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ABSTRACT
This contribution examines the patterns of (im)mobility and settlement structures of the 15 largest foreign communities 
residing in Italy in 2011. The analysis draws on original data from the most recent population censuses (2011 and 2021), 
focusing on the heterogeneity of (im)mobility dynamics, settlement geographies and their interactions across six metropolitan 
capitals representative of the North (Turin and Milan), the Centre (Florence and Rome) and the South (Naples and Palermo) of 
the country. The findings highlight distinctive features that reflect broader territorial inequalities and illustrate the complexity 
of spatial adaptation processes among immigrant communities.

1 | Introduction 

In recent decades, the foreign population residing in Italy has 
grown significantly, now exceeding five million people, which 
represents about 9.2% of the country's total population.1 This 
demographic shift has highlighted several key issues, among 
which one of the most important concerns the spatial distri
bution and mobility patterns of foreign communities (Strozza 
and De Santis 2017; Casacchia et al. 2022; Crisci, Rimoldi, 
et al. 2025). Each ethnic group develops its own way of adapting 
to the new environment, with settlement strategies ranging 
from highly concentrated to more dispersed patterns (Kritz and 
Gurak 2018; Conti et al. 2023). The reasons behind these dif
ferences are complex and multifaceted, only partly linked to the 
direct residential choices of the communities themselves 
(Benassi, Iglesias‐Pascual, et al. 2020). The settlement model 
adopted by a community not only reflects internal social ties 
and the role of migration networks in supporting arrivals and 

integration but also mirrors the relationship between the socio‐ 
economic characteristics of local territories and the occupa
tional specializations of different nationalities (Maza 
et al. 2013). For instance, certain areas may attract specific 
ethnic groups due to employment opportunities suited to their 
skills or cultural preferences, thereby reinforcing the observed 
settlement patterns (Mazza and Punzo 2016). As is well known, 
the settlement patterns of foreign communities are closely 
linked to residential mobility, which plays a crucial role in 
shaping long‐term integration dynamics (Massey 1985).

Within this broader framework, Italy represents a particularly 
notable case, not only because of its relatively recent transition 
from a country of emigration to one of immigration (Colombo 
and Sciortino 2004; Colombo and Dalla Zuanna 2019), but also 
because demographic and socio‐economic divides (especially 
along the so‐called North–South axis) are deeply rooted and 
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expressed through spatial patterns that strongly influence 
migration trends and dynamics (Benassi et al. 2019). Several 
studies have explored these issues in Italy (Ricciardo Lamonica 
and Zagaglia 2013; Bonifazi et al. 2021; Casacchia et al. 2022), 
yet a significant gap remains. To date, no comprehensive 
research has investigated foreign settlement and (im)mobility 
patterns by adopting both a longitudinal and a local perspective, 
particularly in the country's largest metropolitan areas. One 
recent study represents an exception, as it combines 2011 cen
sus data with 2018 population register records (Benassi, 
Buonomo, Ferrara, et al. 2024). However, it does not explore in 
detail the metropolitan context nor the connection between 
(im)mobility trends and settlement patterns. Filling this gap is 
essential, since a detailed understanding of how settlement 
dynamics and residential (im)mobility evolve over time is cru
cial for designing effective policies that support immigrant 
integration and strengthen social cohesion.

Based on these premises, this contribution focuses on re
constructing the trajectories of inter‐municipal residential (im) 
mobility2 of the main foreign communities and settlement 
patterns residing in six major Italian metropolitan munici
palities in 2011: Milan and Turin for the North, Rome and 
Florence for the Centre and Naples and Palermo for the South 
of Italy. The research design is based on a (pseudo) longitudinal 
approach. In fact, the microdata from the 2011 population 
census relating to these six metropolitan municipalities were 
linked, through appropriate statistical record linkage tech
niques, to the microdata from the 2021 permanent census, thus 
identifying the subset of foreign individuals who, recorded as 
usual residents in any Italian municipality in 2011, were still 
residing in Italy in 2021.

The analysis focuses on two different processes: stationarity (or 
immobility) and internal migration, classified into three dif
ferent types (short‐range, medium‐range and long‐range). It 
then seeks to understand the relationship between internal 
migration on the one hand and settlement models on the other. 
The research questions underpinning this study are as follows: 
(1) Within patterns of (im)mobility, to what extent do the 
characteristics of the initial settlement contexts prevail (i.e., do 
the same foreign communities display different behaviours 
depending on their place of residence) or, conversely, to what 
extent are community‐specific dynamics more decisive (i.e., do 
the same foreign communities exhibit similar behaviours across 
different settlement contexts)? (2) How are the prevailing forms 
of (im)mobility associated with the settlement patterns across 
cities and communities? This approach is, to our knowledge, 
novel in the Italian context. The paper then reviews the relevant 
literature (section 2), describes data and methods (section 3), 
presents the results (section 4) and proposes discussion and 
conclusions (section 5).

2 | Background 

The demographic and geographic study of migration has tra
ditionally centred on mobility, often neglecting the increasing 
scholarly attention directed towards immobility and the deci
sion (or constraint) not to move. In recent years, the notions of 
‘staying’ and ‘immobility’ have been reconceptualised not 

merely as residual or passive states, but as active positionalities 
embedded within social, economic and spatial structures 
(Gruber 2021). Immobility may result from constraints or from 
deliberate strategies shaped by family ties, place attachment and 
the interplay between aspiration and capability to move 
(Mulder 2018; Ortiga and Macabasag 2021). In this literature, 
(im)mobility may be observed at different spatial scales, from 
the dwelling or neighbourhood to broader administrative units. 
Following internal‐migration approaches that identify mobility 
through the crossing of administrative boundaries (Casacchia 
et al. 2022), this paper adopts a deliberately broader and data‐ 
driven definition: stationarity (i.e., immobility) denotes 
remaining within the same municipality.

This perspective on immobility offers a renewed lens on the 
migration paradigm, bringing to the fore the less‐examined ex
periences of those who remain (whether by necessity or by choice) 
within circumscribed spatial boundaries (Gruber 2021). Within 
this framework, staying is conceptualized not as a failure to act but 
as a practice shaped by social, familial and territorial ties 
(Mulder 2018), and, more broadly, by the interplay between 
aspiration and capability to move (Ortiga and Macabasag 2021).

In the Italian context, this analytical approach is particularly 
significant. Italy has undergone a rapid and spatially uneven 
transition from a country of emigration to one of immigration. 
This trajectory places Italy within the broader Southern Eur
opean migration model, where recent immigration, segmented 
labour markets, familistic housing systems and uneven urban 
development have shaped distinctive patterns of migrant set
tlement and residential segregation (King et al. 2000; Benassi, 
Buonomo, Heins, et al. 2024). Foreign residents now number 
more than five million, yet their distribution and mobility pat
terns continue to display marked spatial asymmetries 
(Casacchia et al. 2022; Conti et al. 2023; Crisci, Degli Uberti, 
et al. 2025). Much of the literature has concentrated on settle
ment dynamics, how different foreign communities cluster or 
disperse within regional and urban contexts, while compara
tively little attention has been devoted to residential immobility 
as a structural dimension of migrant behaviour (Schewel 2020).

The foreign population in Italy exhibits a dual spatial dynamic: a 
tendency towards residential concentration alongside the emer
gence of differentiated patterns of residential mobility (Conti 
et al. 2023; Benassi, Buonomo, Ferrara, et al. 2024). Migration 
trajectories vary substantially by nationality, gender composition 
and metropolitan structure (Etzo 2011). The persistence of specific 
spatial configurations, particularly in urban peripheries, reflects 
the interaction between structural constraints (such as housing 
market segmentation and limited access to welfare) and individual 
or collective strategies, including the desire to remain close to 
relatives and ethnic networks (Ricciardo Lamonica and 
Zagaglia 2013; Rimoldi et al. 2024; Crisci et al. 2024; Crisci, Degli 
Uberti, et al. 2025; Crisci, Rimoldi, et al. 2025).

While theories of spatial assimilation posit that immigrant 
groups gradually disperse as they integrate (Massey 1985, Bolt 
and van Kempen 2010), this model applies only partially to the 
Italian case. Structural barriers, including a segmented housing 
market and a shortage of public housing (Arbaci 2008; Arbaci 
and Malheiros 2013) complicate migrants' spatial trajectories. 
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Moreover, enduring territorial divides within Italy further shape 
these dynamics (Benassi, Iglesias‐Pascual, et al. 2020). In 
northern metropolitan areas, foreign residents tend to display 
greater internal mobility, frequently moving from central dis
tricts to outer suburbs. Conversely, in southern cities, residen
tial mobility is markedly lower, with central municipalities 
continuing to attract but not redistribute migrant populations 
(Benassi, Buonomo, Ferrara, et al. 2024). This divergence 
reflects broader inequalities in labour market opportunities, 
housing accessibility and demographic vitality between Italy's 
macro‐regions (Garip 2008).

Overall, migrants' spatial trajectories in Italy reflect the inter
action between national origin, metropolitan context and 
regional development trajectories, requiring an empirical design 
capable of tracing settlement patterns across time and space 
(Buonomo et al. 2024).

3 | Data and Methods 

3.1 | Geographical Context of Analysis and the 
Selected Foreign Groups 

The empirical analysis focuses primarily on six metropolitan 
municipalities: Turin and Milan in Northern Italy, Florence and 

Rome in the Centre and Naples and Palermo in the South and 
Islands (Figure 1). In Italy, a pronounced socio‐economic divide 
persists between the Centre‐North and the South and Islands, a 
disparity that is also reflected in the selected municipalities. 
Milan records employment rates exceeding 70% among the 
population aged 15–64 and a GDP per capita approximately 
three times higher than that of Naples and Palermo. In the 
latter cities, employment rates are around 50%, while 
unemployment rates (approximately 15%) are roughly three 
times higher than those observed in the Lombard capital. Rome, 
Turin and Florence occupy an intermediate position, with 
employment rates and GDP per capita above the national 
average, and unemployment levels broadly in line with national 
figures. Rome is the most populous municipality (over 2.7 
million inhabitants), followed by Milan (fewer than 1.4 million), 
Naples (more than 900,000), Turin and Palermo, while Florence 
ranks eighth in terms of population size. Foreign residents tend 
to concentrate in the more economically dynamic areas of the 
country, where employment opportunities are greater. Rome 
and Milan host the largest numbers of foreign residents (over 
350,000 and over 250,000, respectively, at the end of 2021), 
followed by Turin (more than 120,000), and Florence and 
Naples (both with over 53,000). Palermo ranks last, with nearly 
25,000 foreign residents. However, their relative incidence in 
the total population differs: in Milan, it is close to 20%; in Turin 

FIGURE 1 | Geographical context of analysis. 
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and Florence, around 15%; in Rome, 12%; while in Naples and 
Palermo, it remains at much lower levels. These municipalities 
account for approximately half of Italy's metropolitan capitals 
(currently 14)3 and have consistently served as key hubs for 
their respective regional and national economies (particularly 
the two northern cities) as well as important centres for 
attracting and redistributing the resident population including 
the foreign ones (Strozza et al. 2016; Rimoldi et al. 2024; Crisci 
et al. 2024). As we will explain in greater detail in Section 3.2, 
the empirical analysis employs additional geographical layers 
for the identification and classification of internal migration 
mobility categories. These include macro‐areas (NUTS 1, i.e., 
major socio‐economic regions), regions (NUTS 2, i.e., basic 
regions for the application of regional policies) and metropoli
tan cities. In the six territorial contexts considered here, the 
latter correspond to the provincial level (NUTS 3, i.e., small 
regions for specific diagnoses).4

The population groups analysed in this study correspond to the 
15 largest foreign communities identified in the 2011 Italian 
census.5 Table 1 presents key statistics describing these groups 
in terms of size, citizenship, gender composition and their rel
ative weight in the metropolitan areas considered. According to 
the census, the foreign population residing in Italy exceeded 
four million, representing 6.8% of the total resident population. 
This group is highly diverse in both origins and characteristics. 
The five largest nationalities: Romanian (823,000, 20.4%), 
Albanian (451,000, 11.2%), Moroccan (407,000, 10.1%), Chinese 
(195,000, 4.8%) and Ukrainian (179,000, 4.4%)—together 
account for half of the foreign population, while the top 16 
nationalities—make up three‐quarters of the total (Table 1). 

Although women slightly outnumber men overall (53.3%), 
pronounced gender imbalances emerge within specific nation
alities: men are predominant among Senegalese, Bangladeshi, 
Tunisian and Indian groups, whereas women prevail among 
Ukrainians, Poles, Peruvians, Ecuadorians and Filipinos.

Settlement patterns also vary considerably across Italy, shaped 
by factors such as local labour market opportunities, modes of 
entry into the country and the role of ethnic networks in 
facilitating arrival and early integration (Conti et al. 2023). The 
distribution of residents in the six metropolitan municipalities 
selected for this analysis (Milan, Turin, Florence, Rome, Naples 
and Palermo) provides a clear illustration. Filipinos (54%), 
Peruvians (44%), Sri Lankans (nearly 40%) and Bangladeshis 
(33%) are highly concentrated in these six cities. By contrast, 
Albanians (4.2%), Senegalese (5.8%), Indians (6.1%), Tunisians 
(6.1%) and Moroccans (6.8%) are relatively underrepresented. 
Macedonians (who in 2011 ranked as the 14th largest foreign 
nationality in Italy) are mainly concentrated in rural inland 
areas and scarcely represented in major cities. In the six mu
nicipalities considered here, the number is just over 1500 in
dividuals, representing only 2% of the national total. For this 
reason, they were excluded from the analysis and replaced by 
Sri Lankans, who, despite ranking 16th nationally, are numer
ically significant in the metropolitan areas examined (nearly 
40%, as noted above). Between 2011 and 2021, the foreign 
population in Italy increased by approximately one million, 
surpassing five million residents and reaching 8.5% of the total 
stable population. This growth was driven by net immigration 
and a positive natural balance, partially offset by the rising 
number of acquisitions of Italian citizenship (Vignoli and 

TABLE 1 | Foreign resident population by country of citizenship, gender and presence in the six major cities selected. Italy, 2011 and 2021 
(absolute values in thousands and percentages).

Rank 2011
Country of 
citizenship

Absolute values  
(in thousand) % by citizenship % females % in the 6 cities(a)

2011 2021 2011 2021 2011 2021 2011 2021

1 Romania 823.1 1083.8 20.4 21.5 56.6 56.9 13.6 13.3
2 Albania 451.4 420.0 11.2 8.3 47.8 48.7 4.2 5.0
3 Morocco 407.1 420.2 10.1 8.4 45.9 45.6 6.8 7.4
4 China 194.5 300.2 4.8 6.0 49.2 49.3 22.6 22.2
5 Ukraine 178.5 225.3 4.4 4.5 79.5 77.8 12.3 13.5
6 Moldova 130.6 114.9 3.2 2.3 66.6 66.1 10.0 10.7
7 Philippines 129.0 159.0 3.2 3.2 57.1 56.7 54.4 55.0
8 India 116.8 162.5 2.9 3.2 40.5 41.7 6.1 9.2
9 Peru 93.9 94.1 2.3 1.9 60.0 57.6 44.2 42.2
10 Poland 84.6 75.0 2.1 1.5 73.9 74.7 14.0 15.9
11 Tunisia 82.1 99.0 2.0 2.0 39.7 37.3 6.1 6.9
12 Ecuador 80.6 66.6 2.0 1.3 58.7 55.8 23.2 25.1
13 Bangladesh 80.6 159.0 2.0 3.2 33.1 28.7 33.0 34.6
15 Senegal 72.5 110.8 1.8 2.2 26.9 26.6 5.8 8.5
16 Sri Lanka 71.2 108.1 1.8 2.1 45.2 47.3 39.6 40.7

Other 1031.0 1432.3 25.6 28.5 53.9 47.6 15.1 17.9
Total 4027.6 5030.7 100.0 100.0 53.3 50.9 15.0 16.9

Note: (a) Percentage of residents in the municipalities of Milan, Turin, Florence, Rome, Naples and Palermo.
Source: Elaborations on Istat data from the 2011 10‐year population census and the 2021 permanent population census. 
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Paterno 2025). In terms of absolute numbers, Romanians, 
Chinese, Bangladeshis, Ukrainians and Indians recorded the 
largest increases, whereas Albanians, Moldovans, Ecuadorians 
and Poles experienced a decline.

3.2 | Data and Procedures for Building a  
Pseudo‐Longitudinal Database 

The data used in the empirical analysis come from the 2011 
General Census of Population and Housing and the 2021 Per
manent Census of Population and Housing, both surveys con
ducted by the Italian National Institute of Statistics (Istat). 
Although the technique of counting the population usually 
resident in Italy has changed over the decade in question, 
moving from a survey carried out in the field every 10 years to 
one based on administrative archives (i.e., register‐based cen
sus) and on a permanent time frame, the main purpose of the 
Census as well as definition and target population have 
remained the same so that the data from the two sources are 
perfectly comparable (Bernardini et al. 2024). Through these 
two temporal observations (2011 and 2021), it was possible to 
reconstruct the history of the internal (im)mobility by the for
eign population and its main citizenships. This longitudinal 
analysis was made possible thanks to a recognition process 
carried out by Istat on the individuals in the archives who enter 
the Institute each year (Chieppa et al. 2019). Each individual, 
before being entered (anonymously) into Istat's statistical reg
isters, undergoes a process of identification (by means of name, 
surname, date of birth and tax code) and the attribution of a 
nationally unique numerical code. This code allows the indi
vidual to be traced in Istat's various statistical registers and to be 
‘followed’ over time.

In this work, the identification codes of individuals were 
used to search in the Permanent Census of 2021 for for
eigners who had been counted in the General Population 
Census of 2011,6 in order to compare their places of resi
dence and to capture their possible movements on Italian 
territory.7 The analysis excludes all individuals who were 
counted at the 2021 Census but not at the 2011 Population 
Census. The validity of the results is based on the correct
ness of the comparison between the places of residence of 
individuals in 2011 and 2021. A very important preliminary 
step was to update the 2011 statistical codes of the muni
cipalities and other territorial entities considered and to 
reconstruct their administrative boundaries to the most 
recent date. The transition from the administrative bound
aries of 2011 to those of 2021 was carried out starting from 
the smallest territorial units into which the Italian territory 
can be divided, that is, the census enumeration areas. The 
main limitations of the analysed technique lie in the fact 
that we do not know what happened in the years between 
2011 and 2021, during which time the same individual may 
have left and re‐entered Italy several times or may have 
made several internal moves and then returned to the 
municipality of origin (thus appearing stationary, despite 
having made moves). Similarly, nothing can be said about 
sub‐municipal movements; accordingly, immobility should 
be interpreted as the absence of a change in municipality 
between the two census observations.

3.3 | Measures of (Im)mobility and Settlement 
Patterns and Statistical Analysis 

The analysis is based on the observation of (pseudo)rates re
ferring to stationarity (same municipality of residence in 2011 
and 2021) or internal migration (different municipality of resi
dence in 2011 and 2021) by the foreigners and selected citi
zenships.8 Internal migration was further disaggregated by 
distinguishing different types of displacement: 

a. Short‐range migration: different municipality in the same 
metropolitan city;

b. Medium‐range migration: different municipality outside 
the metropolitan city but in the same region;

c. Long‐range migration: different municipality outside the 
region in the same or in a different macro region.

The (pseudo)rates were calculated by relating the data of the 
four components described (stationarity and types of internal 
migration) to the total foreign population residing in Italy as of 
2011. It should be noted that there is also a ‘residual’ compo
nent (labelled as Other), which refers to foreigners recorded in 
the 2011 census who were not captured in the 2021 census. In 
principle, this residual group may encompass three possible 
situations: individuals who died, individuals who emigrated 
abroad or individuals who were still residing in the country but 
not captured in the census (undercount). In each of the six 
municipalities, the total number of deaths of foreign residents 
between 2012 and 2021 accounts for only a small share of the 
residents not recorded in 2021 (at most 8.6% in the case of 
Milan). Moreover, it is expected to be relatively uncommon for 
individuals enumerated in 2011 not to have been recorded in 
2021, especially considering that the latter census was primarily 
based on administrative registers. For these reasons, it is highly 
probable that the vast majority of those not traced in 2021 had 
emigrated abroad. For the sake of clarity, throughout the 
remainder of the text, the category Other will therefore be 
interpreted as referring to foreigners who left the country, that 
is, to international emigrants. Although this form of mobility is 
not the central focus of the contribution, it was deemed 
important to include it in the analysis and in the presentation of 
results for both methodological reasons (the initial collective 
size—namely, all individuals enumerated in 2011 in the six 
selected cities and belonging to the selected citizenships—is 
preserved as the denominator of all pseudo‐rates) and inter
pretative reasons, given that international mobility is closely 
intertwined with internal mobility (King and Skeldon 2010).

With regard to the study of settlement patterns, starting from 
the distribution of observed populations at the sub‐municipal 
level (census tracts), the dissimilarity index was computed. This 
index (D), in the original version of Duncan and Duncan (1955), 
is a global, non‐spatial measure that captures the dimension 
of evenness (Massey and Denton 1988), namely the dis
proportionality in the distribution of one group (minority 
groups, in this case represented by different nationalities) rel
ative to another group (the majority, in this case represented by 
Italians). The index ranges from 0 to 1 and increases as the 
settlement pattern of the observed group diverges from that of 
the native population. Despite its limitations, widely acknowl
edged in the literature (White 1983; White and Kim 2005; 
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Morrill 1991; Wong 2003), the index remains one of the most 
frequently used in this field of research, largely due to its ease of 
interpretation (Iceland et al. 2013; Logan and Parman 2017; 
Malmberg et al. 2018; Lichter et al. 2020). Nevertheless, to 
partially mitigate these limitations, the adjusted version of the 
index proposed by Morrill (1991) was computed. In essence, this 
version adjusts the traditional D index for tract contiguity 
(Dadj),9 effectively producing a spatial version of D. This 
approach aligns with the understanding that segregation is 
inherently a spatial process (Reardon and O'Sullivan 2004).

To examine the relationship between (im)mobility and patterns 
of settlement, two logistic regression models were estimated. 
The first model examined the factors influencing residential 
stability (as opposed to mobility, understood here as both 
internal and international and approximated by the category 
‘other’). The statistical cases (or units of analysis) on which the 
model was estimated are the 90 communities, defined as the 15 
largest groups observed across the six selected cities. The 
dependent variable is binary and was constructed on the basis 
of the empirical distribution of the stability rate (see 
Section 4.1). Specifically, given that the median value of this 
distribution is 0.62, a value of 1 was assigned to communities 
with a stability rate above 60%, and 0 otherwise. Among the 
covariates, we included the geographical area of ‘origin’, 
grouping communities by continent and taking Europe 
(comprising Romanians, Albanians, Ukrainians, Moldovans 
and Poles) as the reference category. We also controlled for the 
geographical area of settlement in Italy in 2011, grouping cities 
into the macro‐regions of North, Centre and South, which 
reflect, to some extent, the country's socio‐economic inequali
ties. The North, represented here by Turin and Milan, served as 
the reference category. These covariates function as controls 
with respect to the key variable of interest: the level of the 
dissimilarity index (Dadj) in 2011 for each community within 
each city. The second model investigates which of the same 
covariates used in the first model influence the probability of 
engaging in short‐distance migration, as opposed to medium‐ or 
long mobility. The focus here is exclusively on internal migra
tion, considering the same units of analysis as in the previous 
model and across the study as a whole. The dependent variable 
was constructed on the basis of the internal migration rate 
(short, medium, long), assigning a value of 1 to communities 
with rates above the median and 0 otherwise (the median 
is 0.43).

4 | Results 

4.1 | (Im)mobility Trends 

At the national level, 54.4% of foreign residents in 2021 were 
living in the same municipality where they resided in 2011. 
Among the non‐stable population, the highest percentage is 
represented by those who emigrated abroad (25.3%),10 followed 
by those who experienced short‐distance moves (11.9%), long‐ 
distance moves (5%) and finally medium‐distance moves (3.3%). 
The most stable foreign communities are the Filipino (72.8%), 
Albanian (68.3%), Peruvian (65%), Ecuadorian (62.3%) and Sri 
Lankan (60.1%) populations, all with proportions of emigrants 
abroad below the national average. Conversely, Bangladeshis 

and Indians are among the least stable (with only 45.7% and 
46.2%, respectively, remaining in place), showing particularly 
high rates of emigration abroad. The Chinese also display a low 
stability rate (46.1%), but this is largely due to strong internal 
mobility, which is higher than for any other nationality overall 
(36%), especially in the case of medium‐ (8.1%) and long‐ 
distance (17.9%) moves. Internal mobility is also above the 
national average among Senegalese, Moldovan, Indian, Mor
occan and Ukrainian communities. These general findings 
allow the situation of foreign residents in the six selected met
ropolitan municipalities to be placed within a national frame
work. First, the share of stable foreign residents in the six cities 
is consistently higher than the national average. This pattern 
likely reflects contexts that are more conducive to long‐term 
settlement and integration, largely because of stronger access to 
labour market opportunities (Benassi, Bonifazi, et al. 2020). In 
this sense, the high permanence rates observed in Northern 
Italian cities, combined with their comparatively low levels of 
emigration abroad, appear closely linked to more favourable 
economic conditions and a dynamic labour market (Benassi, 
Bonifazi, et al. 2020).

In Milan, the country's main economic hub, permanence 
rates approach 66%, and the share of emigrants abroad does 
not reach 20%, while in Palermo, the southernmost urban 
centre under consideration, the values are 59% and over 30%, 
respectively (Figures 2b and 3b). In the same way, internal 
mobility among foreign residents in the six cities appears 
lower than the national average (20.2%), ranging from 8.8% in 
Rome to 15.8% in Florence (Figures 2, 3, and 4). Naturally, 
differences in stability levels and mobility patterns observed 
among foreign residents in the six selected cities may depend 
not only on unequal opportunities for settlement across ter
ritories, but also on the different composition by country of 
citizenship, given the significant variations in residential 
and mobility strategies among foreign communities11

(Mulder 2018; Ortiga and Macabasag 2021). In all the mu
nicipalities considered, foreign communities with a pre
dominance of women and greater concentration in these 
metropolitan contexts (see Table 1) exhibit higher perma
nence rates and lower proportions of emigration abroad 
compared to the overall foreign population. The most evident 
and recurring example is the Filipino community, but this 
model also applies to Peruvians, Moldovans and Ecuadorians. 
By contrast, among some male‐dominated communities from 
the Indian subcontinent (Indians and Bangladeshis), per
manence rates are lower than those of the total foreign 
population in almost all the cities considered, due to stronger 
emigration abroad (especially from the two northern cities) 
and the relevance of long‐distance internal migration among 
residents in the two southern cities. Romanians, in all the 
cities considered, have lower permanence rates and higher 
emigration abroad than the total foreign population living in 
the same municipality, an indication of greater international 
mobility, likely also related to the freedom of movement 
within the EU. Their internal mobility, which at the national 
level is in line with the overall average, is higher than that of 
other foreign residents in the six cities. In the central‐ 
northern cities, this is characterized by short‐distance moves, 
while in the southern ones (Naples and Palermo), by pre
dominantly long‐distance mobility.

6 of 15 Population, Space and Place, 2026

 15448452, 2026, 5, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1002/psp.70292 by C

ochraneItalia, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [29/06/2026]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



FIGURE 2 | Stationarity rate (%) and internal migration rate by type of migration (%). Selected foreign citizenships and total foreign population. 
Italy, 2011–2021. Metropolitan municipalities of the North. Note: The internal migration rate is equal to the sum of the three types of internal 
migration; ‘other’ includes the percentage of foreigners who are no longer residents in Italy in 2021. Source: Elaborations on Istat data from the 2011 
10‐year population census and the 2021 permanent population census. 
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FIGURE 3 | Stationarity rate (%) and internal migration rate by type of migration (%). Selected foreign citizenships and total foreign population. 
Italy, 2011–2021. Metropolitan municipalities of the Centre. Note: The internal migration rate is equal to the sum of the three types of internal 
migration; ‘other’ includes the percentage of foreigners who are no longer residents in Italy in 2021. Source: Elaborations on Istat data from the 2011 
10‐year population census and the 2021 permanent population census. 
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FIGURE 4 | Stationarity rate (%) and internal migration rate by type of migration (%). Selected foreign citizenships and total foreign population. 
Italy, 2011–2021. Metropolitan municipalities of the South. Note: The internal migration rate is equal to the sum of the three types of internal 
migration; ‘other’ includes the percentage of foreigners who are no longer residents in Italy in 2021. In 2011, there were fewer than 100 residents of 
Moldovan, Senegalese and Peruvian nationality living in Palermo. Source: Elaborations on Istat data from the 2011 10‐year population census and the 
2021 permanent population census. 
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The case of Romanians, who represent the largest foreign com
munity in Italy, highlights two fairly common directions of 
internal migration: movements from central to peripheral areas 
of metropolitan provinces, and internal mobility from large 
southern cities (as well as from other parts of the South) mainly 
directed towards municipalities in central and northern Italy. 
The case of the Chinese is particularly interesting: at the national 
level, they constitute one of the groups with the lowest residen
tial stability and the highest internal mobility (36% of residents in 
2011). Only in Florence and Palermo do Chinese residents show 
clearly lower permanence levels compared to other foreign re
sidents, driven by short‐distance mobility in the former and 
medium‐ and long‐distance moves in the latter. Overall, how
ever, the greater importance of internal movements within the 
country appears to be a general feature of residents in the six 
cities considered. Moldovans, who at the national level record the 
highest percentage of short‐distance moves, show in all six cities 
higher proportions of movements within the same province 
compared to the overall foreign population, with particularly 
high relative frequencies in central‐northern cities. Among other 
foreign communities not yet considered, short‐distance internal 
mobility is also quite relevant among Ukrainians, Moroccans and 
Senegalese, despite their differing demographic characteristics 
and settlement patterns.

4.2 | Settlement Patterns 

For interpretative purposes, it is important to recall that the 
value of the dissimilarity index represents the share of a group 
that would need to relocate in order to achieve a ‘uniform’ 
distribution with respect to the majority group (White and 
Kim 2005). As for its interpretation in relation to the index's 

range of variation, it is generally acknowledged that values 
above 0.6 indicate contexts in which the gap between the set
tlement patterns of minority and majority groups is particularly 
pronounced, although this threshold may vary depending on 
national and local contexts (Massey and Denton 1993). The 
values reported in Table 2 reveal a heterogeneous scenario 
(consistent with what was already observed in relation to (im) 
mobility patterns in the previous section), yet one characterized 
by some regularities that align with trends highlighted in recent 
studies (Benassi, Bonifazi, et al. 2020; Benassi, Iglesias‐Pascual, 
et al. 2020). Specifically, urban areas in Southern Italy display 
higher levels of dissimilarity compared to those in Central and, 
especially, Northern Italy. The mean Dadj values for the 15 
selected nationalities in Palermo (0.897 in 2011 and 0.881 in 
2021) and Naples (0.865 in 2011 and 0.883 in 2021) are sys
tematically higher than in the other cities. This indicates that, 
on average, the settlement patterns of communities living in the 
Southern urban contexts considered here diverge more from 
those of Italians (the reference group) than the same commu
nities in Central and Northern cities, often exceeding the 
threshold of 0.6. This finding is further confirmed when con
sidering the dissimilarity index calculated for the entire foreign 
population, a particularly relevant result, given the marked 
heterogeneity in the citizenship composition of foreign re
sidents across the urban contexts analysed. Indeed, among 
Central‐Northern cities, in 2021 the highest index value is 
recorded in Milan (0.259), which nevertheless remains consid
erably lower than the corresponding values in Naples and 
Palermo for the same year: 0.474 and 0.537, respectively.

Within this general framework, which strongly reflects the 
North–South divide, a slight tendency towards a reduction in 
the index can nevertheless be observed. This trend is evident in 

TABLE 2 | Dissimilarity index (Dadj)(a) selected foreign citizenships and total foreign population in the six metropolitan municipalities, 2011 
and 2021.

Country of 
citizenship

Turin Milan Florence Rome Naples Palermo
2011 2021 2011 2021 2011 2021 2011 2021 2011 2021 2011 2021

Romania 0.326 0.315 0.563 0.483 0.369 0.342 0.473 0.428 0.782 0.706 0.609 0.554
Albania 0.589 0.543 0.735 0.655 0.478 0.438 0.779 0.696 0.950 0.945 0.964 0.973
Morocco 0.574 0.572 0.764 0.715 0.684 0.613 0.868 0.793 0.937 0.898 0.872 0.853
China 0.761 0.640 0.664 0.557 0.771 0.632 0.783 0.690 0.938 0.851 0.945 0.918
Ukraine 0.824 0.749 0.526 0.452 0.569 0.537 0.537 0.452 0.473 0.467 0.910 0.884
Moldova 0.575 0.590 0.729 0.734 0.756 0.776 0.697 0.655 0.905 0.918 0.996 0.994
Philippines 0.788 0.741 0.467 0.456 0.558 0.493 0.580 0.547 0.871 0.856 0.883 0.896
India 0.967 0.904 0.938 0.825 0.839 0.753 0.803 0.665 0.962 0.875 0.967 0.960
Peru 0.528 0.505 0.480 0.498 0.431 0.397 0.622 0.600 0.897 0.881 0.966 0.967
Poland 0.853 0.843 0.876 0.823 0.641 0.662 0.601 0.583 0.694 0.714 0.863 0.856
Tunisia 0.840 0.800 0.910 0.860 0.854 0.790 0.908 0.843 0.928 0.894 0.856 0.811
Ecuador 0.826 0.821 0.571 0.573 0.873 0.881 0.757 0.722 0.975 0.967 0.954 0.941
Bangladesh 0.963 0.883 0.881 0.771 0.925 0.775 0.774 0.647 0.980 0.902 0.866 0.843
Senegal 0.871 0.800 0.903 0.850 0.842 0.731 0.955 0.879 0.966 0.906 0.991 0.956
Sri Lanka 0.983 0.972 0.600 0.550 0.665 0.577 0.819 0.735 0.720 0.712 0.818 0.811
Total 0.267 0.253 0.263 0.259 0.187 0.163 0.273 0.226 0.463 0.474 0.540 0.537

Note: (a) Reference group: Italians. Basic geographical units: enumeration areas (2011): Turin (3544), Milan (5719), Florence (1978), Rome (11941), Naples (3859), Palermo (2692). 
Source: Elaborations on Istat data from the 2011 10‐year population census and the 2021 permanent population census.
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all urban contexts and seems to suggest a more uniform dis
tribution of immigrant populations compared to natives 
(Daconto and Montesano 2024; Pratschke and Benassi 2024). As 
noted, the trend is not particularly strong, but it is recorded for 
all the communities considered here.

The situation regarding the individual communities examined 
here is more complex, though once again marked by some evi
dent regularities across the different urban contexts. From this 
perspective, the case of Romanian citizens is particularly signif
icant: in four out of six cases, they record the lowest level of 
dissimilarity with respect to Italians in both 2011 and 2021. This 
suggests that, in this case, settlement patterns are less influenced 
by local factors and more attributable to characteristics specific to 
this community which, as highlighted in several other studies on 
the Italian case (Conti et al. 2023), tends to adopt settlement 
models that are widely spread and only marginally dissimilar.

Much greater variability, by contrast, characterizes the nation
alities recording the highest values of the indicator.12 This shows 
that, in such cases, it is local contexts that appear to shape 
conditions of greater dissimilarity with the native population, 
rather than intrinsic characteristics of the communities them
selves. Indeed, local contexts with higher levels of segregation are 
those characterized by higher unemployment and greater social 
vulnerability. Therefore, residential segregation appears to be a 
phenomenon that compounds existing structural weaknesses. In 
more fragile contexts, immigrants face greater difficulties in 
integration, which in turn increases their level of segregation. 
This variability also extends to the temporal dimension. Indeed, 
only in three municipalities does the nationality with the highest 
dissimilarity in 2011 retain that position in 2021: Sri Lankans in 
Turin, Senegalese in Rome and Moldovan in Palermo. In all 
other cases, the situation proves more variable.

4.3 | (Im)mobility and Settlement Patterns: Two 
Interpretative Models 

In this section, we analyse the determinants of stationarity and 
short‐distance migration by fitting selected logistic regression 
models. Specifically, the first model investigates the odds, for a 
local community, of being mainly stationary rather than mi
grating from 2011 to 2021, while the second model explains the 
odds of undertaking a short‐distance migration as opposed to 
another type (considering only internal migration). Both models 

employ the same set of covariates, as described in Section 3.3, 
with the reference category indicated in the tables.

The results of the first model, reported in Table 3, point to a 
clear pattern. All else being equal, higher levels of dissimilarity 
in 2011 are associated with a lower odds of remaining in the 
same municipality of residence, and consequently with a higher 
likelihood of mobility, whether internal or international.

The level of dissimilarity in settlement patterns relative to the 
native population emerges as a significant driver of mobility and, 
at the same time, an obstacle to stable residence. In particular, 
the effect of dissimilarity appears to be driven by a combination 
of structural constraints and social distance. Concentration in 
dissimilar settlement contexts often entails reduced access to 
resources and opportunities, fostering mobility, while also hin
dering social integration and long‐term residential stability. 
Other covariates included in the model (namely, geographical 
area of origin and area of settlement in 2011) do not significantly 
affect the probability of remaining stationary. The sole exception 
is represented by Latin American communities (here including 
citizens of Peru and Ecuador), who exhibit a greater propensity 
towards stability compared to their European counterparts.

The results of the second model, presented in Table 4, indicate that 
Asian communities, compared to Europeans and holding all else 
equal, are less likely to undertake short‐distance moves when mi
grating. This result is consistent with the descriptive evidence 
shown in Figures 2–4, where several Asian communities 
(particularly Bangladeshis, Chinese and Filipinos) display limited 
short‐range redistribution compared with other groups. Rather than 
indicating lower residential mobility, this pattern may reflect set
tlement models more strongly anchored in urban cores and forms 
of intra‐municipal mobility that cannot be captured by our data. A 
similarly lower propensity is observed for communities located in 
Southern cities relative to those in the North. Once again, higher 
dissimilarity levels (in 2011) are associated with reduced likelihood 
of short‐distance redistribution within metropolitan areas, instead 
favouring other forms of internal migration.

5 | Discussion and Conclusions 

Several studies have examined the territorial distribution of 
immigrants and their residential mobility, with particular 
attention to the relationship between settlement patterns and 

TABLE 3 | Results of the model 1: stationary or migrant community? (n = 90).

Variables Coefficients Std. Error Z value Pr (> |z|)

(Intercept) 3.248 1.389 2.338 0.0194*
Africa (ref. Europe) 1.196 0.727 1.647 0.099
Asia (ref. Europe) 0.527 0.605 0.870 0.384
Latin America (ref. Europe) 2.116 0.945 2.240 0.025*
Area of residence in Italy Centre (ref. North) −0.797 0.588 −1.355 0.176
Area of residence in Italy South (ref. North) −0.733 0.606 −1.211 0.226
Dadj index 2011 −3.977 1.888 −2.106 0.035*

Note: Sign. Codes: 0***, 0.001**, 0.01*, 0.05^; McFadden pseudo‐R2 = 0.12, null deviance = 123.16, residuals' deviance = 108.51. 
Source: Elaborations on Istat data from the 2011 10‐year population census and the 2021 permanent population census.
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subsequent relocations (Lichter and Johnson 2006; Zorlu and 
Mulder 2008; Hall 2013). These processes are commonly 
interpreted through the lens of spatial assimilation, according 
to which initial concentration may be followed by territorial 
redistribution as integration progresses (Massey 1985; De Valk 
et al. 2011). At the same time, alternative perspectives em
phasize different logics. According to the theory of place 
stratification (Alba and Logan 1991) and the theory of ethnic 
preference (Portes and Bach 1985), moving away from areas of 
ethnic concentration may entail the loss of important social 
and cultural resources that sustain both the psychological 
well‐being and the economic vitality of immigrant communi
ties. Overall, the literature suggests that no single explanatory 
model can account for the diversity of outcomes. Immigrants' 
residential mobility varies considerably over time and across 
groups, depending on the specific characteristics of each 
community, the nature of their migration projects and the 
economic opportunities available in different territories 
(Wright et al. 2005; Vogiazides 2018).

Starting from this theoretical perspective, the results pro
duced by this study contribute to shedding light on the geo
graphical dimension of the (im)mobility of the largest foreign 
communities residing in Italy, highlighting aspects of het
erogeneity both within individual groups and in relation to 
different forms of spatial adaptation. Italy constitutes a geo
graphically heterogeneous context in which, even when 
considering only urban and metropolitan areas, the differ
ences between a more economically developed and better‐ 
infrastructured North and a more vulnerable and less 
advanced South are evident (Billari and Tomassini 2021). 
This pattern is consistent with evidence from Southern Eur
ope showing that migrant segregation is closely linked to 
socioeconomic fragility and tends to be more pronounced in 
less dynamic urban contexts (Benassi, Buonomo, Heins, 
et al. 2024). It also connects to broader processes of urban 
transformation (such as suburbanization, reurbanization and 
settlement restructuring) that characterize contexts with high 
homeownership rates and family‐based housing strategies 
(Crisci, Degli Uberti, et al. 2025; López‐Gay et al. 2020; 
Maloutas 2004; Cocola‐Gant and Gago 2019). It is no coin
cidence that in the latter contexts the percentage of foreign 
residents has always been relatively lower compared to the 
North. Conversely, in the North, the foreign population is 
numerically more substantial, territorially more widespread 
and more deeply integrated into local labour markets 

(Strozza et al. 2016). Differential patterns also emerge with 
respect to citizenship composition.

With respect to the first research question, the results show that 
both the initial settlement context and community‐specific 
dynamics matter. Some groups display relatively consistent 
profiles across cities: Filipinos, Peruvians, Moldovans and 
Ecuadorians tend to show high levels of municipal stationarity, 
while Romanians are characterized by higher mobility and 
international circulation. Asian communities are more inter
nally differentiated: Bangladeshis and Indians record lower 
stationarity, whereas Chinese residents show particularly high 
internal mobility, including long‐range moves.

These aspects appear to reverberate, to some extent, in the (im) 
mobility profiles observed here. Indeed, in the two southern 
contexts (Naples and Palermo), the proportion of foreign re
sidents recorded in the same municipality in both 2011 and 2021 
is the lowest. Of course, this element alone is insufficient, since 
immobility (or residential stability) may also stem from more 
limited economic opportunities and thus represent a forced 
choice, in addition to being the outcome of greater integration 
into local contexts. On the other hand, even where internal 
mobility has occurred, it differs significantly between Central‐ 
Northern and Southern contexts. In the former, short‐range 
mobility predominates, seemingly indicating processes of sub
urbanization and territorial redistribution of populations, prob
ably also as an effect of housing careers linked to more stable 
integration into local settings. This empirical evidence does not 
seem to contradict the hypothesis of achieved integration in these 
contexts, in line with the theory of spatial assimilation (Bolt and 
van Kempen 2010), which posits that initial phases of spatial 
concentration are followed by phases of territorial redistribution. 
Or at least, it suggests greater territorial integration compared to 
urban contexts in Southern Italy, where among those who moved 
internally, long‐range mobility (namely, towards the Central‐ 
North of the country) predominates. While it is true that some 
heterogeneities by nationality clearly emerge (for instance, the 
Chinese, who even in Central‐Northern contexts display com
paratively high rates of long‐range mobility) it is equally true that 
these patterns distinctly characterize the results obtained.

Furthermore, settlement models, here approximated by the 
dimension of evenness, indicate that Southern contexts are 
characterized by higher average dissimilarity index values 
than Central‐Northern contexts and therefore by lower levels 

TABLE 4 | Results of the model 2: Which kind of internal mobility, short distance or medium‐long? (n = 90).

Variables Coefficients Std. Error Z value Pr (> |z|)

(Intercept) 9.156 2.576 3.558 0.000374***
Africa (ref. Europe) −0.589 1.397 −0.422 0.673
Asia (ref. Europe) −4.694 1.347 −3.485 0.000493***
Latin America (ref. Europe) −0.288 1.760 −0.163 0.870
Area of residence in Italy Centre (ref. North) 0.327 0.932 0.351 0.726
Area of residence in Italy South (ref. North) −4.309 1.277 −3.375 0.000738***
Dadj index 2011 −7.771 3.121 −2.490 0.0128*

Note: Sign. Codes: 0***, 0.001**, 0.01*, 0.05^; McFadden pseudo‐R2 = 0.64, null deviance = 124.72, residuals' deviance = 44.75. 
Source: Elaborations on Istat data from the 2011 10‐year population census and the 2021 permanent population census.
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of spatial integration of foreigners (Lichter et al. 2020). With 
respect to the second research question, the evidence sug
gests that less spatially balanced settlement patterns are 
associated with lower municipal stationarity and with forms 
of mobility that are less likely to take the shape of short‐range 
metropolitan redistribution. Logistic regression models con
firm the existence of these patterns while allowing for a more 
accurate assessment. The level of dissimilarity in 2011 is 
predictive of lower residential stability during the 2011–2021 
decade, and thus of higher overall mobility (both internal and 
international), which in this case does not seem to be influ
enced by the original geographical location of settlement. In 
the case of internal mobility, the role of dissimilarity in dis
couraging short‐range spatial redistribution (while favouring 
long‐range movements) is confirmed, but here, residing in 
the South, as opposed to the North, also discourages short‐ 
range mobility, as does holding Asian citizenship. Of course, 
these results should be interpreted with caution, as higher 
mobility rates can themselves generate unstable, transient 
spatial distributions, potentially leading to higher levels of 
dissimilarity.

These findings carry clear policy implications. In Northern and 
Central metropolitan areas, where short‐range redistribution is 
more pronounced, housing and integration policies should 
facilitate access to suburban and metropolitan opportunities 
while preserving community‐based resources. In Southern cit
ies, where foreign populations are smaller, more spatially 
uneven and less prone to intra‐metropolitan redistribution, 
policy should prioritize reducing territorial disadvantage, im
proving access to housing and enhancing local labour‐market 
attractiveness. More broadly, integration policies cannot be 
spatially neutral; they must be tailored to the demographic, 
economic and settlement characteristics of each metropolitan 
context. This evidence also highlights how Southern Europe 
should not be treated as a homogeneous block, but rather as a 
context marked by significant internal spatial differences, often 
rooted in wider socio‐economic territorial disparities affecting 
the population as a whole.
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Endnotes 
01As of 1 January 2025, official data from the Italian National Institute 

of Statistics (ISTAT) recorded 5.4 million foreign residents in Italy, 
within a total population of 58.9 million (https://demo.istat.it/).

02In the remainder of the paper, for the sake of simplicity, the term 
(im)mobility is used to refer specifically to inter‐municipal resi
dential (im)mobility. Accordingly, stationarity denotes inter‐ 
municipal residential immobility between 2011 and 2021, while 
migration refers to inter‐municipal residential mobility over the 
same period.

03The 14 metropolitan cities of Italy are: Bari, Bologna, Genoa, Milan, 
Turin and Venice in the North; Florence and Rome in the Centre; 
and Cagliari, Catania, Messina, Naples, Palermo and Reggio Calabria 
in the South. For further details on their demographic characteristics 
and trends, see Buonomo et al. (2024).

04We refer to the Nomenclature of Territorial Units for Statistics 
(NUTS), as defined by Eurostat and adopted by the National Sta
tistical Institutes of the European Union (https://ec.europa.eu/ 
eurostat/web/nuts).

05The 14th nationality (Macedonia) was excluded from the analysis 
due to the very small number of residents in the six cities considered. 
It was replaced with Sri Lankans, who, as shown by recent studies, 
display interesting spatial distributions and distinctive settlement 
patterns, particularly in Milan, Naples and Palermo (Bitonti 
et al. 2025).

06Please note that the Post‐Enumeration Survey carried out by the Italian 
National Institute of Statistics (ISTAT) in 2012 certified an undercoverage 
rate of 11.07% for the foreign population in the 2011 census (https:// 
www.istat.it/wp-content/uploads/2015/01/PES_notainformativa_ 
DEF.pdf).

07It is important to emphasize that Istat's recognition of foreigners is 
not affected by the eventual acquisition of Italian citizenship, since 
the variable ‘country of citizenship’ is not used for the attribution of 
the individual code. In other words, even if the individual has 
acquired Italian citizenship in the period considered, the same 
identification code is retained.

08The empirical analysis is referred to the full resident population of 
each group (i.e., foreigner and selected citizenships).

09The neighbourhood structure (and, consequently, the spatial weights 
matrix) was defined using a first‐order queen contiguity approach.

10As we explained in the data and methods section, emigration abroad 
can be approximated with the category ‘other’.

11It should be emphasized that standardized rates by citizenship were 
also computed. These results are largely consistent with those pre
sented herein and can be made available by the authors upon rea
sonable request.

12In 2011: Sri Lanka (Turin), India (Milan), Bangladesh (Florence), 
Senegal (Rome), Bangladesh (Naples), Peru (Palermo); in 2021: Sri 
Lanka (Turin), Tunisia (Milan), Ecuador (Florence), Senegal 
(Rome), Ecuador (Naples), Moldova (Palermo).
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