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Chapter 1 

 

 

 

Background and research design 
 

 

 

 

 
1.1. The theoretical background 

 

The behavioural approach and its criticism of the neoclassical approach to location theory, 

which was based on the concept of perfectly informed and rational actors, defines the 

theoretical basis of this research project. 

  

The neoclassical approach, founded by economists such as Von Thunen (1842), Weber 

(1909), Hoover (1948), and Losch (1940) argues that the best location for a firm is the 

place where the greatest profit can be made. That is, the place where the lowest total costs 

(costs of production and transport) and the greatest revenues can be obtained.  

The pioneering studies by Weber give particular attention and emphasis to costs, so that 

we refer to that approach as the least-cost approach, or the cost-minimising school. Hoover 

introduced the idea that location choice can be driven not only by costs, but also by the 

objective of obtaining the greatest revenues, so defining what is called the market-oriented 

approach. Losch synthesised and integrated these two approaches, pointing out that the 

best place to locate is the place that enables the greatest profits to be obtained, which is 

the key feature of the profit-maximising school. Other authors recently worked on, and 

made progress with regard to the form of this approach, developing models and techniques 

aimed at improving the decision process for choosing the optimal location (Malczewski, 

1992; Badri et al., 1995).       

According to the neoclassical approach, subjective considerations have no place in the 

location decisions of entrepreneurs: the ideal location of a firm is just an objective issue, 

which needs to be approached with rational economic behaviour, exploiting all available 

information in an optimal way. Being in a free competitive market, entrepreneurs are 

forced to adopt behaviour aimed at the maximum economic advantage.       

 

On the contrary, the behavioural approach argues that the entrepreneur is driven not only 

by economic, objective aspects, but also by non-economic (cultural, psychological, etc.) 

considerations, and subjective aspects (aspirations, attitudes, opinions, etc.). In this 

approach the entrepreneur is a satisfier rather than an optimiser, who makes use of 

imperfect information and bounded rationality (Simon, 1957). Rather than being a 

perfectly informed actor, he is an information processor acting in a wide and 

uncontrollable information space; and his rationality is limited by many elements, such as 

the ‘knowledge gap’ (Mack, 1971), the fundamental unpredictability of future events and 
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developments, the tendency to conform to social norms and rules (procedural rationality), 

and the importance of his/her individual insights (expressive rationality) (Pred, 1969; 

Hargreaves-Heap, 1989). Furthermore, it is not said that the economic actor exclusively 

pursues the aim of maximising his profit, as his decisions are frequently led by other 

motives and goals. Therefore, according to behavioural geography, subjective, non-

rational considerations play an important role in the decision process of economic actors, 

like entrepreneurs: their spatial behaviour is determined not only by the spatial reality, but 

also by the subjective perception they have of that reality (Meester, 2004).  

 

Behavioural geography is based on a wide conceptual apparatus, derived not only from 

economics and geography, but also from other social sciences, such as psychology. In 

particular, concepts like perception, image (Pellenbarg, 1985) and mental map are some 

of the most important conceptual tools that greatly help to better illustrate and explain the 

spatial patterns of entrepreneurs’ locational preferences. The concept of mental map, first 

used by Gould and White (1974), in the field of behavioural geography can assume several 

meanings. Besides the mental maps in a narrow sense (‘the map image as it exists in 

someone’s mind’1), the concept refers to what are called sketch maps (Saarinen, 1995), the 

maps which represent an image that is sketched on paper drawn by the individual. Another 

kind of mental maps are those called knowledge maps, which correspond to the 

‘cartographic representation drawn to scale’ of spatial knowledge about “objective” 

conditions such as the existence of spatial units, spatial conditions, etcetera. A fourth 

interpretation of the mental map concept is the one when a person’s spatial cognition – in 

other words, one’s knowledge of the space – is projected on a map drawn to scale. These 

are called preference maps, namely the ‘cartographic representation drawn to scale of 

spatial preferences and ratings’2, that is the representation of the attitudes that people hold 

about places (Tuan, 1975).    

 

 

 

1.2. The empirical background 
 

The empirical background of the research project is based on a long line of research, 

started by Pellenbarg and Meester in 1983 and aimed at surveying the locational 

preferences of entrepreneurs in several European countries, such as the Netherlands 

(Meester, 2004; Meester and Pellenbarg, 2006; Pellenbarg 2012), Germany (Meester, 

2004), Hungary (Kozma, 2000), and the Czech Republic (Spilkova, 2007). 

 

Before then, there were only a few studies aimed at investigating the spatial preferences 

of entrepreneurs. The survey of the literature regarding the perception of places shows 

that most of the studies dealt with other subjects and with other kinds of preferences, such 

as residential preferences (students), shopping preferences, or recreational preferences 

(tourists). These kinds of spatial preferences were investigated in several research studies 

(Gould and White, 1974; Lee and Schmidt, 1985, 1988; Walmsley and Jenkins, 1993; 

Holvoet, 1981), starting with the pioneering study by Gould (1966) on the residential 

preferences of students in a number of European countries. They gave the researchers 

                                                 
1 Meester, 2004, p. 31.  
2 Meester, 2004, p. 31. 
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who successively addressed the issue of the mental maps of entrepreneurs several hints 

about the methodological approach that should be followed in this kind of survey.  

 

The few studies that have been undertaken in the field of entrepreneurs’ locational 

preferences were those carried out in the 1970s and 1980s by Monheim, McDermott and 

Taylor, Barr, Waters and Fairbairn3. While the two latter studies (respectively carried out 

in New Zealand and in the Canadian province of Alberta), were only focused on the rating 

of the location factors by entrepreneurs, the study by Monheim about Germany was about 

the preference for alternative locations (the respondents were asked to rate a number of 

locations). Besides experimenting with a few methodological elements4, all these studies 

have the merit of having highlighted some important aspects of the explanation of the 

entrepreneurs’ spatial preferences, such as the role played by the place of the location in 

the urban hierarchy; the residential environment as a location factor for the firm; and the 

centre-periphery dichotomy at country level.  

 

Another group of studies from those decades concerns commercially oriented journalistic 

surveys periodically carried out5. They deserve to be mentioned as they shed light on the 

differences between the perception of space (spatial preferences) and the reality (statistical 

data on places)6; and on how the perception changes according to the group of actors 

interviewed7, and to the method used to ask for the rating of places8.  

 

The research approach to the mental maps of entrepreneurs conceived by Pellenbarg and 

Meester has two main features: on the one hand, it defines a simple methodology to 

investigate the mental maps of entrepreneurs based on a questionnaire survey; on the other 

hand, it applies and replicates as much as possible the same methodological approach to 

all case studies at the country level, in order to get the best comparability of all the findings 

in space and time.  

 

Therefore, the surveys in all these case studies were set up using the same methodology: 

a postal survey consisting of a very short questionnaire9 (see, in Figure 1.1, the example 

used by the first survey carried out in the Netherlands), where the key element is a map of 

the country representing the locations that the respondents have to rate. The respondents 

(entrepreneurs who manage firms with more than ten employees, belonging to selected 

branches of manufacturing and services) were asked to rate each of these locations on a 

five step ordinal scale, always answering the same key question.  

 

Each of the case studies enabled us to illustrate the mental maps of entrepreneurs, and to 

explain their shape and their main features, thanks also to the use of several different 

                                                 
3 See Meester (2004). 
4 For instance, in the study by Monheim (1972) the questionnaire contains a list of 57 locations to be rated on a three-

point scale, while the study by McDermott and Taylor (1976) experimented with the use of the factor analysis. 
5 Such as the survey conducted by the magazine Wirtschaftswoche on German cities; by Fortune Magazine on US cities; 

and by Healy and Baker (1995) at the international level. 
6 This is the case of the survey by Fortune Magazine.  
7 For instance, the survey by Fortune Magazine highlighted the difference between the peceptions of the employees at 

the economic development organisations, and those of the local business community. 
8 See the survey conducted by the magazine Wirtschaftswoche in comparison with the survey conducted by Monheim 

(1972). 
9 It consisted of just two pages.  
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statistical techniques, such as the analysis of variance, regression analysis, trend surface 

analysis, and principal component analysis10.  

 

Some spatial patterns appear to be rather regular in the different geographical contexts, as 

in the case of the preference for central locations within any country, and they also turned 

out to be persistent over time (the surveys were conducted in different periods). Moreover, 

the influence of both subjective (such as the preference for one’s own environment, known 

as the self-locational preference) and objective elements on the entrepreneurs’ spatial 

preference maps was also one more interesting and relevant outcome. 
 

 

 
Source: Meester (2004) 
 
Figure 1.1: Map representing spatial units to be rated in the questionnaire of the first survey 

conducted in the Netherlands (1983) 
  

 

Until now, there have been no such kind of studies concerning Italy (i.e. regarding the 

preferences for different locations within Italy). Stated locational preferences have never 

been explored and investigated in Italy.  

 

 

                                                 
10 See for example Meester (2004, Chapters 6 and 7).   

Give a value for each 

place as a  possible 

location for your 

company: 

++   very good 

  +   good 

+/-   neutral   

  -    bad 

 --    very bad 
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1.3. Why Italy? 
 

The first reason to choose Italy is the country’s size. Italy is one of the biggest European 

countries in terms of population, as well as being one of the most developed in economic 

terms. Choosing a study area like Italy is specifically relevant for this line of research, as 

it can be considered the second case study which focuses on a big country after the first 

on Germany. Therefore, comparing the findings from the two surveys (Germany and 

Italy), with those from the other surveys, is of particular and specific interest.  

 

Secondly, similarly to Germany, Italy is not characterised by an all-encompassing urban 

agglomeration, such as those in France and the United Kingdom. The presence of such 

an agglomeration leads to the risk that all kinds of nuances and location factors can be 

concealed. The urban structure of Italy is characterised by the presence of several size 

categories of cities, each of them numerous, and spread all over the Italian territory. As 

far as the main urban areas are concerned11, they can, for instance, be found in Northern 

(Milan, Turin, Genoa), in Central (Rome) and in Southern Italy (Naples, Palermo). The 

same applies for smaller size categories of cities. In Italy, you never find wide areas (for 

instance, administrative regions or provinces) basically deserted, or having an extremely 

low population density12.     

 

Thirdly, it would be the first Mediterranean European country (in southern Europe) to be 

studied within this line of research. European Mediterranean countries have several 

economic elements in common, which distinguish them from the Central and Northern 

European countries. For instance, in the economic structure of these countries (Spain, 

Greece, Portugal and Italy), for instance, some sectors like tourism, agriculture, and 

textiles are particularly relevant; and, moreover, the average firm size is smaller than the 

firm size registered in a Central or Northern European country. 

 

Fourthly, we could say the Italian case study is particularly rich in specific ‘geographical 

issues’, with regard to the question of firm localization: to mention, but a few, the North-

South divide, the local production systems, the urban-rural dichotomy, the internal areas 

(mountains), and so on. Basically speaking, the Italian physical, socio-economic and 

cultural geography is so complex, so differentiated, and so particular, that is extremely 

interesting to try to understand how it relates to the spatial preferences of entrepreneurs. 

Such a specific Italian geography is likely to provide some specific ‘predominant 

tendencies’ in the mental maps of entrepreneurs, and some ‘principal components’ in the 

explanation of the variance of the ratings, as has emerged in other studies13. 

 

Lastly, it seems relevant to point out that, as seen above, no studies on subjective 

locational preferences in Italy have ever been undertaken. Therefore, comparative 

material in any form does not exist. In the recent years, in fact, a great deal of emphasis 

has been put by certain researchers (such as, economists and geographers) on the image, 

                                                 
11 If we assume 500,000 inhabitants as the minimum population threshold necessary to identify a main urban areas (see 

2001 census data by Istat).  
12  We mean, under 10 inhabitants per km2. 
13 See Holvoet (1981), Meester (2004), Meester and Pellenbarg (2006), Pellenbarg (2012), and Spilkova (2007).  
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on the perception of the Italian economic environment as a whole, rather than on the 

different Italian locational environments. We can, for example, mention the study edited 

by Dubini (2004), based on a questionnaire survey focused on the evaluation of the 

general attractiveness of Italy as an economic, social and cultural environment; and on 

the rating of the different and several location factors that a firm that was interested in 

investing in Italy would take into account14. 

This remark illustrates one more reason why studying Italy can be particularly relevant; 

because, for the first time, it would cast light upon the different and alternative Italian 

locational environments. In other words, the present research would be the first research 

to study the ‘splitting’ of the image of Italy: that is, revealing the geographical differences 

of the perception of the Italian space.  

 

 

 

1.4. The research questions 
 

The main research question then of the research project can therefore be defined as 

follows:  

 

1) How do entrepreneurs rate and rank the different locational environments in 

Italy? What is the shape of the mental maps of Italian entrepreneurs?  

 

Further to this basic research question, is the second question which sets out to explore 

and investigate the differences in the entrepreneurs’ perception of the Italian space, with a 

breakdown by economic sector, firm size, and the entrepreneurs’ personal 

characteristics15: 

 

2)  How do the entrepreneurs’ mental map vary according to their different 

characteristics and those of their firms? Does it vary significantly?  And why? 

 

This additional research question leads to a number of explanatory analyses, and 

eventually to a third research question focusing more explicitly on explanatory factors:  

 

3) Which explanatory factors can be identified for the subjective valuation of 

these locational environments? Which of these factors appear to be of a more 

general nature, and which of them are specific for Italy?   

 

Subsequently, based on secondary data16, other research questions, which can enlarge and 

enrich the evidence related to the basic question, will be tentatively answered: 

                                                 
14 In this study the respondents were managers taken from a sample of Italian firms and foreign firms operating in Italy. 

The findings were divided by sector, firm size, place of location of the firm, turnover, export-orientation, and other 

competitiveness indicators. Correspondence analysis was used to analyze the data and to find the dominant ‘models’ of 

attractiveness for Italy. 

The survey was accompanied by more than 30 verbal interviews with businessmen operating at an international level, 

selected from the hundred biggest Italian firms. This qualitative side of the research enabled researchers to better single 

out the positive and negative key elements concerning the image of Italy, also comparing it with the image of other 

countries; and analysing in-depth how to improve it (which policies should be defined and implemented, and which 

actors should do that). 
15 We refer to entrepreneurs’ characteristics such as sex, age, and education level. 
16 Such as the empirical evidence coming from other studies and surveys. 
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4) Are the rating patterns in Italy comparable with the rating patterns emerging 

from the surveys conducted in other countries, such as the Netherlands and 

Germany? What are the differences? What are the similarities?   

 

5) Is the image of the Italian space coherent with the ‘real’, objective 

attractiveness of the Italian locational environments? 

 

The main ‘research tools’ that have been used to answer these research questions are: 

- A web questionnaire survey of a sample of relevant entrepreneurs;  

- A set of verbal interviews with key economic actors, such as representatives of 

associations of manufacturers and of economic development organizations (public or 

private), and top entrepreneurs/managers . 

 

 

 

1.5. The design of the questionnaire survey 
 

The basic goal of the web questionnaire survey was to describe and explain the 

entrepreneurs’ perception of the Italian locational environments, that is to say the 

entrepreneurs’ stated preferences for such locational environments. The key elements of 

the survey that had to be defined were: the research population; the spatial elements to be 

rated; the electronic questionnaire; and the means of communication. We will treat each 

of these elements, in turn, sebsequently below. 

 

 

1.5.1. The research population 
 

Entrepreneurs are the key and only actors involved in the questionnaire survey. In fact, 

they are the ones who have the power to decide about the location of their firms. They 

can take decisions about the place where to open a new branch of the firm, or where to 

move the firm17. Taking this into account, the survey, like the example projects in the 

Netherlands and Germany, targets entrepreneurs who manage medium and large-sized 

firms belonging to productive sectors, whose market area extends at least to the national 

level18. The main concern of the research is to interview those who: 

(1) Are capable of making a well-founded judgement on the locational environments 

in the study area; 

(2) Have an interest, even hypothetical, in evaluating an alternative location; 

(3) Have the authority, the power (have such a role within the firm) to make decisions 

about the location of their establishment, i.e. they can decide about the location of 

their firm themselves.  

 

                                                 
17 The headquarter and/or its branches. 
18 Or, even if its market area does not cover all of the national territory, it is important that at least it is present in more 

than one of the three Italian macro-regions (Northern, Central, and Southern Italy). 
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In order to find entrepreneurs who satisfy condition (1), the survey was limited to 

entrepreneurs located in Italy (i.e. whose firm is located in Italy)19. Different from 

entrepreneurs who work in other countries, they are in fact intuitively supposed to have a 

more thorough knowledge of the Italian territory than their ‘colleagues’ resident in other 

countries20. Therefore, they are probably more able to make a careful and thorough 

comparison of the several areas of the country: that is, to weigh the pros and cons of 

locating in different places within Italy, thanks to the fact that they are based in Italy.   

 

Within the population of entrepreneurs operating in Italy, based on the relationship which 

exists between the width of the action space and the width of the information space of a 

firm21, firms which have a local or regional market area have been excluded from the 

research population. As in Italy we do not have statistics on this kind of information, we 

have inferred it indirectly, via other firm characteristics. So, the following kinds of firms 

have not been included in the survey:  

 Firms belonging to branches of industry of which it is well known that they mostly 

operate in the direct vicinity of their location. For instance, we refer to retail, 

catering, specific kinds of business services (accountants, lawyers), etc.  

 Based on the relationship between firm size and size of the market area, also firms 

whose size is particularly small are excluded from the survey. Taking the experience 

of the other case studies into account22, but considering the highly fragmented 

structure of the Italian productive system, firms with less that 20 employees has 

been considered the minimum threshold below which a was not approached. 

 

Furthermore, in order to find entrepreneurs who satisfy condition (2), we excluded certain 

groups because of the practical limitations that apply to their choice of a location. This is 

the case for firms which have a strong locational constraint, such as those engaged in 

activities bound to the land (mining, agriculture….), and which therefore do not have any 

interest in evaluating alternative and different locations.  

 

Finally, for finding entrepreneurs who satisfy condition (3), we have further restricted the 

research population, excluding the following kind of firms: 

 Branches of multi-plant firms. In fact, the management of a branch usually does not 

have the formal mandate to decide on the location of the branch by itself. So, the 

study is focused on single-plant firms and on the headquarters of multi-plant firms.  

 Government institutions and semi-government organisations. In these cases, those 

who are responsible at the political level take the decision about the location of these 

activities. Moreover, the perspective of the managers of these activities does not 

take the profit motive into account, and is very different from the perspective of the 

managers of businesses who decide about the location basically starting from profit-

based motivations.    

 

                                                 
19 It means that not only Italian entrepreneurs can be included, but also foreign entrepreneurs who live and work in 

Italy.   
20 In some surveys regarding the image of Italy as a locational environment (taken as a whole, not geographically 

disaggregated), the foreign business community was clearly the main target of the survey (see Dubini, 2004 and 2006). 

Being external to Italy, they were assumed to be able to rate well the image of Italy as a place in which to invest, in 

comparison with the image of other countries.   
21 Taylor (1975).  
22 See Meester (2004). 
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Taking together all these aspects of the selection of the relevant groups, the target group 

of the survey were entrepreneurs leading private firms with more than 20 employees 

located in Italy, belonging to a selected range of branches within the manufacturing and 

tertiary sectors, and serving national or international markets. The population was 

extracted from the database Bureau van Dijk – AIDA, which consist of the official 

balance sheets of about 700.000 Italian companies kept in the archives of the Italian 

Chambers of Commerce. The database Bureau van Dijk – AIDA, besides providing the 

balance sheets, is rich in other relevant information about the firms and their performance, 

including the names of the top managers. It has a good coverage of the universe of small, 

medium and large enterprises. There was no sampling, all firms in the selected categories 

that were present in the database, given the availability of the contacts, were asked to 

participate to the survey.  

 

 

1.5.2. Spatial units to be rated 
 

Regarding the choice of the spatial elements of the Italian territory that had to be presented 

to the entrepreneurs for rating, we followed the rule of thumb used in the earlier case 

studies, meaning that they had to be homogeneous, representative and recognisable to the 

respondent. Moreover, again following the approach of the other surveys, it was 

considered that their number should be neither too low, in order to be able to derive a 

sufficiently detailed image of the locational preferences of entrepreneurs, and at the same 

time, nor too high, in order to prevent the respondents from taking too much time to fill 

in the questionnaire; and in order not to put too much pressure on their capability to rate 

the Italian space. Moreover, for the choice of the spatial elements to be rated, it was also 

important to minimise the subjective judgment of the researcher when identifying them. 

 

The spatial units, which, on a first evaluation fit, better than others, these conditions in 

Italy, are the 110 provinces (the Italian NUTS 3 level). Basically speaking, at least they 

were considered the best ‘starting point’, from which a process of refinement could lead 

to the final set of spatial elements to be rated.  

 

In fact, cities, towns, municipalities, and other possible punctiform categories of spatial 

elements do not seem consistent with the rather diffuse, balanced model of territorial 

development in Italy (neither too much polarised nor too much dispersed) where both 

urban and extra-urban development seems to be important23. Provinces, on the other hand, 

which are areas and not points, apart from corresponding to the administrative division 

of the Italian territory24, appear to be the locational environments which most reflect the 

several different and overlapping images of the Italian territory (industrial districts, 

metropolitan areas, rural areas)25. The image they offer is rather coherent with the map of 

cultural and historical differences and identities on the Italian territory.  

 

We can say that probably provinces, together with the administrative borders of regions, 

the Italian NUTS2 level (that anyway are too few: only 20, and then taken by themselves 

                                                 
23 Industrial districts are a typical example of extra-urban, or, more precisely, rural-urban economic development. 
24 So, in this respect, they might be very relevant for the local policy makers.  
25 As one of the most remarkable examples, the Metropolitan Area of Milan roughly corresponds to the area covered 

by the province of Milan.  
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do not offer a sufficiently refined, disaggregated image of the Italian space) determine the 

most popular geographical map of the Italian space in the mind of the Italian population. 

In fact, it so happens that they are the territorial units typically targeted by other surveys 

carried out with respect to territorial attractiveness, territorial competitiveness26, and 

quality of life in the different areas of the country27.  

 

A unique, but important, problem concerned the large number of Italian provinces (110), 

which is much higher than the number of places identified in the case studies of the 

Netherlands and Germany (70).  

 

In order to solve this problem, we had two options. The first was to reduce the number of 

provinces by aggregating some of them that are contiguous and fall within the same 

administrative region28. The fact that in recent decades the number of provinces has been 

augmented through a process of growing fragmentation of previously existing entire 

provinces, could help to decide how to aggregate some of the existing provinces (that is, 

just by reuniting provinces that once were together, and for this reason being supposed to 

have a sufficient degree of homogeneity)29. This procedure could contribute to 

minimizing the risk of losing relevant information, and diverting from what is in our 

opinion the prevailing perception of the micro-geographical division of the Italian space. 

However, thanks to this criterion (taking into account the institution of new provinces in 

the last two decades), the number of geographical units could be brought down from 110 

to 95. But this could be done only by introducing the subjective judgment of the 

researcher, that is analysing and deciding on a case by case basis (evaluating the 

similarities and the differences, in various geographical, economic, social and cultural 

terms, of contiguous provinces), could we arrive at the ideal final number of provinces.  

 

In order to avoid that, we preferred to adopt a second option, which consisted in keeping 

the number of provinces unchanged, but to choose as spatial units both regions (NUTS2) 

and provinces (NUTS3), making use of a stepwise mechanism, facilitated by the use of 

an electronic questionnaire. To do that, as we will see, we asked the respondents to 

evaluate all regions and, optionally, the provinces. That is to say, they had to evaluate all 

20 regions, but were given the opportunity to choose, for each region, the possibility of 

evaluating all the provinces within that region. The respondents were then free to go faster 

                                                 
26 Such as, for instance, ‘Atlante della competitività delle province italiane’ (http://www.unioncamere.it/atlante). 
27 Such as the survey carried out by Il Sole 24ore. 
28 Provinces could be amalgamated only within administrative regions. In other words, territorial units that are made 

up of provinces belonging to different regions would not be taken into account. This is due not only to the objective of 

producing a map coherent with the regional identities, which are considered extremely important in Italy; but also to 

the objective of eventually determining outcomes relevant at the regional administrative level (therefore, also relevant 

for the regional government policy makers).      
29 For instance, in Calabria, one of the southern regions, till 1992 there were only three provinces (Catanzaro, Cosenza 

and Reggio Calabria). Afterwards, by law two new provinces were identified and created: Vibo Valentia (entirely 

created from the territory of the province of Catanzaro); and Crotone (created taking a part of the territory of the 

province of Cosenza; and a part of the territory of the province of Catanzaro). Taking a more recent example, in 2001 

in Sardinia four new provinces (Carbonia-Iglesias, Medio Campidano, Ogliastra, Olbia-Tempio) were created in 

addition to the four provinces already existing (Cagliari, Nuoro, Oristano, Sassari). Two of them were created entirely 

from the territory of the province of Cagliari (Carbonia-Iglesias, and Medio Campidano); and another one from the 

territory of province of Nuoro (Ogliastra). Therefore, currently Sardinia has eight provinces.  

The process of increasing the administrative fragmentation of the Italian territory (as concerns provinces) is creating a 

lot of criticism and a heated debate (for instance, around its consequences in terms of impact on the total public 

expenditure). This is why the opinion according to which this process should be stopped is growing more and more.  

http://www.unioncamere.it/atlante


19 
 

and save time, if they decided that limiting their ratings to a less detailed geographical 

scale (regional scale) was enough.  

 

From the explanation above, it is clear that in the Italian case, although we followed the 

methodological guidelines defined in the international line of research, we made a 

significant change from the option usually chosen in the earlier surveys by Pellenbarg and 

Meester, where cities (punctiform category) were the spatial elements to be rated, and 

where only one geographical level was taken into account. 

 

 

1.5.3. The electronic questionnaire  
 

The questionnaire was essentially based on the same methodological principles and points 

applied in the other surveys of entrepreneurs’ mental maps undertaken in Europe. But 

here also some changes have been introduced (see Annex 1).  

 

First of all, the number of closed questions was quite limited, in order to make the 

questionnaire simple and quick to complete, and then allow enough time for the 

respondent to evaluate all the spatial elements identified30. Therefore, priority was given 

to the objective of attaining a maximum response rate, rather than gathering as much 

information as possible from the individual respondents31. The questions were focused 

on some basic firm characteristics and on only a few respondent characteristics, such as 

sex, age, and education level. 

 

Secondly, we used a map on which to depict the spatial units, that is the regions and their 

provinces. As demonstrated by the success of the other surveys, a map represents the 

preferred form on which all places to be rated are presented to the respondents. In fact, a 

map, in comparison with a simple list of territorial units, seems to have the following 

advantages: 

 It has a more inviting appeal to the respondent; that is, it is something completely 

new, definitely original compared with the questionnaires that they usually have to 

answer32. In other words, a map can more easily arouse the respondents’ curiosity 

and interest, increasing the probability that they answer all questions completely 

and exhaustively; 

 It can give the impression that it takes a shorter time to answer the questions 

(assigning a rate), compared with the task of working through a list of dozens of 

places; 

 It enables the respondent to avoid problems with trying to locate the places. 

In the map, we used the same accompanying question always used in the previous surveys 

when asking the respondents to evaluate the locations. Literally, in Italian: ‘Supponga 

che, per qualsiasi ragione, debba cambiare localizzazione alla sua impresa (o a una unità 

locale della Sua impresa) all’interno del territorio del nostro paese. Sulla base di questa 

ipotesi, che valutazione da’, come possibile localizzazione, ad ognuna delle aree indicate 

                                                 
30 This was a key methodological step in order to try to raise the rate of complete and usable responses. In fact, one of 

the features of this line of research has always been the ability to get high response rates. In the surveys conducted in 

the Netherlands in 1983 and 1993, for example, usable responses were, respectively, 22% and 21%; and in the one 

conducted in Germany they were 11% (Meester, 2004).  
31 This is a common dilemma that has to be faced when designing a questionnaire for a survey. 
32 Just a list of closed questions!  
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nella mappa allegata?’. In English: ‘Suppose that, for any possible reason, you have to 

change the location of your firm (or of one the units) within the Italian territory. Given 

this hypothesis, how do you evaluate each of the areas indicated on the map as possibile 

new locations of your firm?’ 

 

Thirdly, we chose a 5-point ordinal scale (‘very unfavourable; ‘unfavourable’; ‘neutral’; 

‘favourable’; ‘very favourable’), in order to rate the locations depicted on the map. We 

have to point out that an absolute rating is preferable to a relative rating, as it does not 

force the respondent to arrange all the elements in order of preference, but just asks him 

to assign to each place one of the values suggested in the scale provided by the researcher. 

This remark is valid in particular when there is a high number of spatial units to be rated. 

Moreover, we have to remark that although the choice of a 3-points scale rather than a 

five-point scale also looks consistent with the aim of dealing more easily with a high 

number of spatial elements, we nevertheless preferred to use a 5-point scale in order to 

keep the findings as much as possible comparable with the outcomes of the other case 

studies. 

 

Last but not least, in order to increase the explanatory power of the questionnaire, we 

introduced an innovative element represented by two open questions where the 

respondents had to comment on the best and the worst rating given to four provinces (two 

provinces with the best ratings; and two provinces with the worst ratings), randomly 

extracted by the software from all the best-marked provinces. 

 

 

1.5.4. Means of communication: the web survey 
 

As a means of communication, we chose to carry out a web survey implemented by means 

of an electronic questionnaire, introducing in this case a considerable innovation in the 

research method, which until now had always used postal surveys33. Significant savings 

in terms of costs, time, and the work needed to contact interviewees and to collect data 

were obtained by doing so34. The implementation of the map in the electronic 

questionnaire was the most challenging task. An interactive map was developed, and a 

stepwise mechanism for rating was adopted in order to enable the respondents to rate, 

first, regions and then, eventually/optionally, provinces: 

1) The respondent visualizes the interactive map (Figure 1.2);  

2) By moving the pointer on the map he/she can highlight the regions (Figure 1.3);  
 

                                                 
33 From the beginning, we also excluded verbal interviews (except for the set of verbal interviews that were separatedly 

conducted) and surveys by phone, considering that: 

 The questionnaire was designed as a map of Italy showing all the territorial units which the respondents are 

invited to rate; this does not allow an effective telephone interaction between the questioner and the respondent; 

 A telephone interview is typically something that is very difficult to arrange and practically carry out. In fact, 

even though it is possible to arrange it (bearing in mind the time the respondent can dedicate to these kind of 

activities is usually extremely limited, in particular, when firms, as we say, are ‘overcrowded’ with several kinds 

of surveys), the person interviewed by phone is not likely to be very attentive and is easily distracted, especially 

when this respondent is a top manager. 
34 The use of the electronic questionnaire clearly makes the completion of the survey much quicker, for instance by 

saving time in communicating with the respondent. And it makes it less expensive, enabling the financial resources 

dedicated to the realisation of the postal survey to be saved, considering that the costs of building and managing the 

website was relatively low. The interviewees were contacted by e-mail; they were invited to connect to the website 

purpose-built for the research project, and to gain access, by clicking on a weblink, to the electronic questionnaire. 
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Figure 1.2: Visualisation of the interactive map of Italy showing the administrative Regions and 

Provinces 

 

 

3) The respondent chooses the first region that he/she will rate and, by clicking on it, 

he opens a pop-up where he/she can visualise the key question seen above35 and the 

5-point ordinal scale (Figure 4);  

4) After rating the region, in the same pop-up a second question (Figure 1.4) asks 

him/her to rate each of the provinces that are part of the region, or to assign them 

by default the same mark given to the region (by doing so, the respondent can 

proceed more quickly). In the first case, he/she assigns the rate to the provinces by 

opening another pop-up similar to the previous one; in the second case, he/she 

passes directly to the evaluation of the next region and so on.  

                                                 
35 See Section 1.5.3. 
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Figure 1.3: The highlighting of the Regions (in the example, Emilia-Romagna) 

 

 
Figure 1.4: Visualisation of the pop-up containing the key question seen above (a shorter 

version), the 5-points ordinal scale, and the question concerning the optional rating of 

the provinces (in the example, Emilia-Romagna and its provinces) 
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Ultimately, 10,000 entrepreneurs were involved and contacted to participate in the survey. 

Survey took more than one and an half years to be completed (19 months). There were 

645 respondents, of whom 225 filled out the questionnaires properly. The response rate 

was therefore 2.25%. In Chapter 3, the results of the survey will be presented more 

extensively.  

 

 

 

1.6. The design of the verbal interviews 
 

After the questionnaire survey, 9 verbal semi-structured interviews were conducted with 

key economic actors, such as the representatives of associations of manufacturers or of 

economic development organisations (public or private), top entrepreneurs/managers, the 

aim being to provide an in-depth explanation of the mental maps of entrepreneurs. 

 

The verbal interviews helped to: 

- Describe better the dominant tendencies; 

- Find out the different and specific underlying motives that explain the spatial 

preferences of the entrepreneurs: for instance, examining the relevance of the 

contextual factors (efficiency of local government, political stability, social and 

cultural environment, trust, and relations with local entrepreneurs); 

- Validate the findings of the questionnaire survey.  

- Discuss the possible future scenarios and policies as regards the image and perception 

of regions and provinces. 

 

The interviews were recorded, with the agreement of the interviewees, and transcribed. 

They were analysed making use of a qualitative technique, thematic analysis, which is 

discussed in-depth in chapter 5.  

 

 

 

1.7. Outline of the thesis 
 

After this extensive presentation of the theoretical and empirical background, and of the 

methodology applied to this research, the following chapters, apart from Chapter 2, 

present and discuss the results of the several analyses made using the data obtained from 

the questionnaire survey, and from the direct verbal interviews. Chapter 2 introduces and 

discusses in-depth the two predominant patterns of spatial economic development in 

Italy: the North-South divide, and the industrial districts. In fact, it is widely recognised 

that they are some of the most important spatial patterns in Italian economic geography, 

and therefore they are considered to be very useful for the descriptive and explanatory 

analyses which follow.  

 

Chapter 3 presents the main results of the questionnaire survey, using in particular the 

maps to represent the results (the average ratings) for regions and provinces, and trying 

to identify the main patterns as they emerge from the visual analysis. It then answers the 

first, main, research question. It also briefly discusses the coherence of the mental maps 
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with the images emerging from the real economic indicators (Research question 5), 

presents the analysis of the variance of the ratings at the regional level, and reflects and 

discusses the implications. 

 

Chapter 4 is dedicated to the outcomes of the statistical analyses (multivariate variance 

analysis and principal component analysis), and therefore is devoted to the analysis by 

groups of entrepreneurs, and to the in-depth explanation of the results. The first kind of 

analysis explores the breakdown by kind of firms and kind of entrepreneurs, in order to 

answer the second research question (Research question 2). The second statistical 

technique investigates the unrevealed patterns that pervade the respondents’ mental maps. 

These patterns could be the clue to particular, underlying social, economic, cultural, 

political, location factors, which otherwise would have remained unknown (Research 

question 3). 

 

Chapter 5 is also focused on the explanation of the results (Research question 3), but now 

presents the results of the qualitative analyses: 1) the results of the content analysis of the 

answers to the two open questions that were part of the electronic questionnaire (where 

the respondents had to illustrate the reasons for their choice of two of the worst-marked 

provinces, and two of the best ones); and 2) the outcomes of the thematic analysis of the 

direct verbal interviews.  

 

Chapter 6 focuses on the comparative analyses of the results of the Italian survey and 

those from the Dutch and the German survey (Research question 4). It allows us to 

consider whether the Italian case not only has something in common with the mental 

maps of entrepreneurs from other countries, but also whether it has some peculiarities, 

and why. It also discusses, from a comparative point of view, the point addressed by the 

Research question 5. Lastly, Chapter 7 briefly draws some concluding remarks, reflecting 

again on the consistency between perception and reality, and discusses the broad policy 

implications.  
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Chapter 2 

 

 

 

The complex economic geography of Italy: the 

North-South divide and the industrial districts 
 

 

 

 

 

The geography of Italy, as pointed out in Chapter 1, is complex and rich in patterns, and 

therefore reading and explaining its economic development is not easy. Apparently, its 

complexity starts from its physical geography, which determines its special and unique 

characteristics, such as its shape (the peninsula is similar to a boot), its length and its 

location, from Central Europe to the heart of Mediterranean Sea, thanks to which in the 

same country there are areas with extremely different physical, climatic, and 

environmental conditions.  

 

As far as economic geography is concerned, some spatial patterns have characterised Italy 

for a long time: the North-South divide; the scattered distribution of industrial districts; 

the urban structure not being polarised in one or two urban areas, as for example in the 

French and British cases; and, finally, the presence of one of the most ‘dense’ areas in 

demographic and economic terms, i.e. with a high presence and proximity of economic 

activities, the mega-city region Padana.  

 

The first two patterns – the North-South gap, and the industrial districts – are definitely 

some of the most important in determining the spatial characteristics of Italian socio-

economic development since the end of the Second World War, and even earlier36. That 

is to say, they have undoubtedly shaped the development in Italy, and have affected the 

predominant image that economic actors and public opinion have formed about regional 

development in Italy over recent decades.  

  

 

 

2.1 The North-South divide: a long-lasting story 
 

The North-South divide is one of the most well-known and persistent features of the 

economic geography of Italy. The phenomenon finds its origin at the beginning of the 

                                                 
36 In order to have an idea of the relevance of the North-South divide in the Italian economy, society and history, it is 

instructive to consider several studies that clearly illustrate its evolution since the birth of the Italian State (for example, 

see Svimez, 2011; Wolleb and Wolleb, 1990). It is also important to underline that since then what is called the 

questione meridionale, has been such an important issue in the public debate about Italian economic development that 

many leading scholars (historians, economists, etc.) who have studied it, like Giustino Fortunato, Gaetano Salvemini, 

Pasquale Villari, Pasquale Saraceno, were even called meridionalisti, and were also very influential in their day in 

Italian politics.       
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previous century. As Svimez has estimated, the gap between the Central-Northern and 

Southern regions, expressed in terms of Southern GDP per capita as a percentage of 

Central-Northern GDP per capita, started to become significant in the first decades of the 

previous century. The figure for the South (also known as the Mezzogiorno) then starts 

to fall more than 10% below the ‘uniformity value’ of 100% (Figure 2.1). After the 

Second World War, in the 1950s, the gap reaches its maximum size (the GDP per capita 

of the South being close to no more than 50% of the GDP per capita in the Centre-North). 

Since then, it has never significantly changed, ranging from 55% to 60%.  

 
 

 
Source: Svimez, 2011 (1861-1951: estimations by Daniele and Malanima - 2007 - costant prices; 1951-2009: estimations by Svimez, 
current prices)  

 

Figure 2.1: GDP per capita in Southern Italy as a percentage of GDP per capita in Central- 

Northern Italy (1861-2009) 

 

 

The gap between the Mezzogiorno and Central-Northern Italy can be observed not only 

in terms of GDP, but also in terms of other key economic indicators, such as labour 

productivity and the employment rate. In Southern Italy the former of these indicators is 

below 20% under the Central-Northern average; and regarding the latter, the gap between 

the two macro-regions amounts to about 30% (Cannari and Franco, 2011). Production, 

productivity, and employment are then the main economic and social issues that 

summarize and highlight the width and persistence of the cleavage between the society 

and the economy in Southern Italy and in the other geographical areas.  
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Source: Cannari and Franco, 2010, on Eurostat data. 

 
Figure 2.2: GDP per capita in Southern Italy (left) and in the European 

regions with a GDP per capita lower than the EU27 average (right; EU27 

average = 100; GDP per capita in Purchasing Power Parity)  

 

 

Also impressive is the fact that the Italian Mezzogiorno is an area scarcely able to keep 

up the average pace of economic development in the European context: between 1995 

and 2006, while other less developed regions in the EU had improved their position, the 

ranking of the Italian Mezzogiorno continued to worsen (Figure 2.2). The development 

gap thus exists not only in comparison with Central-Northern Italy, but also with 

reference to the other European countries and regions.  

 

The main and most apparent consequence of such a bad economic situation in the Italian 

South is, of course, migration from Southern Italy either to Northern and Central Italy, or 

to other countries. This phenomenon, even if changing in size and shape over the decades, 

never stopped, or never was close to stopping until now. In fact, in the 1950s and 1960s, 

hundred thousands of scarcely-educated and low qualified people migrated every year, 

and were mostly directed to become workers in the growing and expanding 

manufacturing industry. Since the 1970s the number of migrants has been less numerous, 

but increasingly consisted of educated and qualified people intending to meet the growing 

demand for labour in the tertiary private and public sector in the Centre-North. In the 

most recent decade, migration flows have increased again, even those coming from Italy, 

and they are mostly composed of graduates (Svimez, 2011).   
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Source: MiSE-DPS (2012), elaboration of ISTAT data (Conti Economici territoriali) 

 
Figure 2.3: GDP per capita in Italian regions (2009, current prices) 

 

 

 

2.1.1 The internal gaps  
 

Both within Central-Northern Italy and within the Mezzogiorno, the level and dynamism 

of economic development significantly differ among regions and places (Figure 2.3). In 

Northern Italy some areas have played the role of the core of the macro-regional economic 

development. The industrial triangle (Turin-Milan-Genova), based on a fordist 

productive model, made up of big firms, heavy industries (metal, machinery, car, shipping 

industry, etc.), was the most developed area from the beginning of the previous century 

until the 1960s. In that decade, moreover, the emergence of the industrial district model 

and the beginning of the decline of the fordist model shifted the core of the Central-

Northern economy South-eastward, to what is called the Third Italy (‘Terza Italia’), 
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which covers an area roughly including Veneto, Friuli, East Lombardy, Emilia-Romagna, 

Northern Tuscany and Marche. Later, after this geographical rebalance, there were no 

other relevant changes in the economic geography of Central and Northern Italy, although 

we can see that in the 1990s, in particular as a result of the agglomeration effects and the 

tertiarisation process, another area was added and became important, overlapping the 

Third Italy: the mega-city region “Pianura Padana’ (Bramanti et al., 1992).    

 

Even in the economy of the Mezzogiorno, although the spatial patterns here have 

appeared to be less changeable, the level of economic development and the economic 

growth rates have not been so evenly geographically distributed. Abruzzo, Molise, Puglia, 

Sardinia and Basilicata have always been at a higher level of development higher than the 

average; in particular, Abruzzo, Molise and Sardinia show GDP figures not so far from 

those for some Central and Northern regions. On the other hand, Calabria, Campania, and 

Sicily are the regions that have the lowest level of GDP and the slowest rates of growth. 

But the Adriatic side of the Mezzogiorno (as we will see in the figures below on industrial 

development), has become more developed and more dynamic, being in the nature of a 

Southern continuation, attached to Marche, of the Third Italy.   

   

 

 

2.1.2 Why such a divide?  
 

What is the basic reason for the economic gap between the Southern and Central-Northern 

regions? Which explanatory factors can be observed, either economic of non-economic? 

Either internal to the economy of southern Italy or related to the social, cultural and 

institutional context? According to the existing literature, which is, needless to say, wide 

and immense, the list of factors is long, and includes, on top of several narrowly economic 

aspects, social, cultural, institutional and historical factors. 

 

The economic structure is the starting point that should be taken into account in order to 

depict the real condition of the economy of southern Italy. The level of industrialisation 

has always been rather low compared with northern and central Italy. Even in the periods 

when several capital-intensive investments – mostly state-driven – were realised (in the 

1960s and 1970s), Southern Italy remained far below the industrial development level 

registered in other regions. Currently, in a time when manufacturing in Italy has lost much 

of its importance because of the tertiarisation process and the economic crisis, employees 

in the manufacturing sector in Southern regions, such as Sicily and Calabria, number 

about 3% of the total working population (Figure 2.4), while in Northern regions, such as 

Emilia-Romagna, this figure is about 14% (only in Abbruzzo it is about 10%).  
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Source: Cannari and Franco, 2010, based on Istat data. 

 
Figure 2.4: Employees in manufacturing in total population (%; 2007) 

 

 

The degree of internationalisation (economic openness) and innovation are two other 

relevant economic dimensions that can explain the condition of the Southern economy 

and its development gap with Central-Northern Italy. The role played by the Mezzogiorno 

in the export performance of Italy is in fact quite small. Looking at the figures concerning 

exports at the regional level (Figure 2.5), one can observe the low export orientation of 

the Southern firms. It has been calculated that, together, the Southern regions export only 

as much as some single Northern regions. One should also consider that less than 3% ─ 

in terms of employees ─ of the Italian foreign-owned firms are located in Southern Italy 

(Padovani, 2013). Then, the orientation to exports and, broadly speaking, to entering 

foreign markets and internationalising its economic activity, is very weak in the 

Mezzogiorno, in comparison with Central-Northern Italy.  

 

Table 2.1 shows some key data concerning the level of innovation in the Italian regions. 

The low level of expenditure in R&D in Southern firms and, broadly speaking, in the 

Southern economy as a whole, and the small number of firms able to introduce 
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innovations, together demonstrate that, even with regard to this important issue, the 

Southern productive system lags behind that of the other Italian regions. 

 

 
Source: Cannari and Franco, 2010, based on Istat data. 

 

Figure 2.5: Export per capita (in euros; 2006-08 average) 

 

 

Table 2.1: R&D and innovation in the Mezzogiorno and Central-Northern Italy  

 
Mezzogiorno Centre-North 

   

R&D expenditure (total; % of GDP; 2008)  0.9 1.4 

R&D expenditure (companies; % of GDP; 2008) 0.3 0.8 

Share of innovative firms (2008-10)          49.7          57.7 

Innovation expenditure per employee (2008-2010; 

thousands of euros) 

2.2 5.0 

Source: Padovani, 2013 
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Source: ESPON (br.espon.eu) 

 

Figure 2.6: Potential rail accessibility (2006) 
 

As far as the the contextual explanatory factors are concerned, we first have to underline 

that according to the literature one of the most important factors that affect the low level 

of development is accessibility. As Southern Italy is a peripheral region (at least, in the 

European context), transport and logistics infrastructures and services are fundamental to 

connect firms to the markets and to the supply chains. The insufficient endowment of 
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these kinds of infrastructure and the low efficiency of the transport services create a 

relevant gap in terms of accessibility to the Central and Northern regions, and within the 

European context, for all modes, rail, air and road, as the EU data about potential 

accessibility clearly show (see, for example, Figure 2.6 concerning rail accessibility at 

the EU level).In addition to these traditional type of infrastructure, other kinds of 

infrastructure and services are also lacking in Southern Italy, at least in comparison with 

the Central and Northern regions. For example, in the case of ICTs, the gap emerges when 

we look at the data regarding the spread of the Internet and of the use of PCs in the 

Southern firms. In both cases, the share of employees who use either the Internet or PCs 

in Southern Italy is lower than in Central-Northern Italy: respectively 23.8% against 

36.6%; 29.7% against 45.3% (Padovani, 2013).  

 

 

 
Source: Cannari and Franco, 2010 

 
Figure 2.7: Civil justice, duration of trials (days; 2006) 

 

 

Comparative analyses of the health and education systems, justice and bureacracy also 

show significant gaps (Cannari and Franco, 2010). The health services are, on average, 

of lower quality in Southern Italy. This is clearly demonstrated by the strong flows of 

patients’ travelling for treatment from the South to the North. The same is true for 
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education: rates of schooling are lower in Southern Italy, and also the quality of education 

is lower. In the case of the judicial system, the data about regional differences in the 

duration of trials are quite representative (Figure 2.7). Lastly, bureaucracy is less efficient, 

as data by the Doing Business Survey about the costs and time required for some 

procedures has shown.  

 

Last but not least, another contextual factor that, as several studies have shown37, affects 

the birth and development of a productive system, that is, entrepreneurship and firm 

growth and expansion, is the legal framework, and in particular the presence of organised 

crime, which is mostly concentrated in three regions: Calabria, Campania and Sicily. As 

regards the legal framework, the figures regarding the incidence of informal work is 

sufficiently emblematic: informal labour units are about 20% of the total labour units in 

Southern Italy, while in Central and Northern Italy this figure is about 9% (Cannari and 

Franco, 2010). 

 

 
Source: Trancrime 

 
Figure 2.8: Index of mafia presence (2000-2011) 

 

                                                 
37 See for example, Basile and Mantuano (2008), Daniele (2005), Daniele and Marani (2011).    
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Organised crime is a unique and specific problem38 of this macro-region (Figure 2.8), and 

its effect on the regular socio-economic processes has been recently studied and 

evaluated. According to several authors (Asmundo and Lisciandra, 2008; Asso e Trigilia, 

2011;  Bonaccorsi di Patti, 2009), it creates, for example, direct and indirect costs for 

legal firms, such as extortion, and constraints in recruiting workers, and in applying for 

public tender notices (for example, in the building sector). Moreover, by using its criminal 

power to protect its ‘legal’ economic activities, organized crime can discourage other 

firms from competing with it, allowing its own firms to operate as monopolies; and by 

using illegal financial resources to considerably lower their costs, its firms can be unfairly 

competitive on the free market. It has also been noticed that the presence of organised 

crime in Southern Italy causes both a significant increase of bank interest rates, and a 

higher number of requests for collateral securities. Intangible effects have also been 

noticed concerning the social capital: its presence increases the local communities distrust 

in public institutions.  

 

 

 

2.2 The industrial districts 
 

Industrial districts represent one of the most characteristic spatial models of economic 

development (in particular industrial development) which has featured in the Italian 

economic system compared with other countries, and has particularly contributed to 

create the so called Third Italy. Industrial districts were first noticed in Italy in the 

beginning of the 1970s, and were subsequently studied and defined by a multidisciplinary 

range of scholars, such as economists, sociologists, geographers, historians, etc.39 This is 

why a very wide and heterogeneous literature about industrial districts can now be found 

in Italy, which, at the same time, serves as one of the bases for the studies about industrial 

clusters carried out in other countries and at the international level. Industrial districts 

have gone through some relevant changes in the last few decades, mostly because of the 

effects of globalisation processes and technological progress, but until now they have 

maintained their basic characteristics.  

 

 

 

2.2.1 The key characteristics  
 

Four relevant characteristics have been observed in the industrial development of some 

Italian regions that are now considered as the basic features of what are called industrial 

districts: 

 

                                                 
38 Although in the last few decades its expansion in other Italian regions has been observed, particularly in regions such 

as Lombardy, Emilia-Romagna, Piedmont and Liguria, where the Mafia have expanded their illegal activities, such as 

drug dealing, and they have concentrated most of their investments in legal economic activities.    
39 Among them, Giacomo Becattini is widely recognised as one of the most well-known and expert scholars. Some of 

the other most representative studies were carried out by Bagnasco (1977); Brusco (1982); Paci (1975); and Garofoli 

(1981, 1991). 
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1) There is a high spatial concentration of small and medium-sized firms belonging 

to the same sector, each of them specialised in a particular production stage. This 

results in an economic geography of some regions which is, in fact, characterised 

by the emergence of ‘localised productive systems’, highly fragmented and 

specialised, which consequently could have the following advantages: 

o High efficiency and labour productivity, resulting from the extremely high 

degree of labour division among firms; 

o A high level of risk fragmentation;    

o A highly flexible organisation of the supply chain with respect to the 

demand-side changes. That is why industrial districts have also been called 

‘teams with a changeable composition’, i.e. a group of firms which are 

able to promptly re-organise their labour division when consumer 

preferences change (Samarra, 2003).   

These local productive systems mostly belong to four distinct sectors, known as the 

‘four A’: Arredo (furniture, appliances and other home accessories); Abbigliamento 

(textile and clothes); Alimentare (food & beverage); and Automazione (mechanical 

industry). 

 

2) Endogenous entrepreneurship has played a key role. One of the most emblematic 

kind of entrepreneurs who has been present in the areas concerned is the metal-

mezzadro, an entrepreneur ‘half tenant farmer and half industrial employee’. The 

fact of being a tenant farmer makes him behave as an entrepreneur and have a 

positive attitude towards entrepreneurship. Spin-off entrepreneurship is another 

phenomenon typically observed in industrial districts.  

 

3) There is a high level of flexibility of the local labour market. The local labour force 

in the industrial districts is highly flexible, again due to phenomena such as metal-

mezzadro, whereby it is possible to have other sources of income in addition to that 

derived from a job in an industrial firm. Thanks to such kind of workers, industrial 

firms can not only have a flexible organization of work, but can also contain labour 

costs; 

 

4) There is social, cultural and political cohesion and homogeneity, also defined as 

socio-cultural proximity (a common system of institutions, rules, values, habits, 

traditions). This aspect, which was observed, for example, in the what are called the 

‘red regions’, which are those regions ruled at all government geographical levels 

by left-wing parties (for example, Emilia-Romagna), allowed the natural 

competitive attitude of firms, or the potential conflictual attitudes, to be balanced 

with a cooperative behaviour (competition and cooperation). This aspect is clearly 

related to the endowment of social capital.    

 

This description of these four characteristics can help us to understand why Becattini 

comprehensively defined an industrial district40 as a ‘socio-territorial entity which is 

characterised by the active presence of both a community of people and a population of 

firms in one naturally and historically bounded area. In the district, unlike in other 

environments, such as the manufacturing towns, community and firms tend to merge’ 

                                                 
40 In particular, he was talking about Marshallian Industrial Districts, referring to the studies conducted at the beginning 

of the 20th century by Marshall (1920) on the manufacturing clusters in Great Britain.  
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(1989). He thus emphasises then, in a multidisciplinary perspective, the role played not 

only by economic, but also by social, historical and human components, in a certain 

bounded geographical area.  

 

 

 

2.2.2 External economies and competitive advantages  
 

These four particular characteristics, also called ‘genetic conditions’, are the basis of the 

external economies which create the competitive advantage of the firms located in the 

industrial districts. As Capello (2004, p. 253) wrote, thanks to these economies, the small 

firms of the industrial districts do ‘overcome the constraints made by their small size, 

without giving up the advantages it entails’. They are (Table 2.2): 

1) Reduction of production costs, due to: 

a. low transport costs caused by the spatial proximity of the suppliers;  

b. lower labour costs allowed by the high labour flexibility; 

c. lower formation costs deriving from the presence of a pool of  

specialised skills and competencies; 

d. a higher tendency to outsourcing, hence sharing some costs with other 

firms (creating some unique functions together with other 

entrepreneurs. See, for example, common staff canteens). 

 

 

Table 2.2: ‘Genetic conditions’ and external economies 

‘Genetic conditions’  External economies   

Spatial proximity  

 

 

 Production costs 

reduction  

  

 

Increase in 

competitive-

ness and 

economic 

performance  

Social proximity  

 

 

Transaction costs 

reduction 

Concentration of 

SMEs  

Increase in efficiency 

of productive factors 

 

High industrial  

specialisation 

 

Increase in 

innovative capacity 

Source: based on Capello (2004, p. 253)  

 

2) Reduction of transaction costs, due to: 

a. A more efficient and quick quali-quantitative matching between 

labour demand and supply, thanks to the spatial proximity; 

b. Easier and safer (less risky) market relations, because of the common 

ethical values and cultural and historical roots which do not encourage  

opportunistic and disloyal behavior;   

c. A better possibility to establish direct contacts (face-to-face);  



38 
 

d. The availability of technically qualified people who, thanks to the high 

level of specialisation, are able to control and evaluate the quality of 

the goods and services supplied;  

e. The presence of collective actors (institutions, banks, associations, 

etc.) who, given also the social and cultural cohesion, can facilitate 

cooperation and mediation among entrepreneurs41.  

3) Increase in efficiency of the productive factors, thanks to: 

a. The possibility to introduce some services that can support and nurture 

the local productive factors, because of the presence of a wide number 

of firms oriented to cooperation42.    

b. The industrial atmosphere, an indivisible asset of the district 

community, made of intangibles such as the attitude to share the 

technical knowledge and the innovations;   

4) An increase in innovative capacity.  

 

 

         

2.2.3 Globalization and structural changes  
 

In the last few decades, the industrial districts have gone through considerable changes 

that have substantially modified their structure and their organisation, although their 

relevance in the Italian economy did not change43.  

 

One of the most relevant changes that they had throughout the 1990s and in the first 

decade of the current century was the reduction of the total number of firms, together with 

an increase of the average firm size. That was associated with the emergence of leader 

firms (medium or large-sized firms), which play a key nodal role in the local supply 

chains and in the expansion of the industrial districts in the international and global 

market. So, the highly fragmented and specialized structure observed about 40 years ago 

partially changed to a more vertically and horizontally integrated and concentrated model.  

 

Basically, the underlying causes of these changes can be found in  the demand-side 

factors, and in the increasing competition determined by globalisation. The growing 

openness of global markets has enabled industrial districts to reach out and attack new 

markets, bringing them to internationalise their activity, and causing them to invest in 

new products and technologies in order to address this challenge. At the same time, 

globalisation has entailed growing competition from countries where production costs are 

extremely low, so they have had to invest in reducing the costs of technologies and 

processes.  

 

                                                 
41 In this respect, some examples refer to the role played by the mayors in some industrial districts, as illustrated by 

Brusco (1989). They used to intervene in local banks, in order to convince them to support firms that were having a 

bad economic and financial time. Solidarity and trust then also contributed to solve such problematic situations.  
42 For example, as regards training, research and development, technology transfer centres, export consortia. In the 

well-known Brianza furniture district, for example, education and training are provided by some highly-qualified 

institutions such as the Istituto d’Arte, Centro di Formazione Professionale, Ente Qualità Cantù, Centro Legno Arredo 

di Cantù. In Carpi, a district specialised in the textile-clothing sector, entrepreneurs have created some local agencies 

in order to provide training and consultancy services. 
43 For analyses about changes in the industrial districts, see, for example, Guelpa and Micelli (2007), Becattini (2009), 

and Mosconi (2012).   
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Some firms, on average the bigger ones, were able: to introduce and to invest intensively 

and continuously in R&D, and in product and process innovation (high quality products); 

to invest in internationalisation and in strengthening their commercial and distribution 

activities; and to invest consequently also in highly qualified and skilled human capital. 

They could therefore shift their market targets upwards, where the value added is higher. 

Hence, they were able to survive and expand their business, to the extent that they even 

moved part of the production out of Italy, being protagonists of what is know as 

‘delocalization phenomenon’.  

 

In changing their business model, these firms were favoured by the increasing world 

appeal and success of Made in Italy products, where, of course, design products (fashion 

and furniture and home accessories) play a key role. They then became leaders in the 

industrial districts, heading the supply chain of the local suppliers, although apparently 

internationalisation also induced them to substitute some of the local suppliers with 

suppliers from other geographical areas (geographical dispersion of supply chain).   

 

Other firms, on the contrary, were not sufficiently able to invest and innovate, and then 

they were not able to change their competitive model based mostly on production costs 

(and not on quality, innovation, and services). As a result, they have not been able to shift 

to upward target markets, they lost competitiveness compared with producers coming 

from emerging countries (for example, China, Romania, Turkey), and, ultimately, 

disappeared or were absorbed by bigger firms.   

 

 

 

2.2.4 The current state: some key figures  
 

Currently, in the 156 Italian industrial districts identified according to ISTAT in 2001 

(2005) (Figure 2.9), there were 1.9 million employees, corresponding to 39.2% of the 

total number of manufacturing employees in Italy.  

  

Their share in the total Italian exports is approximately equal to more than 20%, and has 

been substantially the same over the last 15-20 years. Actually, comparing the 

performance of firms in the industrial districts and the one of firms outside the industrial 

districts, one observes a better performance of firms in industrial districts in terms of 

turnover and profitability (Guelpa and Micelli, 2007).   

 

The most important sectoral specialisation of industrial districts is fashion (final 

consumer goods), which accounts for 36% of all employees in, and for 30% of the total 

exports from Italian industrial districts; it also accounts for 54% of the total number of 

employees in the entire Italian fashion industry (final consumer goods). The other 

important sectors are furniture and appliances (16%, 17% and 54%), and textile products, 

together with other intermediate goods for clothes (10% , 12% and 61%) (Guelpa and 

Micelli, 2007).  

 

Most of the industrial districts are located in Northern Italy, in particular in Lombardy, 

Emilia-Romagna and Veneto; and in Central Italy, in particular in Tuscany and Marche. 

There are fewer districts in Southern Italy, although their number is increasing; in 
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particular, they are located in Puglia, Abbruzzo, Molise, Basilicata and Campania.    

 

 

 
Source: Istat, 8° Censimento Industria e Servizi (2005)  

 

 
Figure 2.9: Industrial districts by economic sector (2001) 
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2.3 Conclusions 
 

The in-depth analysis of the two main spatial patterns, and the abundance and variety of 

the explanatory factors taken into account by the related literature, provides evidence of 

the complexity of the economic geography of Italy. These spatial patterns, although 

changing and evolving over time, are persistent; they still remain fundamental in defining 

and shaping spatial economic development in Italy today. At the same time, it is 

worthwhile pointing out that these two patterns are typical of Italy, and do not feature in 

the economic geography of other European countries, at least the biggest ones (Spain, 

United Kingdom, France, Germany).        

 

Awareness and knowledge of the two basic spatial patterns in the economic geography of 

Italy will be extremely useful to explain and discuss the outcomes of the analyses that 

will follow: both the descriptive statistics and the analysis of the map images undertaken 

in Chapter 3; the statistical analyses conducted in Chapter 4; and the qualitative results 

presented in Chapter 5. They will also be important when the comparative analyses with 

the Dutch and German case studies are presented and commented in Chapter 6. Then, 

when their role in affecting the perception of entrepreneurs will be observed in 

comparison with other countries, the novelty and the special features peculiar to the 

Italian case will come up again. 
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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.    
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Chapter 4 
 

 

 

Stated locational preferences of different groups of 

entrepreneurs and predominant spatial patterns: 

evidence from the statistical analyses 
 

 

 

 

 

The images of the Italian peninsula emerging from the descriptive analysis carried out in 

the previous chapter, invokes two spontaneous and reasonable questions: 

- Are these images of Italy shared by all kinds of entrepreneurs?  

- Which are the most important. that is, the most predominant spatial patterns that  

emerge? Are there any hidden and unpredictable spatial patterns present in the 

minds of entrepreneurs, other than the ones already known?  

In this chapter, we will try to answer these questions, making use not only of descriptive 

statistics and thematic maps, as has been done until now, but also of specific statistical 

techniques, such as multivariate variance analysis and principal component analysis.  

The first three sections are devoted to analysing the mental maps of the different groups 

of entrepreneurs, classified by firm location (Section 4.1); firm size, sector and export 

orientation (Section 4.2); and some socio-demographic characteristics of the respondents, 

such as sex, age, and level of education (Section 4.3). The statistical technique that was 

used, i.e. multivariate variance analysis, enables us to measure the statistical significance 

of the differences expressed by different groups (for example, males and females) in the 

average ratings given to regions. Section 4.4 is focused on the second question. It then 

shows the results of the principal component analysis, highlighting all spatial patterns 

(starting from the most important, the North-South divide), that seemingly characterise 

entrepreneurs’ perception of space in Italy.  

 

 

 

4.1 The mental maps of Northern, Central and Southern 

entrepreneurs: different ratings but similar patterns 
 

The first aspect that needs to be taken into account, in the context of the analysis of the 

mental maps of the different group of entrepreneurs, is the geographical origin of the 

interviewees. In fact, looking at the outcomes of the previous chapter, one can easily 

wonder: is the North-South divide of the mental maps of the Italian entrepreneurs affected 

by the fact that most of interviewed persons are from Northern and Central regions? In 

other words, are the mental maps of Italian entrepreneurs affected by what is called the 
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self-locational effect (‘the best place is the place where I am already located’), as observed 

in other case studies49? 

 

The breakdown of the results by location of the firms delivers a two-sided outcome 

(Figure 4.1 and Table 4.1). On the one hand, as the multivariate analysis of variance points 

out (Table 4.2), all Southern regions and some of the Central regions obtain a significantly 

higher rating by entrepreneurs who live there: that is, they evaluate their own location 

better than the average ratings given by all respondents. For regions like Sicily and 

Campania, for example, the difference in the average rating between Northern and 

Southern entrepreneurs is 0.6; for Sardinia and Abruzzo the difference is 0.5. On the other 

hand, the macro-regional hierachy – North, Centre, South and Islands – remains the same, 

although, according to the Southern entrepreneurs, the gap between North and South is 

smaller (about 0.9, against 1.4 from the point of view of Northern entrepreneurs). Even 

the regional hierarchy does not differ too much from the one observed in Chapter 3.  

 

We can then observe that, although Southern regions score better in the mental maps of 

Southern entrepreneurs, the macro-regional and regional ranking in terms of the 

attractiveness of Italy is essentially confirmed by all three groups of entrepreneurs 

(Northern, Central and Southern). This result has two considerations. 

 

Firstly, the extremely negative image suffered by most of the Southern regions is due to 

a certain extent to the bad evaluation given by the Northern and, less severely, by the 

Central entrepreneurs. Morever, Northern entrepreneurs seemingly have a less detailed 

image of southern regions. In fact, the variance of the average ratings given to the worst-

rated Southern regions (Sicily, Campania, Calabria, Basilicata, Sardinia) by Northern 

entrepreneurs is much smaller than that of the average ratings given by Southern 

entrepreneurs. Clearly, then, the argument according to which there is a misrepresentation 

of Southern regions in the minds of Italian entrepreneurs gains even more strength, and 

can be focused only on the Northern entrepreneurs (and to some extent on Central 

entrepreneurs).        

 

Secondly, the North-South divide: that is, the main spatial pattern of the mental maps of 

Italian entrepreneurs, highlighted in the previous chapter, is independent from the place 

where entrepreneurs are located; self-locational preferences, although present and 

significant, do not change the dominant spatial cleavage existing in the minds of 

entrepreneurs. In other words, the key issue which concerns the territorial attractiveness 

of Italy is shared by all Italian entrepreneurs, independent of where they live, thus making 

all consequent conclusions more robust. 

 

In order to find an explanation for this last remark, as seen in Chapter 3, we have to 

consider that the macro-regional gap in Italy is a ‘long-lasting issue’, rooted in the history 

of the country (since the beginning of the 20th century), and which since then has been 

present and persistent, without registering any relevant change (Svimez, 2011). The 

endurance and clearness of this economic fact may therefore explain why the awareness 

of its relevance is so widespread in the Italian public opinion, and, in particular, in the 

business community.

                                                 
49 See Meester and Pellenbarg, 2006; Meester, 2004.  
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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 4.1: Average ratings of Italian regions (NUTS2) by firm location 
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Table 4.1: Ranking of of Italian macro-regions by firm location* 

Northern 

entrepreneurs 

Central entrepreneurs Southern 

entrepreneurs 
      

North 3.41 North 3.38 North 3.47 

Centre                  2.91 Centre                  3.26 Centre                  3.35 

South and Islands 1.94 South and Islands 1,92 South and Islands 2.63 
         
Source: Questionnaire survey (225 usable questionnaires: 142 by firms located in Northern Italy; 83 by firms located in Central 

and Southern Italy) 
* Arithmetic mean of NUTS2 data 

 

 
Table 4.2: Results of multivariate variance analysis by region (NUTS2) and firm/respondent 

characteristic 

 Macro-

region 

Sector Firm 

Size 

Export 

orientation 

Sex Age Education 

level 

        
Piedmont      X X 

Val d'Aosta                    
Lombardy        

Trentino Alto-Adige        
Veneto           

Friuli-Venezia Giulia        
Liguria                   X    
Emilia-Romagna           XX   X  

Tuscany              XX   XX    

Umbria XX   XX    
Marche XX       
Lazio XX X  XX    
Abruzzo  XX       
Molise XX       
Puglia XX       
Basilicata     XX    X   
Campania   XX   XX    
Calabria XX   XX    
Sicily XX   X    
Sardinia XX       

X : p < 0.05; XX : p < 0.01  
Macro-region: North (Piedmont, Val d’Aosta, Lombardy, Trentino Alto-Adige, Veneto, Friuli Venezia Giulia, Liguria, Emilia-
Romagna); Centre (Tuscany, Umbria Marche, Lazio); South and islands (Abruzzo, Molise, Puglia, Basilicata, Campania, Calabria, 

Sicily, Sardinia).  

Sector: manufacturing, services. 
Firm size: less than 50 employees; from 50 to 249; equal to or more than 250. 

Export orientation (average amount of export on turmover in the last 3 years before the interview): no export; low (from 1% to 

19%); moderate (from 20% to 49%); high (from 50% to 100%).   
Education level: Junior high school; Senior high school; Bachelor; Msc; PhD/Doctorate.  

Source: Questionnaire survey (225 usable questionnaires) 
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4.2 Entrepreneurs by economic sector, firm size, and export 

orientation: analyses and reflections 
 

 

If the analysis of the breakdown by firm location is intuitively very important, then the 

analysis of the breakdown by economic sector, firm size, and export orientation can be 

similarly considered to be quite relevant. In fact, the theoretical and empirical literature 

in regional and local economic development has traditionally used these three variables 

to analyse the basic characteristics of the economic structure of a region, and to define 

models of regional economic development. For example, the industrial district model, 

illustrated in Chapter 2, has as a key characteristic the small size of manufacturing firms. 

Export orientation, moreover, is the key variable for distinguishing firms in terms of 

degree of internationalisation, which nowadays, in the age of market globalisation, is the 

key aspect for firms to grow and expand their business.    

    

Different from the findings concerning the place of residence of the entrepreneurs, the 

results of the multivariate variance analysis, concerned with a breakdown of 

entrepreneurs by economic sector and firm size, show that there are hardly any differences 

in the ratings of the regions given by the different groups of entrepreneurs (Table 4.2). 

Entrepreneurs belonging either to manufacturing or to services, managing small, medium, 

or big firms, homogeneously evaluate the Italian regions as a potential location for their 

firms, and therefore share the same mental maps of the Italian geographical space. 
 

On the other hand, the analyses by level of export orientation (Figure 4.2 and Table 4.3), 

as a broad outcome, highlight that the higher the level of export orientation, the lower the 

average rating assigned to the region. This is more or less true for all regions.  

 

In the case of seven Southern and Central regions (Sicily, Campania, Calabria, Tuscany, 

Umbria, Lazio, Liguria), there are statistically significant differences in the ratings 

assigned by the groups of firms categorised by level of export orientation (Table 4.2). The 

more export-oriented the firms are, the worse the rating assigned to these seven regions. 

As regards the Northern regions, on the contrary, although the ratings given by the less 

internationalised firms tend again to be lower than the rating assigned by the most 

internationalised ones, the differences are not statistically significant. 

    

Such outcomes concerning the perception of firms with different degrees of 

internationalisation can be explained in two ways. The evaluation of many Italian regions 

given by the most export-oriented firms might be related to the fact that internationalised 

Italian firms tend to have a negative image of Italy as a whole as a place where to do 

business, because of some negative locational factors typical of the entire country, and 

not of some specific regions (for example, the bureacracy and the lack of clear and 

definite laws and regulations)50. In fact, internationalised firms, being present in foreign 

countries, are able to better compare Italy with other countries than non-internationalised 

firms.  

 
 

                                                 
50 See for example Dubini, 2004 (Chapters 2 and 3), and 2007 (Chapters 3 and 4).   
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No (Zero export)     Low (from 1% to 19%) 

 
 

Moderate (from 20% to 49%)    High (from 50% on) 

 
Source: Questionnaire survey (225 usable questionnaires: 53 by firms with zero exports; 43 by firms with 1% to 19% of exports; 39 

by firms with 20% to 49% of exports; 55 by firms with more than 50% of exports) 

 

Figure 4.2: average ratings of Italian regions (Nuts2) by export orientation 
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Table 4.3: Ranking of of Italian macro-regions by export orientation* 

 No Low Moderate High 

North 3.55 3.37 3.34 3.36 

Centre 3.31 2.91 3.03 2.80 

South and Islands 2.30 2.08 2.10 1.87 

     
Source: Questionnaire survey (225 usable questionnaires: 53 by firms with zero exports; 43 by firms with 1% 
to 19% exports; 39 by firms with 20% to 49% of exports; 55 by firms with more than 50% of exports) * 
Arithmetic mean of NUTS2 data. 

 

Secondly, these results can be related to the question of accessibility. The most export- 

oriented firms are, by definition, strongly interested in being located in highly accessible 

places, by any means of freight and passengers transport. The Southern and Central 

regions, as we also mentioned in Chapter 2, are definitely less accessibile than the 

Northern regions. In particular, they are relatively far from, and more weakly connected 

to, the main European export markets, especially the West and the North European 

markets.   

 

 

 

4.3 The mental maps by socio-demographic characteristics: sex, age, 

and education level 
 
Just like with the aspects analysed above, we analysed the effects of the basic socio-

demographic characteristics (sex, age, and education level) of the interviewed 

entrepreneurs on their locational preferences. The exploration of the influence of these 

socio-demographic characteristics is something new in the context of the mental map line 

of research conducted at the international level since the beginning of the ‘80s. The 

empirical evidence concerning the role played by sex, age, and education on the social 

and economic behaviour collected in decades of studies and surveys in Italy51, as well as 

the importance of some of these variables stated at a theoretical level52, led us to insert 

these variables in questions to be asked to Italian entrepreneurs in the web survey.  

 

As seen in Table 4.2, what comes out from the multivariate variance analysis is that the 

evaluation of regions does not significantly change according to all three variables (sex, 

age and education level) except for a few cases. Again, we can draw the conclusion that 

the entrepreneurs’ view of Italian geography is so clear and established that it is 

independent from socio-demographic profiles. Young, adult, and old people, and 

                                                 
51 For example, as concerns entrepreneurship, one of the key topics currently discussed and investigated in Italy among 

economic geographers, industrial economists, and policy makers is the question of the generational change in the 

family-owned small and medium-sized firms. The generation of entrepreneurs who were active protagonists of the 

industrial development in the 1970s and 1980s (and, in particular, protagonists of the industrial district model) either 

has already retired or is approaching retirement. Their main characteristic was to have a positive attitude to manual 

work and to entrepreneurship, and a flexible approach to work organisation, notwithstanding their low level of 

education. On the other hand, the younger generations, when they are willing to replace the first ones in leading firms 

(though in many cases they choose other jobs), usually have a higher level of education, and higher specialisation in 

know-how related to economics and management, but they are also less oriented to manual work, and seem to be less 

flexible (see, for example, Demattè and Corbetta, 1993: Bauer 1997) .  
52 See, for example, Capello (2004), in order to explore the relevance of human capital in the theories of endogenous 

growth at the regional level.   
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graduates and not graduates, do not significantly differ in their opinion about the 

attractiveness of Italian regions.   

 

 

 

4.4 The spatial patterns in the mind of entrepreneurs: results from 

the principal component analysis  
 

The maps shown in Chapter 3 highlight the entrepreneurs’ average perception of the 

attractiveness of places, but they do not provide any evidence about the hidden elements: 

that is, the unrevealed patterns that might pervade their mental maps. Patterns that, 

furthermore, could be the clue the peculiar to Italy, somehow unthinkable, underlying 

social, economic, cultural, political, location factors, which otherwise would have 

remained unknown.  

 

The task of casting light on all the different spatial patterns of entrepreneurs’ locational 

preferences is performed by the factor analysis technique, in particular by one of its 

different types, known as ‘principal component analysis with varimax rotation’. The 

varimax rotation brings the advantage that the matrix of loadings has relatively many high 

and low values and few intermediate values. This makes it easier to give an interpretation 

to the rotated components.  

 

Meester (2004, Chapter 7), has applied this technique to the findings of the questionnaire 

surveys about locational preferences (part of the same international line of research 

followed here) conducted in the Netherlands and in Germany. It is important to point out 

that, following his approach, in our application of principal component analysis, the 

respondents are treated like cases, and the variables are the places subjected to rating. 

This is why the variables are the rating of Lombardy, Piedmont, Sicily, etc. Considering 

the low variance of the provincial scores within each region, we have limited our analysis 

to regions, and selected the 20 Italian regions as variables/places. Moreover, as each 

variable is associated with a location, we can represent the factor loadings on maps, 

making it easier to identify any possible spatial patterns.  

 

It is also necessary to add that the signs of the factor loadings have no absolute meaning 

(they cannot be interpreted as negative and positive ratings). The same remark is valid for 

the high loadings and low loadings (they cannot be intended as, respectively, high ratings 

and low ratings). They only highlight the oppositions between certain groups of regions. 

  

The number of components rotated in the analysis presented here is not unique. In fact, 

considering that this number is not determined a priori (see Dirkzwager, 1996), it was 

decided to carry out and present three different separate rotations with three to five 

components: that is, to rotate three, four, or five components53. Such an approach allows 

us, on the one hand, to evaluate the robustness, in other words the strength of some spatial 

patterns, such as the North-South divide; and, on the other hand, to produce a sufficiently 

clear, detailed and rich description of all relevant spatial patterns/layers existing in the 

                                                 
53 In fact, rotating only two factors, usually does not provide a very clear picture. On the other hand, a number of 

rotations higher than five tends to give a too disaggregated image of Italy, increasingly corresponding to the individual 

regions, whereby the basic sense of the analysis is lost. 
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minds of entrepreneurs, then it reveals other underlying location factors, as explained 

above. As said by Meester (2004), ‘in this manner, one sees new factors arise, either by 

splitting a component or by forming new components alongside the existing ones. By 

following the process of formation and splitting step-by-step, one can gain insight into 

the structure of the components’54. As Table 4.4 shows, the level of explained variance 

grows as the number of explanatory factors rises. We will now present the results of the 

rotation process for three, four, and five factors. 
 

Table 4.4: Principal Component Analysis: explained variance for the three, four and five rotated 

factors                                                

  Three Four Five 

 Component 1   25.5 19.3 19.8 

Component 2  13.4 16.4 14.4 

Component 3  12.5 11.7 10.8 

Component 4   11.4 10.6 

Component 5    8.7 

Total  51.4 58.8 64.3 

  

 

The rotation of three components explains 51.4% of the variance (Table 4.4). The first 

component (loadings on factor 1; Figure 4.3) clearly shows the opposition between the 

Italian macro-regions: that is, the divide between Central-Northern and Southern regions. 

This map is apparently quite similar to the map shown in Figure 3.1, in Chapter 3. High 

loadings are located in Southern regions, and low loadings in the Northern regions. 

Loadings for the Central regions are at an intermediate level. 

 

The second component (loadings on factor 2; Figure 4.3) seemingly emphasises the role 

played by a wide Northern and Central macro-area, which goes on the North-South axis 

from Milan to Rome, and extends eastward to Venice. This macro-area, which then gains 

high loadings in opposition to the other areas, includes the most densely populated region, 

in terms of both people and economic activities. In Italy, this area is usually referred to 

as the Padana region (Veneto, Lombardy, and Emilia-Romagna). It includes highly 

developed regions, rich in SMEs and industrial districts (again, Lombardy, Veneto, 

Emilia-Romagna, together with Tuscany), as well as the main urban agglomerations in 

Italy (Rome and Milan). Furthermore, besides being rich in population, firms, and big 

cities, it is also strongly endowed with a widespread, efficient and modern transport 

infrastructural network (see, for example, the high speed rail network that was recently 

built here). Its centrality in the Italian economic geography is quite evident. What 

basically emerges from the observation of the second component, therefore, is a kind of 

centre-periphery pattern.  

 

The third component shows a neat ‘conflict’ between two groups of regions: the regions 

including the urban areas (Lombardy and Lazio) and the Southern regions, on one side; 

and the North-Western and North-Eastern areas, together with the other less urbanised 

Central regions, on the other side. This component is quite difficult to explain, even 

tentatively. The urban-rural dichotomy, presumably associated with a pattern of 

                                                 
54 Meester (2004), p. 107. 
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residential preferences (‘residential environment’), might be a tentative explanation. The 

fact that people tend to privilege as potential locations those areas characterised by a low 

presence of all negative externalities related to big urban agglomerations (high level of 

congestion, high land and houses prices, etc.), together with the preference for a good 

level of endowment of basic infrastructures and services (therefore, areas where the 

quality of living is better), might be some of the key factors to take into consideration 

when interpreting this map, although they cannot be considered a complete explanation.    

 

Loadings on factor 1    Loadings on factor 2  

 
Loadings on factor 3 

 
 

Figure 4.3: Principal Component Analysis (rotation of three components) 
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 Loadings on factor 1    Loadings on factor 2 

 
 Loadings on factor 3    Loadings on factor 4 

 
 

Figure 4.4: Principal Component Analysis (rotation of four components) 

 

 

 

In the case of the rotation of four components, which together explain 58.8% of the 

variance in the ratings (Table 4.4), Figure 4.4 shows how the first component confirms, 
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first, the opposition among the macro-regions: that is, the gap between the Southern 

regions and the Central and Northern regions. The only different outcome is represented 

by Liguria, that gets a high loading, similar to that of the Southern regions.  

 

The second component in the four-factor case suggests a new factor, whose keyword 

could be Third Italy. Indeed it shows a contrast between a group of regions which 

basically speaking cover almost entirely what is called Third Italy55 (only the ‘Triveneto’ 

region56 is missing). The high scoring area on the map coincides with the area where the 

industrial district spatial development model arose in the 1970s, extending along the 

Adriatic Sea to the most developed Southern regions (in social and economic terms, and 

in terms of quality of living). On the map, the Third Italy clearly contrasts with the 

Northern regions, Lazio, and and the less developed and most peripheral Southern 

regions.  

 

The third component shows a pattern already revealed by the rotation of three components 

(see Figure 4.3): a kind of centre-periphery pattern, characterised by high loadings in the 

Northern and Central core made up of the most densely populated and industrialised 

regions in Italy (i.e. the Padana region) including the areas of Rome and Milan, and low 

loadings outside of this core area.  

 

Lastly, the fourth component suggests another new pattern, characterised by the high 

loadings ascribed to the regions located to the West and East of the Northern macro-

region (Piedmont, Veneto, Friuli, Trentino Alto-Adige), and low loadings in all other 

regions (except Marche and Liguria, that get an intermediate loading). This pattern has a 

shape that can be picturesquely described as ‘the ears of the Italian peninsula’. What 

might help to give it an interpretation, on top of some aspects which make these regions 

preferable for residental reasons (for example, the absence of huge metropolitan 

agglomerations), is their relative location with respect to some important European 

market areas and economic systems, such as France in the West, and the Eastern and 

Northern countries (first, Austria and Germany), through to Brennero in the East. Their 

locational advantage in terms of accessibility to some important market areas might 

therefore the underlying location factor which offers a reasonable explanation of such a 

component. It is important to notice that this fourth component, together with the second 

one, apparently splits up and sharpens the spatial pattern represented by factor 3 in Figure 

4.3, making the tentative explanation based on residential preferences proposed earlier 

even more questionable57.  

 

Our third case, the rotation of five components, explains 64.3% of the variance in the 

ratings (Table 4.4). Figure 4.5 shows again that the first component is a further 

confirmation of the North-South divide. The second component also replicates the image 

emerging from the four-factor case (see Figure 4.4, loadings on factor 2). A somewhat 

wider version of the ‘Third Italy factor’ appears here. The third component also depicts a 

spatial pattern already revealed in the four factor case, viz. ‘the ears of Italy’, in other 

                                                 
55 See also chapter 2.   
56 Veneto, Trentino Alto-Adige, Friuli Venezia Giulia.  
57 This last remark: that is, the fact that these new factors, Third Italy and ‘the ears of the Italian peninsula’, are the 

most probable explanatory factors, is further strengthened by the evidence coming from the rotation of five components, 

where again they emerge.    
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words the predominance of the Northern regions bordering the Western and Eastern 

European economies. The maps representing the fourth and the fifth component, on the 

contrary, make other patterns visible, which are not observed in the three- and four-factor 

cases, which seemingly split the pattern emerging from Figure 4.4 (loadings on factor 3). 

  

 

 Loadings on factor 1    Loadings on factor 2 

 
 Loadings on factor 3    Loadings on factor 4 
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Loadings on factor 5 

 
 

Figure 4.5: Principal Component Analysis (rotation of five components) 

 

 

In the first case, the map of the fourth component, the opposition between the high 

loadings gained by the Padana region and the low loadings of all other regions is very 

clear. The impression of an important role played by this area in the mental maps of 

entrepreneurs, as the centre opposed to the other, peripheral, areas, (as originally also 

derived from the results showed in Chapter 3), seems to be confirmed here again from 

our statistical analysis.  

 

For the fifth component, an interpretation appears to be harder, at least in strictly 

economic terms. A group of regions consisting of Lazio, Piedmont, Liguria, and Sardinia 

score high loadings, while Tuscany, Umbria, Calabria and Sicily are placed halfway. No 

single economic issue or location factor seems to be common to these regions. At first 

glance, we just observe a pure East-West geographical divide, In fact, the regions that get 

high loadings are almost all Eastern regions, facing the Tyrrhenian sea. Looking more 

closely, and going in depth into the history and the image that especially the four high-

score regions seemingly share, we could think about a historical and political divide, 

where the locational preferences of entrepreneurs are divided between the regions 

representing and hosting the past and the current political power in Italy, versus all other 

regions. For this interpretation of factor 5 as a ‘political-economic history’ factor, we may 

recall a few important historical political and economic facts:  

- the Kingdom of Piedmont and Sardinia, before the Unification of Italy, in 1861;  

- Turin, as the first capital of Italy, and headquarters of one of the most important 

companies in Italy, Fiat, whose owners, the Agnelli family, were notoriously 

influential in Italian politics and society for decades after the Second World War;  

- Rome, the current political capital of Italy, and ‘headquarters’ of the Catholic Church.   
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Looking over the whole of the three-, four- and five factor approaches, we can conclude 

that some patterns emerge in all of them. Such an outcome of the principal component 

analysis clearly points to their importance for the mental maps of entrepreneurs. Some 

other patterns, on the other hand, emerge only once or twice. Notwithstanding this, they 

reveal at least the existence of other underlying location factors in the minds of 

entrepreneurs, as supposed at the beginning of this section. The North-South divide is 

definitely and undoubtedly the most important one, as it is always represented in the first 

component. The centre-periphery (‘Padana’) factor is also present in all cases, but not 

always, as the second important one. The ‘Third Italy factor’ and the ‘ears of Italy’ (export 

orientation) factor emerge twice in the three-rotations cases. The ‘political-economic 

history factor’, emerges only once.     

 

 

 

4.5 Conclusions 
 

In conclusion, it is possible to point out that the analyses carried out here have been rather 

effective in answering the two questions presented in the Introduction to the chapter.  

 

Addressing the first question, it is rather evident that almost all groups of entrepreneurs 

substantially share the same image of Italy, at least as concerns the macro-regional gap 

(Centre-North versus South). We can deduce that this key element of Italian economic 

geography is so persistent and rooted in Italy that entrepreneurs also clearly perceive and 

unambiguously highlight it in the evaluations given. In fact, for most of the groups taken 

into account, differences in the average ratings of regions are not statistically significant. 

And, even if in some cases they are statistically significant, they do not imply changes in 

the macro-regional hierarchy.  

 

However, such a conclusion does not imply that some groups of entrepreneurs were not 

able to express their own individual view on the attractiveness of some regions and 

provinces, as the multivariate analysis of variance showed. This is then something that 

enriches the broad picture that emerges, and that, moreover, enables us to indirectly infer 

the explanatory relevance of some location factors.  

 

For example, the analysis of the ratings by place of residence showed the higher and more 

heterogeneous ratings given by Southern entrepreneurs to the Mezzogiorno regions, 

demonstrating that, although they are aware as are others of the greater attractiveness of 

the Central and Northern regions, they are much more informed than others about the real 

disdvantages and advantages offered by the various locational environments in Southern 

Italy. Implicitly, this raises the suspicion that the evaluation of the Mezzogiorno provided 

by Central and Northern entrepreneurs might be affected by a kind of cultural prejudice.  

 

Instead, the analysis by level of export orientation has allowed us to investigate the 

perspective of the moderate and high export-oriented firms, a part of the Italian productive 

system which is becoming increasingly important, because competitive firms necessarily 

tend to be more internationalised and globalised. These firms are clearly highly sensitive 
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to some specific locational factors, such as accessibility. Indeed, they gave a significantly 

lower mark to the most peripheral Southern regions. 

 

When answering the second question, we saw that apart from the pattern based on the 

North-South cleavage, the principal component analysis permitted us to point out that 

other spatial patterns can also surface in the locational preferences of entrepreneurs, 

which are likely to be related to different kinds of location factors: not only economic 

factors, but also location factors related to the social, physical, cultural, and historical 

geography.  

 

Therefore in the end, stating once more that the North-South divide is the key aspect in 

defining the mental maps of entrepreneurs, we can point out that the complexity of Italian 

geography is something that indirectly also emerges from the statistical analyses that we 

performed. In fact, several explanatory location factors, several patterns, several layers, 

related not only to economic issues, but even to political and historical elements, can be 

taken into consideration, and can contribute to explaning the territorial attractiveness of 

Italy. Such a richness and variety of ‘geographical issues’ is something that probably 

makes the Italian case rather unique in the context of European geographies. 
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Chapter 5 
 

 

 

Explaining the shape of the mental maps  

of entrepreneurs: evidence from the qualitative 

research actions 
 
 

Explanation is the main objective of the analysis of the mental maps of entrepreneurs. 

This concerns the identification and understanding of the key factors that explain these 

maps’ shape and other characteristics (for example, their thickness). In the previous 

chapter, the principal component analysis, as a result of the identification of the 

predominant patterns, enabled some explanatory elements to emerge. The two open 

questions that were part of the electronic questionnaire (where the respondents had to 

give the reasons for two of the worst-marked provinces, and two of the best ones), and 

the direct verbal interviews that were successively conducted, were aimed primarily at 

strengthening and widening the explanatory part of the research.  

In this chapter we present both the results emerging from the analysis of the answers to 

the open questions (Section 5.1) and the evidence coming from the direct interviews 

(Sections 5.2-5.5). Being the outcomes of qualitative research techniques, the data have 

been analysed making use of qualitative techniques. In the case of the open questions, 

content analysis was used; in the case of the direct interviews, we made use of thematic 

analysis. Section 5.6 is devoted to some concluding remarks.  

 

 

 

5.1 Motives for place ratings. Evidence from content analysis 

applied to the open questions  
 

As we saw in Chapter 2, the electronic questonnaire contained two open questions where 

the respondents were asked to provide an explanation of the rating they gave to places 

(provinces). The two open questions were inserted almost at the end of the questionnaire 

(see Annexes 1 and 2), after the interactive map and after the territorial units (regions and 

provinces) were rated. At that stage of the questionnaire, the software randomly extracted 

two of the best-rated provinces and two of the worst-rated provinces (in total, four 

provinces), and the respondent was asked in two different questions to give freely the 

reasons why he or she gave such a high or low rating. It is important to remark that the 

two worst-marked provinces were mostly located in the Southern regions (as one can see 

from Figure 3.3 in Chapter 3), and the best-marked provinces were mostly located in the 

Northern regions, in particular in Lombardy, Veneto, and Emilia-Romagna. The answers 

to the two open questions provided a relevant and considerable amount of qualitative 

information, which is essential for building and completing the explanatory part of the 

research. They were analysed making use of content analysis.  
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Content analysis is a method for the analysis of qualitative data, which was developed in 

the 1930s. In the first decades of its application it was mainly used for the analysis of 

information and communications about politics (usually provided by newspapers). Later, 

content analysis was used more and more frequently and systematically for analysing data 

coming from interviews and open questionnaires conducted in social research. Several 

definitions are available for such methodology. According to Berelson (1952), it is a 

research method made for ‘an objective, systematic and quantative description of the 

content of communication’. Rositi (1988) defines it as ‘a procedure for analytical 

decomposition and classification of texts and other symbolic sets’. Lastly, Stone et al 

(1966) gives a broader definition, which considers content analysis as ‘a research 

technique that systematically and objectively identifies some characteristics in a text’. 

Content analysis is used both to analyse text in its explicit form (for example, words that 

are explicitly mentioned in the text) and to explore its hidden contents (for example, 

where some issues are only indirectly raised and mentioned).  

  

Several techniques are available for the practical application of content analysis, all made 

easier by specific software. The most popular methods are: the ‘key-word-in-context list’, 

where each word is pinpointed and identified together with the ten words that follow it 

and the ten words that precede it; the ‘word frequency list’, where the words are counted 

and classified according to the number of times they appear in the text; the ‘category 

counts’, based on the previous method, where some keywords are identified, and based 

on them, a certain number of thematic categories are defined; the ‘combination criteria 

list’, where the text is analysed using several criteria, in order to identify relevant words, 

categories, associations (for example, the number of times that two keywords are 

associated). Considering that the objective of the content analysis here was to identify the 

main issue addressed by the respondents: that is, the key message contained in their very 

short open answers (usually, no more than 8-10 words), it has been thought that the 

approach that best fits such a goal is that of the ‘category counts’. This is why this 

technique was finally chosen in order to analyse the content of the open questions of the 

questionnaire survey. 

 

In our survey, the two open questions were answered by 120 respondents. Among them, 

only 107 responses were usable (that is, complete and valid). The respondents used 279 

keywords regarding positive location factors, and 254 keywords regarding negative 

location factors. By aggregating these keywords, 12 categories were obtained: 

1. Transport infrastractures and services, and logistics; 

2. Geographical location; 

3. Closeness to suppliers/markets; 

4. Crime and safety; 

5. Efficiency of public institutions; 

6. Ethics and cultural factors; 

7. Human capital; 

8. Level of development of a productive system and ‘industrial atmosphere’ 

(industrialization); 

9. Research and innovation; 

10. Personal reasons; 

11. Amenities and quality of life; 
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12. Regional and local policies supporting economic activities. 

 

In order to clarify the choice of these categories, we can provide some examples of either 

positive or negative judgements, concerning Northern, Southern and Central locational 

environments (that is, for the provinces): 

Transport infrastractures and services, and logistics: ‘Transport on the islands is twice 

as expensive’ (Cagliari, Sardinia); ‘Broadly speaking, Southern Italy is not endowed with 

infrastructures good enough to develop a new business’ (Lecce, Puglia); ‘Really bad in 

terms of logistics’ (Nuoro, Sardinia);  

Geographical location: ‘We are out of the world’ (Ragusa, Sicily); ‘It is in the centre of 

the world’ (Milan, Lombardy); ‘Strategic position in the heart of northern Italy’ 

(Mantova, Lombardy); ‘It is close to Milan, which is the absolutely best location’ (Como, 

Lombardy”); ‘We are in the heart of the Mediterranean area’ (Medio Campidano, 

Sardinia). 

Crime and safety: ‘Serious dangers from crime and from “mala giustizia” and 

“malasanità” ‘ (Vibo Valentia, Calabria); ‘It is not safe to have a business’ (Naples, 

Campania); ‘For obvious reasons in terms of safety: mafia, etc.’ (Caltanissetta, Sicily). 

Efficiency of Public institutions: ‘This is the region where bureaucracy and justice are at 

their best’ (Ferrara, Emilia-Romagna); ‘The revenue agency is ravenous, politicians are 

interested only in their own benefits and profits’ (Bolzano, Trentino Alto-Adige); 

‘Bureaucratic problems’ (Salerno, Campania); ‘Institutions which are in charge of 

monitoring and controlling public tenders are not reliable’ (Matera, Basilicata);  ‘The 

institutional context is not reliable’ (Enna and Ragusa, Sicily); ‘Public services are not 

efficient’ (Vibo valentia, Calabria). 

Personal reasons, amenities and quality of life, ethics and cultural factors: ‘I love 

Tuscany and its environment’ (Siena, Tuscany); ‘Quality of life is really awesome’ 

(Ascoli Piceno, Marche); ‘People from Tuscany are weird’ (Florence, Tuscany); ‘From a 

social, economic and cultural point of view, it is a disaster!’ (Caserta, Campania; Crotone, 

Calabria); ‘Values and principles of the people living there’ (Aosta, Val d’Aosta); ‘I live 

and work there’ (Parma, Emilia-Romagna); ‘It is my birth-place’ (Cremona, Lombardy).     

 

As regards the best-marked provinces (Figure 5.1), transport infrastructures, transport 

services and logistics (18.6%), together with the proximity to markets and suppliers 

(18.3%), and the geographical location (14.7%), are the most important location factors 

that explain the strong preferences expressed for these provinces. Actually, more than 

half of the 279 recordings concern these three factors. In other words, we can claim that 

accessibility and agglomeration economies are the key issues to explain why 

entrepreneurs perceive the location in those areas of Northern Italy to be so advantageous.  

Nonetheless, other factors also play an important role, such as (in order of importance): 

the efficiency of public institutions and the regional and local policies supporting 

entrepreneurial activities; the ‘industrial atmosphere’ and the development of the 

industrial system, which are factors that can intuitively be connected and confirm the 

relevance of the agglomeration economies; the presence of amenities and the quality of 

life; the attitude to research and innovation; and the availability of human capital. Each 

of these factors account at least 5% of the total number of positive mentions. But the 

weight of the personal reasons and of the ethical and cultural factors is lower than this 

threshold.    
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Source: Questionnaire survey (107 usable questionnaires) 

 

Figure 5.1: Location factors mentioned for the best-marked provinces (% on total 

mentioned location factors) 

 

As regards the worst-marked provinces (Figure 5.2), the evaluation of the importance of 

the location factors is more polarised on a few issues. Transport infrastructures, transport 

services and logistics are even more important (26.4%) in explaining why some areas in 

Calabria, Campania, Sicily and Sardinia are so neglected as potential locational 

environments (in this case, then it is their lack of, or at least their unefficiency, which 

now make these factors so important). Also rather important is the weakness of the 

agglomeration economies, the poor access to the supply chains and to the markets, the 

(peripheral) geographical location, and the problems in terms of safety. While the 

importance given to the question of the transport connections and of the geographical 

location is consistent with the evidence concerning the low level of accessibility of the 
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many areas in Southern Italy, the last point clearly refers to the question of the crime 

organisations58. As we saw in Chapter 2, they are still strongly rooted in these regions, 

where they have their ‘headquarters’, and, to a certain extent, they have the power to 

influence and control local economic activities. 
 

 

 
Source: Questionnaire survey (107 usable questionnaires) 

 
Figure 5.2: Location factors mentioned for the worst marked provinces (% on total 

mentioned location factors) 

 

 

Comapred with the high-ranked factors, other location factors appear as less important 

for a low ranking: these are factors such as human capital, amenities and quality of life, 

policies for enterprise creation and development, research and innovation. While human 

capital has the same importance in both positive – as seen above – and negative terms, 

                                                 
58 Cosa Nostra, Camorra and ‘Ndrangheta. See also Svimez, 2010.   
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the factors: public institutions and public policies, the amenities and the quality of life, 

and research and innovation, are much less important as negative location factors. This is 

somehow in line with the empirical evidence regarding the relative lack of some 

competitive assets in Southern Italy, such as the weak and inefficient support of the local  

authorities, and the shortage of an adequate network of research infrastractures 

(universities, research centres, etc.). 

We can point out that, in the case of the positive factors, the low level of polarisation of 

the recordings presumably means that there is a wide range of location factors that have 

a certain importance in defining the local attractiveness: that is, each locational 

environment tends to have its own peculiarities, its own ‘specializations’, ‘assets’, that 

make it attractive. On the other hand, in the case of the results about negative location 

factors, the higher polarisation of the recordings could signify that there are some negative 

location factors that catch the attention of entrepreneurs much more frequently than 

others, and therefore they are the kind of issues that raise really key critical questions: 

that is, they are a sort of priorities that should be addressed by strongly targeted policy 

measures, if the attractiveness of investment in these places is to be increased.   

 

 

 

 

5.2  Underlying patterns and forces: evidence from the thematic 

analysis of the direct open interviews 
 

As a follow-up of the questionnaire survey, when its first results became available, nine 

open direct interviews were conducted with key actors and experts in the field of the 

attraction of direct investments. The interviews aimed at providing an in-depth 

explanation of the mental maps of entrepreneurs. They were meant to: 

- Discuss the main findings of the questionnaire survey, in particular about the average 

ratings of regions and provinces, and about the main patterns that emerged from them;  

- Find out the underlying motives, that is the driving forces that explain the spatial 

preferences of the entrepreneurs, focusing both on the explanatory factors which have 

been widely explored and investigated in the relevant literature, already highlighted 

in the previous section (content analysis), but possibly also on new unthinkable, 

unimaginable factors. 

- Discuss the future evolution (scenarios) of the mental maps, and then of the perceived 

attractiveness of regions and provinces, and more broadly in terms of policies for 

investment attraction59.    

The actors whom we interviewed were rather heterogeneous. While in the questionnaire 

survey the target group was a purposefully selected category of entrepreneurs, in the 

direct interviews we targeted a different group of actors than entrepreneurs, in particular 

consultants, representatives of local, regional and national bodies devoted to 

implementing policies to attract of direct investments, representatives of manufacturers’ 

associations, experts on the issue of firms’ locational choices, and institutional investors. 

The main objective of this research strategy was to learn the opinion of a range of people 

who are experts on the question of the attractiveness of places, but from a point of view 

                                                 
59 The findings coming from the interviews concerning such points (scenarios and policies) will not be examined in 

this chapter, but in the last chapter, focused on policy implications.  
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typically different from entrepreneurs, that is people with a different background and 

experience.   

Ultimately, nine direct interviews were conducted60. Interviewees were identified and 

selected within the categories above listed by the researcher. Table 5.1 describes in details 

the characteristics of each of them. 

 
Table 5.1: Characteristics of the interviewees* 

N. Kind of institution  Place Position  

1 

 

Agency for the promotion of the 

International activities of the 

Chamber of Commerce of a big 

Italian city 

Milan 

(Lombardy) 

Global development 

manager (S. Nigro) 

2 Management company of a closed-

end investment fund 

 

Milan 

(Lombardy) 

Partner, sitting on the 

board of several medium 

sized manufacturing 

Italian companies (C. 

Moser) 

3 

 

Italian association of the firms 

belonging to one of the main 

manufacturing industries 

Milan 

(Lombardy) 

Responsible for 

researches and statistical 

analyses (V. Maglia)  

4 

 

Central government agency for 

inward investment promotion and 

enterprise development 

Rome 

(Lazio) 

Director (G. Arcucci)  

5 Integrated firm for audit, legal, 

management, and tax consulting 

Milan 

(Lombardy) 

Managing Partner 

(Consultant for German 

firms investing in Italy) 

(S. Brandes)  

6 Agency for the promotion of 

international activities of one of the 

Northern regional governments  

Turin 

(Piedmont) 

Top manager (F. Zardi) 

7  Department for inward investment 

promotion policies of one of the 

Southern regional governments   

Palermo 

(Sicily) 

Director (V. Paradiso) 

8 Medium-sized company belonging 

to the food sector, involved in 

regional policies for  inward 

investment promotion 

Ragusa 

(Sicily) 

Managing Director (A. 

Spadola) 

 

                                                 
60 It is important to point out that, according to the original research design, the aim was to conduct from 10 to 15 

interviews. Several difficulties and obstacles, typical of the undertaking of social surveys in Italy, meant that it was not 

possible to achieve such an objective. In any case, the number of nine interviews, rather close to the ten scheduled, and 

especially the kind of subjects interviewed, produced a satisfying batch of data, substantially coherent with the sense 

and the logic of this part of the research design.  

 

http://www.roedl.com/services/audit.html
http://www.roedl.com/services/legal.html
http://www.roedl.com/services/services_overview.html
http://www.roedl.com/services/tax.html
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9 Consultant for agencies for the 

attraction of foreign direct 

investments, and for local, regional 

and national governments in several 

countries  

Paris 

(France) 

Individual consultant (L. 

Sansoucy) 

*At the time when interviews were conducted.  

 

The interviews were conducted on the basis of an outline that was sent before the 

interview to the person who agreed to be interviewed. The outline is presented in Annex 

2. The outline includes some basic figures and tables, easily synthesising and 

communicating the basic results of the questionnaire survey. The interviewer used the 

key questions indicated in the outline very freely, and the interviewees were also informed 

that they did not have to answer and discuss each question, but that these questions were 

defined just to focus and single out the key points under discussion. This is why such 

interviews can be considered as fully open interviews.  

  

The interviews were recorded with the smartphone, after the explicit authorisation of the 

interviewees. They were transcribed with the support of a professional service. They were 

conducted in the period from July 2013 to February 2014. The transcripts were analysed 

using a methodological approach known as thematic analysis. Such a method, first 

defined and outlined in its theoretical and application aspects by Braun and Clarke (2006), 

supports researchers who are using qualitative data, especially the verbal data coming 

from open interviews, in ‘identifying, analyzing, and reporting patterns (themes and sub-

themes) within data’61.  In the analysis that follows, recurrent themes and sub-themes that 

were identified are not necessarily linked to the outline of the interviews (as actually 

established and recommended when applying such a method62). Direct quotations are 

very frequently used in the text in order to provide vivid clear evidence about the 

relevance and the prevalence of a theme63.   

 

 

 

5.2.1 Three explanatory keywords: agglomeration economies, centrality and 

accessibility 

 
One the key hypothesis of this dissertation ─ that Central-Northern Italy and Southern 

Italy are divided in terms of attractiveness for direct investment ─ is definitely supported 

by the interviewees. They therefore confirm the main pattern emerging from the analysis 

of the mental maps of the entrepreneurs, and in this respect they do not see anything 

anomalous. Moreover, in some cases they suggest that the other patterns observed from 

the findings of the questionnaire survey (for example, the Padana region, and the one 

related to the presence of industrial districts), are also quite reasonable. As interviewee 

(2) says:’It seems to me that the outcome of the survey is not surprising. It actually reflects 

what each of us reasonably would imagine, except for some slight deviation from the 

reality. What is clear here is the North-South divide, which does not surprise, and within 

                                                 
61 Braun and Clarke (2006), p. 6.  
62 Braun and Clarke (2006). 
63 See, for example, Kitzinger and Wilmott (2002); Ellis and Kitzinger (2002).  
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the North of Italy the main core, the Padana region, clearly comes up … Piedmont seems 

to be a little underestimated, maybe because of the crisis of some specific sectors, such 

as the automotive industry, different from Lombardy, Emilia-Romagna and Veneto, 

which, on the contrary, are more diversified …’. And, as interviewee (1) says: ‘It is quite 

reasonable what emerges from this map, as regards both the strongest regions – 

Lombardy, Emilia-Romagna, Veneto – and the second line, which includes regions like 

Tuscany and Piedmont. I am a little surprised by the rating obtained by Marche, but 

maybe at the end it is not so strange, as Marche is an area full of firms, where probably 

the industrial districts have also played a role in affecting the perception of respondents 

…’.    According to interviewee (6) ‘I have to say that, broadly speaking, I am not 

surprised by anything on such a map … such a map corresponds to the regional map of 

FDI attractiveness in Italy … I fully agree, for example, about the best mark given to 

Lombardy, and then comes Emilia-Romagna, and then Veneto, and after that Piedmont .. 

Lazio seems to have a lower rating than what I would have expected, but probably 

because of the higher consideration that foreign investors give to Rome, the capital city 

… I do not see any kind of surprise in this map …’. Also interviewee (5) started his 

interview by saying that: ‘It is clear that the first regions are the ones that are highlighted 

in the map, Lombardy, Veneto, Emilia-Romagna …. We even notice that in the opinion of 

the foreign investors that we usually meet …’. And lastly the point made by interviewee 

(4) can be also added. He briefly stated that: “The broad picture does not surprise me. 

Basically speaking, I believe that nobody would expect something different from the 

ranking of the areas that are represented here”.   

 

 

The Padana region: a highly agglomerated and accessibile area close to the 

centre of Europe   

 

According to many interviewees, the key explanatory elements for the main macro-

regional pattern that emerged from the survey ─ the North-South divide, but even also for 

other patterns that were observed, i.e. the Padana region  ─ are the agglomeration 

economies, the level of accessibility, and the geographical centrality (three elements 

which are strongly interrelated).  

What they point out, in fact, is that the high density and proximity of economic activities, 

firms and services (suppliers and customers), and of people (market), located in the 

Padana region, and the considerable endowment of infrastructures available, in particular 

transport infrastructures, create external economies which attract and favour the location 

of new businesses and the growth of the existing ones, making this region the biggest and 

most important business environment in Italy.  

Furthermore, the interviewees also consider that the central geographical location 

significantly contributes to make Northern Italy, especially the Padana region, an ideal 

place to start a new business. Indeed, Northern Italy, in particular Lombardy, is 

geographically closer to the most important European countries, which is different from 

Southern Italy that is far from the geo-economic European central areas (and whose 

transport networks and services are not considered sufficient and adequate!).  

As said by interviewee (6): ‘It is not by chance that the highest number of the foreign 

firms are located in Lombardy, and in the Northern regions, which are the most 

developed, the ones with the biggest and most-rooted productive system, and the ones 

most endowed with infrastructures. These are the main factors of attraction…’. 
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Interviewee (2) considered that: “the more firms there are, the more that place becomes 

attractive, the more new firms move and locate there, the better is the business services 

network, and the competencies available … the dichotomy centre-periphery is quite 

important. When you are located in a peripheral area, having access to some services, 

and getting some resources becomes more difficult … for example, in a city like Milan it 

is easy to locate managerial resources; if you have to send them to Bolzano,or to 

Pordenone, everything gets more difficult’. In the words of interviewee (5), ‘For sure, 

most of the firms are there because of many reasons, such as the size of the market, the 

presence of many suppliers, the endowment of infrastructures, and so on …’. And, finally, 

in the opinion of interviewee (4), ‘Such an agglomeration is for sure an outcome of the 

history. There is such an agglomeration because time after time it grew and it 

consolidated … There are important infrastructures, in that regions there are very 

important rail and air infrastructural nodes, so if a firm has to choose where to locate …  

such mechanism is a virtuous circle: when all people want to be there, those who have 

all their customers there, will locate there, or those who have all their suppliers there, 

will then locate there, and then other customers and suppliers will locate there, new 

infrastractures will be built, and so on, and proximity effects, network effects will exert 

their impact. … Maybe such location factors are obvious, banal, but ultimately they are 

decisive … You also wonder: why do they choose Lombardy so frequently? Also because 

of its centrality with respect to the end market, locating in Lombardy means locating in a 

place which is also quite central with respect to Germany and France. So, if someone 

carries out an analysis not only about the export markets, but also about the input flows, 

the geographical location is a key factor, so infrastractures and logistics have a relevant 

impact on locational choices.... Being next to the suppliers, to other firms, to the industrial 

districts, to all small and medium-sized firms which are part of the supply chain: it is 

according to such logics that the big foreign company takes its decisions about location 

… ‘. 

 

 

Milan, probably the best place in Italy where to locate a firm 

 

Within the Padana region, the role played by Milan is clearly remarked on by 

interviewees. Milan is considered as the main engine of the capacity of Italy to attract 

foreign direct investments. It is the place where such advantages in terms of centrality, 

transport nodality, and agglomeration economies, reach a peak in Italy. On the one hand, 

Milan represents a gateway to the Italian market, so all multinational companies who wish 

to enter the Italian market and locate a plant first look at Milan; on the other hand, Milan 

is the Italian city which is in competition with other European cities in attracting the 

investments of extra-European multinational companies that are interested in entering the 

European market and then start settling in a big and central European urban area. Milan 

plays such a key role for foreign investments in particular in the services sectors, such as 

sales marketing, finance and consulting but, in other sectors, such as logistics and some 

manufacturing sectors, where other factors like land prices are important, it might be not 

so competitive with other locations in Italy.  

Anyway, not only with regard to foreign investments, but also with respect to the location 

of internal investments, Milan emerges as the most appreciated location. Thanks to the 

external advantages illustrated above, but in particular thanks to its openness to the 

international markets and networks (similarly to what was said for foreign investors, but 
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in reverse, Milan works as the gateway to foreign markets), it is a location which is also 

becoming increasingly attractive for Italian companies.  

According to interviewee (1): ‘Surely, compared with other locations in Italy, Milan is 

seen as the centre of business, it is central, rich in services, internationally known and 

open, highly oriented to sales commercial activities, with a labour market rich in talented 

people, and know-how. Italian firms think that it is the centre of business, the base, the 

headquarter of their activities, the base for their international activities, although some 

costs are high. Foreign firms see Milan as the base for the Italian market …. Nowadays, 

in a period of crisis, the role of the urban areas is growing again, as it is preferable to 

stay in a place where you can do business more easily, rather than having organisational 

problems, which might cause you to get less competitive …’. As pointed out by 

interviewee (9): ‘Not only about the North-South divide, we should also talk about the 

Milan-other than Milan parts of Italy divide …. Milan polarises the map in particular 

because of its attractiveness for investments, especially in the field of sales marketing. If 

there were more investments in manufacturing activities, and in other sectors, the map of 

Italy would be less unbalanced …’. From his point of view, interviewee (5) reminds that: 

“For commercial activities Milan is apparently central; it is the door through which to 

gain access to the Italian market’. And interviewee (6) adds that: ‘There is a wide 

perception which says “I think I will come to Italy, and then I will come to Milan, because 

it is the most known place, the most developed, and so on … “. I cannot go against such 

a statement, but if you work in sectors such as finance, I can understand that; on the 

contrary, if you work in other sectors like logistics, I cannot, because in Milan the land 

can cost more, there is is much more congestion on the road network …’.    

What is also interesting to learn from the interviewees as regards Milan is that in some 

cases its centrality makes this city the ideal place for establishing business-to-business 

relations among foreigners: that is, it becomes a kind of platform used by the business 

community at the global level. This is, for example, as interviewee (1) says, the case of 

the fairs, a services sector in which Milan is specialised: ‘In the case of the furniture fair 

(Salone del Mobile), Milan becomes a kind of global platform, which is used by the 

foreign business community, even better than by the Italian community. For example, 

every year when there is the fair, the Brazilian delegation rents a building in the centre 

of Milan, where Brazilian designers have the opportunity to meet the business community, 

in particular the Brazilian business community working in the furniture sector. In Brazil, 

it would be rather difficult to find a unique occasion such as the Salone del Mobile where 

all of them, designers and manufacturers, can meet …. and the same can be observed for 

the fashion sector, and for the other sectors where Milan is highly specialised and 

competitive’.  

Finally, the key central role of Milan in the Italian economic geography of investments 

attraction can be even better understood if we compare it with the other main urban 

agglomeration in Italy, the capital city, that is the political and institutional centre: Rome. 

Interviewee (6) claims that: ‘The attractiveness of Lazio depends on Rome, and therefore 

on the closeness to public institutions and bodies, that’s what mostly matters. Such 

closeness can be very important for some sectors … Both the administrative and the 

economic capitals of a country obviously attract most of the foreign direct investments, 

even if they are divided (usually they are in the same place)’. For interviewee (1): ‘In the 

view of a foreign firm, Rome is a base for lobbying, to have relations with public actors, 

while other reasons are less important. Milan, instead, is the base to do business at the 

international level, where English is widely spoken …‘. And, lastly, in the opinion of (5): 
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‘Rome is like Berlin. It may attract mostly extra-European companies. On the contrary, 

for European companies Milan is the main and only focus. American, Chinese, etc. 

companies sometimes they do not perceive any difference: they go in the capital city of a 

country, just because it is the capital city, and then they are likely to start their activity 

there …’.  

 

 

Airports: a key element for accessibility and attractiveness 

 

Although transport infrastructures and services are so emphasised as attraction factors in 

Northern Italy, and in particular the Padana region, what is interesting to point out is that 

airports are one of the most-mentioned kind of transport infrastractures that can make a 

distinctive advantage for such places. However, it is considered that air services provided 

there are not always regarded as high quality services, and should be further improved.   

According to interviewee (2): ‘Another key factor is the presence of the airports. For big 

firms, such services are fundamental in order to decide to locate there. In the case of big 

firms, i.e. firms which tend to use a lot of high quality – human, financial, physical, etc. 

– resources, you have, for example, to attract managers from abroad, from international 

schools, and so on … not all places are sufficiently endowed to offer such quality 

standards and such transport services’. In the opinion of interviewee (5): ‘In Milan the 

airports in the end work well, but they are not the best. Operations of Linate are limited, 

Malpensa is far away, although from there you can reach all of Europe and the world; 

Bergamo serves the other side of the urban area. Sometimes it happens that you fly from 

Bergamo and then you return on Malpensa, where you cannot enter by car. There is still 

scope to improve the service …‘. For interviewee (6): ‘We are still not able to provide 

effective and efficient services. If you arrive at the airport of any country, you can 

immediately understand where you have to go, what direction, and so on. If you arrive in 

an Italian airport, for example Malpensa, that’s not always true…’.   

The considerable importance assigned to the airports by interviewees is also demonstrated 

by the fact that they point to this factor when speaking about Southern Italy. For example, 

interviewee (9) when discussing the local differences in terms of attractiveness in the 

Mezzogiorno, underlines that: ‘Also within Puglia there are differences, even just in terms 

of accessibility. It is always easier to locate a plant close to the airports than 100 

kilometres far from them. This is another extremely important point …‘. And interviewee 

(7), when talking about the key strategic elements for improving the attractiveness of 

Sicily, defends the projects concerning the construction of new airports in Sicily, ‘The 

Comiso airport is an intelligent idea, for two reasons: it can better support the foreign 

market expansion of the Sicilian agri-food supply chain, as it is in the area of Ragusa 

where most of the best Sicilian traditional and high quality food products are made; and 

it can contribute to the tourist development of those areas’. And, finally, interviewee (8), 

also with respect to Sicily, invites the local ruling class to strengthen the role of Catania 

airport at the national and international level, in the perspective of the growth of the 

North-South economic relations: ‘And then the capacity of our public institutions, and of 

our ruling class, is that of being able to make Catania the prime aiport to reach Tripoli, 

and then to ensure that everyone who goes there stops in Catania …’.   
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5.2.2 Are the peripheral areas in Northern Italy attractive?  
 

One of the most interesting, and somehow astonishing results emerging from the survey, 

is the ranking gap observed in Northern Italy between the central plain regions 

(Lombardy, Piedmont and Veneto) and the surrounding, coastal and mountain, regions, 

such as Friuli, Val d’Aosta, and Liguria. This is astonishing because, in terms of real 

socio-economic indicators, such as GDP per capita and the employment rate, these 

regions actually do not lag so much behind the core Northern regions.  

According to the observers interviewed, it is true that these areas cannot enjoy the 

presence of important factors such as agglomeration economies, high accessibility, and 

geographical centrality. For example, interviewee (2), referring in particular to Friuli and 

Liguria, underlines that, on top of their well-known disadvantages, these regions are 

penalised by the lack of big firms, which typically are leaders of wide supply chains: ‘I 

think that the fact that there are no longer big firms there is decisive … all big firms that 

were there either failed and were dismantled, or they are going to fail … for example, I 

think of Friuli, and of the big firms belonging to the white goods sector (washing 

machines, refrigerators, etc.) … such dynamics cause the death not only of the related 

supply chain, providing goods and services, but also of all the spin-off firms born from 

these big firms, set up by managers, employees, who left the leading firm and started their 

own business there, and so on … when the “mother” fails, all the other small firms which 

strongly depend on her, fail too … ‘  Also interviewee (9), talking about Liguria, points 

out that: ‘It is a quite marginal region, in terms of physical geography and of 

infrastructures’.    

But, according to other interviewees, it is also evident that some other Northern 

“peripheral” regions, such as Trentino-Alto Adige and Val d’Aosta, have important 

specific advantages that, even if ‘unseen’ by most of entrepreneurs, play a definite role in 

strengthening their attractiveness. For example, according to interviewee (5), who focuses 

his attention on the case of Trentino Alto-Adige, and on its particular culture and 

language: ‘Some German firms, and also Austrian firms, start in this region, because of 

the language, and then t from there hey try to spread all over the Italian territory … In 

Trentino Alto-Adige they can write the certificate of incorporation in Italian, and also 

they can start to explore the Italian market with people who speak German … And so, if 

things go well, they also go into other regions, for example, Veneto … it is a kind of 

linguistic and cultural advantage. Of course, we refer mostly to commercial activities. 

They do a try-out in Alto-Adige, for example in Bolzano, and, starting from there, they 

open a second branch in Trento, and then another one in Treviso, a fourth one in Verona, 

and then they spread all over the country …’. Also interviewee (4), as regards Trentino, 

adds that, even if it is a small region where necessarily the mass and size effects are less 

strong, ‘In Trentino there are some excellent specialisations, some highly competitive 

niches’. Interviewee (6) instead talks about Val d’Aosta, finding its average rating not 

understandable, given the great effort of its regional government in supporting firms: ‘I 

am surprised by the rating of Val d’Aosta, I am really astonished by such a low rating. In 

Piedmont, Val d’Aosta is considered a very attractive region, a very “friendly” region 

for firms, including Italian firms. Many Piedmont firms who move there can have several 

incentives, many benefits … Some entrepreneurs, for example, have beeen supported by 

the Val’d’Aosta government in finding the areas where to build their new plant, getting 

very low land prices, even for free … actually, an autonomous regional government like 

Val d’Aosta, different from an ordinary Region, can use such policy instruments in an 
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easier way, so I am surprised that such aspects do not emerge from the survey. Maybe 

the question is that it is a small region …. While the rating of Liguria is more 

understandable due to its shortages in terms of infrastructures, the rating of Val d’Aosta 

makes me rather puzzled’.     

 

 

 

5.2.3 The low attractiveness of the Mezzogiorno: only a question of the Mafia?   
 

The role played by organised crime in affecting the perception of a place is widely 

highlighted by the interviewees. The Mafia is the main element which creates, more than 

other factors, a kind of prejudice against the Italian Mezzogiorno (and somehow against 

all Italy!), that even from the beginning prevents (mostly foreign) investors from taking 

those regions into consideration. That is to say, from the initial stage of the locational 

decision-making process this key factor induces them to exclude all those Southern areas 

from the range of the places where they will consider locating a new plant. As said by 

interviewee (4): ’Many investors tend to say: more Southern than Rome, we do not take 

any place into consideration… the main reasons why they do not value the characteristics 

of the locational environments more Southern than Rome is the question of organised 

crime. Given that, all Southern regions are involved …’ . For interviewee (5): ‘There is a 

kind of prejudice against places in Southern Italy. Firms which we support usually ask 

questions such as: Are we safe in Southern Italy? Are there problems of organized crime? 

Is it true that bureaucracy there causes endless delays in getting anything done?”. Also 

interviewee (9) says that: ‘The main problem that comes to mind when one thinks of the 

Mezzogiorno is the question of safety of the plant and of the people …. It is hard to think 

about making investments, in particular highly capital intensive investments, in such 

places where safety is not guaranteed …’. And, according to interviewee (1), ‘For a 

Northern Italian firm, it is difficult to see Southern Italy as a place where to locate 

investments, for many reasons among which the perception of the presence of organized 

crime is surely one of them …’. As such, some companies even do not include these 

regions in the shortlist of the places to analyse in-depth as possible locations for their 

investment, as told by interviewee (4): ‘I remember the case of a multinational company 

that decided to insert in its shortlist a Central region instead of a Southern region, 

notwithstanding that in the former financial incentives amounted to 15%, and in the latter 

to 30% …’   

 

 

Are the media responsible for that? Yes, but do not forget the reality … 

  

If such a prejudice, such a bad image, is so widespread internationally and makes the 

Mezzogiorno, notwithstanding some exceptions, so neglected by exogenous investments, 

it is not by chance, but it is because the Mafia is still strong and powerful, and significantly 

affects the local economy. That is what actually some interviewees do not forget to remind 

us. This happens even though they are aware that the Mafia is being vigorously fought by 

the Italian government, to the extent that in some regions, such as Sicily, it is nowadays 

considered weaker than in the past. According to interviewee (7): “An effort to make 

Southern Italy more civilised, more legal is being made. All forces, such as police, 

magistrates, are engaged, and even the culture of entrepreneurs is changing … Anyway, 
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we should not underestimate the current strength of organised crime, because the war is 

ongoing, and they toughly try to oppose the hope for changes... ”. So we cannot consider 

the media fully responsible for the creation of an image so detached from reality, but we 

have to attentively examine the actual role played by the media (so frequently criticised!) 

in shaping the image of the Mezzogiorno. As reminded by interviewee (7): “We cannot 

accuse the media of being superficial, it is too easy to do that. … The information society 

nowadays is something that has overcome all kind of barriers, and that can help 

everybody, in every part of the world, to grow up and to make progress … It is true that 

the Mafia is a factor that affects the image of the Mezzogiorno, but this is not by chance 

…”. For interviewee (9), the media may alter, heighten, overemphasise the reality, but 

every piece of information they produce is based on reality. And, what is even more 

interesting is that their role in influencing the geographical destination of foreign 

investments is not as strong as in the past:“The media are a marginal element …. I tend 

to consider that nowadays their impact is quite limited, also because they do not have the 

same importance that they had in the past. Nowadays, they are rather fragmented. I 

remember that in the 1990s, when I worked in Milan, any time that everytime there was 

an article about investments in France in the main Italian economic newspapers, the day 

immediately after there was someone sending me inquiries. Nowadays a single article 

does not cause any response. It does not mean that it is not read, it does not mean that it 

does not remain in the brain of the reader, but while in the past it had an immediate effect, 

today certainly not. Today there it too much “noise”, as they say in English…”   

 

 

The exceptional case of Puglia: when policy matters in Mezzogiorno …  

 

Although organised crime clearly affects the image of the entire Mezzogiorno, the 

analysis produced in Chapter 3 shows that not all Southern regions get the same average 

low rating. In particular one of them, Puglia, obtains an average rating that is remarkably 

higher, thanks to the explanatory factors peculiar to it that many interviewees have 

underlined: the straightforward and sectorally-focused economic development strategies 

followed by the regional government. For example, the strong support for the renewable 

energies sector in Puglia in the last decade caused a considerable increase of investments 

in this sector. Such political actions have been so strong and continuous that they 

seemingly contributed to change and improve the the efficiency of the regional and local 

bureaucracy. According to interviewee (4): ‘In Puglia public institutions have a new 

approach, they pay much more attention to some issues …there is a better approach, 

more professional, there is a kind of upgrade of all regional government structures … It 

is a question of policy. Puglia decided, for example, that renewable energies are a focus 

sector for economic development policies. There were strong and clear decisions in terms 

of industrial policy, which have been followed since then. Consequently, they have 

invested in the skills and expertise in the administrative structure, in order to be more 

professional in supporting investments … when you do that, investors react positively and 

follow you …’. And interviewee (5) said that: ‘Puglia has a very active policy for 

investment attraction. They are more efficient, they have supported investments, and they 

have even reduced the time needed for the bureaucratic procedures’.  And interviewee 

(2) added: ‘I think that Puglia, within the Mezzogiorno, is the place where the level of 

economic vivaciousness and dynamism is higher. And I also think that in recent years 

local public institutions have invested a lot in supporting businesses; they paid much 
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attention to several business ventures, in order to create a continuously favourable 

context for economic development …’. And interviewee (6) claimed that: ‘Puglia is the 

most developed region in Southern Italy, the most attractive one. For example, as regards 

industrial districts, in Puglia there is an important aerospace district. They have 

implemented economic development policies, and had laudable policies for supporting 

economic development. For sure, in this respect it is the most advanced region in 

Southern Italy’. And interviewee (7), finally, considered that one of the merits of Puglia’s 

regional government, which has contributed to building and improving its skills and 

expertise in investment attraction, has been the ability to attract professional and 

experienced people from other regions, experts in subjects related to policies for regional 

economic development: ‘Puglia has drained important resources from other regions. 

Many skilled people employed in Sicily have moved to Puglia, in particular those skilled 

in the management of EU funds. I talk about highly intelligent people, university teachers 

who moved to universities in Puglia, or researchers who moved to Puglia, or even experts 

in EU projects evaluation working in Brussels, who moved from Belgium to Puglia …’ 

 

 

Local differences in the Southern regions: an ‘unseen’ issue where good 

policy practices matter as well   

 

While many of the interviewees confirm that Puglia is the region in Southern Italy that 

has a considerably different ─ that is the highest ─ degree of attractiveness, they also 

wonder why other local differences in Southern Italy (especially at the provincial level) 

in terms of attractiveness are not perceived by the entrepreneurs involved in the 

questionnaire survey.  

For example, according to interviewee (7), some areas in Sicily have been able to boost 

their level of economic development, thanks also to the attraction of exogenous 

investments in sectors such as tourism, real estate, and agri-food. The key point that 

strengthened such areas was the ability of the local policy makers who, instead of 

intervening directly in the local economic activities, created an attractive environment by 

improving contextual factors: that is, public and private services: ‘In the South-Eastern 

area of Sicily, limited to the triangle Catania-Siracusa-Ragusa, private investments in 

agriculture, food and tourism have remarkably increased. Here, there are some of the 

most beautiful tourist establishments in Sicily. In those areas, many services have been 

notably improved, in particular all those related to tourism, such as restaurants and 

catering (there are two restaurants with three Michelin stars!). There, the cultural 

heritage is being adequately preserved. In the province of Ragusa the health system is 

excellent, and very well known. It is excellent as regards bureaucratic and administrative 

matters, and the services provided to patients. These provinces are better organised than 

the others, and are less based on public intervention. Local public institutions are more 

stable, and therefore they can take decisions within a long-term perspective ... On the 

other hand, Palermo is an area that the Italian central government should be worried 

about. It is an area which today survives mostly thanks to public direct intervention in the 

local economy. After Fiat closed and abandoned the Termini Imerese manfacturing plant, 

we have been facing a really uncertain situation in that part of Sicily…’.  

In turn, interviewee (4) makes reference to Campania, and to its provinces highly 

specialised in some sectors: ‘Its rating should be close to that of Puglia. When we meet 

foreign investors it frequently happens that, if they take the Mezzogiorno into account, 
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the regions that are nearly always included in the shortlist are Puglia and Campania. 

Instead, I see in this map that Campania is closer to Calabria than to Puglia, 

notwithstanding its industrial system in all the provinces of Campania, its excellent places 

… according to me, this is something explained by a wrong perception. Probably, it 

depends on the fact that when respondents were asked to rate Campania they immediately 

thought only about Naples, and about its well-known dramatic problems, such as the 

waste management crisis or “camorra” … I am in particular surprised by the low rating 

obtained by Caserta, the province where there are excellent poles of research and 

development, such as CIRA (Centro Italiano Ricerche Aerospaziali), or where there is 

one of the most important logistic platforms in Italy … In Campania there are some 

infrastructures as important as those as in Puglia …  although it is true that regional 

government and local institutions in Campania were not characterised by a new 

approach and strategy as in Puglia. Maybe that matters …’. And interviewee (9), when 

talking about Sardinia, said that: “I was looking at Sardinia, and I noticed that it was on 

the same colour. But Cagliari, the regional capital, was able to attract some activities, 

such as call centres, maritime logistics, etc. … these activities would not be planted in 

other provinces in Sardinia. If we think about the global attractiveness of Sardinia it is 

true that it is low, but maybe Cagliari is nevertheless more attractive, so much that it 

cannot be compared to the attractiveness of the other areas … it is a kind of polarisation 

effect at the local level, that can be observed not only in Sardinia, but also in other regions 

…’. And even about Puglia itself, interviewee (9) pointed out that: ‘Even inside Puglia it 

should be noted that there are differences, even just as regards accessibility…’. And 

finally, even about Calabria, interviewee (2) noticed the lack of differences in the average 

rating of its provinces: ‘I am a little surprised by the lack of relevant differences within 

Southern Italy … even in Calabria, I would expect some internal differences: that is, that 

some provinces were rated worse ─ or better ─ than the others …’.    

 

 

 

5.2.4 The role of legal uncertainty and inefficient bureaucracy 
 

The low level of legal certainty, which depends on the lack of political stability at the 

level of the central government, and the low level of efficiency and effectiveness of the 

public administration, are notoriously key factors that negatively affect the attractiveness 

of the entire Italian economic system. Most of the interviewees are aware of this and refer 

to it. For example, as underlined by interviewee (5): ‘There is, first of all, the lack of 

stability which concerns all Italy. At the beginning of the current year we have seen that 

some investments were stopped because investors said “Italy doesn’t even have a 

government, who knows if the rules that are valid now, will be valid in the future!”…’. 

Interviewee (1) said that: ‘Before taxation, the factor which mostly discourages foreign 

investors from looking at Italy is the question of legal certainty, and of the time needed 

to do something. And also the lack of knowledge: how long it takes to do something, the 

level of labour costs, what are the rules and the regulations, how long it takes to get a 

“Made in Italy” label, all these issues are the ones which discourage investors …’. 

Interviewee (3) specified that in their sector the critical question is the uncertain 

application of the law by the bureaucratic structures, rather than the laws themselves: 

‘Firms need certainty, in particular as concerns the application of the rules, which are 

rather homogeneous everywhere in Italy. What changes, and is not certain, is not the 
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rules themselves, but the application of the rules by the bureaucratic structures …’. And 

interviewee (5) pointed in particular to the activity of some of the public bodies: ‘The real 

problem is the behaviour of the revenue agency (the income tax office of the Ministry of 

Finance), which tends to ask for money when the rules are not clear about what and when 

to pay. And even if one person strictly respects the rules, then the revenue agency says 

that you made a mistake, even just regarding a formal aspect. At times, when you have 

paid all that was required, you are punished and sanctions are applied anyhow … there 

are other rules that are not easily understandable. We ourselves ─  we are lawyers – find 

it difficult to understand and to apply them … in this respect, the revenue agency is very 

aggressive. Such behaviour causes the willingness to invest in Italy to vanish …’. 

Whether such problems related to the lack of legal certainty regards Italy as a whole, 

some specific aspects differ between the Northern-Central regions and the Southern 

regions. As said by interviewee (8), speaking generally about the quality of the 

bureacracy: ‘Italy is a highly bureaucratised country, and we know that, but between 

North and South there is a difference, for sure. Some things go slower in Southern Italy. 

In our firm we took one year and 6 months to apply all the relevant rules, all licences, 

authorizations, all what we needed. This is the time that bureaucracy takes in Southern 

Italy. I see that the Northern bureaucracy is faster as it concerns some things, and they 

even check much more frequently …’. Interviewee (5) pointed out the question of the trial 

length, as typical of North-South differences in terms of the efficiency of public 

institutions: ‘The average trial length in Southern Italy is higher … We always have to 

inform our customers that in the Mezzogiorno, if they have a legal controversy, it might 

just happen that the next judicial hearing will be in 2016  … it is hard to explain that to 

our customers, that is why until 2016 nothing will be decided … here in Milan things do 

not go fast, but, for sure, they go faster than in the Mezzogiorno … ‘.  

Taking the efficiency of the regional and local governments into account, and without 

forgetting the exceptional case of Puglia in Southern Italy, other interviewees highlighted 

several positive cases in Northern and Central Italy. For instance, interviewee (9) pointed 

out the case of Tuscany: ‘There is a difference, yes. If I had an industrial investment 

project I would carry it out in Tuscany, because I know that there, for any problem, the 

President of the Tuscany region would call the managers of the body in charge of the 

authorisation, in oder to release the authorisation’. Interviewee (6) recalled the reasons 

for the investment made in Piedmont by an important Italian company, which decided to 

invest in new plants in Italy, rather than delocalising abroad: ‘In the end they established 

a new plant in Piedmont, where they invested more than 25 million euros, because, on 

the one hand, they found some economic incentives, amounting to about 2 million euros, 

but more important was the fact that the regional government, when supporting its 

investment, was reliable …’. And, interviewee (6) underlined the well-known and much 

appreciated role of public actors in Emilia-Romagna: ‘I think that what explains the rating 

of Emilia-Romagna, on top of its centrality and its excellent infrastructural endowment, 

is the effectiveness and efficiency of the local public institutions, which is something 

appreciated and well known’.  

 

 

 

5.2.5 How the human capital shape the North-South divide in territorial 

attractiveness?  
  



 87 

The question of the governments’ employees lack of efficiency and professionalism 

provides some evidence about the role played in shaping the territorial attractiveness in 

Italy by another factor: human capital. According to many interviewees, the North-South 

divide is a pattern that can be observed with regard to the human capital factor as well, 

both in general terms, and with reference to some skills, some competencies, and some 

specific stages of the education process. As recalled by interviewee (5): ‘We have for sure 

the North-South gap, I would put the Centre of Italy more close to the North than to the 

South … it is important to have human capital well qualified and prepared, trained in 

order to be ready to work immediately for a firm … and probably in the North of Italy the 

supply of such qualified people is bigger …. And, moreover, you have to consider that 

many people move from South to North to study and to work, and that’s something that 

does not improve the situation in Southern Italy …’. And, as pointed put by interviewee 

(9): ‘For sure nobody will go to Rome, or more South than there, to open a research and 

development branch …. There are good universities in Rome, but in the North the 

universities are even better …’. And, according to interviewee (2): ‘There is a broad 

perception that we still have a macro-regional divide in Italy as it concerns some basic 

skills. For example, my idea is that nowadays recruiting someone in Southern Italy who 

speaks English quite well is more difficult than in Northern Italy. And, actually this is 

something really basic!’. And interviewee (2), focusing on the quali-quantitative 

mismatch between demand and labour supply, pointed out that: ‘In southern Italy a 

considerable part of the students choose to build skills (for example, in the humanities) 

that are less interesting and competitive’. This same point, the mismatch, was underlined 

by interviewee (3), who hypothesised that it might be caused by cultural and social 

factors, and who mentioned one of the few excellent cases of technical training, located, 

needless to say, in Northern Italy: ‘We have a crisis in technical training. We have 

shortages of qualified workers for the manufacturing industries. Doing technical training 

in Italy is considered something that cannot improve your social status, which is why 

families induce boys to choose different educational paths … Technical schools are 

supposed to be attended only by foreign extra-EU immigrants! One of the few technical 

schools which did not lose native Italian students in Italy is in Bergamo, as there they 

invested in informing boys about the real characteristics of, and chances offered by such 

training …’. And finally interviewee (6), again discussing an investment project realised 

in Piedmont by an Italian company, said also that: ‘Maybe the most important location 

factor was the availability of the competencies and skills of the workers coming from that 

area, where there is a long-standing manufacturing tradition … they recruited about 300 

workers, which was not such a small investment…’.  

However, what is also interesting as regards human capital is that the macro-regional gap 

is not the only valid pattern. In fact, other geographical divides seemingly emerge, such 

as that between the main regional capital and the other regional areas. As said by 

interviewee (7): ‘Another great problem is the education system, which both in the 

Northern and in the Southern regions shows great geographical inbalances. For example, 

foreign investors in Lombardy choose Milan because of its good universities, while in 

Sicily they prefer Catania to Palermo as there they could find a more efficient and 

dynamic university, from which they could drain skilled human resources’. Or, when 

talking about the quality of the human capital available, and about the external 

diseconomies of the big and dense agglomerations, according to interviewee (8), there 

might be geographical divides which somehow even reverse the traditional geographical 

gaps: ‘In Northern Italy it is easier to cover a job vacancy: if you search for a professional 
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profile, you can easily have 20 CVs or more. But the quality of the workforce, according 

to us, in Northern Italy is lower than the one that we have from employees here in Sicily. 

…. We had a branch in Milan, and we experienced a lower quality of the workforce. In 

Northern Italy people change jobs very frequently, they can even change jobs just because 

they want to move to a closer workplace, from 40 km to 10 km from home. In Sicily people 

are more attached to the company they work for …. Italy has many SMEs which have to 

work a lot on quality and the services provided, and you can get that only if you have the 

kind of people who work continuously together with you to improve some processes step-

by-step …  On the  other hand, it is also true that, if we search for managers, here in 

Sicily, it is much harder to find them, and then you have to train them into the firm’.    

 

 

 

5.2.6 Amenities and quality of life: the positive face of all Italian regions   
 

Amenities, and more generally the quality of life, is definitely considered as a factor 

which has a positive impact on the image of a place or region, and is definitely one of the 

strengths of Italy. Different from other factors, according to the interviewees, this specific 

asset is spread all over the country, and no region or province significantly distinguishes 

itself from another. Comparing this aspect with the several weaknesses of the 

attractiveness of Italy, using the words of interviewee (5), it seems that: ‘Italy has got two 

faces: one, not so related to business, which is absolutely positive, the Dolce Vita, the 

Belpaese, the delicious food products, the fashion, Italians who broadly speaking like 

everybody … all this surely is positive. It is true for Germans, but also for people from 

other countries. But, instead, if we look at the economic side, we cannot help but noticing 

that politics is always chaotic, nobody understands what will happen the day after, they 

are concentrating only on internal problems, and public administration is ineffective …’. 

The quality of life factor creates a kind of positive prejudice which somehow balances 

the negative prejudices determined by other factors. That is important especially in the 

first stage of the decision-making process concerning locational choices, according to 

interviewee (4): ‘That’s the problem, of course. In the sense that – thinking with the mind 

of foreigners – it is one of the reasons why, at least, in the initial stage, they take Italy 

into consideration. Because I believe that all, and in particular non-European, investors, 

when they think about Europe, they would not mind being in Italy … we lose something 

regarding other aspects, but this factor for sure mitigates the effects of negative 

prejudices …just as we have negative prejudices which prevent either the country as a 

whole or some part of it from being taken into consideration, we have also some factors 

which, thanks to positive prejudices, favour us, and let us be the first in the shortlist … 

the final decision is usually taken on the basis of other pragmatic factors, but other things 

being equal I remember that a Far eastern multinational company preferred Florence to 

Paris … the latter is not ugly, as we know, but they thought that the former is even better 

…’. Beyond building a positive prejudice, amenities can be important for the kind of 

investments where talented, highly qualified human resources are involved (9): ‘Quality 

of life is important for the activities where human resources are very sensitive to such 

issues, and so therefore also for headquarters and research and development units. It will 

be always more difficult to bring a smart and intelligent foreign researcher to a place 

where there is no international school for his children, where the level of quality of life is 

low, where there are no cultural activities …’. As a consequence of such geographical 
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homogeneity in terms of endowment of wonderful places, landscapes, cultural heritage 

and so on, interviewee (6) made the point that territorial gaps in terms of attractiveness 

are made by other, well-known, elements:  ‘Foreign entrepreneurs usually choose while 

also thinking about closeness to the sea, to the mountains, the presence of international 

schools for the children. … It is clear that this means whoever gets more satisfaction and 

pleasure in living in a nice place and earning a lot of money, rather than living in an ugly 

place and losing money … But Lombardy is a region which is both competitive and 

attractive, even in terms of amenities, there are many nice places to visit … it is hard to 

think that entrepreneurs would prefer to leave a region like Lombardy in order to move 

to the Southern regions only because of the landscape, the weather, the sea …‘. 

 

 

 

5.3 Conclusions 
  

Because of their different approach and method, both oru analyses (of the open questions 

in the survey, and the interviews) have resulted in the emergence of explanatory factors 

for the mental maps of entrepreneurs. On the one hand, content analysis was able to single 

out the explanatory factors, and to assign them a degree of importance: that is, to rank 

them. On the other hand, thematic analysis was able to identify several explanatory factors 

as well, and even if it was not able to clearly rank them, for each factor or theme it added 

to an in-depth exploration of the reasons and relationships which make such factors 

determining in affecting the perception of entrepreneurs. Both methods play 

complementary roles, given their methodological characteristics: while the former could 

enable us to focus on ordering them, on highlighting the most important ones, the latter 

allowed us to deeply investigate their nature and their determinants. 

 

It is clear that the main spatial patterns which shape the mental maps of Italian 

entrepreneurs, i.e. the North-South divide and the centre-periphery dichotomy (where the 

Padana region, with Milan, is the area with peak attraction for potential investments), are 

associated with three other dichotomies: agglomeration/dispersion; high 

accessibility/poor accessibility; and geographical centrality/peripherality. The ‘peak area’ 

is so attractive because of its density of economic activites in services and manufacturing 

(mostly organised in industrial districts), because it is well endowed with transport 

infrastructures and services (where not only road and rail transport, but also airports play 

a key role for the attraction which was rather emphasised by interviewees), because it 

offers a rich and thick labour market, and because it is central with respect to the European 

markets. Given the geographical centrality, such factors are all interrelated, and have 

historically created a kind of virtuous mechanism that make them grow and improve 

continuously, although it might also produce some negative externalities and 

disdvantages, such as higher land prices, congestion, and a high job turnover).  

 

Surrounding the core regions, regions like Tuscany, Marche, Piedmont and Abruzzo 

create a kind of a first ring, which on the one hand benefits from the closeness to the 

central areas, and from being nodal in the Northern-Central transport network, and, on 

the other hand, thanks to its strong manufacturing specialisation comprising several 

industrial districts (the case of Tuscany, Marche and Abruzzo) and of important supply 

chains (the case of Piedmont) it is also rich in firms taking advantage to some extent of 
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the existence of agglomeration economies. At an even greater distance, Lazio mostly 

bases its attractiveness on its own main urban area, Rome, the capital city. The capital 

city is, in fact, very well endowed in terms of infrastructures, and enjoys the fact of being 

the political capital which makes it attractive for some specific companies at the national 

and global level. We can also consider that somehow, Milan and Rome, with their own 

specific characteristics, and their nodal role in the transport network, create a kind of 

dominant axis in the Italian geography of attractiveness. And, lastly, Southern Italy is the 

farthest ring: that is, the most peripheral one, and therefore suffers from the lack of firms, 

businesses, the low level of accessibility, and the poverty of its labour market, both in 

qualitative and quantative terms. 

 

However, the North-South divide, which is the pattern that the main outcomes of the 

survey and the statistical analyses also revealed, according to the evidence produced by 

the qualitative analysis of open questions and interviews, cannot be explained only in 

terms of these factors. The ‘threshold’ between Northern-Central Italy and Southern Italy, 

that is in the mind of the entrepreneurs, a kind of ‘mental barrier’, is also rooted in 

specific, special factors, identified both as shortcomings of the Southern socio-economic 

system, and as merits of the Central and Northern one. Organised crime is apparently the 

main anomalous and unique factor that reasonably explains such prejudice, such ‘lack of 

confidence’ of Italian entrepreneurs in the Mezzogiorno. As regards the upper part of the 

‘threshold’, the role played by public institutions and by human capital can, instead, be 

marked as a special characteristic of many areas in the Centre and in the North of Italy.  

 

While such patterns found several and deep explanations in the answers to the open 

questions of the survey, and in the words of the interviewees, the latter research activity 

also allowed us to highlight a number of interesting and hitherto unimaginable new 

aspects concerning single locations, regions and provinces, that somehow are not 

consistent with the perception of the entrepreneurs. These new aspects are, for example: 

the “linguistic advantage” of Trentino-Alto Adige in relation to the German firms; the 

policies for support investments formulated by Val d’Aosta regional government which 

is attracting firms from Piedmont and from other regions there; the clear, coherent, and 

long-term sectoral strategies followed by Puglia, and its process of improvement of 

governance, which can explain why the score assigned to Puglia is relatively higher than 

that given to the other Southern regions; the vivacity of some areas in Sicily, in Campania, 

and in Sardinia, based on some specific sectoral specializations, and on some niches. All 

this evidence actually enriches the map of the attractiveness of Italy and confirms the 

variety and complexity of its economic, social, and cultural geography.   

 

Lastly, it is interesting to remark that even the amenities and the quality of life is a factor 

that seemingly does not produce any picture that coincides with the predominant 

perception of the entrepreneurs. But, in this case, according to the interviewees, the map 

does not show any unusual pattern, any unpredictable ‘peak’, corresponding for example 

to a location, but it just engenders a flat map, where all places seemingly have the same 

potential attractiveness for entrepreneurs.      
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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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Chapter 7 
 

 

 

Concluding remarks and policy implications  
 

 

 

 
 

Briefly recapitulating, from a ‘bird’s-eye’ perspective, the content of the previous 

chapters, we can say that the results obtained from the surveys, and from the analyses 

undertaken, presented and discussed, were substantially able to address and answer the 

several questions asked by this research project. After the description of the theoretical 

background and the illustration of the methodology in Chapter 1, and after the analysis of 

the main spatial patterns that characterise the economic geography of Italy, Chapter 3 

answered the first research question. It was devoted to the analysis of the average ratings 

of regions and provinces, and of the related map images which showed the main spatial 

pattern featuring the mental maps of Italian entrepreneurs. The first section of Chapter 4 

answered the second research question. Using multivariate variance analysis, the mental 

maps of different groups of entrepreneurs (categorised by kind of firms and the socio-

demographic characteristics of the respondents) were analysed. The third research 

question was addressed in the second section of Chapter 4, and in Chapter 5. In this case, 

the principal component analysis and the qualitative analyses (content analysis and 

thematic analysis), allowed us to explore and investigate in depth the location factors that 

reasonably explain the shape and the characteristics of the mental maps. Lastly, the fourth 

and the fifth research question were treated in Chapter 6. This chapter, on the one hand, 

was in fact dedicated to the comparative analysis of the results emerging from the case 

studies at the country level (Italy, Germany, and the Netherlands). On the other hand, it 

also analysed and discussed the ‘perception gap’ and the ‘reality gap’ in these countries, 

so approaching the issue of the comparison between reality and perception, which was 

tentatively and briefly addressed in Chapters 3 and 4.     

 

The empirical evidence gained from this case study at the country level adds other 

remarkable results to the line of research which originated in the Netherlands, both as 

regards the shape and the characteristics of the mental maps, and as concerns the 

explanatory factors. The (relatively) wide range of countries targeted by this line of 

research, achieved after the Italian case study was included, allowed us to carry out, as 

seen in Chapter 6, a ‘horizontal’ comparative analysis (a comparative analysis in space) 

of the results of all the case studies undertaken so far at country level. Before then, only 

‘vertical’ comparative analyses of surveys were made (that is, comparative analyses in 

time) (Meester and Pellenbarg, 2006; Pellenbarg, 2012). 

 

As underlined in the introductory chapter, at first glance the case study of Italy, with its 

complex, varied, and unique geography, quite different from that of the other case studies 
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(it was the first Southern European case study), was expcted to reveal new, unpredictable 

and even paradoxical results. Actually, at the end of this ‘research path’, we can draw the 

conclusion that this initial hypothesis is somehow true, and that the novelty of many of 

the spatial patterns, of the location factors explored, studied and identified as explanatory 

factors, has indeed emerged.  

 

From a theoretical and methodological point of view, thanks to the evidence gained, we 

can also confirm the importance of the behavioural approach to the study of location 

decisions, as the results obtained highlight the role played by many non-economic factors, 

related to the subjectivity of the entrepreneurs. In this respect, the multiple and 

differentiated methodological approaches followed in this research and in these analyses, 

based on a wide range of qualitative and quantitative research methods and tools, were 

fundamental in order to fully examine and explore all possibile explanations and factors.  

 

 

 

7.1  The key patterns of the mental maps of Italian entrepreneurs: 

final reflections  
 

The key points emerging from the analyses carried out here are several. The North-South 

divide is the spatial pattern that most clearly characterises the mental maps of Italian 

entrepreneurs. This persistent and so-evident pattern of Italian geography, not only 

economic but also social and cultural, is definitely very important, maybe the most 

important pattern which gives shape to their mental maps. The relevance of this pattern 

emerges from the visual analysis of the map images, from the outcomes of the principal 

component analysis, where it appears frequently in all rotations carried out, and from the 

statistical analysis of the mental maps by the place of residence of the entrepreneurs. In 

the case of that analysis, it is striking that, in the Italian case, the self-locational effect is 

not so strong as observed in the other case studies.  

 

If the presence of the North-South pattern was quite foreseeable, then the other very 

important pattern which characterises the entrepreneurs’ mental maps, the centre-

periphery dychotomy, which is visible in the Northern part of Italy, and that can be 

extended to the country as a whole, was less predictable. Again, the analysis of the map 

images, the principal component analysis, and the qualitative data have also clearly 

underlined the existence of this pattern in the entrepreneurs’ mental maps. The centre-

periphery dichotomy is not an issue that clearly emerges from the main ‘real’ economic 

data about Northern regions and provinces (for example, the GDP, see Chapter 3). 

Moreover, it is not an issue usually addressed in the literature about the economic 

geography of Italy. Usually Italian scholars do not focus on it, and therefore the empirical 

evidence gained so far did not investigate any considerable gap between the ‘central’ and 

the ‘peripheral’ regions, such as the northern ones: Val d’Aosta, Trentino - AltoAdige, 

Liguria, and Friuli. In the past only some authors have studied the Padana ‘mega-city 

region’, that is, the Padana plain (Hall and Paine, 2006; OECD, 2006), but without 

stressing its differences with the outer regions. This is why the observation of this pattern 

can be considered to be a quite new outcome of this research. Of course, the question of 

entrepreneurial density and of the agglomeration of economic activities and people, and 
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of geographical centrality, are all key location factors that should be kept in mind in order 

to understand why this pattern is so important in the minds of entrepreneurs.  

 

Together with these two patterns (North-South divide and centre-periphery dichotomy), 

the pattern defined by the presence of industrial districts also became apparent. Again, it 

is the evidence gained from the same kind of quantitative and qualitative analysis that 

brought this pattern to light. 

 

 

 

7.2 Remarks about the inconsistencies between perception and 

reality  
 

Thinking about the relevance of the mental map patterns, we could conclude that the 

image that entrepreneurs have of the Italian geographical space is largely associated with 

the real economic geography of Italy, putting emphasis on the coincidence of the 

perception with the reality. While this reflection is true, actually, other results highlight 

some inconsistencies between the entrepreneurs’ image of Italy, and the socio-economic 

characteristics of Italian geography. Three main inconsistencies, in particular, can be 

pointed out from our analyses. 

 

The first inconsistency concerns the quite limited internal differences in terms of average 

ratings registered in Southern Italy, if compared with the North and the Centre of Italy. 

As seen in Chapter 3, the impression is that entrepreneurs have either a limited knowledge 

of Southern Italy, or little interest in it. Hence, they excessively generalise their evaluation 

of this macro-area, making it too much homogeneous compared with the real socio-

economic regional differences. Or, they might also have a kind of ‘prejudice’, i.e. a mental 

barrier against Southern Italy, as observed in Chapter 6, from the thematic analysis of the 

direct interviews. The second inconsistency concerns the small variance of the average 

ratings at the provincial scale, internally to regions, compared with the ratings at the 

regional scale of analysis (differences between regions). This is something that again goes 

against the empirical evidence, which, on the contrary, shows the high variance in terms 

of economic development at the provincal scale (in terms of GDP). It could be supposed 

that entrepreneurs have a limited ability to focus, to look deeply into the detailed territorial 

differences, again as a consequence of either a limited interest or a poor knowledge (in 

that case, we can logically exclude a sort of prejudicial point of view).   

 

The third, equally important, inconsistency between perception and reality is shown by 

the width of what is called ‘perception gap’, which turned out to be bigger than the ‘reality 

gap’, as seen in Chapter 6.  

 

These inconsistencies reveal that reality does not fully and completely explain the shape 

and the characteristics of the mental maps of entrepreneurs. But, other factors, of a non-

economic, subjective, kind, related either to the society, the culture, the psychology, the 

personal attitudes and idiosyncracies of the entrepreneurs or to the action of intermediate 

agents, such as the media79, are likely to play an important role.   

                                                 
79 See, for example, Gartner (1993), for a classification of the image formation agents.    
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The range of explanatory elements that emerged from the analyses includes, therefore, 

both objective and subjective factors, and strictly economic and clearly non-economic 

factors. For example, the questions of accessibility and centrality, together with the 

agglomeration economies, turned out to be key location factors for the high attractiveness 

of the Padana region, and therefore of Northern Italy. The area of Milan, with its high 

business orientation and its remarkable endowment in terms of transport infrastructures 

and services, clearly plays the role of the centre of this highly appreciated macro-area in 

the mind of entrepreneurs. At the same time, the lack of these factors contributes to 

explaining the low attractiveness of Southern Italy, which is also explained by the 

presence and the influence of organized crime, a clear extra-economic factor, and by the 

low efficiency of the local bureacracy and government (the opposite of which is 

frequently mentioned as a locational advantage of the Northern regions). But there is also 

a kind of ‘prejudice’ against the South of Italy, that, as said before, might play an 

important role, and that therefore calls for further investigations related to other social 

science fields, such as sociology, anthropology, and psychology.      

 

 

 

7.3 What are the policy implications?  
 

Investment attraction policies can be achieved in two directions. One the one hand, they 

should promote the image of a place, when it is not sufficiently known, popular, and 

appreciated, even though it can actually offer considerable locational advantages 

(promotion strategies). On the other hand, when a place itself is not favourable for the 

location of economic activities, in order to avoid promoting a false image, investment 

attraction policies should first of all focus on the removal of the real factors that reduce 

the attractiveness of this place80. These latter kind of strategies have, of course, the 

advantage that they would also benefit the firms already existing and located there.  

 

As far as the second kind of policies are concerned, needless to say, policies for improving 

accessibility, in particular that of the Mezzogiorno and of the peripheral regions and 

provinces, should be one of the pillars of the strategy for investment attraction. It means 

investing in transport infrastructures and services, in particular in rail transport, like high-

speed railways, in order to increasingly reduce the travel time along the North-South, and 

the East-West axes; and in both intermodality and in logistics platforms, in order to 

improve connectivity for freight transport; and also in other transport modes, like air 

transport, in order to renovate and improve airports, and to strengthen flight connections 

with the isolated areas.  

 

Especially in the case of the Mezzogiorno these policies should also be aimed not only to 

improve accessibility with outer, Northern and Central, regions, but also to interconnect 

and better integrate the internal Southern regions and provinces. Some literature has 

indeed highlighted this weakness of the transport system of the Mezzogiorno81. Another 

strategy could be to increase and intensify the relations, i.e. the interactions among 

                                                 
80 For an extensive description of the policies for marketing places, see, for example, Kotler et al (1993).   
81 See, for example, Cascetta (2006), and Viesti (2008).  



 113 

Southern firms, to make network effects and agglomeration effects arise and reinforce 

each other.      

 

Together with policies for increasing accessibility, industrial policies for supporting 

individual firms and clusters should be another pillar of the strategy for increasing 

territorial attractiveness, again in particular in Southern Italy and in peripheral regions. 

They can in fact have effects on the entrepreneurial density and on the intensity and 

quality of relationships among firms, which is a key location factor, as can be seen in 

previous analyses. The lack of industrial policies in Italy is currently a major issue among 

analysts and experts, in the context of the debate on which strategy should be followed to 

increase the productivity and competitiveness of the Italian economic system82. Given the 

controversial effects of the policies conceived and implemented in the 1980s and 199083,  

their characteristics should be therefore rethought and redesigned, making a basis, for 

example, for the new and promising experience of the inter-firm network contracts 

(‘contratti di rete’)84, which started a few years ago, and taking their potential effect on 

territorial attractiveness also into account.  

  

Third, policies aimed at addressing locally peculiar factors, such as organised crime in 

Southern Italy, are also assumed to be very important. In this case, apparently we are not 

in the field of economic development policies, but in the area of the security and safety 

policies, which is the responsibility of bodies such the Ministry for Internal Affairs, the 

Police Departments, and of the judiciary system. It is, in fact, fundamental that any 

potential investor can have trust in a guaranteed legal framework in order to plan and 

implement his investments, and manage his business safely. Defeating organised crime is 

probably the key question that should be addressed in order to overcome the prejudiced 

view of Southern Italy, which, as seen in Chapter 5, even prevents investors from taking 

these regions into consideration when planning to invest in Italy.  

 

Fourth, public administration and bureacracy should also be improved, and made more 

efficient and effective. This is something that concerns the entire country, although again 

in the Mezzogiorno its inefficiency is assumed to be even worse, as observed in Chapter 

5 by the privileged observers. Increasing the level of legal certainty, and the level of 

efficiency and effectiveness of the public administration, as regards, for example, the time 

needed for grant licences and authorisations, is another ‘milestone’ of the investment 

attraction strategy. The reform of the public administration would therefore be a 

breakthrough, for improving not only the quality of life of the residents and the local 

firms, but also the attractiveness for foreign investors.  

 

As far as the territorial marketing policies are concerned, the priority objective is to 

modify the incorrect knowledge of, and judgement about, the real territorial attractiveness 

of places, as already previously pointed out when discussing the inconsistency between 

reality and perception. That means, for example, fighting against the prejudicial view that 

affects some regions, like those that are part of the Mezzogiorno. In order to do that, it is 

                                                 
82 See, for example, Brancati (2010), Cappellin (2014), Sterlacchini (2014), Svimez (2013), and the “manifesto” 

subscribed by more than 300 hundred Italian economists (‘Per un Manifesto della Politica Industriale in tempi di crisi 

fiscale’,  www.met-economia.it). 

83 See, for example, Bronzini and De Blasio (2006), with regard to the Law 488/92, SRM (2009), and Brancati (2010).  
84 See, for example, Bramanti (2012), and Vernizzi and Martini (2013).   

http://www.met-economia.it/
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important to strengthen and spread the knowledge of the actual locational advantages of 

each Southern region, formulating targeted marketing policies, which can make visible 

and promote the image of those Southern areas (regions, provinces, cities) which perform 

better (for instance, are not extremely afflicted by the presence of organised crime), 

distinguishing them from the ones that perform worst.    

 

Last, after improving the endowment of the key location factors and ‘adjusting’ the image 

of places, the objective of the investment attraction policies should be to reform the 

governance for FDI attraction policies at the central and the local government level. The 

direct interviews with privileged observers revealed that there are several shortcomings 

in terms of governance (many regional governments do not have a dedicated body or 

department, or adequate professional positions specialised in this field!), and that there is 

a strong demand for better coordination between the regional and local authorities 

engaged in attracting foreign investments, in order to foster a firms’ location within Italy 

which in in tune with the specific locational advantages of places.  

 

Each place should better identify and define its own ‘model’ of attractiveness: that is, its 

specific mix of location factors and of sectoral and functional specialisations, thanks to 

which it can better attract targeted economic activities. Starting from that, any potential 

investment from abroad cannot be subject to tough and costly competitive policies among 

individual localities (Bramanti and Scarpinato, 2010). But, assuring a certain level of 

freedom for the private foreign investors in their location choice, its exact final location 

should be to a certain extent guided and agreed by the central government and the local 

authorities. The definition of its own model of attractiveness will also help each place to 

play a more effective role in the competition to attract investment from national, internal, 

firms.  

 

Examples of territorial ‘models’ for investment attraction can be found in Piacenza, a 

place that because of its geographical centrality in the Padana area, is becoming 

increasingly specialised in logistics (Ikea and Amazon located their the main warehouse 

in Italy here). Or in Catania, where what is called ‘Etna valley’, specialised in the 

electronics supply chain owing to the presence of one of the plants of ST-

Microelectronics, has recently attracted an investment by Sharp85, a Japanese 

multinational company operating in the same sector. Or even in Puglia, in sectors like 

renewable energies and mechatronics. Or in Tuscany and Lombardy, in the Research & 

Development sector. And, last but not least, one of the clearest territorial models for 

investment attraction is Milan itself, in the advanced tertiary sector functions, like the 

media and the entertainment industry, advertising, marketing, and consulting.    

 

 

  

                                                 
85 Joint venture with Enel Green Power and St-Microelectronics, in the field of thin-film solar cell 

production (www.archiviostorico.corriere.it ; www.sharp.it ).  

http://www.archiviostorico.corriere.it/
http://www.sharp.it/
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Annexes 
 

 

 

 

ANNEX 1. QUESTIONNAIRE  
 

 

 

 

Italian original version  
 

 

ATTIVITA’ DELL’IMPRESA 

 

 Prodotti/servizi principali: 

______________________________________________________________________ 

 

 L’impresa opera con l’estero? 

Per vendita    Abitualmente _ Occasionalmente _ Mai _ 

Per acquisti   Abitualmente _ Occasionalmente _ Mai _ 

Per produzione  Abitualmente _ Occasionalmente _ Mai _ 

Per altro    Abitualmente _ Occasionalmente _ Mai _  

 

 Quota di export nell’ultimo anno _____% 

 

 Quale mercato di sbocco serve attualmente? 

Locale     Abitualmente _ Occasionalmente _ Mai _  

Regionale    Abitualmente _ Occasionalmente _ Mai _  

Nazionale    Abitualmente _ Occasionalmente _ Mai _  

Unione Europea (a 15)  Abitualmente _ Occasionalmente _ Mai _  

Europa Orientale ed ex-URSS Abitualmente _ Occasionalmente _ Mai _  

America    Abitualmente _ Occasionalmente _ Mai _  

Cina      Abitualmente _ Occasionalmente _ Mai _  

Resto dell’Asia e altre aree  Abitualmente _ Occasionalmente _ Mai _  

 

 Qual è stata la perfomance dell’impresa negli ultimi tre anni in termini di? 

 In aumento Stabile In diminuzione 

Addetti    

Fatturato    

Export    
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PREFERENZE LOCALIZZATIVE 

 

 Supponga che, per qualsiasi ragione, debba cambiare localizzazione alla sua impresa 

(o a una unità locale della Sua impresa) all’interno del territorio italiano. Sulla base di 

questa ipotesi, che valutazione da’, come possibile localizzazione, ad ognuna delle 

regioni e province italiane? 
 

(Cartografia interattiva) 

 

 E’ emerso che tra le province che Lei valuta come localizzazioni ideali per la Sua 

impresa, vi sono le province di ________ (a) e ______ (b). Può illustrare brevemente 

per ciascuna di esse i motivi per i quali ha dato questa valutazione (risposta aperta)? 
a. _____________________________________________________________________ 
b. _____________________________________________________________________ 

 

 La stessa domanda gliela poniamo con riferimento ad alcune delle province a cui, al 

contrario, ha attribuito una valutazione estremamente negativa (province di ______ 

(a), e di ______ (b)). Può illustrare brevemente per quali motivi ha dato questa 

valutazione a ciascuna di esse (risposta aperta)? 
a. ______________________________________________________________________ 
b. ______________________________________________________________________ 

 

 L’impresa, da quando è nata, ha cambiato localizzazione? (Se sì, indicare la precedente 

localizzazione – provincia -) 

 - Sì,    _________________________________________________________ 

 - No    _ 

 

 L’impresa, da quando è nata, ha aperto/acquisito unità/sedi secondarie, oltre 

all’unità/sede principale)? (Per ciascuna eventuale unità secondaria indicare la 

localizzazione) 

 - Sì,  1. ________________________________________________________ 

  2. ________________________________________________________ 

 - No  _  
 

 

DATI SUL RISPONDENTE 

 

 Ruolo nell’impresa: ____________________________________________________ 

 

 Sesso: Maschio _   Femmina  _  

 

 Età:  _____ 

 

 Luogo di nascita:     ____________________________________________________ 
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 Luogo di residenza: ____________________________________________________ 

 

 Titolo di studio: Dottorato     _ 

   Master post-laurea    _ 

Laurea     _ 

Diploma scuola media superiore  _ 

Scuola media inferiore     _ 

Licenza elementare/Nessun titolo  _ 

 

 

 

 

English translation  
 

 

CHARACTERISTICS OF THE FIRM 
 

 Main products/services: 

______________________________________________________________________ 

 

 Presence in foreign countries / markets:  

For selling    Usually _ Occasionally _ Never _ 

For buying   Usually _ Occasionally _ Never _ 

For producing  Usually _ Occasionally _ Never _ 

Other reasons   Usually _ Occasionally _ Never _ 

 

 Export rate in the last year ____% 

 

 Market scope / range: 

Local     Usually _ Occasionally _ Never _ 

Regional    Usually _ Occasionally _ Never _ 

National    Usually _ Occasionally _ Never _ 

European Union (15 members) Usually _ Occasionally _ Never _ 

Eastern Europe and former USSR Usually _ Occasionally _ Never _ 

America    Usually _ Occasionally _ Never _ 

China     Usually _ Occasionally _ Never _ 

Other countries   Usually _ Occasionally _ Never _ 

 

 

 Performance in the last three years: 

 Increasing Stable Decreasing 

Employees    

Turnover    

Export    
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LOCATIONAL PREFERENCES 

 

 Suppose that, for any possible reason, you have to change the location of your firm (or 

of one the units) within the Italian territory. Given this hypothesis, how do you evaluate 

each of the areas indicated on the map as possibile new locations of your firm?  
 

(Interactive cartography)  

 

 Some of the provinces that you have rated as the best-possible locations for your firm, 

are ____ (a) and _____ (b). Can you briefly explain for each of them why you gave 

such evaluation (open answer)? 
a. __________________________________________________________________ 
b. __________________________________________________________________ 
 

 We would like to ask you the same questions for some of the provinces that you have 

rated as the worst-possible locations for your firm (______ (a) and _____ (b)). Can 

you shortly explain for each of them why did you give such evaluation (open answer)? 
a. ___________________________________________________________________ 
b. ___________________________________________________________________ 

 

 Has your firm changed location since it was started? (If yes, please indicate the 

province where it was previously located) 

 - Yes,  __________________________________________________________ 

 - No  _   

 

 Has your firm opened new production units / plants, in addition to the main unit, since 

it was started? (If yes, for each new units  please indicate the province where it is 

located) 

 - Yes,  1. ________________________________________________________ 

  2. ________________________________________________________ 

 - No   _ 
 

 

CHARACTERISTICS OF THE RESPONDENT  

 

 Position (role):  ____________________________________________________ 

 

 Sex:   Male  _  

Female _  

 

 Age:   ____ 

 

 Place of birth: ____________________________________________________ 
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 Place of residence: ____________________________________________________ 

 

 Education level: Phd / Doctorate    _ 

   Master’ degree     _ 

Bachelor’s degree     _ 

High school     _ 

Junior high school    _ 

Primary school / No qualification   _ 
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ANNEX 2. LIST OF THE MAIN QUESTIONS / THEMES 

FOR THE SEMI-STRUCTURED DIRECT INTERVIEWS   
 

 

 

 

Italian original version  
 

 

 

TRACCIA PER INTERVISTE DIRETTE  

A OSSERVATORI PRIVILEGIATI 

 

 

1) Le mappe e le tabelle allegate rappresentano a livello regionale e 

provinciale le preferenze localizzative degli imprenditori italiani, in altre 

parole come gli imprenditori valutano/percepiscono l’attrattività delle 

regioni e delle province italiane per la localizzazione di potenziali 

investimenti produttivi. Il punteggio è stato dato entro una scala ordinale da 

1 (minimo apprezzamento) a 5 (massimo apprezzamento). Si ritrova in 

questo risultato? La visione degli imprenditori è aderente a quella che è la 

sua personale valutazione dell’attrattività di regioni e province italiane, o 

secondo Lei c’è “qualcosa che non quadra”? Ci sono per esempio secondo 

Lei aree troppo penalizzate, o troppo “premiate”? E perché? 

 

2) E se c’è un problema di distorta percezione, secondo Lei a cosa è imputabile 

(per esempio, l’azione dei media, ecc.)? Ovvero, perché gli imprenditori 

avrebbero una visione non aderente alle effettive convenienze localizzative 

di regioni e province?   

 

3) In generale, senza per forza entrare nel dettaglio della valutazione data a 

ogni singola regione e provincia, ci sono dei fattori esplicativi rilevanticioè 

delle determinanti  principali, delle driving forces che secondo lei spiegano 

le differenziazioni territoriali emergenti da questi dati? E quali sono? (per 

esempio, localizzazione geografica, dotazione infrastrutturale, 

accessibilità, densità imprenditoriale, presenza/prossimità d’imprese 

fornitrici/clienti, prossimità ai mercati finali di sbocco, presenza/prossimità 

di distretti/filiere/reti di imprese, offerta quali-quantitivamente adeguata di 

capitale umano, efficienza servizi pubblici e Pubblica Amministrazione, 

presenza di criminalità organizzata, qualità ambientale, ecc.). 

 

4) Pensando ad altri paesi europei, come per esempio Francia, Germania, 

Spagna, e alla loro attrattività, secondo Lei quali dei fattori da Lei 

individuati costituiscono una specificità dell’attrattività territoriale 

dell’Italia e perché? 
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5) Se volesse sintetizzare in poche chiavi di lettura interpretative i risultati 

emersi, quali secondo lei tra queste sarebbero più adatte? E perché? 

a. Gap Nord/Sud 

b. Divario tra aree geograficamente centrali (es. Lombardia, 

Veneto, Milano, Roma, ecc.) ed aree periferiche (es. Val 

d’Aosta, Sardegna, ecc.) 

c. Divario tra aree urbane/metropolitane e aree rurali 

d. Attrattività delle aree a forte vocazione manifatturiera e 

distrettuali 

e. …… 

Ne proporrebbe altre? 

 

6) Secondo lei come potrebbero evolversi le cose in futuro? Quali le 

prospettive future per attrattività del territorio italiano? Queste gerarchie in 

fatto di attrattività territoriale potrebbero cambiare? E perché? Quali aree 

potrebbero migliorare la loro attrattività in futuro e perché? E quali 

potrebbero ridurla? 

 

7) Quali sono secondo Lei le politiche che potrebbero incidere 

significativamente su questo quadro? Ovvero che potrebbero 

modificare/migliorare l’attrattività di determinate regioni e province? 

Marketing/branding territoriale? Potenziamento di fattori di attrattività, 

come infrastrutture, servizi pubblici, ecc.? Altro?  
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ALLEGATI 
 

Figura 1: punteggio medio delle regioni italiane 

 
 

 

Tabella 1: Punteggio medio* delle macro-regioni italiane 

Nord 3,42  

Centro                  3,05  

Sud e Isole 2,11  
* Media aritmetica dei punteggi delle regioni  
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Figura 2: punteggio medio delle province italiane 
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Tabella 2: Punteggio medio delle province italiane* 
1 Milano                   4,07 56 Trieste                  3,13  
2 Brescia                  4,00 57 Gorizia                  3,13  
3 Monza e Brianza 3,99 58 Roma                     2,94  
4 Bergamo                  3,98 59 Genova                   2,80  
5 Bologna                  3,95 60 Perugia                  2,79  
6 Mantova                  3,93 61 La Spezia                2,78  
7 Reggio Emilia            3,92 62 Terni                    2,77  
8 Varese                   3,91 63 Savona                   2,74  
9 Modena                   3,90 64 Viterbo                  2,73  

10 Parma                    3,90 65 Imperia                  2,71  
11 Lodi                     3,89 66 Frosinone                2,70  
12 Como                     3,89 67 Latina                   2,70  
13 Verona                   3,88 68 Rieti                    2,67  
14 Pavia                    3,88 69 Pescara                  2,61  
15 Lecco                    3,87 70 Chieti                   2,59  
16 Cremona                  3,84 71 Teramo                   2,58  
17 Vicenza                  3,84 72 Aosta              2,58  
18 Padova                   3,84 73 L'Aquila                 2,56  
19 Treviso                  3,83 74 Bari                     2,49  
20 Piacenza                 3,82 75 Barletta-Andria-T. 2,44  
21 Ferrara                  3,79 76 Taranto                  2,43  
22 Forlì-Cesena             3,77 77 Foggia                   2,43  
23 Ravenna                  3,76 78 Lecce                    2,43  
24 Rimini                   3,76 79 Brindisi                 2,42  
25 Sondrio                  3,75 80 Campobasso               2,18  
26 Venezia                  3,72 81 Isernia                  2,18  
27 Rovigo                   3,67 82 Matera                   2,06  
28 Belluno                  3,64 83 Potenza                  2,06  
29 Torino                   3,60 84 Catania                  2,05  
30 Novara                   3,54 85 Palermo                  2,00  
31 Alessandria              3,48 86 Napoli                   1,98  
32 Asti                     3,44 87 Messina                  1,98  
33 Vercelli                 3,43 88 Salerno                  1,97  
34 Biella                   3,42 89 Siracusa                 1,95  
35 Cuneo                    3,42 90 Benevento                1,93  
36 Verbano-Cusio-O. 3,38 91 Avellino                 1,93  
37 Firenze                  3,36 92 Caserta                  1,93  
38 Trento                   3,33 93 Agrigento                1,92  
39 Lucca                    3,30 94 Ragusa                   1,92  
40 Bolzano                  3,30 95 Trapani 1,92  
41 Livorno                  3,29 96 Caltanissetta            1,90  
42 Pisa                     3,29 97 Cagliari                 1,89  
43 Siena                    3,29 98 Enna                     1,89  
44 Prato                    3,28 99 Olbia-Tempio             1,88  
45 Pistoia                  3,25 100 Sassari                  1,87  
46 Arezzo                   3,25 101 Medio Campidano          1,87  
47 Grosseto                 3,24 102 Ogliastra                1,86  
48 Massa-Carrara            3,23 103 Oristano                 1,85  
49 Pordenone                3,22 104 Nuoro                    1,85  
50 Pesaro e Urbino          3,20 105 Carbonia-Iglesias        1,84  
51 Ancona                   3,18 106 Reggio Calabria       1,74  
52 Udine                    3,17 107 Cosenza                  1,73  
53 Macerata                 3,16 108 Catanzaro                1,73  
54 Ascoli Piceno            3,15 109 Vibo Valentia            1,72  
55 Fermo 3,14 110 Crotone                  1,72  

*In grassetto le province che per ogni regione ottengono il punteggio più elevato 
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NOTA METODOLOGICA 
 

 

L’indagine ha l’obiettivo di analizzare le preferenze localizzative delle 

imprese in Italia, ovvero l’attrattività percepita delle regioni e delle 

province italiane in quanto potenziali localizzazioni di investimenti 

produttivi.  

L’indagine ha avuto come research population le imprese con sede in 

Italia, con almeno 20 addetti e appartenenti a un determinato insieme di 

comparti del manifatturiero e dei servizi. La scelta dei settori e della soglia 

dimensionale è stata dettata dalla volontà di raggiungere imprenditori che 

fossero all’altezza di, e avessero interesse a formulare una valutazione 

sufficientemente fondata e consapevole delle diverse opportunità 

localizzative esistenti in Italia. E’ per questa ragione che sono per esempio 

rimasti fuori dall’indagine settori su cui ”gravano” forti vincoli 

localizzativi (si pensi alle imprese agricole o a quelle collegate ad attività 

minerarie). Il set di imprese oggetto di indagine è stato estratto dal 

database AIDA (Bureau van Dijk). 

L’indagine è stata condotta via web (questionario elettronico). La 

sezione più importante del questionario elettronico era costituita da una 

cartografia interattiva delle regioni e delle province italiane, per ciascuna 

delle quali si chiedeva di attribuire un voto in quanto possibili 

localizzazioni dell’impresa, su una scala ordinale da 1 (minimo 

apprezzamento) a 5 (massimo apprezzamento). Sono stati inclusi poi nel 

questionario alcuni quesiti riguardanti l’impresa (per esempio, grado 

d’internazionalizzazione, localizzazione delle unità produttive, ecc.), e 

altri riguardanti le caratteristiche socio-anagrafiche dei rispondenti (età, 

sesso, livello di istruzione, ecc.). La procedura prevedeva che le imprese 

venivano contattate via e-mail ed invitate a collegarsi – attraverso un 

weblink appositamente fornito – a un sito web opportunamente realizzato 

per l’indagine.   

Sono stati raccolti 225 questionari utilizzabili, di cui 142 compilati da 

imprese del Nord (63%), 40 da imprese del Centro (18%) e 43 da imprese 

del Sud (19%). 167 delle imprese rispondenti appartengono al settore 

manifatturiero (74%), e 58 ai servizi (26%). L’indagine è stata realizzata 

tra Gennaio 2010 e Luglio 2011. 
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English translation 
 

 

 

 

OUTLINE FOR DIRECT INTERVIEWS  

FOR PRIVILEGED OBSERVERS  

 

 

1) The maps and tables attached represent the locational preferences of Italian 

entrepreneurs at the regional and provincial level. Ratings were given using 

an ordinal scale from 1 (lowest mark) to 5 (highest mark). Do you agree 

with the average ratings given by Italian entrepreneurs? Do you share their 

evaluation? Do you think that the perception of Italian entrepreneurs 

coincides with your personal point of view about the attractiveness of 

regions and provinces? Or, is there anything wrong? For example: in your 

opinion, are there places which are appreciated too much, or not enough? 

And why? 

 

2) If you think that there is something wrong in the perception of 

entrepreneurs, how do you explain it (for example, by the role of the media, 

etc.)? Why, in your opinion, do entrepreneurs have a point of view which 

is not consistent with the ‘real’ locational advantages of regions and 

provinces? 

 

3) Broadly speaking, without discussing in detail the rating given to each 

territorial unit, in your opinion are there some key factors, some key driving 

forces that may explain the territorial gaps/differences that are visible in 

these maps? And what are they? (for example, geographical location, 

infrastructural endowment, accessibility, entrepreneurial density, presence 

and/or proximity to suppliers/customers, proximity to markets, presence of 

other firms/clusters/districts, human capital, efficiency of public 

administration/bureaucracy, organised crime, quality of life, environment, 

etc.). 

 

4) Taking the territorial attractiveness of other European countries, like 

France, Germany, Spain, into consideration, according to you which 

explanatory factors are peculiar to, or distinctive, in the case of Italy? And 

why?  

 

5) If you had to summarise the results which emerged from the questionnaire 

survey, in your opinion which of these spatial patterns is more effective? 

And why? 

a. North-South divide 

b. Gap between central (for example, Lombardy, Veneto, Milan, 

Rome, etc.) and peripheral (for example, Val d’Aosta, Sardinia, 

etc.) areas?  
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c. Gap between urban/metropolitan and rural areas  

d. Industrial districts  

e. …… 

Would you suggest other spatial patterns? 

 

6) According to you, how could things change in the future? What are the 

future perspectives of the territorial attractiveness of Italy? Which 

geographical hierarchies / spatial patterns are more likely to change in the 

future? And why? Which places could either improve or reduce their 

attractiveness in the future?    

 

7) Which policies could affect territorial attractiveness in the future? That is 

to say, which policies could modify the attractiveness of regions and 

provinces? Improving infrastructures, transport services, public services, 

etc.? What else?  

 

 

METHODOLOGICAL NOTE 
 

The objective of the questionnaire survey is to analyse the locational 

preferences of entrepreneurs in Italy: that is, the perceived attractiveness 

of regions and provinces as potential locations for their investments. 

The target group of the survey were entrepreneurs heading private firms 

with more than 20 employees located in Italy, belonging to a selected 

range of branches within the manufacturing and tertiary sectors. The 

choice of the firm size and of the branches was driven by the objective to 

involve entrepreneurs capable enough, and interested in making a well-

founded judgement on the locational environments in the study area. 

Therefore, branches with a strong locational constraint, such as the 

activities bound to the land (mining, agriculture….), which do not have 

any interest in evaluating alternative and different locations, were not 

involved. The population was extracted from the database Bureau van 

Dijk – AIDA.  

The questionnaire survey was carried out using the web, by means of 

an electronic questionnaire. The most important part of the questionnaire 

was an interactive map of the Italian regions and provinces, which 

respondents had to rate on a 5-point ordinal scale. The other parts 

contained questions focused on some basic firm characteristics (degree of 

internationalisation, export rate, location of production units, etc.), and on 

some respondent characteristics, such as sex, age and education level. 

Firms were contacted via e-mail, and they were invited to connect to a 

website especially built to conduct this survey.  

In the end, 225 properly filled out questionnaires were collected. 142 

of them were completed by Northern Italy firms (63%), 40 by Central Italy 

firms (18%), 43 by Southern Italy firms (19%). 167 respondent firms 

belong to the manufacturing sector, 58 to the service sector. The web 

questionnaire survey was conducted in the period January 2010 – July 

2011. 
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Summary in English 

 
Stated locational preferences of entrepreneurs in Italy 
 

The objective of the thesis is to study and analyse the stated locational preferences of 

entrepreneurs in Italy: that is, their mental maps, their characteristics (pattern, shape, etc.), 

and their explanatory factors. The research was undertaken following the conceptual, 

theoretical and methodological approach of a long line of research started by Pellenbarg 

and Meester (1983), and which was focused on the study of entrepreneurs’ spatial 

preferences in the Netherlands (1986, 1993, 1997, 2003) in Germany (1996), in Czech 

Republic (2005), and in Hungary (1997/98). The behavioural approach defines the 

theoretical basis of this thesis. The goal of the thesis is, therefore, to investigate in depth 

the case of Italy, highlighting the new and original evidence emerging from Italy’s 

complex and rich economic, social and cultural geography.   

The thesis in particular presents and discusses the outcomes of the quantitative and 

qualitative analyses of the findings from: (1) a questionnaire survey conducted in Italy in 

2010-2011 in which entrepreneurs, belonging to selected industrial and services sectors, 

were asked to rate, on a 5-point ordinal scale, Italian regions and provinces as hypothetical 

locations for their firm. The survey was conducted by means of an electronic 

questionnaire using an interactive map which represented all the regions and provinces to 

be rated; (2) a set of verbal semi-structured interviews conducted with key economic 

actors, aimed at providing an in-depth explanation of the mental maps of entrepreneurs.  

Chapter 1 illustrates the theoretical and empirical background of this line of research, and 

the methodology applied to the Italian case study. Chapter 2 introduces and discusses in 

depth the two predominant patterns of spatial economic development in Italy: the North-

South divide, and the industrial districts, which are considered to be very relevant for the 

explanatory analyses of the entrepreneurs’ mental maps. Chapter 3 presents the main 

results of the questionnaire survey, using, in particular, the maps to represent the results 

(average ratings) for the regions and provinces, and tries to identify the main patterns as 

they emerge from the visual analysis. Chapter 4 shows and comments on the outcomes of 

the statistical analyses of the data obtained from the questionnaire survey: a multivariate 

variance analysis, aimed at exploring the breakdown of the by kind of firms (by size, 

sector, place of residence, and export-orientation) and kind of entrepreneurs (by sex, age, 

and education level); and a principal component analysis, aimed at discovering the 

unrevealed patterns that pervade their mental maps, i.e. the explanatory role of underlying 

social, economic, cultural, political, and locational factors. Chapter 5 focuses on the 

results of the qualitative analyses (content analysis and thematic analysis), based on the 

findings from both the verbal interviews and the open questions included in the 

questionnaire. Chapter 6 is devoted to a comparative analysis of the results of the Italian 

survey and those of the Dutch and the German surveys, highlighting the similarities, but 

in particular the differences. Lastly, Chapter 7, briefly makes some conclusions, and 

discusses the broad policy implications. 

The evidence gained from the surveys and from the analyses indicates that the North-

South divide emerges as the spatial pattern which most clearly characterises the mental 

maps of Italian entrepreneurs. This persistent and so-evident pattern of Italian geography, 

which is not only economic but also social and cultural, is definitely very important, and 

may be the most important pattern which gives shape to their mental maps. The other 
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very important pattern which characterises the entrepreneurs’ mental maps, although less 

predictable, is the centre-periphery dichotomy, which is quite visible in the Northern part 

of Italy, and which can be extended to the country as a whole. The centre-periphery 

dichotomy is not an issue that clearly emerges from the main ‘real’ economic data about 

the Northern regions and provinces (for example GDP), Moreover, it is not an issue 

usually addressed in the literature on the economic geography of Italy. That is why the 

observation of this pattern can be considered to be a rather new outcome of this research. 

Of course, the question of entrepreneurial density and of the agglomeration of economic 

activities and people, and of geographical centrality, are all key location factors that 

should be kept in mind in order to understand why this pattern is so important in the minds 

of Italian entrepreneurs. Together with these two patterns (North-South divide and centre-

periphery dichotomy), the pattern defined by the presence of industrial districts also 

became apparent.  

Thinking about the relevance of the mental map patterns, we could conclude that the 

image that entrepreneurs have of the Italian geographical space is largely associated with 

the real economic geography of Italy, which illustrates on the coincidence of perception 

with reality. However, other results highlight some inconsistencies between the 

entrepreneurs’ image of Italy and the socio-economic characteristics of Italian geography. 

One of these concerns the quite limited internal differences in terms of the average ratings 

registered in Southern Italy, when compared with the North and the Centre of Italy. In 

fact, the impression is that entrepreneurs have either a limited knowledge of Southern 

Italy, or little interest in it. Hence, they excessively generalise their evaluation of this 

macro-area, making it much too homogeneous compared with the real socio-economic 

regional differences. Or, they might also have a kind of ‘prejudice’, i.e. a mental barrier 

against Southern Italy, as observed from the thematic analysis of the direct interviews. 

Another inconsistency between perception and reality is shown by the width of what is 

called the ‘perception gap’, which turned out to be bigger than the ‘reality gap’. These 

inconsistencies reveal that reality does not exhaustively explain the shape and the 

characteristics of the entrepreneurs’ mental maps. But, other factors, of a non-economic, 

subjective, kind, related either to the society, the culture, the psychology, the personal 

attitudes and idiosyncrasies of the entrepreneurs or to the action of intermediate agents, 

such as the media, are also likely to play an important role.   

The range of explanatory elements that emerged from the analyses includes, therefore, 

both objective and subjective factors, and strictly economic and clearly non-economic 

factors. For example, as seen above, the questions of accessibility and centrality, together 

with the agglomeration economies, turned out to be key location factors for the high 

attractiveness of the Padana region. The area of Milan, with its high business orientation 

and its remarkable endowment in terms of transport infrastructures and services, clearly 

plays the role of the centre of this highly appreciated macro-area in the mind of 

entrepreneurs. At the same time, the lack of these factors contributes to explaining the 

low attractiveness of Southern Italy, which is also related to the presence and the influence 

of organised crime, a clear extra-economic factor, and by the low efficiency of the local 

bureacracy and government (the opposite of which is frequently mentioned as a locational 

advantage of the Northern regions). But there is also a kind of ‘prejudice’ against the 

South of Italy, that, as said above, might play an important role, and that therefore calls 

for further investigations involving other social science fields, such as sociology, 

anthropology, and psychology. 
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Samenvatting (Summary in Dutch) 

 
Subjectieve locatievoorkeuren van ondernemers in Italië 
 

De doelstelling van de dissertatie is de subjectieve locatievoorkeuren van ondernemers in 

Italië te onderzoeken en te analyseren, dat wil zeggen hun mental maps, de kenmerken 

daarvan (structuur, vorm, etc.) en de verklarende factoren. Bij het onderzoek is de 

conceptuele, theoretische en methodologische benadering gevolgd van een langlopende 

onderzoekslijn die gestart is door Pellenbarg en Meester (1983), en gericht is op het 

onderzoek van ruimtelijke voorkeuren van ondernemers in Nederland (1986, 1993, 1997, 

2003), Duitsland (1996), Tsjechië (2005) en Hongarije (1997/98). De behaviorale 

benadering is kenmerkend voor de theoretische basis van deze dissertatie. Het doel van 

de dissertatie is een diepteonderzoek met Italië als case, met bijzondere aandacht voor de 

nieuwe bevindingen, die te maken hebben met de complexe en rijke economische, sociale 

en culturele geografie van Italië. 

In dit verslag worden de uitkomsten gepresenteerd van de kwantitatieve en kwalitatieve 

analyses van de gegevens uit: (1) Een enquête uitgevoerd in Italië in 2010-2011 onder 

ondernemers uit een aantal sectoren van industrie en diensten, waarbij de ondernemers is 

gevraagd Italiaanse regio’s en provincies te waarderen als mogelijke vestigingslocatie 

voor hun bedrijf, uitgedrukt op een vijfpuntsschaal. De enquête is uitgevoerd door middel 

van een enquêteformulier op internet, waarbij gebruik is gemaakt van een interactieve 

kaart van Italië met de te waarderen regio’s en provincies; (2) Een aantal half open 

interviews met belangrijke economische actoren, met als doel tot een verklaring van de 

mental maps van ondernemers te komen. 

In hoofdstuk 1 wordt een uiteenzetting gegeven over de theoretische en empirische 

achtergrond van de onderzoekslijn, en de toegepaste methodologie. In hoofdstuk 2 wordt 

een beschouwing gegeven over twee belangrijke ruimtelijke patronen in de economische 

ontwikkeling van Italië: de tweedeling noord-zuid en de industrial districts. 

Verondersteld wordt dat deze patronen van belang zullen zijn voor de verklaring van de 

mental maps van ondernemers. In hoofdstuk 3 worden de belangrijkste uitkomsten van 

de enquête gepresenteerd, waarbij gebruik wordt gemaakt van kaarten die de gemiddelde 

waarderingen voor regio’s en provincies weergeven. Er wordt een eerste aanzet gegeven 

tot het identificeren van de belangrijkste patronen zoals die uit het kaartbeeld naar voren 

komen. In hoofdstuk 4 worden de uitkomsten van de statistische analyses van het 

enquêtemateriaal gepresenteerd en van commentaar voorzien: variantieanalyse, om 

onderscheid te maken op grond van bedrijfskenmerken (grootte, sector, vestigingsplaats 

en exportoriëntatie) en ondernemerskenmerken (geslacht, leeftijd en opleidingsniveau); 

principale componentenanalyse, gericht op het zichtbaar maken van de in de mental maps 

verborgen structuren, en daarmee op de verklarende rol van de onderliggende sociale, 

economische, culturele en politieke vestigingsplaatsfactoren. In hoofdstuk 5 worden de 

uitkomsten gepresenteerd van de kwalitatieve analyses (inhoudsanalyse en thematische 

analyse) die uitgevoerd zijn op de inhoud van de interviews en de antwoorden op de open 

vragen van de internetenquête. In hoofdstuk 6 worden de uitkomsten van het onderzoek 

in Italië vergeleken met die van het onderzoek in Nederland en Duitsland, met aandacht 

voor de overeenkomsten en de verschillen. In hoofdstuk 7 tenslotte worden conclusies 

getrokken en de algemene implicaties voor het beleid besproken. 
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De uitkomsten van de enquête en de analyses geven aan dat de tegenstelling noord-zuid 

naar voren komt als een patroon dat typerend is voor de mental maps van Italiaanse 

ondernemers. Dit overduidelijke patroon in de geografie van Italië, niet alleen in 

economisch maar ook in sociaal en cultureel opzicht, is zonder meer van groot belang. 

Het is misschien wel het belangrijkste element dat de vorm van de mental maps bepaalt. 

Een ander belangrijk, maar onvoorzien patroon in de mental maps van ondernemers is de 

tegenstelling centrum-periferie, goed zichtbaar in het noordelijke deel van Italië, en van 

toepassing op het land als geheel. De tegenstelling centrum-periferie komt niet duidelijk 

naar voren uit de belangrijkste “echte” gegevens over de economie van regio’s en 

provincies in Noord-Italië (bijvoorbeeld het bruto regionaal product). Verder is het een 

thema dat in de literatuur over de economische geografie van Italië over het algemeen 

niet aan de orde wordt gesteld. Dat dit patroon is waargenomen, kan dan ook worden 

beschouwd als een nieuwe uitkomst van dit onderzoek. Om te begrijpen waarom de 

tegenstelling centrum-periferie zo belangrijk is voor ondernemers, dienen we ons te 

realiseren dat bedrijvendichtheid, agglomeratievoordelen en centrale ligging belangrijke 

vestigingsplaatsfactoren zijn. Naast de twee genoemde tegenstellingen (noord-zuid en 

centrum-periferie) is ook een tegenstelling zichtbaar die bepaald wordt door de 

aanwezigheid van industrial districts. 

Gelet op deze patronen in de mental maps zouden we kunnen concluderen dat het beeld 

dat ondernemers hebben van de Italiaanse geografische ruimte, grotendeels bepaald wordt 

door de economisch-geografische werkelijkheid van Italië. Het samenvallen van 

perceptie en werkelijkheid wordt daarmee benadrukt. Op andere punten wordt de 

aandacht echter gevestigd op discrepanties tussen het beeld dat ondernemers van Italië 

hebben en de werkelijkheid. Eén daarvan heeft betrekking op het feit dat de verschillen 

in gemiddelde waardering tussen locaties in Zuid-Italië klein zijn, vergeleken met de 

verschillen binnen het noorden en het midden van Italië. Het lijkt erop dat ondernemers 

weinig van Zuid-Italië weten of er weinig belangstelling voor hebben. Daardoor 

generaliseren ze sterk in hun beoordeling van dit gebied, en wordt dit als homogener 

gezien dan het in werkelijkheid is, gelet op de sociaal-economische verschillen binnen 

het gebied. Mogelijk bestaat er ook een soort vooroordeel jegens Zuid-Italië, een 

psychologische barrière, zoals af te leiden valt uit de thematische analyse van de 

interviews. Een andere discrepantie tussen perceptie en werkelijkheid is dat de omvang 

van het gepercipieerde verschil tussen Noord en Zuid (perception gap) groter blijkt te zijn 

dan het werkelijke verschil (reality gap). Deze discrepanties wijzen erop dat de vorm en 

de kenmerken van de mental maps van ondernemers niet volledig uit de werkelijkheid 

kunnen worden verklaard. Andere factoren, van een niet-economische, subjectieve aard, 

samenhangend met de maatschappij, de cultuur, de aard, de persoonlijke zienswijzen en 

eigenaardigheden van de ondernemers, of met de rol van andere actoren zoals de media, 

spelen waarschijnlijk een belangrijke rol. 

De verscheidenheid aan verklarende factoren die uit de analyses naar voren komt, omvat 

dus zowel objectieve als subjectieve factoren, en zowel strikt economische als duidelijk 

niet-economische factoren. Zo blijken bereikbaarheid, centrale ligging en 

agglomeratievoordelen de belangrijkste factoren te zijn die de hoge waardering van het 

Padana-gebied en daarmee van Noord-Italië verklaren. Milaan, sterk gericht op bedrijven 

en goed uitgerust in termen van infrastructuur en diensten, is duidelijk het centrum van 

dit hoog gewaardeerde gebied. Tegelijkertijd draagt een lage score op deze factoren bij 

aan de lage waardering van Zuid-Italië. Die lage waardering wordt ook verklaard door de 

aanwezigheid en invloed van georganiseerde criminaliteit, een niet-economische factor, 
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en door de geringe efficiëntie van de lokale bureaucratie en overheid (het 

tegenovergestelde daarvan wordt vaak als een locatievoordeel van de noordelijke regio’s 

genoemd). Er is ook een soort ‘vooroordeel’ jegens Zuid-Italië dat, zoals gemeld, 

mogelijk een belangrijke rol speelt, en dat daarom nader onderzoek vereist, in relatie met 

terreinen van sociale wetenschap zoals sociologie, antropologie en psychologie. 
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Riassunto (Summary in Italian) 

 
Le preferenze localizzative degli imprenditori in Italia 

 
L’obiettivo della tesi di Phd è stato quello di studiare le preferenze localizzative 

dichiarate, ovvero le mappe mentali, degli imprenditori in Italia, le loro caratteristiche, le 

loro peculiarità, e i fattori esplicativi. La ricerca è stata avviata e realizzata seguendo la 

concettualizzazione, e l’approccio teorico e metodologico di una linea di ricerca 

pluridecennale elaborata e iniziata da Piet Pellenbarg e Wim Meester (1983), nell’ambito 

della quale sono stati realizzati diversi studi sulle preferenze localizzative degli 

imprenditori in Olanda, Germania, Repubblica ceca e Ungheria. L’approccio 

comportamentale definisce il framework teorico della ricerca. Scopo della ricerca è stato 

quindi quello di studiare in profondità il caso studio italiano, gettando luce e 

concentrandosi in particolare sui risultati e le evidenze peculiari, distintive, tipiche di un 

paese dalla geografia economica, sociale e culturale, estremamente particolare, varia, e 

complessa.  

La tesi in particolare presenta e discute i risultati delle analisi quantitative e qualitative 

dei dati ottenuti attraverso le seguenti attività sul campo: 

1) Una indagine con questionario condotta in Italia presso una selezione di imprenditori 

del settore manifatturiero e dei servizi. Nell’indagine, realizzata attraverso un 

questionario elettronico caratterizzato dall’uso di una mappa interattiva, si chiedeva 

agli intervistati di dare una valutazione a regioni e province in quanto possibili 

localizzazioni dei loro investimenti produttivi;     

2) Una serie di interviste dirette semi-strutturate a osservatori privilegiati, attori 

economici chiave nel campo dell’attrazione di investimenti produttivi in Italia, 

miranti a fornire una spiegazione approfondita delle mappe mentali degli 

imprenditori, come emerse dall’indagine con questionario.    

Il capitolo 1 illustra il background teorico ed empirico della ricerca, e presenta la 

metodologia applicata al caso studio italiano. Il capitolo 2 introduce e discute i due più 

importanti pattern, ovvero le chiavi di lettura che definiscono lo sviluppo economico 

territoriale in Italia: il divario nord-Sud, e i distretti industriali. I quali risultano rilevanti 

nella interpretazione delle mappe mentali degli imprenditori. Il capitolo presenta poi i 

principali risultati della indagine con questionario, usando in particolare le mappe 

tematiche per rappresentare i risultati per regioni e province, con lo scopo di offrire una 

prima visualizzazione dei pattern che vengono fuori dai dati. Il capitolo 4 mostra e 

commenta i risultati delle analisi statistiche dei dati della indagine con questionario: 

l’analisi multivariata della varianza, tendente ad esplorare il ruolo esplicativo della 

disaggregazione dei dati per tipologia di impresa (per dimensione, settore, sede, 

propensione all’export) e caratteristiche dell’imprenditore (sesso, età, livello di 

istruzione). Il capitolo 5 è dedicato ai risultati delle analisi qualitative, basate sulle 

evidenze derivanti dalle interviste dirette e dalle domande aperte parte del questionario. 

Il capitolo 6 si occupa poi dell’analisi comparata dei risultati delle indagini con 

questionario scolte in Italia, Olanda e Germania, mettendo in luce le differenze, oltre che 

le similarità. In ultimo, nel capitolo 7 vengono svolte alcune osservazioni conclusive, e si 

discutono le implicazioni di policy.    

L’evidenza empirica ottenuta dalle indagini e dalle analisi consente di affermare che il 

divario Nord-Sud emerge anche in questo caso come il pattern che caratterizza in modo 
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forte le mappe mentali degli imprenditori in Italia. Questo pattern, così evidente, e così 

persistente, nella geografia non solo economica, ma anche sociale e culturale, del paese, 

risulta decisamente importante, probabilmente il più importante nel definire la forma delle 

mappe mentali degli intervistati. L’altro pattern che emerge come quello evidentemente 

rilevante, è la dicotomia centro-periferia, ben visibile nel Nord Italia, e che può essere 

esteso a tutto il territorio del paese. La divaricazione centro-periferia è un punto che non 

emerge chiaramente dai dati “reali” dell’economia e della società settentrionale (si 

vedano, per esempio, i dati territoriali sul Pil pro-capite). Peraltro non è una chiave di 

lettura molto “battuta” nella letteratura sullo sviluppo economico-territoriale in Italia. 

Questa è la ragione per cui l’osservazione e l’analisi di questo pattern può essere 

considerato un risultato indiretto abbastanza innovativo di questa ricerca. 

L’addensamento produttivo e demografico (le economie di agglomerazione), e la 

centralità geografica della regione padana, sono, prevedibilmente, i fattori localizzativi 

principali che vanno considerati per spiegare l’emergere di questo pattern nella mente 

degli imprenditori. Inoltre, insieme a questi due pattern, la presenza dei distretti 

industriali, come emerso anche qui dalle analisi, appare anche come un pattern utile per 

leggere bene, in profondità, le preferenze localizzative degli imprenditori.     

Prendendo in considerazione i pattern emersi, si può giungere alla conclusione che 

l’immagine che gli imprenditori hanno del territorio in Italia è molto legato alla realtà 

della geografia economica del paese, sottolieando cosi l’associazione tra percezione e 

realtà. Questo è vero, ma non del tutto: alcuni risultati, infatti, evidenziano delle discrasie 

tra l’immagine che ne hanno gli imprenditori e le caratteristiche socio-economiche del 

territorio. Una di queste per esempio è data dalla bassa varianza interna delle valutazioni 

attribuite al Mezzogiorno, se messa a confronto con la varianza dei voti assegnati alle 

regioni / province settentrionali e centrali (laddove sia il Sud, sia il Centro, sia il Nord 

presentano dati economici abbastanza vari al loro interno!). L’impressione che ne deriva 

è quindi che gli imprenditori abbiano o una conoscenza limitata del Mezzogiorno e dei 

suoi territori, oppure hanno semplicemente uno scarso interesse verso quella zona del 

paese, e quindi “rinunciano” a valutarne le varie regioni e province. Per cui, tendono 

troppo a generalizzare la valutazione di questa parte del paese, “vedendola” in modo 

troppo omogenea rispetto a quelle che sono invece le differenze socio-economiche. 

Oppure si può supporre che essi abbiano una sorta di barriera pregiudiziale, mentale, 

verso il Mezzogiorno, come hanno testimoniato diversi osservatori privilegiati. Un’altra 

discrasia tra percezione e realtà fa riferimento all’ampiezza di ciò che può essere definito 

il ‘perception gap’, che è risultato essere più ampio del “reality gap’. Queste discrasie 

rivelano dunque che la realtà non spiega esaustivamente la forma e le caratteristiche delle 

mappe mentali, ma altri fattori, non economici, soggettivi, legati presumibilmente alla 

società, alla cultura, alla psicologia, alle attitudini e motivazioni personali degli 

imprenditori, oppure legati al ruolo degli agenti intermedi, come i media, probabilmente 

giocano un ruolo decisivo.    

Lo spettro di fattori esplicativi che emerge dalle analisi include, perciò, sia elementi 

oggettivi che soggettivi, sia aspetti economici che aspetti non economici. Per esempio, la 

questione dell’accessibilità e della centralità, insieme con la questione delle economie di 

agglomerazione, sono risultate essere vantaggi localizzativi chiave per l’alta attrattività 

della regione padana, e quindi del Nord del paese. L’area di Milano, con il suo forte 

orientamento al business e la sua considerevole dotazione infrastrutturale e di servizi, 

chiaramente gioca un ruolo centrale, nodale, in questa macro-regione altamente attrattiva 

per gli imprenditori. Al contempo, la mancanza di questo fattori contribuisce a spiegare 
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in generale la più bassa attrattività di regioni e province del Sud, insieme alla minore 

efficienza della burocrazia e del settore pubblico (anche qui, questo fattore per converso 

è considerato fattore di vantaggio per le regioni del Nord), e insieme ad elementi più 

peculiari, come la presenza della criminalità organizzata, un fattore evidentemente extra-

economico. Ma, come scritto sopra, non può essere escluso anche l’agire di una sorta di 

pregiudizio, di barriera mentale verso il Mezzogiorno, questione che evidentemente 

domanda ed esige ulteriori e specifiche attività di ricerca, estese ad altri campi delle 

scienze sociali, come la psicologia, la sociologia, e l’antropologia. 
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