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Chapter 3 

 

 

 

The main results of the web questionnaire survey 
 

 

 

 

 

The web questionnaire survey was conducted in the period January 2010 – July 2011. 

Over the whole of this period, 10,000 entrepreneurs were contacted to participate in the 

survey. There were 645 respondents, 225 of whom filled out the questionnaires properly, 

making them usable. The response rate, in relation to the usable questionnaires, was 

2.25%. The respondents who did not properly fill out the questionnaire stopped before 

completing the rating of the regions and provinces. The lack of the rating of all spatial 

units, the most important part of the questionnaire, explains why 420 questionnaires were 

not considered usable and not included in the database.  

  

For the survey, the firms were contacted directly, by means of an e-mail. As usually done 

in any web survey, they could find in the message a weblink; by clicking on it, they could 

access the website of the survey, and fill in the questionnaire. In some areas we were able 

to benefit from the help of local manufacturing firm associations, who both provided 

correct information about the contact details44 and ‘sponsored’ the survey at the local 

level. Given the extremely low response rate, the support of the local manufacturers 

associations can be considered most valuable. A reminder message was also used and 

proved to be an effective tool. The number of responses from Northern firms was 142 

(63% of the total number of respondents), from Central firms 40 (18%), and from 

Southern firms 43 (19%). The number of responses from manufacturing firms were 167 

(74%), and from services firms 58 (26%). 

 

 

 

3.1 Results at the macro-regional and regional scales 
 

At the regional scale (Figure 3.1) the first clear result emerging from the survey shows 

that in the mental maps of Italian entrepreneurs there is quite a wide gap between the 

Northern-Central regions and the Southern regions. The spatial hierarchy from North to 

South is apparent: Lombardy, Veneto, Emilia-Romagna, Piemonte, Tuscany and other 

Northern-Central regions are at the top of the ranking, with an average score above the 

neutral value of 3, while all Southern regions are rated less than 3, and are in the lower 

part of the ranking. Some of them, like Sicily, Campania, Sardinia and Calabria, get a 

score of even less than 2, and their position is at the bottom.  

 

                                                 
44 In fact, one of the main problems that we faced in carrying out the survey (and that slowed it down) was the lack of 

complete and updated contact information about the firms. 
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Southern Italy definitely turns out to be the least attractive macro-region in Italy, very far 

from the average level of attractiveness of the rest of the country, as the average figures 

concerning the macro-regions show (Table 3.1).  

 

 
Source: questionnaire survey (225 usable questionnaires) 

 

Figure 3.1: average ratings of Italian regions 

 

The outcome at the regional scale at a first glance is clearly consistent with the economic 

reality. If we look at the thematic map of Italy representing the GDP per capita at the 

regional level (see Chapter 2, Figure 2.3), the main and synthetic indicator of regional 

economic development, we can point out that the regional hierarchy, going along the 

peninsula from North to South, in terms of perception and reality, is roughly the same. 
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That is to say, the main spatial pattern of the mental maps of Italian entrepreneurs 

corresponds to the main spatial pattern featuring the Italian economic (and not only 

economic, as seen in the previous chapter!) geography.  

Table 3.1: Ranking* of Italian macro-regions 
   

North 3.42  

Centre                  3.05  

South and Islands 2.11  

      
Source: Questionnaire survey (225 usable questionnaires) 
* Arithmetic mean of NUTS2 data 

 

Obviously, the image that Italian entrepreneurs have of locational environments at the 

regional scale is somehow associated with the main regional differential firm growth 

tendencies in Italy. As Table 3.2 shows, when analysing the regional differences in firm 

growth and decline of medium-sized Italian firms within the Italian territory from 2000 

to 2005, it is evident that there is a ‘flow’ from South to North (measured as the balance 

of openings and closures of firms) which is consistent with the low versus high rate of 

appreciation shown in our survey. The North-South gap is present in both the perception 

and in the actual behaviour of entrepreneurs. Or to put it in the technical terms of 

economic geography: the stated spatial preferences of entrepreneurs show coherence with 

their revealed spatial preferences. 

 

Tab. 3.2: Balance of new plant openings and existing plant closures for medium sized 

firms and for their subsidirary firms (2000-2005) 

 
Source: Rapporto Uniocamere 2008, p. 112 

 

In fact, the North-South divide cannot be considered the only spatial pattern present in 

the minds of the Italian entrepreneurs, in spite of being the most evident. After looking at 

Figure 3.1 more in depth, it is possible to notice that within the macro-regions there are 

other spatial patterns less simple but quite distinct: 
- In the Northern macro-region, the small and peripheral regions (Friuli Venezia-Giulia, 

Aosta Valley, Liguria) get a lower score than the big and Central regions (Lombardy, 

Veneto, Emilia-Romagna, Piedmont). The variance of the score among the Northern 

!
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regions is high (from 4.06 of Lombardia to 2.56 of Aosta Valley). Liguria, in 

particular, and Val d’Aosta are positioned outside the group of leading Northern 

regions: they score even less than 3. Therefore, we can affirm that the “megacity 
region Padana" apparently plays a key role in the mental maps of Italian 
entrepreneurs;  

- As regards the Central macro-region, it emerges that Tuscany and Marche belong to 

the group of top regions, scoring more than 3. The variance of the score among the 

Central regions is not high; 

- On the other hand, Southern Italy, except Puglia (2.47) that scores more than the 

average for the macro-region (2.11), turns out to be more homogeneous, the score 

variance being low. 

 
These additional traits of the mental maps of Italian entrepreneurs appear less coherent 

with the picture of Italy derived from the GDP statistics, and therefore probably bring 

other factors into play.  

On the one hand, other real, objective elements may play a role, such as geographical 

centrality, agglomeration economies, endowment of transport services and infrastructure, 

and legal frameworks (presence of organised crime). Actually, the regions located in 

Padana enjoy a clear advantage in terms of the presence and proximity of manfacturing 

firms, and in particular we refer to the numerous industrial districts present in Emilia-

Romagna, Lombardy, and Veneto (and also in Tuscany and Marche)45. The same regions, 

in particular Lombardy, have a level of accessibility higher than the other Northern, 

Central and Southern regions. Instead, Southern regions such as Campania, Sicily, and 

Calabria suffer from the presence of organised crime (Mafia, Camorra and ‘Ndrangheta), 

and the islands (Sardinia and Sicily) together with Calabria are characterised by an 

extremely low level of accessibility46.  

But, on the other hand, cultural, sociological, and historical reasons, such the prejudice 

against Southern Italy, the lack of social capital and the self-interested role of the family 

(‘amoral familism’) in Southern Italy, might be part of the story47. The next statistical and 

qualitative analyses will deepen the discussion, and will shed more light on the 

explanatory factors.  

 

 

 

3.2 Results at the provincial scale 
 

The results at the provincial scale (Figure 3.2 and Table 3.3) are substantially similar to 

the results observed at the regional level. That is to say, the result for each province, on 

average, is close to the result of its region, and there are no provinces belonging to a 

certain region that are spread, dispersed through the high, the middle and the low part of 

the national ranking.  

 
 
 

                                                 
45 See Chapter 2. 
46 See Chapter 2 and Svimez (2010).  
47 See, for example, Banfield (1958) and Putnam et al (1993).  
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Source: questionnaire survey (225 usable questionnaires) 

 
Figure 3.2: average ratings of Italian provinces 

 

Besides this general reflection, it is interesting to see that in each of the biggest regions, 

where we find the most important urban areas (Lombardy, Piedmont, Emilia-Romagna, 

Lazio, Sicily, Campania), a slight gap can be observed in favour of them, even if it is not 

so wide (see Table 3.3). The score assigned to the main urban area in these regions is 

usually a little higher than that assigned to the other provinces in the same region. 

Actually, it seems that the bigger (in demographic and economic terms) the 
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urban/metropolitan area, the wider is the gap, showing a kind of urban polarisation effect 

within the region.   
 

Milan gets the highest rating, confirming its key role in Italian economic geography, as 

the main economic and financial centre, the location of the headquarters of several 

multinational and big Italian companies, the most important infrastructural and logistic 

hub, and the world-renowned centre for highly competitive Made in Italy specialisations, 

such as design, fashion and furniture. Also relevant in Northern Italy is the rating given 

to the other highly developed Lombardy provinces which neighbours Milan (Bergamo, 

Monza, Brescia), and by Turin, Verona, and Bologna. These are all provinces located 

along the main East-West axis in the Padana plain area. 
 

                             
Table 3.3: Ranking of Italian provinces by average rating obtained 
              

1 Milano                   4.0

7 

56 Trieste                  3.1

3 
 

2 Brescia                  4.0

0 

57 Gorizia                  3.1

3 
 

3 Monza e Brianza 3.9
9 

58 Roma                     2.9

4 
 

4 Bergamo                  3.9
8 

59 Genova                   2.8

0 
 

5 Bologna                  3.9

5 

60 Perugia                  2.7

9 
 

6 Mantova                  3.9

3 

61 La Spezia                2.7

8 
 

7 Reggio Emilia            3.9

2 

62 Terni                    2.7

7 
 

8 Varese                   3.9

1 

63 Savona                   2.7

4 
 

9 Modena                   3.9
0 

64 Viterbo                  2.7
3 

 
10 Parma                    3.9

0 
65 Imperia                  2.7

1 
 

11 Lodi                     3.8

9 

66 Frosinone                2.7

0 
 

12 Como                     3.8

9 

67 Latina                   2.7

0 
 

13 Verona                   3.8

8 

68 Rieti                    2.6

7 
 

14 Pavia                    3,8

8 

69 Pescara                  2.6

1 
 

15 Lecco                    3.8
7 

70 Chieti                   2.5
9 

 
16 Cremona                  3.8

4 
71 Teramo                   2.5

8 
 

17 Vicenza                  3.8

4 

72 Aosta              2.5

8 
 

18 Padova                   3.8

4 

73 L'Aquila                 2.5

6 
 

19 Treviso                  3.8

3 

74 Bari                     2.4

9 
 

20 Piacenza                 3.8

2 

75 Barletta-Andria-

T. 

2.4

4 
 

21 Ferrara                  3.7
9 

76 Taranto                  2.4
3 

 
22 Forlì-Cesena             3.7

7 

77 Foggia                   2.4

3 
 

23 Ravenna                  3.7

6 

78 Lecce                    2.4

3 
 

24 Rimini                   3.7

6 

79 Brindisi                 2.4

2 
 

25 Sondrio                  3.7

5 

80 Campobasso               2.1

8 
 

26 Venezia                  3.7

2 

81 Isernia                  2.1

8 
 

27 Rovigo                   3.6
7 

82 Matera                   2.0
6 

 
28 Belluno                  3.6

4 
83 Potenza                  2.0

6 
 

29 Torino                   3.6

0 

84 Catania                  2.0

5 
 

30 Novara                   3.5

4 

85 Palermo                  2.0

0 
 

31 Alessandria              3.4

8 

86 Napoli                   1.9

8 
 

32 Asti                     3.4

4 

87 Messina                  1.9

8 
 

33 Vercelli                 3.4
3 

88 Salerno                  1.9
7 

 
34 Biella                   3.4

2 
89 Siracusa                 1.9

5 
 

35 Cuneo                    3.4

2 

90 Benevento                1.9

3 
 

36 Verbano-Cusio-O. 3.3

8 

91 Avellino                 1.9

3 
 

37 Firenze                  3.3

6 

92 Caserta                  1.9

3 
 

38 Trento                   3.3

3 

93 Agrigento                1.9

2 
 

39 Lucca                    3.3
0 

94 Ragusa                   1.9
2 

 
40 Bolzano                  3.3

0 
95 Trapani 1.9

2 
 

41 Livorno                  3.2

9 

96 Caltanissetta            1.9

0 
 

42 Pisa                     3.2

9 

97 Cagliari                 1.8

9 
 

43 Siena                    3.2

9 

98 Enna                     1.8

9 
 

44 Prato                    3.2

8 

99 Olbia-Tempio             1.8

8 
 

45 Pistoia                  3.2
5 

10
0 

Sassari                  1.8
7 

 
46 Arezzo                   3.2

5 
10

1 
Medio 
Campidano          

1.8
7 

 
47 Grosseto                 3.2

4 

10

2 

Ogliastra                1.8

6 
 

48 Massa-Carrara            3.2

3 

10

3 

Oristano                 1.8

5 
 

49 Pordenone                3.2

2 

10

4 

Nuoro                    1.8

5 
 

50 Pesaro e Urbino          3.2

0 

10

5 

Carbonia-Iglesias        1.8

4 
 

51 Ancona                   3.1
8 

10
6 

Reggio Calabria       1.7

4 
 

52 Udine                    3.1
7 

10
7 

Cosenza                  1.7
3 

 
53 Macerata                 3.1

6 

10

8 

Catanzaro                1.7

3 
 

54 Ascoli Piceno            3.1

5 

10

9 

Vibo Valentia            1.7

2 
 

55 Fermo 3.1

4 

11

0 

Crotone                  1.7

2 
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Source: Questionnaire survey (225 usable questionnaires).  
Bold font indicates the province with the highest score in each region 

 

 

Rome, which is the political capital of Italy, the location of the national government and 

of all main public bodies (apart from being one of the main tourist, cultural and artistic 

attractions in Italy), also stands out in the ranking of the Lazio provinces, and within the 

Central macro-region.  

 

In Southern Italy, the only provinces which get a score significantly different from the 

regional and macro-regional average are Bari, the regional capital of Puglia, and Catania. 

In these provinces are located some of the most important industrial agglomerations in 

Southern Italy. For example, Catania is home to what it is called Etna Valley, a high-tech 

cluster born around the plant of the computer multinational company STS-

Microelectronics; and in Bari there is the ‘mechatronics district’, where the 

establishments of some multinational companies are located. 

  

 

 

3.3 The North and South of Italy: differences in the level of the 

geographical depth of the mental maps 
 

The results at the provincial scale also reveal that the ‘geographical depth’ of the mental 

maps of Italian entrepreneurs is not the same along the whole length of the peninsula. It 

means that the extent to which entrepreneurs have a detailed, refined image varies, i.e. 

the ‘depth’ of their space perception differs from one macro-region (and region) to 

another.  

 

This is illustrated by Tables 3.4 and 3.5, that inform us, respectively, about the share of 

respondents who opted to rate each province, by region; and about the standard deviation 

in the ratings of provinces, again by region. As can be observed, respondents show a 

higher propensity to give an evaluation to the provinces of the most important Northern 

and Central regions (Piedmont, Lombardy, Veneto, Emilia-Romagna, Tuscany) than to 

the provinces of the big Southern regions (Sicily, Campania, Puglia).  

 

This is also true in the case of small regions (for example, Liguria, Marche, Friuli, 

Abruzzo, Calabria) that usually are less frequently rated at the provincial scale (because 

of their small size). Indeed, these regions have fewer spatial units, so respondents 

understandably tend to see them as being more homogeneous. The same difference 

between Centre-North and Southern Italy can be observed with regard to the differences 

in ratings among provinces, by region. The standard deviation actually is on average 

higher in Northern and in Central Italy, than in Southern Italy. 
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Table 3.4: Share of the respondents who opted to 

rate each province, by region (% of total 

respondents)  
      

PIEDMONT  17.3 

LOMBARDY              16.4 

TRENTINO ALTO ADIGE      5.8 

VENETO                   16.0 

FRIULI VENEZIA GIULIA    5.8 

LIGURIA                  7.6 

EMILIA ROMAGNA           14.2 

TUSCANY                 15.1 

UMBRIA                   4.4 

MARCHE                   7.6 

LAZIO                    15.1 

ABRUZZO                  6.2 

MOLISE                   1.8 

PUGLIA                   8.0 

BASILICATA               3.1 

CAMPANIA                 8.9 

CALABRIA                 5.3 

SICILY              10.7 

SARDINIA              4.4 

   

NORTH  11.9 

CENTRE  10.6 

SOUTH & ISLANDS  6.1 
Source: Questionnaire survey (225 usable questionnaires) 

 

 

Table 3.5: Differences within the provinces, by 

region (standard deviations)  

PIEDMONT                0.07 

LOMBARDY               0.08 

TRENTINO ALTO ADIGE     0.02 

VENETO                  0.09 

FRIULI VENEZIA GIULIA   0.04 

LIGURIA                 0.03 

EMILIA ROMAGNA          0.07 

TUSCANY                 0.04 

UMBRIA                  0.01 

MARCHE                  0.02 

LAZIO                   0.10 

ABRUZZO                 0.02 

MOLISE                  0.00 

PUGLIA                  0.02 

BASILICATA              0.00 

CAMPANIA                0.02 

CALABRIA                0.01 
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SICILY               0.05 

SARDINIA 0.02 
Source: questionnaire survey (225 usable questionnaires) 

 

 

If we consider that even at the regional scale, the ratings given to Southern Italy are more 

homogeneous than those for other areas in Italy (see Figure 3.1) and, if we take into 

account that, according to the main socio-economic data, internal differences at the 

provincial scale in Southern Italy are not so different from internal differences in Northern 

and Central Italy48, we consequently wonder why the entrepreneurs tend to see relevant 

differences in Northern and central Italy, but not in the South. 

 

We can venture three guesses about the attitudes of the responding entrepreneurs:  

1) They are so little interested in Southern Italy, that they prefer not to spend time 

on rating its regions/provinces in detail; 

2) They do not know Southern Italy very well, so they are not able to give a specific 

score to each of its separate areas or locations; 

3) They have good and relevant knowledge of Southern Italy (or maybe they think 

they have it!), and then really believe that there are no internal differences.  

 

Whatever is the real reason why respondents have such an overgeneralised, that is 

stereotyped, image of the Mezzogiorno, we can then state that entrepreneurs not only 

consider Southern areas as scarcely attractive for their potential investments, but they also 

have very little interest in, attention for, or even knowledge of the geography of Southern 

Italy. This is something extremely serious for the attractiveness of Southern Italy, as it 

reveals that the national business community almost sees the Mezzogiorno as a ‘big black 

box’, not attractive, full of locational disadvantages, which affects, apart from some rare 

exceptions (Puglia), all its areas almost indiscriminately. 

 

 

 

3.4  Conclusions 
 

The presentation and discussion of the main results emerging from the questionnaire 

survey has allowed us to highlight some key points: first, the existence of a North-South 

divide, not only in real socio-economic terms, but also in terms of entrepreneurs’ 

locational preferences; second, the presence of other patterns in the mind of 

entrepreneurs, such as the centre-periphery dichotomy ─ which turned out to be so 

important in explaining the shape of the mental maps of entrepreneurs in other countries 

(Meester, 2004) ─ and the role played by the urban areas. However, just looking at the 

map images and at the ranking of provinces, this pattern does not appear to be quite as 

important as in other case studies; and third, the low and homogeneous evaluation given 

to the Mezzogiorno, with the exception of Puglia.     

                                                 
48 Taking, for example, the statistics about value added per capita in 2009 at the provincial scale by Fondazione ‘Istituto 

Guglielmo Tagliacarne’ and Unioncamere (www.uniocamere.gov.it) into account, it can immediately be seen that the 

width of the internal gaps between the macro-regions does not differ so much. The standard deviation in the Northern 

macro-area is 4.413 (the difference between the maximum and the minimum value: 24.342); in the Central macro-area 

it is 5.208 (the difference between the maximum and the minimum value: 19.070); and in the Southern macro-area it 

is 3.696 (the difference between the maximum and the minimum value: 14.813).  

http://www.uniocamere.gov.it/
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Another important issue emerging from this chapter is the relationship between reality 

and perception. Taking into consideration the neoclassical idea that entrepreneurs are 

persons who are perfectly informed about the real economic situation in any place, it 

could be assumed that their mental maps are essentially shaped by their observation of 

reality. However, from the results that were analysed in this chapter, this does not seem 

to be true. On the one hand, the entrepreneurs fully incorporate the North-South divide in 

their mental maps; on the other hand, it is less easy to fully explain the centre-periphery 

dichotomy and the low rating that is homogeneously assigned to Southern Italy on the 

basis of real-world conditions. 

 

The next two chapters will also address this issue. In fact, they are devoted to explaining 

in depth the spatial patterns of the entrepreneurs’ locational preferences, using both 

quantitative and qualitative techniques, and extending the analysis to objective and 

subjective, and economic and non-economic, explanatory factors. The next chapter is 

focused particularly on statistical analyses that study the role of the characteristics of the 

entrepreneurs and their firms in explaining the main results, and that investigate the 

existence of the underlying patterns which influence the perception of entrepreneurs.    

  


