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Starting from the transnational entrepreneurial practices of migrants as a theoretical and 
conceptual focal point, I analyse the case of Moroccan entrepreneurs in Amsterdam and Mi-
lan. In order to better understand transnational entrepreneurial practices I compare entre-
preneurs with a cross-border business (TIEs) and the ones with a business operating exclu-
sively in a domestic market (DIEs). 

Following Smith and Guarnizo (1998), the research focuses on one national group across 
two cities in two national contexts. In the past, comparisons have usually been made between 
different national groups in the same city, or in different cities in the same country. Howev-
er, the comparison undertaken here is crucial for understanding how transnational practices 
may vary according to structural and institutional situations in different contexts. For this 
reason, I carried out a comparative study using the “contrast of contexts” method (Skocpol, 
1984, p. 177). Furthermore, I decided to consider only one nationality (people from Moroc-
co) in order to control the variations among different groups of immigrants. For example, in 
their pioneering research on transnational entrepreneurship in the US, Portes and colleagues 
(2002) found different degrees of transnational entrepreneurial involvement comparing Co-
lombian, Dominican and Salvadoran entrepreneurs. In this way, findings will be free from the 
effect of possible variations across immigrant nationalities. 

Finally, to avoid inserting an additional element of variation about groups (and modes of 
behaviour), it was decided to consider only people born in Morocco, and not children of Moroc-
can immigrants born in the Netherlands or in Italy. Indeed, the fact of not being born in Morocco 
might involve different feelings, memberships and behaviours compared to first-generation mi-
grants (Portes & Zhou, 1993; Waters, 1994; Levitt & Waters 2002; Portes et al., 2005). 

ChAPter 3

Research design:  
Moroccan entrepreneurs in 
Amsterdam and Milan
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In this chapter, I will explain my choice of the two contexts (Amsterdam and Milan) con-
sidered (Section 3.1), the selection of immigrants from Morocco (3.2), and the types of immi-
grant entrepreneurs I compared (3.3). After explaining the reasons why I decided to compare 
different types (TIEs and DIEs) of Moroccan entrepreneurs in Milan and Amsterdam, I will 
describe the methodology used in the research (3.4), including sampling strategy (3.4.1) and 
how interviews were conducted (3.4.2). Finally I will present the sample collected and its 
characteristics (3.5). Section 3.6 concludes the chapter.

3.1 Why Amsterdam and Milan

I opted for Amsterdam and Milan because they met certain specific criteria. First, I wanted 
to compare a Southern European city and a Northern European one. I decided to do this be-
cause Southern and Northern Europe have many differences - in their economic structure, their 
labour and market structures, their welfare regime, their governance etc. (see for example: An-
dreotti et al., 2001;  Chorianopoulos, 2002; Reyneri & Fullin, 2008 and 2011) -  that can make a 
substantial difference in the results concerning immigrant entrepreneurship. Second, I wanted 
to consider two cities of similar importance and economic role in their respective countries, 
hence the choice of Amsterdam and Milan, which play a key economic role (Bontje & Sleutjes, 
2007: Mingione et al., 2007 - see also below) in the Netherlands and Italy. Finally, I wanted to 
analyse two cities that differed in their migratory history, size and composition of immigrant 
populations, and spread of entrepreneurial activities. As shown below, Amsterdam and Milan 
differ in these. It is possible to expect that such differences affect transnational and entrepre-
neurial practices amongst immigrants.

Therefore, Amsterdam and Milan display a combination of similarities and dissimilarities 
that make the comparison stimulating and unique.  The most relevant features that make 
Amsterdam and Milan particularly interesting for the comparison of entrepreneurial and 
transnational practices are on a national, regional and urban scale (dissimilarities between 
Northern-Holland and Amsterdam, and Lombardy and Milan).

On a national scale, the Netherlands and Italy differ in their immigration history, policies 
and entrepreneurial rate.

First of all, the immigration history in the two countries is very different. The Netherlands 
has been a country of destination for much longer than Italy, where arrivals of migrants from 
abroad are quite recent. In the Netherlands, immigration in-flows from abroad started after the 
Second World War, first with arrivals from former colonies (Antilles, Indonesia and Suriname), 
then, from the 1970s, from Mediterranean countries such as Italy, Morocco, and Spain (Lucassen 
& Penninx, 1997; Bijwaard, 2010). Despite decades of restrictive policies by the Dutch govern-
ment, the non-Dutch population has constantly increased due to further arrivals (in particular 
from Morocco and Turkey) and the birth of immigrant children (Rath, 2009). By contrast, Ita-
ly has become a country of destination of immigration flows only in recent years. Previously, 
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since the mid-seventeenth century, many people emigrated from Italy to Central and Northern 
European countries (Belgium, Germany, the Netherlands, and Switzerland) and the Americas 
(Argentina, Brazil, Canada and the United States). In the 1970s this trend started to reverse 
(Sciortino, 2000; Colombo & Sciortino, 2004), and since the early 1980s, arrivals from abroad 
have continued to increase, although only in the 1990s did Italy start to be faced with large-scale 
immigration flows, particularly from nearby Albania and North-African countries. 

Secondly, Italy and the Netherlands have different policies regarding the treatment of new 
foreign entrepreneurs. Such policies can be very significant since they may deny or facilitate ac-
cess to entrepreneurial activities for foreigners (Kloosterman & Rath, 2001). In this regard, Ital-
ian and Dutch laws are quite different. Dutch legislation has been based on a points system that 
evaluates the characteristics of individuals (e.g. their previous working and self-employment 
experiences, their income, their education, etc.) and their business plan, which is required from 
all those who apply for admission in the country as foreign entrepreneurs. Permission, which 
is granted following the acceptance of this request, is for five years and can be converted, at the 
end of such a term, into a permanent permit. However, it must be emphasized that this model is 
to be considered marginal, since in 2008, for example, only 50 permits were granted compared 
to an estimated 11,000 new foreign entrepreneurs in the same year (OECD, 2010). This happens 
because the majority of new entrepreneurs already live in the country. 

The Italian legislation on immigrant entrepreneurs is based on Legislative Decree 
286/1998 and the Turco-Napolitano law (40/1998). The latter abolished the so-called ‘rec-
iprocity clause’, whereby only people from countries that give this option to Italian citizens 
were allowed to start a business. By international agreement, this was granted only to coun-
tries that are traditional destinations for Italian emigration, and so the majority of immigrants 
were de facto excluded. Furthermore, compared to the Netherlands, Italy has less strict and 
less demanding criteria. It is sufficient to provide proof of having a place to stay and enough 
savings to start the business. Italian legislation has the peculiarity of establishing a maximum 
number of permits for new independent workers, but on average, the number of permits 
granted is higher than that of many European countries (OECD, 2010). However, in contrast 
with the Netherlands, this type of permit has a shorter validity (2 years, renewable) and there 
is no provision for automatic conversion into a permanent permit.

Thirdly, other differences have to do with entrepreneurship1 itself. A comparison of the most recent 
statistics provided by OECD (2013) shows that the two countries differ in the proportion of entrepre-
neurs. In the Netherlands, native entrepreneurs are approximately 14% of the total native workforce, 
and for migrant entrepreneurs the figure is similar (13%), whereas in Italy the percentages are 24.5% 
and 15% respectively (OECD, 2013). Moreover, the greater Italian inclination toward self-employ-
ment is also confirmed by the ‘Preference for self-employment’ index (Eurobarometer, 2010). This 
shows the percentage of people who prefer self-employment as opposed to working as employees. 
The preference for self-employment is higher in Italy (51%) than in the Netherlands (42%). 

1  In this case I mention statistics at a European or international level to ensure that the definition of entrepreneurship 
is the same in both countries.
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On a regional and urban scale, Amsterdam and Milan differ in terms of immigrant popula-
tion composition, number of immigrant entrepreneurs, and economic structure. 

First of all, the immigrant population composition in the two cities is partially different. 
Both cities have a considerable number of immigrant residents, but the number of people 
of immigrant background is higher in Amsterdam2 than in Milan3. In Milan there are about 
250,000 immigrants (18.5% of the total population)4, whereas in Amsterdam the immigrant 
population has reached approximately 410,0005 (i.e. 51 % of the total resident population), a 
great many of whom are of non-western origin (68% of the immigrant-background group and 
34.7% of the total resident population). Furthermore, among these 56% are second genera-
tions, meaning that they were born in the Netherlands and at least one of their parents was 
born in another country. Therefore, considering only first generations, immigrants in Amster-
dam are about 183,200, i.e. 22.3% of the total population. 

As for numbers of immigrant entrepreneurs in the two cities, in Amsterdam foreign entre-
preneurs are about 33%6 (Rath & Eurofound, 2011), and in Milan this percentage is 23.1%7. 

Lastly, if we consider the productive and economic structure, both cities show similar char-
acteristics as well as some differences. Amsterdam (and Northern-Holland) is the Dutch cen-
tral point for services and logistics (Bontje & Sleutjes, 2007). The service sector dominates the 
economy of Amsterdam (Kloosterman, 2014); Milan (and, more generally, Lombardy) still has 
a strong industrial vocation (due to small and mid-sized businesses) and it is a central node of 
import/export flows8 (Mingione et al., 2007). Furthermore, both cities are considered creative 
cities, but in partially different ways (Bontje & Sleutjes, 2007; Kovacs et al., 2007; Mingione et al., 
2007). In Amsterdam, a number of projects have been developed in recent years (for example, 
the ‘Creative Metropolis’ program) for the development of innovation and creativity (Bontje & 
Sleutjes, 2007). The city is a major centre for culture and entertainment, and it is also known for 
its lively and tolerant atmosphere. As for Milan, it is appreciated all over the world for its fashion 
sector and its specialisation in the field of design (Mingione et al., 2007). 

To sum up, Amsterdam and Milan were chosen because they differ in their immigration history, 
their immigrant population composition and size, and in their economic structure. This might produce 
different results regarding the research questions illustrated in the Introduction and in Chapter 2.

2 Dutch statistics consider a person to be an allochtoon (the Dutch word to name people with origins from another 
country) if he/she was not born in the country or if at least one of his/her parents was born abroad (in Morocco in 
this case).

3  Italian statistics consider only people born outside Italy.
4  Source: Istat, 2015. This percentage does not include second generations, but only people born outside Italy.
5  Source: Amsterdam Municipality (O+S), 2015.
6  Unlike that of Milan, this percentage also takes into account the so-called second generation, hence the two percent-

ages cannot be compared, but are merely indicative.
7 Source: Unioncamere/Infocamere, 2014. In Italian statistics, only people born outside Italy are considered.
8 According to ISTAT data, Lombardy is the first Italian region for the export of goods. For example, it exported 28.1% 

of total goods from Italy in 2012.
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3.2 Why Moroccan immigrants

As already illustrated, the study focuses on only one nationality (see the introduction of 
this chapter). I chose to take into account Moroccan immigrants for three main reasons: 1) 
they are one of the most significant immigrant groups in both cities; 2) the proportion and the 
absolute number of people of Moroccan origin differs between Milan and Amsterdam; 3) they 
come from a country that is not very far, with a certain degree of political, but also economic, 
stability (thereby facilitating transnational relations).

First, Moroccans are one of the most important immigrant groups in both Amsterdam and in 
Milan, both in terms of history of migration and size of the population. Considering the history 
of migration, in the Netherlands people from Morocco arrived earlier than in Italy. The different 
history of migration might create different ‘structures’ and conditions in the country of destina-
tion, which influences both transnational and entrepreneurial activities (Wang & Li, 2007). In 
the Netherlands, since the 1960s, many Moroccans have migrated to the country. In subsequent 
years, the lacklustre economic situation of Morocco further pushed them towards Europe and, 
in particular, the Netherlands (De Hass, 2007). In Italy, Moroccan immigrants are one of the 
oldest groups in term of settlement, since they started arriving in the 1980s. In particular, there 
was a significant increase of the Moroccan population in the years between 1985 and 1991 
(Sciortino & Colombo, 2004), and they are still an important group today. 

Second, these different historical paths reflect on the number of people of Moroccan origin 
both on a national and city scale. In the Netherlands they make up 2.2% of the total population 
(1% if we do not consider second-generations) and 10.4% of the entire population of non-Dutch 
origin (9.2% if we consider only first generation immigrants)9; in Italy people of Moroccan or-
igin constitute 8.9% of the immigrant population and 0.7% of the entire Italian population10.

The Moroccan group in the two cities is also different in size and incidence: about 7,100 in 
Milan (0.5% of the total population) 11 as opposed to about 74,000 people in Amsterdam (9% 
of the total population)12. This will enable me to investigate as to whether or not the size of the 
co-nationals group affects immigrant entrepreneurs.

There are about 2,567 Moroccan entrepreneurs in Milan, i.e. 2.1% of all entrepreneurs in 
the city13. Unfortunately, data sorted per nationality are not available for Amsterdam. Howev-
er, just as an indication, there are 8,400 Moroccan entrepreneurs in the Netherlands (i.e. 0.6% 
of all entrepreneurs)14. 

9 Source: Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek, 2014.
10 Source: ISTAT, 2015. Second generations are not included in this count.
11 Source: ISTAT, 2015.
12 Amsterdam Municipality (O+S), 2015. Unfortunately, data does not distinguish between first and second generations. 

However, the most recent data (Nell & Rath, 2009) indicates that about 52% of Moroccans in Amsterdam are first-gener-
ation immigrants.

13 Source: Chamber of Commerce of Milan, 2014
14 Source: Chamber of Commerce of Amsterdam, 2009.
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Finally, Morocco is not very far from either Italy or the Netherlands15. For this reason, it 
seems that geographical distance between the countries does not create an insurmountable 
barrier for migrant transnationalism. Furthermore, Morocco is a country with a stable political 
situation (see for example: Arieff, 2015). If this were not the case, political conditions might 
have discouraged links with the country of origin (Portes et al., 2002; Baltar & Icart, 2013). 

3.3 Which kind of immigrant entrepreneurs 

The empirical research presented in the next chapters aims to provide further insights 
into transnational entrepreneurship (see introduction). However, to ensure that the results 
that emerge will not be typical of the whole category of immigrant entrepreneurs, but pecu-
liar to transnational immigrant entrepreneurs, it was decided to include entrepreneurs with 
both transnational and non-transnational businesses. This distinction will allow us to study 
the differences between migrants who are involved in transnational entrepreneurial activities 
and those with mainly domestic businesses, highlighting the peculiarities of the former.

Therefore, in the dissertation two types of immigrant entrepreneurs are taken into con-
sideration: those with a transnational business (TIEs) and those with a domestic business 
(DIEs). As entrepreneurs with a transnational business, only cross-border businesses (see 
definitions Section 2.4) were considered. Therefore, only businesses with relevant connec-
tions abroad, i.e. someone or something that is located abroad and is relevant for the busi-
ness (e.g. suppliers and/or customers) were included in the sample (see Section 2.4). For 
example, an import/export business is a typical case of cross-border business. Businesses 
importing goods from abroad and selling them to a local market or, vice versa, producing at a 
local level and exporting abroad are both types of cases included in this research. Other types 
of cross-border business are translation agencies with clients abroad (e.g. consulates) or con-
sultancies that help companies to start a branch in the immigrants’ country of origin, hence 
the inclusion of businesses with no regular mobility (i.e. no travels abroad) on the part of the 
owner. Domestic entrepreneurs are defined here as a contrast category, involving entrepre-
neurs with a business having relations only within the country of destination. 

3.4 Methodology

As already pointed out in the introduction, this research focuses on certain important 
factors influencing the development of transnational businesses, in particular which opportu-
nities are exploited and how entrepreneurs identify and seize these opportunities.  

In order to answer to the research questions (see introduction), a qualitative approach 
using mixed-method questions was employed, combining qualitative questions, quantitative 
measures and techniques from personal network analysis. Thus, interviews were based on 
a questionnaire that alternates closed questions, quantitative measurement, social network 

15 As the crow flies, distance does not vary greatly: 2,200 kilometres from Rabat (the Moroccan capital) to Amsterdam, 
whereas Rabat to Milan is about 1,800 kilometres. Distance has been calculated with the application of Google Maps Lab.
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analysis items, and open-ended questions (see Annex 2 in the Appendix). All the questions 
were asked orally in a discursive way, in order to encourage fluidity and provide more details. 
However, since the sample is relatively small and is therefore not representative (see Sections 
3.4.1 and 3.5.1), in my analysis I usually present and treat the data in a qualitative way, or in a 
quantitative way but with qualitative validation of the results. 

Qualitative questions (e.g., ‘Please describe in detail the activity of your business and in partic-
ular activities connected with or located in your country of origin or in other countries’) were use-
ful for a detailed understanding of entrepreneurial activities, the entrepreneurs’ embeddedness 
in different places and groups, and the help they received. Quantitative measures (e.g., ‘How many 
times did you go abroad for your business in the last 12 months?’) were helpful to collect punctual 
information such as the frequency of specific transnational actions16 (as used by Snel et al., 2006).

Social network analysis for ego-networks (Crossley et al., 2015), namely ‘Personal Network 
Analysis’ (PNA), is the part of social network analysis focusing of personal networks, namely 
those where all the persons mentioned share the characteristic of being in direct connection 
with the interviewee. PNA was used here in order to understand the entrepreneurs’ contacts, 
and the help received by these categories of contacts. In this regard, I made a distinction be-
tween business and core network (Mollenhorst et al., 2008; Schutjens & Völker, 2010): business 
network refers to persons involved in the business, and the core network refers to the persons 
closest (in terms of feelings) to the respondents. I made this difference in order to understand 
the interplay between these two types of contacts for the business. In particular, in order to 
collect these two kinds of contacts I asked, ‘Would you please give us the names of 30 people 
that you know and who know you, with whom you had any contact in the last two years (face-
to-face, by phone, or via the Internet), and that you could still contact if you needed to?’17, asking 
for both core and business contacts (see Annex 2 in the Appendix). In particular, following the 
literature on the field (McCarty, 2002; McCarty et al., 1997 and 2007), I asked for a fixed number 
of alters (30)18, both from the core and business networks. During the interviews respondents 
were asked to try to balance the names they gave (15 core contacts and 15 business contacts). 
Therefore, any variance from the number of 15 business contacts mentioned depends on the 
fact that 1) entrepreneurs have fewer or more than 15 business contacts all told, and 2) some 
contacts from the core network are also involved in the business. Then, for each alter named by 
the interviewee I collected information, such as: gender; age; place of birth; place of residence; 
relationship with ego; number of contacts for the business; type of support provided for the 
business. Furthermore, in order to assess network structure, I also investigated whether or not 
alters knew each other (see Annex 2 in the Appendix).

16 As can be seen in Annex 2, the interview guide also included a battery of items on transnational activities that were 
not linked to the business. The dissertation does not address this part.

17  Lubbers et al. (2007) and Vacca (2013) used a similar name generator.
18 Personal networks of less than 20 alters are more likely to produce a biased picture of the network. Results from the 

previous literature suggest that a number between 30 and 60 alters should be asked for (McCarty, 2002; McCarty et 
al., 1997 and 2007).
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3.4.1 Sampling strategy
The sample collected is not statistically representative of the entire population of Moroccan 

entrepreneurs in Milan and Amsterdam. Indeed, though the interview is composed of both qual-
itative and quantitative questions, the overall approach remains a qualitative one. In fact, I was 
interested in understanding the different mechanisms and processes that are a part of the expe-
rience of transnational entrepreneurship (compared to domestic entrepreneurship). Therefore, 
my focus was more on social representativeness, on the basis of the relevance of the cases for 
the research questions (Gold, 1997; Small, 2009; Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010; Silverman, 2013).

In the sampling strategy, in order to achieve a more complete picture of the Moroccan 
entrepreneurial activities in each city, I used five entry points to select interviewees:
1. In Milan, one strategy was to select interviewees on the basis of the list provided by the 

Chamber of Commerce. All the businesses that seemed potentially transnational (e.g. im-
port/export businesses) were contacted. However, approximately one-third were no lon-
ger active19, and others had no links abroad. As for domestic businesses, these were select-
ed randomly starting from the list, by trying to vary the type of business (according to the 
statistics20) and the neighbourhood (so as not to have a high concentration of interviewees 
in any one district). Such a list was not available in Amsterdam, but another list (although 
incomplete and not sorted by nationality) was available from the Amsterdam Chamber of 
Commerce website, which helped me to find a certain number of interviewees21.

2. Another strategy (used both in Milan and Amsterdam) was to contact Moroccan associ-
ations with a relevant role in the Moroccan group (for example Moroccan business net-
works and Islamic cultural associations).

3. I tried to limit the use of snowball sampling as much as possible (although in a few cases 
I was introduced to one interviewee by another). A particular and more productive form 
of snowballing was to go in some ethnic shops and collect other entrepreneurs’ business 
cards (left in the shops as advertisements). 

4. A further approach was to contact entrepreneurs through social media (Facebook and 
LinkedIn). This was particularly productive and useful in Amsterdam.

5. Some businesses were selected for their visibility. Sometimes, when walking around the 
city areas with a great presence of Moroccan businesses, I noticed the presence of a partic-
ular business (e.g. an import/export one) and we simply asked the owner for an interview. 

Considering entrepreneurs with a cross-border business, the fieldwork let me get a good picture 
of cross-border activities in both cities. On the basis of this and available statistics, I decided to focus 

19 I found this out during my fieldwork, often finding another, unrelated company at the business address I had set out 
to visit.

20 For example, in Milan the majority of businesses owned by Moroccan immigrants is in the mainstream market 
(Chamber of Commerce of Milan, 2014), so I interviewed more entrepreneurs in the mainstream market.

21 I looked for businesses owned by Moroccan immigrants by using as key words the names of the main Moroccan cities 
(e.g. Casablanca, Rabat) and ‘Marokko’, ‘Marokkaan’, ‘Marokkanen’, and ‘Marokkaanse’.
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more on one or the other type of cross-border business. For example, since in Milan the large major-
ity of cross-border businesses are import/export (or similar), the majority of the Milan interviewees 
in my sample are import/export entrepreneurs. Based on available statistics, my direct experience 
during the fieldwork and while talking with interviewees, I estimated there were about 30 cross-bor-
der businesses, and I interviewed 20 of the entrepreneurs. In Amsterdam there are businesses of-
fering services (e.g. consultancies) and products (e.g. import/export), and for this reason I sampled 
both types of businesses. Since statistics are not available, I do not know the size of the population. 
As for the group of domestic business entrepreneurs in the sample, I selected interviewees by trying 
to diversify the type of domestic business and the neighbourhood where the business is located. 

To sum up, I combined different elements in the sampling strategy in order to achieve the 
most socially representative sample possible. Following Silverman (2013), I started from the 
theoretical difference between TIEs and DIEs and tried to reproduce the characteristics of the 
whole population (e.g. level of education, type of businesses, etc.) in the sample.

3.4.2 The interviews
The interview questionnaire addresses six topic areas of enquiry: 

• Entrepreneurs’ socio-demographic characteristics: information about gender, year and place of 
birth, place of residence, family composition and background, year of arrival in the country, etc.

• Entrepreneurs’ educational and work background and skills: information about educa-
tional background (degrees, training courses), past working experience (both as entre-
preneurs and as employees), linguistic skills, etc.

• Business: entrepreneurial activities in general (e.g. type of business, concrete activities), 
entrepreneurial course (start-up, consolidation and growth, motivations, help received, 
location choice), connections abroad, etc.

• Context characteristics: detailed analysis of the perception of the characteristics of the 
different contexts in influencing the entrepreneurial course.

• Transnationalism: recurrence of transnational practices in both business and everyday 
life (for example frequency of trips to the home country, time spent in the home country 
in one year, communications with relatives abroad); sense of belonging and attachment 
to groups (e.g. natives) and places (e.g. city of birth)22.

• Personal network: composition, characteristics and structure of the entrepreneur’s net-
works, information on the people composing the network (e.g. socio-demographic char-
acteristics, kind of relationship with the entrepreneurs, if contacts know each other). 

The interviews were conducted from September 2013 to February 2014 in Milan and 
from May 2014 to November 2014 in Amsterdam. Normally the interviews lasted from one 
hour and a half to three hours, and they were usually divided in two meetings with the entre-
preneur. In the first meeting all the questions were usually asked apart from those regarding 
personal network, which were addressed in the second meeting.

22 Although they were part of the questionnaire, a sizeable part of these questions are not addressed in the dissertation.
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The language of the interview was Italian in Milan, and Dutch or English in Amsterdam, 
and there were no cases of linguistic problems. The use of different languages does not seem 
to add any element of distortion in the research because I was not interested in the way they 
communicated their experiences, but only in their experiences themselves. The interviews 
were computer-assisted and the quantitative and the network data were directly inputted by 
the interviewers in the computer using the ‘Egonet’ program23.

In the fieldwork, I was assisted by five interviewers24. They conducted both interviews 
autonomously, or they supported me in some interviews, especially in Amsterdam. The inter-
viewers were formed and tested extensively before they began the fieldwork so as to avoid 
any bias due to interviewing manner.

3.5 Sample composition and descriptive statistics

3.5.1 Sample

The sample, which was selected as explained above (see Annex 1 for a more detailed pre-
sentation of the respondents), is composed of 70 Moroccan entrepreneurs who were born in 
Morocco and migrated to Italy - Milan and the area - and the Netherlands - Amsterdam and 
the area - (see Table 3.1). 30 entrepreneurs were interviewed in Amsterdam and 40 in Milan. 
35 were entrepreneurs with a cross-border business (TIEs) and 35 were entrepreneurs with 
a domestic business (DIEs).

In distinguishing between TIEs and DIEs I combined the approach of Rusinovic (2008a) and 
Portes and colleagues (2002). In particular, following Rusinovic’s remarks, I opted for a general 
approach without stressing the fact that TIEs have to travel abroad at least twice a year, as in 
Portes et al., 2002. However, I used a key question asked by Portes et al. (2002), i.e. ‘Is there a rel-
evant part of your business related with your country of origin or with other countries outside 
Italy/Netherlands?’. The distinction between TIEs and DIEs was based on this very question. 
However, in order to avoid bias linked to self-reporting, the answer to this key question was 
discussed in depth with the interviewees so as to ensure the validity of the response25.

Table 3.1 | Sample

City TIEs DIEs Total

Amsterdam 15 15 30

Milan 20 20 40

Total 35 35 70

23 The ‘Egonet’ program is an open-source program developed by Christopher McCarty (University of Florida). It is 
possible to freely download the program at http://sourceforge.net/projects/egonet/.  This program is commonly 
used in the field of PNA (e.g. Lubbers et al., 2007; Molina et al., 2015).

24 In Milan, the interviewers were Simone Caiello, Lorenzo Pedrini and Isabella Tagliabue. In total, they conducted 23 inter-
views. In Amsterdam, Brigitte Möller and Lotte Bloemendaal conducted 18 interviews. I wish to thank them for the support.

25 During the interviews, other questions about the business were asked, such as ‘Describe in detail the part of your business 
connected with/located in your country of origin/other countries’ or ‘Which country/countries did you choose for the 
internationalization of the business?’ and these further clarified the classification as TIEs or DIEs of the respondents.
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Therefore, the most important division in the sample is between entrepreneurs with relevant 
business links abroad (TIEs) and entrepreneurs with business link only within the country of des-
tination (DIEs). More particularly, two main types of cross-border businesses are included in the 
sample: import/export businesses and consultancy agencies (for mediation and counselling). The 
former are more numerous in the Milanese sample, whereas the latter are more common in Amster-
dam. In Milan businesses connected with physical goods prevail, while the service sector is more 
common in the Dutch sample (Table 3.2). This seems to follow the population trend. Indeed, even 
though reliable statistics on cross-border businesses do not exist, it emerges from the fieldwork 
that TIEs in Milan are more likely to be in import/export activities (goods-related sector), whereas 
TIEs in Amsterdam are more involved in consultancy agencies (service sector). This is consistent 
with the more industrial specialisation of Milan in comparison to Amsterdam (see Section 3.1).

Table 3.2 | Type of TIEs

City Import/Export 
business

Consultancy 
business Total

Amsterdam 8 7 15

Milan 17 3 20

Total 25 10 35

Various entrepreneurial activities were classified as domestic (DIEs). Since these kinds 
of activities are quite common in Milan, and given that the initial investment required is low, 
a relevant part of Moroccan entrepreneurs in the Milanese sample are itinerant retailers26. 
There are also cafes, bakeries, greengroceries, cleaning companies. The Amsterdam sample 
also features a great variety of businesses: hairdressers, bakeries, supermarkets, cafes, etc.

Since during the sampling I controlled only for differences between TIEs and DIEs, some 
dissimilarities, which will be taken into account in the empirical chapters, emerge between 
TIE and DIE samples concerning business sector and market. Other differences appear be-
tween Amsterdam and Milan. Businesses in the sample are both in the goods-related sector 
(45 of 70) and in the service sector (25 of 70), with some differences between TIEs and DIEs 
as well as between Amsterdam and Milan (Table 3.3).

Table 3.3 | Sector

Good-related sector Service sector Total

TIEs 25 10 35

DIEs 20 15 30

Amsterdam 16 14 30

Milan 29 11 40

Total 45 25 70

26  An itinerant retail is a shop that move every day, selling the products in various local market places. For example, one 
day is in a local market in a neighbourhood and the next day it is in another neighbourhood.
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As for their target, the majority address a mainstream market (43 of 70), while a smaller 
part focuses on an ethnic market (27 of 70)27. This is in line with population characteristics. 
For example, most Moroccan businesses in Milan do not cater exclusively to a clientele of 
immigrants28. However, the sample of the two types of businesses (TIEs and DIEs) differ in 
markets addressed, whereas Amsterdam and Milan have a more similar composition (Table 
3.4). Furthermore, in the sample market addressed and sector are correlated (Table 3.5)29. 

Table 3.4 | Market

 Ethnic market Mainstream market Total

TIEs 18 17 35

DIEs 9 26 30

Amsterdam 12 18 30

Milan 15 25 40

Total 27 43 70

Table 3.5 | Market and sector

Sector Ethnic market Mainstream market Total

Good-related sector 21 24 45

Service sector 6 19 25

Total 27 43 70

τ =-0.223; p<0.05  

All these dissimilarities and correlations in the sample will be taken into account in the 
interpretation of the results in the following chapters. 

3.5.2 Descriptive statistics (Egos30)

In terms of personal characteristics (Table 3.6), the majority of the interviewees were 
men (N=54), in both Amsterdam and Milan31, and they were approximately 43 years old. On 
average, Amsterdam interviewees were slightly younger (42.5) than those in Milan (43.5); 
TIEs (39.5) were younger than DIEs (44).

The majority of interviewees had a mid- or high-level of education. This distribution is 
similar to the most recent data on immigrant entrepreneurs (OECD, 2010). If we consider 
TIEs and DIEs, the educational level is similar - the median for both groups is ‘mid-level’. 

However, there are some differences between the two cities (Table 3.6). The Amsterdam 

27 ‘Ethnic market’ refers to a market in which the products are mainly for a clientele of co-nationals and other immi-
grants. ‘Mainstream market’ makes reference to a market addressing all types of clientele (natives, co-nationals and 
other immigrants). 

28 Source: elaboration from data from the Milan Chamber of Commerce, 2014.
29 See also the conclusions (Chapter 7).
30 The term ‘ego’ in personal network analysis refers to the respondent, in this case a Moroccan entrepreneur. 
31 In Milan Moroccan female entrepreneurs make up 14% of all Moroccan entrepreneurs (source: Chamber of Com-

merce, 2012). No data was available for Amsterdam.
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sample is generally better educated (median= “mid” and “high” level) than the Milan sample 
(median= “mid-level”).  This is in line with data presented by the OECD (2010), according 
to which approximately 40.2% of immigrant entrepreneurs in Italy have a low (40.2%) or 
mid-level degree (39.5%), whereas a lower percentage (20.4%) have a high-level degree. Con-
versely, immigrant entrepreneurs in the Netherlands have higher levels of education (only 
21% have a low-level degree, 37.2% have a mid-level degree, and 41.8% have a high level 
degree). Therefore, although not statistically representative, the sample mirrors the different 
trends typical of the two countries.

Table 3.6 | Personal characteristics

Whole sample Amsterdam Milan TIEs DIEs

Gender

Male 54 23 31 26 28

Female 16 7 9 9 7

Age

Median 43 42.5 43.5 39 44

Mean 42.5 40.3 43.3 40.3 43.9

SD 10.5 10.4 10.5 10.5 10.4

Education32

Low 16 3 13 7 9

Medium 27 12 15 12 15

High 27 15 12 11 16

Total 70 30 40 35 35

The sample also differs in two other important characteristics: year and age of arrival in the 
country of immigration. Generally speaking, the majority of interviewees arrived before 2000 
(70%), and in particular in the 1990s (37%)33,  which means they arrived some 20 years ago. 
This is true both for TIEs and DIEs. However, a breakdown shows that interviewees in Amster-
dam arrived four years earlier than those in Milan (22.5 years ago compared to 18.5 years ago).

32 Low: points 1 and 2; Medium: points 3 and 4; High: point 5.
1. None (Less than primary education)
2. Primary education/ Junior secondary education (IT:Licenza elementare o media; NL: Basisonderwijs 4-12 year-old)
3. Professional diploma (e.g. tailor diploma) (IT:Qualifica professionale/NL: MBO) 
4. High school degree (IT: Diploma di scuola superior; NL: Voortgezet onderwijs 12-18) 
5. University degree or more

33 Mean=1993; Median=1994; SD=8.9.
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Table 3.7 | Time since migration (years)34

N Median Mean SD Max. Min.

Whole sample 70 20 20.7 8.6 44 4

City (p<0.01)

Amsterdam 30 22.5 22.2 9.5 40 4

Milan 40 18.5 19.6 7.8 44 8

Type of immigrant entrepreneurs (no sig.)

TIEs 35 20 20.8 8.9 44 4

DIEs 35 20 20.7 8.3 40 4

Figure 3.1 | Time since migration (years) 

Note. The figure reports the boxplot for each group (DIEs in Amsterdam, DIEs in Milan, TIEs in Amster-
dam, TIEs in Milan). The horizontal element in the middle of the box represents the group median; the 
left and right borders of the box are the 25th and 75th percentiles respectively. The vertical segments 
from the borders of the box represent the rest of the distribution excepting “outliers”, which are repre-
sented by the spots.

Also worth noting is that people arriving in Amsterdam were younger than in Milan (on 
average, eight year younger). The general age of arrival was quite low overall, i.e. 21.5 years 
old, but in Amsterdam the entrepreneurs had arrived when they were 15.5 years old on av-
erage compared to 23.5 years old when arriving in Milan. This means that a majority of the 
Amsterdam interviewees had gone through high school (and, in some cases, university) in the 

34  A T-test was conducted to determine the significance of the difference between the means of the different groups. 
The same applies to Table 3.8.

           DIEs         

TIEsDIEs
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Netherlands. Similarly, entrepreneurs who own a cross-border business arrived at a younger 
age on average than those whose business focus on a domestic market.

Table 3.8 | Age of arrival in the new country

N Median Mean SD Max. Min.

Whole sample 70 21.5 21.2 8.1 40 6

City (p<0.05)

Amsterdam 30 15.5 17.6 8.6 35 6

Milano 40 23.5 23.9 6.7 40 10

Type of immigrant entrepreneurs (no sig.)

TIEs 35 23 19.3 7.5 35 6

DIEs 35 20 23.1 8.1 40 9

Figure 3.2 | Age of arrival

Note. The figure reports the boxplot for each group (DIEs in Amsterdam, DIEs in Milan, TIEs in Amsterdam, 
TIEs in Milan). The horizontal element in the middle of the box represents the group median; the left and 
right borders of the box are the 25th and 75th percentiles respectively. The vertical segments from the bor-
ders of the box represent the rest of the distribution excepting “outliers”, which are represented by the spots.

From these data, it emerges that in Amsterdam the entrepreneurs interviewed arrived ear-
lier and were younger compared to those in Milan. They arrived in large majority with their 
parents and they grew up in their country of destination. This may have affected their integra-
tion and their entrepreneurial course, which is why we might consider these Dutch interview-
ees as a “half-way” group, i.e. neither as immigrants in the full sense, nor as second-generation 
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immigrants. Rumbaut (2004)35  called them the “1.5 generation” to indicate young people who 
immigrate to the new country as children or during their teens, or in other words people who 
were born in their country of origin but who grew up (at least in part) in their country of desti-
nation. This group’s aspirations, expectations and course can be partially different from those of 
first generation immigrants. In the political, cultural and economic fields they can also be seen 
as a bridge between the immigrant group and the rest of society (Park, 1999). As pointed out in 
the literature (Rusinovic, 2008a and 2008b), the difference in generation might affect entrepre-
neurial behaviours, including transnational entrepreneurial actions. For this reason, generation 
will be taken into consideration in our illustration of the empirical results.

Providing information about the business owned (Table 3.9), a large majority of entrepre-
neurs said they started the businesses more than 3 years before, and they do not often have 
business partners. Most of them have some employees, normally between 1 and 3.

Table 3.9 | Businesses’ characteristics

Characteristic Whole 
sample Amsterdam Milan TIEs DIEs

Business age

<= 3 years 27 13 14 14 13

> 3 years 43 17 26 21 22

Business partners

No 42 15 27 16 25

Yes, one 16 7 9 12 4

Yes, more than one 12 8 4 6 6

Number of employees

0 17 8 9 9 8

1-3 39 11 28 20 19

4-10 12 9 3 4 8

>10 2 2 0 2 0

Total 70 30 40 35 35

35 Actually Rumbaut (2004) distinguished between 1.25 (foreign born, 13-17 at arrival), 1.5 (foreign born, 6-12 at 
arrival) and 1.75 (foreign born, 0-5 at arrival). According to his definitions, in the sample there is only one 1.75, ten 
1.50 and seventeen 1.25. However, they have in common the fact of being born abroad and having arrived young in 
the country of destination.
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3.5.3 Descriptive statistics (Alters36)

Through the name generator described above (Section 3.4), I collected 1988 alters (Table 3.10).

Table 3.10 | Number of alters per type of entrepreneurs

Type of entrepreneur N %

TIE 990 49.8

DIE 998 50.1

Total 1988 100

Alters’ characteristics (Table 3.11) show that the majority are male (71.8%), in the total 
sample, in each city, and in TIEs and DIEs. Furthermore, a large majority (76.2%) of the peo-
ple mentioned by the entrepreneurs are adults, aged between 31 and 60. This percentage 
remains similar also when we sort the sample per city and type of immigrant entrepreneur. 
Finally, about one-third of the respondents’ contacts are entrepreneurs. However, the con-
tacts of TIEs are more likely to be entrepreneurs than those of DIEs.

Table 3.11 | Alters’ characteristics

Characteristic Whole
sample

Amster-
dam Milan TIEs DIEs

Gender

Male 71.8 70.1 73 73.3 70.3

Female 28.2 29.9 27 26.7 29.7

Total 1988 788 1200 990 998

Age

Young (18-30) 14.5 13.7 15 13 16.4

Adult (31-65) 76.2 79.1 74.3 80.5 74.2

Elder (>65) 7.8 7.2 8.2 6.5 9.4

Total 1958 788 1200 990 998

Job position

Entrepreneurs 35.5 33.6 36.8 44 26.4

Non-entrepreneurs 49.6 52.6 47.5 42.7 57.5

Unemployed people 3.4 3.9 3.1 2.2 4.7

People out of job market (student, house-wife) 11.5 9.9 12.6 11.1 11.4

Total 1856 750 1106 962 894

Alters involved in the respondents’ entrepreneurial activities make up 49.2% of total con-
tacts mentioned (Table 3.12). However, this percentage is higher for TIEs than DIEs (in this 
regard see Chapter 5).

36  The term ‘alter’ in personal network analysis refers to the contacts mentioned by the respondent. 
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Table 3.12 | Business-related and non-business-related alters

Type of contact Whole 
sample

Amster-
dam Milan TIEs DIEs

Business-related contacts 49.2 51 47.9 58.1 40.1

Non-business-related contacts 50.8 49 52.1 41.9 59.9

Total (%) 100 100 100 100 100

Total (N) 1958 788 1170 990 968

Table 3.13 shows that, among the contacts related to the business, a relevant part are rela-
tives, friends or acquaintances who are not directly involved in the business but who provide 
support to the entrepreneurs37  (e.g. by providing some information, see Chapter 5). Another 
consistent part is composed by suppliers, who are particular numerous among TIEs’ contacts. 

Table 3.13 | Business-related alters: role

Role Whole
sample

Amster-
dam Milan TIEs DIEs

Business partners 1.7 2.5 1.1 2.1 1

Employees 11.6 15.7 8.7 10.6 13.1

Suppliers 26.4 26.1 26.6 33.7 15.5

Customers 11.6 8.7 13.7 15 6.7

Consultants (e.g. lawyer, accountant) 15.2 13.7 16.2 10.6 21.9

Others (e.g. relatives or friends sup-
porting the business) 33.5 33.3 33.7 28 41.8

Total (%) 100 100 100 100 100

Total (N) 963 402 561 575 388

3.6 Conclusions

The research, whose results are presented in this dissertation, addresses transnational en-
trepreneurial practices of Moroccan immigrants in Milan and Amsterdam. In particular, Mo-
roccan entrepreneurs with a cross-border business (TIEs) and Moroccan entrepreneurs with a 
domestic business (DIEs) are compared in order to understand the differences between a trans-
nationally-involved group (TIEs) and one that is not transnationally involved for their business.

Amsterdam and Milan differ in some conditions (e.g. immigration history; size and ratio 
of people with an immigrant background; productive and economic structure) which makes it 
fruitful to compare entrepreneurial behaviours. Similarly, Moroccan immigrants are particu-

37 Of course, also these contacts (suppliers, employees, etc.) can provide support to the respondents as well (see Chapter 5).
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lar interesting because they are present in both cities, and this allows us to avoid introducing 
a further element of variance. Moreover, the Moroccan group in Amsterdam differs from the 
one in Milan in some interesting characteristics such as size and length of settlement.

These differences make it particularly interesting to compare Moroccan entrepreneurs in Mi-
lan and Amsterdam, because they can lead to different results and allow us to understand how dif-
ferent contextual characteristics affect (transnational) entrepreneurial behaviours. For example, 
the differences regarding migrants, Moroccans in particular, both in absolute terms and percent-
age values, seem relevant for this research and could lead to different results regarding transna-
tional entrepreneurial practices. Since there is a larger and longer-rooted Moroccan population 
in Amsterdam, businesses with transnational connections have stronger links to products from 
Morocco or to a target of co-nationals and/or other immigrants. Therefore, cross-border activities 
might be especially linked with Morocco. By contrast, it might be expected that in Milan transna-
tional entrepreneurial activities could be linked less to an ethnic market and more to other sectors, 
for example the fashion industry (which is one of the main industrial sectors in Milan) and to the 
productive sector, which is particularly relevant in the Milanese area. Therefore, these businesses 
might be linked more to third countries, rather than to Morocco.

The research uses an overall qualitative approach combining mixed-method questions 
and measures (qualitative questions, quantitative measures and techniques from personal 
network analysis). 70 interviews were carried out with Moroccan entrepreneurs, both TIEs 
and DIEs. Starting from the next chapter, I will illustrate the results of the empirical research.


