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Abstract: 
 
In the author’s view culture plays an important role in the international business. Cultural 

issues represent the key factors for a successful cooperation and partnership among 

companies from different countries. Most of the time the adaptation to a new culture and 

new governmental policies influence the foreign companies in the direction of changing 

their business strategy. This thesis is a cross-cultural research study that aims to examine 

the cultural struggles of some Italian companies established in China. In particular, based 

on the collection of qualitative data obtained by the conduction of four interviews the study 

identifies three main influencing elements of the Chinese culture and the way they induce 

the Italian companies to adapt their business strategy. The study’s most important findings 

are: guanxi and mianzi influence the Italian business strategy in networking building in 

China and affect the Italian psychological attitude in the business management and 

organization. In revealing more short-term thinking in Chinese business circles the 

findings of the study contrast Hofstede’s theory of a long-term orientation in China. 

 

KEYWORDS: Business; International; Cultural Differences; Italian companies; China; 

Guanxi; face; Strategy.  

 

摘要：	  
本研究认为文化在国际经济中起着重要的作用。文化是不同国家公司成

功合作的关键因素。尽管如此，大多时候对一个新文化和新政策的－应

影响着外国公司改变他们经济战略的方向。作为一项跨文化研究，本文

的主要目的在于调查在华意大利公司的文化竞争力并提供建议。通过汇

总,分析四个访谈收集的定性数据，本文提出了影响在华意大利公司适
应战略的三个重要因素,指出：关系和面子各自影响意大利企业在中国
构建关系的商业战略，并影响其在企业管理和组织方面的心理态度。最

后，本研究表明，在商业圈的短期思维方面，中国的情况与霍夫斯泰德

的文化维度理论形成对照。 
 
关键词：国际商务；文化差异；意大利公司；中国；关系；面子；战
略 
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1. Introduction 
1.1 Research background 
Since China opened its market to international business in 1978, due to the Chinese 

economic reform known as Gaige kaifang (改革开放) “reform and opening-up” 

promoted by Deng Xiaoping (邓小平), it rapidly obtained the status of  a country with 

one of the most developed economies in the world. As a consequence, the geographic 

dimensions of the country, the fast economic growth and also the competitive price of 

manufacturing attracted more and more foreign companies that started investing in China 

or opened new branches in the mainland.  

At the same time, the phenomenon of globalization caused numerous Western 

multinationals such as McDonalds, Pizza Hut, and KFC to establish branches in China, 

paving the way for countless other famous multinational brands and franchises that now 

enjoy a profitable business in China. For instance, the technology company giants Apple 

and Samsung or the car manufacturers Toyota, Mitsubishi and Subaru now have shops 

spread all over mainland China. According to the World Investment Report of 2017 

published by UNCTAD the country's economy was ranked the second most attractive to 

multinational companies for 2017-2019, after the United States (Santander 2017). 

Among these international companies and multinationals there is a steadily increasing 

number of Italian companies and multinationals that established branches in China and that 

have been playing an important role, although they came somewhat later than other 

western companies. 

In 2015, as reported in an article of the on-line newspaper Xinhuanet (Marzia De Giuli 

2015), the two countries celebrated in Milan the 45th anniversary of the establishment of 

diplomatic ties. The first Italian joint ventures established in China date back to the early 

1980’s, as the example of Coscon Italy CEO demonstrates, a multinational group in China 

created by Cosulich Brothers. In the interview with the newspaper Cosulish made an 

important suggestion to those who wanted to invest in China. He stated that [it is necessary 

to] “have a lot of patience and perseverance, and most importantly behave well in return 

for their trust” (2015). During the eighth Forum of Italian Succecces in China held at the 

“Kilometro Rosso” Professional Center in Bergamo on April 11th 2017, 11 main excellent 
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companies told their success stories of doing business in China. The meeting aimed to 

provide as comprehensive information as possible about the consequences of the Chinese 

economic phenomenon for Italy, and highlight the opportunities arising from growth in the 

Asian country. Moreover, it also represented the opportunity to underline the importance 

of sharing warning, strategies and business experiences as well as raising awareness  

regarding the challenge of the Chinese market (Foundation 2017), which is extremely 

dynamic. From the stories of the companies that admitted their success in China it is 

possible to deduce two elements that they have in common: First of all, the image of China 

as a springboard for the internazionalization and expansion of the Italian companies not 

only in Asia but also in other parts of the world such as Brazil or the United States; 

secondly, the establishment of branches in China via the creation of joint ventures. The 

type of companies that decide to introduce their Italian “know how” or the “Made in Italy” 

in China is heterogeneous. As a matter of fact, China hosts Italian restaurant chains, 

conpanies operating in the food & wine, technology, services, manufactury, automotive, 

engineering sectors on the one hand, and welcomes major fashion brands including Prada, 

Ermenegildo Zegna and Armani on the other hand.   

Michele Scannavini, president of Agenzia Ice, had recently reported in an interview to BoF 

(Business of Fashion) that Italian exports to China have grown 20% over the last seven 

months, with leather goods and accessories showing a 29% growth rate, apparel 11 percent 

and footwear 8 percent (White 2017).  

 

Nonetheless, China and Italy, despite their long time relationship dating back to the silk 

road that originally started in Venice, in my view both have different cultures, and thus 

different business strategies.  

I believe that culture and business should be considered as two complementary concepts of 

the international context. In order to achieve a sustainable and profitable business it is 

crucial to have a preceding cultural training about the country the company wants to invest 

into. Otherwise, it would appear terribly hazardous to approach an unknown market with 

inadequate or in the worst case no knowledge of the other culture. Companies would risk 

to fall into cultural gaps, to apply stereotypes, or to show wrong attitudes toward the 

foreign managers etc.  
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The literature review about management includes many discussions about international 

business and cultural differences and gaps that emerge between two different countries 

involved in a business. Hofstede G. (2001) conducted important cross-cultural studies 

related to business giving a clear framework to understand national differences. Fang T. 

(1998; 2006) contributed to our understanding of Sino-Western approaches in the 

negotiations. Gesteland (2002), Goldestein (2005) Lee and Usunier (2005) and Ghauri 

(1983) did research on international negotiation.  

As a consequence of the growing importance of China in the international business 

scenario, the number of writings regarding Sino-West relations has increased remarkably. 

Most of the texts focus on the US-China relations, and an emergent literature is focusing 

on the Sino-Italian partnership. Scholars such as Andornino (2011; 2015) or Cedrola 

(2012), have contributed important research findings not only on the socio-political 

relations of the two countries but also on their business relations.  

Since the Chinese phenomenon is becoming so popular, it is now possible to find a long 

list of books and articles in many libraries and on-line blogs and journals providing advice 

about China to foreign managers, about China’s culture, how to work with China, how to 

make business in China. These may be useful for newcomers to the Chinese culture as they 

provide general knowledge in order to approach the reality of the Asiatic giant. But there is 

a clear lack of literature investigating cultural gaps, and the marketing strategies adopted 

by Italian companies in order to approach the Chinese market. Therefore my aim is a study 

on the main cultural factors that affect the business of the Italian companies in China most.  

 

1.2 Research Questions and Purposes 
The title chosen for this dissertation “The influence of Chinese culture in the Italian 

business in China” has been object to a series of changes. As it appears it has a linear and 

clear form. However one might wonder about my personal choice of general terms such as 

“Chinese culture” or “ Italian business”.  

For this reason, a few clarifications are necessary. The title could be divided in two parts: 

the first one regarding the meaning of culture given in this dissertation; and the second one 

about what this means for Italian business in China. 
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I here define culture1 as a concept referring to the Chinese characteristics encountered in 

the business context. More speficically, the concept Chinese culture here is referring to 

three main elements that I see as typical for the Chinese culture: “guanxi 关系” which can 

be translated as “relations” but also as “contacts” and in its negative connotation as 

“corruption”; “mianzi 面子” which literaly means “face”  as the body part, here means 

“reputation”; finally “short-term thinking” which refers to Chinese profit orientation not 

taking into consideration a higher quality of the product and the possibility of a long term 

collaboration with a supplier wich is a remarkable concern of the Italian culture. 

 

The second point I would like to clarify is the expression “Italian business in China”. I am 

not aiming to investigate the marketing strategies adopted in China by the Italian 

companies, the kinds of Italian business in China in terms of size of the firms, operating 

sectors of the companies etc. I am investigating the way of doing business by those Italian 

companies established in China focusing on psychological strategies and attitudes and 

different cultural manners that Italian managers have to adopt in order to achieve a 

successful cooperation with the Chinese partners. 

 
This thesis is a cross-cultural study that focuses on the business relationship between Italy 

and China. The aim of the paper is to contribute to the study of  Sino-Italian business 

negotiation, and to provide a new perspective on the psychological and cultural struggles 

that foreign managers have to face in the international context of their work. This paper 

might be considered as a starting point for further studies in the future.  

 

 

 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 There exist many definitions of culture and it still seems to be impossible to reduce the concept of 
culture to one unique definition. Culture can mean system, pattern, or structure, related to each 
other (John R. Baldwin, 2014), or a system of meanings—values, norms, and beliefs (Keesing, 
1981), place meanings, behaviors, artifacts, and social systems all within the system of what 
authors call culture (John R. Baldwin, 2014). Culture can also be defined as the deposit of 
knowledge, experience, beliefs, values, attitudes, meanings, hierarchies, religion, notions of time, 
roles, spatial relations, concepts of the universe, and material objects and possessions acquired by a 
group of people in the course of generations through individual and group striving (L. Samovar, 
2003). 
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1.3 Research Questions 
 Through the conduction of a series of interviews, and the results of the qualitative data 

collected this thesis aims to answer two main questions:  

 

• Which main elements of the Chinese culture influence the way of doing business of 

Italian companies established in China? 

• How do these elements influence Italian business strategies in China in terms of 

cultural distance? 

 

 

2 Literature Review/ Theoretical Framework 
This paper presents two main bodies of literature. The first part presents the theoretical 

background of international business in China and provides an introduction to the business 

culture of China focusing on the three main elements: guanxi, mianzi and short-term 

thinking; the second part aims to introduce the characteristics of Italian business in China.  

 

2.1. International Business in China 
During the past three decades China has been transformed from one of the world’s most 

isolated and backward economies into the fastest-growing and most dynamic one. 

Additionally, factors such as globalization, foreign direct investment and modern 

technology have brought myriads of new thinking and new lifestyles to China pushing 

Chinese firms to go global (Fang T. 2008). 

Today, China represents the real frontier of international business and it is not surprising 

that this transformation is due to the influence of the West, in particular of the western 

firms that, one after another, moved to and settled down in China. 

However, the internationalization of China and the opening of its market toward foreign 

companies influenced not only the business strategies but also relevant cultural values of 

both the Chinese companies and the foreign companies. The last ones had to adapt to a 

new business environment and try to affirm their know-how in Mainland China. 

 

Previous studies analysed the importance of knowledge of the Chinese culture and the 

Chinese values in the international business context. There is no multinational company 
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that can ignore China, because of its huge market potential as well as its low cost structure 

(Leung Kwok 2008). However, because of the cultural gap, and the superficial knowledge 

of the Chinese business culture, foreign companies have faced some difficulties since their 

first step in the “land of thousands opportunities”.  

 

Let us take a look at IKEA, for instance, the well-known Swedish multinational company. 

Before opening its first store in Shanghai in 1998, the remarkable DIY (Do It Yourself) 

concept was largely unknown and extraneous to most Chinese consumers (Fang 2012). As 

a consequence, it struggles with the fact that Chinese consumers were not used to flat-

packed furniture and to assembling the pieces at home. It took several years before Chinese 

got used to this new way of selling furniture.  

Furthermore, a research conducted in Denmark has revealed the cultural conflicts between 

Danish companies and Chinese culture (LG 2015). According to the research power 

distance, face-giving (mianzi) and guanxi were the main elements of the Chinese culture 

that the Danish companies had to face in the Chinese working environment, causing the 

foreign companies to encounter very often cultural misunderstandings and consequently to 

adapt new attitudes towards the Chinese employees and new business strategies. 

 

Moreover, a survey conducted in the U.S. and in China (Business Ethical Values in China 

and the U.S 1998) showed that differences in business ethics between the two countries 

can be divided into five different business scenarios. First of all, Chinese respondents 

revealed a “mixed influence of traditional Confucian values and market ethics” (Laura L. 

Whitcomb 1998). For instance, in order to have a successful negotiation Chinese 

emphasize more the interpersonal relationships, a value typical of the Confucian tradition 

and originating from one of the five Confucian virtues xin 信 “trust”. “Chinese do 

business with you, not with your company” (Fang 1998). This concept seems to be foreign 

to the American culture but also to the other Western cultures.   

In addition, the study conducted by Encina (2009) seems to be relevant regarding the 

concept of xin or xinyong 信用 in the international business background, in this case 

regarding the relations between China and Chile. During the last decade, the business 

relationship between the two countries has increased steadily due to the need of China to 

import natural resources in order to support the fast industralization process. For this 
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reason, Chile found itself confronted with some cultural gaps. I would like to emphasize 

the importance of xinyong on the one hand and guanxi on the other hand. First of all, since 

trust of Chinese people is based on the interpersonal relationship and cooperation whereas 

the trust concept in the West is rather based on “professionalism”, the knowledge of this 

concept assumes an important role in the business between the two countries. Secondly, 

guanxi, a concept with multiple layers of meaning, such as “social connections” or “social 

net” (Pye 1992) or an exchange of favours and corruption (Yang 1994), is considered a 

unique concept in China. The Sino-Chilean experience confirmed that creating guanxi and 

achieving xin with China can be a frustrating process that requires long time and patience.  

 

Finally, a group of Italian researchers conducted a study in order to analyze the business 

strategy of the Italian SME adopted in the Chinese market and the way they faced the 

“Chinese” challenge focusing on the collaboration with different business partners along 

the supply chain (Elena Cedrola 2010). The research produced quantitive and qualitative 

data. The quantitative data revealed the industrial sectors in which the examined firms 

operate, the number of employees and the relationships of buying and selling activities 

expressed in percentage. On the other hand, the qualitative data revealed the singular 

strategy adopted by each of the eight firms examined. From this research emerged a few 

conclusions: a foreign company in China has to deal with the geographical and cultural 

distance of the country and with several processes such as decision-making, managerial, 

organizational and marketing. Most of all, what is crucial for a company in China is 

“developing trust inside, and outside the company, among actors that are part of its 

network”.  This study also stressed the importance of the above mentioned element of the 

Chinese culture, xin. 

 

In light of these facts, all the sample companies have one element in common which is 

realizing how important the Chinese culture is in terms of values, previously mentioned, 

inside of the international business.  

Guanxi, here plays a considerable role. It is in fact a universal concept in Chinese society. 

It implies the commitment of both sides in the form of “common obligations”, “guarantee”, 

and “knowing” (Liao 2016). It seems that without guanxi, a foreign firm will be short- 

lived in China at least according to many guidebooks on China business. It is also said that 

“the Chinese manager must steer through a sea of guanxi”. Similarly, guanxi is described 
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by some management consultants as "the informal connections so essential to gaining 

approval for or access to just about everything in China" (Tsang 1998). 

Chinese culture and Chinese values and their applications in business interactions have 

constituted the subject of a number of researches conducted by scholars involved in 

economical, socio-cultural, business or management fields. Many researchers analyzed 

Chinese values such as the Chinese hard work and thrift (Chinese Culture Connection 

1987); elements of guanxi and hierarchy have been also analysed in a research that aims to 

investigate the cultural and ethical conflicts between the American-Chinese business 

relationship (Feldman 2013). Liao (2016) claimed that some major Chinese cultural 

characteristics — renqing (人情) “favor”, mianzi (面子) “face-giving or reputation”, 

chaxugeju ( 差序格局)  “ hierarchical order”, and jitizhuyi (集体主义)“collectivism” 

— can qualify the business-to-business (B-to-B) relationship building process and impact 

the effectiveness of interpersonal and/or group relationships on service firm outcomes”. 

The Dutch social psychologist Geert Hoftstede (2001) “compared the cultural traits of 

nationalities, providing a useful framework for understanding the characteristics of 

Chinese culture” (Irwin 2012). He identified five ‘cultural dimensions’ by which he ranked 

nationalities according to power distance, individualism, masculinity, uncertainty 

avoidance, long-term orientation, as showed in the table below. 

 

 

Table 1.  Hofstede’s cultural dimensions- China’s scores 

Cultural Dimension China Definition 

Power Distance High The extent to which the less powerful 

members of institutions and 

organizations within a country expect 

and accept that power is distributed 

equally. 

Individualism Low Focuses on the degree to which the 

society reinforces individual or 

collective, achievement and 

interpersonal relationships. 
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Masculinity High The degree to which society reinforces, 

or does not reinforce, the traditional 

masculine work role model of male 

achievement, control and power. 

Uncertainty Avoidance Low The level of tolerance for uncertainty 

and ambiguity within the society. 

Long -term Orientation High Focuses on the degree to which society 

embraces persistence, has a sense of 

shame, orders relationships by status 

and observe this order. 

(Irwin 2012, 6) 

   

Lucian Pye, sociologist and expert in comparative politics, has been considered one of the 

leading China scholars in the USA due to a number of works regarding Chinese social 

psychology and political culture (1992). Tony Fang, a well known economist, conducted 

numerous researches providing a wide and remarkable framework about the Chinese 

negotiation style, in terms of strategies adopted by Chinese companies. Besides, his works 

assumed the role of guidebooks to understand Chinese thought and philosophy applied to 

modern business (1998; 2005; 2006; 2012).  

 

There is also a big corpus of literature regarding elements of Chinese culture such as 

guanxi, mianzi etc. However, while most of the studies strengthened the awareness of 

these elements in doing business and the business ethics in China, only few researchers 

investigated how these elements are applied in practical business cases, especially those 

specifically regarding Italian companies in China. Therefore, there is a gap in the analysis 

of the psychological, cultural and business strategies that the Italian managers have to 

adopt once they are established in China. With this research I will try to fill this gap, or at 

least give a primary contribution in this field. In fact I believe that further and more 

detailed research would be necessary.  

 

In this chapter, I will give a more detailed overview regarding the Business culture in 

China on the one hand, the Italian Business in China on the other hand, and finally I will 
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summarize how previous studies have defined the three main elements of the Chinese 

culture that will be examined in the Methodology part as results of the research.  

 

 

2.2 Chinese Culture: guanxi, mianzi, and short-term thinking 

 

The Question of Culture 
 

The first aspect foreign companies have to consider when investing abroad is an element 

perhaps as important as the knowledge of the foreign market: the culture of the country 

where they invest. Defining culture is not an easy task, it is indeed a controversial subject 

that led antropologists, psychologists, linguists, economists etc. to a debate about the real 

definition of it. Usunier and Lee (2005) identified four major significant elements of 

culture: language, institutions, material productions and symbolic productions. Language, 

as the authors wrote, “especially through tenses and words, shapes time-related behaviour, 

which in turn has an influence on business attitudes (when negotiating or dealing with 

delivery times or appointments)” (Usunier e Lee 2005, 7). Regarding the istitutions, they 

agreed with the social anthropologist Malinowski (1944) who claimed that there exist 

“seven universal principles around which institutions are formed across cultures”: 

reproduction, territoriality, physiology, spontaneous tendency to join together, 

occupational and professional activities, hierarchy and the principle of totality as for 

instance the political process which “expresses the need for totatily [as well as] the 

collective decision process at the highest level” (Usunier e Lee 2005, 7-8). Material 

productions refer to the production of intellect, artistry and service, elements that “attempt 

to improve the knowledge and skills of the community. For instance, Kumar (2000) argued 

that the “Chinese world-view is based on Confucian pragmatism” aiming to live in 

harmony and social order. Finally, the symbolic productions are those elements present in 

the metaphysical world such as moral and religious beliefs. 

However, Ususnier and Lee also argued that there are other aspects that must be 

considered in the definition of culture, i.e. the sources of culture (Usunier e Lee 2005, 10-

11), for instance, the nationality. This has induced another concept which is the national 
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culture which inspired Hofstede to develop his theory on the fifth dimension of culture, 

already mentioned in the previous paragraph of this thesis, and its application on marketing.  

It seems evident that trying to give a unique definition of culture is a utopian goal.  

In other words, the study of the culture of a country is a process that requires time and 

patience since it is a multidisciplinary study. There are a number of culturally related 

factors which make an impact on international business, as well as various elements of 

culture that manifest themselves in different ways from country to country (Elena Cedrola 

2010).  At the same time, the learning process regarding the culture of a country requires 

an open-minded attitude in order to approach a new philosophy, thought etc. avoiding 

judgments and stereotypes. Cultural sensitivity is de facto particularly important in the 

interaction with the counterpart, both in the negotiation and in the comunication context (S. 

De Burca 2004).  

“ 学而不厌，诲人不倦 

Never be tired of learning or teaching others” 

Confucius: Lunyu 

 

The Chinese culture 

The Chinese culture (中国文化 Zhongguo wenhua) can be considered as one of the 

world’s oldest cultures dating back thousands of years. Chinese language, architecture, 

literature, martial arts, cuisine, visual art, calligraphy, philosophy, religion, politics, history, 

in addition its tradition and festivals are distinctive elements that make China’s culture 

globally well known and increase the curiosity of a number of scholars.  

Some of them (Zhang Ning 2007) argued that in modern times we should use the term 

“comtemporary Chinese culture” shaped in Chairman Mao’s age. Zhang and his collegues 

identified three elements, the so called “triangular formation”, which contribute to create 

the base of the moden society and the starting point for the evolution of the contemporary 

culture of China. These are the mainstream culture of authority, the culture of intellectuals 

(formed during the May Forth Movement) and finally the mass culture of consumerism.  

Undoubtedly, the historical background played a crucial role in shaping the society and the 

culture not only in terms of events such as the May Fourth Movement (1919) and the 

Cultural Revolution (1966-1976), but also in terms of reforms, such as the one-child policy 

(1979- 2016) or the transition from a planned economy to a market economy.   
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However, I am going to examine only one element of the Chinese culture, i.e. the business 

etiquette, especially those elements that characterise it, such as guanxi and mianzi.  These 

elements originated from Confucianism, which is the philosophical, religious and political 

institution based on the teachig of master Confucius (551- 479 BC) and his followers. 

Business and Confucianism, apparently two different disciplines, share some fundamental 

elements, and it is interesting to see how some principles of the traditional Confucian 

thought result being well applied in certain business circumstances. 

Therefore, Fang described Confucianism as “the second major component of Chinese 

business culture” (1998). This author argued that the major components of Chinese 

negotiation style consists of the 36 Chinese stratagems illustrated in Sunzi’s work Art of 

War and the values of Confucianism (Fang 2006), more specifically six core values that he 

identified as follows: 1) moral cultivation, 2) inportance of interpersonal relationships, 3) 

family orientation, 4) respect for age and hierarchy, 5) avoidance of conflict and need for 

harmony, and 6) the concept of face.  Every Western manager who is doing business with 

China will notice, in Fang’s view, that all these elements are continuously involved in the 

negotiation and that these are cultural aspects they have to deal with, and most importantly 

getting used to in order to achieve a successful cooperation or, as Chinese say, “成果合

作 chengguo hezuo”.  

 

 

Guanxi 
“China is a land of guanxi … Nothing can be done without guanxi.” 

(Tsang 1998) 

 

The term guanxi is a Chinese word, perhaps the most important concept of the Chinese 

culture and encloses in itself serveral different meanings. The first way of translating this 

word is through the expressions “relation or relationship”. Tsang (1998) explained that 

“whether guanxi exists between two people depends on the existence of a guanxi base” 

which is the element of identification of people in terms of education, brotherhood, place 

of work etc. According to the author the most important guanxi relation is the family 

guanxi because it is considered the basic unit that forms the Chinese society. Furthermore, 
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while in the Chinese common language this word is used also to express concern toward 

someone or something or to refer to something people “have to deal with”, in the business 

culture it assumes a more complex meaning.  

Pye (1992) defined guanxi as “friendship with implications of continued exchange of 

favors”; Tsang (1998) reported that some management consultants described guanxi as 

such essential “informal connections” to ease the access to almost everything in China. 

Butterfield, an American journalist of the New York Times, defined the role of guanxi in 

these words:  

“[…] It [is] a form of social investment. Developing, cultivating, and expanding one’s 

guanxi became a common preoccupation. The advent of the Communists had not 

fundamentally changed that. As a result, the Chinese have turned the art of personal 

relations into a carefully calculated science. There are even people who live entirely on 

their guanxi.” (Butterfield 1982, pp. 80) 

 

When applying this concept to business, there will result a pretty accurate definition of 

guanxi. What Butterfield expressed is that in China the concept of guanxi cannot be 

avoided neither in daily life nor in the business context, and sometimes it seems to be the 

only way to “do things” in China. These “things” might include the most simple things 

such as finding a good restaurant where to eat or a good quality hair dresser, or finding a 

job in China. In the case of a foreign company good guanxi can ease the establishment of 

the new company on the Chinese territory. Li and Chen (陈维政 2008) give another 

definition of guanxi calling it “labor guanxi” (劳动关系, laodong guanxi). This is “the 

kind of social relationship formed by people to realize the process of labor. It involves 

dealing with the relevant wage and working conditions caused by the interests of both 

parties, the management side and the laborers”. Guanxi means hence the creation of a net 

of contacts on the one hand and the creation of interpersonal relations on the other hand, 

from which it is possible to obtain mutual advantages in terms of market prices, work 

positions through exchange of gifts, favours etc. This last definition could be considered in 

the West the equivalent of bribery and corruption. If two companies exchange gifts to 

receive services back, or discounts on product prices and reaching favorable positions in 

the market, in order to keep their business net of relations, this is considered illegal and the 

closest thing to bribery in Western cultures. In China most people don’t perceive these as 

unethical ways of doing business, as a negative thing, rather Chinese people believe this is 
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the way of doing business and establishing good guanxi to obtain successful cooperations. 

It is important to note that under the leadership of President Xi Jinping (习近平) various 

anti-corruption measures have been taken, too.  

What is important about guanxi in the Chinese society is that “guanxi embodies reciprocal 

obligations of the parties involved with respect to the acquisition of resources” (Tsang 

1998). Park and Luo (2001) indicated that guanxi is a cultural identity with strong 

implications for the dynamics of interpersonal and social organizations. Guanxi is a 

universal concept in Chinese society, it implies the commitment of both sides in the form 

of “common obligations,” “guarantee,” and “know- ing” (Liao 2016).  

 

The establishment of guanxi in China, which represents the first step of the Chinese 

business, is possible through an interpersonal relation. More specifically Chinese people 

want to get to know the suppliers, their clients asking personal questions regarding their 

family, income, job position, hobbies etc. at the first meeting. From a Western perspective 

this might appear as an unusual custom and an unprofessional way of dealing with 

business negotiations. In Italy, the first meeting between two companies takes place inside 

of the office of the hosting company, perhaps in a big meeting room, where both sides 

discuss about the possibility of a collaboration between the two sides. The meeting usually 

ends with the signature of a contract. In the Chinese cultural context, before signing a 

contract the Chinese side will probably invite the foreign counterpart to have a formal 

dinner, sharing food and drinks discussing about personal interest and life style in order to 

establish a certain level of trust. Mutual trust plays indeed a crucial role in the Chinese 

business, it is a fundamental value of the Chinese culture. As Fang claimed in his book 

Chinese Business Negotiating Style:  

 

“Trust […] takes time to [be] cultivated between people who do not know each other. 

Chinese people find themselves in [controversial situation]: on the one hand they do 

business only to poeple they trust (if you are not trustworthy, a Chinese will never buy 

from you even if you offer the cheapest price); on the other hand, business partners cannot 

always be relatives or ready friends but must be strangers or outsiders whose records of 

sincerity and trustworthiness contain no ready-made answers.” (1998, pp. 110) 
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Despite of the concept of trust, there is an explanation of why Chinese guanxi and the 

establishment of a new relationship in China is based on interpersonal relationships.  

Cao Dong (曹东 2006) explains that the key lies in the different value orientation of self: 

Western culture is individualistic, while Chinese culture is collective. According to the 

scholar, Westerners like to pursue individualism. They believe that no matter what kind of 

social relations are established, as long as the person’s experiences are in accord with 

certain rules of conduct, this person will realize himself in the social community. On	  the	  

other	  hand,	   for Chinese people, the pursuit of harmonious relations between people is a 

goal in itself, and in order to achieve harmony between people, each person stresses the 

relationship between fathers, sons, couples, brothers and friends according to one’s 

specific position. Chinese ethic is grounded on the relationships between human beings in 

social life. Guanxi involved interpersonal relationships because of the influential 

Confucian culture which emphasizes five kinds of role relationships: between ruler and 

ruled, father and son, husband and wife, older and younger brothers, and friends. The 

family is the core, and the other relationships can be seen as an extension of the 

relationships within a family, which can be extended to the entire society. In short, the 

existence of Chinese people is reflected in various relationships. The guanxi is a resource 

through which Chinese people participate in society and in the business market. 

In conclusion, the concept of guanxi and its importance have attracted many scholars to 

investigate about its meaning and its application on business. Guanxi is also present in 

Western culture, although, in a different sense. Some works are stressing the relevance of 

guanxi in Western business. Several English books have titles such as "Networking like a 

pro", "Highly effective networking" and "Use the power of positive networking to leap 

forward in work and life".  

Still, in my view, the importance of guanxi in Italy and in China is completely different. In 

Italy having a big network of contacts is not a necessity, but it might be useful for a 

company to ease the road to having success and obtaining popularity. The problem is that 

because of culture and traditions Italians are too proud of the products that they “made by 

themselves”, which means without any external help (such as favouritism, contacts etc…), 

and in the Italian society when we see a success obtained by third parts it is generally 

considered negatively. As a consequence, people would speak of bribery and corruption, 

and this might compromise not only the image of a person on the social level, but also the 

image of a company at the business level. In China, guanxi is a necessity at both levels, 
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and, in my view, Chinese people, having a different cultural, historical, social, 

philosophical background have a different perception of corruption compared with Italy.   

 

 

Mianzi 

人要脸，树要皮 

“Ren yao lian, shu yao pi 

Men can’t live without face, trees can’t live without bark.”  

(Chinese idiom) 

 

Guanxi and Mianzi have been generally considered as “the two pillars of the Chinese 

culture” (Gallo 2016). While, as I already showed, many translations have been attached to 

the concept of guanxi, by contrast the writer and translator 林语堂 Lin Yutang (1935) 

claimed that the concept of mianzi / face “cannot be translated or defined”, nevertheless he 

considered mianzi “a phenomenon that arises in people’s mind, [a concept that ] can be 

thrown away and one can even give to others” ( 1936: 199, 201-204).  

Lu Xun 鲁迅 (1934), considered the leading figure of modern Chinese literature, pointed 

out that the Chinese people's face is non-unitary, and each identity corresponds to a face.2 

In the Chinese literature Hu Xianjin (1944) is considered the pioner in research on the 

concept of face in China. She used anthropological methods to compare the history of this 

concept in China, the term’s usage, differences in face, intrinsic meaning, and class 

attributes. Later researchers such as Zhai Xuewei (2011), have discussed the connotation 

and essence of face, its psychology and social motivation, and its role in interpersonal 

communication. These studies became crucial for the development of research on the 

concept of face also in Western literature. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2	  Lu Xun remarked “ Face 面子 is a word that we [Chinese people] hear often and understand 
intuitively, so we don’t think too much about it. Recently foreigners have begun using this word, 
too, but apparently they’re still studying its meaning. They think that it is not easy to understand.” 
(cited in: Teon, 2017) Lu Xun also gives an interesting example of “face”: 
“People say that during the Qing Dynasty foreigners would go to the Zongli Yamen [the Foreign 
Ministry of imperial China] when they wanted to put forward requests. If their demands were 
rejected, they would threaten Qing officials, who would then get scared and comply at once. Yet 
they would let the foreigners go out through a side door and not through the main door, so as to 
show that the foreigners had no face [面子], while, by contrast, China had face and was in a higher 
position” (Lu Xun, 1934). 
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Western scholars have tried to adapt a definition to this term. Goffman and Erving (1955) 

maintained that “face/ mianzi” is an image of self, delineated in terms of approved social 

attributes. It is intended as a positive social value that people claim for themselves by the 

line others assume they have taken establishing a particular contact. According to Ho 

(1976) mianzi is the respectability and/or deference which a person can claim for him- or 

herself from others by virtue of the position he/she occupies in the social network. Ho 

explains the origin of face “面子 mianzi” dividing the concept in two words “脸 lian” 

(the face) and “面 mian” ( the surface). The first refers to a group morality, and the second 

is the act of gaining popularity through showy achievements and pompousness (Liao 2016). 

Ting-Toomey (1988; 1990) identifed mianzi as the individual’s concept of self in a 

relationship. Moreover, Brown and Levinson developed the so called “politeness theory”. 

The theory claims that the concept of face has two concomitant desires, which are 

‘negative face’ and ‘positive face’ (1987). Regarding this, Mao reported in his research 

(Beyond politeness theory : ‘Face’ revisited and renewed 1994) that “these two kinds of 

face, although susceptible to cultural varation and elaboration, embody two valid social 

needs that transcend cultural boundaries” (pp.61-62). This scholar examined the meaning 

of face in terms of both mianzi and lian in relation to the Chinese culture analysing in 

details Brown and Levinson’s theory of the “conceptualization of face”. These authors not 

only perceived “face” as a universal concept (pp.13,61-62) arguing that human 

communication is rational, purposeful and goal-directed (pp.4,58,64) but also identified 

two aspects of “face”: negative face on the one hand refers to one’s wish of being 

unhampered claiming for freedom of action, on the other hand positive face refers to one’s 

wish of being socially appreciated or approved by others. This has been the commonly 

accepted definition of “face” in Western culture that in other words, can be explained with 

the word “reputation”, face can be “something that is emotionally invested in, [it] can be 

lost, maintained, or enhanced, and must be constantly attended to in interaction with 

people” (Brown 1987, 66).  

 

To summarize, in my view it is possible to cross a line between Western face and Chinese 

face.  

While “Western face” is more self-oriented and individualistic (China Mike s.d.) which 

means that it tends to focus on the individual as an independent, self-reliant being, Chinese 
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face is defined in relation with others. In a Confucian society, the concept of “keeping face” 

or “losing face” threatens one’s survival, therefore face is crucial in interpersonal 

interactions, explicit manifestations, and value judgments. Face and the maintenance of 

reputation are very important, even in organizational behavior and marketing decisions 

(Y.H Wong 2007). In the Western culture the concept of face might refer to the concept of 

“politeness”. In every country in fact there exist general norms of respect in order to be 

polite and “keep the face” but it is also true that every country has a different culture and 

different modes of respect. Here are some practical examples: while in Sweden when 

people eat together, it is typical to start eating as soon as the meal appears on the table 

since it is still warm, in Italy, for example at the occasion of a family dinner, this is 

considered as very impolite as all members of the family should start eating at the same 

time. They will wait for those who have cooked in order to show their gratitude for the 

meal, and they wish “Buon Appetito” (Enjoy your meal!). The same can be said for the 

business context between Italy and China. While in China during the first meeting with a 

partner it is normal to have dinner together, drink some expensive wine and perhaps have 

fun at the Karaoke Tv ( KTV) after the dinner, in Italy this might be considered as an 

unusual custom and as inappropriate 

 

In the Business culture the importance of face influences China’s relationship marketing.  

A Chinese study revealed a strong relation between the customers’ consumption and 

customers’ face. The study distinguished  four different faces: personal identity face (身份

面子), family identity face (家庭身份面子), friend identity face (朋友身份面子) and 

professional identity face (职业身份面子). According to the researcher (王 长 征 Wang 

Changzheng 2012), marketing should focus on satisfying the consumers' unique needs. 

They not only must pay attention to the needs of Chinese consumers, but they also have to 

identify and distinguish what the Chinese consumers are looking for in a particular process 

of purchasing and consumption. More precisely, first of all marketing relies on what kind 

of face consumers value. Secondly, according to the differences in the face of consumers, 

products with unique characters can be determined and provided to meet different face 

needs. Other Chinese scholars emphasized the importance of face and its influence on 

customers’ behaviour. Guo Xiaolin 郭 晓 琳 and Lin Derong 林 德 荣 (2015) maintained 

that Chinese consumer behavior follows the general laws revealed by economics and 
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psychology, and that it has some commonality with Western consumer behavior. However, 

the behavior of Chinese consumers also shows some unique traits (pp. 63-64). Guo and Lin 

believe that research on the face and behavior of Chinese consumers is helpful to discover 

and understand the specific social characteristics of consumers in the current transitional 

period in China. With growing incomes and a rising living standards of many people in 

China, the strong spending power of Chinese consumers has been unleashed. Foreign 

companies usually underestimate this importance of face and consider Chinese “too 

sensitive” about being offended when their feelings have been hurt. As a consequence, in 

order to keep the harmony ( 和 he, one of the most recurring and important Confucian 

values in the Business culture) foreign managers should avoid any public offences that 

might lead to a loss of face on the side of Chinese people.  

 

The concept of mianzi dates back to Confucianism: 

1.The Master said, "If the people be led by laws, and uniformity sought to be given them by 

punishments, they will try to avoid the punishment, but have no sense of shame” 

2.“If they be led by virtue, and uniformity sought to be given them by the rules of propriety, 

they will have the sense of shame, and moreover will become good." 

[Lunyu,II,3]3 

 

Compared with Western culture, the concept of shame in the Chinese culture is more than 

an individualistic concept, it means more than feeling bad about some bad actions. “丢面

子 diumianzi” losing face and the shame about this may ruin the social reputations and all 

the guanxi that a Chinese has built in his life forever, it is hence a very humiliating and 

strongly embarassing experience. 

Mianzi, in a society with such a strong sense of hierarchy and collectivism as the Chinese, 

corresponds not only to one’s own reputation but also to the prestige one has gained at 

one’s work, at school or in the family (Gallo 2016). 

At the same time, “keeping face” encloses many attitudes or certain actions that allow 

Chinese to create a better reputation in the eyes of others, in the business context toward 

the foreign clients. For instance, paying for expensive cars to welcome the clients at the 

airport, treating the foreign managers in a fancy restaurant for the first official meeting, 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 https://ctext.org/analects/wei-zheng 
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providing an exaggerated amount of food and wine or baijiu to impress the company etc. 

These are some of the stratagems used by Chinese managers to keep their face and increase 

the reputation of their company in the eyes of western managers.  

 An article published on a Chinese culture web-site (China Mike s.d.) provided some 

suggestions in order to avoid “face-losing” situations. One should avoid the following 

behaviour: 

• Openly criticizing, challenging, disagreeing with, or denying someone. 

• Calling someone out on a lie. 

• Not showing proper deference to elders or superiors. 

• Turning down an invitation with an outright no (instead, one would say “maybe”, 

“yes, maybe”, “we’ll do our best”, ” let’s think/talk about it later,” or “I need to 

discuss it with X first”) 

• Being late on a flimsy excuse (demonstrates that a person does not respect his 

counterpart). 

• Interrupting people while they are talking. 

• Being angry at someone – which means mutual loss of face for both parties 

• Revealing someone’s lack of ability or knowledge (such as being not able to speak 

English). 

 

Short-term thinking 

In addition to the two concepts of mianzi and guanxi, another characteristic of the Chinese 

culture that plays a crucial role in the business culture in my view is the short-term 

orientation.  

This term comes from the theory developed by Hofstede and Bond (1988). These authors 

make a distinction between “short-term orientation” and “long-term orientation”. Before 

explaining how I interpret short-term orientation in this thesis it is necessary to explain 

how Hofstede distinguishes the two terms. The first term refers to virtues related to the 

past and present such as respect for tradition, and fulfilling social obligations; the second 

term stands for the encouragement of a number of virtues oriented towards future rewards, 

in perseverance and thrift (Hofstede and Hofstede 2005).  
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According to Hofstede China is a very long-term oriented society. On the website of an 

online marketing agency (MarketMe China s.d.) an expert in Chinese marketing 

summarizes Hofstede’s theory arguing that Chinese people are driven by the wish of 

achieving success in life; in doing so they are willing to persevere and work for a long 

time. When they invest in things, they tend to do it for the long term perspective rather 

than for instant gratification. In addition, the convenience of the permanence and durability 

of a product or services of a foreign company seems to be more appealing than short term 

pleasure. The dimension of “long-term orientation” refers to the cultures time orientation. 

So called long-term orientated societies are generally characterized by patience, 

perseverance and a feeling of a duty towards a larger good (Eriksson and Jahan 2010).  

The short-term orientation has been also identified with truth, while the long-term 

orientation is identified with virtue. Results are perceived with a short-term view when  

“we know the results we want and we are willing to play with the truth to get it; long-term 

view of results mean that in order to get what we want it is more important to find the 

greatness in the results than to find the result that we wanted” (Clark 2016).  

 

In contrast to this, I need to clarify that my thesis tries to give an alternative definition of 

Hofstede’s theory of short term orientation. In light of the results of my research that will 

be discussed later, I am hence going to realaborate the concepts speaking of “short-term 

thinking” and “long-term thinking”.  The choice of changing the words “orientation” into 

“thinking” is due to the fact that the term “short/long term thinking” is more related to the 

psichological strategies adopted by the Chinese thought in terms of time. In brief, the 

Chinese culture in my view encloses both concepts: a short-term and long-term thinking 

society. This depends on the level of the society we refer to and on the goal  social 

members want to achieve. For instance, from the governmental point of view, or the “high 

level”, the Chinese government thinks in a long-term perspective because it is aware about 

the future of the country and the wellness of it. President Xi Jinping himself has launched 

this year a programme naming the goals that shall be achieved by 2030. At the “small 

levels”, i.e. the business level, the companies adopt a short-term thinking. This might be 

due to two reasons: on the one hand, the era of capitalism changed the Chinese society’s 

attitude from transforming the Confucian value of “礼 li the rituals”, meaning also 

courtesy, decency and institution (Wu 2007) to treasuring instead “利 li the profit”. From 
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my modest point of view and my experience from the time I spent in China, in the last 

decades China seems to have turned into a country full of businessmen who seek money 

and success in order to spend money and afford a luxurious life style that they errouneosly 

associate with the West.  

However, the art of Chinese negotiation is undeniably famous all over the world. Chinese 

people’s way of short-term thinking has led them to become more than ever the best 

business strategists.  

Fang once argued refering to Western businesspeople:“They narrated a very different story 

about China and said they hated to negotiate and work with the Chinese and were fed up 

with the tricky Chinese style of negotiating. In their eyes Chinese people are “immoral” 

businesspeople who can “cheat”, “lie” or do whatever is necessary to knock you off 

balance. […] The key lies in an in-depth systematic understanding of Chinese business 

culture” 

(Fang, Negotiation: The Chinese Style 2006, 51) 

Still I believe that despite a deep knowledge of the Chinse culture and the support of 

qualified Chinese mother tongue experts, the common perception of Chinese negotation 

style has never changed in Italy. In order to avoid conflicts it will be necessary to speak the 

same “cultural language”, but culture is such a deep rooted concept that marks every 

country and every community in the world.  

To do business in China is a “double-edged sword”, it is a great and attractive market to 

invest in, but at the same time doing business with China requires a complex cultural 

training and the consideration of several weak points that might frighten foreign investors. 

Among these are noteworthy: a tendency of Chinese business partners of ever-changing 

legal context and the bureaucratic and administrative complexities; the lack of 

transparency, the high price of corruption especially among the small-medium companies 

and the weak intellectual property rights protection (Banco Santander 2017).  

2.3 Italian Business in China 

China and Italy have always shared mutual interests in terms of business opportunities and 

import-export markets. China ranks 8th  in receiving Italian exports and the 1st extra EU. In 

March 2010 the exports to China registered an increasing tendency of 14.5% compared to 
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the same period of 2009, on the other hand the imports from China increased by 43.3% . 

(ABI 2010) 

According to a study, the most active exporting regions in Italy are located in the north of 

the country and among these Lombardia and Piemonte are in first position with 45.5% of 

export value, followed by Veneto, Emilia Romagna and Friuli Venezia Giulia (Vescovi 

2011).  

Italy is famous worldwide for caring for the quality of products and for the safeguarding of 

the “Made in Italy” label. It is generally said that there exist four “A” that correspond with 

the  four strongest sectors of the “Made in Italy” in China: agricultural (agroalimentare), 

clothing (abbigliamento), home furnishings (arredamento) and mechanic automotion 

(automazione-meccanica). Armani, Versace, Gucci, Ferrari, Fiati, and Eni are just some of 

the well known brands of multinationals that operate in China, the banking sector also 

plays a crucial role in the economical development of the two countries. As a result, China 

hosts 11 Italian banking groups such as Banco Popolare (Popular Bank) or the Bank of 

Monte dei Paschi di Siena. Most of them have established branches in Beijing and 

Shanghai (ABI 2010).  

However the business relationship between Italy and China has been quite controversial. 

On the one hand, the two countries have always tried to keep harmony and a successful 

cooperation. The current Italian prime minister Paolo Gentiloni has visited China many 

times since he started his governative mandate as Minister of Foreign Affair and his 

commitment has contributed to create a dialogue between the two countries that has 

increased in terms of intensity and efficacy (Fatiguso 2017). China and Italy share the 

common goal to operate in a way that guarantees mutual peace, security and international 

development. On the other hand, the decision to deal with China’s business has turned into 

a necessity in the recent years. Due to the incredibly fast-growing economy of China, the 

increasing amount of Chinese companies settled down in China, in addition to the sad 

reality of the spread of the fake “Made in Italy” imported into Italy by China  (around 90% 

of the fake products come from China), those companies that in former times were proud 

of the local products, now cannot afford to be so picky in chosing their business partners 

anymore. More than once I have used the term “Chinese phenomenon” in this thesis, this is 

because in such a brief time China became an economic giant that operates worldwide, and 

this has a huge impact on Italy socially and economically. China represents a reality in our 

country and we strongly depend on China. Some 200 Italian businesses are now controlled 
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by Chinese owners (not including the ones owned by Chinese living in Italy) (Merelli 

2014); Prato, a little city in the region of Tuscany, is called the Italian “China town” 

because it hosts the biggest Chinese community in Italy and it is the third European city 

with the biggest number of Chinese citizens (20% of the 195.000 habitants) (Tapia 2016); 

the Financial Times, in accordance with other research centers, reports that 4%, 75 bilion 

Euro, of the Italian public debit is in the hands of China (Gianni 2016).  

As a consequence, many Italian companies, from the multinationals to the SME (small 

medium enterprises), decided to invest in China, in most of the cases opening joint 

ventures, and establishing branches of their companies in the most favourable places of 

China. But what are the real reasons that “necessarily” pushed Italy to invest in China and 

what are the most common methods of entrance to the Chinese market?  

Among the literature emerges a significant Italian study (Battaglia, L., Cedrola, E., Cantu' 

2011) supported by enough quantitative data (results of 338 + 131 questionaires 

respectively investigating the evolution of internationalization models of the Italian 

enterprises, and the creation of networks in order to consolidate the business) that 

demonstrated that the majority of the enterprises look at the foreign market as a destination 

for their offers; others are attracted by the requests from the foreign market; only a smaller 

part is attracted by the low costs of production that have always marked the Asian market 

especially the Chinese one.  

Regarding the entrance methods the research revealed that the majority of the companies 

(93%) are involved themselves in the Chinese market through export activities;  many 

others (67%) delegate the task of establishing contacts to different intermediaries such as 

legals, specialized agents, representatives and local suppliers. On the other hand, only a 

small percentage of companies, mainly SME, proceed with a direct presence through brand 

new enterprises (13%), the creation of  joint ventures (10%) and the acquisition of existing 

enterprises (7%) (22). From this study it is possible to deduce that companies of different 

dimensions apply different entrance methods and channels. At the same time, it is 

noteworthy that the Italian companies in China do not adopt an individualistic method, 

typical of Western companies. Rather they have been adapting to the different cultures and 

contexts that host their business, and as a consequence these companies operate on the 

Chinese territory cultivating a marketing collaboration with the local actors and 

establishing numerous connections: the above mentioned guanxi. The main business 
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models incorporate the local production or in loco, and intense relations with suppliers, 

vendors, clients, and governmntal authorities.  

It has been demonstrated that geographic distance and especially cultural differences make 

the negotiation process a seemingly hostile one. This process demands also hard work.  

The culture of a country is an extremely influencing factor that leads the foreign 

companies in the direction of adopting different business and marketing strategies 

according to the host country. In the Sino-Italian case, two countries with such different 

traditions and customs and determining cultures involved, Italian businessmen are required 

to show a strong capacity to avoid the tendency of imposing their norms and rules in the 

host country, in order to avoid any dominating attitudes that in most of the cases would 

cause conflicts, leading to a unharmonious environment, failing of cooperations and, in the 

worst case, to a loss of investments and profits.  

 

 

3. Methodology 
3.1 Case study 
As I have mentioned before, this research was inspired by previous studies regarding 

operating in the Chinese business culture and negotiation style conducted by Tony Fang, 

and the group of Italians that I mentioned before played a crucial role, too. The field of 

business culture is particularly wide, considering that culture is the fundamental element 

that distinguishes one country from another. Business strategy might also differ from one 

place to another. However, I realized that there is a lack of literature in the study of the 

effective influence of the Chinese culture in the international business especially with 

regard to the Italian companies. At the same time, the analysis of the Chinese culture and 

its values involves more disciplines, such as Chinese philosophy, which can be divided 

into several schools of thought (Confucianism, Daoism, Legalism, Monism), Chinese 

history and language. My cultural background in Chinese studies and Chinese Business 

negotiation helped me to narrow down the topic and to indentify the possible main values 

of the Chinese culture that play a crucial role in the business context. At the same time, 

considering that the economic relationships between my native country, Italy, and China, 

the country I decided to invest my future in, have been strengthening in the last decades, I 
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decided to focus on the kind of influence the Chinese culture might have on Italy in terms 

of business. 

As a consequence, as I have elaborated before, this study aims to find an answer to the 

following research questions: 

 

• Which main elements of the Chinese culture influence the way of doing business of 

Italian companies established in China? 

• How do these elements influence Italian business strategies in China in terms of 

cultural distance? 

 

In the existing studies the approach to the Chinese business and Chinese negotiation style 

consists primarly in the collection of quantitative data or in the analysis of results based on 

questionaries and field work. I believe that the most appropriate approach for this kind of 

research is the collection of qualitative data rather than quantitative data mainly for two 

reasons. First of all, this is a multicase study where I start my analysis from an 

anthropological point of view considering the psychological reactions of Italians and 

cultural factors of both countries as key elements to investigate. By contrast the 

quantitative data approach used by previous studies in this field aimed to demonstrate 

business strategies in terms of large scale research. Secondly, due to the limitation of time I 

decided to choose the most representative cases of Italian enterprises operating in China 

rather than investigating a large number of companies.  

The data for this study were obtained by the conduction of personal interviews with four 

managers of Italian enterprises operating in different sectors in China. The interviews were 

conducted partly on Skype partly in loco in Haining (海宁), a small town located 61.5 km 

east of Hangzhou, in Zhejiang province. The names used for the interviewed companies 

are all the original names of the companies whose managers allowed me to use their names.  

 

3.2 Case Descriptions 
Case 1 

The “Rosemary 迷迭香”  is currently the only Italian restaurant in Haining. Their activity 

started in 2010. Rachel (Chinese) and Marco (Italian) are a couple living in Haining. They 

met each other for the first time in a Chinese company operating in the supplier sector 
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where they were working before. The idea for the restaurant resulted from Marco’s 

nostalgy for Italian food, but when the couple realized that there was no real Italian 

restaurant Haining, they decided to start this project in order to share the food with their 

friends and introduce the Italian cuisine to Chinese customers. I had the opportunity to 

interview Rachel, the wife of Marco, who kindly agreed to talking with me. In the Italian 

restaurant apart from Marco, the owner, and chef the rest of the stuff are Chinese. I also 

interviewed Mimmo, a young man of 27 years who came from Italy to China for the first 

time in December 2016. He has been working as chef at the “Rosemary” restarurant for  

seven months now. He decided to come to China to challenge himself and experience the 

life in China which has always fascinated him.  

 

Case 2  

GI Group is a multinational company counting 1,001-5,000 employees and operating in the 

HR (human resources) services sector, an agency for work. It has its mother company in 

Milan and has been founded in 1998 (next year will be 20 years after the foudation). From 

1998 untill 2007 it developed in Italy, from 2007 on it expanded abroad, after having 

worked with the opening of several start-ups. At the moment, it operates in more than 40 

countries throughout in the world, this year the company is going to invoice around 2 

billion Euro, last year around 1.7 billion, the positive growth rate is remarkable.  

Gi Group is one of the world’s leading companies providing a full range of HR Services. It 

offers temporary, permanent and professional staff services, search & selection and 

executive search as well as outsourcing, training, outplacement and HR consultancy. 

Temporary work consists in the tripartite relationship where there is a commercial contract 

with the client, and the agency provides workers who have a contract of employment with 

the agency, but who work with the client. This formula is present in almost all nations and 

where the GI Group operates there is a law on very high interim work. The group opened 

its branch for the first time in 2008 through a joint venture with a Chinese business partner 

at 宁波 Ningbo, in Zhejiang province. Now it counts around 50 branches in the whole 

country. The interview has been conducted via Skype with Mr. Merlerati, working as 

international business senior director of Gi Group. He has been working for this company 

for ten years, and after having worked for a period in Italy, moved to China working as 

country manager for three years.  
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Case 3 

The third interview has been conducted in person in Haining with Mr. Rossi, the general 

manager of OLSA (Optical Lightening System Automotive). OLSA is a multinational 

company which is a top-level supplier of the manufacturers, especially large European and 

even international manufacturers. The company was founded in Turin in 1957 as supplier 

of FIAT (Fabbrica Italiana Automobili Torino – Italian Factory Auto Turin), the Italian 

excellence brand in the automotive sector. Due to the globalization and the 

internationalization of the market, the company has naturally evolved, now it is a strong 

company based on high-technology products, such as rear lamps of cars. The company 

operates in China, Haining, Zhejiang province, since 2007, when after the request of a 

supplier it has been decided to establish the company in China. Initially, Mr. Rossi claimed, 

the company established a joint venture with a local partner. Later on the joint venture 

broke up and OLSA became independent. At the moment, the company counts 3500 

employees with branches in Brazil, Mexico, Italy, Poland and China, and invoices around 

350 milion euro every year. 

 

Case 4 

The last case is about a medium size company, Mangano Group. Mangano Group is a 

fashion company founded by the Mangano brothers. The interview has been conducted via 

Skype with Mr. Fabrizio Mangano, one of the two owners of the company. The “Mangano” 

brand is well affirmed in Italy and in 2006, attracted by the business opportunities offered 

by the Chinese market, the company decided to operate in China not only to give an added 

value to the level of marketing sales but also to create possible collaborations. The project 

of the Mangano Brother’s was to bring their brand and develop the remarkable “Made in 

Italy”  of the company in China. The initial idea enclosed also the opening of a series of 

boutiques, the creation of a website and the project of creating the products directly in 

China but still keeping the Italian style. Therefore, the company created a joint venture 

with a local partner in 桐乡 Tongxiang, Zhejiang province. Lately, the company had faced 

some struggles and now they are involved in a lawsuit against the Chinese company which 

obtained 100% control of the joint venture. The joint venture currently counts 5/6 

boutiques in Tongxiang, their headquarter is nevertheless in Hong Kong.  
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The interviews that I conducted followed a semi-structured pattern. At the beginning I 

asked each manager to introduce the company and their role inside of the company. 

Therefore I asked them to answer several questions regarding the Chinese experience such 

as “Why did you decide to move to China?” and “According to your experience, did you 

find any cultural difficulties that influenced you professionally and personally?”. The 

answers to these questions were quite different and have determined the further evolution 

of the interview. I decided to let the managers speak and reflect on their personal 

experiences from the business with China and in China, and I suggested to provide some 

relevant examples. During the interviews I asked specific questions such as “ How would 

you define the term guanxi?” when I thought that this would be helpful. I chose to did so in 

order to avoid that my knowledge and my hypotheses about the Chinese culture would 

influence somehow the answers of the managers.  

However, at the end of the interviews I always used to ask: “Which of the elements of 

Chinese culture already mentioned do you perceive as the most influencing ones? And how 

do they influence your business?” 

“Do you think that your experience in China might influence your future work back in Italy? 

Which suggestions would you give to an Italian manager who is going to start a business 

in China?” The answers and the results of the interviews are analyzed and examined in the 

next paragraph.  

 

 

4. Case analysis  
 

From the interviews with the managers of the four companies I was able to draw a clear 

framework of the cultural gaps between the Chinese culture and the Italian culture in the 

business context. Through the interviews I understood many factors of the Chinese culture 

that Italian companies struggle with. Some managers complained about the language but 

surprisingly only the chef of the Italian restaurant (case 1) maintained that this was the 

most influential element. The other managers agreed in stating that the language gap can 

be solved easily. What annoyed the Italian managers most was the lack of feedback from 

their employees which is more connected to the concept of face than the lack of Chinese 

language proficency. For instance, if a general director or the chef of a restaurant asks his 
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employees two simple questions “You wenti ma? 有问题吗” or “Nin mingbai le ma? 您

明白了吗?” which means in English: “Are there any questions?” and “Have you 

understood this?” Chinese people will never tell you what they really think but they will 

always nod saying “Meiyou wenti 没有问题／ Mingbai le 明白了”. In Chinese the 

word 问题 wenti  means both “question” and “problem”. As a consequence, the lack of 

responses does not depend only on a language gap but also, and especially, on the cultural 

problem of face. Chinese employees tend not to show in front of colleagues what they 

really think or whether they did not understand in order not to lose face in front of other 

colleagues or simply because of a cultural aspect (This point will be examined later in 

paragraph 3.3.2). The reason why language does not represent the primary cultural gap is 

because in the interviewee’s views the language problem can easily be solved. The 

solution according to Mr. Rossi (case 3) and Mr. Merlerati (case 2) lies in understanding 

how to ask questions and ask the right questions. Furthermore, if a manager is sorrounded 

by trustworthy Chinese employees the latters might function as interpreters during the 

negotiations. 

In light of the results of the interviews, I decided to analyse three main elements that in my 

view are the most relevant ones: the importance of relations (guanxi); the concept of 

loosing or keeping face (mianzi); and the importance given to the profit over the 

investment in a long-term collaboration ( short-term thinking). 

 

For each element I will report the experience of each case comparing how the three 

elements are perceived according to the different business contexts the interviewed operate 

in. 

 

4.1 Guanxi is the “way” of doing business in China 

 
According to all interviewees guanxi is the most influential factor of the Chinese culture 

for foreign companies wanting to have a business in China. 

Mrs. Rachel (case 1) explained that “guanxi is an important value in China. Everything is 

about guanxi. Here in China it is more important than in other countries especially in 

small places.” She told me that there exists a system made of rules and regulations that 
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should be followed not only in daily life but also in the business context, but that most of 

the people prefer using the “power of guanxi” in terms of networks and contacts because it 

is better, easier and faster. She reported two examples: “[..] If a customer wants to come to 

eat at my restaurant he can call the restaurant at the public number and reserve a table. In 

this case he would follow the normal system. But if the customer has my We-chat contact 

he will send me a private message telling me that he would like to eat and I prepare a table 

for him. It is very simple but everywhere it works like this.” After that, I asked her why 

guanxi was very important for a foreign company which decides to move to China and she 

explained that the use of guanxi is unavoidable. When she and her husband opened the 

restaurant they already had some knowledge regarding thre area and the city (because they 

had always lived in Haining). Nevertheless a friend helped them. She told me that if an 

Italian company wants to move to China there will be precise steps to take: “First of all 

you need to contact a Chinese agent, he will be in contact with you. The agent needs to get 

to know your company, how it works, what he needs etc. The first step is about the 

communication and to let the agent understand exactly what you need. After that, he will 

think about all the bureaucracy and through his guanxi he will be able to find the right 

place to establish the company and start the business. The agent knows the people who are 

trustworthy, and they know how “to move” in China”. 

She explained to me that there are two kinds of guanxi. One is used in a positive way, for 

instance in terms of creating contacts, for example under these circumstances: < You want 

to go to China? Actually I have a friend who lives there. I can share his contact with you so 

that he can help you!> Guanxi here has the following meaning: It helps to get access to a 

certain environment that one is not familiar with. The negative aspect is the corruption.  

She admitted that she has never had to use this kind of guanxi, because she is selling her 

products well. Therefore she has never had the necessity to find someone to do it for her. 

To conclude, this kind of guanxi is used in order to get connected, in order for your 

business to develop someone bribes someone else to eliminate competitors. When I asked 

if she had ever experienced this kind of negative guanxi she took a deep breath, looked at 

me and sadly replied: “When me and Marco were working for the same company, he had a 

problem with a supplier. The person who was initially supposed to work for him, suddenly 

canceled the collaboration after everything was established already in terms of 

collaboration and contract. This happened because he had found another company, 
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another manager with more guanxi who probably offered him more money than we did. In 

the end, Marco felt really bad, and so I did”.  

 

Mr. Merlerati (case 2) gave me another interesting interpretation of guanxi in the business 

context. He said: “Guanxi for me have played an important role for the business of the 

company in China. First of all, one of the primary steps if a company wants to open a 

branch in China is to find the right person. Some operations cannot be made from Europe. 

There is a linguistic problem, a different time zone etc. Once the trustworthy person is 

found the activity can start. Secondly, the guanxi are also crucial at the inner level in 

order to have better opportunities.” He defines these relationships as “activities that must 

be taken care of”. At the business level, the manager claimed, guanxi are strongly 

necessary. “We can work with a customer only if there are guanxi. They represent a tool to 

face the Chinese market. You just need to master using them!”. He also admitted: “At the 

very beginning it was strange for me to accept to go out for a dinner at the first meeting 

with Chinese partners, to drink and sing at the KTV was absolutely unimaginable. In that 

moment, I understood that this was not a game but the way to create guanxi”. At the 

interpersonal level, [since guanxi can refer also to interpersonal relations], it depends on 

the role one covers inside of the company. It is more connected to the theme of community, 

he said: “It is impossible to create relationships on all the levels of a company”.  

Mrs. Rachel confirmed that the perception of the interpersonal relationship in a business 

context might be different from the highest position to the lowest one. She explained to me 

that in China “team building” is important. For this reason very often after work the boss 

invites the employees to spend some time together in an informal way, for instance to go to 

a KTV, or eat together at a BBQ restaurant etc. However, although Mrs. Rachel considers 

her employees as her friends, she admitted to be afraid that this feeling might be 

unrequited. This is due to the importance that Chinese people attach to hierarchy which is 

somehow linked to the concept of mianzi. (This concept will be analysed in the next 

paragraph).  

Mr. Rossi (case 3) has gathered a lot of experience operating in an international context 

and showed his awareness about the importance of guanxi in China confirming the views 

of the other managers. He claimed “In the past bigger multinationals used to say that 

business in China must be cultivated in an ‘agricultural’ way.” He explained: “It is 

something that must be cultivated for several years due to the importance of the guanxi 
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building. First there must be the relations then we can talk about business!” Mr. Rossi has 

pointed out that there is a big difference between an Italian business negotiation and a 

Chinese one. Besides, also in the manager’s view, the Chinese negotiation is based on the 

interpersonal relationships, he claimed: “If a person does not know you, does not know 

whether you are married or not, does not know about your life, he hence does not trust you! 

The business in China needs more networking than in any other country. A western 

country can be impersonal or very aseptic, in China you must know whom you are doing 

business with”. On the other hand, he also showed his awareness regarding the most 

common shape of guanxi wich is corruption, present especially at the smallest levels.  

 

Perhaps the most interesting approach to the role of guanxi comes from the interview with 

Mr. Mangano (case 4). At this point, the importance of guanxi in the market is undeniable, 

but this manager pointed out the following: what the other managers called “negative 

guanxi” is in his view the only definition of guanxi. In other words, he does not see two 

sides of guanxi (positive and negative). Instead he mantained that this practice of using 

relations to develop the business is called guanxi in Chinese and in the Chinese business 

culture while it is called corruption in the Western business context. The difference lies in 

the perception and in the cultural definition of “corruption”. Chinese people and Italian 

people have different views about this. Mr. Mangano explained: “I believe, due to their 

culture and their nature, guanxi is an element Chinese people take for granted. They do 

not perceive this as a ‘foul play’ because they do care about the final result. If in Italy a 

manager finds out that an employee uses guanxi to do business you will fire him 

immediately, in China as long these guanxi bring profit and help the business it is not a 

problem”.  He continued: “In China it is not considered as a negative thing because if it 

helps the business it is essentially right. In the West, in Italy, this is considered as a kind of 

bribery toward our company.” Mr. Mangano used also another term to define guanxi 

which is “mediazione” in Italian, and “arbitration” in English. What I have described as 

“contacts” or positive guanxi previously, he named “arbitration” which means the help one 

receives by a third actor “in the light of sun” (using his words) which means a 

collaboration that happens consciously with the benefit of producing mutual business. This 

is what in his view happens also in Italy. Therefore it is generally accepted. By contrast, in 

China most of the time this collaboration is not communicated. It is better if it does not 
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happen “in the light of sun” which means it is not common knowledge in a company. The 

following example reported by Mr. Mangano will clarify this concept:  

“Time ago, one of my employee used to manipulate some prices because, as I found out 

later, the supplier offered her money. This is corruption. A different case was a Chinese 

manager who introduced me to another manager in a factory. This is arbitration. The 

difference basically lies in the different point of view and how the guanxi is structured”.  

The manager admitted that the guanxi strongly influenced his business. Starting a business 

in China seems to be a unique experience. The managerial system has to adapt to the 

cultural characteristics of the host country. Sometimes this can be the only way to do 

business in China and with Chinese businessmen. Mr. Mangano finally said: “In the end 

you become part of the mechanism, and you have to use it. If you do not accept it, you do 

not share you better go back to Italy and ‘arrivederci’ (goodbye).” 

 

 

4.2 Never let Chinese people lose their face (丢面子 diu mianzi) 

  

When I started my Master program in China, after living there for a few weeks I often 

encountered problems regarding the concept of “face”. In Italy, as I explained before in 

this thesis, face corresponds to the word “reputation”. Everyone, regardless of the cultural 

differences or the different country one comes from, is concerned about one’s reputation. It 

is the image we have or the mask we wear in the public sphere. Loosing face in public 

means to have one’s reputation in the social context compromised. It has as a consequence 

the destruction of the mask that one has been working on for years and it brings with it a 

strong feeling of shame. However, while Western people seemingly have no problems to 

deal with the sense of shame, Chinese people strongly depend on avoiding such a case 

because, especially at the business levels, it might cause irreparable consequences. One 

possible explanation why Chinese people care so much about “keeping their face” baoliu 

mianzi 保留面子 is the traditional value of hierarchy introduced by Confucian scholars, 

as I argued before.  

 

Mrs. Rachel (case 1), being Chinese is well aware of the importance of this value but her 

Italian husband Marco sometimes does not really understands the Chinese culture and this 
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attitude risks to cause to cultural conflicts, personal frustration and adopting the wrong 

business strategy. She remembered: “Once, we have to promote one of the two cooks to 

chef assistant. In order to do so, Marco let them compete to each other. Now, inside of a 

company in Italy this is called “fair competition”, the employee of an office who obtains 

better results gains the promotion. In China it does not work absolutely like this. As result, 

the two cooks felt ashamed and insulted, they were really disappointed and Marco did not 

understand the reason.” The problem is, she said “Chinese people will never tell you what 

they think, they will always agree with you and at the first occasion they will leave the 

restaurant”.  Mrs. Rachel admitted that inside of her husband and her activity cultural gaps 

are quite frequent and she has to be as mediator between Chinese and Italian culture. This 

episode is my view, not only points out the strengh of the Chinese culture but also draws 

the attention to the psychological attitude used by Chinese. In order to keep their face, in 

the public sphere, in this case in front of the boss and collegues, they wear the smiling-

mask and at the first occasion they will leave their position without loosing their face.  

The methaphor of the “chinese box” used by Mr. Mangano (case 4) is useful here to 

explain this cultural concept. Pumain (2006), french geographer and specialist in 

urbanizationa and modeling in the social sciences, stressed the functionality of the Chinese 

box to the role of hierarchical organization in complex system. The Chinese box, 

caracterized by a set of boxes of graduated size, each fitting inside the next larger box,  has 

always used by the Italian people to describe the Chinese people, mysterious with 

something hidden. Mr. Mangano pointed out: “In my view, the concept of face in the 

business context is very evident. They tend to show what they are not. Definetely this 

influence an Italian company in approach, at the first meeting. They are experts in 

manipulate the level of their image and their business position simply appparing with 

expensive cars, ostentatious restaurants and through their attitude”. He continued: “If you 

want to have business with China you have to do the same, if you want to buy 10, then you 

have to give the impression you want to buy 100”.  The biggest cultural different here, is 

that Chinas’s negotiation style is based on negotiation strategy, in China is important to 

show what one’s company is potentially able to do not what practicaly can do. In Italy this 

kind of attitude in the business context primarly, and in dialy life as well, is strongly 

despised. Italians tend to define one’s with this kind of attitude as a manipulator and thus 

someone who is not trustworthy, while in China this attitude seems to be the trump cart to 

conduct a good negotiation. 
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Moreover, mianzi is linked with the concept of hierarchy, as I anticipated before. Inside of 

a company people fulfill different positions and different roles. While in the Italian culture 

if an employee has an idea, a complain or simply has something to discuss with the general 

director he is free to meet him in his office and have a formal meeting. In China, this 

attitude can be considered extremely inpolite and might risk to let someone to lose the face. 

For instance, if an employee from the lowest level had a problem to discuss with the 

general director, he should talk with his superior who would talk with his superior as well 

and so on, untill reach the general director. If an employee decided to talk directly to the 

general director would mean surpass the role of his superior and thus do not respect his 

role.This is considered strongly offensive and cause the lost of the face of both the 

employee, who is not respectuful toward his superior and the superior who has not been 

respected or might questioning his role.  

Mr. Rossi (case 3) revealed an interesting finding regarding the value of hierarchy inside of 

his company. “In China there is a stronger importance to hierarchy” he pointed out “the 

title and the economical value of the wage in China is much more important than in Italy”. 

He proudly affirmed to not have so many cultural gaps of communication because his staff 

of employees is formed by what he called the Z generation, those bornt since 2000. He 

noticed: “There is a generational different approach to Chinese cultural value of hierarchy 

between the Z generation and those bornt before the 2000” he added “The Z generation 

are closer to the Western culture than to the Chinese culture, are much more open minded. 

For this reason my employees could come in to my office whether they had a problem”. In 

my view, thi is a very interesting, reflective and paradoxal aspect because it demonstrates 

that the youngest generation in China, those born in the digital era, on the one hand 

represents a progressist group of people who are open minded enough to accept a new 

culture, new values and find stimulating to work in a multicultural environment. On the 

other hand, they show the tendency to forget the cultural values that for years characterized 

the Chinese society such as hierarchy, trust, filial piety etc. principles all originated from 

Confucianism.  

 

The last case that shows the importance of face in the business environment is introduced 

by Mr. Merlerati. He first pointed out a peculiar difference between the Italian culture and 

the Chinese culture regarding the discretion of the wage: “In Italy we do not have the 



	   41	  

tendency to share the amount of our wages. By contrast, in China this is not a taboo topic 

rather it is something Chinese people seem to not have problem to discuss about. The 

problem is that if you increase the wage to one of your employee the others will ask to do 

the same for them.” The “bonus” for an activity in China is called 红包 hongbao literaly 

“red envelope” which is the element at the base of the social building in China. “If 

someone has a higher bonus” Mr. Merlerati added “it means has a higher wage and thus 

he is a good worker. This is a different element than in Europe”. According to this 

manager the concept of mianzi in China is much more influential than guanxi or any other 

cultural value. “Do not let Chinese people to lose their face” precludes the managers to 

reprimand publicly an employee inside of their company. This means that foreign general 

directors cannot freely practise their role inside of their company in China because this 

might let lose the face of his employees. This in fact in China is considered an action 

extremely inpolite and might cause the self-dismissal from the employees themselves. 

Finally Mr. Merlerati gave an example from his experience that illustrates how in certain 

circumstances keeping the face in China represents more one’s obsession than one’s care 

of reputation in terms of ethic value and self-image. “Once we had an excellet area 

manager, he has been promoted to regional director. He had a low wage at that time but 

because he assumed a better work position he got into debts to buy the most expensive and 

beautiful car that might suit a regional director.” He finally explained that a general 

director with a mediocre car might have losen his face. 

 

 

4.3 Merchants more than enterpreneurs. The short-term thinking in the 

Chinese business  

 
One of the biggest mistakes one might make traveling abroad for work or for pleasure is to 

judge the diversity of the traditions and the cultures of other countries. In order to avoid so, 

it is crucial to beforehand thoroughly study the history and the philosophical thought of a 

country which are, in my view, the basis which shapes the people. Italy and China have in 

my view two opposite views of life because they have different historical backgrounds and 

different religious influences. Most of the countries in Europe are influenced by the strong 

sense of the religion. In this terms, Italy represents the capital of the Christian religion 
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because Rome is the seat of the Pope and this has caused a certain influence in the choice 

of prioritary values in our lives. On the other hand, in China, despite of the influence of 

schools of thought such as Confucianism, Daoism, Mohism first and the influence of 

Buddhism later, Chinese people do not have a strong sense of religion. By contrast, they 

have been always marked by their strong sense of duty and respect of discipline. President 

Xi Jinping few years ago said: “Happiness does not fall out of the blue and dreams. We 

need to be down-to-earth and work hard. We should uphold the idea that working hard is 

the most honorable, noblest, greates and most beautiful virtue.”4  

 

In modern times, the economic development, the digital era and the capitalism shaped the 

people more than ever. For this reason, I here analysed an opposite version of the 

Hofstede’s theory claiming that what strongly distinguishes China is the short-term 

thinking which means living in the present time and in the brief future. The intervieweed 

agreed with these theory and each of the manager expressed his own reflection. 

 

From the interview with Mr. Merlerati (case 2) emerged that Chinese poeple have a 

different set of values than Italians. Communism, the strong censorship, the two child 

policy and the fact that they cannot own their house deprived them of having a strong 

sense of family, possess let them live in a status of absolute control. The manager claimed: 

“In my view China adopts definetely a short-term thinking living in the present, living 

now”. He added: “I believe Chinese people have a much more materialistic and tangible 

approach, while we tend to give much more important to abstract values. In Business, in 

the microentrepreneurs 99% of cases we talk about short-term. Because of the dynamism 

of the market it is impossible for a company who works with China make long-time project. 

In my experience I often see the opening of new shops and their closing six months later”. 

 

At the same time, this dynamism faced in the market is manifested in the workers attitude 

and it is interesting to observe its controversial effect on the foreign companies who moved 

to China.  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4 On the 28th of April 2013 in Beijing, President Xi Jinping paid tribute on Sunday to outstanding 
workers and called on the country's trade unions to be innovative and fit in with social changes. 
http://english.cntv.cn/20130428/106964.shtml 
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On the one hand, this dynamism affiscinate and attract many foreign companies who see in 

Chinese market the hope for the development of their business and their profits. Mr. Rossi 

(case 3) made, in my view, a representative example to explain this difference: “If you ever 

ask in China to build a stair to go to the Moon, people start building it. They go on untill 

the third floor. When the stair breaks they start over and over. If I ever ask the same thing 

in the West, people start making a list of the reasons why it is impossible to do it”. This 

example underlines the different attitude toward a project in China and in Italy. Henri Ford 

once said: You can do anything if you have enthusiasm. Enthusiasm is the yeast that allows 

your hopes to rise to the stars. With it, there are achievements. Without it there are only 

alibis. 

 

On the other hand, the same dynamic market prevents the foreign partners to make a long-

term collaboration and at the same time increase the awareness of  Italian companies 

toward the unpredictable future of the Chinese companies in the market. 

 

This different time-view is hence at the base of the difference between the Italian and 

Chinese managment. Mr. Mangano (case 4) defined with a precise terminology the 

difference between Chinese and Italian businessmen. He pointed out: “The nogotiation 

with China is based on the profit rather than a future collaboration. They are merchants 

not enterpreneurs. The difference lies on the fact that the merchant has an istant vision of 

the busines due to his interest toward the profit. The enterpreeur has a different vision 

based more on the demand of the customers, he does invest on the customers and for this 

reason has a long-term vision”. That explains also the negative opinion the Italian 

managers have about the long-term life of a joint venture in China. “The Italian is by 

nature an individualist it is more concerned about the product and the quality, on the other 

hand the Chinese care more about the profit and to do business. We do acitivity, they do 

business.”5 

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5	  “We do the activity, they do business” is a literally translation from Italian to English of an 
expression used by the manager. “Do the activity” stands for the attention of Italian managers to 
the entire business process. Italians in fact pay more attention to the quality of the product and to 
establish long-distance relationship with their suppliers rather than the instant profit. According to 
the Italian business philosophy if a company is able to satisfy their customers and well sell their 
high quality goods the profit will come immediatly.  
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The metaphor of the merchant is in my view the most appropriate definition of the Chinese 

business strategy from the Italian’s perspective. The Italian chef of Rosmary (case 1) 

seems to share the same opinion: “In Italy we care a lot about the quality of the products 

and it is exactly according to the quality of the primary goods that we establish the price. 

In Italy when the customer reads the label DOP (Protected Designation of Origin) next to a 

meal in the menù, he knows is going to eat a high quality meal prepared with high quality 

primary good, so he will never question the price.” The quality and the satisfaction of the 

client are the two main characteristics that have always marked the Made in Italy. But in 

China it does not seem the same, the chef explained “In China the priority is not the 

quality but the price. For instance, regardless whether the pizza is made with original 

Italian mozzarella, extra-vergin oil and other Italian goods, if the price is high the Chinese 

customer will prefer to buy pizza from Pizza Hut because of the cheaper price”. Previous 

studies (曹东 2006) confirmed that in the West more attention is given to the customer’s 

satisfaction regarding product quality, price, service, reputation and convenience. This 

serves as an indicator of customer relationship management and enhances communication 

to provide customers with their personalized needs in order to obtain customer loyalty as 

well as maintaining and strenghtening relationships with them.  

In conclusion, to be able to negotiate in China, the Italian companies not only need to 

increase their knowledge regarding the Chinese business culture, but also need to change 

their strategy and adopt their management to the Chinese company they have to start a 

business with.  

 

 

5. Conclusion, Implications and Limitations 

5.1 Conclusion 
China is of great interest to the Western world. There already exists a considerable amount 

of literature about the culture of this country. But marketing strategy and business 

negotiation culture in China are still insufficiently studied.  

As Tiziano Vescovi (2011) claimed in most of the cases foreign SME are not able to face 

the challenges of the big Asian markets and they are not well prepared for achieving a 

space in the Chinese market. This is due to a lack of knowledge regarding the management, 

the marketing and negotiation strategies in China. Italians are by nature overtly proud of 
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their culture and their Made in Italy label.  Therefore they have the tendency to disregard 

the fascinating and specific cultural traits that have shaped China for thousands of years. 

When this happens, it causes significant cultural gaps that risk to damage the entire 

business collaboration. 99% of the employees in newly established Italian branches in 

China are Chinese. The “submission” of Chinese people to western/foreign managers in 

their home country is still psychologically disturbing and in the worst case provokes 

cultural misunderstandings that can turn into feelings of xenophobia and racism.  

 

My research has started out identifying the necessity to understand “how” these cultural 

problems emerged and “what” the Italians responses are when cultural gaps emerged in 

business between Chinese and Italian business people.  

This thesis aimed to answer two specific questions regarding the most influential elements 

of the Chinese culture and their influence on Italian business in China. The interviews with 

the four managers operating in four different sectors, from the food service to the 

automotive sector and from the human relations services to the fashion sector, revealed 

interesting findings. The research showed that three elements of Chinese culture play a 

crucial role in the Italian business operating in China: guanxi, mianzi and short-term 

thinking. The analysis of these elements led me to the following implications. 

 

5.2 Implications 

5.2.1 Theoretical implications 
From a theoretical point of view, the crucial importance and influence of the three 

elements that I have analysed have also been demonstrated by most of the authors 

introduced in the literature review chapter of my work.  

Regarding the aspect of guanxi building my analysis is in accord with Park’s and Luo’s 

view (2001) who saw guanxi as a key element in the developing dynamic of interpersonal 

and social organizations in the business context. The interviewees all affirmed the 

necessity to build networks and to create new guanxi in China in order to develop their 

business. None of them in fact denied to have used guanxi in order to get into the Chinese 

market. Once a foreign company has established a branch in China, it starts with 

propagating its trade mark or product to the local suppliers and companies in order to 

increase the fame of its brand and reputation in that area. I also agree with Pye’s definition 
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of guanxi, which he described as a friendship with implications of continued exchange of 

favours. In my view this definition is the most helpful one because it matches with the 

Italians’ view of guanxi. Guanxi were considered by the interviewees as the most 

influential and the most crucial aspect of the Chinese culture for the Italian business. Mr. 

Mangano (case 4) here made an important distinction affirming that the same process in 

Italy might be culturally associated with bribery and corruption. Still in China guanxi are 

considered “the way” if one wants to create contacts and to develop business. The other 

managers have also showed an awareness of this controversial aspect and they try to face 

this concept in developing their own strategies to be ethically correct and at the same time 

adapt their business to the Chinese culture.  

 

Brown and Levinson’s politeness theory which stresses the importance of the two sides of 

face (keeping face and losing face) also seems to fit well when applied to the experiences 

of the Italian managers regarding the concept of mianzi. The example that turned up most 

often in the interviews is the warning not to reprimand an employee in public. This simple 

action, or better no-action, must not be underestimated, because in the Western culture, 

especially in the Italian’s view, it can be considered as a limit to pursue power and to fulfill 

their professional role. Therefore, while guanxi are more influential regarding the Italian 

business strategy in China, mianzi affects the psychological attitude in their mode of 

managerial operating.  

 

Finally, my study gives a different picture than the research conducted by Tony Fang. In 

Fang’s view Westerners show a substantial lack of knowledge about Chinese business 

negotiation style when they assume that Chinese businesspeople only have profit in mind. I 

cannot but conclude that the results of my qualitative research and the experiences of the 

Italian managers do confirm this impression of a strong orientation towards short-term 

profit on the side of their business partners on the Chinese side. 

Therefore my study also provides a differing view on the concepts of short-term 

orientation versus long-term orientation. Contrary to Hofstede and based on my own 

research I come to the conclusion that there exists a short-term orientation in Chinese 

business endeavours, at least in the cases that I investigated. 
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The dynamism of the Chinese market, the current capitalistic era and the strict control from 

the government are pushing the Chinese society in the direction of pursuing profit and of 

living in the present.  

 

5.2.2 Practical implications  

 

My research resulted in important findings regarding the influence that the three elements 

guanxi, mianzi and short-term orientation have on Italian business in China.  

 

In my view guanxi plays the most important role for the Italian business strategy. The 

vastness of the Chinese market can be considered as a double-edged sword. On the one 

hand this market appears to be very attractive. On the other hand this market is extremely 

competitive. All foreign companies that want to do successful business in China need to be 

led by open-minded experts who are able to change and to adapt their business strategies 

following the Chinese “道” dao, the right way of network building, even if this would 

mean to go against their own cultural and ethical practices. Here I have especially the 

opaque concept guanxi in mind. Guanxi can have many implications: friendship and 

relation-building, but, in the worst case, it can come quite close to corruption and bribery. 

This is in my view the greatest obstacle for Italian companies in running their daily 

business in China.  

 

Another important finding regards the two sides of mianzi, “keeping the face” and “losing 

the face”. I conventionally translate mianzi as “reputation”, but, as I explained previously, 

it has a deeper meaning. The concept of mianzi is, in my view, the most important one on a 

psychological level. Italians are famous worldwide for their natural spontaneity and for 

transparency because in their culture this represents an important index to decide whether a 

person is trustworthy or not. The concept of mianzi is crucial. As my interviews have 

shown, this concept might lead the Italian managers to assume that they have to ‘wear a 

mask’ and to play strategic games that they are not used to play, neither in business 

negotiations nor in their professional life. 
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Finally, I found out that the short-term thinking of their Chinese business partners 

undoubtedly prevents the Italian businesspeople that I interviewed to establish a successful 

collaboration destined to last for long time.  

 

To conclude, if I were asked to give advice to Italian businesspeople who hope to be 

successful in their business with China, I would give the following answer: 

First of all, it is crucial to study the Chinese culture, history and the Chinese market 

throroughly before one starts business in China. Of course being conversant in Chinese 

would also be of great help.  

Secondly, being open-minded is crucial, not only in approaching the new culture but also 

in adapting to a new environment, traditions and customs.  

Finally, a third crucial advice would be to hire trustworthy and expert employees who have 

gathered enough working experience in multinational companies. 

 

I strongly recommend an attitude of openness and of learning from other cultures, even 

from the most difficult experience, because it might turn out to be helpful in a future 

cooperation with business partners in other foreign countries. 

 

 

5.3 Limitations 
Despite the interesting and valuable findings of my study it also has its limitations. First of 

all, due to the limited time frame for my research in China I was not able to provide 

quantitative data but only selective qualitative data.  

Secondly, the limitation of space and time in writing the thesis did not allow me to enrich 

the literature review with more Chinese sources, or to interview Chinese managers in order 

to obtain results on the same questions from a Chinese perspective. I am sure that such 

results would be most valuable and helpful in order to gain a more holistic picture. 

I would like to consider this thesis as a starting point for future reflections about Chinese 

business in relation with the Italian market. 

I sincerely believe that this field requires more research.  

In my view the concepts of guanxi and mianzi should also be further scrutinized in future 

study endeavours. 
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