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ChAPter 5

Relational embeddedness: network 
composition and structure, and 
support provided

Chapter 4 addressed opportunity structure, with a particular focus on the places and 
groups involved, and the role of structural embeddedness in identifying and seizing business 
opportunities. This chapter addresses the role of the entrepreneurs’ contacts, i.e. their social 
network, for the business. As stressed in the literature on immigrant entrepreneurs (Portes 
& Sensenbrenner, 1993; Zhou, 2004; Altinay & Altinay, 2008; Chen & Tan, 2009), contacts can 
provide resources and support facilitating entrepreneurs when it comes to identifying and 
seizing available business opportunities.  

Entrepreneurs can use their embeddedness in social networks, i.e. their relational em-
beddedness, to identify and seize business opportunities. Relational embeddedness refers to 
ego’s contacts, as well as the relations with and between these. Entrepreneurs can identify 
and seize opportunities simply by being in contact with people and, in some cases, by receiv-
ing support from them. Thus, embeddedness in networks provides entrepreneurs with the 
resources and contacts they need to identify and seize business opportunities.

Embeddedness in different kinds of networks can have different effects on entrepreneur-
ial activity (Portes & Sensenbrenner, 1993; Nannestad et al., 2008; Anthias & Cederberg, 
2009; Patel & Conklin, 2009; Kanas et al., 2011). Therefore, the first aim of this chapter is to 
analyse the structure and composition of entrepreneurial business networks by comparing 
TIEs and DIEs: Do TIEs and DIEs differ in their business network composition and structure?

Network composition refers to the kind of contacts that entrepreneurs have, and their 
relationship with these contacts, while network structure concerns links between contacts. I 
analyse both the business network as a whole and the part of it providing support (the sup-

Do TIEs and DIEs differ in their business network composition and structure? 
Do TIEs and DIEs differ in in how relational embeddedness is relevant for the purpose of identifying and sei-
zing business opportunities?

Do TIEs and DIEs differ in their business network composition and structure? 
Do TIEs and DIEs differ in in how relational embeddedness is relevant for the 
purpose of identifying and seizing business opportunities?
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port network)1. The first includes all the contacts entrepreneurs have relations with for the 
business2. People who are part of the business network may or may not provide support for 
the business3, so business contacts providing support make up the support network, which is 
also part of the business network.

A second purpose is to understand whether TIEs and DIEs differ in how they take advan-
tage of their embeddedness in these networks to recognise and seize business opportunities: 
Do TIEs and DIEs differ in how relational embeddedness is relevant for the purpose of identifying 
and seizing business opportunities?. In particular, I address this question by illustrating both 
how composition and structure influence entrepreneurs in seizing opportunities, and what is 
the support provided by different kind of contacts (e.g. co-nationals, relatives, etc.).

In order to answer my research questions, I use both qualitative and quantitative data 
(see Chapter 3). Quantitative data provides a description of the composition and the structure 
of the entrepreneurs’ networks, whereas I use the qualitative analyses to gain better under-
standing of the role played by these networks.

The chapter reads as follow. The first section illustrates differences between TIE and DIE 
networks in terms of composition and structure (5.1). Section 5.2 focuses on the support pro-
vided by the people in the network, and Section 5.3 analyses the dissimilarities among TIEs, 
by addressing network composition and structure, as well as support provided.  Finally, Sec-
tion 5.4 concludes the chapter.

5.1 Business and support networks: do TIEs differ from DIEs?

The central question is whether there are differences in business network composition 
and structure between TIEs and DIEs. The previous literature on TIEs has stressed that net-
works are the ‘driving force’ of cross-border businesses (Portes et al., 2002; Patel & Conklin, 
2009; Terjesen & Elam, 2009), but without underlining the differences between this particu-
lar category of immigrant entrepreneurs (TIEs) and others (DIEs). 

In order to investigate this difference further, I compared the data that emerged for the 
two kinds of immigrant entrepreneurs. In the sample, TIEs and DIEs differed in terms of their 
sector and the markets they addressed, which is why more businesses in the mainstream mar-
ket fall into the DIE category (see Chapter 3). Given that the differences between cross-border 
and domestic businesses can vary according to the city where the business is located (Milan 
or Amsterdam) or the generation of the interviewees (first or 1.5-generation immigrants), 

1 In analysing the support network, I also present the non-support (business) network as a control group.
2 Interviewees were asked the following question, so as to illicit mention of their business contacts, ‘Could you tell 

me the name of people you have contacts with for the business?’ Furthermore, in order to understand whether the 
people in the core network were also involved in the business, I asked, ‘Do you have contacts (meetings, phone calls 
etc.) for business purposes?’ See also Chapter 3 and Appendix (Annex 2).

3 The following question served to find out whether a business contact provided support for the business: ‘Does he/
she provide support for the business?’ If the answer was ‘yes’, the contact was included in the support network. If not, 
he/she was included in the non-support network.
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these variables are also considered in the presentation of the results4. 
Regarding network composition, three main elements are illustrated: the ego-alter rela-

tionship, tie-strength, and the groups that alters belong to (as a combination of their countries 
of origin and of residence). To consider network structure, I analyse the size and the density 
of the business network. 

5.1.1 Network composition: TIEs have more diversified networks than do DIEs

Relationship and tie strength
If we consider business networks and ego relationship with alters, both TIEs and DIEs 

have a majority of exclusively work-related contacts5 (see Table 5.1a). However, TIEs and DIEs 
slightly differ (V=0.195**), since the TIE group has more contacts exclusively linked to the 
business (72%) than do DIEs (58.3%). In contrast, DIE contacts are more often friends and ac-
quaintances (Table 5.1a). Finally, relatives are important for both categories of entrepreneurs. 
This is consistent with the literature (e.g. Bonvalet, 2003), which shows that family relations 
remain important and very much ‘present’ even when the relatives live far away.

Table 5.1a | Business network: Alters’ relationship with Ego (in %) - differences between TIEs and DIEs6

Relationship TIEs DIEs

Relatives 12.8 11.3

Friends 9.6 14.9

Acquaintances 5.6 15.5

Work-related contacts 72 58.3

Total (%) 100 100

Total (N) 575 388

Association V=0.195**

* p<0.05  **p<0.01   

However, the presence in the sample of more DIE businesses in the mainstream market 
compared to TIEs (see Chapter 3) led to an underestimation of these differences (Table 5.1b). In 
fact, there are no dissimilarities regarding ego-alter relationships between TIE and DIE main-
stream businesses. In contrast, when it comes to the contacts of the entrepreneurs involved in 
ethnic markets, TIEs and DIEs strongly differ (V=0.326**). The contacts of TIEs who own an 
ethnic business are often exclusively work-related contacts and relatives, whereas DIEs who 

4 In order to make the results clearer, the findings emerging from these dissimilarities (market, sector, city and gener-
ation) are discussed in the text only when they entail a variation compared to the results of the whole sample. 

5 ‘Exclusively work-related contacts’ are people who have contacts with the entrepreneur exclusively for the business. 
Acquaintances are people who have had contact with the entrepreneurs, primarily for reasons other than for the 
business, but who at some point happened to have some kind of business connection to the entrepreneurs (e.g. 
providing support), and so they were included in the business network. 

6 As suggested by many manuals on statistical data analysis (see Marradi 2002; Di Franco, 2005; Field, 2013), in this 
chapter I use the following association measures: Kramer’s V (V) for categorical variables; Kendall’s Tau-b (τ) for 
binary variables. Both measures vary from zero to one.



104

Chapter 5

own an ethnic business are involved in a business network of friends, relatives and acquain-
tances (who, together, represent the majority of their contacts). The same happens when com-
paring TIEs and DIEs in the same sector. The tendency of TIEs to concentrate on exclusively 
work-related contacts emerges only in the goods-related sector. However, since on the one hand 
association values are much more similar than that concerning different markets, and on the 
other hand market and sector are correlated in the sample (see Chapter 3), we can hypothesise 
that the results regarding sector are influenced by differences between the markets addressed.

Besides this, the importance of relatives, which is very similar for TIEs and DIEs in the 
whole sample, differs only if we consider first-generation immigrants, while 1.5 generations 
do not seem to diverge in their relationship with business contacts. In particular, for first-gen-
eration respondents, relatives make up most of the TIE business networks, while DIE contacts 
are more likely to be friends. This is particularly relevant because relatives seem very import-
ant for TIEs (see Section 5.2). Finally, in Milan the TIE group relies more on relatives than 
does the DIE group, while the opposite is true in Amsterdam. This seems connected not to any 
urban peculiarities, but rather to the higher presence of first-generation immigrants in Milan, 
which influences the overall results for that city.

Table 5.1b | Business network: Alters’ relationship with Ego (in %) - differences between TIEs and DIEs

Relation-
ship

Amster-
dam Milan 1 genera-

tion
1.5 gene-
ration

Ethnic 
market

Main-
stream 
market

Good-
related 
sector

Service 
sector

TIEs DIEs TIEs DIEs TIEs DIEs TIEs DIEs TIEs DIEs TIEs DIEs TIEs DIEs TIEs DIEs

Relatives 7.5 12.1 16.4 10.7 14.5 9.6 11.7 16.1 17.8 14.9 8.2 9.8 14.4 20 9.5 5.6

Friends 9.2 14.9 9.8 15 9.9 15.9 9 12.7 6.2 19.8 12.7 12.7 8.1 9 12.8 18.9

Acquain-
tances 10.5 14.4 2.3 16.4 1.7 15.2 10.4 15.3 1.8 20.7 9.3 13.1 2 11.6 13.4 18

Work-
related 72.8 58.6 71.5 57.9 73.9 59.3 68.9 55.9 74.2 44.6 69.8 64.4 75.5 59.4 64.3 57.5

Total (%) 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100

Total (N) 228 174 347 214 353 270 222 118 275 121 291 267 396 155 179 233

Associa-
tion V=0.134** V=0.177** V=0.281** V=0.129 V=0.326** V=0.057 V=0.226** V=0.126

* p<0.05  **p<0.01  

As for support networks7, in contrast with what emerges regarding business networks, 
TIEs and DIEs do not significantly differ in the kind of relationship they have with people who 

7 When I illustrate the results of the support network, I also illustrate the non-support network in order to make a 
comparison. However, since the main aim is to understand any dissimilarities between TIEs and DIEs in the support 
network, I focus on it only when I discuss results by sector, market, city and generation.
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provide them with support (Table 5.2a). First, support contacts for both groups are almost 
exclusively work-related. The differences in relationship with these contacts are mainly in the 
non-support network. In this regard, TIE contacts are much more exclusively work-related.

Table 5.2a | Support and non-support network: Alters’ relationship with Ego (in %) - differences be-

tween TIEs and DIEs

Relationship
Support network Non-support network

TIEs DIEs TIEs DIEs

Relatives 22 19.2 3.8 2.7

Friends 17.1 17.7 2.1 11.9

Acquaintances 8 15.3 3.1 15.7

Work-related contacts 53 47.8 91 69.7

Total (%) 100 100 100 100

Total (N) 287 203 288 185

Association V=0.118 V=0.315**

* p<0.05  **p<0.01 

However, if we distinguish for type of business and generation of the respondents, find-
ings change with regard to two main points (Table 5.2b). 

Firstly, as in business networks, in the support network the differences between TIEs 
and DIEs regarding ego-alter relationships are more marked within the category of ethnic 
businesses. More relatives and exclusively work-related contacts support TIEs, while contacts 
supporting DIEs are more likely to be friends and acquaintances. Moreover, ethnic and main-
stream businesses show completely opposite patterns. In ethnic markets, TIEs more often 
receive support from exclusively work-related contacts and relatives, whereas TIEs in the 
mainstream market rely more on friends and acquaintances, and less on work-related con-
tacts and relatives compared to DIEs in the same market. This happens because TIEs usually 
have contacts with Morocco and still have some relatives there, so they take advantage of 
these contacts for their business (see below and Section 5.2.2).

Secondly, different patterns emerge between first and 1.5 generations. First-generation TIEs 
seems to rely more on relatives and less on friends and acquaintances than do DIEs. This seems 
linked to what is underlined in the literature on the topic (Wong, 2004; Bagwell, 2008; Mustafa & 
Chen, 2010; Urbano et al., 2011), namely that TIEs need people that they really trust for support 
when it comes to the foreign side of the business (see below and Section 5.1.2). DIEs also share this 
necessity for people they can trust, but these trustful contacts play a less fundamental role, since 
they do not contribute to managing the business, and therefore mainly friends are used. 

In contrast, 1.5-generation TIEs rely less on relatives and more on friends compared to DIEs. 
This result is influenced by the different use of entrepreneurial family background by TIEs and 
DIEs (see Chapter 6), which is important for many 1.5 generations (14/25 respondents). DIEs 
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are more inclined to follow the entrepreneurial family path, since they are more likely to remain 
exactly in the same sector as their family business, and in many cases to continue that business. 
In contrast, TIEs with an entrepreneurial background usually go beyond their parents’ business 
by internationalising and expanding, or by starting a business in a similar (but not identical) 
sector. For example, S. (A02), a DIE who has a number of bakeries in Amsterdam, just continued 
his father business, deciding, together with his brothers, to open two more bakeries later on. 
M. (M05) and H. (M06) each have an import/export business selling fruits and vegetables. In 
both cases, their father owned a grocery store. However, rather than carrying on their fathers’ 
business, they started a new business, with an international ‘side’. 

Table 5.2b | Support network: Alters’ relationship with Ego (in %) - differences between TIEs and DIEs

Relation-
ship

Amster-
dam Milan 1 genera-

tion
1.5 gene-
ration

Ethnic 
market

Main-
stream 
market

Good-
related 
sector

Service 
sector

TIEs DIEs TIEs DIEs TIEs DIEs TIEs DIEs TIEs DIEs TIEs DIEs TIEs DIEs TIEs DIEs

Relatives 13 17.6 27.9 20.8 26.4 14.2 15 39 34.1 18.3 12.5 19.8 24.9 31.4 16.3 10.3

Friends 17.5 21.6 16.9 13.9 16.7 20.4 17.7 7.3 9.5 23.2 23.7 14 14.3 11.6 22.4 22.2

Acquain-
tances 16.5 21.6 2.3 8.9 1.7 16.7 17.7 9.8 1.6 26.8 13.8 7.5 2.1 10.5 19.4 18.8

Work-
related 53 39.2 52.9 56.4 55.2 48.7 49.6 43.9 54.8 31.7 50 58.7 58.7 46.5 41.9 48.7

Total (%) 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100

Total (N) 115 102 172 101 174 162 113 41 126 82 152 121 189 86 98 117

Associa-
tion V=0.139 V=0.167* V=0.291** V=0.275** V=0.459** V=0.181* V=0.205a V=0.098

p<0.05  **p<0.01 
a p<0.08  

Considering the strength of the ties between entrepreneurs and their contacts (Granovet-
ter, 1973), I have included the following alters in the strong-tie category8: 1) close relatives9 2) 

8 Following Marsden and Campbell (1984), who found that relationship is not one of the best predictors of tie-
strength, I have also asked about closeness (in terms of friendship). I decided not to consider frequency of contacts 
because this measure tends to overestimate the strength of ties with job contacts and neighbours, and not to include 
the duration of tie because it tends to overstate kin relationships (Marsden & Campbell, 1984). 

9 Parents, children, siblings and grandparents are considered close relatives. The closeness here refers to kinship and 
not to friendship. During the interviews, in order to avoid mistakes, interviewers asked the respondents to specify 
the kinship (e.g. parent, cousin) and they decided if the relative was ‘close’ or ‘other’. Following Mustafa and Chen 
(2010), relatives from extended family (i.e., other relatives) are not automatically considered strong ties. This is also 
supported by the data. In the sample, only 45.3% of other relatives were considered close or very close (in terms of 
friendship) by the interviewees. In contrast, 88.9% of close relatives (in term of kinship) were considered close or 
very close (in terms of friendship).



107

Relational embeddedness: network composition and structure, and support provided

friends10 3) people interviewees declared to be close or very close with11. Tables 5.3a-b illustrate 
that there are no differences between TIEs and DIEs, since the contacts for both groups are 
mainly weak ties. The only significant difference applies to Amsterdam, where the contacts of 
TIEs are less likely to be strong ties than those of DIEs. This follows the general trend showed in 
the literature, namely that family is less central in Northern Europe than it is in Southern Europe 
(Jurado Guerrero & Naldini, 1996; Reher, 1998; Billari & Dalla Zuanna, 2008). Therefore, Mo-
roccans in Amsterdam seem to adopt Dutch habits whereas those in Milan appear to maintain a 
strong attachment to their family, since relatives are very important in the Italian context.

Table 5.3a-b | Business network: Strength of ego-alter ties relationship (in %) - differences between TIEs and DIEs

Tie-strength TIEs DIEs

Weak ties 65.2 64.4

Strong ties 34.8 35.6

Total (%) 100 100

Total (N) 575 388

Association τ =0.008

* p<0.05  **p<0.01  

Relation-
ship

Amster-
dam Milan 1 genera-

tion
1.5 gene-
ration

Ethnic 
market

Main-
stream 
market

Good-
related 
sector

Service 
sector

TIEs DIEs TIEs DIEs TIEs DIEs TIEs DIEs TIEs DIEs TIEs DIEs TIEs DIEs TIEs DIEs

Weak ties 72.4 58 60.4 69.6 62 64.8 70.3 63.3 64.4 58.7 66.3 67 63.1 60.6 69.8 67

Strong ties 27.6 42 39.5 30.4 38 35.2 29.7 36.4 35.6 41.3 33.7 33 36.9 39.4 30.2 33

Total (%) 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100

Total (N.) 228 174 347 214 353 270 222 118 275 121 291 267 396 155 179 233

Association τ =0.150** τ =-0.092* τ =-0.029 τ =0.068 τ =0.054 τ =-0.008 τ =0.023 τ =0.031

* p<0.05  **p<0.01  

For support contacts - support networks - (Table 5.4a), as in the case of business net-
works, TIEs and DIEs do not differ in the strength of their ties. The only (slight) difference 
concerns non-support networks, in which the contacts of TIEs are ties that are less strong 
than those of DIEs. This means that, apart from the contacts that provide support, TIEs are 
less likely than DIEs to have business links with people who are close to them.

10 Apart from relatives, I asked about the main relationship, distinguishing between friends and acquaintances. Alters 
considered as friends by interviewees were included in the strong-tie category. This is supported by the data: inter-
viewees feel close or very close to 92.6% of the people in the friend category. 

11 To estimate closeness (in terms of friendship), I used an already tested scale utilised in past studies on immigrants’ 
personal networks (Lubbers et al., 2007; Vacca, 2013). The scale goes from ‘1- Not at all close’ to ‘5 - very close’. Alters 
with a score of 4 or 5 were considered strong ties.
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Table 5.4a | Support and non-support network: Strength of ties in ego-alter relationships (in %) - differ-

ences between TIEs and DIEs

Relationship
Support network Non-support network

TIEs DIEs TIEs DIEs

Weak ties 47.7 55.7 82.6 74.1

Strong ties 52.3 44.3 17.4 25.9

Total (%) 100 100 100 100

Total (ab. val.) 287 203 288 185

Association τ =-0.078 (p<0.08) τ =0.103*

* p<0.05  **p<0.01 

However, the presence of both first-generation and 1.5-generation immigrants rather con-
fuses the result. If we consider only first generations, the support network of TIEs is more 
often made up of strong ties than that of DIEs. During the interviews, it became clear why 
TIEs rely more on strong ties. As they have to manage the part of the business that is located 
furthest from the entrepreneur’s place of residence, they need the support of people they 
trust, since they are unable to check up daily on how the foreign part is doing. For example, A. 
(M10), who exports hydraulic and construction products, states:

“I have a business partner in Morocco who manages all the activity of selling 
the products I send him. He also manages the shop there. I met him a long time 
ago so I trust him... You know, it is important, since I am here, and not always in 
Morocco, to oversee the situation”. (M10) 

This is valid for first generations, but not for 1.5 generations because, since they have 
spent a large part of their life in the country of destination12, they have fewer contacts they 
trust abroad. Similarly, the significant differences regarding the strength of the ties in Milan 
and in Amsterdam seem mainly connected to the larger presence of first-generation immi-
grants in the former, and of 1.5-generation immigrants in the latter.

12 On average, 1.5-generation respondents arrived when they were 12 years old and they are now 32 years old. There-
fore, they have spent most of their life (20 years out of 32) in their country of destination.
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Table 5.4b |  Support network: Strength of ties in ego-alter relationships (in %) - differences between TIEs and DIEs

Relation-
ship

Amster-
dam Milan 1 genera-

tion
1.5 gene-
ration

Ethnic 
market

Main-
stream 
market

Good-
related 
sector

Service 
sector

TIEs DIEs TIEs DIEs TIEs DIEs TIEs DIEs TIEs DIEs TIEs DIEs TIEs DIEs TIEs DIEs

Weak ties 55.7 51 42.4 60.4 40.8 56.8 58.4 51.2 43.7 54.9 50.7 56.2 46 54.7 56.4 51

Strong ties 44.3 49 57.6 39.6 59.2 43.2 41.6 48.8 56.3 45.1 49.3 43.8 54 45.3 43.6 49

Total (%) 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100

Total (N) 115 102 172 101 174 162 113 41 126 82 152 121 189 86 98 117

Association τ =0.047 τ =-0.173** τ =-0.160** τ =0.064 τ =-0.110 τ =-0.055 τ =-0.080 τ =-0.054

* p<0.05  **p<0.01 

Groups
Entrepreneur contacts can also be distinguished in terms of their country of origin13 and 

their country of residence. By combining these two pieces of information (as was already 
done by Lubbers et al., 2010; Vacca, 2013; Molina et al., 2015), the following groups of con-
tacts can be identified (Table 5.5a):

• Natives: people who were born in the interviewee’s country of destination (Italy or 
the Netherlands)

• Moroccan immigrants: Moroccans who live in the interviewee’s country of destina-
tion (Italy or the Netherlands) 

• Moroccan origins: Moroccans living in Morocco
• Other immigrants: other people who immigrated to the interviewees’ country of destination
• Diasporas: Moroccans living in third countries (neither in Morocco nor in the inter-

viewee’s country of destination)
• Internationals: people of any nationality (other than Moroccan) living in a third coun-

try (neither Morocco14 nor the interviewee’s country of destination).

In this regard, TIEs have more diversified networks than DIEs (V=0.440**), both in terms 
of country of residence (alters’ location) and country of origin. TIEs have more business con-
tacts from other countries (neither from Morocco nor Italy or the Netherlands), i.e. with Other 
immigrants and Internationals. Specifically, TIEs have contacts both in their country of des-
tination (58.6%) and abroad (41.4%). Apart from Moroccan immigrants and natives of the 
country of destination, Internationals and Moroccan origins are more closely linked with TIEs. 
In contrast, DIE contacts are almost exclusively made up of people living in the country of 
destination (97.1%). Among these, the biggest group is the native one. 

13 Since in the Netherlands there are many second-generation Moroccans, and since they maintain some characteristics and be-
haviours of their parents and groups (see, for example, Crul & Doomernik, 2003; Rusinovic, 2008a; Berry & Sabatier, 2010), I 
decided to consider them as Moroccans, and not as natives, in their country of destination. This also follows the criteria applied 
to determine ‘ethnicity’ in the Dutch statistics. A person is an ‘allochtoon’ (the Dutch word referring to people whose origins are 
from another country) if he/she was not born in the country or if at least one parent was born abroad (in Morocco in this case).

14 Interviewees did not mention people living in Morocco, but of non-Moroccan origin.
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Table 5.5a | Business network: Number of alters in each groups - TIEs and DIEs

Group TIEs DIEs Total

Natives 27.1 47.9 342

Mor. Imm. 25.2 34 277

Mor. Origins 14.3 1.3 87

Other imm. 6.3 15.2 95

Mor. Diasporas 4.2 0.3 25

Internationals 23 1.3 137

Total (%) 100 100 -

Total (N) 575 388 963

Association V=0.440** -

* p<0.05  **p<0.01  

These tendencies are confirmed even when we disaggregate the data by city, generation, 
sector, and market, although with one interesting dissimilarity (Table 5.5b). The difference 
between TIEs and DIEs in the number of contacts who are Moroccan immigrants is higher for 
businesses in the ethnic market than for those in the mainstream market. It can be hypothe-
sised that, since businesses in the mainstream market are less linked to co-nationals, DIEs are 
less likely to be associated to co-nationals, since overall they appear to be more connected to 
co-national immigrants than TIEs.

Table 5.5b | Business network: Number of alters in each group - TIEs and DIEs

Group
Amster-
dam Milan 1 genera-

tion
1.5 gene-
ration

Ethnic  
business

Main-
stream 
business

Goods-
related  
sector

Service 
sector

TIEs DIEs TIEs DIEs TIEs DIEs TIEs DIEs TIEs DIEs TIEs DIEs TIEs DIEs TIEs DIEs

Natives 28.5 40.8 26.2 53.7 25.2 51.4 30.1 39.8 17.5 33.9 34.3 54.3 26 49 29.6 47.2

Mor. Imm. 19.7 42 28.8 27.6 26.1 31.1 23.9 40.7 33.4 53.7 18.2 25.1 26.3 40.8 22.9 29.6

Origins 18 1.1 11.8 1.4 13.9 0.4 14.9 3.4 16.4 2.5 12.4 0.7 13.6 1.9 15.6 0.8

Other imm. 3.5 14.9 8.1 15.4 7.6 16.3 4.1 12.7 6.5 9.1 6.2 18 5.1 5.8 8.9 21.5

Diasporas 2.2 0.6 5.5 0 4 0.4 4.5 0 7.3 0 1.4 0.4 4.5 0.6 3.4 0

Internationals 28.1 0.6 19.6 1.9 23.2 0.4 22.5 3.4 18.9 0.8 27.5 1.5 24.5 1.9 19.6 0.9

Total (%) 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100

Total (N) 228 174 347 214 353 270 222 118 275 121 291 267 396 155 179 233

Association V=0.524** V=0.414** V=0.480** V=0.384** V=0.396** V=0.471** V=0.373** V=0.486**

* p<0.05  **p<0.01  
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The greater geographic dispersion of TIE contacts is linked to the definition of the two 
types of entrepreneurs (see Chapter 3). Entrepreneurs were classified as TIEs if they had 
relevant business contacts outside their country of destination, whereas DIEs were entre-
preneurs who focused only on their country of destination’s domestic market. Therefore, this 
difference was expected. However, having relevant business relations abroad15 does not auto-
matically entail having a high number of business contacts abroad. In fact, even a single link 
(e.g. a supplier) might lead to having key business relations outside the country of destina-
tion. Therefore, this result highlights that TIEs do not only have fundamental contacts abroad 
(in terms of importance, as asked during the interviews), but also that these contacts are 
relevant in numerical terms (i.e., the number of business contacts abroad). 

Furthermore, a more spatially concentrated business network - as in the case of DIEs - does 
not necessarily entail a geographically concentrated support network. Since the respondents 
are immigrants, it might be expected that both TIEs and DIEs have a transnational support net-
work (i.e. contacts living outside the country of destination who provide support), but this was 
not confirmed (see Table 5.6a). In contrast, the dissimilarities that emerged regarding business 
network are also confirmed for both the support network (V=0.456**) and the non-support 
network (V=0.474**). In other words, DIEs do not have a transnational support network. More 
in particular, TIEs receive support from people located both in the country of destination and 
outside of it (Morocco and third countries). They also rely on people who are not from Morocco 
or their country of destination (in terms of place of origin). In contrast, DIEs receive support al-
most exclusively from people in their country of destination, mainly from natives or Moroccans.

Table 5.6a | Support and non-support network: Groups (in %) - differences between TIEs and DIEs

Group
Support network Non-support network

TIEs DIEs TIEs DIEs

Natives 32.4 43.3 21.9 53

Moroccan Immigrants 20.9 42.4 29.5 24.9

Moroccan Origins 16.4 1 12.2 1.6

Other imm. 4.9 11.8 7.6 18.9

Diasporas 5.2 0 3.1 0.5

Internationals 20.2 1.5 25.7 1.1

Total (%) 100 100 100 100

Total (N) 287 203 288 185

Association V=0.456** V=0.474**

* p<0.05  **p<0.01   

15 Following Portes et al. (2002), the interviewees were asked to answer the following question, ‘Is there a relevant part 
of your business related with your country of origin or with other countries outside Italy or the Netherlands?’.
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These tendencies are also confirmed when the sample is sorted by city, generation and type of 
business (Table 5.6b). Only for 1.5 generations is the share of natives larger in TIE networks than in 
DIE networks. It is possible that, since 1.5 generations grew up or at least attended high school in 
their country of destination, 1.5-generation TIEs would have more native contacts than DIEs would. 

Table 5.6b | Support network: Groups (in %) - differences between TIEs and DIEs

Group
Amster-
dam Milan 1 genera-

tion
1.5 gene-
ration

Ethnic
business

Main-
stream
business

Goods-re-
lated  
sector

Service 
sector

TIEs DIEs TIEs DIEs TIEs DIEs TIEs DIEs TIEs DIEs TIEs DIEs TIEs DIEs TIEs DIEs

Natives 38.3 35.2 28.5 51.5 30.5 48.2 35.4 24.3 15.1 28 43.4 53.7 25.9 37.2 44.9 47.9

Mor. Imm. 20.9 52 20.9 32.6 21.8 38.9 19.5 56.1 25.4 62.3 18.4 28.9 21.2 54.7 20.4 33.3

Origins 11.3 0 19.8 2 18.4 0 13.3 4.9 23 1.2 11.2 0.8 19.6 2.3 10.2 0

Other imm. 3.5 11.8 5.8 11.9 5.2 12.3 4.4 9.8 4 7.3 5.9 14.9 4.2 3.5 17.9 17.9

Diasporas 4.3 0 5.8 0 4.6 0 6.2 0 9.5 0 2 0 4.8 0 6.1 0

Internationals 21.7 1 19.2 2 19.5 0.6 21.2 4.9 23 1.2 19.1 1.7 24.3 2.3 12.2 0.9

Total (%) 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100

Total (N) 115 102 172 101 174 162 113 41 126 82 152 121 189 86 98 117

Association V=0.505** V=0.434** V=0.506** V=0.408** V=0.549** V=0.390** V=0.453** V=0.430**

* p<0.05  **p<0.01  

One might object that the difference in network composition concerning groups is linked 
to the different types of business, since TIEs focus on a more international arena and DIEs on 
a more domestic market. This, however, is not supported by the data. Indeed, entrepreneurs 
had met most of these contacts before they started their business16. TIEs already knew 40.3% 
of their business contacts before starting their business, whereas for DIEs the ratio was 44.1%. 

Most importantly, the different group composition is also confirmed if we consider only al-
ters that were known before the business start-up17 (V=0.413**, see Table 5.7)18. The contacts 
of TIEs were more diverse and geographically dispersed before the business start-up as well. In 
contrast, DIEs were already more integrated in a local network, and this may have affected their 
degree of transnationalism and mobility, as already underlined in the literature (Vandenbrande, 
2006; Recchi & Favell, 2009). Therefore, it is possible to conclude that entrepreneurs’ contacts 
shape their decision to embark on a cross-border business or to focus on a strictly domestic 
market. Even though the difference in terms of the groups alters belong to has slightly increased 
with the business, the results displayed in Table 5.7 clearly underline the fact that there was a 
relevant dissimilarity between TIEs and DIEs even before the business start-up. 

16 It is interesting that the majority of TIEs (28/35) directly started a cross-border business. Only a minority (7/35) 
had a non-transnational business in the country of destination before starting their current business. 

17 For each alter, the following question was asked, ‘Did you know this person before the start-up of your current business?’.
18 The core network of TIEs is also more varied than that of DIEs (V=174**). Data on the core network is not included 

in the text, but is available upon request.
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Table 5.7 | Business network - groups (in %): Contacts acquired before and after the business-start-up - 

Differences between TIEs and DIEs

Group
Met BEFORE 
business start-up

Met AFTER
business start-up Total

TIEs DIEs TIEs DIEs TIEs DIEs

Natives 23.2 39.2 29.7 54.8 27.1 47.9

Mor. immigrants 37.1 48.5 17.2 22.6 25.2 34

Origins 19 2.3 11.1 0.5 14.3 1.3

Other immigrants 3 9.4 8.5 19.8 6.3 15.2

Diasporas 6.5 0.6 2.6 0 4.2 0.3

Internationals 11.2 0 30.9 2.3 23 1.3

Total (%) 100 100 100 100 100 100

Total (N) 232 171 343 217 575 388

Association V=0.413** V=0.460** V=0.440**

* p<0.05  **p<0.01  

During the interviews, respondents clearly referred to the use of pre-business contacts for 
the business, as these three examples show:

“Many people I met before the business support me, both Italians and other immi-
grants. Most are friends but also acquaintances. They simply advise people who 
need my services to come here. Moreover, I rely on a number of Moroccan acquain-
tances for the part linked to Morocco. Most of these are friends from school or uni-
versity. Now they have important jobs in the public or private sector.” (M40)

“I chose Morocco and Jordan because I had reliable connections over there. I lived 
there for a long time, so I built up a huge network over there; it was easy, because 
I lived there.” (A04)

“Some are friends or people I met before my company and my ideas and they 
supported me as investors. Not professionals investors, however. Some of my in-
vestors are from the Netherlands and Belgium and others are from Dubai. When I 
started, I had many contacts and I exploited them. The people I knew have hotels, 
restaurants, etc., and they know other people and they introduced me or they had 
direct contacts. And then I expanded the contacts and the clients.” (A26)

Concerning this, it is interesting to analyse how respondents had met their contacts 
(meeting reason), and to distinguish between pre- and post-business start-up contacts. The 
most relevant meeting reason between interviewees and their pre-business contacts was for 
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work purposes - e.g. they met the person while working in a previous job - (Table 5.8). After-
wards, they kept contact and ‘made use’ of them for the business. This is linked to the fact that 
entrepreneurs often choose to stay in the same field where they have past work experience. 
This is especially true for DIEs, as underlined by the high number of their contacts met for 
business reasons. Besides this, many of the contacts were already part of the network either 
as relatives or because respondents had met them for other reasons (in their spare time, at 
school, etc.). Therefore, entrepreneurs (both TIEs and DIEs) take advantage of multiple sourc-
es to create a network for their business. If we consider post-start-up contacts, we see that 
Moroccan entrepreneurs met most of them for business reasons (TIEs: 98.8%; DIEs: 93.1%).

Table 5.8 | Business network: ego-alter meeting reason: TIEs and DIEs

Meeting reason
Met BEFORE Met AFTER Total

TIEs DIEs TIEs DIEs TIEs DIEs

Because he/she is a relative 28 24.6 0.3 0 11.5 10.8

For work purposes 44.4 59 0 0 17.9 26

For business purposes 0 0 98.8 93.1 59 52.1

Other reasons 27.6 16.4 0.9 6.9 11.6 11.1

Total (%) 100 100 100 100 100 100

Total (N) 232 171 343 217 575 388

Association V=0.159* V=0.171** V=0.098*

Note. Other reasons: in their spare time, at school or because they live in the same neighbourhood.
* p<0.05  **p<0.01

To summarise, TIEs and DIEs exploited the resources they could access through people 
they already knew before the business start-up. Then, they further expanded their contacts 
in a way that was in line with their business, i.e. in a local way for DIEs and in a more interna-
tional way for TIEs.

Location of alters: spatial scales 
In previous paragraphs, the data underlined a major concentration of DIE contacts in 

the country of destination; Table 5.9a further illustrates this finding. Moreover, compared to 
TIEs, DIE contacts in the business network are more likely to be located in the same region 
(τ =0.111*) and city (τ =0.435**) where the entrepreneur runs the business. A similar result 
emerged from the comparative research of Portes and colleagues (2002), which underlined 
that DIE is a form of “economic path engaged in by immigrants whose ties do not reach beyond 
the local community” (p. 289). This is also consistent with past studies on entrepreneurship 
in general, which underlined that entrepreneurs generally tend to have business relations 
within the region where the business is located (e.g. Schutjens & Stam, 2003). Therefore, DIEs 
follow this trend, while TIEs have a broader scope.
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Table 5.9a | Business network: spatial scales (in %) - differences between TIEs and DIEs19

Spatial scales TIEs DIEs

Same region in Mor.a
44 55.8

τ =0.111*

Same country of residence (IT/NL)
58.6 97.4

τ =0.435**

Same region in IT/NLb
77.1 85

τ =0.102**

Same city in IT/NLb
61.5 75.9

τ =0.155**

Same neighbour. in city of imm.c
30.8 38.9

τ =0.084*

* p<0.05  **p<0.01  
a Share of people from the same region as the interviewees in Morocco (who may or may not still live 
there) in the total contacts from Morocco; 
b Share of people living in the interviewee’s city of residence, out of total number of contacts living in the 
country of destination20; 
c Share of people living or working in the neighbourhoods where interviewees work or live (in the city of 
residence), out of total number of contacts  living in the city of destination.

However, if we distinguish between businesses in different sectors and markets (Table 
5.9b), the mainly local concentration of DIEs is confirmed with regard to businesses in the 
mainstream market and goods-related sectors. In contrast, this is not the case for the ethnic 
market and the service sector. 

As for the ethnic market, both TIEs and DIEs need business contacts with suppliers of-
fering ethnic products. Such suppliers are not very common, and sometimes they are located 
outside the city and region where the business is located. Therefore, both categories have sup-
pliers of Moroccan products outside the city (and the region). The only difference is that TIEs 
in the ethnic market have a majority of these abroad (64/117, 54.7%), while the suppliers of 
DIEs in the ethnic business are always located in the country of destination (19/19, 100%). 
However, for DIEs an important part of ethnic business contacts are located in the neighbour-
hood where they live or work; in this regard, they significantly differ from TIEs.  

Similarly, the service sector entails contacts with people or businesses that provide them with 
the services offered by the entrepreneurs. These service providers can also be located far away 
from the entrepreneurs. For example, M. (M28), who owns a phone centre, has contacts with pro-
viders for phone calls and money transfer services who are located in Rome and not in Milan. 

19 For reasons of space and readability a short version of the table, which reports only the share of people in the same 
place as the respondents (e.g. same city) is presented here. For a complete version of the table, see Annex 3 in Ap-
pendix (Table 1).

20 I decided to take as a reference only contacts living in the country of destination so as not to distort the comparison 
between TIEs and DIEs, since DIEs have many more business contacts located in the country of destination. The same 
reasoning applies for point c (...out of total number of contacts living in the city of destination) and for Tables 9b and 10a/b.
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Table 5.9b | Business network: spatial scales (in %) - differences between TIEs and DIEs21

Spatial 
scales

Amster-
dam Milan 1 genera-

tion
1.5 genera-
tion

Ethnic 
market

Main-
stream 
market

Good-rel. 
sector

Service 
sector

TIEs DIEs TIEs DIEs TIEs DIEs TIEs DIEs TIEs DIEs TIEs DIEs TIEs DIEs TIEs DIEs

Same 
region in 
Mor.?a

31.1 50 48.8 38.1 52.9 56.3 29.5 55.1 46.2 50 40 60.9 46.9 67.8 37.7 45.7

τ =0.191* τ =0.096 τ =0.032 τ =0.250** τ =0.035 τ =0.206** τ =0.182** τ =0.082

Same 
country 
(IT/NL)? 

51.8 98.3 63.1 96.7 58.9 98.9 58.1 94.1 57.5 97.5 58.8 97.4 57.3 96.1 61.5 98.3

τ =0.512** τ =0.382** τ =0.465** τ =0.376** τ =0.400** τ =0.460** τ =0.375** τ =0.478**

Same 
region in 
IT/NL?b

63.9 70.8 84.2 96.7 79 85.5 73.8 81.6 78 76.5 75.7 88.9 77.3 87.4 83.5 76.6

τ =0.073 τ =0.211** τ =0.099* τ =0.092 τ =-0.018 τ =0.175** τ =0.127** τ =0.083

Same 
city in 
IT/NL? b

58.8 67.8 62.9 82.4 64.3 76.8 56.9 73.7 62.3 70.6 60.7 78.2 57.2 77.5 70.3 74.8

τ =0.092 τ =0.218** τ =0.137** τ =0.175** τ =0.087 τ =0.190** τ =0.208** τ =0.048

Same 
neigh. 
AM/MI?c

33.8 44.8 29.3 35 28.7 30.2 34.7 59.1 34 47.6 29.2 35.4 30.5 35 31.3 41.6

τ =0.109 τ =0.061 τ =0.017 τ =0.244** τ =0.138* τ =0.062 τ =0.048 τ =0.099

* p<0.05  **p<0.01  
a Share of people from the same region as the interviewees in Morocco (who may or may not still live 
there) in the total contacts from Morocco; 
b Share of people living in the interviewee’s city of residence, out of total number of contacts living in the 
country of destination; 
c Share of people living or working in the neighbourhoods where interviewees work or live (in the city of 
residence), out of total number of contacts  living in the city of destination.

Furthermore, regional and urban differences are particularly relevant in Milan (in both 
business and support networks), but they are not significant in Amsterdam. This seems linked 
to the economic characteristics of the two cities. In Milan, DIEs seem more involved in the 
urban and regional economic fabric, which is particularly strong in Lombardy (see Chapter 
3). In contrast, in Amsterdam, since the country is smaller and Northern-Holland does not 
have a comparable economic fabric to that of Lombardy, the business connections of DIEs also 
extend all around the country. Therefore, in some cases contextual or sector/market features 
‘cancel out’ the more specifically spatial location of DIE contacts in comparison to TIEs.

Furthermore, if we look at support network, DIEs also seem more likely than TIEs to re-
ceive support from the more geographically proximal contacts, and, in particular, from people 
living in the same city (Table 5.10a). The same also happens in the non-support networks.  

21 For a complete version of the table, see Annex 3 in Appendix (Table 2).
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Table 5.10a | Support network and non-support network: spatial scales (in %) - differences between 

TIEs and DIEs22

Spatial scales
Support network Non-support network

TIEs DIEs TIEs DIEs

Same region in Mor.?a
61.6 65.8 26.8 40

τ=0.043 τ=0.129

Same country (IT/NL)?
58.2 97.5 59 97.3

τ=0.444** τ=0.426**

Same region in IT/NL?b
76.2 83.5 77.9 86.7

τ=-0.091 τ=0.116*

Same city in IT/NL? b
61.9 77.7 61 74.6

τ=-0.164** τ=0.145**

Same neigh. in AM/MI?c
40.4 29.5 21.5 49.6

τ=-0.113 (p<0.08) τ=0.289**

* p<0.05  **p<0.01  
a Share of people from the same region as the interviewees in Morocco (who may or may not still live 
there) in the total contacts from Morocco; 
b Share of people living in the interviewee’s city of residence, out of total number of contacts living in the 
country of destination; 
c Share of people living or working in the neighbourhoods where interviewees work or live (in the city of 
residence), out of total number of contacts  living in the city of destination.

As in the case of business networks (presumably for the same reasons), in the support 
network the greater spatial concentration of DIE contacts compared to TIEs is valid both for 
mainstream markets and goods-related sectors (Table 5.10b).

22 For a complete version of the table, see Annex 3 in Appendix (Table 3).
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Table 5.10b | Support network: spatial scales (in %) - differences between TIEs and DIEs

Spatial 
scales

Amster-
dam Milan 1 

generation
1.5 
generation

Ethnic 
market

Main-
stream 
market

Good-rel. 
sector

Service 
sector

TIEs DIEs TIEs DIEs TIEs DIEs TIEs DIEs TIEs DIEs TIEs DIEs TIEs DIEs TIEs DIEs

Same 
region in 
Mor.?a

52.4 56.8 66.3 77.1 71.6 64.3 43.2 69.6 63.5 55.6 58 79.4 60.9 68.3 63.2 63.2

τ=0.045 τ=0.108 τ=-0.078 τ=0.251* τ=-0.079 τ=0.223* τ=-0.071 τ=-0.00

Same 
country 
(IT/NL)? 

62.6 99 55.2 96 57.5 99.4 59.3 90.2 44.4 97.5 67.8 97.5 51.3 95.3 71.4 99.1

τ=0.451** τ=0.432** τ=0.502** τ=0.292** τ=0.544** τ=0.376** τ=0.428** τ=0.403**

Same 
region in 
IT/NL?b

59.7 72.3 88.5 94.9 79.2 83.2 71.6 84.6 82.1 76.5 72.1 88.2 78.6 91.7 72.9 77.6

τ=0.132 τ=0.117 τ=0.051 τ=0.147 τ=-0.067 τ=-0.204** τ=-0.181** τ=-0.053

Same city 
in 
IT/NL? b

56.9 69.3 65.6 84.8 63.4 76.4 59.7 79.5 62.5 70.4 61.5 81.5 57.1 84.5 68.6 71.6

τ =-0.127 τ =0.223** τ=0.140* τ=0.203* τ =0.082 τ =0.222** τ =0.297** τ =0.032

Same 
neigh. in 
AM/MI?c

51.2 30 33.3 29.1 32.8 23.6 52.5 51.5 45.7 40.6 40.6 23.2 37.5 37 43.8 22.9

τ =-0.211* τ =-0.046 τ =0.099 τ =-0.010 τ =-0.053 τ =-0.185* τ =-0.005 τ =-0.218*

* p<0.05  **p<0.01  
a Share of people from the same region as the interviewees in Morocco (who may or may not still live 
there) in the total contacts from Morocco; 
b Share of people living in the interviewee’s city of residence, out of total number of contacts living in the 
country of destination; 
c Share of people living or working in the neighbourhoods where interviewees work or live (in the city of 
residence), out of total number of contacts  living in the city of destination.

Finally, considering the contacts’ origin (Tables 5.9 and 5.10), in both business and support 
networks, co-nationals in DIE network are more likely to be from the same Moroccan region as 
the respondents. This is because both in the Netherlands and in Italy, Moroccans tend to come 
from the same areas (De Hass, 2007). Therefore, once they are in their country of destination, 
they have more contacts with co-nationals from the same part of Morocco. Consequently, since 
almost all of DIE business contacts are located in the country of destination, they have a major-
ity of contacts from the same region.  In contrast, TIEs also develop exclusively work-related 
contacts in Morocco (e.g. suppliers) and these are not always from their region of origin. 

5.1.2 Network structure: TIEs have bigger and less dense networks than do DIEs

The network of TIEs and DIEs differ significantly in density and size. TIEs have larger and 
less dense business networks than do DIEs.

First, TIEs and DIEs diverge in network density23 in terms of inter-node contacts: DIE 
networks are denser than those of TIEs (see Table 5.11). The difference in spatial concentra-
tion between TIEs and DIEs, i.e. the fact that DIE business contacts are more concentrated 
in the entrepreneurs’ city of destination, strongly influences network density. The literature 

23 Density (D) refers to the ratio between number of ties present in the network and possible number of ties overall. Its 
value can vary between 0 and 1 (Wasserman & Faust, 1994).
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(Liben-Nowell, 2005; Carrasco et al., 2008; Backstrom et al., 2010; Boschma & Frenken, 2010; 
Onnella et al., 2011) suggests that space is a constraint for network formation. In other words, 
people who are closer in spatial terms are more likely to know each other and to be con-
nected within the entrepreneur’s network. Consequently, if two alters in an ego network are 
geographically close, they are more likely to be linked to one another, and this contributes to 
creating denser networks. Thus, since alters of DIEs are more spatially concentrated than are 
those of TIEs, it follows that DIEs also have denser networks than TIEs. 

Table 5.11 | Business network: size and density - differences between TIEs and DIEs24

 Size Density

TIEs DIEs TIEs DIEs

Median 19 12 0.22 0.5

Mean 17.4 11.8 0.281 0.502

SD 6 6.6 0.238 0.292

Total (N) 33 33 31 33

T-value25 -3.629** 3.580**

Eta2 0.171 0.173

 *p<0.05  **p<0.01

Second, TIEs generally have larger business networks than do DIEs (see Table 5.11)26.  
Therefore, TIEs have a larger network in which they are embedded for the business. This is 
consistent with the literature underlining that larger networks are sparser and less connected 
(Hogan et al., 2007). This pattern also emerged about native entrepreneurs in Italy (Chiesi, 
2005; Mutti & Rostan, 2005): more traditional and less profitable forms of entrepreneurship 
(as DIEs can be considered27)  are characterised by smaller and denser networks. 

As illustrated by the graphs in Figures 5.1 and 5.2, DIEs use more local contacts, who 
tend to know each other. In contrast, TIEs have a more sparse business network made up of a 
dense core of strong ties and co-nationals, and a periphery of weak, exclusively work-related, 
geographically dispersed and largely uncorrelated nodes. Figure 5.1 shows typical TIE net-
works, with a more dispersed business network and many contacts linked only with the en-

24 No information on the difference between TIEs and DIEs emerged when sorting the sample by sector, market, city 
and generation, due to the small number of cases. 

25 In order to verify the significance of the difference in network size and density between TIEs and DIEs, I used the 
independent t-test (t), since I compared the means for two independent groups (see for example Field, 2013).

26 As explained in Chapter 3, I asked for a set number of alters (30), both from the core and the business networks.  
Therefore, the number of business contacts is not fixed. However, during the interviews respondents were asked to 
try to balance the names they gave (15 core contacts and 15 business contacts). Therefore, any variation from the 
number of 15 business contacts named can be due to 1) entrepreneurs having either less or more than 15 business 
contacts, and 2) some contacts from the core network also being a part of the business network.

27 TIE businesses seem more profitable than DIE businesses (τ =0.246*). Moreover, a stronger capacity for resilience 
and resistance to the economic crisis emerges from the interviews with TIEs. This confirms the recent findings of 
Wang and Liu (2015). In their analysis of immigrant-owned firms in the US, they found that businesses with transna-
tional activities were more profitable than non-transnational ones.
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trepreneur; Figure 5.2 represents two typical DIE networks, which is much denser, where all 
contacts live in the country of destination28.  The graphs show that TIE networks are richer in 
structural holes (Burt, 1992), i.e. persons who connect different groups and different kinds of 
contacts. As demonstrated in the cases illustrated below, TIEs take advantage of such brokers 
in order to identify and seize business opportunities. 

As the literature on entrepreneurship and social networks suggests (Morrison, 2002; Ho-
ang & Antoncic, 2003), the combination of larger size and lower density with the presence of 
some structural holes, entails that the sources providing support (e.g. pieces of information) 
are diverse and/or unique (see also Section 5.1.2). Indeed, TIEs benefit from having various 
kinds of contacts, located in different places. In contrast, since their business networks are ho-
mogeneous and spatially concentrated, DIEs risk receiving redundant resources - e.g. pieces 
of information - (Burt, 1992 and 1997). However, smaller and denser networks entail more 
trust (den Butter et al., 2007), and entrepreneurs can benefit from this. Nevertheless, having 
a less dense and larger network does not prevent TIEs from having a number of trustful con-
tacts. In fact, as underlined in Section 5.1.1, TIEs and DIEs have a similar number of strong 
ties in the business network, and many structural holes in TIE networks are either relatives 
or people TIEs really trust (as in the case of A20, presented below).  

28 Business-network size is not addressed in the figures. In order to have a more understandable figure, I decided to 
present networks with a relevant number of business contacts.
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Figure 5.1 | Graphs A and B: Two examples of TIE business networks

 

N. (M14) 
Import and retail of Moroccan foods and 

herbs
D (business network) = 0.080

N.’s business network is mainly made up of 
strictly work-related contacts (the square 
nodes). They are both suppliers and clients 
(who are other shops). The latter are generally 
disconnected from other alters (isolates). The 
former are interconnected to one another (the 
connected group on the bottom right of the fig-
ure). The only friend in the business network 
(the triangle node) is L., who is also N.’s suppli-
er and who introduced him to the other suppli-
ers. The work-related contact in the centre is A., 
a supplier in Turin, who suggested a Moroccan 
supplier for buying the herbs.

J. (A20)
Import and retail of Moroccan fabrics

D (business network) = 0.200

J.’s business network is composed of two 
main components, plus many isolates. The 
first component (top right) is composed of a 
majority of suppliers located in the Nether-
lands, most of whom are Dutch (the bigger 
node introduced the other suppliers to J.). 

The second component consists in J.’s 
brother, a cousin of J.’s, and Moroccan suppliers. 
J.’s brother, who has a business in the same sec-
tor, supported him with information regarding 
possible suppliers to contact. J’s cousin, who 
lives in Morocco, supports him by buying the 
fabrics. Finally, the isolates are suppliers both 
in the Netherlands and in other countries, con-
tacted directly by J.
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Figure 5.2 | Graphs C and D: Two examples of DIE business networks

 

M. (A15)
Bakery

D (business network)=0.731

A few relatives and friends, and many exclusively 
work-related contacts make up M.’s business con-
tacts. They tend to know one another and they all 
live in Amsterdam. 
All these people are employees or people who 
sometimes provide labour support. In particu-
lar, his brothers (circles in the top-centre of the 
graph) provide him with support for the business, 
by sometimes working in the bakery or perform-
ing other small tasks.

M. (M28)
Phone centre

D (business network)=0.564

Friends, acquaintances, work-related contacts and 
a close relative compose M.’s business network. 
Work-related contacts are mainly other entre-
preneurs with a similar business, employees, and 
business consultants.
In particular, the friends (the triangles) and the son 
(the circle) know almost all the business contacts 
because they work in the phone centre.
Acquaintances K. and O. (the two biggest diamond 
shapes), who own two phone centres, provided M. 
with some key pieces of information about how to 
run the business and they introduced him to other 
useful contacts.
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Therefore, TIEs and DIEs differ in the way they identify and exploit the resources provid-
ed by their contacts, i.e. their social capital (Putman, 2000; Lin, 2001; Adler & Kwon, 2002; 
Andreotti, 2009; Flap & Völker, 2013; Baron, 2015). If we consider both composition and 
structure, DIEs seems more likely to bond29

 with resources they have in the network at a 
local scale. They simply use their resources and the contacts that they can reach thanks to 
their nodes. In particular, DIE networks are characterised by taking advantage of the fact that 
their networks are quite dense (Coleman, 1988; Burt, 2001). In the sample, it is not common 
to find a node that is disconnected from the others in their business network. In contrast, 
TIEs show a capacity for bridging30 across national-borders. Indeed, TIEs use a transnational 
capital (Rusinovic, 2008a) that they often already have (see above), but they also create new 
resources and thus bridge different contexts and people. 

5.2 Support received: the more relevant and more active role of TIE contacts 
compared to those of DIEs

So far, I have illustrated the composition and the structure of business and support net-
works, and now I shall deal with the kind of support provided by the entrepreneurs’ contacts.  
I have identified three main types of support: financial, labour and informational. Financial 
support refers to loans, forms of credit, etc. provided by contacts to foster the business. People 
might also support entrepreneurs (occasionally or in a continuative way) by working for them 
for little or no pay. Finally, contacts can also provide important information and/or introduce 
entrepreneurs to other key contacts (informational support). In general (whole sample), the 
most recurrent kind of support is informational, i.e. providing information or introducing key 
people to the entrepreneurs (49.6% of the support network). Financial and labour support is 
provided by 24.9% and 23.1% of the people supporting the entrepreneurs.

In particular, TIEs and DIEs differ in the kinds of support they receive from their sup-
portive network contacts (see Table 5.12; V=0.219**). Informational support is fundamental 
to both categories but even more so to TIEs. Since TIEs connect different markets located in 
various national contexts, they need more information from key informants. Entrepreneurs 
who own a domestic business receive more labour support, while financial support seems 
more important for TIEs. However, the differences in financial support are mainly due to dis-
similarities between TIEs and DIEs in the sample composition. Indeed, for both groups of 
entrepreneurs31,  suppliers provide financial support through sending the goods to the en-
trepreneurs and allowing them to pay later: “Suppliers give me my main economic support. If I 
need it, they sell me the goods and I can pay later. Or, if I ask for a van full of goods, they give me 
two” (M03). This is logically valid mainly for entrepreneurs in the goods-related sector, which 
is overrepresented in the TIE category, especially in Milan.

29 Bonding refers to resources from homogenous groups (e.g. relatives; co-nationals).
30 Bridging refers to resources from socially heterogeneous groups.
31 Both TIEs and DIEs mainly receive financial support from suppliers: 71% of TIE contacts providing financial support 

are suppliers, compared to 62.2% of DIE contacts. In this regard, the role of suppliers is the same. 
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Table 5.12a-b | Kind of support received - TIEs and DIEs

Support TIEs DIEs

Financial 29.9 19.1

Labour 16.2 34.5

Information 53.9 46.4

Total (%) 100 100

Total (N) 284 194

Association V=0.219**

* p<0.05  **p<0.01 

Support
Amster-
dam Milan 1 genera-

tion
1.5 gene-
ration

Ethnic 
market

Main-
stream 
market

Good-
related 
sector

Service 
sector

TIEs DIEs TIEs DIEs TIEs DIEs TIEs DIEs TIEs DIEs TIEs DIEs TIEs DIEs TIEs DIEs

Financial 12.5 22.8 41.3 15.1 32.7 18.3 25.7 22 46 17.3 18.1 20.4 39.2 23.3 12.2 15.7

Labour 8 44.5 21.5 23.7 21.7 37.9 8 22 23.8 51.8 10.1 22.1 20.4 31.4 8.2 37

Information 79.5 32.7 37.2 61.2 45.6 43.8 66.3 56 30.2 30.9 71.8 57.5 40.3 45.3 79.6 47.3

Total (%) 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100

Total (N) 112 101 172 93 171 153 113 41 126 81 149 113 186 86 98 108

Association V=0.492** V=0.280** V=0.207** V=0.192* V=0.332** V=0.178* V=0.168* V=0.365*

* p<0.05  **p<0.01 

However, aside from quantitative dissimilarities such as the number of contacts providing 
a certain kind of support, TIEs and DIEs also differ when it comes to the role of the contacts 
supporting the business. TIE contacts play a more fundamental and active role compared to 
DIE ones, in terms of labour and informational support.

The contacts of TIEs provide a more relevant kind of labour support than those of DIEs. 
They usually contribute to managing the foreign side of the business:

“My brother lives in Barcelona. He has direct contacts with the suppliers there. 
When we started, he went directly to the central market in Barcelona and he 
spoke with them in order to broker some agreements. He usually buys the fruit, 
he arranges everything and then he sends the fruit to Milan.” (M06)

“I send part of the clothes I buy here to Morocco. Then, my brother sells them to 
shops over there.” (M01)
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In contrast, DIEs seem to receive a less fundamental, and more often occasional, contribu-
tion. They only occasionally require support with the shop (if they have one):

 “Sometimes my wife and her sister come and help me, on Saturdays, when I need 
it.” (A21)

“My brother helps me sometimes... he covers for me when I can’t stay in the shop; 
but this happens only occasionally.” (M31)

As for informational support, contacts provide TIEs with key pieces of information for the 
foreign side of the business: 

“My friend from the Emirates supports me in selling my products in the Gulf. He 
gives me tips; he introduces me to some clients, etc.” (A22)

“I have one supplier in Morocco. I chose that one because the company is quite 
famous and some friends knew it personally.” (M14)

“Some of my relatives have a similar business in another part of Morocco. Then 
one of my father’s neighbours also gave me some information and he helped me 
to start a business in this field.” (M11) 

In contrast, DIEs usually receive mainly bureaucratic support and basic information to 
start their business:

“I got information from this Moroccan man who worked in wholesale. He told 
me how to start the business, and he gave me advice about the red tape.” (A19)

“Some family members and also some friends helped me set up the administra-
tion and build the restaurant.” (A27)
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Different kinds of support and different types of contacts
If we connect the types of contacts and the different kinds of support, certain dissimilari-

ties emerge between TIEs and DIEs (Table 5.13).

Table 5.13 | Most relevant groups providing different kind of support (%) - TIEs and DIEs32, 33

Financial support Labour support Informational support

TIEs Work-rel. contacts (67) Relatives (30) Work-rel. contacts (75)

Friends (8) Friends (7) - Work-rel. c. (7) Friends (34) - Relatives (27)

DIEs Work-rel. contacts (27) Friends (21) Work-rel. contacts (50)

Relatives (6) Relatives (21) Acquaintances (16)

Association V=0.153 V=0.359** V=0.148

TIEs Weak ties (65.9) Strong ties (87) Strong ties (52.3)

DIEs Weak ties (70.3) Strong ties (62.7) Weak tie (40)

Association τ =-0.043 τ =-0.267** τ =-0.119 (p<0.06)

TIEs Natives (32.9) Moroccan immigrants (52.2) Natives (37)

Internationals (32.9) Origins (19.6) Origins (19)

DIEs Natives (58.8) Moroccan immigrants (64.2) Natives (47.8)

Moroccan immigrants (37.8) Natives (23.9) Moroccan immigrants (31.1)

Association V=0.472** V=0.451** V=0.460**

N

TIEs 85 46 153

DIEs 37 67 90

Total 122 113 243

* p<0.05  **p<0.01 

From a financial point of view, TIEs and DIEs differ in terms of the groups from whom they 
receive their support. Generally, suppliers provide financial support. TIEs have suppliers both 
in the country of destination (45.3%) and abroad (54.7%), and for this reason, Internationals 
are as important to them as Natives are. DIEs only have suppliers in the country of destination 
(100%) and these are mainly either natives or other Moroccans. 

As for labour support, relatives and strong ties make up larger shares of TIE contacts than 
those of DIEs. Since TIEs need to manage businesses that span across borders, they need more 

32 The table should be interpreted in the following manner: e.g., for TIEs and financial support, the majority of alters 
providing support to TIEs are exclusively work-related contacts (67%).

33 I did not calculate differences for TIEs and DIEs per city, market, sector and generation since the sample would have 
then been very small and would not be very reliable. In the table, only the first two groups are shown (or in the case 
of tie-strength only the first). Furthermore, data is presented here in absolute frequencies since in the majority of 
cases N is small.
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people they can trust in order to support them for the business. For this reason, they more 
often use relatives compared to DIEs. This is consistent with the previous results regarding 
the share of relatives in the business networks (see Section 5.1). For example, M. (M02) decid-
ed to set up a part of the clothes production for her fashion business in Morocco. Her father, 
who still lives in Morocco, is supporting her by verifying and picking up some of the products 
from the factory that manufactures the clothes: “Sometimes he goes to pick up a package or to 
check that everything is OK. For this job I needed someone I trusted”. Furthermore, Moroccan 
immigrants are important for both groups. However, TIEs rely more on Origins (i.e. Moroccans 
in Morocco), who are usually relatives. 

Finally, different groups of contacts provide key pieces of information. Both TIEs and DIEs 
receive informational support mainly from exclusively work-related contacts. However, while 
TIEs get this informational support from strong ties, DIEs more often rely on weak ties. In 
particular, TIEs take advantage of the support given by relatives and friends, who usually pro-
vide advice on available opportunities and introduce TIEs to other important contacts, as 
highlighted by the TIE entrepreneurs during the interviews: 

“A Moroccan friend of mine has a business here and he helped us with advice 
about who we needed to contact.” (M14)

“That is a process of networking. I heard about certain individuals through fa-
mily members or friends and I contacted them. They sent me to other people here 
and there. That is how it went.” (A18)

Apart from natives, who give substantial support to both categories of entrepreneurs, 
contacts providing informational support are frequently from Origins (Moroccan people in 
Morocco) for TIEs, and Moroccans in the country of destination for DIEs. Indeed, in the case 
of TIEs, Origins provide crucial informational support for cross-border links. For example, J. 
(A20), who owns a shop selling Moroccan furniture and fabrics, “got a lot of information about 
the business from friends in Morocco”. M. (M04) also received important information from rel-
atives, in particular from some cousins living in Morocco: 

“They [the cousins] provide me with information about the Moroccan market, 
about Moroccan companies interested in Italy. I also got information about fabri-
cs and carpets, because my cousins are also in the field.” (M04)
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5.3 Dissimilarities in network composition amongst TIEs

This section analyses differences amongst TIEs in terms of network composition34.  As al-
ready underlined in Chapter 4, there are some differences within the group of entrepreneurs 
with a cross-border business (TIEs). These are mainly four: sector (import/export vs. con-
sultancy business); market addressed (mainstream vs. ethnic market); city (Amsterdam vs. 
Milan), and generation (first- vs. 1.5-generation immigrants). These differences may influence 
the results regarding TIEs. TIEs present a partly different composition in terms of ego-alter 
relationships and groups. Furthermore, TIEs also differ in the kind of support they are more 
likely to receive from their contacts.
 

5.3.1 Relationship and tie strength
If we consider the kind of relationship TIEs have with alters (Table 5.14), similarly to what 

we found in Chapter 4, two extreme profiles stand out from the data. These profiles share the 
fact that they comprise a majority of exclusively work-related contacts in both the business and 
the support network (usually with a similar incidence). However, they vary in the composition 
of business contacts that are not exclusively work-related (relatives, friends and acquaintances). 

The first profile is characterised by a greater involvement of relatives in the business 
(business network - Table 5.14), who also play a more important supportive role (support 
network - Table 5.14). Entrepreneurs who own an import/export business and those in the 
ethnic market generally fall in this profile. Conversely, entrepreneurs in the second profile 
have more acquaintances and (occasionally) friends, who are the ones providing more sup-
port (apart from work-related contacts). Entrepreneurs in this second group generally own 
a consultancy business (in the mainstream market). Thus, these two profiles would appear 
to be linked to a combination of market and sector addressed35.  Indeed, dissimilarities per 
generation and city seem linked to a different distribution by market and sector between 
Amsterdam and Milan, and between first and 1.5 generations.

34 Since the TIE sample is small (N=40) I decided not to compare the network size and density of the different kinds of TIEs 
(which would have had no sense) but only to analyse the differences among TIEs concerning network composition.

35 The differences per generation and city seem linked to a different distribution for market and sector between Am-
sterdam and Milan, and between first and 1.5 generations.
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Table 5.14 | Alters’ relationship with Ego (in %) - differences amongst TIE contacts36

Relation-
ship

Business network Support-network

AM MI 1
gen.

1.5
gen. I/E Cons Con.

mar.
Eth. 
mar. AM MI 1

gen.
1.5
gen. I/E Cons Main-

mar.
Eth. 
mar.

Relatives 7.5 16.4 14.4 10.4 14.4 9.5 8.2 17.8 13 27.9 26.4 15 24.9 16.4 12.5 34.1

Friends 9.2 9.8 9.9 9 8.1 12.8 12.7 6.2 17.5 16.9 16.7 17.7 14.3 22.4 23.7 9.5

Acquain. 10.5 2.3 1.7 11.7 2 13.4 9.3 1.8 16.5 2.3 1.7 17.7 2.1 19.4 13.8 1.6

Work-rel. 72.8 71.5 73.9 68.9 75.5 64.3 69.8 74.2 53 52.9 55.2 49.6 58.7 41.8 50 54.8

Total (%) 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100

Total (N) 228 347 353 222 396 179 291 275 115 172 174 113 189 98 152 126

Associa-
tion V=0.210** V=0.216** V=0.251** V=0.233** V=0.291** V=0.303** V=0.335** V=0.356**

* p<0.05  **p<0.01 

Figure 5.5 and 5.6 provide two examples of these two different profiles. The first illus-
trates the case of a TIE who owns a consultancy and is in the mainstream market (R., A17). His 
network is mainly composed of exclusively work-related contacts and acquaintances. Figure 
6, on the other hand, presents the example of a TIE who owns an import/export business in 
the ethnic market (M., M07). As the figure shows, relatives play a central role in his network.

36 The results regarding the non-support network are not illustrated here because the focus is on understanding 
whether or not there are dissimilarities between different types of TIEs, and not on whether dissimilarities between 
TIEs and DIEs were similar in the support network as well, as in Section 6.1.
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Figure 5.5 | Example of a TIE who owns a consultancy business in the mainstream market

Figure 5.6 | Example of a TIE import/export business in the ethnic market 

R. (A17)
Consultancy for entering in the Moroccan market

R. has two business partners. The first is 
a Moroccan friend who lives in Morocco and 
manages the Moroccan side of the business. 
The other is a 1.5-generation Moroccan who 
lives in Amsterdam.

Furthermore, he has many exclusively 
work-related contacts, who are people he 
has contacts with for the business (e.g. advi-
sors, organisations). These are both natives 
(mainly) and Moroccans.

M. (M07)
Import/export and retail of Import/export of Chinese 

tea, bazaar products and Italian textiles

M. has two branches of his business. One is in Mi-
lan (contacts on the top left). He has three employees 
and two partners (co-owners). The second branch is 
in France and it is managed by another business part-
ner (blue square at the bottom), with the support of a 
friend there. In the bottom half (circles) there are two 
of his sisters, who have a business in Morocco, as well 
as a brother and a nephew who provide support for the 
business in France and in Canada. Finally, M. has some 
suppliers in China and France (bottom right) and some 
clients from Belgium and Saudi Arabia (centre left).
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Similar differences emerge concerning the strength of these relations (Table 5.15).  How-
ever, in this regard, the main dissimilarities are in connection with the city where the entre-
preneurs live and the market addressed. The contacts of entrepreneurs in Amsterdam are less 
frequently strong ties than those of entrepreneurs in Milan. This is due to the different general 
habits of people living in Milan and Amsterdam. As stressed in the literature (Banfield, 1958; 
Jurado Guerrero & Naldini, 1996; Reher, 1998; Billari & Dalla Zuanna, 2008), the role of fam-
ily is generally stronger and more important in Italy than in the Netherlands. Furthermore, 
businesses in the ethnic market have more strong ties in their network than those in the main-
stream market. Since the former have businesses linked to the needs of co-nationals’ and have 
more co-nationals in their network, they have more strong ties because co-nationals are more 
likely to be emotionally close to the entrepreneurs37.

Table 5.15 | Strength of ego-alter ties (in %) - differences amongst TIE contacts38

Tie-strength
Business network Support-network

AM MI 1
gen.

1.5
gen. I/E Cons. Con.

mark.
Eth. 
mark. AM MI 1

gen.
1.5
gen. I/E Cons. Main. 

mar.
Eth. 
mar.

Weak ties 72.4 60.5 62 70.3 63.1 69.8 66.3 64.4 55.7 42.4 40.8 58.4 46 51 43.7 50.7

Strong ties 27.6 39.5 38 29.7 36.9 30.2 35.6 33.7 44.3 57.6 59.2 41.6 54 49 56.3 49.3

Total (%) 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100

Total (N) 228 347 222 353 396 179 291 275 115 172 174 113 189 98 152 126

Association τ=0.122** τ =-0.084* τ =-0.065 τ =0.021 τ =-0.130* τ =-0.172** τ =0.047 τ =0.070

* p<0.05  **p<0.01 

5.3.2 Groups

As for the groups that the alters belong to (Table 5.16), the most important difference is between 
entrepreneurs in the mainstream and those in the ethnic market. Addressing a mainstream market 
entails having more natives in the business network, and thus being more likely to receive support 
from them. The ethnic market group, on the other hand, focuses on co-nationals and, consequently, 
has a higher number of Moroccans in the network: Moroccan immigrants, Origins and Diasporas. 

In this regard, the data confirms the trends stressed in the literature regarding immi-
grant entrepreneurship (see Bates, 1994; Merger, 2001; Chaganti & Greene, 2002; Kariv et 
al., 2009), namely that there are two different kinds of immigrant businesses. The first kind of 
TIE immigrant entrepreneur is better integrated in the co-national (or immigrant) group and 
generally has a business linked to the needs co-nationals. The second kind is less connected 
to co-nationals, and is inserted in a mainstream market. In the TIE category, entrepreneurs 

37 In the business network, Moroccan contacts are strong ties in 51.5% of cases, while natives of the country of origin 
are strong ties in 24.6% of cases and people from other countries in 23.1% of cases (V=0.283**).

38 The results regarding the non-support network are not illustrated here because the focus is on understanding 
whether or not there are dissimilarities between different types of TIEs, and not on whether dissimilarities between 
TIEs and DIEs were similar in the support network as well.
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linked to co-nationals are usually involved in the goods-related market (i.e. import/export), 
while those connected to the mainstream market are more likely to be in the service sector 
(i.e. consultancy agencies), as clearly emerges when we compare results regarding the sup-
port network (Table 5.16).

Table 5.16 | Groups (in %) - differences amongst TIEs

Group
Business network Support network

AM MI 1
gen

1.5
gen I/E Cons Main

mark
Eth. 
mark AM MI 1

gen
1.5
gen I/E Cons Main 

mark
Eth. 
mark

Natives 28.5 26.2 25.2 30.2 26 29.6 34.3 17.5 38.3 28.5 30.5 35.4 25.9 44.9 43.4 15.1

Mor. Imm. 19.7 28.8 26.1 23.8 26.3 22.9 18.2 33.4 20.9 20.9 21.8 19.5 21.2 20.5 18.4 25.4

Origins 18 11.8 13.9 14.9 13.6 15.6 12.4 16.4 11.3 19.8 18.4 13.3 19.6 10.2 11.2 23

Other imm. 3.5 8.1 7.6 4.1 5.1 8.9 6.2 6.5 3.5 5.8 5.2 4.4 4.2 6.1 5.9 4

Diasporas 2.2 5.5 4 4.5 4.5 3.4 1.4 7.3 4.3 5.8 4.6 6.2 4.8 6.1 2 9.5

Internat. 28.1 19.6 23.2 22.5 24.5 19.6 27.5 18.9 21.7 19.2 19.5 21.2 24.3 12.2 19.1 23

Total (%) 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100

Total (N.) 228 347 222 353 396 179 291 275 115 172 174 113 189 98 152 126

Association V=0.190** V=0.089 V=0.104 V=0.255** V=0.148 V=0.090 V=0.236** V=0.349**

* p<0.05  **p<0.01 

5.3.3 Spatial location of alters

Concerning the geographical location of alters (Table 5.17), TIEs differ mainly at a region-
al level, regarding two points:

• TIE business and support networks in Amsterdam are less geographically concentrated 
than those in Milan. In particular, the contacts of TIEs in Milan are more concentrated in 
Lombardy than the contacts of TIEs in Amsterdam are concentrated in Northern-Hol-
land. In fact, TIEs in Milan take advantage not only of the Milanese production system, 
but also of the regional one. Lombardy is characterised by a combination of small and 
medium-sized businesses, which Moroccan entrepreneurs use for their own businesses. 
In the Netherlands, since the country is smaller and Northern-Holland does not share this 
peculiarity (see Chapter 3), business connections tend to extend to the entire country. 

• The contacts of first generations are more likely to be from the same area of origin in 
Morocco. It is possible to hypothesise that, since 1.5-generation respondents gener-
ally arrived at a younger age than did first-generation respondents, they have fewer 
links with their region of origin. Furthermore, people supporting 1.5-generation en-
trepreneurs are more likely to live in the same neighbourhood than those supporting 
first generations. Again, since the former migrated earlier than the latter, we can as-
sume that they are better integrated in the neighbourhood where they live.
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Table 5.17a-b | Spatial scales (in %) - differences amongst TIEs39

Spatial scales
Business network

AM MI 1 gen. 1.5 
gen. I/E Cons. Mainstr. 

mark.
Ethnic
mark.

Same region in Mor.a
31.1 51.2 52.5 29.5 46.9 37.7 40 46.2

τ=0.194** τ=-0.228** τ =-0.101 τ =0.060

Same country of 
residence (IT/NL)

51.8 63.1 58.9 58.1 57.3 61.5 58.8 57.5

τ =0.113** τ =-0.008 τ =0.039 τ =0.013

Same region in 
IT/NLb

63.9 84.2 79 73.8 77.3 76.6 75.7 78

τ=0.230** τ =-0.060 τ =-0.008 τ =0.027

Same city in IT/NL b
58.8 62.9 64.3 56.9 57.2 70.3 60.7 62.3

τ =0.040 τ =-0.074 τ =0.126* τ =0.016

Same neighbour. in 
city of imm.c

33.8 29.3 28.7 34.7 30 31.2 29.2 34

τ =-0.046 τ =0.062 τ =0.008 τ =-0.015

* p<0.05  **p<0.01  
a Share of people from the same region as the interviewees in Morocco (who may or may not still live 
there) in the total contacts from Morocco; 
b Share of people living in the interviewee’s city of residence, out of total number of contacts living in the 
country of destination40;
c Share of people living or working in the neighbourhoods where interviewees work or live (in the city of 
residence), out of total number of contacts  living in the city of destination.

Spatial scales
Support network

AM MI 1 gen. 1.5 
gen. I/E Cons. Mainstr.

mark.
Ethnic
mark.

Same region in Mor.a
52.4 66.3 71.6 43.2 60.9 63.2 58 63.5

τ=0.135 τ=-0.279** τ=0.021 τ=0.056

Same country of resi-
dence (IT/NL)

62.6 55.2 57.5 59.3 51.3 71.4 67.8 44.8

τ =-0.073 τ =0.018 τ =0.193** τ =-0.235**

Same region in IT/NLb
59.7 88.5 79.2 71.6 78.9 72.9 71.1 82.1

τ=0.335** τ=-0.087 τ=-0.066 τ=0.111

Same city in IT/NL b
56.9 65.6 63.4 59.7 57.1 68.6 61.5 62.5

τ=0.088 τ=-0.037 τ=0.116 τ=0.009

Same neighbour. in city 
of imm.c

51.2 33.3 32.8 52.5 37.5 43.8 40.6 45.7

τ=-0.178 (p<0.8) τ=0.195* τ=0.064 τ=0.049

* p<0.05  **p<0.01  
a Share of people from the same region as the interviewees in Morocco (who may or may not still live 
there) in the total contacts from Morocco; 
b Share of people living in the interviewee’s city of residence, out of total number of contacts living in the 
country of destination; 
c Share of people living or working in the neighbourhoods where interviewees work or live (in the city of 
residence), out of total number of contacts  living in the city of destination.

39 For a complete version of the table, see Annex 3 in Appendix (Tables 5 and 6).
40 I decided to take as a reference only contacts living in the country of destination so as not to distort the comparison 

between TIEs and DIEs, since DIEs have many more business contacts located in the country of destination. The same 
reasoning applies for point c (...out of total number of contacts living in the city of destination) and for Table 5.17b.
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5.3.4 Support received

As in the comparison between TIEs and DIEs, some differences also emerge regarding 
the support received (Table 5.18). Diverse types of cross-border businesses lead to diverse 
types of support. There are two typical profiles. Consultancy agencies are linked to the first, 
whereas the second refers to import/export businesses. Consultancy businesses mainly re-
ceive informational help. In contrast, import/export businesses are more likely to receive 
financial and working help. Many suppliers help the import/export entrepreneurs by pro-
viding the goods up front and allowing the entrepreneurs to pay for them later (as already 
underlined above). In contrast, in order to offer their services, consultancy businesses need 
and receive more information. Similar differences occur between businesses in the ethnic and 
mainstream markets, and between Milan and Amsterdam. Such differences seem connected 
to the fact that there are more import/export businesses in the Milanese sample and there are 
more consultancy agencies in the Amsterdam sample, as well as to the correlation between 
market and sector (see Chapter 3).

Table 5.18 | Kind of support received - differences amongst TIEs

Support Amster-
dam Milan 1 

generation
1.5 
generation I/E Cons. Mainstr.

market
Ethnic
market

Financial 17.4 32.1 25.9 24.7 39.3 12.2 17.6 42.3

Working 25.4 22.3 29.3 11.7 20.4 8.2 9.2 23.2

Informa-
tion 57.2 45.6 44.8 63.6 40.3 79.6 73.2 34.5

Total (%) 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100

Total (N) 112 172 171 113 186 98 149 126

Association V=0.169** V=0.210** V=0.375** V=0.389**

* p<0.05  **p<0.01 

5.4 Conclusions

In this chapter, I addressed entrepreneurial network composition and structure, with a fo-
cus on the role played by the entrepreneurs’ contacts when it comes to identifying and seizing 
business opportunities. I analysed these topics by illustrating how embeddedness in different 
kinds of networks (relational embeddedness) might affect the seizing of business opportuni-
ties (e.g. bridging and bonding social capital).

In particular, the chapter aimed to answer two research questions (see introduction to 
this chapter). The first question was about differences in business network composition and 
structure between TIEs and DIEs (Do TIEs and DIEs differ in their business network composi-
tion and structure?). In this regard, four elements emerged:

1. TIE business and support networks are more geographically dispersed than those of 
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DIEs. TIEs rely on glocalised networks (Chen & Tan, 2009), i.e. networks with both 
global and local connections. Conversely, DIE networks are more spatially concen-
trated at a local level. They have almost no business or support contacts outside the 
country of destination. Furthermore, DIE contacts are more concentrated in the city 
(and neighbourhood) of destination. 

2. In addition to spatial concentration, DIE networks also show greater homogeneity 
in terms of the contacts’ country of origin. Indeed, the network contacts of DIEs are 
predominantly natives of the country of origin and co-nationals, while in the case of 
TIEs network contacts also come from third countries.

3. The dissimilarities underlined in points 1 and 2 above are partly pre-existing. In-
deed, TIEs already have a more balanced network (in terms of geographical location 
and country of origin) before the business start-up, and this heterogeneity slightly 
increases after the business start-up. As already stressed in past literature (Patel & 
Conklin, 2009), balancing the types of contacts provides TIEs with different kinds of 
resources and opportunities for the business.

4. TIE business networks are both larger and less dense than those of DIEs. TIE net-
works are also characterised by the presence of structural holes, i.e. people connect-
ing the entrepreneur with other key contacts (e.g. suppliers) who would otherwise 
have been difficult to obtain for the entrepreneur. 

A second aim of the chapter was to understand whether there are any dissimilarities re-
garding how entrepreneurs take advantage of embeddedness in these networks to seize busi-
ness opportunities (Do TIEs and DIEs differ in how relational embeddedness is relevant for the 
purpose of identifying and seizing business opportunities?). 

In this regard, three important differences emerge:
1. TIEs take advantage of their relational embeddedness in (and receive support from) 

the co-national immigrant group, the native group and the international group (i.e. 
people from third countries), while DIEs take advantage only of their embeddedness 
in the co-national group of immigrants and in the native group (i.e., only in the coun-
try of destination). In other words, TIEs and DIEs use different kinds of contacts in 
order to identify and seize business opportunities.

2. The differences in network composition and structure make it clear that DIEs tend to 
mobilise social resources within their dense and homogeneous networks (bonding 
social capital). In contrast, TIEs exploit their capacity to bridge (bridging social capi-
tal) different people in different places (sparse and heterogeneous network).

3. Contacts supporting the entrepreneurs play a more relevant and more central role 
for TIEs than for DIEs, for both labour and informational support. TIE contacts con-
tribute to managing the foreign side of the business, while DIE contacts only occa-
sionally provide them with labour support. Furthermore, the information provided 
to TIEs generally concerns opportunities abroad and how to seize them, whereas the 
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information given to DIEs tends to be mainly of a bureaucratic nature.
The chapter provides an advance on the literature on the topic, which does not frequently 

compare TIEs and DIEs. For example, past studies underlined the importance of both weak 
and strong ties for both TIEs (Kyle, 1999; Wong & Ng, 2002; Kariv et al, 2009; Kwak & Hiebert, 
2010; Henn, 2013) and DIEs (Bates, 1994; Chaganti & Greene, 2002; Nannestad et al., 2008; 
Kanas et al., 2011). Therefore, it would seem that TIEs and DIEs are similar in this regard. In 
contrast, as underlined in this chapter, the contacts provide different kinds of support de-
pending on the type of immigrant entrepreneurs.

Besides clarifying the differences between TIEs and DIEs, another contribution of this 
chapter is that it sheds light on the dissimilarities between different kinds of cross-border 
business (TIEs) in terms of how they employ social contacts for their business. As in Chapter 
4, differences emerge between import/export businesses and consultancies, as well as be-
tween cross-border businesses focusing on an ethnic and a mainstream market. 

Two contrasting types of TIEs emerge from the analysis of the use of social network and 
relational embeddedness. The first relies more heavily on relatives and co-nationals. This is 
typical of first-generation import/export entrepreneurs operating in the ethnic market. Thus, 
the use of relational embeddedness is connected to family members and people of the same 
nationality. In contrast, the second type of TIEs, mainly composed of 1.5-generation consul-
tancies operating in a mainstream market, is more closely linked with friends and natives. 

In conclusion, the analysis has so far been focused on structural (Chapter 3) and relational 
embeddedness (present chapter). The next chapter addresses individual characteristics and 
how they interact with structural and relational embeddedness.



137

Relational embeddedness: network composition and structure, and support provided

 
Summary

Findings

a. Network: TIEs have more geographically dispersed and territorially-articulated net-
works, which are less dense than those of DIEs. DIE networks are not only almost exclu-
sively located in the country of destination, but they are also more concentrated in the city 
of destination. TIE business contacts are also more varied in terms of nationalities, with 
a more relevant group of people from other countries (i.e. neither from the country of 
destination nor from Morocco). These differences in the entrepreneurs’ networks were al-
ready present before the business start-up. TIE networks are generally larger (composed 
of more business contacts) and less dense than those of DIEs. Furthermore, two different 
profiles emerge within the category of TIEs. The first relies more heavily on relatives and 
co-nationals, and so the use of relational embeddedness is connected to family members 
and people of the same nationality. In contrast, the second type of TIEs is more closely 
linked with friends and natives. 

b. Relational embeddedness: Different kinds of networks entail a different use of the en-
trepreneur’s embeddedness in these networks. Firstly, TIEs exploit their capacity to bridge 
different people in different places (bridging social capital). In contrast, DIEs bond with sim-
ilar contacts, mobilising resources within their dense and homogeneous network (bonding 
capital). Secondly, TIE contacts provide a more central and continuative support, by helping 
to manage the foreign side of the business and by providing key information on how to 
develop this aspect.

Conclusion

TIEs and DIEs differ in the kinds of network they are embedded in and the role played by 
these networks when it comes to identifying and seizing business opportunities. 


