in European and international trade. There-
fore, this study aims to test, whether using larger regions (and not specific wine 
regions) as origin information for wine is applicable and improving consumer 
choice. The empirical framework was tested on a random sample of consumers liv-
ing in Germany and comprises (a) the description of image differences between 
Northern and Southern Italy, (b) measuring the influence of regional indication of 
origin on purchase probability, (c) determining the predictive value of image com-
ponents for purchase probability, and (d) the investigation of moderation effects of 
country knowledge on the results. Data from 388 respondents were analysed using 
multiple linear regression and paired t test. Results show significant image differ-
ences, which affects purchase probability. It is shown that the image of Southern 
Italy does not provide respondents with a suitable decision-making heuristic for 
buying wine. Furthermore, country knowledge negatively influences the predictive 
value of the measured regional image for purchase probability. As the predictive 
value of Southern Italian image does not contribute to the explanation of purchase 
probability, the present work corroborates the hypothesis of region-specific tenden-
cies in the relationship between regional Italian image and consumer behaviour. 
Thus, this work provides a fundamental understanding of the regional composition 
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of the Italian country image. It therefore serves practitioners as a decisional basis for 
the utilization of origin-related product information.

Keywords  Country of origin · International marketing · Mezzogiorno · Consumer 
behaviour

1  Introduction

Research on the effect of origin information on product perception has been part of 
international marketing research for decades and there is a wide range of empiri-
cal evidence that supports the impact of country images on consumer perception. It 
is by now undisputed that it affects product perception and consumer buying behav-
iour (Mai 2011; De Nisco et al. 2016). The strength and valency of the influence var-
ies between different product groups and is additionally dependent on antecedents and 
moderators of the country of origin construct (Ahmed and d’Astous 2008; Ahmed et al. 
2004). These include the product and country knowledge of the consumer and personal 
involvement in the purchase decision (Celsi and Olson 1988). All these factors ulti-
mately determine the level of positive attitude towards a country and thus the image of 
the product’s country of origin (Bänsch 2002). Despite the theory’s popularity in aca-
demia and the large research output it must be noted, that previous studies on the coun-
try of origin effect are mainly concerned with the investigation of a country image as a 
homogeneous national construct (Profeta 2006). More recent studies, however, indicate 
that regional differences and tendencies exist in the images of a country and that these 
have an influence on the perception of a product (Orth et al. 2005; Latusi et al. 2018). 
In this connection, the aim of this study is to contribute to an understanding of regional 
disparities in country image, by assessing how different image components of regions 
and their respective economy influence consumer behaviour. Within the framework of 
this study, the Italian North and South are taken as the object of investigation and tested 
on a sample of consumers in Germany. As it avoids a mismatch between consumers’ 
perception of each Northern Italian or Southern Italian region and the product to be 
analysed (Roth and Romeo 1992), wine is chosen to be the subject of investigation. 
While there exists a plethora of different wine appellations and origin information gets 
increasingly fragmented (Chamorro et  al. 2015), the question arises, whether using 
larger regional origin information improves customer evaluation (Atkin and Johnson 
2010). In the light of an intensifying international competition, especially from the 
‘New world’ countries, where (larger) regional brands are especially prevalent, this 
question is particularly pertinent. While Italy takes a leading role in international trade 
of wine, the country’s regional disparities could counteract efforts to develop regional 
marketing strategies.
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2 � Evidence from Italy ‑ the “Mezzogiorno”

Besides regional disparities also in other European countries (i.e. for Germany 
see Fauser 2011), Italy can in this connection be regarded as an ideal example for 
existing regional disparities in country image, as economic and cultural disparities 
between Northern and Southern Italy and different self-images of the inhabitants 
of Italy indicate an unequal distribution of the positive image and thus, its effect on 
consumers (Kwon 2004).

While the general economic situation in Italy is deteriorating, as there are several 
problems like unimplemented reforms, high unemployment, rising economic crime 
and poverty among the population (Triulzi 2016), these problems are exacerbated 
by their unequal distribution. It can be observed that these developments are largely 
cushioned by the strong economic performance in Italy’s North. On the other hand, 
the difficulties become particularly visible in Italy’s South. An analysis of Northern 
and Southern Italy’s share of international exports, for example, reveals the imbal-
ance (see Fig. 1). In this context, the regions framed in red can be attributed to the 
Mezzogiorno (Southern Italy).

The economic disparities can be traced back to historical circumstances which 
promoted the economic development of Northern and Southern Italy to varying 
degrees. Since then, the North–South divide has shaped mutual cultural perceptions 

Fig. 1   Export values of the Italian regions in millions of Euros in 2017. Source: Own illustration based 
on ISTAT (2018)
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as well as the respective self-images (Jansen 2012).1 As a consequence, Southern 
Italy (commonly referred to as ‘mezzogiorno’) and its inhabitants are to this day 
regarded as ‘backward’, ‘lazy’, ‘corrupt’, ‘uncivilized’ and inclined to criminal and 
illegal behaviour. On the other hand, Northern Italy and Northern Italians tend to 
be associated with values such as honesty, diligence, education and economic per-
formance (Kwon 2004; Messina 2018). While it is clear that these characteristics 
correspond to a stereotyped perception and are therefore not necessarily truthful, 
their existence and influence cannot be completely rejected. In the field of Consumer 
Behaviour, a study of Scarpa and Del Giudice (2004) has shown, that consumers in 
Milan (Northern Italy) tend to dislike Olive Oil from Southern Italy, and authors 
state ‘that products from the South, that are elsewhere very welcome, may still 
encounter a veil of mistrust, possibly based on hard-to-die prejudice.‘The authors 
additionally find this effect reversed for consumers in Naples (Southern Italy), con-
cerning products from Northern/Central Italy.

Schooler (1965) states that regional jealousies, fears and animosities between 
inhabitants of a country can have an impact on the purchasers evaluation of con-
sumer products. In times of weakening Italian domestic demand and increasing 
international competition, a positive country image is a fundamental competitive 
advantage that can support the increased export orientation of Italian companies. 
This enables Italian companies to differentiate effectively in consumer goods mar-
kets and increases purchase probability of Italian products (De Nisco and Mainolfi 
2016).

In the following, the differences between Northern and Southern Italy, as 
explained above, are the basis of this work. Hence, the aim is not to analyse single 
Italian regions with regard to their image, but to consider Northern and Southern 
Italy as mutually different and internally quite homogenous regions. Even though 
of course there also may exist differences amongst regions in the South or in the 
North of Italy and this concept may often be driven by stereotypes, the concept of 
the North–South divide is overarching those regions. The object of the analysis is 
thus the question whether the aforementioned discrepancies consist in the perception 
of consumers outside Italy as well and influence consumer choice. As it is assumed, 
that consumers in Germany, especially those with a low knowledge of Italy and its 
regional structures, are not as aware of the exact partition of Italian regions and their 
belonging to the ‘Mezzogiorno’, as Italian consumers, the usage of a North–South 
divide in this study is chosen and may be preferred over an exact North-Centre-
South subdivision. Same applies to the usage of a broad North–South denomina-
tion, instead of selecting representative Italian regions from the North and from 
the South for the purpose of this analysis, as consumers in Germany could confuse 
whether the selected representative region should be attributed to the North or the 
South of Italy, especially those with a low country knowledge. Scarpa and Del Giu-
dice (2004) used a similar approach, conceptualizing origin also as a North–South 
dichotomy and found the effects of origin information amongst consumers in Italy 
as complex. Although they assign the central region to the north of Italy, they also 

1  For a detailed discussion of this topic, see Amyot (2004); Jansen (2012).
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speak of a dichotomy. Based on the economic characteristics (in this work based on 
export, see Fig. 1), an allocation of the centre to the south is chosen.

3 � Theoretical framework

3.1 � Characteristics of a country image

In addition to the multitude of research work that conceptualizes country images 
and the country of origin effect from different viewpoints (e.g. Ahmed and d’Astous 
2008; Roth and Diamantopoulos 2009; Bergler 2013; Buhmann 2016), the term 
‘image’ can be fundamentally described as the character of an object (e.g. a country 
or region) perceived by an individual, which is based on an accumulation of organ-
ized associations in the cognitive system of the individual. It thus, consists of a con-
struct of past and future assumptions about the characteristics and attributes of an 
object, rather than a mere objective description of it. This construct does not neces-
sarily have to be clearly defined and differentiated, but can consist of specific memo-
ries and opinions about the object, which are more or less strongly connected with 
each other. The image can therefore be coherent, although it contains contrasts and 
ambiguities (Kelman 1965). In this context, the cognitive component of an image is 
spoken of (Verlegh and Steenkamp 1999).

On the other hand, there is the affective component of an image, which does not 
consist of an evaluation of assumed characteristics of an object composed by several 
interrelated assumptions, but inevitably makes a general judgement about the emo-
tional appeal of an object (Bergler 2013). In other words: Individuals associate posi-
tive or negative emotions with a country or region, which shape individual judge-
ment formation. These often arise from social or political dimensions of a country’s 
image (Maheswaran and Chen 2006).

Furthermore, each individual is integrated into a social structure whose members 
are in permanent and mutual contact (Zajonc and Markus 1982). This network of 
relationships creates a sense of community between individuals that manifests itself 
in common goals, values and norms (Wallendorf and Reilly 1983). Since individu-
als are constantly striving to meet the expectations and behavioural norms of their 
social environment, the image of a country can be negatively influenced if it con-
flicts with the norms and values underlying an individual and thus forms the norma-
tive component of a country image (Klein et al. 2004).

cognitive affective normative Image

Fig. 2   Components of an image. Source: Own representation
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While this is the general definition of an image (see Fig. 2), according to Kühn 
(1993), the term country image is to be further differentiated between the live-in 
image and the made-in image. The live-in image describes the country’s image as 
a socio-cultural area and contains judgments about the history and traditions of 
a country, economic status, social culture, norms and values, as well as its politi-
cal organization (Buhmann 2016). It thus, mainly comprises affective and norma-
tive and cognitive aspects of the country’s image, that are not related to a specific 
product.

The made-in image, on the other hand, does not describe the concept of a country 
as a socio-cultural area, but as a place of origin of economic goods services and is 
therefore the sum of product-related beliefs about the country of origin. According 
to Kühn (1993), the made-in image comprises the following characteristics:

•	 Characteristics of the country’s products
•	 Characteristics of the country’s enterprises
•	 image-shaping industries
•	 image-shaping companies

It should be remarked in this context, that this perception is largely influenced by 
those companies and sectors which are particularly active on an international level 
(Kühn 1993). In the case of Italy, these are likely to be products from the consumer 
goods sector such as food and beverages, textiles, clothing and leather goods, as 
well as accessories, which, due to their high international visibility, are particularly 
attributable to the export-driven North of Italy (ISTAT 2018).

While positive experiences with a country’s cultural dimensions can be positively 
linked with a country’s image (which takes into account the dimension of the above-
mentioned live-in image), also positive experiences with products from a certain 
country can influence country image positively (Martin and Eroglu 1993; Ryu et al. 
2016).

3.2 � Extrinsic cues in consumers’ product evaluation

Uncertainty about the true characteristics of a product is a widespread problem for 
consumers in goods and services markets. It is almost impossible for consumers to 
value goods reliably before they are used. The increasing product complexity and 
wealth of information intensifies the problem that consumers face when making pur-
chasing decisions (Shapiro 1982).

Due to this complexity and wealth of information, activating processes exist 
based on a learning-theoretical approach, which initialize an individual’s reaction to 
stimuli. These manifest themselves as constructs called “emotion”, “motivation” and 
“attitude”. As these constructs differ only slightly from each other, a clear demar-
cation therefore does not seem to make sense (Bänsch 2002). Figure  3 serves as 
an example of how an image works as an extrinsic cue. In a theoretical learning 
approach, signals and information from the environment are abstracted and general-
ized. Together both processes are referred to as categorization and are derived from 
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learning theory (Bruner et al. 1956). It is therefore sufficient for consumers to per-
ceive and assign a reference stimulus to an existing category in order to activate the 
individual’s perception of the country or region and the associated attitudes towards 
it. By using symbols such as country names on products, categories and their attrib-
utes are quickly remembered, which has a lasting influence on the perception and 
evaluation of products (Profeta 2006).

Hence, according to Okechuku (1994), an indication of origin on a product or its 
country-typical appearance can be seen as an important extrinsic cue influencing 
product perception. In this way, consumers use extrinsic product characteristics as a 
basis for purchasing decisions and derive the intrinsic (difficult to evaluate) product 
characteristics.

3.3 � Factors determining and moderating the influence of country image 
on consumer behaviour

According to Mai (2011), it is almost impossible to make general statements about 
the influence of country image, as it depends on an abundance of influencing 

Italian wine   
producer

Categorization as 
wine

Non-italian wineItalian wine

Excellent product design & taste
High reputation
Ideal climate

Fig. 3   Effect of an image from a learning-theoretical point of view. Source: Own representation based on 
Profeta (2006)
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factors.2 As a result, a distinction is made between moderators and antecedents of 
the country of origin effect (Ahmed and d’Astous 2008).

3.3.1 � Moderating factors of the country of origin effect

Moderator variables are defined as those variables which intensify or weaken the 
country of origin effect. In addition, these variables moderate the extent to which 
the attitude towards the country of origin influences the concrete behavioural inten-
tion, as consumers use product-related characteristics in their decision-making pro-
cess for product evaluation. Regarding the moderator country knowledge, this means 
that consumers having little familiarity with products from a country (or region), 
with the help of extrinsic cues such as indication of origin, refer to the live-in image 
as a proxy for the true product performance during purchase decision (Foscht et al. 
2017). In other words: A positive country image influences purchase probability 
positively, when product-specific knowledge is low. Consequently, low familiarity 
with a certain product increases the probability of the existence of halo effects (Park 
et al. 2011).

On the other hand, if the consumer already has a high level of product specific 
knowledge during the purchasing process and origin information is available, the 
sum of experience with different products from the same country of origin is used 
as a proxy (Bloemer et al. 2009). The familiarity with products from a certain coun-
try or region and thus a high level of country knowledge forms a direct influence 
on product evaluation, which is theorized as a summary-construct (Han 1989). In 
conclusion, this means, that the less consumers know about the product to be evalu-
ated during purchasing process, the more the general country image and stereotypi-
cal beliefs about a country will be used for evaluation, given that origin information 
is available (Laroche et al. 2005).

3.3.2 � Antecedents of the country of origin effect

For an integrative conceptualisation of the country of origin effect, sociodemo-
graphic and psychographic antecedents of the country of origin effect also have to 
be taken into account. Previous research has shown that sociodemographic anteced-
ents such as age, gender and educational level influence the impact of the country 
of origin effect on consumer behaviour (Wall and Heslop 1986), as well as socio-
economic status (Samiee et al. 2005).

In addition to sociodemographic aspects, affinity or animosity towards the coun-
try of origin are seen as influencing parameters (Hoffmann et al. 2014). These are 
regarded as psychographic factors and are understood as a positive or negative 
attitude towards the country of origin of a product. Although several studies sup-
port the influence of affective processes on consumer choice and suggest an influ-
ence on purchasing behaviour (Oberecker et al. 2008), the focus has been on other 

2  Since the theoretical basis for country of origin effects is identical to that of the region of origin effect, 
both terms are used synonymously in this article (Profeta 2006).
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psychographic factors such as the constructs of national identity, nationalism, cos-
mopolitanism and internationalism of country assessment (Mai 2011). Studies how-
ever show, that the influence of affective processes can be more influential than that 
of the cognitive component and that the effect has been demonstrated for products in 
general and for specific product groups (De Nisco et al. 2016).

As a consequence, if the origin of a product is perceived by the consumer through 
its country- or region-specific labelling or appearance, the attitude towards and 
perception of the product is influenced. This effect is not exclusively utilitarian in 
nature (i.e. an indication of high product quality). Rather, consumers associate posi-
tive or negative emotions with certain countries or regions, which shape their indi-
vidual judgement of the product. Some consumers associate the purchase of prod-
ucts with prestige, pride or sympathy. Others, may feel a sense of antipathy. The 
resulting rejection of products manufactured in the region of origin has a negative 
impact on the purchase decision and can even lead to a refusal to buy (Mai 2011). 
Affective processes thus represent the emotional evaluation of the country image 
and influences consumer behaviour (Lebrenz 1996).

Where the knowledge about values and norms related to the region of origin of 
the product touches those represented by the consumer, this is reflected in consumer 
judgement (Mai 2011). The influence of the social group and hence normative pro-
cesses on consumer behaviour is particularly prevalent for socially visible products. 
The prerequisite in this regard is that these products receive attention from the social 
environment and have a high social symbolic value for the consumer. Accordingly, 
products with such characteristics trigger pressure for conformity, as they can be 
perceived and evaluated by the social peer-group (Kroeber-Riel and Gröppel-Klein 
2013). While measuring the impact of normative perceptions and their effect on 
consumer choice has been demonstrated for specific antecedents such as cosmopoli-
tanism, ethnocentrism, national identity, nationalism, or internationalism (Roth and 
Diamantopoulos 2009; Mai 2011), this work conceptualizes normative aspects as 
part of country image.

Summarized, the effect, that the place of origin has on the consumer can be seen 
as a ‘set of strengths and weaknesses linked to the place-of-origin that add or detract 
value from the product for consumers’ (Papadopoulos and Heslop 2003). Thus, for 
information-economic motives the region of origin can serve as a surrogate for the 
nature of a product in order to simplify the necessary cognitive information process-
ing (Pharr 2015).

3.4 � Region of origin and wine

In addition to the general characteristics of intrinsic or extrinsic cues that activate 
different (cognitive, affective and normative) processes, some products and their 
respective extrinsic cues seem to trigger those processes more intensively. Specifi-
cally for wine, this seems to be true. Johnson and Bruwer (2007), who studied the 
regional brand images of wine cultivation areas within California and their influ-
ence on perceived wine quality, found, that providing regional information on a 
wine label, increased consumers confidence in the quality of the product. While the 
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importance of indications of origin varies in different countries, a general effect is 
found in a plethora of studies analysing the importance of wines’ place of origin. 
So, while there is a broad consensus that indication of origin adds value to wine, 
some studies’ inconsistent results reveal the need of a further analysis on how these 
inconsistencies can be understood. One question is about the geographic detail that 
consumers prefer in their decision-making process. As indications of origin tenden-
tially appear to get increasingly more fragmented (Chamorro et al. 2015), Atkin and 
Johnson (2010) propose using larger regions when developing marketing strategies. 
Moreover, the positive value adding effect of a regional brand depends on its relative 
strength (Lockshin et al. 2006) and its collective reputation (Winfree and McClus-
key 2005). These remarks illustrate the challenge for some regions, which is ‘that 
their image is not one that their member wineries would wish to emphasize or attach 
themselves strongly to.’ (Johnson and Bruwer 2007).

On the basis of the considerations in Sect. 1, the question arises whether this is 
the case for Italy. Building on the general discussion on the degree of fragmenta-
tion regarding wine indications of origin and the statements of Atkin and Johnson 
(2010), which recommend larger regions in marketing practice, this study addresses 
this very issue.

According to the Italian Ministry of Agricultural, Food and Forestry Policies 
(MiPAAF), Italy is the European country with the highest number of agricultural 
and food products with designation of origin and geographical indication recognized 
by the European Union. Additionally, there exists an appellations system for wines 
in Italy, with currently 524 certified wines (MiPAAF 2020). The appellations rep-
resent an approach to ensure highest quality standards and only a small number of 
wines are authorized to carry the highest quality seal.

From an involvement point of view, consumers who are certain that specific 
products are strongly linked to personal values and goals (see Sect. 2.3.2), tend to 
exhibit a higher degree of involvement (Kraigher-Krainer 2007). On the other hand, 
if the product attributes are only weakly linked to personal values and goals, low 
involvement is expected and specific product information (such as appellations) 
is not being processed (Peter and Olson 2010). While the above-mentioned clas-
sifications and fragmented geographical information may give wine connoisseurs 
with personal interest in wine and therefore high involvement an indication of high 
product quality and low risk, it remains questionable whether this is also the case 
for consumers with low involvement, who are not familiar with grape varieties and 
cultivation areas. Especially for this group of consumers it seems plausible to use 
(larger) regional indications for the purpose of risk reduction and decision making. 
Still, also in a high-involvement setting, consumers with low brand familiarity use 
regional indications of origin as a proxy (Koschate-Fischer et al. 2012). So for both 
involvement levels, larger regional indication of origin could be a suitable approach.

While especially the New World wine countries, such as Australia and the United 
States of America, have put a focus on building larger regional brands, the European 
wine market despite of its intensive growth and significance as the world’s larg-
est wine-producing and wine-exporting region (Correia et al. 2019), has remained 
fragmented and attached to the concept of terroir (Tustin and Lockshin 2001; Pucci 
et al. 2014). In fact, as Conca Messina et al. (2019) note, ‘only for the mass media 
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and the statistics, it exists a French (or an Italian or a Spanish, etc.) wine: in the real 
oenologic world there only exist the wine regions of Barolo, Bordeaux, Champagne, 
Chianti, La Rioja, Tokaj etc.‘Consequently, existing findings are mainly grounded 
on these specific indications of origin, which are linked to specific and generally 
well-known wine-growing regions.

In the light of growing global competition from New World wine countries and 
simultaneously decreasing competitivity of the main European wine-producing 
countries (including Italy) (Balogh and Jámbor 2017), the possibility to actively 
shape the development of regional brands and thereby potentially strengthening the 
competitive advantage within the European Union and on a global level, seems to 
offer an adequate approach to maintain the leading role of Italian wine producers in 
European and international trade.

Therefore, this study aims to test, whether using larger regions (and not specific 
wine regions) as origin information for wine is applicable and improving consum-
ers willingness to buy. In detail, the central question is, if giving information on the 
(northern or southern Italian) regional descent of the product positively influences 
consumers’ willingness to buy. Hence, the basis of this study is not the analysis of 
the image of Italian wine on consumers, but the analysis of the image of North and 
South Italy and its influence on consumers evaluation, taking into account the con-
siderations in Sect. 1.

4 � The role of attitude in purchasing behaviour theory

Many scholars emphasize the interrelation between cognitive and affective com-
ponents of country image (Lebrenz 1996; Roth and Diamantopoulos 2009). Addi-
tionally, normative dimensions are substantial for the understanding of coun-
try images. Therefore, in this paper the positive attitude is seen as the interplay 
between the cognitive, affective and normative components, as the influence of 
the country or region of origin cannot be regarded exclusively as an indication for 
product quality. It also conveys a symbolic and emotional meaning for the con-
sumer (Verlegh and Steenkamp 1999), since the consumer associates a specific 
product with a national (regional) identity, which results in a more or less strong 
affective and normative influence on certain products. For instance, the posi-
tive influence of an Italian indication of origin is higher, the more extensive and 
intense the emotional bond and sympathy (affect) to Italy is and the more likely 
the consumer identifies himself with the norms associated with Italy (Fournier 
1998). If there is a negative attitude towards a country, the consumer does not 
only process information intensively (cognitive component). Emotions such as 
anger or frustration are also activated (affective component), which may result 
from a norm violation (normative component). Accordingly, the country of origin 
is not only a cognitive key indicator for perceived product quality, but also an 
influential determinant for general product perception and consumer preferences 
in relation to different products from a country (Verlegh and Steenkamp 1999). 
While there exists a multitude of different conceptualizations of the effect that 
country image has on consumers from considering cultural and social dimensions 
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of a country to product-related features (Roth and Diamantopoulos 2009; Andéhn 
et  al. 2016), the object of investigation in this work is country image, which is 
expressed by attitude.

Previous study findings showed positive associations between country image and 
product evaluation within different product categories and countries. Meaning, that 
consumers that evaluated products positively, had a favourable attitude towards the 
respective country (White 2012; Ryu et al. 2016). Therefore, within the scope of this 
work, a positive relationship between attitude (represented by image) and purchase 
probability is assumed. Looking at the German market, Koschate-Fischer et  al. 
(2012) found that consumers from Germany were more willing to pay price premi-
ums for branded products from countries with a favourable country image. Focusing 
on Italian products, Pucci et al. (2017) provided insight into the influence of Italian 
country image on consumer behaviour in emerging countries. They found, that a 
favourable Italian country image in some cases increases willingness to pay a price 
premium for fashion products, but that the influence is varying among the analysed 
countries. While these findings focus on emerging countries, this paper addresses a 
developed country. In 2018, Germany represented the most important target market 
for Italian products worldwide (ISTAT 2019). Simultaneously, Italy is one of the 
most important countries of origin for German imports (BMWi 2019). In view of 
these particularly close Italo-German commercial relations, the consumer from Ger-
many represents a relevant object of investigation.

According to Profeta (2006), the derivation of regional images instead of general 
national images can provide an explanation for country of origin effects that have 
been only imperfectly understood so far. Beyond that, van Ittersum (2002) points 
out that, ‘since a region within a country is more homogeneous than a country, a 
regional indication may provide a more consistent image. Consequently, a regional 
indication is expected to offer better opportunities for differentiating products than 
a country-of-origin label.’ Hence, recent studies point to a region-specific country 
of origin effect (Orth et al. 2005). Their findings show that effects of origin tend to 
be region-specific and certain products are subject to a stronger regional effect than 
others. Thus Latusi et  al. (2018) argue analogously, that the link between a geo-
graphical (regional) indication and the product wine helps to reduce consumer’s risk 
perception by also reducing concern about the origin and production method of the 
product. Regional indications of origin can thus serve as an extrinsic cue for percep-
tion differentiation and risk reduction on a regional basis, which ultimately leads to 
an increase in purchase probability (Latusi et al. 2018). As a limiting factor, Wai-
guny et  al. (2017) state that regional indications only constitute an advantage on 
condition that customers have a connection to the country or region and associate 
the corresponding wine with the region. Moreover, it adds that only a positive image 
of the region has an influence on the image of specific products from that region. 
Thus, the purchase probability for these products is only increased if the image cor-
responding to the region is positive in the consumer’s perception (von Alvensleben 
2001).

As Roth and Romeo (1992) additionally point out, the likelihood of buying a 
product will decrease if a mismatch between a specific product and the origin of 
it is evident. Vice versa, ‘a product country match should occur when important 
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dimensions for a product category are also associated with a country’s image.’ 
(Roth and Romeo 1992).

A recent study by Future Brand (2015), states that in this context the positive 
perception of Italian products is ranked fifth in the corresponding ranking, while 
food and beverages are ranked second in the ranking. On this basis the product wine 
is used for the analysis, since it is assumed that this avoids a mismatch for Northern 
Italy, as well as Southern Italy.

Lastly, as a meta-analysis by Peterson and Jolibert (1995) shows, the country of 
manufacture explains on average 30 percent of the perceived quality of a product, 
but only 19 percent of the purchase intention, this article has the aim to capture the 
interrelation between image and purchase probability for wine from Italy. It follows 
that, within the framework of this article, it is required to measure not only the cog-
nitive component of attitudes towards the region, but also the affective and norma-
tive components derived theoretically in the preceding sections.

The image construct is increasingly seen as functionally identical with the atti-
tude construct, which makes separate treatment obsolete (Bänsch 2002). For this 
reason, the positive attitude is measured using the image dimensions, which are dis-
cussed in the previous paragraphs.

Based on the preceding sections, the aim of this article is on the following 
research questions:

1.	 Do there exist image differences between Northern Italy and Southern Italy?
2.	 Which of the image components do differ significantly between Northern Italy 

and Southern Italy?
3.	 Does purchase probability increase with the strength of positive attitude/image?
4.	 Does country knowledge moderate the influence of region image on purchase 

probability?

5 � Methodology

In order to achieve a sufficiently large sample, an online survey was chosen for data 
collection. This type of survey ensures a wide coverage, as in 2018, 81 percent of 
the population in Germany was using the Internet. In that connection, the number 
of online surveys has evolved to become the central method of survey in market 
research since first being used in 1998. In 2017, 38 percent of surveys were carried 
out as online surveys. This makes this survey type the most frequent use in market 
research practice (ADM 2018). Various channels (e.g. social media, newsletter, QR 
codes) were used to achieve a wide distribution of the online questionnaire. These 
consist of distributing the online link to the questionnaire via the faculty-wide mail 
distribution list of the Faculty of International Business at Heilbronn University, the 
usage of an online platform for survey projects (“Surveycircle”) and distributing the 
survey via social media (privately and via the distribution in groups with a con-
nection to Italy-related issues on various social networks). Lastly, printed QR codes 
containing a link to the survey were distributed amongst the population in various 
areas such as shopping streets and parks. The survey period was three weeks, which 
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resulted in a total of 796 participants. Among the submitted online questionnaires, 
those that had an unrealistically short completion time were sorted out. In addition, 
for each variable it was ensured that the variables had a sufficient sample size. As 
a result, the final sample size is 388 persons. Similar studies on the country of ori-
gin effect showed a similar sample size (Allred et al. 2000 ; Lee and Ganesh 1999; 
d’Astous and Boujbel 2007; Ryu et al. 2016).

In order to measure the image respectively the strength of the positive attitude 
towards a region, 27 items were included in the questionnaire. These are based on 
the work of Ghvanidze (2012) and Buhmann (2016). In this way, the three compo-
nents (normative, cognitive, affective) of the attitude construct are adequately cap-
tured and comprise statements related to the image components (see Appendix in 
Table  5). The evaluation of general attitudes towards products instead of specific 
products when measuring country image is chosen and justified by other scholars 
(Laroche et al. 2005, Ryu et al. 2016).

In order to connect the attitude construct with the purchase probability, the 
respondents indicate the probability of buying the product wine on a single item 
5-point-scale (“The probability, that I buy this wine is…”; from “very high” to “very 
low”). These purchase probabilities were given for three product alternatives. Firstly, 
for (1) wine without origin information, (2) wine with North Italian origin informa-
tion and (3) wine with South Italian origin information. In order to keep the effect of 
regional indications of origin uninfluenced by brand familiarity and product knowl-
edge, specific brand references, grape varieties and wine cultivation areas were omit-
ted. This ensures that the same basis of information and evaluation is provided for 
both potentially occurring degrees of involvement in the product wine. Additionally, 
the intent of this study is to test theoretical considerations and not actual branded 
products or specific wine cultivation areas.

All statistical analyses were performed using IBM SPSS Statistics. A reliability 
analysis is carried out, before performing value comparisons of the mean to identify 
image differences between Northern and Southern Italy. Same applies to the multi-
ple linear regression, which is performed in order to determine the explanatory value 
of the image for purchase probability. This is necessary in order to summarise the 
various items formulated in the questionnaire to the image constructs comprising the 
three components of an image described earlier. The internal consistency, described 
by Cronbach’s alpha, of the items for measuring the cognitive components of North-
ern Italy (α = 0.918) and Southern Italy (α = 0.914) is very high, which makes it pos-
sible to aggregate them into one value. The same applies to the affective compo-
nents of Northern Italy (α = 0.877) and Southern Italy (α = 0.917) (Blanz 2015). The 
Spearman-Brown coefficient is used to measure the normative component with two 
items (Eisinga et al. 2013), which shows good values for the normative component 
of Northern Italy (ρ = 0.731) and Southern Italy (ρ = 0.773) and thus all items can be 
aggregated into three components (see Appendix in Table 6).

To analyse the effect of country knowledge on the level of positive attitude, the 
sample was subdivided into two subgroups. The group subdivision is based on the 
aided awareness of Italian regions. On average, 8.08 Italian regions are known to 
the respondents. Thus, the limit for the sample subdivision is 8 known regions. 
Respondents who know 8 or less than 8 Italian regions belong to the subgroup of 
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respondents with low country knowledge. Respondents who know more than 8 Ital-
ian regions belong to the subgroup of respondents with high country knowledge. 
This corresponds to 238 respondents with low country knowledge and 150 respond-
ents with high country knowledge.

6 � Results

6.1 � Differences of regional image

In order to take research question 1 and 2 into account and to reveal possible image-
related regional disparities between Northern and Southern Italy, a paired t-test was 
carried out, comparing the mean values of the image constructs measured. The mean 
values in Table 1 are derived from the aggregation of the different measured items 
into the respective image components. All items are inverted, so higher values indi-
cate increasing positive attitudes towards the region. A value of 1 therefore indicates 
a low image value (“do not agree at all”), a high value of 5 indicates a very positive 
image (“fully agree”). The values in brackets show the results of the analysis for 
Southern Italy, the values not bracketed show the mean values for Northern Italy.

The analysis of mean differences is preceded by a test for normal distribution, 
which was performed using the Kolmogorov–Smirnov test. Analysis shows, that 
the variables are not normally distributed (see Appendix in Table 7). Despite this, a 
t-test can be performed, since for large sample sizes (n > 30) the t-test reacts robustly 
to these assumptions (Bortz and Schuster 2010). This requirement is met since the 
sample size in all cases significantly exceeds this limit. Finally, the effect strength of 
the significant mean differences was determined using Cohens d.

There are highly significant differences between Northern and Southern Italy 
in all components. While the sympathy to Northern and Southern Italy is strong 
in both cases, Northern Italy benefits from a significantly better sympathy value 
(M = 4.132, SD = 0.660, d = 0.168) than Southern Italy (M = 3.982, SD = 0.804, 
d = 0.168). Italy in general, and Northern Italy in particular, enjoys a high degree 
of sympathy among consumers in Germany, which is represented in the low effect 
size of Cohen’s d. At the same time, it can be observed that the norms and val-
ues represented by the Northern and Southern Italian population are less compatible 

Table 1   Mean value differences of the image dimensions of Northern and Southern Italy. Source: Own 
evaluation

Values in brackets = Southern Italy, n = 388; significance level p < 0.05

Image component Mean SD T Significance Effect size 
(Cohen‘s 
d)

Affective 4.132 (3.982) 0.660 (.804) 3.292 0.01 0.168
Normative 3.317 (2.947) 0.699 (.813) 7.959 0.00 0.408
Cognitive 3.260 (2.696) 0.637 (.648) 12.729 0.00 0.592
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with the values and norms of the respondents. In this case the respondents see the 
Northern Italian population as normatively closer to their own values than is the 
case for Southern Italy (being M = 3.317, SD = 0.699, d = 0.408 for North, compared 
to M = 2.947, SD = 0.813, d = 0.408 for South), with Cohen’s d showing a medium 
effect size, which may be explained by a higher cultural proximity of Northern Italy 
to Germany.

The greatest difference in mean values is ultimately revealed in the image of the 
regions as places of origin of economic goods and services. The respondents see 
Northern Italy by far as economically more developed and as a producer of higher 
quality goods (M = 3.260, SD = 0.637, d = 0.592). The image of Southern Italy, on 
the other hand, differs significantly from that of Northern Italy and shows a sig-
nificantly lower value (M = 2.696, SD = 0.637, d = 0.592), with Cohen’s d of 0.592 
it can be observed that the economic image differs strongly between the regions and 
indicates a strong effect (Cohen 1988). Thus, the evaluation of the economic perfor-
mance of the respective region is seen as diverging within Italy.

Consequently, it is concluded that based on research question 1 and 2, image 
components in all cases differ significantly from each other. Therefore, another 
North–South divide can be identified, which is present in the perception of consum-
ers in Germany and is specifically strong in the cognitive dimension of the respec-
tive images. The results show that the respondents mainly associate Northern Italy 
with the economic dimension of an image and see the Northern Italian cultural 
norms and values as more compatible with the own norms and values represented. 
While both regions benefit from high sympathy values, Northern Italy is still char-
acterized by a significantly better image value in the affective component. It is thus 
evident that the statement made in the introduction, which identifies Southern Italy 
from an internal Italian point of view as a focal point for economic and social differ-
ences, is also valid for the present sample of consumers in Germany.

6.2 � Effect of indication of regional origin on purchase probability

With reference to research questions 3 and 4, the following paired t-test serves the 
purpose of investigating whether a North or South Italian indication of origin per 
se influences purchase probability measured on a single-item 5-point-scale in this 
work. A value of 1 therefore indicates a low purchase probability, a high value 

Table 2   Mean value differences between the purchase probabilities of Northern and Southern Italian 
wine and wine without origin information. Source: Own evaluation

Values in brackets = Results for products without indication of origin, n = 388

Product Country 
knowledge

Mean value SD Significance Effect size 
(Cohen‘s d)

Wine (North) low 2.947 (1.967) 1.131 (1.104) 0.000 0.877
high 2.753 (1.673) 0.995 (0.884) 0.000 1.148

Wine (South) low 2.489 (1.967) 0.831 (1.104) 0.000 0.534
high 2.460 (1.673) 0.864 (0.884) 0.000 0.900
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of 5 indicates a high purchase probability. The following analysis thus describes 
the strength of the effect of Northern and Southern Italian origin information on 
the purchase probability compared to products without origin information. The 
Kolmogorov–Smirnov test for normal distribution shows a violation of this pre-
condition (see Appendix in Table 8). In this case, analogous to Sect. 5.1, a paired 
t-test can still be performed, since the sample size clearly exceeds the value of 30 
(Table 2).

The strongest effect of an indication of origin on the purchase probability is 
given with wine of Northern Italian origin. The mean value of 2.947 (p = 0.000; 
SD = 1.131; d = 0.877), which represents the purchase probability, differs at a signif-
icance level of p < 0.001 highly significant from the purchase probability of a prod-
uct without indication of origin among respondents with low country knowledge. 
There is a high effect size, since Cohen’s d clearly exceeds the value of 0.5 (Cohen 
1988). An increase in the respondents’ country knowledge further strengthens 
the influence of Northern Italian indication of origin. With a mean value of 2.753 
(p = 0.000; SD = 0.995; d = 1.148), we can state a strong effect of a Northern Italian 
origin information, since the mean value differences between wine without origin 
information and wine with Northern Italian origin information are highly significant 
with p < 0.001 and Cohens d = 1.148 indicates a very strong effect. Highly signifi-
cant mean value differences were also found for wine with Southern Italian origin 
information. The purchase probability of respondents with low country knowledge 
at a significance level of p < 0.001 is significantly influenced by Southern Italian 
indication of origin. The mean value for the purchase probability of Southern Ital-
ian wine is 2.489 (p = 0.000; SD = 0.831; d = 0.534) and thus differs widely from 
the purchase probability for a wine without indication of origin. With d = 0.534 a 
strong effect is evident. The influence of an indication of origin increases further 
with an increasing country knowledge. Thus, the influence of Southern Italian origin 
information on the purchase probability of the subgroup of respondents with a high 
level of country knowledge increases. The mean value amounts to 2.460 (p = 0.000; 
SD = 0.864; d = 0.900) and thus differs significantly from the purchase probability 
of a wine without indication of origin. The effect strength totals d = 0.900 and can 
therefore be regarded as very strong. It is noted that it is not the purchase probabil-
ity of a wine from Southern Italy that increases, but the purchase probability of a 
wine without origin information decreases. This indicates a greater importance of 
indication of origin for respondents with a high level of country knowledge, for both 
Northern Italian and Southern Italian wine.

It is therefore to be noted that Italian origin information for wine has a very 
strong influence on purchase probability. This can be observed particularly with 
Northern Italian wine. But also Southern Italian wine benefits in a positive sense 
from a Southern Italian indication of origin. With increasing country knowledge, the 
purchase probability of wines with Italian indication of origin also increases, which 
is especially true for Northern Italian wines. In general, the effect sizes of wines 
with a North Italian indication of origin are higher than those of wines with a South 
Italian indication. With reference to Sect. 2.4, it shows that the use of larger regions 
leads to an increase in the probability of purchase. Northern Italian wine in particu-
lar benefits thereby from regional indications of origin.
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6.3 � Region image as explanatory variables of purchase probability

After the general influence of Italian indications of origin on the purchase proba-
bility having empirically been demonstrated, it will be discussed whether regional 
image components that have been described previously are of explanatory power 
and influence the purchase probability. The results of a multiple linear regression 
analysis for the product wine from Northern Italy show the following results. With 
an F value of F (df = 3, 225) = 25.300 for the subgroup of respondents with low 
country knowledge and F (df = 3, 142) = 9.603 for respondents with high country 
knowledge, both overall models are to be considered as highly significant. Thus, a 
causal relationship between the dependent variable and the independent variables 
is empirically given (Backhaus et  al. 2010). Autocorrelation among residuals is 
excluded as the Durbin-Watson values for both subgroups are close to 2 (1.807 for 
low country-knowledge respondents and 1.983 for high country-knowledge respond-
ents; see Appendix in Table 9). The same applies to VIF (Variance Inflation Factor) 
values. These consistently show results below 5, which forecloses multicollinearity. 
It can therefore be assumed that the components included in the regression model 
do not correlate with each other (Eckstein 2019). Within the scope of the analysis, 
there exist no outliers for the product wine from Northern Italy which considerably 
deviate. Potentially influential outliers can therefore not be identified, since the val-
ues of the Cook distance are consistently lower than 1 (Cook and Weisberg 1995). 
The White-test (see Appendix in Table 10) also indicates homoskedasticity, which 
means that the distribution of the variance of the statistical error term ε is subject to 
a homogeneous distribution, the expected value of the statistical error term is zero 
and the random variables of the statistical error term are not correlated with each 
other (so-called white noise) (White 1980). As the determination coefficient for the 
subgroup of respondents with low country knowledge is R2 = 0.252, the proportion 
of the variation of the dependent variable explained by the variation of the inde-
pendent variable is 25.2 percent. For cross-sectional studies, a value around R2 = 0.3 
(i.e. 30 percent of explained variation) of the determination coefficient is regarded as 
a common reference point for the goodness of fit (Mooi and Sarstedt 2011). Thus, 
a good quality of fit of the overall model is given. With R2 = 0.169, the determina-
tion coefficient for the subgroup of respondents with high country knowledge shows 
a lower goodness of fit of the overall model. In conclusion, this means that 16.9 
percent of the purchase probability measured in this study can be explained by the 
variation of independent variables (i.e. affective component, normative component, 
cognitive component).

Table 3 shows a highly significant influence of the cognitive image on the pur-
chase probability of the product wine from Northern Italy for the subgroup of low 
country-knowledge respondents. With a significance level of p < 0.001, cognitive 
factors of the Northern Italian image strongly influence purchase probability of wine 
from Northern Italy, with β = 0.717 (SE = 0.126). Thus, the purchase probability for 
the analysed product increases by 0.717 units if the perception of the cognitive com-
ponent changes by one unit. At the same time, a significant influence of the affec-
tive component of Northern Italy on purchase probability at a significance level of 
p < 0.05 can be observed. A change of the affective component by one unit leads 
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to an increase of purchase probability by 0.252 units, since β = 0.252 (SE = 0.124). 
Compared to the cognitive component, however, this influence does not have the 
same weight.

The subgroup of respondents with high country-knowledge shows a similar 
result, whereby the influence of the cognitive component on purchase probabil-
ity with a value of β = 0.901 (SE = 0.214) and a significance value of p < 0.001 is 
highly significant and at the same time stronger than in the subgroup of respondents 
with low country-knowledge. In conclusion, there is a strong positive relationship 
between purchase probability and cognitive component of attitude towards Northern 
Italy. Same applies to the affective component, which influences purchase probabil-
ity significantly, with β = 0.329 (SE = 0.153). Still, as R2 is lower for the subgroup 
of high country knowledge respondents, the predictive value of the region image for 
purchase probability decreases with an increasing country knowledge.

With regard to the regression models for Southern Italian wine, Table 4 shows 
that only the overall model has a significant F value of F (df = 3, 224) = 3.659 
(p < 0.05) for the subgroup of respondents with low country knowledge. In the sub-
group of high country knowledge, the F-value is with F (df = 3, 142) = 1.175 below 
the critical F-value and therefore not significant. Thus, in the case of the subgroup of 
respondents with a high knowledge of Italy, no causal relationship between the pur-
chase probability of Southern Italian wine and the independent image variables can 
be observed. This is also reflected in the low proportion of the variation explained 
by the independent variables (R2 = 0.042). The value is at a higher level (R2 = 0.047) 

Table 3   Results of multiple linear regression analysis for wine from Northern Italy. Source: Own evalu-
ation

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001

Influence of image components on purchase probability of wine from Northern Italy

Regression coefficient

Country 
knowledge

Independent variable Unstandardized Standardized Standard error VIF

Low Constant 0.068 0.446
Normative North − 0.111 − 0.66 0.133 1.896
Cognitive North 0.717*** 0.456*** 0.126 1.925
Affective North 0.252* 0.143* 0.124 1.491
R2 0.252
corrected R2 0.242
F (df = 3, 225) 25.300***

High Constant 0.449 0.701
Normative North − 0.252 − 0.155 0.155 1.459
Cognitive North 0.901*** 0.369*** 0.214 1.315
Affective North 0.329* 0.190 0.153 1.328
R2 0.169
Corrected R2 0.151
F (df = 3, 142) 9.603***
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for the subgroup of respondents with low country knowledge, but is also lower than 
for Northern Italian wine.

The Durbin-Watson statistics show no autocorrelation among residuals with 
values of 1.905 for respondents with little knowledge of the country and 2.160 for 
Italy connoisseurs (see Appendix in Table 10). Collinearity among the independent 
variables is excluded due to VIF values below 5. No outliers can be identified, as 
the Cook distances are consistently below the value of 1. Homoskedasticity is only 
given for the subgroup of respondents with high country knowledge. The significant 
value of the White test for the subgroup of respondents with low country knowledge 
(p = 0.002 < 0.05) shows that heteroscedasticity is given (see Appendix in Table 11).

This underlines the low explanatory contribution of the measured image to the 
purchase probability of Southern Italian wine and indicates that this is explained 
by other factors. It becomes clear that upon closer analysis none of the independ-
ent variables has a significant influence on purchase probability of Southern Italian 
wine. There are no influences to be recognized in the subgroup of respondents with 
high country knowledge as well as in the subgroup of respondents with low country 
knowledge.

The fact that the overall model for the low country knowledge subgroup has an 
F value significantly above the critical F value can be explained by the increased 
number of degrees of freedom, since the VIF values are below the critical value 
of 5. Due to the number of degrees of freedom, the overall model may be sensitive 
to possible biases in some cases (Bortz and Schuster 2010). In addition, non-linear 

Table 4   Results of multiple linear regression analysis for wine from Southern Italy. Source: Own evalu-
ation

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001

Influence on the purchase probability of wine from Southern Italy

Regression coefficient

Country 
knowledge

Independent variable Unstandardized Standardized Standard error VIF

Low Constant 2.051 0.418
Normative South 0.229 0.144 0.120 1.356
Cognitive South 0.227 0.131 0.139 1.350
Affective South − 0.078 − 0.054 0.110 1.530
R2 0.047
corrected R2 0.034
F (df = 3, 225) 3.659*

High Constant 1.829 0.721
Normative South − 0.042 − 0.033 0.149 1.190
Cognitive South 0.072 0.033 0.235 1.910
Affective South 0.273 0.158 0.157 1.710
R2 0.042
Corrected R2 0.004
F (df = 3, 142) 1.175
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correlation between the individual independent variables is caused by the lack of 
significance and can also be attributed to the presence of an influential error term.

7 � Discussion

Summarized, the multiple linear regression reveals that the fact that Northern Italy 
consistently has a significantly more positive image among consumers in Ger-
many than Southern Italy, translates in the increased positive relationship between 
the image of Northern Italy and the likelihood of purchase. It is shown, that image 
perceptions are positively associated with consumer choice (White 2012; Ryu et al. 
2016). The results in this regard, with reference to Sect. 2.3.1 and research question 
3 indicate the existence of halo effects. Based on the theoretical considerations it is 
assumed that the subgroup of respondents with a low level of country knowledge, 
due to their lack of familiarity with Italy and the typical products of the country, 
relies more strongly on the general associations with Northern Italy. Since Northern 
Italy is associated with a developed economy and associations with Northern Italy 
are generally positive especially in the cognitive component, respondents automati-
cally assume that Northern Italian products are of high quality, which decreases risk 
perception and analogously increases the purchase probability of products of North-
ern Italian origin, which strengthens the influence of the existing image (halo effect). 
Since the associations with Southern Italy are rather negative and the region is not 
associated with the values and characteristics mentioned above, this halo effect does 
not exist and there is no activation of the Southern Italian image in the purchasing 
process. The present article thus shows that the image of Southern Italy does not 
provide consumers in Germany with a suitable decision-making heuristic for buying 
wine. In contrast to Northern Italy, Southern Italian image therefore does not serve 
as a suitable extrinsic cue for the respondents to purchase wine.

While, for example, Roth and Romeo (1992) found no evidence for the influence 
of country knowledge on the purchase probability, with regard to research ques-
tion 4 this can be seen in this study to the extent that increasing country knowledge 
weakens the interrelation between regional image and purchase probability. Survey 
respondents with a high level of country knowledge attach greater importance to 
information on origin per se, as can be seen from the mean value comparison of 
purchase probabilities. However, the relationship between the regional images and 
purchase probability weakens with increasing knowledge of the country. A study 
of Skuras and Dimara (2016) points in a similar direction, indicating that regional 
imagery, that is based on personal experiences with a region, decreased average 
expenditure on regionally denominated Greek wine. With an increased country 
knowledge, there may be a corresponding higher knowledge of the specific wine 
regions. This could possibly lead to a reduction of the importance of general image 
of the region as a whole. Vice versa, consumers with low country knowledge are 
more responsive to the use of larger regional origin indications as they serve as a 
suitable extrinsic cue in the evaluation process. This result is in line with the find-
ings of Lee and Ganesh (1999), who also find a weaker influence of the image of 
a country (a region) with a high level of knowledge of the country. Therefore, it 
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is concluded that for this subgroup other factors are involved in the explanation 
of the purchase probability which are not part of the image (e.g. psychographic or 
socio-demographic antecedents, such as gender, socio-economic status or age). Sun 
and Morwitz (2010) show that the consideration of such variables can significantly 
improve the forecasting of purchasing behaviour. In the course of further research, it 
therefore seems reasonable to include the latter in the studies. Especially with regard 
to respondents with a high level of country knowledge, for whom the purchase prob-
ability is associated to a lesser extent with the respective image. An analysis of 
these antecedents could therefore also increase a target-group and segment-oriented 
approach and thus the practical relevance for managers.

A further approach to better understand the effect of larger regional indications, 
could be to connect them together with traditionally used wine regions on wine labels 
(such as Chianti, Barolo etc.), as applied by Bruwer and Johnson (2010). They showed 
that the use of larger regions in combination with traditionally used wine regions sig-
nificantly increased consumer preference. While these results focus on “New world” 
wines from the USA, this can be investigated in further detail for European respectively 
Italian wines in the future, for which the present work provides a first basis.

As stated in Sect. 3, a consideration of the national image or the regional image only has 
relevance for marketing practice if it is identified as a purchase-relevant attribute of the cor-
responding product (Möller 1997; von Alvensleben 2001) and when consumers acknowl-
edge a connection between wine and the respective region (Waiguny et al. 2017). On the 
basis of the results of this study, this cannot be substantiated for Southern Italian wine. The 
results show that this is the case for Northern Italy. In fact, there is a higher goodness of fit 
of the regression models for Northern Italian wine, which suggests that the likelihood of 
purchasing Northern Italian wine can be explained to a greater extent by the Northern Italian 
image. For Southern Italy, this connection does not seem to be present in the respondents’ 
perception, which is why no positive or negative influence on the purchase probability can 
be identified. In contrast to the regression models for Northern Italy, goodness of fit of the 
regression models for Southern Italy remains relatively low. Finally, the influence of sympa-
thy for a region on the probability of buying a wine falls in line with other findings, which, 
especially for this product, ascertain an influence of positive attitudes (affective component) 
as well as cognitive aspects on consumer perception (van Ittersum 2002; Latusi et al. 2018). 
Even though the normative image differs significantly between Northern and Southern Italy, 
it has no discernible influence on purchase probability. In conclusion, analogously to van 
Ittersum (2002), White (2012), Ryu et al. (2016), it is observed that the better the image, the 
more likely it is to influence consumer choice. In order to take into account normative con-
siderations of image more accurately, future research should build on an extensive theoreti-
cal grounding of the latter, which then reflects in a comprehensive item battery.

As a limitation, it is noted that the present study only measures the purchase 
probability on a single-item 5-point scale. In the future, it is preferable to use estab-
lished measuring methods that capture the purchase probability more adequately. 
Such as multi-item “willingness-to-pay” scales, as used by Koschate-Fischer et al. 
(2012). Although these require greater effort in the execution of the test, they allow 
more reliable conclusions to be drawn due to their more realistic character. In addi-
tion, it seems to be preferable to use a between-subjects design rather than a within-
subjects design, which is used in this work. Although such an approach requires two 
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independent samples, it avoids possible learning effects during test participation 
and thus more valid results (Kuß et  al. 2018). A further methodological improve-
ment can be achieved by implementing a second-order structural equation model, 
which is conceptually based on a more balanced item battery with a comparable 
number of items for all image dimensions. Especially with regard to the overrepre-
sentation of cognitive items, this has to be conceptionally considered in future work. 
As Cronbachs alpha showed good to excellent values for all image dimensions, a 
SEM approach is indicated. Lastly, as it was the aim of this study to analyse gen-
eral image, product-related items in the questionnaire were not suited to the product 
wine, but asked for the general perception of products from the respective region. In 
order to further refine the results, these items could be suited to wine.

Based on the results, the development of larger regional brands could be a suitable 
way to positively influence consumer behaviour, especially for consumers with little 
connection to Italy as a country. However, this is limited to Northern Italy and shows 
that a Southern Italian indication of origin does not (yet) offer a positive influence on 
consumer behaviour regarding wine. The Italian economic and cultural north–south 
divide may thus influence the purchasing behaviour of Italian wine in Germany, for 
which this study provides initial evidence. In conclusion there seems to exist a tendency 
that the competitive advantage for Italian products identified by De Nisco and Mainolfi 
(2016), is mainly concentrated on products of Northern Italian origin. As such, it can-
not yet be used for Southern Italian products to contribute to a positive positioning on 
the (German) consumer goods market. As generally discussed in Sect. 2.4, this study 
illustrates that specifically the collective reputation of Southern Italy tends to have no 
value adding effect for wineries. Therefore, when developing marketing strategies, 
managers should be aware that while there is not necessarily a negative effect, a larger 
regional indication may not have any effect on consumer choice. Since an incorrect 
assignment of example regions from northern and southern Italy could not be excluded 
by the respondents in Germany (see Sect. 1), especially for those having low country 
knowledge, the focus was on Northern and Southern Italy as independent and overarch-
ing entities. In order to rule out such an incorrect assignment as best as possible and to 
refine the analysis and its managerial implications, it is essential for future studies to 
identify the most well-known northern and southern Italian regions among consum-
ers in Germany, which is to this date a rather less developed field. These could then be 
used as representative for the respective northern and southern Italian area. Still, further 
research should address this issue, taking into account the proposed improvements, that 
are discussed in this paper. Especially, as consumption is moving increasingly towards 
international markets, extending the geographical spread of respondents to other coun-
tries is of special interest.

Hence, the relevance of this paper is threefold. (1) It does show that the com-
position of the Italian image shows regional North–South tendencies, (2) it 
shows, that these discrepancies influence the actual respondents choice behaviour 
by regarding a positive image as a suitable extrinsic cue for decision making and 
(3), it offers some evidence, that larger regional indication of origin can, at least 
for Northern Italy, improve choice behaviour. Having this said, this work offers 
a first basis for further research concerning the positioning of Italian products in 
international markets, taking into account the specifics of the Italian image.



152	 Italian Journal of Marketing (2021) 2021:129–158

1 3

Appendix

See Tables 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11.

Table 5   Operationalisation of the image construct in the questionnaire. Source: own analysis; Ghvanidze 
(2012) and Buhmann (2016)

*The items were shown in German to the respondents

Image dimension Items*

Normative component Northern/Southern Italy…
…represents very high social standards
…represents values and beliefs that are consistent with my own beliefs

Affective component Northern Italy/Southern Italy…
…is a hospitable region
…is a place of origin of very beautiful cultural heritage (e.g. build-

ings/architecture, music, film, art, etc.)
…has a fascinating history
…has appealing traditions
…has beautiful landscapes
…is a likeable region
…is an attracting region

Cognitive component Northern Italy/Southern Italy…
…has a highly innovative and future-oriented economy
…has a very well-developed industrial sector
…has a very successful economy on the international markets
…produces very high quality products
…is a region of very high prosperity
…has an extremely stable political system
…has a very well functioning infrastructure
…offers very good education and training opportunities
…has a very high level of education

Cognitive component Products from Northern Italy/Southern Italy…
…have a good value for money
…increase my reputation among friends and family
…have a great reputation
…distinguish me as a connoisseur
…are very expensive
…are of high quality
…are of constant quality
…bring back pleasant memories
…are affordable
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Table 6   Reliability statistics for 
the item aggregation into image 
components. Source: Own 
analysis

Image dimension Number 
of items

Cronbachs alpha

Cognitive Northern Italy 18 0.918
Cognitive Southern Italy 18 0.914
Affective Northern Italy 7 0.877
Affective Southern Italy 7 0.917

Spearman-Brown coefficient
Normative Northern Italy 2 0.731
Normative Southern Italy 2 0.773

Table 7   Kolmogorov–Smirnov 
test for normality of the image 
components

Image dimension Value Significance

Affective Northern Italy 0.106 0.000
Affective Southern Italy 0.108 0.000
Normative Northern Italy 0.200 0.000
Normative Southern Italy 0.195 0.000
Cognitive Northern Italy 0.075 0.001
Cognitive Southern Italy 0.081 0.000

Table 8   Kolmogorov–Smirnov test for normality of the purchase probabilities

Origin Country 
knowl-
edge

Value Significance

Purchase probability Purchase probability Northern Italian wine Low 0.178 0.000
High 0.117 0.002

Purchase probability Southern Italian wine Low 0.183 0.000
High 0.131 0.000

Purchase probability wine without indication 
of origin

Low 0.256 0.000
High 0.331 0.000

Table 9   Durbin-Watson 
statistics for the regression 
model (wine from Northern 
Italy)

Country knowl-
edge

R2 Corrected R2 Durbin-
Watson 
value

Llow 0.252 0.242 1.807
High 0.169 0.151 1.983
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