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Abstract 
Mandatory country-of-origin labeling (COOL) is a 
policy that requires a label noting what country or 
countries from which many fresh food products 
derive. While some have favored the policy as a 
marketing tool, others have criticized it as 

confusing, expensive, and difficult to mandate. An 
online survey of U.S. beef consumers who were 
their households’ primary grocery buyers (N=396) 
was conducted to examine their knowledge and 
awareness of COOL and the information sources 
they use to make food purchases. Only 10 
respondents (2.5%) knew COOL stood for 
country-of-origin labeling, and 287 respondents 
(72.5%) indicated they had never heard of COOL. 
Despite an apparent lack of knowledge and 
awareness, a majority of the participants still 
supported the idea of mandatory COOL and 
preferred to have COOL for beef. The results 
indicated that more consumer education is needed 
about COOL. Further research is necessary to 
examine this policy as it diffuses among 
consumers. 
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Introduction and Literature Review 
When food shopping, consumers often look for 
distinguishing features, such as brands, labels, store 
signs, and unique packaging, to select one food 
item over the other (Schupp & Gillespie, 2001). 
Food recalls and cases of food-borne illness have 
also influenced how consumers decide what to 
purchase. These issues have raised questions about 
the role of country-of-origin labels, traceability, and 
food safety inspections in shaping consumers’ 
perceptions of food safety and quality worldwide 
(Loureiro & Umberger, 2007).  

In the United States, specifically, various agricul-
tural and consumer advocacy groups have argued 
and pushed legislation for country-of-origin 
labeling (COOL). They claim such labeling may 
alleviate food safety concerns and garner support 
for U.S. products (Krissoff, Kuchler, Nelson, 
Perry, & Somwaru, 2004). Srivastava (2003) re-
ported three reasons the United States Department 
of Agriculture (USDA) considered mandatory 
traceability for food: (1) to protect consumers from 
fraud and producers from unfair competition, (2) 
to facilitate and monitor the food chain to enhance 
food safety, and (3) to address consumer informa-
tion gaps about food safety and quality. The 
mandatory U.S. COOL program developed as a 
result of objectives such as these and created a 
system in which consumers can select and purchase 
foods based on where they come from, therefore 
giving them more buying power (Quittner, 2007).  

U.S. lawmakers, with approval from the USDA, 
included legislation for mandatory COOL in the 
2002 U.S. Farm Security and Rural Investment Act, 
or farm bill (Quittner, 2007). The provision in the 
bill required COOL for beef, lamb, pork, fish, 
perishable agricultural commodities, and peanuts 
by 2004. In January 2004, the implementation of 
mandatory COOL was delayed for all covered 
commodities aside from wild and farm-raised fish 
and shellfish until September 30, 2006. The man-
datory implementation for these other commodi-
ties was again delayed in November 2005, and the 
extension was set to September 30, 2008 (USDA, 
2008b).  

The U.S. Food, Conservation, and Energy Act of 
2008, known also as the 2008 Farm Bill, expanded 
the list of covered commodities in mandatory 
COOL to include chicken, goat meat, ginseng, 
pecans, and macadamia nuts (USDA, 2008b). 
Restaurants and other food-service providers are 
exempt from COOL, along with cooked, cured, 
smoked, and restructured meats (USDA, 2008a; 
Kay, 2008b). Lawmakers created the interim final 
ruling for mandatory COOL in the United States 
on August 1, 2008, and instituted that ruling on 
September 30, 2008.  

The final mandatory ruling for COOL went into 
effect in March 2009 (Bjerga, 2009). The final rule 
outlined the requirements for labeling covered 
commodities and the record-keeping requirements 
for retailers and suppliers. A penalty was put in 
place for those who fail to follow the guidelines. 
Specific criteria determined if a product can bear a 
“United States country of origin” declaration, or if 
it must be labeled as foreign origin or have a 
multicountry-of-origin label (USDA, 2009a). 

Prior to the implementation of mandatory COOL 
in the United States, studies found that consumers 
favored the idea of mandatory COOL and would 
be willing to pay more for COOL beef (Dickinson 
& Bailey, 2005; Loureiro & Umberger, 2003; 
Schupp & Gillespie, 2001). Research has also 
shown that most consumers would prefer U.S.–
labeled beef over beef labeled from another 
country or labeled with a multicountry-of-origin 
label (Loureiro & Umberger, 2003).  

Mandatory COOL in the United States means 
more information for consumers on where their 
food comes from, but conversely the program has 
also drawn resistance from some food producers 
and agricultural leaders who say it requires too 
much time, work, and money in order to comply. 
In addition, implementing the program might have 
caused confusion among consumers when viewing 
food labels (Siegrist, 2009). Although many people 
have supported COOL, government officials, 
commodity and consumer groups, and the media 
have had differing viewpoints on the true purpose 
of the policy. According to Bjerga (2009), in 
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January 2009, then U.S. Secretary of Agriculture Ed 
Schafer said COOL was implemented to market 
U.S. beef: “This is not a food safety issue. This is 
not a competitive issue or trade issue. This is a 
marketing issue. This is the ability of U.S. pro-
ducers to label beef” (para. 8). The American Farm 
Bureau Federation (AFBF, 2007) also said that 
COOL is a marketing issue, but many people have 
perceived it as a food safety issue. In an article by 
Talbot (2009), COOL was addressed as a policy 
meant to help consumers protect their health by 
avoiding foods from certain countries when a 
health risk, such as salmonella, is reported there: 
“Advocates for food safety and individuals who 
care about the point-of-origin of the products 
covered celebrated the implementation of the law” 
(para. 6).  

Another criticism of COOL is that the program is 
expensive to implement and maintain. The AFBF 
reported the program would cost between US$500 
million and US$3.9 billion in its first year, and 
subsequent years were expected to run between 
US$140 million and US$600 million (AFBF, 2007). 
COOL opponents argue that the costs for a more 
accurate record-keeping system would be passed to 
the consumer and raise food prices (Krissoff et al., 
2004).  

Because the program requires more record 
keeping, U.S. beef and pork companies are either 
refusing to buy or are putting more emphasis on 
segregating cattle and hogs from outside the 
United States (Burgdorfer, 2009). In October 2009, 
officials from Canada and Mexico contacted the 
World Trade Organization (WTO), claiming that 
COOL was damaging North American trade 
(Lynn, 2009). Many livestock producers and 
industry experts say consumers do not care about 
the country of origin or pay attention to the labels, 
and the added cost of implementing the program is 
hurting the meat industry (Burgdorfer, 2009). 

On average, a U.S. consumer eats 67 pounds of 
beef per year (Davis & Lin, 2005). The USDA 
reported the retail value of beef in the United 
States in 2008 at US$76 billion (USDA, 2009b). 
U.S. cattle feeders and meat packers, processors, 

and retailers have generally opposed required 
country-of-origin labeling (Krissoff et al., 2004). 
Due to costs associated with more record-keeping 
and segregating animals from different countries, 
mandatory COOL for the beef industry is expected 
to cost cattle producers US$9 more per head, 
packers and wholesalers 1.5 cents (US) more per 
pound, and retailers about 7 cents (US) more per 
pound (Kay, 2008a).  

The label for beef first lists the country where the 
animal was processed or slaughtered, and then 
retailers are responsible for listing other countries 
of origin on the label in alphabetical order (Kay, 
2008b). In order to minimize costs, however, some 
food retailers are adopting a catch-all blanket label 
for beef, which includes a list of all the countries 
from which the product potentially could have 
come. This label is placed on all products, regard-
less of actual origin, so the use of the “Product of 
the United States” label for beef might be more 
limited than supporters of COOL had hoped. The 
USDA is combating this by requiring beef from the 
United States to be labeled as U.S. beef, rather than 
allowing a blanket label (Hagstrom, 2008). 

Theoretical Contribution 
Rogers’ (2003) Diffusion of Innovations theory 
was applied in this study to help understand how 
information about labels diffuses through a system, 
and how consumers’ knowledge about COOL in-
fluences their food purchases. Diffusion is defined 
as “the process in which an innovation is commu-
nicated through certain channels over time among 
members of a social system” (Rogers, 2003, p. 5). 
COOL is required by law, and therefore, is an 
authority-influenced innovation, which means that 
relatively few individuals in a system who possess 
power—in this case, U.S. lawmakers—make the 
decision for everyone in the social system to adopt 
the innovation.  

Purpose and Research Questions 
The purpose of this study was to explore U.S. beef 
consumers’ knowledge and awareness toward 
country-of-origin labels following the implementa-
tion of mandatory COOL in the United States. The 
following research questions were used to guide 
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the study:  

RQ1. What are the demographic characteristics 
of the sample? 

RQ2. What are the information sources 
consumers use to make food purchases? 

RQ3. How aware are U.S. consumers of 
COOL? 

RQ4. What are the relationships between 
selected consumer demographics, COOL 
awareness, and the information sources 
consumers use to make food purchases? 

Applied Research Methods 
This study used a descriptive survey design by 
means of a questionnaire administered online by 
Zoomerang™ to a nationwide sample of U.S. 
primary household grocery buyers. The researchers 
were able to use Zoomerang to administer the 
questionnaire only to those people who indicated 
they were the primary grocery buyer for their 
household. Targeting a sample as specific as this on 
a national scale using any method other than online 
was not feasible, and might even have been impos-
sible. According to Zoomerang (2010), its more 
than two million survey respondents are profiled 
using more than 500 demographic, lifestyle, occu-
pational, and geographic attributes, which give 
researchers access to specific target groups, such as 
U.S. primary household grocery buyers. Therefore, 
the accessible population was individuals in 
Zoomerang’s online survey panel who had indi-
cated, on an extensive personal disclosure, that 
they are the primary grocery buyer for their house-
hold.  

As this survey was a national assessment, the entire 
population of the United States was taken into 
account to determine sample size. The U.S. Census 
Bureau estimated the total U.S. population in 
December 2009 at more than 308 million (U.S. 
Census Bureau, 2009). According to the Krejcie 
and Morgan (1970) table for required sample size, a 
population size of more than 300 million requires a 
sample size of 384 participants with a 95% confi-
dence, 5% margin of error. Zoomerang charges by 
the number of respondents, meaning that when a 

certain number is reached, access to the online 
questionnaire is closed. This method provided the 
specific, mutually exclusive quota sample of U.S. 
primary household grocery buyers the researchers 
needed. 

The respondents were asked at the beginning of 
the questionnaire if they or anyone in their house-
hold consumed beef or other meat products. If the 
respondents answered “no,” they were directed to 
complete the demographics section only, and their 
responses were not used when analyzing the results 
for this study. Only those people who indicated 
that they or someone in their household consumed 
beef were used to ensure the collected data were 
from beef consumers. A total of 413 people com-
pleted the online questionnaire before Zoomerang 
closed access. Of the completed questionnaires, 17 
claimed to not be consumers of beef. Therefore, 
the sample used for this study included 396 
respondents.  

A researcher-developed questionnaire (see the full 
instrument in the appendix) was administered 
online to collect data to address the research ques-
tions. The instrument was tested for validity using 
a panel of university faculty experts and reliability 
using a pilot test of 30 participants before 
Zoomerang was used to administer the question-
naire to the sample. Reliability and validity were 
assessed online using the same method of admini-
stration as the actual survey to the respondents. 
The survey was conducted in the fall of 2009. 

Once the survey was complete, data analysis was 
conducted using SPSS® version 17.0 for Windows. 
Demographic questions were analyzed using 
descriptive statistics, specifically measures of 
central tendency. The researchers found common 
themes when evaluating open-ended answers and 
calculated frequencies for the answers.  

Results 

RQ1: What are the demographic characteristics 
of the sample? 
The sample for this study included 396 respon-
dents. Demographic questions asked participants 
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to disclose or classify a number of characteristics. 
The items reported in this paper are gender, age, 
highest level of education obtained, state of resi-
dence, estimated annual household income, eth-
nicity, and level of involvement in the beef industry 
and agricultural industry. More females (n = 268, 
67.7%) responded to the survey compared to males 
(n = 128, 32.3%). Respondents’ ages ranged 66 
years, from age 18 to age 84, with a mean age of 
48.63 (SD = 14.33). While education ranged from 
less than a high school education (n = 4, 1%) to a 
doctorate degree (n = 6, 1.5%), most respondents 
indicated they had some college education (n = 
115, 29%) or a bachelor’s degree (n = 100, 25.3%).  

Respondents reported residing in 42 U.S. states. 
The largest number of respondents said they reside 
in California (n = 75, 18.9%), followed by Texas (n 
= 34, 8.6%), and New York (n = 30, 7.6%). The 
eight states not represented by the sample included 
Alaska, Idaho, Maine, Nevada, New Hampshire, 
North Dakota, Rhode Island, and South Dakota. 
Income levels ranged from less than US$15,000 
annually to more than US$105,000 annually, with 
the largest number of respondents making between 
US$45,000 and US$59,000 per year (n = 69, 
17.4%). Most survey respondents were Caucasian 
(n = 332, 83.8%), followed by Hispanic (n = 20, 
5.1%), African American (n = 17, 4.3%), Asian 
American (n = 16, 4%), Other (n = 10, 2.5%), and 
Native American (n = 1, 0.3%). Respondents were 
asked to rate their level of involvement in the agri-
cultural industry and the beef industry on a five-
point Likert-type scale (1 = not at all, 5 = quite a lot). 
Overall, respondents indicated they have a fairly 
low involvement in both the agricultural industry 
(M = 1.62, SD = 1.03) and beef industry (M = 
1.54, SD = 0.94).  

RQ2: What are the information sources consumers 
use to make food purchases? 
Research question two sought to analyze the 
sources of information used to make food-
purchasing decisions. Participants could check off 
all the resources they use on a provided list (family 
and friends, Internet, newspaper, magazine, radio, 
supermarket advertisement, and television). They 
could also disclose other resources they use that 

were not on the provided list. Consumers indicated 
they receive information from many different 
places when making food purchases. Supermarket 
advertisements were used by the largest percentage 
of respondents (n = 244, 61.6%). Half of the 
respondents (n = 198, 50%) said they also get 
information from family and friends. Traditional 
information sources were also mentioned: news-
paper (n = 122, 30.8%), Internet (n = 105, 26.5%), 
television (n = 98, 24.7%), magazine (n = 55, 
13.9%), and radio (n = 21, 5.3%). In addition to the 
provided responses, 40 respondents (10.1%) said 
they used other sources of information to make 
food-purchasing decisions, including personal 
experiences (n = 11, 2.8%), the store itself and its 
employees (n = 10, 2.5%), and the product labels 
(n = 4, 1%). 

RQ3: How aware are U.S. consumers of COOL? 
The intent of research question three was to deter-
mine the knowledge and awareness levels consum-
ers have of COOL. The first survey question asked 
participants if they knew what COOL stands for in 
regard to food buying to initially assess knowledge 
of COOL before it was explained in further detail 
later in the questionnaire. Seventy-three respon-
dents (18.4%) said they did know what COOL 
stands for, while 323 (81.6%) said they did not 
know. Respondents were then asked to provide an 
explanation of what COOL stands for. Of the 72 
respondents who elaborated, 10 (2.5%) reported 
COOL stands for country-of-origin labeling. Most 
respondents (n = 47, 11.2%) who elaborated said 
COOL was related to temperature or keeping 
products cold, refrigerated, or frozen. 

Later in the questionnaire, respondents were asked 
if they have ever noticed the country-of-origin label 
on their purchased beef products, and 110 respon-
dents (27.8%) said yes, while 286 respondents 
(72.2%) said no. Respondents were then asked to 
explain where they had seen the country-of-origin 
labels located on the products. Of the 112 respon-
dents who elaborated, the largest number of 
respondents (n = 24, 21.4%) said they had seen the 
country-of-origin label on the front of the package, 
20 respondents (17.9%) said on the backside or 
bottom of the package, and 11 (9.8%) said the label 
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was somewhere on the package in fine, small, or 
hard-to-read print. Thirteen respondents (11.6%) 
did not recall exactly where the country-of-origin 
label was located, and nine respondents (8%) 
reported seeing the label in many different places, 
including the top and bottom of the package and 
on the store meat case.  

All 396 respondents were also asked to think about 
the last beef product they purchased, and then to 
indicate from which country or countries that 
product originated, using a list that included the 
United States and its top 10 beef importers, based 
on importer data from the USDA (2010) (see table 
1). The respondents could check all the countries 
that applied, given that their last purchased beef 
product could have had a multicountry-of-origin 
label. Twelve respondents indicated at least one 
country of origin for their last purchased beef 
product and also selected “don’t know.”  

When asked to check all the resources that 
provided them with information about COOL, 
most respondents said they had not heard of 
COOL (n = 287, 72.5%). If respondents had heard 
of COOL, the most common resource was the 
Internet (n = 36, 9.1%). Table 2 provides the 
frequencies and percentages of each source. 

Twelve respondents provided other resources for 
COOL not included in the list. The most common 
other response was that this survey was the first 
time they had heard of COOL (n = 4, 1%).  

When asked if they had heard of mandatory 
country-of-origin labeling in the past year, 381 
respondents (80.3%) said they never heard of 
mandatory COOL. Fifty respondents (12.6%) said 
they had heard of COOL once, 21 respondents 
(5.3%) had heard of COOL 2–5 times, and seven 
respondents (1.8%) had heard of COOL more 
than five times. On a five-point Likert-type scale 
(1 = not at all, 5 = quite a lot), respondents indicated 
they were not very aware of labeling policies for 
beef (M = 2.17, SD = 1.08) and even more 
unaware of COOL for beef (M = 1.76, SD = 1.07).  

After analyzing initial awareness of country-of-
origin labeling, the questionnaire asked participants 
to rank the importance of having a country-of-
origin label on four commonly purchased beef cuts 
(ground beef, roast, steak, and stew meat) using a 
five-point Likert-type scale (1 = not at all, 5 = very). 
Respondents consistently put a relatively high 
importance on having a country-of-origin label on 
all beef cuts: ground beef (M = 4.25, SD = 1.02), 
roast (M = 4.19, SD = 1.01), steak (M = 4.23, SD 
= 1.00), and stew meat (M = 4.18, SD = 1.05).  

Table 1. Country-of-Origin for Last Beef Product 
Purchased by Respondents (N = 396) 

Country Frequency Percentage 
United States 216 54.5% 

Don’t know 179 45.2% 

Canada 11 2.8% 

New Zealand 9 2.3% 

Mexico 8 2.0% 

Argentina 6 1.5% 

Australia 4 1.0% 

Brazil 2 0.5% 

Costa Rica 1 0.3% 

Honduras 1 0.3% 

Nicaragua 1 0.3% 

Other 1 0.3% 

Uruguay 0 0.0% 

Note. Mode = United States. Respondents could check multiple 
answers; percentages do not equal 100%. 

Table 2. Resources Providing Information About 
COOL (N = 396) 

Resource Frequency Percentage 
Have not heard of COOL 287 72.5% 

Internet 36 9.1% 

Don’t know 25 6.3% 

Television 24 6.1% 

Family/Friends 21 5.3% 

Newspaper 19 4.8% 

Supermarket 
advertisement 

13 3.3% 

Other 12 7.8% 

Radio 10 2.5% 

Magazine 9 2.3% 

Note. Mode = Have not heard of COOL. Respondents could check 
multiple answers; percentages do not equal 100%. 
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Two open-ended questions asked what mandatory 
country-of-origin labeling means to the participants 
personally and what the participants believe is the 
government’s purpose for implementing country-
of-origin labeling in the United States. The 
researchers categorized common responses to the 
questions, and frequencies were determined. Six of 
the open-ended responses could not be categorized 
due to the inability to interpret those responses or 
to fit them in the emergent categories, so percen-
tages do not equal 100%. Analysis of these open-
ended answers found that most respondents said 
mandatory country-of-origin labeling just told them 
what country or countries the product was from, 
nothing more (n = 111, 28%). Sixty-three respon-
dents (15.9%) said COOL calls for more responsi-
bility of beef producers, packers, retailers, import-
ers, and the U.S. government, and 50 respondents 
(12.6%) said they did not know or did not under-
stand COOL. Other open-ended responses 
included: provides more information and more 
choices when buying food (n = 45, 11.4%), makes 
food more safe (n = 44, 11.1%), nothing or 
apathetic towards COOL (n = 41, 10.4%), made 
more aware of COOL after this survey (n = 13, 
3.3%), keeps foods fresh or cold (n = 8, 2%), 
COOL is important (n = 8, 2%), COOL is not 
important (n = 4, 1%), and I will only buy U.S. 
beef (n = 3, 0.8%). 

The next open-ended question asked what the 
participants believed was the purpose of the 
government in implementing mandatory country-
of-origin labeling in the United States. Nine of 
these responses could not be categorized, so 
percentages do not equal 100%. The largest 
portion of respondents said they 
believed the decision to implement 
mandatory COOL was made to 
increase consumer awareness of 
where their products originate (n = 
113, 28.5%), while the second most 
frequent response was that they 
believed the government imple-
mented COOL to protect con-
sumers from diseases and 
contaminated foods and to keep 
consumers safe (n = 102, 25.8%). 

Other open-ended responses included: don’t know 
or unsure (n = 52, 13.1%), provides more choices 
when buying food (n = 46, 11.6%), nothing or 
apathetic towards the purpose (n = 19, 4.8%), 
promotes U.S. beef over foreign beef (n = 17, 
4.3%), confuses consumers (n = 10, 2.5%), ensures 
higher-quality foods (n = 8, 2%), keeps foods fresh 
or cold (n = 8, 2%), provides a good or important 
program (n = 5, 1.3%), provides better tracking 
and inspections for food (n = 4, 1%), and requires 
more truthful information on label packages (n = 3, 
0.8%). 

RQ4: What are the relationships between selected 
consumer demographics, COOL awareness, and 
the information sources consumers use to make 
food purchases? 
Correlations were performed to determine the 
relationships between selected demographics, 
COOL awareness, and the information sources 
consumers use to make food purchases. The 
strength of the relationships was reported based on 
Davis (1971), where 1.00 is a perfect relationship, 
.70–.99 is a very high relationship, .50–.69 is a 
substantial relationship, .30–.49 is a moderate 
relationship, .10–.29 is a low relationship, and  
.01–.09 is a negligible relationship. Significant 
relationships found at .05 a priori are noted within 
the tables. 

Table 3 shows the relationships between self-
perceived involvement in the agricultural and beef 
industries and respondents’ self-perceived 
knowledge of what COOL stands for, as well as 
self-perceived awareness of both labeling policies 
in general and COOL for beef. All relationships in 

Table 3. Relationships Between Industry Involvement and 
Knowledge/Awareness 

Characteristic 

Agricultural 
industry 

involvement 
Beef industry 
involvement 

Knowledge of what COOL stands for (rpb) .12* .11* 

Awareness   

Labeling policies for beef (r) .52* .55* 

COOL for beef (r) .54* .53* 

Note. * p < .05. 
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Table 3 are positive and significant. Knowledge of 
what COOL stands for and industry involvement 
showed low relationships, while awareness of 
COOL and labeling policies and industry 
involvement showed substantial relationships. 

Table 4 shows the relationships between 
information sources used for COOL and 
agricultural and beef industry involvement. All 
relationships are low; however, “have not heard of 
COOL” and agricultural (rpb = –.20) and beef 
industry (rpb = –.20) involvement are the only 
negative relationships reported. The relationships 
were significant at alpha level .05 for both 
agricultural and beef industry involvement and the 
following items: have not heard of 
COOL, family/friends, Internet, 
newspaper, magazine, and radio. The 
strongest associations were between 
agricultural (rpb = .35) and beef 
industry (rpb = .29) involvement and 
use of magazines as a resource for 
COOL.  

Table 5 shows the relationships 
between sources of information, 
awareness of labeling policies, and 
awareness of COOL. There was a 
low, negative correlation between 
perceived knowledge of COOL and 
“have not heard of COOL” (φ =  
–.17), which was significant at alpha 
level .05 and was the only negative 
relationship in the column. The 
relationship between awareness of 
labeling policies and “have not heard 
of COOL” was a low, negative 
relationship (rpb = –.25) significant at 
alpha level .05. The relationship 
between “have not heard of COOL” 
and perceived awareness of COOL 
was a moderate, negative relationship 
(rpb = –.41) significant at alpha level 
.05. The other information sources 
showed positive relationships with 
perceived knowledge and awareness 
variables, and many were significant 
at alpha level .05. Awareness of 

COOL overall had stronger relationships with the 
information sources for COOL. 

Conclusions and Recommendations 
First, twice as many women responded to the 
survey, but it was expected that more women 
would respond as the study targeted primary 
household grocery buyers. In Loureiro and 
Umberger’s (2003) study of COOL, they found 
that females are most often the household grocery 
shoppers. Respondents in the current study were 
primarily Caucasian (n = 332, 83.8%). This is not 
representative of the U.S. population, which 
according to the latest census is 75.1% Caucasian 
(U.S. Census Bureau, 2002). Respondents’ ages 

Table 4. Relationships Between Industry Involvement and 
Information Sources Used for COOL 

Information source 
Agricultural Industry 

Involvement (rpb) 
Beef Industry 

Involvement (rpb) 
Don’t know .07 .06 

Have not heard of COOL –.20* –.20* 

Family/Friends .23* .23* 

Internet .20* .22* 

Newspaper .18* .17* 

Magazine .35* .29* 

Radio .19* .18* 

Supermarket advertisement .08 .12 

Television .03 .03 

Note. * p < .05.  

Table 5. Relationships Between Knowledge/Awareness and 
Information Sources Used for COOL 

Information source 
Knowledge 
of COOL (φ) 

Awareness  
of Labeling 
Policies (rpb) 

Awareness 
of COOL (rpb)

Don’t know .04 .05 .12* 

Have not heard of COOL –.17* –.25* –.41* 

Family/Friends .18* .22* .30* 

Internet .17* .23* .33* 

Newspaper .20* .16* .26* 

Magazine .23* .29* .37* 

Radio .21* .18* .29* 

Supermarket advertisement .06 .20* .17* 

Television .07 .13* .27* 

Note. * p < .05.  
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were more diverse, ranging 66 years, with a mean 
age of 48.63 (SD = 14.33), which is above the U.S. 
average age of 35.3 years. Education level was also 
diverse, as it ranged from less than a high school 
education to a completion of a doctorate degree, 
with most respondents indicating they had some 
college education (n = 115, 29%) or a bachelor’s 
degree (n = 100, 25.3%). The latest U.S. Census 
showed 21% of U.S. citizens having some college 
education but no degree, and 15.5% holding a 
bachelor’s degree. The sample, therefore, had 
obtained slightly more education overall compared 
to education levels of the U.S. population. Respon-
dents’ residences represented 42 of 50 U.S. states. 
Income levels were comparable to the latest U.S. 
Census data. The largest proportion of respondents 
(17.4%) indicated that they make between 
US$45,000 and US$59,000 per year. The latest U.S. 
Census showed the largest proportion of people 
(19.5%) made between US$50,000 and US$74,000 
annually. Respondents indicated overall that they 
had low involvement in agriculture and the beef 
industry. This is not surprising because so few 
people in the United States remain directly 
involved in agricultural production.  

At the beginning of the questionnaire, participants 
were asked if they knew what COOL stands for in 
regards to food-buying. Only 10 (13.7%) reported 
that COOL stands for country-of-origin labeling, 
while 47 (64.4%) said COOL was related to tem-
perature or keeping products cold, refrigerated, or 
frozen. It was evident respondents did not know 
what the COOL acronym stands for or were con-
fused by the question. Nearly three-quarters of the 
respondents said they had not noticed the country-
of-origin label before when purchasing beef prod-
ucts. Respondents who had noticed the label 
reported seeing country-of-origin labels in many 
different and inconsistent places on the beef prod-
ucts, such as the top or bottom of the package. 
These differences could be attributed to the fact 
that the exact location of the country of origin on 
the label package is not mandated and therefore is 
inconsistent. 

When asked to indicate from which country or 
countries the last beef product they purchased had 

originated, most respondents reported the United 
States or that they did not know. More respon-
dents indicated their last beef product originated in 
the United States (n = 216) than the number of 
respondents who said they had noticed the 
country-of-origin label (n = 110) on the last beef 
product they purchased. Perhaps some of the 
respondents simply assumed their last product 
purchased was a U.S.-origin product. 

Most respondents said they had not heard of 
country-of-origin labeling (n = 287, 72.5%). If 
respondents had heard of COOL, the data showed 
they used a combination of interpersonal and mass 
media resources to find out about COOL. 
Although supermarket advertisements were the 
most utilized resource for making food purchases, 
very few respondents heard about COOL from a 
supermarket advertisement. Interestingly, a few 
respondents said the survey they were completing 
was the first time they had heard of COOL.  

Despite the variance in the information sources 
used to find information about COOL, most 
respondents admitted they were still unaware of 
the policy more than 11 months after it was im-
plemented in the United States. Although most 
respondents had not heard of COOL and were not 
aware of the label on their beef, they still put a 
relatively high importance on having the label on 
their ground beef, roast, steak, and stew meat.  

As self-reported involvement in the agricultural 
and beef industries increased, self-perceived 
knowledge of what COOL means also increased; 
therefore, those with more involvement in agri-
culture and beef were more likely to say they knew 
what COOL stood for and the more they believed 
they knew about COOL for beef and beef labeling 
policies. When examining the relationships be-
tween sources used to get information about 
COOL and respondents’ involvement in the agri-
cultural and beef industries, the use of magazines 
to get information about COOL showed the 
strongest relationship with agricultural and beef 
industry involvement. This indicates that people 
involved in the agricultural and beef industries 
were more apt to hear about COOL from a maga-
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zine. Prior studies have found that people involved 
in agriculture rely on farm publications for infor-
mation (Ford & Babb, 1989; Wadud, Kreuter, & 
Clarkson, 1998; Naile, 2006).  

The sample used in this research study was a quota 
sample of primary household grocery buyers, so 
results cannot be inferred to the entire population 
of U.S. primary household grocery buyers. Overall, 
respondents in this study were not very knowl-
edgeable or aware of COOL, but they still believed 
COOL is an important concept. Respondents’ level 
of perceived awareness of beef labeling policies 
and COOL for beef was also low. Answers to 
open-ended questions regarding respondents’ 
beliefs as to the purpose of COOL were varied. 
According to Rogers’ (2003) diffusion theory, 
complexity adversely affects the adoption of an 
innovation in a social system. The contradictory 
statements about the purpose of COOL from the 
Department of Agriculture and farm organizations, 
likely shared through food safety and food industry 
mass media news, have led to the many interpreta-
tions of COOL by the respondents of this survey, 
generated more complexity in the issue, and have 
indeed generated confusion among consumers. 
These findings justify the need for practitioners to 
provide a more accurate description of COOL in 
their communication efforts. Policy and industry 
leaders alike need to provide a more focused 
description of the policy when working with the 
media and in their own communications.  

Once a more uniform message is developed about 
COOL and labeling is consistent on food products, 
consumer understanding of COOL will likely 
increase. If COOL is meant to be a marketing tool 
for U.S. products, the USDA should consider an 
extensive marketing campaign for U.S. products 
such as one implemented in Australia (see Juric & 
Worsley, 1998). Policy-makers and -implementers 
need to be aware that marketing U.S. products is 
not likely to help alleviate trade barriers produced 
by COOL, especially with the United States’ North 
American trade partners already reporting a decline 
in their U.S. exports. Communicators should focus 
on the most utilized communication outlets—
supermarket advertisements and family and 

friends—to provide consumers with more infor-
mation about COOL for beef. This might make 
consumers more knowledgeable and aware of 
COOL, but perhaps more importantly, it can also 
help clarify the purpose of the policy and decrease 
the amount of confusion.  

This study focused strictly on beef, while COOL 
applies to a wide variety of other fresh foods; 
therefore, there are many opportunities to study 
COOL as it relates to other food products. 
Furthermore, COOL could be studied in greater 
detail using qualitative methods to make more 
sense of consumers’ knowledge, awareness, and 
perceptions of COOL and how these factors moti-
vate food purchases. Regional studies using focus 
groups, interviews, or other qualitative methods 
might provide more understanding of how con-
sumers from specific areas relate to COOL. More 
research also needs to be performed looking at 
how COOL is portrayed in a variety of information 
sources. As shown in this study, consumers use 
many different methods to obtain information, and 
the information they have received about the pur-
pose of COOL has been contradictory. A closer 
examination of consumer perceptions of COOL 
and the information sources they utilize is needed, 
as COOL policy could be adjusted based on the 
concerns of consumers, the food marketing chain, 
government and political leaders, and the vital 
world trade partners of the United States.  

This study looked at factors relating to COOL 
from the perspective of the U.S. primary house-
hold grocery buyer. These people are an influential 
part of the food chain, because they generate 
demand for particular food products. This study 
found that while this sample of household grocery 
buyers believed COOL is important, they did not 
know much about it and what it truly means close 
to a year after COOL was mandated. As COOL 
diffuses into the marketing system, more people 
might become more knowledgeable about it and 
use it to make food purchases. In addition to con-
sumers, many others in the food marketing chain 
have been affected by COOL. Farmers, processors, 
marketers, handlers, consumers, governments, and 
the general public have stakeholder interests in the 
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safety and cost-effectiveness of global agri-food 
supply chains (Opara, 2003). Quantitative and 
qualitative studies focusing on knowledge and 
awareness, perceptions, and behaviors of farmers, 
processors, packers, and retailers in the beef 
industry would provide an even broader under-
standing of how to work through the issues that 
COOL in the United States brings to the table 
both literally and figuratively.   
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Appendix: 
Instrument 
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