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1. INTRODUCTION
National  reputation is a clear indication of the power of a nation in that it reflects and - influences - its position in the global arena. The reputational capital of a nation determines its ability to build coalitions and alliances in order to achieve objectives of international policy, to influence consumer perceptions and behaviour in foreign demand, to attract investment and last but not least, to activate processes and channels for in-bound tourist flows. Despite the deep interest that the issue of national reputation is provoking within scientific debate, what emerges is a clear shortfall in systemic terms in dealing with the same, undoubtedly, the outcome of a non-uniform perspective. In the first issue of the Corporate Reputation Review, Fombrun and Van Riel (1997) defined the state of the art of studies on the subject of  reputation confused and contradictory as it was nigh impossible to find a unanimous vision of the concept. Although the focus of enquiry on the part of the two Authors referred mainly to  corporate reputation, the same perplexity can be evinced with regard to the issue of  country reputation, certainly a more recent issue, but at the same time, on a par with that of corporate reputation. In this sense, if the aim is to circumscribe a field of enquiry which highlights the modality by means of which the reputation of a country can function as a valid interpretative criterion of the influence exerted by country of origin on the perceptions of foreign consumers; the utility of  definitions - and delimitations - of studies  on issues of organizational reputation can also be useful.  In depth analysis of the concept of reputation, evidences the focus on enterprise. Given however, the numerous similarities existing between country and enterprise systems, it follows that specific considerations and analyses formulated in a corporate reputation perspective can also be applied to country reputation. The strategic value of the latter derives from its capacity to activate processes of value creation, remaining protected from potential attempts of imitation and at the same time, gaining a position of superiority compared to other contexts. For our research purpose the relation existing between the concept of reputation (country reputation) and the creation of a national brand was highlighted. The methodology underpinning our study validated by field research, by means of a survey analyzed the perceptions of a sample of Chinese consumers with regard to the reputational capital of Italy.

2. COUNTRY REPUTATION AND THE ROLE OF  COUNTRY BRANDING
Country reputation based on socio-cognitive consumer beliefs, stems from the top-down and bottom-up dynamics involved in country image (1). Consequently, reputation studies are usually implemented through a multidimensional model which verifies the consequences of individual cognitive processes at a meso-level (2) of social phenomena and the subsequent immersion of reputational issues in individual cognitive representations. In more general terms, reputation is both the process of the diffusion of social assessments and the effect that this dimension has on the epistemic and pragmatic level of an individual’s cognitive activity. The reputational component is accordingly, the result of a dynamic process over time, a dependent function of a complex system of interrelations with  stakeholders and a specific country, in different contexts. The multi-dimensional nature of country reputation  can be highlighted by devising a framework in which to synthesize all the variables and processes that concur in the shaping of the reputation of a country. The starting point   represented by the intrinsic characteristics of the country, is summed up in  tangible and intangible assets, the former in terms of quality, cost, accessibility, enjoyment of the physical characteristics of a country i.e. infrastructure, natural resources, landscapes, art cities (physical environment). Intangible components concern on the contrary the availability, flexibility, quality and cost of ‘soft’ resources: such as human resource competence and capacity, of a qualified or non-qualified nature and the prevalent culture of the political, social and economic system [Dalpiaz and Piccarreta, 2006: 121-123] (Tab. 1). 
Yet other actions to be taken into consideration consist in intervention by the nation in reference to the different contexts of analysis (politico-institutional, economic, technological, socio-cultural), for instance governance of international policy, industry dynamics, orientation towards Welfare, social policies, cultural movements and political leanings etc. 

Governing authorities are ever more conscious of the fact that national reputation has decisive repercussions on different contexts of action in a country (as a system), e.g. the creation of solid alliances with foreign partners, openness towards international markets, the promotion of national tourism and the attraction of investments. Despite the growing relevance of the country reputation management issue, many countries still encounter serious difficulties in activating a knowledgeable and systemic process of national reputation management. As a result communicational strategies - their relative control - for better and more feasible management have to plan the images to be projected onto the global arena. In other words, the strand of studies relative to nation branding (3), considered by its advocates on a par with a state resource, should be capable both of attributing international legitimacy to national interests, of sustaining  national unity and finally, to obtaining recognition on an economic-financial level for national supply systems present on the global marketplace. 

The ultimate aim of a policy of nation branding is therefore, to create an ideal positioning clear, simple and above all, differentiated, construed around the emotional features and quality of the country, symbolized both verbally and visually, to be interpreted by different audiences in a variety of contexts [Nebenzahl and Jaffe, 2001]. This complex process can be substantiated in applying techniques of branding, communication and marketing for the promotion of country image. Simon Anholt, considered the first researcher on country branding, maintains that a nation should evaluate and manage its reputation by means of a global brand, equivalent to that of an enterprise Once the country brand image starts to acquire its own visibility and  positive connotations, a virtuous cycle is triggered, the country will promote the brand and in its turn, the brand will promote the country, nourishing its reputational patrimony as originally envisaged by strategic management. The process comprising four phases, starts with the preparation of country brand identity: a system by means of which the name and identity of a place are designed, planned and communicated in order to manage its reputation. In this context, five constituent stages are envisaged:

1. Evaluation; 2. Training; 3. Defining the country brand essence; 4. Defining the country brand identity; 5. Internal branding.
2.1 Evaluation

The first phase (assessment) concerns the evaluating process in act to verify  perceived country effect on the part of local and international stakeholders, e.g. international organizations, investors, fund managers, banks, financial institutes, consumers, tourists, mass media, members of the diplomatic corps, associations etc.

2.2 Training

The second phase of the process (training) envisages participative and collaborative activity in which stakeholders of the public and private sector provide competence, experience and resources to define – and subsequently safeguard – a profitable branding strategy. If the process of country reputation management embraces the different spheres of activity of a nation, from a political to that of a  more social nature, branding activities – as a result -  cannot be circumscribed to the sole prospect of governance  or to the public sector. 
2.3 Defining the country brand essence

The third phase (defining the country brand essence) identifies and develops brand essence, defined as the “core idea” of the project. The identification of brand essence is perhaps the most critical phase of the entire process, the efficacy of which is subordinated to the ability of the governing body to identify the traditional components of brand essence for transference to the country brand. The main difficulties derive from the need to find a balance between the four spheres of identification, apparently in contradiction: standardization and differentiation, rational and emotional features/components [Aronczyk, 2008: 52]. 
2.4 Defining the country brand identity

Thus, from the process of country branding, the subsequent phase is that of country brand identity emerging as a linking phase upon which the main responsibilities fall for the success of the visual country identity project. In contemplating the building of a brand image strategy, decision-making at an international level (political, economic, cultural, social context, etc.) is vital in the project of country branding. The decision in favour of a “monolithic” identity in a country brand identity system is the result of a careful assessment of the psychic and cultural entity both within and outside the nation and potential repercussions on the success of national policies. In terms of both a physical and rhetorical dimension of country brand identity, the former can be identified with reference to brand name and brand graphics which constitute the visual presence of the brand, in other words, its tangible and graphical identity (logo, icon, colours). In the context of the physical dimension, besides the verbal text, more strictly linked to the scale of attributes transmitted by the country are the figurative components brand graphics (logotype, emblem, design) which act as support for the achieving of real distinctive value [Mainolfi, 2005: 63]. 
The rhetorical dimension expresses on the contrary, the immaterial plan characterized by the presence of values and personality to which the brand is to be associated. This tier of analysis refers to a discursive and persuasive semantic context, identified through the choice of lexis and register (brand language). Country brand provided with a pay-off can clarify the vocation, reputation and values entrusted to brand (value). When all the signs that make up the brand converge, complying with the holistic nature of perception, a form of synaesthesia is achieved in which sensorial impressions– colour, graphics, form, language etc. – reinforce the brand message. 
2.5 Internal branding

The fifth and last phase of the strategic process that of internal branding, concerns the involvement of the residents or other stakeholders, interested to varying degrees, in the success of the brand. In the definition of efficacious and dynamic relations with the target beneficiaries of branding policies, it will not suffice to estimate the expressive potential of the brand outside, an extremely critical variable represented by internal branding which describes the process of institutionalization of the brand as an integral part of national culture. Welcoming therefore, the perspective that sees in branding a strategic process, guided by a holistic and coordinated approach, it should be stressed that the basic condition for the success of the project is a new reputational perspective in which  planning, management and development objectives are subordinated to the capacity for reconciling national interests with business interests and those of civil society [Anholt, 2007: 100].

3. The perception of Italy’s reputational capital on the Chinese Market: findings from an empirical survey 

The aim of the enquiry is to identify the interpretative dimensions underpinning country reputation in Italy, in the light of the evolutions resulting from the process of globalization on country of origin, and whether such dimensions are able to defend and reinforce Italy’s symbolic, value and cultural system that positively associates systems of supplies with the comparative advantage of image. Various causes are challenging the strength of  Made in Italy and its traditional profiles of competitiveness (quality, flexibility, competitive prices, innovation). A weakened sense of identity, low investments in Research and Development (R&D), the inefficiency of the financial system all represent conditions which on the home front, are threatening the potential of the capital of country image, considered on a par with exogenous variables, which can be traced to changes in models of consumption, to dumping, counterfeit goods and to the competitiveness of emerging countries. 

Although several international research studies on country of origin issues  indicate that Italy is among those countries attributed recognition of the superior  quality of her goods on the part of foreign customers, small and medium sized enterprises (SMEs) do not appear fully aware of the enormous potential that enhancing country of origin effects can provide in terms of differentiation on an international scale.

Intervening in the supra-system of consumer opinion envisaged as a privileged stakeholder capable of sanctioning the target destiny of international firm competitive advantage, is the impact of country of origin. [Marino et al., 2009]. We argue that country of origin reputation within the natural dynamics of succession of country image over  time, can effectively influence foreign customer perceptions relative to products offered by foreign firms.

3.1 Research hypothesis  

The aim of the analysis is therefore, to ascertain whether in fact stereotyped country images of nations, deriving from their reputational treasure chest, are effectively capable of influencing the formulation of customer opinion towards foreign production (hypothesis 1).

Hypothesis 1: 
Country of origin reputation influences foreign  consumer opinion  relative to goods of foreign origin.

It was considered fundamental to expand the analysis to consumer behaviour to verify how opinions, influenced by deep-rooted beliefs relative to country reputation, actively guide consumers in their purchasing strategies  (corollary 1.1). 

Corollary 1.1: 
Country of origin reputation effectively influences consumer behaviour.

Hence contact with foreign goods has potential implications relative to the overall building of consumer opinion. Effective consumption of goods of foreign origin will enable consumers to judge them in a more aware and customized way. This may even lead to consumers questioning the systemic stereotypes intrinsic to or incorporated in, an individual’s  personal cognitive scheme (corollary 1.2). 

Corollary 1.2:
The set of beliefs underpinning opinions on country reputation is influenced by post-consumption perceptions 

3.2 Research Methodology 

In order to verify the above hypotheses,  field research  was carried out in the Chinese marketplace. The focus of the survey was on the effective current reputation of Made in Italy goods, in the light of ongoing trends relative to impact from country-of-origin, to assess for potential effects in emergent countries. The paper, an explorative study, envisaging qualitative research methodology and tools is based on a wide-ranging survey carried out through personal interviews. The sample utilized was the outcome of a non-probabilistic sampling process involving one hundred Chinese consumers. The choice of China was motivated by the fact that it is included in the developing Bric (Brasile, Russia, India, Cina) countries, all four characterized by rapid economic growth. In particular, China’s average annual growth rate of GDP recorded in recent years is equal to 9%, above that of both advanced economies and other developing countries. 

Italy is China’s 23rd commercial partner and 3rd in the European Union after France and Germany. Italian exports have increased significantly during recent years, even if in 2009 they diminished by 7% compared to the previous year. The main sectors are those of mechanical and electronic   tools and electronics. Even imports from China are in decline having dropped from 23 billion Euros to 17 billion Euros and comprising mainly machines and electrical equipment, metals and metal products, textiles and clothing. Worthy of note is the Italian pharmaceutical sector which continues  to record good results given its anti-cyclic nature.

Penetration in these areas ever more attractive not only from the point of view of de-localising, but above all from a commercial, perspective, requires careful evaluation of the impact country of origin of foreign goods can exert on consumer opinion, expressed at local level in terms of demand, for delineating adequate marketing strategies. 

3.3 Research findings
The survey used for the enquiry is composed of 100 Chinese individuals residing mainly in the urban areas of Eastern China. The choice of this region derived from the consideration that it emblemizes one of the most lively, dynamic and economically advanced areas in the country. In actual fact, the regions of the Eastern Coast are considered traditionally the main ports of access for the West through which over time, import-export flows have contributed to the economic and industrial development of the area mirroring the entire nation. More than 50% of the sample come from two of the most important cities characterizing the Gulf of Bohai, Beijing (14%) and Dalian (36%). 15% of the sample reside in the city of Shanghai, situated on the River Huangpu near the delta of Chang Jiang, which is as has been evidenced, the most densely populated city of China, as well as one of the largest metropolises in the world, with over 18 million inhabitants. A further 13% of the interviewees live in the Eastern Province of Zhejiang, specifically: 10% in the capital Hangzhou and 3% in the city of Wenzhou. The South-Eastern area of the country instead, is home to 9% of the sample, specifically, the city of Guangzhou, capital of the Province of Guangdong, 3%, and Hong Kong 6%. Finally, a further 13% of the sample resides in the city of Changsha, capital of the Province of Hunan, characterized by the ancient tradition of rice cultivation and tea planting. As far as their socio-demographic profile is concerned, the sample is quite well balanced from a gender perspective (52 males, 48 females), while more uneven from that of age. The age of the interviewees is quite varied: 66% of the sample is made up of individuals ranging from 25 to 45 years of age. 20%, on the contrary, comprise young people under 25. The remaining 14% include the older population with an age ranging from 45 to 65. The sample does not include individuals in the over 65 age range. 

From the analysis it can be evinced, furthermore, that the interviewees possess a medium-high level of education. 37% are graduates, while 25% have a post-graduate diploma. The professions practised are distributed mainly between permanent staff in the private and public sector (respectively 50% and 22%), while 6% of the interviewees are unemployed. With reference to average annual income, 23%  of the sample declared an income of less than a 1,000 $ (4) per annum. 13% declared an income ranging from 1.500 to 2.500 $, while 24% were included in the  4.000 to 6.000 $ range. Subsequent to the analysis of the demographic profile, the reputation of made in Italy was analysed with specific reference to the concept of recall, both spontaneous and stimulated  to evoke sensations and sentiments relative to Italy. Spontaneous evocations were quite varied. Italian fashion was top of the mind in the list; in other words, the element recalled most by the interviewees (17%). Italy and football, indicated by 10% of the sample, were placed second on the list. Second choice in this category listed fashion as the most evoked item (26%). With reference on the contrary, to third choice the item most indicated was art (Tab. 2). 

Spontaneous country recall mechanisms concerning Italy confirm the classic stereotypes linked to the image of Italy abroad. The risk of recurring merely to spontaneous recall could be that of obtaining perceptions of an exclusively affective and/or emotional nature,  and perhaps neglecting the most rational and cognitive component of the Italian country-image. The interviewees were then asked to express their opinions relative to aspects provoked by Italian culture, economics and politics. From the indications provided, it emerged that Italian culture appears strongly linked to Italy’s historic-artistic heritage. Leonardo Da Vinci (10%), Architecture  (10%), the Renaissance (10%) Paintings (8%) were the most indicated items. As concerns the Italian economy, Chinese consumers associate this predominantly with the fashion sector. Over 37% of the sample in effect, are convinced that the fashion industry is the most important sector of the National economy. A direct consequence of this net predominance is furthermore, the presence included in the list of items indicated, of  the fabric sector (10%) and the leather and skins sector (9%). Another relevant item is that 12% of the interviewees consider competitiveness a further factor of strength in Italian firms. 

Finally, with reference to politics, Italy is associated mainly with just one politician, Silvio Berlusconi (51,11%). Other characterizing features acknowledged to the Italian political system are freedom, (14%) and instability, (11%). Both these elements are the outcome of a comparative analysis between national political tradition (Chinese) and a political system of a Western kind. The opinion expressed regarding the instability of the Italian political system can be traced most probably, to the dynamics/trends that have characterised political life in Italy over the last fifty years. 

The analysis of stereotypes has resulted in an assessment of the perceptions of the collective imagination of the Chinese people. However, country image has to be analyzed more critically concerning different contexts in order to identify and assess country reputation. As evidenced previously, in order to examine relational capital a multidimensional construct was used representing the model of reference on which to base personal opinions concerning the most salient features of the different contexts of country identity (physical, socio-economic, cultural, politico-institutional). The physical environment, seen as a set of country-endowed features, is considered most important, above all in terms of the Italian historic-cultural heritage (83%) more so than country-endowed natural resources that in any event, are judged of extreme relevance by 57% of the sample (Tab. 3). 

Less relevance compared to the previous feature, appears to be attributed to the economic environment, judged mainly on the basis of firm competitiveness and innovation in research and development (R&D). Opinions expressed are concentrated mainly midway between the two extremes (quite important and of average importance) with reference to firm competitiveness. On the contrary, judgements relative to innovation are mostly more positive (37%) collocated in the category (very important).
Taking into account the elements linked to Italy’s cultural and social environment, it emerges that Italy is identified as the country of beauty in which design and creativity represent the strengths of Italian production (Tab. 4). Italy furthermore, is considered tendentially, a non-lay country. Most opinions  expressed are concentrated in the areas “disagree slightly” (19%) and “quite disagree” (27%). %. The interviewees were then asked to express an opinion concerning the capacity of Italian society to coexist with and to protect ethnic minorities, and subsequently, to give an opinion on the degree of nationalism expressed by the Italians. These two elements were inserted in the analysis of the cultural and social environment in that they were considered fundamental for raising awareness of the most recent phenomena indicative of Italian civil society potentially compromising the international credibility of the country. 

Most of the interviewees preferred not to respond as concerns and in effect, even the responses received did not indicate a completely clear picture. Identical percentages of the sample (14%) distinguished between those who acknowledged Italy’s tolerant nature towards ethnic minorities and those who thought differently on the subject. In the same way, opinions on nationalism and the Italians differed. This could be symptomatic of a change in the features generally acknowledged as characteristic of the Italian cultural system and attributable to the various vicissitudes of Italian society that have engaged the interest of the media on an international scale.

From a politico-institutional perspective,  Italy is reputed a country in which corruption is a recurrent phenomenon characterizing the political class. As concerns the political stability issue on the contrary, the individuals asked to express an opinion differed greatly in their outlook. 24% of the sample were quite in agreement in defining Italy as politically stable. A further 28%, on the contrary, were of a different opinion, judging Italy as totally unstable politically. As far as the financial system is concerned, the sample mainly expressed disagreement with regard to the presumed transparency of the Italian system. Even in this case, it is possible to argue that the serious scandals involving renowned firms in the Italian industrial panorama have had significant influence in this respect. As concerns reputation, deep-rooted opinions of both a rational and emotional nature are involved. The survey shows as highlighted, that the latter play a decisive role representing as they do, the foundations upon which country stereotypes are based. Prior to surveying the interviewed consumers’ direct experience of Italian products, it was considered advisable to verify the extent of ethnocentrism displayed in terms of their propensity to prefer national goods to foreign goods, differentiating them on a category basis. The analysis of responses provided, reported a quite balanced division between national and non-national goods purchased. Prevalently national purchases compared to foreign purchases were foodstuffs (95%), leather goods (69%), furnishings (56%). This was explained by an ethnocentric propensity motivated not by the desire to safeguard local production but rather by an innate opinion of superiority of national products for better satisfying consumer needs. 

Foreign goods finding great favour include wine (95%), automobiles and motor-cycles (86%), cell phones and computers (80%) and cosmetics (68%). The middle classes and the young (representing over 80% of the sample) find in the consumption of foreign goods a mark of social distinction and prestige. Foreign products and in particular those with Western brands have strong appeal which, above all in post-communist economies, mixes with the collective narrative imagination i.e. the National heritage culture . 

The opinions emerging from the sample appear to confirm the relevance of country of origin relative to foreign products in the assessment phase of consumer behaviour. Country-of-origin is considered a fundamental factor in consumer choice by 60% of the interviewees to which can be added 7% who consider country of origin a necessary part of their consumption process. Chinese consumers are ready and willing to purchase foreign goods but on the condition that their price is effectively fully justified (Tab. 5). Most of the interviewees (30%) are collocated in a central position, midway between the two extremes represented by price and quality. In other words, aware consumers who judge quality to be an inseparable element in the purchase of foreign goods. More than 50% of the responses were collocated in positions (5,6,7) tending  to privilege quality as the most significant factor of assessment. 

At this stage of the research, an assessment was made on consumption trends relative to the interviewees with regard to Made in Italy products. 69% of the sample declared that they purchased Italian products. The remaining 31% (non buyers) could be called “non clients perforce” in that their non purchase of Made in Italy products was the result not of negative judgements on the products but rather to problems of distribution and access to the same (35% indicated difficulty in finding the products) and price ( 29% of the respondents indicated their scarce convenience). 

The high prices of Italian products, tend to divert customers towards  similar Italian style national or international products. The position of Italian products on the Chinese market is constantly threatened by the disloyal competition of local products in that intellectual property rights are not yet satisfactorily guaranteed favouring diffusion of fake goods.

The remaining quota of the sample (69%), on the contrary, declared having purchased Made in Italy products; in most cases (77%) Italian products are considered synonymous of quality. Italian style and design, basic elements of Italy’s reputation, enjoy success in terms of demand for good taste. 10%, in effect, indicate this in first place  and over 62% in second place. Included in the second choice responses provided, 14% of the consumers consider that Italian products confer status. Chinese consumers attribute particular relevance to social judgements linked to acts of consumption, for instance, the purchase of luxury goods especially of foreign origin, responds to the need to sustain or even, to improve one’s image with one’s own group of reference. Included among the type of goods purchased there is a predominance of the clothing and shoes industries.  

 The success of Italian exports in the fashion sector, characterized by rapid increases in demand and by increasing competitiveness of local industry, is thus confirmed. Foodstuffs also enjoy quite good success indicated by 36% of the sample. Chinese consumers appear to reward Italian products that are coherent with the reputation enjoyed by the country.

Findings support our original hypothesis: country reputation influences consumer perceptions relative to foreign goods (hypothesis 1), directing consumer choice (corollary 1.1). Chinese consumers are directed towards categories of goods that emblemize the reputational capital of Italy. In particular, the latter condition is verified even when there is no direct contact with the product;  in other words, the (halo effect). 

Chinese purchasers recur, consequently, to reputation as a guiding criterion for interpreting and evaluating foreign products

From our analysis it emerges that direct experience with Made in Italy products has substantially modified consumer behaviour. Specifically, 45% of the interviewees declare having modified their purchasing habits in favour of buying greater quantities of an individual product. A further 22%, on the contrary, confirm buying other Italian brands while 10% have recommended the product to friends and acquaintances. Despite the extremely positive image characterizing Italy, several critical areas emerge concerning the post-purchase phase of Made in Italy products. 19% of the interviewees stated that they had not modified in any way their buying habits subsequent to the purchase while 5% declared they had made no further purchases of Made in Italy goods. 

It would be advisable not to underestimate that considering, the characteristics of the typical Chinese consumer, strongly inclined to save money and traditionally oriented, the results obtained are in any event, very encouraging in that familiarity with specific categories of Made in Italy goods has stimulated in some consumers the propensity to try other goods and to recommend products to their acquaintances. The satisfaction that consumers find in their Made in Italy purchases is transferred to consumer behaviour which in most cases encouraged to discover different goods on the Italian market.  

The consumers who have bought– and consequently, tried – Italian products were asked in which respect their conception of Made in Italy had changed. 80% of the consumers revealed that their experience of Italian products had improved perceptions/feelings linked to Made in Italy products. 18%, on the contrary, declared no change of judgement, expressing in any event favourable opinions relative to Italy.

Most of the interviewees, expressing revised judgements relative to the Made in Italy image, changed opinions on aspects concerning design (45%) and the quality of Italian products (33%). Other elements which have satisfied consumers beyond expectations include the capacity to excite emotions (17%) and price (5%). The latter finding clearly highlight the process of revision of country reputation on the part of foreign demand  following direct experience with national production. Trying Made in Italy products has enabled consumers to reach a more aware and personal evaluation of the strengths of the product compared to assessments inherited passively from the collective imagination, having at the same time, the advantage of being more solid and refractory towards to potentially sudden changes eventually provoked by secondary sources (corollary 1.2).

4. LIMITS AND FUTURE RESEARCH PERSPECTIVES 
The defence of ethnocentrism, the comparative advantage of image, the origin and above all, the specifics of the country have enabled Made in Italy production to achieve a position of absolute prestige in the international scenario. Our analysis has confirmed a particularly positive reputation of Italy held by Chinese consumers to which however, there does not seem to correspond an adequate strategy of international development on the part of Italian enterprise. SMEs above all, appear to suffer from the relationship with China, considering the same a constant threat to their personal competitive advantage rather than as an opportunity for identifying new outlets. The reasons underpinning this attitude range from the scarce contractual power held by SMEs in the context of large scale international distribution to the difficulty of developing strong and recognizable company brands, and furthermore, to the complexity of implementing an accurate analysis of emerging markets.

The assessment of the value expressed by the brand Italy, together with the verifying of the process of accumulation relative to the succession of  country image, constitutes the basis on which to build country brand identity, in the sense of a unique set of associations that the country intends to create and maintain with reference to the international scene. 
Our study is a preliminary experiment on the theme of country reputation management, electing country reputation as a key element at the basis of the different effects exerted by country-of-origin on foreign client opinions. The outcome of the survey put in place enabled us to trace the reputational profile of  Made in Italy goods amongst Chinese consumers, through a multi-dimensional approach focused on the principal contexts that sum up a nation and its production. 
The implications for future research involves identifying and  analyzing a set of tools available to international businesses in order to manage strategically the impact of country of origin. By exploiting the reputational heritage of a country, businesses can make penetration of foreign markets more incisive and at the same time, reinforce their visibility in an ever more global market. The aim, consequently, will be that of modelling a system of measuring the capital deriving from country reputation, which emphasises its dynamic nature in terms of  familiarity, experience and relations. 

NOTES
(1) For the purpose of the research the relation existing between the concepts of (country image) and (country reputation) needs to be clarified. While country image represents the spontaneous mental image consumers have of a country, on the contrary, country reputation, indicates the judgement of value relative to the different attributes that are an integral part of the country, that evolve over time and are the outcome of consolidated performance and reinforced by global communication. The temporal succession of country image specifics constitutes the ground on which the strategic concept of reputation is built which cannot consequently, be interpreted as a static attribute, codified rigidly, like the roots of social hierarchy. Conte R., Paolucci M. (2002). Reputation in artificial societies: social beliefs for social order, Kluwer Academic Publishers, p. 15.

(2) By meso-level we mean the level of social interaction in non-rigidly structured groups. Marmo S. (2003). L’uso della reputazione nelle applicazioni internet: prudenza o cortesia? L’approccio socio-cognitivo”, in www.istc.cnr.it, download 12.06.2009.

(3) The terms nation and country are used here synonomously, even though it is evident that nation  refers to a community of persons sharing language, culture and usually, ethnic origin. By country reference is on the contrary, to the physical space occupied by a nation.

(4) Average annual income is on a par with circa 2.940 $ (Atlas Method della Banca Mondiale),albeit real incomes are constantly growing (reputed at circa l’8%). However it should be taken into consideration that distribution of income is quite uneven .both in terms of wealth possessed (rich and poor) and areas (urban and rural). 8% of the population live under the poverty threshold level including more than 21,5 million of the rural population  who live with  less than 90 $ per annum, the official figure denoting absolute poverty; while the income of another 35,5 million inhabitants in rural areas albeit higher than this figure is in any event, lower than the official threshold delimiting the lowest level of income  i.e. 125 $ per annum. Report (2009), The World Factbook. Central Intelligence Agency, CIA, accessed July 28 2010, available at www.cia.gov; Report (2009). Scheda paese Cina, accessed January 10, 2010, available at www.mondimpresa. 
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TABLES
Table 1 – Elements, components and attributes of Country Reputation

	The relevance of attributes 

	Elements
	Components
	Attributes

	Components
	· Physical, structural and urban resources 
(e.g. infrastructure, transport, logistics)

· Natural resources (e.g. landscapes)

· Cultural resources (e.g. art cities)

· Human resources 
(e.g. human resource capacity and competence) 
	Dynamic

	Economic environment
	· Productive traditions

· Economic development 

· Past development rates

· Economic stability

· Financial system

· Degree of competitiveness

· Innovation trends

· Research activity

· Creativity and design
	Dynamic

	Political-institutional environment
	· Degree of political stability

· Political system

· Political tradition

· Party system

· Juridical system

· Legal practice

· Bureaucratic and fiscal system

· Regulations on investments
	Active

	Social and cultural environment
	· Identity values

· Embedded regulations, beliefs, traditions

· Aesthetic values

· Ethnic values

· Subcultures and ethnic minorities

· Religion 

· Individualist or universalist culture

· Specific or widespread culture

· Matriarchal or patriarchal society
	Passive


Source: Adapted from Prakash Sethi S. and Elango B. (1999). The influence of country-of-origin on multinational corporation global strategy: a conceptual framework. Journal of International Management, 5:288. 

Table 2 – Spontaneous country recall 

	Elements evoked by the expression Italy 
	1st choice 

Frequency %
	2nd choice 

Frequency %
	3rd choice 

Frequency %

	Architecture 
	5
	0
	0

	Beautiful country
	10
	0
	2

	Football 
	10
	4
	12

	Culture
	6
	4
	2

	Fashion 
	17
	26
	3

	Passion
	6
	0
	0

	Paintings 
	7
	0
	2

	Pizza
	9
	5
	0

	Rome
	3
	12
	0

	Tower of Pisa
	5
	1
	0

	Other 
	22
	45
	45

	N.a. 
	0
	3
	34

	Total
	100
	100
	100


Table 3 – Assessment of country reputation (physical and economic environment)

	 Opinions expressed 
	Historic-
cultural heritage
	Natural resources
	Firm competitiveness 
	Innovation Research and Development (R&D)

	
	Frequency %
	Frequency %
	Frequency %
	Frequency %

	Very Important
	83
	57
	23
	37

	Quite important
	13
	14
	37
	33

	Of average importance 
	0
	11
	19
	4

	Not very important
	4
	14
	11
	17

	Of no importance
	0
	0
	4
	2

	Don’t know 
	0
	4
	6
	7

	Total
	100
	100
	100
	100


Table 4 – Assessment of country reputation (cultural and social environment)

	Opinions 
	a
	b
	c
	d
	e

	
	Frequency %
	Frequency %
	Frequency %
	Frequency %
	Frequency %

	Strongly agree
	54
	61
	5
	13
	5

	Quite agree
	26
	20
	8
	14
	21

	In slight agreement Lievemente d’accordo
	18
	15
	17
	10
	16

	In slight disagreement Lievemente in disaccordo
	2
	4
	19
	5
	14

	Quite disagree Abbastanza in disaccordo
	0
	0
	27
	14
	22

	Don’t know
	0
	0
	22
	44
	13

	N.a.
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0

	Total
	100
	100
	100
	100
	100


Legenda:

a) The Italians have an innate sense of beauty 

b) Creativity and design are the strengths of Italian production 

c) Italy is a lay country 

d) Italian traditions co-exist in harmony with those of ethnic minorities 

e) Italians are nationalist-minded

Table 5 – Main factor of evaluation in the purchase of foreign goods 
	
	Frequency %

	Price
	1
	5

	
	2
	11

	
	3
	4

	
	4
	30

	
	5
	12

	
	6
	20

	Quality
	7
	18

	Total
	100
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