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Chapter 6 

 

 

 

Entrepreneurs from Italy and from other European 

countries: differences and similarities  

in their mental maps 
 

 

 

 

 

This chapter is focused on the comparative analysis of the results emerging from the 

Italian survey and the outcomes of other surveys (in Germany and the Netherlands) 

conducted within this line of research (Meester 2004; Pellenbarg, 2012). This analysis 

allows us to point out that the mental maps of the Italian entrepreneurs have several things 

in common with the mental maps of entrepreneurs from other countries, but they also 

have some peculiarities of their own, which make them rather anomalous64.  

 

In particular, differences and similarities emerge with regards to, for example, the spatial 

patterns and the thickness of the mental maps, as is respectively shown and discussed in 

Sections 6.1 and 6.2. Relevant differences between the mental maps of Italian, German 

and Dutch entrepreneurs emerge also with respect to the self-locational effect (analysis 

by place of residence) as observed in Section 6.3. Section 6.4 is then devoted to reflect 

comparatively on the relationship between perception and reality in the three case studies. 

Section 6.5 and 6.6 are instead focused on the comparison of the underlying factors that 

are supposed to explain the characteristics of the mental maps, on the one hand, analysing 

the result of the principal component analysis in the above-mentioned case studies, and, 

on the other hand, taking the results of the content analysis, where available, into 

consideration. Finally, in Section 6.7 some concluding remarks are made.   

 

 

 

6.1 A comparative analysis of the shape of the mental maps  
 

As already pointed out in Chapter 3, the observation of the main results lets us point out 

that the perception of the Italian entrepreneurs is mostly characterised by the cleavage 

between the Northern and Central regions on the one hand, and the Southern regions on 

                                                 
64 As discussed in Chapter 1, although the methodological approach was the same, some of the survey techniques used 

for the Italian case study were different. For example, the type of territorial units selected for the survey conducted in 

Italy differs from that chosen for the German and the Dutch cases. While, in the Italian case, administrative areas 

(Regions and Provinces) have been used, in the other case studies cities, whose shape corresponds to points, have been 

used. Therefore, although the overall approach in terms of selecting and questioning respondents was the same in the 

Dutch, German and Italian surveys, we have to keep this difference of rating cities versus regions in mind when 

comparing the results of the two kinds of questionnaire surveys. 
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the other (Figure 6.1). At the same time, considering that within the Northern regions 

there are relevant differences between regions and provinces, it is also possible to observe 

a kind of centre-periphery opposition, between what is called the Padana region 

(Lombardy, Emilia-Romagna, Veneto) and the other regions in the country as a whole.  

 

In the other two case studies (relating to Germany and the Netherlands) the dominant 

spatial patterns of the mental maps of entrepreneurs are, at first sight, quite different. As 

regards the German entrepreneurs (Figure 6.2), the clearest pattern is the divide between 

the main urban areas (Hamburg, Hanover, Berlin, Nuremberg, Munich), and the outer and 

peripheral areas. According to Meester (2004)65, we can say, therefore, that their mental 

maps have a poly-nuclear character. If this is the most evident pattern, it is also true that 

a second pattern can be observed, that is the centre-periphery dichotomy. That second 

pattern features Frankfurt as the centre, that is to say as the most attractive place, in 

opposition to the other areas, which get lower ratings the farther they are from the centre 

(although not homogeneously). 

   

 
 

Figure 6.1: Average ratings of Italian regions NUTS2 and provinces NUTS3  

 

 

As far as the mental map of the Dutch entrepreneurs is concerned (Figure 6.3), the centre-

periphery dichotomy is in fact the only evident pattern66. The cartographic representation 

of the average ratings obtained by each place clearly depicts a centre-periphery structure: 

high ratings are assigned to the middle of the country (Utrecht), and the outer locations 

get lower ratings, the farther they are from the centre (here also, not homogeneously).  No 

other patterns can be found looking at the map image.  

                                                 
65 Chapter 4.  
66 Figure 3 shows the map from the 2012 survey. The shape, and the other characteristics of the maps from 1983, 1993 

and 2003 surveys in the Netherlands are essentially the same, clearly characterised by the centre-periphery dichotomy. 

This is also the reason why, as regards the Netherlands, in order to adequately perform the comparative analysis it was 

decided to make alternative use of the outcomes coming from the four surveys (carried out at different times).   
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Source: Meester (2004) 

 
Figure 6.2: Average ratings of locations in Germany (1996) 

 

 
Source: Pellenbarg (2012) 

 

Figure 6.3: Average ratings of locations in the Netherlands (2012) 

 

Clearly, the centre-periphery dichotomy is the common element in the three country level 

surveys (Table 6.1). This pattern is the only, clear, pattern on the map of the Netherlands. 
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In Italy this pattern appears at least as evident as the North-South divide. In Germany it 

is as much evident as the urban-rural divide.  

 

 

Table 6.1: Summary of the results from the comparative observation of the maps image 

(predominant pattern) 

 Italy Germany The 

Netherlands 

Center-periphery dichotomy    

Urban / rural (not urban) divide    

Macro-area divide (north-south)    

 

 

Regarding this pattern, it is interesting to observe that in Italy, different from the two 

other countries, the centre of the mental maps, Milan, is located far from the physical 

geographical centre67. Instead, in the Dutch case, Utrecht is very close to the physical 

geographical centre of the Netherlands68; and in Germany, Frankfurt is also rather close 

to it69. Obviously, in the Italian case the structure of the centre-periphery dichotomy is 

influenced by the specific Italian economic geography, more evidently than in the German 

and in the Dutch cases. 

 

It is also interesting to compare how the average ratings decline from the central peak(s) 

to the periphery. In Italy, there is a kind of homogeneous ‘platform’ made of very high 

ratings, where places are rated approximately 4, concentrated in Lombardy, Veneto and 

Emilia-Romagna. This ‘platform’ is then surrounded by a second ring of places 

(Piedmont, Friuli, Trentino-Alto Adige, Tuscany, Marche), which also get positive 

ratings, higher than 3, although slightly lower. Beyond this macro-area, the ratings 

sharply decline, and become negative (that is, lower than 3) going in a northerly and a 

westerly direction, in ‘peripheral’ regions like Val d’Aosta and Liguria; and going 

southward, where there are steep slopes, first going towards the other Central regions 

(Umbria and Lazio), and then going from there towards the Southern regions. In Southern 

Italy, the unfavourable ratings get even worse and worse going towards the western side 

of Mezzogiorno (Calabria and Campania) and to the Islands (where the average mark gets 

lower than 2).  

 

In contrast, in Germany a wide area of very high ratings like the Padana area in Italy, does 

not exist. The highest peak, Frankfurt, scores 3.48 (the other big urban areas spread 

around the country also correspond to peaks, but not so high). The area of very low ratings 

is not very extended, although it is located in the peripheral parts of the country, as in 

Italy. In Germany, there is a kind of ‘ridges of high ratings radiating out from that point 

                                                 
67 All places that are supposed to be the geographical centre of Italy (Narni, Rieti, Monteluco, etc.), are, in fact, located 

in Umbria or in Lazio.   
68 Close to the city of Amersfoort (coordinates:  52°18'45"N   5°32'55"E).  
69 The city of Erfurt.  
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(Frankfurt): in a northerly direction via Hanover to Hamburg; in an easterly direction via 

Leipzig to Dresden; in a south-easterly direction via Stuttgart, on the one hand, and 

Nuremberg, on the other, to Munich; and in a north-westerly direction to the Ruhr area”70. 

In the Netherlands a whole area characterised by very high ratings does not exist, but also 

the number of places with positive ratings is lower than in Germany. Only Utrecht scores 

3.27, and Amersfoort scores 3.25). On the contrary, the area with very low ratings is wide 

and extended, more so than in Germany and in Italy. And it is also rather homogeneous. 

But there are several steep slopes, as found in Italy. 

 

 

 

6.2 A comparison of the thickness of the mental maps 
 

The preceding observations about the way ratings decline (sharply, smoothly…) from 

peaks to low-rate plains are an invitation to analyse the thickness (or ‘depth’) of the 

mental maps. The first impression that emerges from a comparative observation of the 

thickness of the mental maps of entrepreneurs is that in Italy they are relatively thick. The 

mental map of Dutch entrepreneurs instead appears flatter, and, as revealed by the recent 

historical analyses made by Pellenbarg for the Netherlands, they even tend to get flatter 

over the course of time (Pellenbarg, 2012). Even in Germany, the mental maps appears 

flatter than in Italy.    

 

From an analysis of the standard deviation of the ratings in the surveys (Table 6.2), we 

can first observe that in Italy the variance of the ratings is indeed higher than in the other 

two case studies. Both at the regional level (NUTS2) and at the provincial level (NUTS3), 

the standard deviation is almost twice as high (i.e. more than 0.70) than the standard 

deviations calculated for Germany (0.43) and for the Netherlands (0.39). In Italy 

entrepreneurs give a rather heterogeneous evaluation of the locations, differentiated from 

the mean, when compared with the evaluation given by German and Dutch entrepreneurs.  

 

Table 6.2: Arithmetic mean and standard deviation in average ratings of locations in 

Italy, Germany, and the Netherlands 

  

Italy (2011; 

NUTS2) 

Italy (2011; 

NUTS3) 

Germany 

(1996) 

the 

Netherlands 

(2003) 

the 

Netherlands 

(2012) 

      

Arithmetic mean 2.82 2.92 2.49 2.00 1.98 

Standard deviation 0.72 0.76 0.43 0.40 0.39 

            

 

 

The distance between places in terms of attractiveness in Italy is remarkable, much more 

so than in the two other countries. This can also be observed more simply by subtracting 

the highest and lowest marks assigned to the locations/regions in each of the three 

countries (Table 6.3). In Italy the difference between the best- and the worst-rated region 

                                                 
70 Meester (2004), pp. 69-70.  
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(Lombardy and Calabria), is equal to 2.34, while in Germany it is equal to 1.71, and in 

the Netherlands 1.44 (in 2012) and 1.57 (in 2003).  
 

The bigger distance in terms of ratings among places or, in other words, the bigger 

thickness of the mental maps in Italy, concerns not only individual places/regions, but 

also macro-regions. If, for example, Germany is divided into macro-regions, the average 

ratings of the best- (Baden-Wurttemberg and Bayern) and the worst- (former East 

Germany) marked macro-regions are, respectively, 2.58 and 2.2671. The rating distance 

between them is then 0.32. On the contrary, Northern Italy and Mezzogiorno get, 

respectively, 3.42 and 2.11, so they are separated by a rating distance of 1.31. As regards 

the Netherlands, considering the best- (Zuid-Holland, Utrecht, Gelderland) and the worst-

marked macro-areas (Friesland, Drenthe, Groningen), it is possible to calculate a distance 

equal to 0.79 (2.36 minus 1.57), again drawing similar comparative conclusions.  
 

Table 6.3: Highest and lowest average ratings of locations in Italy, Germany, and the 

Netherlands  

  

Italy (2011; 

NUTS2) 

Italy (2011; 

NUTS3) Germany (1996) 

the Netherlands 

(2003) 

the Netherlands 

(2012) 

      

Highest Lombardy: 4,07 Milan: 4,07  Frankf. a.M.: 3,48 Utrecht: 2,86 Utrecht: 3,03 

Lowest Calabria: 1,73 Crotone: 1,72 Flensburg: 1,77 Winschoten: 1,42 Eemshaven: 1,44 

Highest-

lowest 2,34 2,35 1,71 1,44 1,57 

            

 

 

 

6.3 What about the effect of ‘locational self-preference’? A 

comparative analysis by place of residence 
 

As we saw in Chapter 4, mental maps do vary according to the kind of responding 

entrepreneurs. Several variables have been taken into consideration: sex, age, level of 

education, economic sector, firm size, and export orientation. For most of them, however, 

an inspection of the maps and the statistical analysis of the survey data has shown that the 

differences between such groups of entrepreneurs are not significant.  

However, for some other variables, differences were clear at a glance, and, moreover, 

were statistically significant. This is the case, for example, for the place of residence of 

the entrepreneurs. This variable allows us to focus on what is called ‘locational self-

preference’ effect, as described by Meester in his analysis of the mental maps of German 

and Dutch entrepreneurs (Meester 2004). In his analysis of the survey ratings in Germany 

and the Netherland by location of residence, differences in ratings were significant most 

of the time. Such empirical evidence, therefore, permits us to carry out some comparative 

reflections, with the aim of investigating the role played by the ‘locational self-

preference’effect in the three countries.    

                                                 
71 The average ratings of each of these two macro-areas is calculated as the average of the average ratings obtained by 

the location part of each of them. The same calculation has been made for the Netherlands. As far as Italy is concerned, 

see Table 3.1 (Chapter 3).     
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Northern Italy firms           Central Italy firms              Southern Italy firms 

 
Source: questionnaire survey (225 usable questionnaires: 142 by firms located in northern Italy; 40 by firms located in Central Italy; 
and 43 by firms located in southern Italy and in the Islands) 

 
Figure 6.4: Average ratings of Italian regions NUTS2 by firm location (2011) 

 

 

 
Figure 6.5: Average ratings of location in Germany by firm location (1996) 
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Figure 6.6: Average ratings of location in the Netherlands by firm location (1993) 

 

 

The main element emerging from the comparative observation of the maps made for the 

three case studies (Figures 6.4, 6.5, and 6.6) is that the self-locational effect, which is 

clearly visible in the maps of the two Northern European case studies, does not emerge 

in the Italian case. In fact, although even in Italy, for most of the territorial units, 

differences in ratings are statistically significant, the shape of the mental maps does not 

change much in relation to the entrepreneurs’ place of residence.  

 

In the four maps made for Germany (Figure 6.5 above), it is evident that in each map the 

peaks, in terms of attractiveness, are located in the region of residence of the 

entrepreneurs whose locational preferences are analysed. Only in the case of Schleswig-

Holstein is the peak not exactly in correspondence with that region. Still, its peaks are 

located very close to Hamburg. The shape of the four maps is clearly different for each 

one, clearly demonstrating the existence of a locational self-preference effect.     

 

The effect is also visible in the Netherlands (Figure 6.6), where the mental maps of the 

Utrecht entrepreneurs, the Zuid-Holland entrepreneurs and the Noord-Brabant 

entrepreneurs, are each characterised by the fact that the best-marked locations are in their 

own region. Therefore, as was the case for Germany, the four maps clearly show different 

shapes. However, also in the Dutch case, to a certain extent there is a region that does not 

confirm the main locational self-preference trend, i.e. Friesland. In fact, the most 

attractive places in the mental maps of Friesland entrepreneurs are located not exactly 

there, but close to there, in Flevoland and Overijssel. Although not indicated with separate 

sub maps, we know from the original publications on the Dutch survey that the same is 

ENTREPRENEURS  IN :        FRIESLAND           UTRECHT 

ENTREPRENEURS  IN :        Z-HOLLAND           N-BRABANT 

Bron: 

Meester en Pellenbarg 

Diverse publicaties 
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true for the whole of the Northern Netherlands, i.e. also for the provinces of Groningen 

and Drenthe. 

 

Finally, looking in depth at the three maps made for Italy for, respectively, entrepreneurs 

from the Northern, Central and Southern regions, it is possible to realise that, even if the 

Southern regions obtain a better evaluation by entrepreneurs resident there, they still 

consider Central and Northern regions are better places where to hypothetically locate 

their investments. The same can be noticed for entrepreneurs from the Central regions. 

Therefore, the predominant image of Italy, featured by the North-South divide and the 

highest preferences for the Padana region, is confirmed by each group of entrepreneurs, 

and is visible for all of them. As said in Chapter 4, notwithstanding the statistically 

different marks assigned to most of the places by the three different groups of Italian 

entrepreneurs, the territorial hierarchy, the geographical pattern that they have in mind is 

common to all them. That is to say, in the Italian case, the locational self-preference effect 

does not work, in the sense that it does not reverse the ranking, the geographical hierarchy 

in terms of attractiveness. 

 

This is something that strengthens the reflection that Southern Italy is extremely, and 

anomalously, weak in terms of attractiveness. On the one hand, what handicaps Southern 

Italy is the fact of its being peripheral (actually, the mental maps of Friesland and 

Schleswig-Holstein probably prove that peripherality does to a certain extent matter). 

However, on the other hand, other explanatory factors are likely to contribute to make 

this part of Italy so neglected by potential investors.   

 

 

 

6.4 Perception and reality: some tentative comparative reflections 
 

One of the outcomes emerging from the analysis of the main results of the Italian case 

(Chapter 3) is the coincidence between the regional gaps in the mental maps of 

entrepreneurs, and the regional gaps in real economic terms: that is, the regional gaps in 

terms of economic development level (GDP). The way entrepreneurs perceive and 

evaluate the places/regions in Italy is not far from the real economic situation in those 

areas, as summed up, although roughly72, by an economic development indicator like the 

GDP per capita.   

 

In Table 6.4 this point has been addressed and deepened further, by analysing and 

measuring the gap in terms of both perception and reality emerging from the Italian, the 

German, and the Dutch cases. In order to measure it, we used, respectively, the distance 

between the highest and the lowest mark assigned (the ‘perception gap’), as already seen 

in Section 6.2, and the ratio between the highest and the lowest value of the GDP per 

capita (the ‘reality gap’).  

 

                                                 
72 Clearly, GDP per capita is a rough indicator for measuring the real economic condition of a geographical area. Other 

indicators might more comprehensively inform about the economic development and the ‘real attractiveness’ at the 

regional level, such as the Regional Competitiveness Index developed by the EU Commission (see Annoni and Dijkstra, 

2013). Yet, in this respect GDP per capita still remains the key indicator, in particular when it is used not only for 

analytical but also for policy purposes.     
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Table 6.4: The ‘perception gap’ (the difference between the highest and the lowest 

average rating) and the ‘reality gap’ (ratio between the highest and the lowest value of 

the GDP per capita) in Italy, Germany, and the Netherlands  

  

Italy (2011; 

NUTS2) Germany (1996) 

the Netherlands 

(2012) 

"Perception gap"    

Highest Lombardy: 4.07 Frankfurt a.M.: 3.48 Utrecht: 2.86 

Lowest Calabria: 1.73 Flensburg: 1.77 Winschoten: 1.42 

Distance highest-lowest 2.34 1.71 1.44 

"Reality gap" *  

Highest Lombardy: 32.800 Oberbayern: 39.300 Groningen: 43.000 

Lowest Calabria: 16.400 Brand.-Nordost: 18.700 Flevoland: 24.300 

Ratio highest-lowest 2.0 2.1 1.8 
        

*Eurostat, (2012), ‘Regional GDP per capita in 2009: seven capital regions in the ten first places’, 38/2012, 13 March.  

 

It is clear that the ‘reality gap’ is quite similar in all three cases: in each country the most 

developed region scores a GDP per capita about two times higher than the GDP scored 

by the least developed region.  On the contrary, the ‘perception gap’ is not the same. First, 

in Italy it is much wider than in Germany, and, secondly, in the Netherlands, we register 

the smallest perception gap. This means that, in terms of perception, the divide in Italy 

between the richest and the poorest regions is wider than the reality gap, when these 

indicators are examined comparatively with the two other countries. Therefore, we can 

also say that Italy shows a very locally peculiar, anomalous (that is to say, wider) gap in 

terms of the perceived attractiveness of regions.           

Such evidence can be commented on by considering that in Italy there might be something 

not related to the real economic and social condition of regions and provinces, that 

presumably affects the evaluation given by the entrepreneurs. Some factors belonging to 

the cultural and psychological spheres, or related to the role of external agents, such as 

the media, are, however, so relevant that they can influence the points of view of the 

respondents. This might be a factor such as the prejudicial view of Southern Italy, as 

examined in the previous chapter.  

     

 

 

6.5 Comparative analysis of the results of the principal component 

analysis 
 

While the comparative analyses carried out above were aimed at studying differences and 

similarities in some characteristics (shape, thickness, etc.) of the mental maps of Italian, 

German and Dutch entrepreneurs, the analysis of the results of the principal component 

analysis with varimax rotation is aimed at comparatively investigating the explanatory 

factors which underlie these maps: that is, the unrevealed patterns that might pervade their 

mental maps. We refer to patterns related to locally peculiar, somehow unthinkable, 

underlying social, economic, cultural, political, location factors. For such a comparative 

view of the results of the principal component analysis we used the rotation of three 
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components for each case study (Italy, Germany 1996; the Netherlands, 1993). Therefore, 

for each case study three maps representing the three rotated components will be shown 

and discussed. In total, nine maps will be examined. 

 

The first impression from viewing the nine maps (Figures 6.7, 6.8, and 6.9) may be quite 

confusing and misleading. Differences are definitely apparent, and each case study has 

its own ‘explanatory patterns’. However, looking closely, at least one common underlying 

element can be noticed, in other words a common explanatory location factor for all three 

case studies, i.e. a factor associated with centrality or accessibility in terms of economic 

geography. That is, the ‘relative location with respect to the national market’. For both 

Italy and Germany, component 2 can be interpreted as such a ‘centrality’ factor, and for 

the Netherlands it is even factor 1, i.e. the component with the greatest explanatory 

value73. In Italy, the area characterised by centrality/accessibility appears rather wide, 

ranging from the Padana region (Veneto, Lombardy and Emilia-Romagna) to other highly 

developed regions, rich in industrial districts, such as Tuscany, and involving the biggest 

urban agglomeration in Italy, together with Milan (Rome). This macro-area, it is 

important to remember, is strongly interconnected by an efficient and modern transport 

network.  

 

       Loadings on factor 1          Loadings on factor 2         Loadings on factor 3 

 
 

Figure 6.7: Principal Component Analysis (rotation of three components; Italy, 2011) 

 

The role played by the location factor called ‘residential environment’ (quality of living) 

was observed and identified clearly in the Netherlands, and was discussed in Italy and 

Germany, although there its role was less clear74. In the Dutch case, residential 

environment is associated to the second component, and it neatly opposes coastal areas 

with Eastern and Southern areas. It is remarkably similar to the pattern of residential 

preferences made by Heida and Gordijn (1978).  

 

In the Italian case, the factor ‘residential environment’ might be associated with the third 

component, and it would oppose Lazio, Lombardy and Southern Italy (which would not 

                                                 
73 See Meester (2004), Chapter 7.4.  
74 Op. cit.  
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be appreciated as residential areas) with the other Central and Northern regions (which 

instead would be appreciated as residential areas). In this case, as seen in Chapter 4, the 

congestion effect might play a role in the ‘rejection’ of the large agglomerations (Rome, 

Milan, Naples), not present in the other Northern and Central areas, which are 

characterised by the presence of a more balanced spatial structure. Anyway, in Italy such 

residential preferences would presumably also be related to some locally peculiar factors, 

such as the negative externalities in Southern Italy (lack of basic services, presence of 

organised crime, etc.), which apparently does not exist in the coastal areas of the 

Netherlands. No other similar patterns of residential preference have been found in the 

literature. Moreover, what emerged from the rotation of four and five components carried 

out in Chapter 4 is that this pattern is not as stable as the others (North-South divide, 

centre-periphery). In fact, the rotation of four components splits it into two quite different 

patterns (called the ‘ears of Italy’, and the ‘Third Italy’). This is something that clearly 

makes it even much less convincing as a possible location factor behind this component.  

 

In Germany, the factor ‘residential environment’ would put in opposition an area that 

stretches from Rhein-Ruhr to Munich with the Eastern and northern regions. Again, in 

this case, it would be associated with the large agglomerations and high population 

density existing in the Southern and Western part of Germany, and can make reference to 

the study conducted by Monheim (1972). However, there are other location factors which 

could contribute to explain this component, as discussed by Meester75: for example, the 

East-West dichotomy, which is the opposition between the new and the old federal States; 

and what is called ‘Rheinscheine’, which identifies a macro-area with a high degree of 

economic activity opposed to a relatively poorer outer area.    

 

Another common pattern, for only two of the case studies (Germany and the Netherlands), 

is the one that opposes big urban areas and outer (rural and less densely populated) areas, 

and that highlights the role played by the location factor ‘agglomeration effects’. In the 

case of Germany, such a factor can be observed in component 3, where the main urban 

areas get low loadings in contrast with the other areas. For the Netherlands, the 

agglomeration effect is noticeable in component 3, where the Randstad area gets high 

loadings compared with the other areas.     

 

The last reflection concerns an area factor. In the case of Italy, it is indeed possible to see 

an area pattern with reference to component 1. It actually corresponds to the North-South 

divide. This location factor can be observed only in Italy. It is certainly absent in the 

Netherlands, at least in the rotation with 3 components. However, the rotation version 

with four components, which was published later, shows that a North-South factor also 

appears for the Netherlands, and even ranks second in terms of explained variance 

(Meester and Pellenbarg, 2006). In Germany, as far as component 1 is concerned, we saw 

above that an explanation has been considered either in terms of the East-West 

dichotomy, or of the ‘Rheinscheine’. However, each of these area factors, as Meester has 

stated, does not provide a full explanation, and therefore cannot be not fully convincing76. 

Therefore, we can still claim, as done in the previous chapters, that such a pattern, such a 

divide, is something which is quite peculiar to Italy (Table 6.5).    

 

                                                 
75 Meester (2004), Chapter 7.4. 
76 Meester (2004), Chapter 7.4. 
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Loadings on factor 1     Loadings on factor 2    Loadings on factor 3 

 
Source: Meester, 2004 

 

Figure 6.8: Principal Component Analysis (rotation of three components;  

Germany, 1996) 

 

 

 

Loadings on factor 1     Loadings on factor 2     Loadings on factor 3 

 
Source: Meester, 2004 

 

Figure 6.9: Principal Component Analysis (rotation of three components;  

the Netherlands 1993) 
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Table 6.5: Summary of the results from the comparative analysis of the PCA outcomes 

 Italy Germany The 

Netherlands 

Relative location with respect to the 

national market (accessibility) 
   

Residential environment ?  ?  

Agglomeration effects (urban/rural)   ? 

Area factor  ? ? 

 

 

 

6.6 The content analysis of the qualitative data in Italy and the 

Netherlands   
 

While in the previous section the comparative analytical perspective was focused on the 

evidence coming from the statistical analysis aimed at establishing indirectly the 

importance of the location factors that affect the mental maps of entrepreneurs, in this 

section attention is paid to the qualitative data and techniques derived from two case 

studies – Italy and the Netherlands – that directly (i.e. asking it straight from the 

entrepreneurs) allows us to evaluate the influence of location factors on the perception of 

entrepreneurs. Data comes from quite heterogeneous surveys, as regards, for example, 

the way they have been conducted, the wording of the questions, the time77. However, the 

logic of the key open question posed to entrepreneurs, and the technique used to analyse 

the content of their answer (content analysis, by means of ‘category counts’) is rather 

similar, and allows to make some comparative reflections on the final outcomes. 

 

Table 6.6: Frequency with which location factors are mentioned in the 

Netherlands (weighted; 1984) 

 % 

Relative location 22.0 

Infrastructure 12.6 

Accessibility 6.4 

Regional ties 10.8 

Mentality of population 8.0 

Living environment 3.7 

Labor market 5.0 

Competition issues 1.8 

Agglomeration effects 6.7 

Government 8.2 

Characteristics premises / site 10.4 

Property expenses 4.6 

Total 100.0 
Source: Meester, 2004.  

                                                 
77 It is necessary to underline that, in the Netherlands, the survey which gathered this data was conducted in 1984; 

instead, in Italy, the survey was conducted in 2011.  
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                  Best marked provinces                                            Worst marked provinces  

 
 

Figure 6.10: Location factors mentioned for the best and worst marked Italian provinces 

(% on total mentioned location factors; 2011) 

 

 

Seven remarks, in particular, can be made, when analysing the results from Table 6.6 and 

Figure 6.10. Three of them make these outcomes similar, while four more make them 

different (see also Table 6.7 for a summarised overview).  

 

1) This is something that makes the results similar, in both cases the issues related to 

accessibility (transport infrastructure and services, geographical location) are 

definitely the most important factors in defining the attractiveness of places. In the 

case of the Italian survey, these factors, for best-marked and for worst-marked places, 

are mentioned for, respectively, 33% and 41% of the total location factors. In the case 

of the Dutch survey, this share was 41% of the location factors considered. Therefore, 

undoubtedly accessibility emerges as the most important location factor.  

2) Another result that make the outcomes of the surveys similar is the role played by 

public institutions and policies. It is certainly not negligible, both in the Netherlands 

and in Italy. Indeed, the percentage of times when it is mentioned is not so different 

(ranging from 11% to 6% in Italy; 8% in the Netherlands).  

3) The last point that makes the outcomes of the qualitative analyses similar is the 

relatively low importance assigned to issues related to human capital and labour 

market.  

4) If we take into consideration factors that make the two analyses different, we can first 

point out the agglomeration effects. It is clear that this factor is more important in the 

Italian case than in the Dutch case. This is something that can be explained by the 

economic geography of industrial development in Italy, based on the industrial 



106 
 

district model, where external economies, founded on geographical proximity, are 

very important.  

5) The quality of life is another factor that again is considered more relevant by Italian 

entrepreneurs. This outcome can be associated with the physical geography of Italy, 

i.e. with its environment, which is definitely more varied, wider, and rich in different 

contexts, making it easier to characterise each place according to this aspect.  

6) Cultural and psychological factors: that is, mentality, ethics, personal reasons, and 

ties to the place where the firms are located, instead are much more important in the 

Netherlands. ‘Mentality of the population’ in the Dutch case gets 8%, and ‘regional 

ties’ 11%. In Italy, ‘personal reasons’ obtains 2-3%, and ‘ethics and cultural factors’ 

about 1%.  

7) In each survey there are location factors that are not even taken into account (not 

mentioned) in the others. For example, in the Dutch survey, entrepreneurs mention 

(15% of the total frequencies) the characteristics of the site and the related expenses; 

in the Italian survey such aspects are never explicitly mentioned78. Seemingly, in the 

Italian survey, in particular as regards the worst-mentioned places, organised crime 

is supposed to be a very important location factor that negatively affects the image 

of some regions. For obvious reasons, this factor is never mentioned in the 

Netherlands.   

 

 
Table 6.7: Differences and similarities in the broad issues about the location factors mentioned 

in the content analyses carried out for Italy and the Netherlands 

 Broad issue Italy The Netherlands 

S
im

il
a
ri

ti
es

 Accessibility Most important 

factor 

Most important 

factor 

Public institutions and policies Important Important 

Human capital / labour market Not important Not important 

D
if

fe
re

n
c
es

 

Agglomeration effects Very important Scarcely important 

Cultural and psychological 

factors 

Scarcely important Scarcely important 

Quality of life (environment, 

amenities, etc.) 

Important Not important 

Safety and organised crime Very important Not mentioned 

Characteristics of the site and 

related expenses  

Not mentioned Very important 

  

 

                                                 
78 This is something that might be also partly explained by the different wording of the key open question. Even if their 

logic is quite similar, as said at the beginning of the section, in the Dutch case its wording (‘Imagine that you had to 

relocate your firm, which factors would you then take into account?’) probably makes respondents focus more on some 

technical factors, such as the characteristics of the site, that would affect the response to the hypothetical project of 

relocating their firms.      
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6.7 Conclusions  
 

As we explained in this chapter, the mental maps of entrepreneurs in Italy, Germany and 

the Netherlands are characterised by both similarities and differences, concerning their 

shape, their thickness, and their underlying explanatory factors.   

 

The Italian case emerges as different from the other two cases in several respects. The 

two other case studies, Germany and the Netherlands, are more similar, although also 

different in some instances. Considering all differences and similarities, the Italian case 

is somehow anomalous compared with the Dutch and German cases. On the one hand, 

there are some key points which apparently are common to all three case studies, such as 

the centre-periphery contrast and the importance of the accessibility of a location as a 

very relevant location factor. On the other hand, some points make the cases rather 

different, and in particular make the Italian case somehow unique, and anomalous. This 

concerns the main pattern of the Italian mental map, especially the North-South divide, 

its thickness (which is bigger in Italy), the relative absence of locational self-preference 

effects, the ‘perception gap’ being wider than the ‘reality gap’, and the explanatory role 

played by factors such as quality of life (residential environment) and organised crime. 

This last factor, which exists and is mentioned only for Italy, is likely to be one of the 

specifically local factors that can explain why the mental maps of Italian entrepreneurs, 

in particular as concerns the North –South divide, are so anomalously deep and thick, and 

so different from the ‘real patterns’ (corresponding to the ‘prejudice’ suffered by Southern 

regions and pointed out in Chapter 5 by the privileged observers). However, other 

possible explanations of the width of the ‘perception gap’ should not be disregarded, such 

as the strands of the literature that root the anomalous economic difficulties of the 

Southern regions in some locally peculiar social and cultural factors. For example, this is 

the case of authors like Putnam (1993), who referred pioneeringly to the concept of social 

capital, which is basically absent in the Southern regions, and Banfield (1958), who 

instead founded its explanation in the cultural concept of ’amoral familism’, which 

makes, according to him, the Southern society self-interested, family-centric, which 

inglores the common good.     
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