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Introduction 

In an era where global trade intertwines with political dynamics, the perception of a product's country of origin 
(COO) is more than a mere label. It embodies national identity, political sentiment, and consumer values. This 
was notably evident during the Trump-era trade conflicts, where Canadian consumers' views on "Made in USA" 
products shifted dramatically. What began as a dispute over tariffs quickly evolved into a broader conversation 
about patriotism, consumer ethics, and the meaning behind the brands we support. 

This article examines how geopolitical tensions can reshape consumer perceptions of country-of-origin (COO) 
and influence purchasing behaviour. Using the Canadian consumer response as a case study, it explores how 
American products, once prized for their quality, became symbolic targets during a moment of political strain. 
Drawing on consumer behaviour research, this article considers the implications of these shifts for global 
marketers, brands, and businesses navigating politicised marketplaces. 

From Quality Assurance to Political Statement 

Traditionally, American products have been associated with quality and innovation. However, during the Trump 
administration's imposition of tariffs on Canadian goods, this perception underwent a significant 
transformation. Canadian consumers began to view American products not just through the lens of quality but 
as symbols of political aggression. This shift was fuelled by policies perceived as hostile, including the 
introduction of tariffs and derogatory comments about Canadian trade practices. 

Canadian consumers initiated boycotts of American products, leading to a surge in "Buy Canadian" campaigns. 
Retailers prominently displayed Canadian-made goods, and mobile applications were developed to help 
consumers identify and support domestic products. This movement was not just about economics; it was a 
manifestation of national pride and resistance to perceived external pressure. 

Consumer Behaviour and Geopolitical Conflict 

The Canadian response underscores a broader principle in consumer behaviour: purchasing decisions are 
influenced not only by product attributes but also by country of origin (COO). Studies have shown that 
consumers' willingness to buy products is affected by their perceptions of the producing country's political and 
economic actions. In times of conflict, these perceptions can override traditional brand loyalties and quality 
assessments. 

https://www.axios.com/2018/07/04/canadians-boycott-us-products-trump-trade-war
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/some-canadians-boycott-american-goods-and-travel-after-trumps-insults/
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/international/canada/sorry-not-sorry-america-why-canadians-are-rethinking-everything-u-s-/articleshow/120906502.cms
https://au.news.yahoo.com/buy-canadian-apps-released-boycott-140256012.html?guccounter=1&guce_referrer=aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cuZ29vZ2xlLmNvbS8&guce_referrer_sig=AQAAAJm-P80qfVSkznOhjpLozvfhW_7OfEvSOKZN99786nfCkTnqv-Y7a2u5qXt6jJQT9wBYdrMDqO_sgwveqEZEARsVoNh5FumlgKXjYwza9O_DDwtIU59BuPR0V1x--sGjK-R9hA7etKtsiqV3gos0O2GUfIOAdZJtZKw0E9xZJryO
https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/9694/a490a2eb26ec0ec88ac30215cc34e40863dc.pdf?_gl=1*1arzp21*_ga*MTUwMDMxMTE0MC4xNjg4NjgxMjg5*_ga_H7P4ZT52H5*MTY4ODY4MTI4OS4xLjAuMTY4ODY4MTI5MS41OC4wLjA


 

This behaviour aligns with the concept of consumer ethnocentrism, where individuals prefer products from 
their own country, especially when foreign nations are viewed unfavourably. In the Canadian case, the 
preference for domestic products was amplified by political tensions, leading to a re-evaluation of foreign 
goods' desirability. 

In moments of geopolitical strain, nationalism often becomes a driving force in how consumers interpret and 
act on COO labels. During the Trump-era trade tensions, many Canadian consumers began to see American 
products not just as imports but as emblems of political arrogance or disrespect. In this context, “Made in USA” 
no longer stood for quality and innovation, becoming more of a reminder of external aggression. By contrast, 
buying Canadian goods was reframed as an act of cultural loyalty and resistance. COO became a proxy for 
national alignment, where purchasing local felt like a form of protest, and continuing to support American 
brands felt like complicity. 

This mirrors what scholars refer to as consumer nationalism, a belief that supporting domestic producers is a 
civic duty, especially when national pride or autonomy is perceived to be under threat. What distinguishes this 
from consumer ethnocentrism is the moral imperative that underpins it. In times of political conflict, shopping 
habits are moralised, and the act of choosing one product over another becomes a stance. 

Digital platforms like Reddit amplify this by creating echo chambers of shared sentiment. In threads across 
subreddits like r/BuyFromEU, users exchange alternatives to USA goods, frame buying local as an ethical 
response, and express collective frustration through coordinated consumer behaviour. In these spaces, 
nationalism is crowdsourced and emotionally charged, turning COO into a living, reactive symbol. 

This raises critical questions for global marketers: how resilient is a brand's COO image in times of political 
controversy? And how can brands navigate the fine line between national heritage and global reach when 
nationalism turns COO from a badge into a battleground? 

Implications for International Brands 

The Canadian boycott had tangible effects on American businesses. Companies like McDonald's and Starbucks 
experienced declines in sales and brand perception in Canada, with McDonald's CEO Chris Kempczinski citing 
an "uptick in anti-American sentiment", especially in Northern Europe and Canada. This sentiment was 
corroborated by Coca-Cola’s CEO, Jacob Aarup-Andersen, who described the loss of sales as an outcome of a 
"level of consumer boycott around USA brands". In response, some American brands attempted to look less 
American. Major names like Coca-Cola, McDonald’s, and Kraft Heinz are highlighting local production, such as 
Canadian-sourced ingredients, in order to better resonate abroad. 

This scenario highlights the vulnerability of international brands to geopolitical shifts. A strong national identity 
associated with a brand can be a double-edged sword, offering a competitive advantage in stable times but 
posing risks during political conflicts. Brands must navigate these complexities by balancing their global 
identity with sensitivity to local sentiments. 

Brand Strategy in a Politicised Marketplace 

The Canadian experience during the Trump-era trade conflict illustrates that COO perceptions are not static. 
They are susceptible to change based on political events, media narratives, and public sentiment. This fluidity 
requires brands to remain vigilant and adaptable, continuously assessing how their COO influences consumer 
perceptions in different markets. 

https://koreascience.kr/article/JAKO202202661450502.page
https://academic.oup.com/qopen/article/1/1/qoaa012/6132236
https://sk.sagepub.com/ency/edvol/consumerculture/chpt/consumer-nationalism
https://www.reddit.com/r/BuyFromEU/comments/1iv9ng4/brit_here_how_hard_would_it_be_for_me_to_boycott/
https://www.warc.com/content/feed/canadians-drop-some-american-brands/en-GB/10365
https://www.businessinsider.com/us-brands-europe-consumers-boycott-canada-trump-tariffs-2025-5?
https://www.businessinsider.com/us-brands-europe-consumers-boycott-canada-trump-tariffs-2025-5?
https://www.businessinsider.com/brands-try-looking-less-american-global-ads-trump-trade-war-2025-5
https://www.businessinsider.com/brands-try-looking-less-american-global-ads-trump-trade-war-2025-5
https://www.theaustralian.com.au/business/companies/whats-in-a-brand-americas-biggest-names-such-as-cocacola-and-apple-test-for-trump-tarnish/news-story/34c27898f495b35655a270042ee42353


 

Navigating the fluid and often politicised nature of COO perceptions will be essential for brands seeking to 
remain relevant and resilient in an era where every label carries meaning. As geopolitics increasingly seeps into 
the consumer psyche, companies must do more than promote quality or value. They must also consider what 
their COO signifies in the eyes of consumers, and how quickly that meaning can change. 
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