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Abstract: Today, the interplay between economic inequality, international migration, and urban
transformation has raised awareness about segregation and its social implications on a global and
European scale. As cities become home to diverse populations with various backgrounds including
social, racial, ethnic, and cultural, the proximity of these groups becomes more pronounced. This
article explores the residential segregation of four Asian immigrant groups in three major Italian
cities: Milan, Rome, and Naples. Using data from the 2011 Italian General Population Census
and employing an areal weighted interpolation procedure, the study measures segregation using
both traditional two-group indices and multi-group indices that account for the complexities of
contemporary societies. The results indicate a north–south disparity, with Naples exhibiting the
highest levels of residential segregation. Among the analysed immigrant groups, Bangladeshis and
Chinese tended to be more self-segregated, while Filipinos and Sri Lankans were relatively more
dispersed. This research underscores the necessity for a nuanced understanding of segregation
dynamics and the adoption of appropriate approaches to address the challenges and opportunities
presented by the coexistence of diverse groups in urban areas. By contributing to the existing literature
on residential segregation in Southern Europe, this study sheds light on the spatial patterns and
social dynamics of different ethnic groups in Italian cities.

Keywords: segregation; ethnic groups; residential patterns; north–south differential; multi-group
segregation

1. Introduction

The interplay between economic inequality, international migration, and urban trans-
formation has sparked renewed attention to the issue of segregation and imbued questions
of socio-spatial separation and interaction with heightened social significance (van Ham
et al. 2021; Piekut et al. 2019), raising the concern of national and international actors (OECD
2018). The process is significantly influenced by migration, which plays a fundamental role
in shaping the socio-spatial structures of contemporary urban and metropolitan areas as
well as influencing demographic dynamics in host societies (Benassi et al. 2020b; Portes
2000; Strozza et al. 2016). As international migration volumes and patterns have evolved,
there has been a notable rise in the concentration of migrants in specific geographic areas,
coinciding with the global trend of increasing urbanisation (Piekut et al. 2019). According
to the most updated World Bank figures1, cities are home to approximately 56% of the
global population, equivalent to 4.4 billion individuals. This pattern of urbanisation is
projected to persist and grow in the next decades. In numerous countries, this has led to a
situation where populations from increasingly diverse social, racial, ethnic, linguistic, and
cultural backgrounds are being brought into closer proximity than ever before.

Residential segregation of ethnic groups has emerged as a significant concern in many
European countries and cities. In some contexts, there is fear that segregation may hinder
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integration, while in others, there are concerns about xenophobic reactions towards ethnic
minorities from parts of the population (Musterd and Fullaondo 2008). Since the late 1980s,
international migration flows have shifted relatively from Western to Southern European
countries and metropolises, fundamentally transforming the European migration map
(Carella and Pace 2001; King 2002, 1993). Immigration flows have continued to grow
over the most recent decades, especially in Southern European regions. In fact, since the
1990s, countries such as Italy, Spain, and Greece have emerged as the main destination for
immigrants seeking to reach Europe (Livi Bacci 2007; Pugliese 2006; Strozza 2010). This,
coupled with the rise in social and economic inequalities, fuelled by the 2008 economic
crisis and the ongoing pandemic, has further solidified social, economic, and residential
segregation in southern urban areas (Allen et al. 2004; Musterd et al. 2015; Tammaru et al.
2016; Benassi and Iglesias-Pascual 2022).

Cities in Southern Europe have experienced rapid diversification, although their segre-
gation patterns may not necessarily follow the same trajectory as those in Northern Europe.
Extensive literature highlights the different patterns of segregation in cities in Northern
and Southern Europe (Malheiros 2002; King 2002, 1993). Just as some authors argue against
applying American segregation models to Western European cities (Van Kempen and
Özüekren 1998; Musterd 2005; Wacquant 2007), other scholars have proposed an original
ethnic segregation model for Southern European cities as distinct from Western European
models (Malheiros 2002; Arbaci 2007, 2004). While studies on residential segregation and
spatial inequalities in Southern Europe already exist (Arbaci 2008; Benassi et al. 2020b;
Tammaru et al. 2017), recent years have seen an increase in the levels of residential segrega-
tion and inequalities, which has reduced the gap between the south and north (Panori et al.
2019; Benassi et al. 2020a, 2023a). Simultaneously, there has been a rise in poverty levels
and social vulnerability (Arapoglou 2012).

Although there are fewer contributions focused on the Italian context compared to the
ones regarding Northern Europe, the relevance of this topic has been rapidly increasing,
leading to a growing number of analyses (Benassi et al. 2023b, 2019; Bitonti et al. 2023;
Busetta et al. 2015; Mazza et al. 2018; Mazza and Punzo 2016; Petsimeris and Rimoldi
2015; Rimoldi and Terzera 2017). Overall, these studies have revealed a spatial dichotomy
at the macro level between the northern and southern parts of Italy, with Northern Italy
exhibiting a higher proportion of immigrants and experiencing lower levels of residential
segregation and inequalities.

Given the increasing complexity and diversity of contemporary Italian urban contexts,
which are becoming more and more multicultural, the work aims to provide the segregation
configuration in 2011 of three major Italian cities, Milan, Rome, and Naples, representing
the situation in the north, centre, and south of the country, respectively. Apart from being
the most important cities of each geographical Italian macro-areas, Milan, Rome, and
Naples also represent three different socioeconomic contexts emerging as a consequence
of the long-lasting north–south Italian divide. In short, the centre–north has tradition-
ally been more prosperous and industrialised compared to the south. This advantage
has indeed allowed the former to attract foreign immigrants for a relatively longer time
compared to the south. For this reason, we believe that the assessment of possible between-
city variations in segregation could encourage the critical thinking of the implications
of macro-level dynamics on the immigrants’ residential allocation choices. Furthermore,
the comparative approach implemented here allows the present work to cope with the
scarcity of segregation studies (e.g., Benassi et al. 2023b), performing comparative analyses
across Italian cities. The basic reasoning is to analyse several dimensions of segregation
starting with the traditional separation between the dominant group (i.e., Italians) and
the minority ones (the main immigrant groups residing in the areas), and then moving
to the analysis of multi-group separation and interaction in the perspective of a growing
“super-diversity” of the society. Super-diversity, as emphasised by Vertovec (2007) in its
application to Britain and Wessendorf (2014) focussing on London, challenges traditional
approaches to understanding and addressing segregation. It emphasises the need to move
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beyond binary notions of “us versus them” and recognises the intricacies and fluidity of
interactions among diverse groups. This framework acknowledges that patterns of segre-
gation can vary significantly, with different groups experiencing distinct forms of spatial
separation or integration and, in our thoughts, represents a suitable approach to cope with
the actual challenges and opportunities arising from the coexistence of numerous diverse
groups within a given urban area (i.e., the high level of ethnic diversity that is typical of
contemporary urban societies). Our reasoning draws upon the recent literature suggesting
that two-group indices are inadequate for capturing the complexities of contemporary
societies, which consist of multiple population groups differing in ethnicity, race, religion,
and citizenship, residing within the same context (Kramer and Kramer 2019; Olteanu et al.
2019; Reardon and Firebaugh 2002; Sturgis et al. 2014).

The four Asian immigrant groups analysed were Bangladeshis, Chinese, Filipinos,
and Sri Lankans. We believe that the analysis of their residential models is of particular
interest firstly because their presence in the country highlights the global dimension (given
the distance between Italy and their countries of origin) that immigration flows towards
Italy have reached through time due to the globalisation of migration Secondly, to the
best of our knowledge, no other works have comparatively studied these groups across
different Italian urban contexts (apart from Benassi et al. (2023b) for Sri Lankans). Here,
we intend to fill this gap in the literature by critically comparing segregation patterns both
across immigrant groups and urban areas. Despite coming from the same continent, they
present very different and peculiar characteristics both in relation to the type of settlement
model and to their immigration tradition in Italy. For example, the Filipinos are a long-
established community in Italy and present a model of urban settlement (i.e., they are mostly
concentrated in Milan and Rome) and labour dominance (they usually work as domestic
workers for wealthy Italian families). The original Pilipino incoming wave to Italy was
predominantly composed of women and, in any case, it did not involve family movements.
Nevertheless, the ones already settled in Italy have implemented family reunification
practices. The Chinese, on the other hand, are a group of relatively more recent immigration.
They follow a family-based migration form with a high rate of self-employment, especially
in the service sector, trade, and catering. Their distribution has been defined as “clustered
dispersed” because they tend to follow a point distribution. Bangladeshis and Sri Lankans
are communities of more recent settlement. They are generally communities in which only
males migrate for work reasons. They are usually employed in the catering and service
sectors with no self-employment profiles. They are communities with highly concentrated
territorial distributions in Italy, often with high levels of residential segregation. Sri Lankans
also work as care givers and housekeepers in Italian households.

The remainder of the paper is set out as follows. We begin by presenting the data and
urban contexts analysed. We then illustrate the methodology implemented to homogenise
geographies and assess the different types of segregation for each city. Next, we set out
the results and conclude with a consideration of the implications of our findings for our
understanding of whether and how the ethnic composition of neighbourhoods varies and
is affected by the various urban structures.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Population Data and Geographical Areas of Interest

The analysis included all the Sri Lankan, Bangladeshi, Chinese, and Filipino citizens
holders of a regular residence permit and that were counted during the Italian General
Population Censuses in 2001, 2011, and 20212. As reported in Table 1, over time, all of
these groups have increased in absolute values in each city. As for 2021 in Milan, the
presence of Chinese and Filipinos was high both in terms of their relative proportions to
the total foreign population living in the city and compared to the total number of the same
nationalities residing in the country, with Filipinos accounting for almost a quarter of the
whole Filipinos registered in Italy. Filipinos and Bangladeshis amounted to a high share of
the foreign population present in Rome, with the former accounting for about a fourth of
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the total number of Filipinos and the latter for over a quarter of the total Bangladeshis living
in the country. Although Naples hosts fewer foreigners compared to Rome and Milan, the
city is one of the preferred destinations for Sri Lankans. Indeed, the group has considerably
increased over time, and in 2021, accounted for over a quarter of the total foreign population
living in Naples and for the 13.2% of all Sri Lankans that have settled in Italy. Overall,
despite the different migration history of each immigrant group, in 2021, the three cities
together hosted 28.4%, 17.4%, 48.9%, and 35.6% of Bangladeshis, Chinese, Filipinos, and Sri
Lankans, respectively, residing across the whole country. Their spatial arrangement in three
Italian cities (namely Milan in the north, Rome in the centre, and Naples in the south of
Italy) was plotted against the total resident population and total foreign resident population
per census tract, alternatively, on the maps collected in Appendix A. The visualisation of
the residential allocation patterns highlights a growing segregation from north to south for
all the groups considered. Specifically in Milan, Filipinos and Sri Lankans appear more
dispersed across the urban area with respect to Bangladeshis and Chinese, whereas they
tend to progressively segregate in specific neighbourhoods in Rome and Naples, as the
other immigrant communities.

Table 1. Summary statistics of the selected immigrant groups (BGD = Bangladeshis, CHN = Chinese,
PHL = Filipinos, LKA = Sri Lankans) in the cities of Milan, Rome, and Naples as recorded in the
Italian General Population Censuses in 2001, 2011, and 2021.

Value/Year BGD CHN PHL LKA Total Immigrants

Milan

Absolute values
2001 769 5556 14,673 4889 87,590
2011 3740 19,795 33,214 11,440 198,813
2021 10,328 30,688 37,540 15,503 253,531

% of immigrants in the city
2001 0.9 6.3 16.8 5.6 29.6
2011 1.9 10.0 16.7 5.7 34.3
2021 4.1 12.1 14.8 6.1 37.1

% of the nationality in Italy
2001 5.2 11.8 27.2 18.5 6.6
2011 4.5 9.9 24.6 15.5 4.9
2021 6.5 10.2 23.6 14.3 5.0

Rome

Absolute values
2001 3124 2903 13,105 2296 98,427
2011 17,841 12,096 28,410 5228 260,171
2021 32,963 17,244 38,484 8719 338,548

% of immigrants in the city
2001 3.2 2.9 13.3 2.3 21.8
2011 6.9 4.6 10.9 2.0 24.4
2021 9.7 5.1 11.4 2.6 28.8

% of the nationality in Italy
2001 21.3 6.2 24.3 8.7 7.4
2011 21.7 6.1 21.0 7.1 6.5
2021 20.7 5.7 24.2 8.1 6.7
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Table 1. Cont.

Value/Year BGD CHN PHL LKA Total Immigrants

Naples

Absolute values
2001 14 285 480 1496 8757
2011 461 2636 1587 7238 35,580
2021 1960 4412 1708 14,291 53,440

% of immigrants in the city
2001 0.2 3.3 5.5 17.1 26.0
2011 1.3 7.4 4.5 20.3 33.5
2021 3.7 8.3 3.2 26.7 41.9

% of the nationality in Italy
2001 0.1 0.6 0.9 5.7 0.7
2011 0.6 1.3 1.2 9.8 0.9
2021 1.2 1.5 1.1 13.2 1.1

2.2. Homogenising Geographies

The analysed population data coming from the Italian General Population Census in
2011 refer to the census enumeration areas (representing the smallest spatial units at which
the Italian National Official Statistics Institute (Istat) in Milan, Rome, and Naples. The use
of these arbitrary reporting zones poses a challenge known as the modifiable areal unit
problem (Openshaw 1984; Openshaw and Taylor 1979). This problem arises because the
results of spatial analysis are influenced by the scales and methods used to define the areal
units. To address this issue and enable comparison among municipalities, we employed
an areal weighted interpolation procedure. This procedure, known as one of the most
common forms of spatial basis change for socioeconomic data, transfers data from one
set of reporting zones (referred to as “source”) to another independent set (referred to as
“target”) (Goodchild et al. 1993). In our case, we redistributed the census tract-based data
onto a uniform spatial grid composed of cells measuring 100 by 100 m. This interpolation
was carried out using the aw_interpolate() function from the areal R package (Prener and
Revord 2019; R Core Team 2023).

The choice of a 100 m grid cell size, although arbitrary like any other cell size, has
become a standard in the recent literature on residential segregation and settlement models
of migrant populations. This choice is supported by the D4I Data Challenge on “Integration
of Migrants in Cities”, organised by the European Commission-Joint Research Centre
(JRC). The D4I dataset provides researchers worldwide with population distribution grids
consisting of 100 m grid cells for cities in eight EU Member States3. Many studies have
utilised the D4I dataset to gain comparable insights into migrant settlement patterns across
various urban contexts (Benassi et al. 2023a, 2020a, 2020b; Marcińczak et al. 2021; Olteanu
et al. 2020).

For each intersected feature i, which represents the overlap between the source feature
(such as a census tract) and the target feature (a 100 by 100-m cell), we assigned an areal
weight. This was used to quantify the contribution of the source feature to the target feature
and is defined as:

Wi =
Ai
Aj

, (1)

where Ai is the area of the intersected feature i and Aj is the total area of the source feature
j. We then estimated the share of the population data relating to the intersected feature as:

Ei = Vi ∗ Wi, (2)
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where Ei is the estimated value for intersected feature I, Vi is the population (or OMI)
value for source feature j, and Wi is the areal weight for intersected feature i. Finally, we
summarised the data based on the target feature identification number through summation:

Gk = ∑ Eik, (3)

where Gk is the sum of all estimated values for target feature k and Eik is the estimated value
from intersected features in i within target feature k. At the end of the areal weighted inter-
polation procedure, the census data referring to the enumeration areas are now rearranged
and refer to a uniform spatial grid composed by cells of 100 by 100-m side.

2.3. Measuring Residential Segregation

Residential segregation has been extensively studied in the literature, starting with
the influential work of the Chicago School (Bailey 2012). The seminal studies by Duncan
and Duncan (1955) and Massey and Denton (1988) focussed on measuring segregation as
the level of spatial separation between two or more population groups within a specific
context (Yao et al. 2019). Initially, the groups investigated were typically White and Black
populations (Farley 1977) or the majority (indigenous population) versus a minority group
(foreigners) (Kauppinen and van Ham 2019; Wessel et al. 2018). However, the increasing
ethnic diversity in Western societies necessitates moving beyond this dichotomous analysis
of segregation. As mentioned earlier, such an approach is unable to adequately explain
the complex patterns of segregation in today’s multiracial, multi-ethnic societies (Kramer
and Kramer 2019; Logan and Zhang 2010; Zwiers et al. 2017). In fact, the concept of
segregation can be redefined as the extent to which individuals from different groups
occupy and experience distinct social environments (Reardon and O’Sullivan 2004). For
these reason, we exploited, together with standard between-group residential segregation
indices, some multi-group indices. These indices were computed using the OasisR package
(Tivadar 2019).

The traditional two-group indices that we considered were the Duncan’s dissimilarity
index (D), the Delta index, the Bell’s isolation index (B), and the Shannon–Wiener (SW)
diversity index. The dissimilarity index (DI) quantifies the level of segregation or disper-
sion of a minority group compared to the majority group, ranging from 0 (indicating no
segregation or similar geographical distribution as the majority group) to 1 (representing
complete separation).

The dissimilarity index (D) reveals how evenly people of different ethnic groups are
distributed across areal units, in our case, across the 100 × 100 m squared cells obtained
after the areal interpolation procedure (Duncan and Duncan 1955). One formula for the
D is:

D = 0.5
N

∑
i=1

∣∣∣ xi
X

− yi
Y

∣∣∣ (4)

where i is used to identify each of the N squared cells, while x and y are the foreign group
and Italians, respectively. The D measures the disparity in the distribution of the specific
foreign group compared to Italians, focusing on their evenness across spatial units. As
a general guideline, a D below 0.30 suggests low segregation, while a range of 0.30 to
0.60 indicates moderate segregation, and values exceeding 0.60 indicate high segregation.
It is important to note that these thresholds may vary depending on the national and
local contexts (Massey and Denton 1993). The Delta index is a specialised version of the
D (Duncan et al. 1961). It focusses on measuring the dissimilarity between the spatial
distribution of a particular group and the distribution of available land. It can be seen as
the proportion of the group that would need to relocate in order to achieve an even density
across all spatial units.

B (Bell 1954) is an exposure index that measures the probability that two members of a
group share the same spatial unit (Apparicio 2000). This indicator represents the average
proportion of people from the same group living in a given neighbourhood. This refers to
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the exclusive presence of the same group in a neighbourhood—one of the main aspects of
segregation. For an immigrant community x, B is defined as:

B =
N

∑
i=1

(xi/X)(xi/Pi) (5)

where xi is the population of community x in neighbourhood i, X is the total population of
community x at the urban level, and Pi is the total population of neighbourhood i. Thus, an
index of 1 would indicate that all members of community x live in a neighbourhood where
100% of the population belong to the same community (complete isolation). A B score close
to 0 indicates that the proportion of community x is the same across all neighbourhoods in
a urban area.

The SW diversity index (Shannon 1948) is based on the notion of entropy and measures
population heterogeneity (Jost 2010). SW is calculated using the following formula:

SW = −
N

∑
i=1

(πi·ln(πi)) (6)

where πi denotes the proportion or relative abundance of the i-th group considered. SW
varies from 0—indicating the lowest level of evenness and the presence of a dominant
population group (low level of mixing) to 1—the highest level of evenness with a uniform
presence of different population groups (high level of mixing).

Here, we also considered two multi-group measures, namely, the multi-group version
of Duncan’s (D) dissimilarity index (Morgan 1975; Sakoda 1981) and the multi-group
version of Theil’s (H) index (Theil 1972; Theil and Finizza 1971), which has also been
computed in its between-group version. In what follows, we provide their mathematical
formulation following the notation adopted in Reardon and Firebaugh (2002). Specifying
that x denotes the size of the specific group and π denotes proportion; subscript j indices
territorial units (i.e., the squared cells); and subscript i indexes groups; hence, xj represents
the group size in territorial unit j; X is the total size of the group; πi is the proportion of
group i; πij is the proportion of group i, of those in unit j, we provide the formula of the
multi-group version of the Duncan’s dissimilarity index (MD) as:

MD =
N

∑
i=1

M

∑
j=1

xj

2IX
∣∣πij − πi

∣∣ (7)

where I represents the Simpson’s interaction index (Lieberson 1969; White 1986) defined as:

I =
N

∑
i=1

πi(1 − πi). (8)

The multi-group version (H) of the Theil’s entropy index measures the departure from
evenness by assessing each spatial unit deviation from the entropy in the area considered.
This entropy index (also called information index) measures the (weighted) average devia-
tion of each areal unit from the urban area’s “entropy” or racial and ethnic diversity, which
is greatest when each group is equally represented in the metropolitan area. H also varies
between 0 (when all geographical units have the same composition as the entire urban
area) and 1 (when all geographical units contain one group only). Maintaining the same
definitions provided for the MD formulation, H can be written as:

H =
N

∑
i=1

M

∑
j=1

xj

XE
πijln

πij

πi
(9)
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where E denotes the Theil’s entropy index defined as follows:

E =
N

∑
i=1

πiln
(

1
πi

)
. (10)

3. Results

The areal weighted interpolation of the population counts allowed us to anchor the
census tract level data to a uniform grid and to calculate the different indices on these
newly arranged counts. The first general consideration, based on the values assumed by
the indices (Table 2) across the three cities, was the presence of a north–south differential
with Naples, and in a certain measure also to Rome, being more segregated than Milan with
respect to all of the immigrant groups analysed. The standard and the multi-group versions
of D, Delta, B, MD, and H took on values considerably higher in Naples, in accordance
with the existing literature (Benassi et al. 2020a, 2020b). Despite the general difference in
the level of segregation between cities, when drawing comparisons among the immigrant
groups, a homogeneous situation emerged for all the urban areas considered. Specifically,
the Bangladeshis and Chinese were the most segregated communities, while Filipinos and
Sri Lankans appeared more dispersed over space, independently of the urban context.
Moreover, both multi-group indices decreased when the Italians were included in the
computation. This could suggest that that there is some degree of separation between the
immigrant groups themselves, highlighting a difference in their allocation preference that
goes beyond the status of immigrant.

Table 2. Segregation indices for the selected immigrant groups (BGD = Bangladeshis, CHN = Chinese,
PHL = Filipinos, LKA = Sri Lankans) in Milan, Rome, and Naples. Time period: 2011. Source:
Authors’ elaboration.

Segregation Indices
Milan

BGD CHN PHL LKA

Duncan’s dissimilarity
(ref. group: Italians) 0.7897 0.6067 0.4214 0.4887

Multi-group Duncan’s
dissimilarity 0.4777

Multi-group Duncan’s
dissimilarity

(including Italians)
0.4566

Delta 0.8423 0.6788 0.5435 0.5904
Bell’s isolation

(ref. group: Italians) 0.0612 0.0996 0.0757 0.0361

Theil’s entropy
(ref. group: Italians) 0.3284 0.2451 0.1291 0.1435

Multi-group Theil’s entropy 0.2944
Multi-group Theil’s entropy

(including Italians) 0.176
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Table 2. Cont.

Segregation Indices
Rome

BGD CHN PHL LKA

Duncan’s dissimilarity
(ref. group: Italians) 0.7151 0.6989 0.5172 0.7308

Multi-group Duncan’s
dissimilarity 0.6521

Multi-group Duncan’s
dissimilarity

(including Italians)
0.5467

Delta 0.8673 0.8493 0.7130 0.7912
Bell’s isolation

(ref. group: Italians) 0.2203 0.074 0.0455 0.0302

Theil’s entropy
(ref. group: Italians) 0.3812 0.2895 0.1628 0.2598

Multi-group Theil’s entropy 0.4955
Multi-group Theil’s entropy

(including Italians) 0.2559

Segregation Indices
Naples

BGD CHN PHL LKA

Duncan’s dissimilarity
(ref. group: Italians) 0.9444 0.9042 0.7972 0.6765

Multi-group Duncan’s
dissimilarity 0.7837

Multi-group Duncan’s
dissimilarity (including Italians) 0.7086

Delta 0.9662 0.8814 0.7669 0.6958
Bell’s isolation

(ref. group: Italians) 0.0466 0.1605 0.0257 0.0525

Theil’s entropy
(ref. group: Italians) 0.4567 0.5087 0.2891 0.2523

Multi-group Theil’s entropy 0.6636
Multi-group Theil’s entropy

(including Italians) 0.3287

Analysing the indices measuring the different dimensions of segregation between
groups (Table 3), additional considerations conveyed a more articulated picture of the
residential configuration across cities. In Milan, the most segregated group with respect
to the other is that of Bangladeshis, while Sri Lankans, Chinese, and Filipinos appeared
to share a more similar allocation pattern. This configuration disappeared in Rome and
Naples, where each group exhibited high levels of segregation with respect to the other.
The worst situation emerged in Naples. The different forms of segregation measured with
respect to the Italians indicated that Filipinos showed low to moderate levels of segregation
in Milan and Rome, while Sri Lankans exhibited medium segregation from Italians only in
the city of Milan. Overall, the north–south gradient of segregation detected by previous
research on Italian contexts was confirmed (see Section 1).

These results could be partially related to the fact that in general, excluding instances
where ethnic discriminatory rules are enforced by law or traditions in certain places and
times, we can identify two main factors shaping the spatial allocation of minority groups,
as proposed by Schelling (1971). One factor is the presence of spatial inhomogeneity or
“apparent contagion”. Typically, various areas within a city display significant disparities
in residential property prices, accessibility to affordable public infrastructure, and the
availability of specific job opportunities (Mazza and Punzo 2016). Therefore, even in the
absence of ethnic discrimination, different ethnic groups would not be randomly distributed
among residences. The second factor is spatial attraction or “true contagion”. Survey
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data from Clark and Fossett (2008) regarding the preferred neighbourhood composition
for various ethnic groups in the USA indicate that all groups generally prefer to live in
areas where their own group is a majority or close to it. These preferences stem from
complex factors and may reflect a sense of attachment to group identity and culture
such as language, religion, and customs. Newly arrived minority migrants may benefit
from positive effects by settling in proximity to fellow compatriots such as experiencing
mutual acceptance, sharing a common language, and receiving support. Additionally,
transnational social networks play a significant role in guiding incoming migrants towards
specific neighbourhoods and occupations, as highlighted by Gelderblom and Adams (2006).

The high segregation levels detected for Bangladeshis could be partly explained by
the significant role played by chain migration. The existence of established Bangladeshi
communities in certain areas acts as a pull factor for subsequent migrants, leading to the
formation of ethnic enclaves and reinforcing segregation (Knights 1996).

Similarly, according to Chang (2012, p. 181), Chinese migration in Italy is described as
a deliberate decision made in the family’s best interests. It is characterised by phenomena
such as chain migration, ethnic enclaves, and a sense of familial duty. Additionally, the
Chinese community in Italy tends to live in a relatively isolated manner, as noted, for
example, by Mazza and Punzo (2016), and faces significant linguistic difficulties.

The Sri Lankans’ and Filipinos’ relatively lower levels of segregation align with the
fact that they are mostly employed in the occupational niches of domestic assistance,
housekeeping, waiting, factory-work in light industry, and cleaning services (Benassi et al.
2023b; Henayaka-Lochbihler and Lambusta 2004; Mazza et al. 2018). Since many of them
work in Italian households, their allocation model is more adjusted to that of Italians,
making proximity to workplace a strong factor influencing the residential choices.



Soc. Sci. 2023, 12, 480 11 of 29

Table 3. Segregation indices across the selected immigrant groups (BGD = Bangladeshis, CHN = Chinese, PHL = Filipinos, LKA = Sri Lankans) and Italians (ITA) in
Milan, Rome, and Naples. Time period: 2011. Source: Authors’ elaboration.

Segregation Indices
LKA—BGD LKA—CHN LKA—PHL LKA—ITA BGD—CHN BGD—PHL BGD—ITA CHN—PHL CHN—ITA PHL—ITA

Milan

Duncan’s dissimilarity 0.7244 0.602 0.4439 0.489 0.6746 0.6941 0.79 0.539 0.607 0.421
Theil’s entropy 0.5353 0.426 0.231 0.144 0.4492 0.4196 0.328 0.3334 0.245 0.129
Bell’s isolation 0.8855 0.663 0.4367 0.036 0.5103 0.4033 0.061 0.6066 0.1 0.076

Shannon–Wiener diversity 0.5583 0.657 0.569 0.06 0.4379 0.3277 0.024 0.6608 0.093 0.138

Segregation Indices Rome

Duncan’s dissimilarity 0.8431 0.851 0.6603 0.731 0.5796 0.7445 0.715 0.767 0.699 0.517
Theil’s entropy 0.9062 0.931 0.7096 0.763 0.5643 0.7987 0.77 0.819 0.732 0.459
Bell’s isolation 0.7446 0.774 0.4603 0.26 0.3901 0.6012 0.381 0.6118 0.29 0.163

Shannon–Wiener diversity 0.8217 0.857 0.5241 0.03 0.7711 0.7756 0.22 0.7443 0.074 0.046

Segregation Indices Naples

Duncan’s dissimilarity 0.9244 0.931 0.6567 0.677 0.7677 0.9244 0.944 0.9136 0.904 0.797
Theil’s entropy 0.9705 0.971 0.6673 0.667 0.8048 0.9791 0.967 0.9696 0.942 0.828
Bell’s isolation 0.8174 0.864 0.4311 0.252 0.5828 0.8772 0.457 0.8564 0.509 0.289

Shannon–Wiener diversity 0.9872 0.969 0.8942 0.053 0.6411 0.9136 0.047 0.953 0.161 0.026
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4. Discussion and Conclusions

The study aimed to provide a snapshot of the ethnic residential segregation of four
selected Asian foreign groups in 2011 in three Italian cities, namely, Milan, Rome, and
Naples, representing the north, centre, and south of the country, respectively. The analysis
focused on the segregation patterns of various ethnic groups and aimed to move beyond
traditional binary notions of segregation to account for the complexities of a diverse and
multicultural society. Moreover, the quantitative analysis was based on regular lattice data
that allow for robust spatial comparison between different geographical settings.

The findings revealed a north–south differential in segregation levels, with Naples
exhibiting the highest levels of segregation, followed by Rome, while Milan displayed
relatively lower levels. The immigrant groups analysed including Bangladeshis, Chinese,
Filipinos, and Sri Lankans showed varying degrees of spatial dispersion or concentration
across the cities. The Bangladeshi and Chinese communities appeared more segregated,
while the Filipinos and Sri Lankans were relatively more dispersed. The study also explored
multi-group segregation measures, considering the interactions and allocation preferences
among different ethnic groups. The inclusion of Italians in the analysis highlighted some
degree of separation between the immigrant groups themselves, indicating differences
in their residential preferences beyond their immigrant status. Comparisons among the
cities and ethnic groups provided a nuanced understanding of the residential configuration.
Milan showed higher segregation levels for Bangladeshis compared to the other groups,
while Rome and Naples exhibited high levels of segregation for all of the analysed groups.
Naples emerged as the city with the highest levels of segregation across various dimensions.

The study’s findings confirm the presence of a north–south segregation gradient in
Italy, with the southern cities experiencing greater levels of segregation. Indeed, segregation
seems to increase in those areas, the southern ones, which already face issues relating to
economic deprivation, poverty, and marginalisation. As already pointed out in Benassi
et al. (2023a), segregation is higher in the urban areas of Europe with a less stable economy
and a high level of social vulnerability. As far as the current application is concerned,
one can postulate that the north–south differential in the amount and diversification of
productive and economic activities and their consequent urban spatial allocation could have
influenced the residential choice of the foreign groups across the cities. Roughly speaking,
the availability of many and more spatially dispersed economic and work opportunities,
especially in Milan, could explain the lower levels of segregation. On the other hand, the
less dynamic economy in Naples could foster the localisation of immigrants in proximity
of the few productive activities available. Our findings and reasoning confirm what
Ambrosini (2013) has called “the four territorial models of immigrant integration on the
Italian labour market”. According to this classification, the “small and medium enterprises
(SMEs) model” characterises the industrial provinces of the centre–north (especially the
north-eastern ones), where immigrants are typically factory workers, and more and more
women find jobs in the domestic or care sectors. The “metropolitan economies model”,
typical of Milan and to a lesser extent Rome, show that the immigrants’ occupations are
more varied but are included in a range that goes from building and restaurants to cleaning
and transportation. The “seasonal activities model” of the south, which serves as a gateway
for many immigrants, provides mostly temporary or irregular jobs in the agricultural
sector. Here, women’s employment in housekeeping is also significant. The “seasonal
activities model” of the centre–north characterises those regions attracting significant flows
of seasonal workers, employed in the summer by the tourism industry and in autumn
by fruit harvesting. A notable example is the region of Trentino-Alto Adige (Süd Tirol),
where the regular employment rates are relatively higher. A similar classification of
the immigrants’ integration process in Italy by economic sectors and regional economic
variations has been proposed by Allasino et al. (2004). As well as the integration index
proposed by Cesareo and Blangiardo (2009) to measure the migrants’ integration levels
in Italy at the NUTS-3 level, which indicates a different level of integration, and is based,
among other dimensions, on the characteristics of the local economies. Indeed, the economic
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sub-domain of the index registered a very high value for Milan, a medium value for Rome,
and a low one for Naples. In summary, different regions in Italy exhibit distinct patterns of
migrant worker employment, with variations in the sectors and types of jobs available as
well as differences in employment stability and regularity.

In addition to the dynamics of socio-economic and professional polarisation, of which
segregation is a spatial expression, depending on the territorial and institutional context
of reference, there are mechanisms that can contribute to exacerbating or mitigating the
segregation of immigrants, one of which is housing welfare (Costarelli and Mugnano 2017).
In Italy, the housing problem faced by immigrants sheds light on numerous challenges
that the Italian housing system must confront (Mugnano 2017). For a considerable period,
the Italian housing system has been primarily oriented towards the property market. This
circumstance leaves low-income immigrants, particularly newcomers, in a vulnerable
position due to their inadequate resources to enter the housing market as homeowners
or afford private rental accommodation. Notably, the availability of public residential
buildings in Italy is currently at a level slightly below 5%. Many immigrants reside in rental
houses, and often, this sector of the real estate market is the most discriminatory (Baldini
and Federici 2011; Caritas 2011). Moreover, they usually live in precarious conditions due
to overcrowding and poor housing quality (Costarelli and Mugnano 2017). Although the
analysis of the implications of the real estate market and housing discrimination on ethnic
segregation goes beyond the scope of the work, it is noteworthy to consider these dynamics
and their urban-specific peculiarities when comparing segregation among different cities.

The increasing complexity and diversity of Italian urban contexts call for a deeper
understanding of segregation dynamics and the adoption of suitable approaches to ad-
dress the challenges and opportunities arising from the coexistence of diverse groups
within urban areas. By employing multi-group segregation measures and considering the
complexities of contemporary societies, this study contributes to the existing literature on
residential segregation in Southern Europe (Benassi et al. 2020b). The future availability
of data concerning other time periods will allow us to uncover the implications of the
growing diversity of these Italian cities on the segregation and social inclusion of migrants.
The current sociological debate on ethnic diversity and segregation is dominated by two
contrasting schools of thought (Sturgis et al. 2014). According to the so-called “conflict
theory”, the interethnic mixing can induce a feeling of threat and anxiety between minority
and majority groups (Blalock 1967). In particular, Putnam stated that ethnic diversity
leads people to “hunker down” (i.e., to withdraw from collective life and distrust their
neighbours), regardless of their racial or ethnic background (Putnam 2007). Conversely, the
“contact theory” proposes that racial diversity has the potential to diminish stereotyping
and prejudice as it fosters direct interactions between individuals belonging to different
ethnic groups (Allport 1954; Hewstone and Brown 1986).

Overall, the findings shed light on the spatial patterns of different ethnic groups in
Italian cities and provide insights into the social and spatial dynamics of urban areas.
Understanding and addressing segregation are crucial for fostering inclusive and cohe-
sive societies. Future research could further investigate the underlying factors driving
segregation in specific urban contexts and explore policy interventions to promote social
integration and reduce disparities.
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Appendix A

The following figures show the spatial point pattern of the selected foreign groups
displayed above the total resident population per census tract and the foreign total resident
population per census tract. Given the initial number of foreigners was not georeferenced
but just referred to the census tract, the number of points corresponding to the foreigners
residing in the given census tract was randomly generated so that the number of points
falling in each census tract, corresponds to the numerosity of the specific group in the same
census tract.
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Figure A1. Spatial distribution of the selected immigrant groups (in coloured dots) in the city of 
Milan. The number of points, randomly generated per each census tract, corresponds to the 
numerosity of the specific group in the same census tract. In the background (in grey scale) are the 
total resident population per census tract and the foreign total resident population per census tract, 
alternatively. Time period: 2011. Source: Authors’ elaboration on the Italian census data. 
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Figure A1. Spatial distribution of the selected immigrant groups (in coloured dots) in the city of Milan.
The number of points, randomly generated per each census tract, corresponds to the numerosity of
the specific group in the same census tract. In the background (in grey scale) are the total resident
population per census tract and the foreign total resident population per census tract, alternatively.
Time period: 2011. Source: Authors’ elaboration on the Italian census data.
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Figure A2. Spatial distribution of the selected immigrant groups (in coloured dots) in the city of 
Rome. The number of points, randomly generated per each census tract, corresponds to the 
numerosity of the specific group in the same census tract. In the background (in grey scale) are the 
total resident population per census tract and the foreign total resident population per census tract, 
alternatively. Time period: 2011. Source: Authors’ elaboration on the Italian census data. 
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Figure A2. Spatial distribution of the selected immigrant groups (in coloured dots) in the city of Rome.
The number of points, randomly generated per each census tract, corresponds to the numerosity of
the specific group in the same census tract. In the background (in grey scale) are the total resident
population per census tract and the foreign total resident population per census tract, alternatively.
Time period: 2011. Source: Authors’ elaboration on the Italian census data.
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Figure A2. Spatial distribution of the selected immigrant groups (in coloured dots) in the city of 
Rome. The number of points, randomly generated per each census tract, corresponds to the 
numerosity of the specific group in the same census tract. In the background (in grey scale) are the 
total resident population per census tract and the foreign total resident population per census tract, 
alternatively. Time period: 2011. Source: Authors’ elaboration on the Italian census data. 
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Figure A3. Spatial distribution of the selected immigrant groups (in coloured dots) in the city of 
Naples. The number of points, randomly generated per each census tract, corresponds to the 
numerosity of the specific group in the same census tract. In the background (in grey scale) are the 
total resident population per census tract and the foreign total resident population per census tract, 
alternatively. Time period: 2011. Source: Authors’ elaboration on the Italian census data. 
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van Ham, Maarten, Tiit Tammaru, Rūta Ubarevičienė, and Heleen Janssen. 2021. Urban Socio-Economic Segregation and Income Inequality:

A Global Perspective. Berlin and Heidelberg: Springer.
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