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Summary:
Germany is the worlds biggest importer of foods and agricultural products. Most of its imports originate from neighbouring EC-countries, while deliveries from its eastern neighbours are fewer. Trade in these goods can often be explained by prices, production capacity and costs. Over and above these, Product Country Images (PCI) have become increasingly relevant factors in recent years. PCI's occur as stereotypes of consumers, signalling the presence or absence as well as the evaluation of relevant attributes of a product from a certain country. The knowledge of a PCI is therefore important for firms who want to distinguish their products from those of competing firms and countries. In this article the PCI of foods from the Czech Republic is compared to the respective PCI of foods from The Netherlands. Additionally, experiences with products from these countries are examined.

Whereas the PCI of Dutch foods is rated superior in Market-Presence and Control/Information, Czech products are valued superior in Taste/Intention, but are also seen as comparatively cheap. Given the relatively small amount of Czech foods sold in Germany annually, experience with these products must also be rather limited. This assumption is matched by the interviewees perceptions. In contrast, Dutch foods are widely distributed and therefore often experienced.

The PCI of Dutch foods can be summarised as strong but - especially for fruits and vegetables - not very positive. The PCI of Czech foods is comparatively weak but - especially for specialities - comparatively positive, leading to the conclusion that Czech products may gain when marketing stresses their origin, whereas the marketing of Dutch products may be influenced in an unfavourable way when their origin is communicated and recognised.

Anotace:

Německo je největší světový dovozce potravin a zemědělských výrobků. Většina jeho importu pochází ze sousedních členských zemí EU, zatímco dodávky od východních sousedů jsou menší. Obchod s tímto zbožím může být vysvětlován cenou, výrobní kapacitou a náklady. Kromě toho Obrazy výrobků země (PCI) se v posledních letech stává více a více relevantním faktorem. PCI vznikly jako stereotypy spotřebitelů, signalizující přítomnost nebo nepřítomnost, stejně jako relevantní atributy výrobku  z určité země. Znalost PCI je proto důležitá pro podniky, které chtějí odlišit své výrobky od výrobků konkurenčních firem a zemí. V tomto článku je PCI výrobků z ČR je srovnáván s příslušným PCI výrobků z Nizozemí. Dále jsou zde uvedeny zkušenosti s výrobky z těchto zemí.


Zatímco PCI holandských potravin je pokládán za hlavní v poskytování informací o přítomnosti trhu a kontroly, české výrobky jsou ceněny jako vysoce postavené s ohledem na vkus a záměr, ale jsou také srovnatelně levnější. S ohledem na  relativně malé množství českých potravin prodávaných každoročně v Německu musí být i zkušenosti s těmito výrobky dost omezené.Tento předpoklad odpovídá dojmům z pohovorů. Na rozdíl od toho jsou holandské potraviny široce distribuovány a tak jsou s nimi i větší zkušenosti.


PCI holandských potravin byl shrnut jako silný ale- zejména u ovoce a zeleniny - ne příliš pozitivní. PCI českých potravin je v tomto srovnání slabší, ale - zejména u specialit - srovnatelně positivní, což vede k závěru, že české výrobky, jestliže je poznán nebo sdělen jejich původ, mohou být nepříznivě ovlivněny.

Key words:
Agricultural Marketing, Trade, German Imports of agricultural and food products, Differentiation, Consumer Behaviour, Preferences, Consumer experiences, Product-Country Images, Attitudes, The Netherlands, Czech Republic

Klíčová slova:

Zemědělský marketing, obchod, německý dovoz zemědělských a potravinářských výrobků, diferenciace, chování spotřebitelů, preference, zkušenosti spotřebitelů, Obraz výrobků země, stanovisko, Nizozemí, Česká republika

1. Introduction

Foreign trade in agricultural products and food is a common feature of every country's food market. This is especially true for EC-countries and amongst them particularly for Germany. In the 1990's Germany's annual imports of agricultural products and food amounted to an average of 60 billion DM which makes it the worlds biggest importer of these goods. An analysis of statistic reveals that by far the most imports originate from neighbouring EC-member states, with The Netherlands and France on top of the range. Germany's eastern neighbours contribute to a far lesser extend to its imports (German Federal Ministry of Food, Agriculture and Forestry 1996, p. 347). Graph 1 shows the deliveries originating from chosen countries to Germany in absolute figures.

Graph 1:
Germany's imports of agricultural and food products from chosen European countries from 1970 to 1994 (Mio. DM)2



Source: German Federal Ministry of Food, Agriculture and Forestry (Statistical Yearbook 1996, p. 350)


All countries included in Graph 1 are west- and middle European countries with comparable climatic and geographic conditions. Therefore all of these countries are able to produce the same agricultural products which theoretically leads to a similar product range on

The fracture in 1993 is mainly due to a change in the EC statistical procedure for intra-EC trade offer Consequently, the natural conditions for trade and marketing are - within a certain frame - comparable, leading to the question of, why certain countries export more than others,- or more precisely: Which factors contribute to a country's competitive advantage enabling it to export to other states?

2. Determinants of trade in agricultural and food products

Generally the determinants of agricultural trade and marketing are discussed within a macro-economic framework. In case of commodities, most developments on markets can be explained and predicted using macro-economic models. This is mainly due to the product's characteristics: most agricultural commodities are raw materials, used for further processing. Trade in these products is based on common and highly standardised quality norms. Meeting these norms is compulsory and further differentiation barely possible if not unwanted. In cases of equal quality, products are sold on the basis of prices alone. If markets are oversupplied, which agricultural commodity markets frequently are, prices are constantly under pressure making production and transporting costs the determinants of success and/or success dependent on high subsidies.


Another important reason for a country's presence on markets is its production capacitv. This capacity is determined by factors such as the arable area, precipitation, soil quality, etc.. A country's size in itself is not a necessary condition for market presence, as the example of The Netherlands indicates. This leads to the assumption that, besides production capacity, subsidies as well as production and transport costs, there must be other reasons for success on foreign markets.


Companies engaged in the trade of processed foods can apply a wide range of measures to shape, promote and sell their products because these goods are not as standardised as commodities are. The measures are taken to differentiate their offer from the offer of competing firms and by doing so, creating a certain scope for autonomous pricing and sales increases. Differentiation is one of the major marketing goals: companies monopolise their (own) markets and try to avoid being substituted by competitors (Jan(en 1997, p. 22). The economic explanation is that consumer response to price increases in differentiated products are less elastic compared to undifferentiated products (commodities, bulk). Firms marketing differentiated products don't have to compete on the factor "price" alone.


This does not mean, that prices - and therefore costs - are not important! The opposite is true: market research suggests that prices are very important factors influencing buying decisions of consumers. The differences between agricultural commodities which are traded between companies3, and differentiated processed foods which are traded between companies and consumers, are distinct relevant product features.

3. Preferences. Attitudes and Images

The behaviouristic/psychological foundation of successful differentiation is the existence or the development of consumer preferences for products and/or product attributes. Preferences influence consumer behaviour in such a way that the purchase of certain product is preferred. They represent the consumers' wants and needs and are therefore essential for market oriented management (= marketing).

Consumer preferences can only influence buying behaviour, if preferred product attributes are communicated ("visible") and recognised. Subsequently marketers have to find answers to the following questions:

- What are potentially preferable product attributes (identification)?

In commodities, these features comprise price, standardised quality, security of delivery, financing, contract arrangements (e.g. c.i.f. and f.o.b.), etc..

- How are identified relevant attributes best communicated and/or developed? This paper focuses on the first question. Theoretically, there is a universe of potentially relevant product-attributes. Practically, consumers take only a few features into account when making their buying decisions. This seems to be especially true for food: A review of literature reveals that only three to four product-attributes are considered relevant for purchasing decisions on a certain product4. From experience ("learning") consumers know relevant product attributes and product alternatives from which they choose. Previous research suggests "Price", "Appearance", "Quality (as a multidimensional idea)", and increasingly "Product Origin" as relevant features5 (Schade 1997a, p. 87f.). Generally, these attributes are the most important ones. But how can they - and possibly other important ones - be measured and evaluated?


Psychology and retrospective marketing-research invented a system of affective and cognitive constructs for measurement and evaluation of behaviour (Kroeber-Riel 1992, p. 45). Among others, the constructs "Attitude" and "Image" were introduced. In the marketing context attitudes are learned predispositions to behave in a consistently favourable or unfavourable way towards a given object/product (Schiffman, Kanuk 1994, p. 240). Attitudes towards an object are:

- learned (direct experience, information from others, mass-media),

- relatively consistent with behaviour, and

- relatively persistent/not easy to change (Gordon, Foxall, Goldsmith 1994, p. 93f.). Images are the cognitive basis of attitudes. Consequently they are defined as the multidimensional and integrated foundation of attitudes towards an object (Trommsdorff 1993, p. 139).

Referring to these definitions, attitude- and image-related marketing research has to 

- measure attitudes towards an object (object-attributes) and

- integrate these attitudes to describe

- the image of the object

as the cognitive predisposition of behaviour. Predisposition means, that a positive image alone can not guarantee marketing success. Other variables, e.g. emotions, motivations, availability, purchasing situation, prices, etc. can and do influence the buying process as well. Nonetheless attitudes and images are the most important constructs in consumer research, because they are assumed to be very "close" to action (here: buying).

4. Product-Country-Images

A special feature of a products' image (and as mentioned before, an increasingly relevant product attribute) is its county or region of origin (Schade 1997b, p. 37). Given this feature is recognised as belonging to a certain product, the product related image of this country is activated and used in the consumer's decision making process, which means choosing between comparable products from different countries. Hypothetically, this can be formulated as follows:

Certain product means for example "apples", "salami", "fresh cheese", "beer", etc..

As a result, foods can be described as low-involvement - low-risk - high-buying-frequency products where most purchases are highly habitualised.

"If the country of origin of a certain product has a more positive image for producing this product compared to the country of origin of an alternative product, then consumers tend to buy the product from the first country."


The influence of the other variables mentioned above is represented in the phrase "tend to buy". Because of these, a purchase is more or less probable, but not certain. In fact, Product-Country-Images (PCI) are used as stereotypes, signalling the presence or absence as well as the evaluation of relevant attributes of a product from a certain origin (Papadopoulos 1993, p. 5). In this context, communicating the origin has the same function as branding. Like a brand, a PCI can be seen as an extrinsic attribute to which people can and do have opinions.


PCI's do normally differ between different sectors of a national economy. This means a country can be famous for producing certain products, while for others it is not. Products from famous or "typical" sectors of a country are often viewed as superior in quality. In these industries we also find the common and well-known brands of a country (K(hn 1993, p. 125f.). Brands and PCI's are therefore often closely linked (e.g. Pilsner Urquell <==> Czech Republic, Mercedes <==> Germany, Danone <==> France).


Especially on the food-market, there are lots of small and medium sized enterprises unable to finance a comprehensive brand strategy. In their communication policy they often rely on a positive PCI to substitute a brand strategy they cannot afford. If a country is for example famous for cheese (e.g. France and The Netherlands), firms producing cheese may use this special PCI to promote their goods. Here the linkage is not between brands and a country but between a group of products and a country.6


By stressing a PCI, firms can differentiate their products and create the above mentioned scope for price and sales increases. In this context a positive PCI can be seen as an asset or a production factor which was created by a country's enterprises of the respective sector who convinced consumers of the superior quality of their products in the past (K(hn 1993, p.120f.). It can be utilised without additional direct expenditure. On the other hand, it can also be destroyed by firms communicating the origin but not matching the consumers' quality expectations (which are linked to the positive PCI). The Netherlands' vegetable industry may serve as an example for the destruction of a former positive PCIţ.

The following chapter describes the image (based on the attitude-related image definition) of Czech foods held by a selected segment of German consumers and compares it to the respective image of foods from The Netherlands.

5. Image of Czech foods - selected results of a PCI-study

The study was conducted in May/June 1997 in Berlin. The results are based on a sample of 216 written interviews each, for The Netherlands and the Czech Republic.


The items were identified beforehand through qualitative studies, comprising expert-interviews, group discussions and a review of I'iterature. 27 possibly relevant attributes were extracted. It should be emphasised that these attributes are not country-specific but apply more or less to all foods.

Which is in fact often influenced by strong brands.

'
While a positive image can be easily "transformed" into a negative one, to change an image from bad to good seems to be much more complicated. The phrase "old images die hard" should therefore be changed to "negative images die hard but good ones die easily". Therefore a PCI requires care and a sense of responsibility of all enterprises currently using it to secure its future utilisation.

Graph 2:
Attitudes towards foods from The Netherlands and the Czech Republic (with 1= totally agree to 6 = totally disagree)




Source: own calculations; n = 216/country

The high number of items seems to be a contradiction to the practical decision-making process of a consumer buying foods, when s/he takes only three to four attributes into account - as mentioned before. Nevertheless, all these items were included, because of:

- possible other relevant attributes and

- the summary character of e.g. the attributes "quality" and "appearance".

5.1 PCI of The Netherlands and the Czech Republic

Graph 2 shows the average judgements on food-attributes. It becomes obvious that while the judgements on some items are quite similar, others differ strongly. To test the significance of differences, a single-factor ANOVA (ANalysis Of VAriance) at the ( = 0,05 level was conveyed. The test confirmed that especially the variables, which can be summarised as the factor "Environment and Health" (first seven items in graph 2), were not distinctly judged. Both countries achieved rather negative values.


This picture changes rapidly as far as the items of the factor "Market-Presence" (items from "well-known brands" to "carefully processed") is concerned. Here the strong position of foods from The Netherlands on the German market is reflected (see Graph 1 ). Czech foods are seen to have an inferior position on the German market.


Despite the high degree of market penetration of Dutch foods, their valuation for the items from "good taste" to "tendency to buy" (factor "Taste/Intention") is poor. In contrast, Czech foods are rated comparatively positive, especially on the item "good taste". The items related to the factor "Control and Information" are rated slightly in favour of Dutch products, while Czech foods are seen as cheap and more reasonably priced.

5.2  Experience with foods from The Netherlands and the Czech Republic 


As mentioned above, attitudes and images develop through direct experience and information obtained from other sources (e.g. other people, mass-media). In order to have or construct an image it is not necessary to personally know the image-object. These can be derived from other information cues such as images of related objects (e.g. products from a country that is seen to be related to the country in question). The universe of images everybody holds is organised interdependently.

As a result, at least two kinds of images can be distinguished:

- Images learned from direct (and repeated) experience. These image are comparatively

"strong" and persistent because they were tested and proven by reality.

-
Images derived from other sources of information. Here, images more or less consist of prejudices of a certain, but still unexperienced object. They can be changed comparatively easy through information gained from direct experience. They are "weaker" than experience-based images.

Graph 1 suggests that the degree of experience of Dutch products must be significantly higher than of Czech foods. This leads to the assumption that the image of Dutch food is strong because of manifold experience whereas the image of Czech food is weaker because it is often derived.


Experience with a country and its foods was therefore examined. First, a spontaneous association test was conducted, asking interviewees to quote their first five ideas, when confronted with the term "The Netherlands". 214 of the 216 interviewees mentioned at least one of the terms "Tomatoes", "Vegetables", "Cheese" and "Flowers". Most people quoted two or three of them. Additionally, "Ms. Antje", "Windmills" and "green, flat land" were often named, all of them pictures extensively used in advertising Dutch products.


In contrast, the first thoughts when confronted with the term "Czech Republic" were much more diverse. They were dominated by "Prague", "Havel", "hospitable/friendly people" and "cheap". Still, 182 interviewees mentioned at least one food-related term, mostly "Beer" and to a lesser extent "Wafers (Oblaten)", "Kn(del" and "Liqueur (Becherovka)".


Secondly, people were asked about associations regarding typical products (not only foods) of the respective countries. Again, the Dutch foods mentioned above were named by almost everyone. For the Czech Republic, "Beer" and "Wafers" were named most often, followed by "Skoda", "Glass-Products", "good Films" and "Kn(del". As far as "typical products" are concerned, both countries seem to be dominated by foods. To summarise these results, The Netherlands are seen as a traditional food-producing country. The picture for the Czech Republic is more diverse but also dominated by foods. Not surprisingly, the Czech Republic's stronghold in the food-context is beer.


The most important sources of experience with a country are visits to the country. Approximately 75% of interviewees made. at least one visit to either country in recent years (NL: short-trips to Amsterdam and holiday-trips to the sea; CZ: short-trips to Prague and more rarely skiing-holidays), whereas personal contacts to peoples in the countries were rather scarce. Knowledge of the Dutch or Czech language was also very rare. Only five people were able to speak Dutch and only three could speak Czech.


The previous questions did not reveal a significant differences between the two countries. This picture changes rapidly when interviewees were asked to specify their experience with foods originating from The Netherlands and from the Czech Republic. Almost everyone said, s/he had bought Dutch foods in recent time. To purchase fruits and vegetables as well as cheese from Holland turned out to be quite common. As a result Dutch food must be viewed as having a strong and experience-based image.


Just below 50% of interviewees were able to remember having bought Czech foods in Germany. Most of them named "Beer", much fewer "Liqueur" and "Wafers". These results correspond with Graph 1 and the evaluation of the factor "Market-Presence" in Graph 2. As a result the image of Czech foods must be seen as often derived and is therefore comparatively weak.

5.3 Interpretation of results
Dutch foods:
The strong position of Dutch foods on the German market indicated in Graph 1 is matched by consumers' perceptions and purchases. Surprisingly this strong position is not accompanied by a positive evaluation of taste and like. An explanation may be that the Dutch food-image is dominated by fruits and vegetables. Particularly vegetables from The Netherlands are viewed as inferior in taste and artificially produced, although Dutch vegetables sell well in Germany. This can be explained by their competitive pricing and good appearance which seem to be quite influential product attributes, possibly even more influential than taste. Nevertheless, their negative image (one may call it the "Tomato-bias") influences the assessments of all foods in an unfavourable way. An exception seems to be cheese, which is judged comparatively high in quality and taste.

On the other hand, there seems to be a "pro-western bias" in the "Control and Information" factor. A multi-country study, also conveyed in June/May 1997, suggests that these items are viewed more positively for present EC member states as compared to aspiring EC countries such as Poland, Hungary and the Czech Republic.

Regarding these results, the PCI of The Netherlands for food and especially for fruits and vegetables can not be seen as a special positive asset or production factor. It can therefore not contribute to the competitive position of Dutch foods on the German market. The strong position must be related to other factors, such as competitive pricing, appearance and delivery reliability.

Czech foods:
Czech foods are not widely distributed on the German market and not often bought by consumers. The shelves are dominated by products from Germany and other western states. Nevertheless, the interviewees seem to think that Czech food is not inferior in taste, implying the absence of principle buying-barriers.

A weak point in the Czech Republics food image is the factor "Control and Information". These items are relevant for the security aspect, which gained importance in Germany in recent years. Another drawback can be seen as the relative "Cheap-Image" of Czech products. If a PCI contains this feature, companies will find it difficult to place their products as high-quality/high-priced goods on the market, especially in contrast to products from countries like France. Compared to The Netherlands the differences here are significant (( = 0,05), but not very high.

Not surprisingly, Czech beer is widely recognised on the German food market and was also bought by interviewees. Liqueur, Wafers and Knodel are known, but only rarely purchased. The Czech presence on the German food market is concentrated on specialities with a comparatively good image. But specialities must be seen as niche-markets, leaving only limited scope for overall sales increases.

The Czech PCI for foods is weak but not negative. It is at least not a barrier for selling Czech products in Germany, especially as far as specialities are concerned. The comparatively good image of specialities can constitute the basis for further market penetration of other more common goods (image transfer from specialities to more common goods), such as fruits and vegetables, meat or milk products.
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