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A firm’s Country-of-Origin Image (COI) is often viewed as something externally 
determined, but firms can actively transform it into a source of competitive advantage. 
We propose a framework that managers can use to move from passively benefiting from 
their country’s image to strategically leveraging it by looking inward, coordinating with 
external actors, and embedding country attributes into firm practices. Drawing on 
internal country perspectives, multi-level COI management, and Employee Branding 
Capability (EmpBCap), we explain how firms can achieve this transformation. We provide 
actionable guidance for building stronger brands and enhancing competitiveness in 
global markets. 

INTRODUCTION: BEYOND EXTERNAL 
PERCEPTIONS OF COUNTRY-OF-ORIGIN 

The concept of Country-of-Origin (CoO) has long been a 
cornerstone of international business and international 
marketing. Early CoO research focused on the informa
tional role of a product’s national origin in shaping con
sumer evaluations (Samiee, Leonidou, Katsikeas, & Aykol, 
2024). This later evolved toward the concept of Country-
of-Origin Image (COI), which captures the broader set of 
beliefs and associations consumers hold about a country 
and apply to products and brands linked to it. Labels such 
as “German engineering”, “Italian fashion”, “French cui
sine”, or “American jeans” reflect widely shared industry-
, service-, or product-level images associated with quality, 
craftsmanship, and authenticity rather than geographic ori
gin alone (Magnusson, Westjohn, & Sirianni, 2019). The 
central message of this article is simple: managers should 
stop treating country image as something firms passively 
inherit and instead actively manage it as a resource to 
strengthen international competitiveness. 

Research across the fields of international marketing, 
international business, nation branding, and public diplo
macy has shown that COI influences consumers and firms, 
and impacts on broader national reputation (Nye, 2008; Pa
padopoulos, 2004; Samiee, Leonidou, Katsikeas, & Aykol, 
2024). Yet less attention has been given to how managers 
can actively translate these country associations into firm-
level actions and competitive advantages. This issue is par
ticularly relevant today. In an environment marked by 
geopolitical uncertainty (Zhang, 2025), climate-related 
challenges, supply chain reconfiguration and growing 

scrutiny of where firms and products come from, country 
associations have become increasingly visible and strate
gically relevant for managers. Managers need to ensure 
that the COI attributes they communicate externally are 
authentic and consistently supported internally by their 
brands, operations, and employees. 

COI should not be viewed merely as a passive perception, 
but as a strategic resource that managers can identify, ac
tivate, and incorporate into their firm’s international strat
egy. This article proposes a practical framework to help 
managers leverage COI through three actions: identifying 
internally recognized country strengths, aligning country-, 
industry-, and firm-level efforts, and embedding COI attrib
utes into organizational practices through employees. 

COI AS A STRATEGIC RESOURCE: CONNECTING 
COUNTRY RESOURCES AND FIRM CAPABILITIES 

When we talk about COI, most people think about how con
sumers perceive products and brands from a specific nation. 
The key question is how firms can transform these coun
try associations into a source of competitive advantage. A 
country may possess unique attributes such as cultural her
itage, natural resources, craftsmanship, creativity, or tech
nological expertise. These are rooted in the country envi
ronment and are potential resources for firms originating 
from there, providing valuable opportunities for differenti
ation. 

Yet country resources alone do not create competitive 
advantage. Firms need firm-specific capabilities, such as 
branding, marketing, innovation, and employee capabili
ties, to translate these COI attributes into differentiated 
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Figure 1. Country-of-Origin Image in the Firm’s International Strategy        
Source: Suter et al. (2018) 

products, services, and experiences (Cuervo-Cazurra & Un, 
2023; Suter, Borini, Floriani, da Silva, & Polo, 2018). For 
example, Brazilian cosmetics firm Natura does not simply 
rely on a “Made in Brazil” label. It embeds “Brazilianness” 
through using local ingredients drawn from Brazil’s biodi
versity and through sustainability narratives, and relation
ships with Amazon communities. Similarly, FarmRio acti
vates Brazilian associations such as colour, joy, creativity, 
and connection to nature through design and branding. To
gether, these examples illustrate that COI does not become 
valuable simply because a firm comes from a particular 
country; it becomes valuable when managers actively iden
tify, internalize, and deploy COI attributes through firm ca
pabilities. Figure 1 summarizes this, showing how different 
COI attributes (e.g., natural resources, cultural resources, 
sensory cues, and textual or visual elements) can be embed
ded into firm strategy through capabilities such as brand
ing, communication, product development, and employee 
engagement. 

THE “INSIDE-OUT” APPROACH: 
UNDERSTANDING COUNTRY SELF-IMAGE 

Before firms can leverage COI externally, managers must 
first understand which country attributes are considered 
authentic and valuable by internal stakeholders. We pro
pose an “Inside-Out” approach for this, beginning with an 
internal appraisal of COI that can be referred to as a Coun

try Self-Image. This reflects how firms perceive and inter
pret the unique characteristics, values, and strengths of 
their home country. The next step is the strategic projec
tion of this internally validated image to external stake
holders. While COI is about how outsiders (international 
consumers, B2B buyers, governments and investors) view 
a nation’s products, Country Self-Image is about how in
siders (the citizens, firms’ managers, employees, and local 
partners) perceive and value their own country’s attributes 
(Suter, Munjal, Borini, & Floriani, 2021). 

Why does this internal view matter? For COI to become 
a strategic asset, internal stakeholders must recognize and 
believe in the COI attributes the firm seeks to leverage. 
When employees and other stakeholders understand and 
take pride in these attributes, firms can communicate them 
more authentically in international markets. 

MANAGING COI ACROSS LEVELS: FROM NATION 
TO FIRM 

While our focus remains on how firms leverage COI, coun
try images are not created by firms alone. They are shaped 
by broader narratives involving governments, industries, 
and institutions, which influence the country-level associ
ations available for firms to activate through their own ca
pabilities. COI does not automatically create competitive 
advantage; it becomes valuable when these country attrib
utes are recognized, aligned, and strategically embedded 
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across multiple levels: country, industry, and firm (Pappu, 
Quester, & Cooksey, 2007; Suter, Borini, Coelho, de 
Oliveira Junior, & Machado, 2020). 

At the country level, national branding campaigns or 
government initiatives promote a specific image (e.g., “Ger
many: Land of Ideas”). Governments and institutions in
fluence broader narratives through public diplomacy, trade 
policies, and nation-branding initiatives aimed at strength
ening international reputation, exports, tourism, and in
vestment (Nye, 2008; Papadopoulos, 2004). Well-known il
lustrations of COI reconfiguration include Germany’s and 
Japan’s post-World War II transformations, where coordi
nated government, industry, and firm-level efforts reshaped 
country-level narratives that subsequently informed COI 
around quality, reliability, and engineering excellence, cre
ating long-term benefits for firms from both countries. 
These efforts shape the context in which firms operate, cre
ating either positive associations that can be leveraged or 
negative perceptions to be overcome (Cuervo-Cazurra & 
Un, 2023; Raji, Magnusson, & Martirosyan, 2025). 

At the industry level, associations and clusters can help 
shape country-industry images such as “Spanish Wine”, 
“Café de Colombia” or “Swiss Watches”, through coordi
nated promotion and collective positioning efforts (Lopez 
& Balabanis, 2021; Lourenção & Giraldi, 2017). Finally, at 
the firm level, managers decide which COI attributes (Fig
ure 1) align with their strategy and embed them into prod
ucts, branding, operations, and customer experiences. The 
greatest value emerges when these levels reinforce each 
other. Firms can actively contribute to, and benefit from, 
this layered approach through collaboration with govern
ment institutions, industry bodies, and trade or tourism 
promotion agencies while ensuring that country-related 
messages are consistently translated into firm-level ac
tions. 

THE HUMAN ELEMENT: EMPLOYEE BRANDING 
CAPABILITY AND COI 

While it is common to focus on external marketing cam
paigns, COI can only become a resource when it is also em
bedded internally. This is where Employee Branding Ca
pability (EmpBCap) becomes critical. EmpBCap refers to a 
firm’s ability to engage and empower its employees to act 
as authentic brand ambassadors, ensuring they understand, 
commit to, and consistently deliver on the brand’s promise, 
including its COI attributes (Bassi-Suter et al., 2024). 

When firms develop strong EmpBCap, they move beyond 
passively benefiting from their COI to actively translating 
country attributes into employee behaviours and customer 
experiences. This requires integrating COI into training, in
ternal communication, and organizational culture so em
ployees understand how country attributes support the 
firm’s international positioning. For example, in the case 
of Natura, ingredients such as açaí illustrate how Brazilian 
biodiversity is embedded beyond product formulation. Em
ployees are trained not only on the functional benefits of 
açaí but also on its origin within the Amazon biome and its 
connection to sustainable sourcing and local communities. 

Through internal storytelling and corporate values empha
sizing local roots, açaí becomes a representation of Brazil’s 
natural heritage that employees can communicate consis
tently to consumers. 

As illustrated in Figure 1, Employee Branding Capability 
represents one mechanism through which firms internalize 
COI attributes and ensure alignment between country asso
ciations and international activities. 

A STEP-BY-STEP APPROACH FOR MANAGERS 

Managers should not wait passively for external audiences 
to form an opinion about their firm’s COI. Instead, they can 
actively manage COI through three complementary actions: 
understanding internal perceptions, embedding country at
tributes into firm strategy, and collaborating with external 
actors. 

LOOK INSIDE FIRST 

Before communicating country associations externally, 
managers need to understand how their country is per
ceived both outside and inside the organization. Managers 
can assess external COI through existing tools such as na
tion brand rankings (e.g., Anholt Nation Index, The Good 
Country Index), international reputation reports, customer 
insights, and international distributor feedback. However, 
firms should also evaluate Country Self-Image by identi
fying which country attributes internal stakeholders per
ceive as authentic, valuable, and relevant for international 
markets. Managers can conduct country-image audits, in
ternal surveys with employees and national stakeholders 
(e.g. distributors, partners, suppliers, associations) to iden
tify which country associations are authentic, valuable, and 
transferable abroad. This internal alignment strengthens 
the authenticity and credibility of COI-based strategies. 

OWN THE COI IN THE FIRM STRATEGY 

Managers should stop seeing their country’s image as a 
fixed perception and instead identify which country attrib
utes can strengthen their competitive positioning. COI at
tributes worth using may include natural resources, cul
tural elements, sensory associations, or visual cues (Figure 
1). Once identified, these attributes should be embedded 
into product design, service delivery, branding, communi
cation, and organizational culture. For example, natural re
sources can be reflected in product ingredients and sourc
ing strategies (e.g., Brazilian biodiversity in cosmetics), 
cultural attributes can inspire design and visual identity 
(e.g., colours, creativity, or craftsmanship), and country ex
pertise can reinforce quality and positioning claims. Build
ing Employee Branding Capability is central to this process. 
Managers can go beyond basic product training by develop
ing training modules, internal storytelling initiatives, on
boarding programs, and employee communication activi
ties that explain why specific country attributes matter and 
how employees can translate them into customer experi
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Figure 2. The Integrated Framework for Transforming COI into a Strategic Resource           

ences. Employees then become authentic ambassadors who 
transform COI into credible market-facing actions. 

COLLABORATE BEYOND WALLS 

Because COI is shaped collectively, firms should engage 
with industry associations, government institutions, and 
trade or tourism promotion agencies. These actors help 
reinforce consistent country-related messages and trans
late broad country narratives into sector-specific images 
through coordinated promotion and export support. Indus
try associations can strengthen country-industry images by 
promoting shared quality standards, certification schemes, 
and collective branding efforts (e.g., Swiss watches, Italian 
fashion, or regional food and wine clusters). They can also 
provide firms with guidelines, market knowledge, and com
munication tools (through initiatives such as training pro
grams and industry seminars) that help managers leverage 
COI consistently while remaining aligned with broader in
dustry positioning efforts. For example, in Brazil, firms can 
participate in ApexBrasil’s Export Qualification Program 
(PEIEX), which supports companies preparing for interna
tional markets. Managers can use such initiatives beyond 
export readiness by translating acquired knowledge into 
internal workshops and employee training activities that 
strengthen their understanding of the strategic value of 
COI and improve the firm’s ability to communicate COI at
tributes internationally. 

Figure 2 summarizes this process. Managers must first 
understand and identify authentic country attributes, then 
evaluate their relevance within the industry context, and 
finally embed these attributes into firm practices through 
branding, communication and the actions of employees. 
Through this process, COI moves from being a passive 

country image association to an actively managed source of 
competitive advantage. 

FUTURE DIRECTIONS FOR PRACTICE AND 
RESEARCH 

Leveraging COI as a strategic resource is an ongoing 
process. Managers can further explore how to assess the 
value created by understanding internal country percep
tions, building employee engagement, and embedding COI 
attributes into firm strategies. Researchers can examine 
how firms transform country-level resources into firm ca
pabilities and how this process influences international
ization and performance. For policymakers, our framework 
highlights the importance of developing initiatives that not 
only promote national image abroad but also help firms 
identify, communicate, and activate valuable country at
tributes in global markets. Future research can further ex
plore how governments, industry associations, and public 
policies strengthen this broader COI ecosystem. 

CONCLUSION 

As global markets become more fragmented and firms face 
increasing exogenous pressures from shifting geopolitical, 
environmental, and institutional conditions (Dau, Moore, 
& Newburry, 2023), managers would not assume that coun
try image is merely a background factor beyond their con
trol. Instead, a firm’s COI can become a source of compet
itive advantage when managers actively identify valuable 
country attributes and transform them into firm-level re
sources through their capabilities. Rather than accepting 
COI passively, firms can leverage it strategically by under
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standing internal and external country associations, collab
orating with external actors, and embedding country attrib
utes into their brands, operations, and the actions of their 
employees. By aligning what a country represents with 
what a firm delivers, internationalized firms can build 
stronger brands, create authentic market positions, and en
hance competitiveness in global markets. 
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