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Fig. 7. Distribuzione dei 105 comuni (sui 633 complessivamente selezionati) caratterizzati 
come “Centri con servizi per l’agricoltura”.
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is that of services for this sector: this is a clear symptom of the back-
wardness of this sector in the southern regions. This important part 
of Italy, where there are still the highest percentages of employment 
in agriculture, is seriously penalised by the lack of services, and is a 
further confirmation of the fragility and still insufficient specialisation 
of the production structure. 

This does not imply that in the vast context of the southern regions 
modern, rational and productive forms of agriculture are completely 
absent; it simply means that these features have not spread enough for 
them to have generated a “culture” of agricultural modernism and, 

Fig. 1. Distribution of centres with agricultural services.

Centri con servizi per l’agricoltura:
Centri con più di 25.000 ab
Centri con meno di 25.000 ab
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One observation should be made about the demographic dimen-
sions of the multi-functional centres. In the regions of northern Italy 
and, in part, in the Centre, the multi-functional typology is present in 
both the major urban centres and in smaller or even very small ones. 
This is an evident sign that, even when talking of small towns, they 
have a very heterogeneous range of business services. Although not 
comparable in quantitative terms to those of a large city, they are how-
ever characterised by a “profile” that is not too different from them 
and, although on a very different scale, they are capable of satisfying a 
diversified and multivalent local demand. 

Fig. 2. The distribution of multi-functional centres.

Centri polifunzionali:
Centri con più di 25.000 ab
Centri con meno di 25.000 ab

Fig. 8. Distribuzione dei 200 comuni (sui 633 complessivamente selezionati) caratterizzati 
come “Centri polifunzionali”.
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compared to the first, there is a higher presence of services for agri-
culture and a corresponding loss in weight (just above the average) 
in production services (industry, above all). The presence of com-
pany and financial services is, unsurprisingly, minimum. The pos-
sibilities of integration between agriculture and industry are thus 
much less evident, as well as being less likely: the primary sector 
appears more isolated and, with the scarcity of all other classes of 
service to some extent, certainly possesses less propensity towards 
modernisation. 

Fig. 3. The distribution of the poles of marginal areas and centres with mainly agricul-
tural functions.

Poli di aree marginali e centri 
con prevalenti funzioni agricole:
Centri con più di 25.000 ab
Centri con meno di 25.000 ab

Fig. 9. Distribuzione dei 105 comuni (sui 633 complessivamente selezionati) caratterizzati 
come “Poli di aree marginali e centri con prevalenti funzioni agricole”.
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no surprise. The reason is very simple, in that far these ports maritime 
activities are only one of the components in their production profile, 
even if a significant one; it follows that they are more properly includ-
ed in those groups of towns characterised by the presence of multiple 
production functions. In contrast this fourth group contains cities and 
towns in which the port and the functions connected to it represent the 
main if not the only element of production. 

The second part to this group is represented by inland communes 
(and therefore without any maritime services) characterised, however, 
by the presence of “diffuse” and “diverse” metropolitan services. These 

Fig. 4. Distribution of centres with maritime functions and diffuse metropolitan services.

Centri con funzioni marittime 
e centri con funzioni 
metropolitane diffuse:
Centri con più di 25.000 ab
Centri con meno di 25.000 ab

Fig. 10. Distribuzione dei 73 comuni (sui 633 complessivamente selezionati) caratterizzati 
come “Centri con funzioni marittime e centri con funzioni metropolitane diffuse”.
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Centri minori con servizi 
specializzati:
Centri con più di 25.000 ab
Centri con meno di 25.000 ab

Fig. 11. Distribuzione dei 47 comuni (sui 633 complessivamente selezionati) caratterizzati 
come “Centri minori con servizi specializzati”.
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components show the maximum tendency towards territorial con-
centration. In practice, the 29 centres that the correspondence anal-
ysis characterises with a pre-eminent level of metropolitan services 
(both diffuse and diverse), far the highest presence of financial ser-
vices and, in contrast, the minimum value of production services, are 
concentrated almost exclusively around the three main Italian con-
urbations: Milan, Naples and Rome. The reason far this spatial logic 
seems obvious, and can be explained both by the traditional theories, 

Fig. 6. Distribution of dynamic centres with an evolved production structure.

Centri dinamici con struttura 
produttiva evolutiva:
Centri con più di 25.000 ab
Centri con meno di 25.000 ab

Fig. 12. Distribuzione dei 74 comuni (sui 633 complessivamente selezionati) caratterizzati 
come “Centri dinamici con struttura produttiva evolutiva”.
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consolidated but partly superseded by the events of recent years (this 
is the case, far example, of the territorial and functional articulation 
of urban districts that leads to the formation of the central business 
district and the related concentration of financial activities in the 
heart of the metropolis) and by ones formulated more recently, and 
thus capable of including current trends. This is the case, far instance, 
of the interpretation of urban growth in a network sense. Here one 
sees the growing phenomenon of functional integration between the 
various territorial components of a region where, through the forms 
of deconcentration and, in part, the deverticalisation of production, 

Fig. 7. Distribution of centres with metropolitan functions.

Centri con funzioni 
metropolitane:
Centri con più di 25.000 ab
Centri con meno di 25.000 ab

Fig. 13. Distribuzione dei 29 comuni (sui 633 complessivamente selezionati) caratterizzati 
come “Centri con funzioni metropolitane”.
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In contrast, a territorial organisation in which internal variability 
tends to diminish (the range of services offered falls), external variabil-
ity increases (the specialisation of urban centres), flows are multiplied 
and, with them, the phenomena of spatial interaction between the var-
ious poles of the territorial system. Integration no longer occurs, as 
in the city-countryside relation, on the local scale in the gravitational 
systems defined by relations of functional dominion, but at a notably 
smaller scale, with the involvement of a pluri-urban organism, of the 
network city type. 

Fig. 9. Synthesis of the typological classification of communes.
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The urban network and business services

Pubblicato su: Dematteis G. e Guarrasi V. (ed.), Urban Networks, vol. 2, 
Pàtron, Bologna, 1994, pp. 215-236.

1. Introduction 

The Italian economy, despite the many and sometimes dramatic pro-
blems still to be tackled and resolved (from the public sector debt to 
territorial imbalance), is at the advanced economic stage when the ser-
vices sector assumes a predominant importance (involving almost two 
thirds of the active employed population, with a similar percentage in 
the make-up of the gross domestic product). As for the other countries 
in a similar situation, this massive growth in the tertiary sector was 
made possible by the rapid development of business services, which 
are characterised by a different geographical distribution compared to 
traditional household services. 

In Italy as elsewhere, this major growth in production services 
has contributed in a decisive manner to the progressive change in the 
geographical organisation of the territory. The organisational model 
based on the logical groundwork done by Christaller, Lösch, Isard and 
others is being substituted by a new model of the organisation of geo-
graphical space with a “nebular”, or “network” structure is substitut-
ing the principle of hierarchical (and therefore vertical) integration is 
developing a parallel principle of specialist (and, as such, horizontal) 
integration. In certain areas of Italy, a multi-polar urban structure is 
emerging, a sort of “diffuse” city. 

The research, some of whose conclusions are presented here, had a 
dual objective: the classification of Italian towns and cities according to 
functional typologies, each of which characterised by the presence of 

The urban network and business services
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specific combinations of business services and, on this basis, the study 
of the emerging model of the geographical organisation of the territory. 

The procedure adopted, reference to which can be found in Alleva 
and Celant, (1990), uses largely statistical methods of data analysis, 
both multivariate techniques (factorial analysis in main components, 
analysis of correspondences) and cluster techniques, in a sequence spe-
cially drawn up by the authors. Problems of various natures arose in 
preparing the methodology, from formal statistical ones to those ‘con-
cerning the identification of the original data matrix. The following in 
particular should be noted: 
a) the need to define a set of services capable of covering the broadest 

range of business services. This was achieved by using the SEAT-
SARIN data bank (and thus the information that can be gleaned 
from the “yellow pages”). In particular, out of the 1,700 economic 
categories defined by SARIN, for each of the 8,091 Italian commu-
nes, a subset of 242 variables corresponding to “business services” 
was extracted. The selection of this group was indispensable as the 
SEAT-SARIN data bank contains a very extensive range of activities, 
many with purely production functions. These are the industrial ac-
tivities, in the strict sense, which – as Christaller observed – provide 
a very modest contribution to the creation (or growth) of the “city 
effect” which this study examines; 

b) the need to consider both aspects of size (rarity, diffusion and den-
sity of business services) and ones of distribution (distribution, 
equi-distribution, specialisation) suggested that two data matrixes 
be constructed with, respectively, the absolute values (and thus the 
matrix containing the number of local units), and those of “presen-
ce/absence” (or the Boolean matrix composed of zeros in the case of 
absences and ones in the case of a service being present); 

c) the dimension of the information contained in the matrix was of 
such a size (1,811,128 elements representing 7,484 communes with 
at least one service x 242 services) that it had to be synthesised; in 
particular, the reduction in the size of the two matrices – services 
and communes – allowed in itself two important results to be obtai-
ned: on the one hand, the classification of the 242 services into 8 
typologies; on the other, the identification of the “top” communes 
(633 were identified out of the total of 8,089) of which a classifica-
tion was made. This classification provided seven types of commu-
ne, presented and illustrated below. 



The urban network and business servicesStruttura urbana e terziario alle imprese 171170 The urban network and business services 533

2. Some preliminary considerations 

The analysis conducted of 633 Italian communes, and then on the 
242 selected services, has confirmed the working hypothesis from 
which our research set out, namely: 
1. the 633 communes considered have shown they possess a very di-

versified business services structure even if the range of services 
offered, compared to a theoretically very high number of combi-
nations, can be circumscribed to a reasonable variety of typologies; 

2. the communes are distributed very unevenly throughout the Italian 
regional systems, and their differing concentration gives rise to diver-
se typologies of geographical organisation of Italian economic space. 
Having limited analysis to the territorial features of only business 

services allowed a more penetrating and in-depth interpretation of the 
different forms of the concrete economic structuring of regional spaces. 

The first, fundamental reason for the differing territorial intensity 
of urban centres endowed with a high quality set of business services 
and, at the same time, the diverse spatial behaviour of urban centres 
characterised by the possession of a similar package of services, lies in 
the presence of serious imbalances in the production potentials which 
still today characterise and penalise the Italian economy. For house-
hold services, i.e. services directed at the final consumer, demand is a 
function of both population size and available income (and in whose 
overall configuration, the equalising action conducted.by the state as a 
consequence of resource redistribution policies is therefore included). 
In contrast, business services give rise to a territorial structure that 
is much more sensitive to the income produced, and therefore much 
closer to the real development differentials and to the effective growth 
prospects present in the various Italian regional systems. Moreover, 
the territorial network of business services, interfacing with the pro-
duction system in the strict sense, has the advantage of representing 
– compared to social services or those for the final consumer – a ter-
ritorial model that is much closer to that springing from the imple-
mentation of market principles. Finally, in contrast to other tertiary 
types (for example, retailing, which hides widespread features of low 
productivity, and sometimes even only economic self-sufficiency), the 
sector of services created for the production system (whether industri-
al, agriculture or the tertiary structure itself) exists only when there is 
an adequate demand threshold and evolves under conditions of great 
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competitiveness (domestic and, increasingly, international). There is 
no reason to believe that these activities develop with lower produc-
tivity than that of industrial firms. In fact, as numerous experiences 
have now confirmed, a broad range of business services is indeed the 
threshold to overcome in order to obtain new economic development 
opportunities. 

This correspondence between business services and structure of the 
territory is the main reason that advised us to base our study of the de-
velopment potential and prospects of the various Italian regional sys-
tems on the perfection of a methodological procedure to interpret the 
territorial imbalances on the basis of the local endowment of business 
services or, rather, on the basis of the different and particular combina-
tions of business services offered in the Italian central places. 

The classification of business services into “homogeneous” groups, 
even if some dissatisfactory aspects remain over the data bank used and 
the criteria adopted for selecting the variables, allowed a useful grouping 
of tertiary activities and turned out to be very satisfactory on the method-
ological level. This classification was obtained by grouping those activi-
ties (the SARIN categories) which were spread in a similar fashion among 
the Italian communes. In contrast to the logic used to order household 
services, which all the consolidated geographical and territorial literature 
has identified in the hierarchical principle, in the case of business services 
the principle of functionality was shown to be prevalent and, thus, bonds 
of a hierarchical nature overlap horizontal ones. 

The specific methodology adopted then allowed groups of services 
and groups of communes to be put alongside each other, the latter de-
fined and characterised on the basis of their “profile”, in other words the 
specific combination of the groups of services present. This allowed the 
transfer onto Italian geographical space not only of an abstract interpre-
tation of the various distributions of homogeneous groups of business 
services, but above all the creation of the prerequisites for an interpreta-
tion of the forms of geographical organisation of economic space. This 
interpretation is made within a true systemic reading of the territory, 
based, in other terms, on phenomena of functional interconnections. 

It not being possible, and above all futile, to classify all 7484 com-
munes in which at least one business service appears (out of the total 
of 8096), the research gave priority to the study of the functions of-
fered only by the intermediate and higher urban network. To this end, 
the method of the principal components was applied to the matrix 
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of 7484 by 242, and cluster analysis was applied to the first twenty 
factorial axes (which explain over 86% of the total variance), allowing 
the 7484 communes to be assigned to one hundred distinct and homo-
geneous groups. 

3. Table of distribution of communes into the 100 groups 

As can be seen from the table, the classification has revealed the 
existence of one very numerous and compact group of communes (the 
42nd), with 6779 of them; the other 705 communes are spread over the 
other 99 groups. 

From assessment of the features possessed by the communes be-
longing to the 42nd group, it was observed that they are marginal com-
munes, both in the functional sense (therefore, offering few services), 
and in a purely demographic sense. However, the objective of not ne-
glecting potentially significant communes, together with the need not 
to make the analysis too heavy by including superfluous communes, 
advised us to conduct further study of the two matrices (the first of 
6779 lines – the less endowed communes – by 242 columns – the ser-
vices, and the second of 705 lines – the most important communes – by 
242 columns), with the following aims: 
a) to check whether among the 6779 communes excluded as marginal 

ones, there were any communes of a certain importance (for instan-
ce, with more than 10,000 inhabitants and, at the same time, more 
than 50 “different services”); 

b) to check whether among the 705 top communes, any marginal ones 
had slipped in (for instance, with fewer than 10,000 inhabitants, 
and, at the same time, fewer than 50 “different services” out of the 
total 242). 

18 communes were recovered from the 6779 by 242 matrix, while 85 
were excluded from the 705 by 242 matrix. In this way, after the double 
check, the 633 “higher” urban centres were identified definitively (705 
+ 18 – 85 = 633) and only these communes were included in the clas-
sification in the second stage of research. 

It should not be considered of great importance, but it is in any case 
interesting to note that of the total of 633, 125 were in Lombardy alone, 
and 395 are concentrated in just five regions (in addition to Lombardy, 
Emilia-Romagna, Veneto, Tuscany and Piedmont). At the opposite 
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end, 6 southern regions (Sicily, Sardinia, Puglia, Calabria, Basilicata 
and Molise) could not muster even 90 communes. 

A certainly more significant contribution comes from the reading 
and interpretation of the typologies of communes arising from anal-
ysis of multiple correspondences (conducted as we shall see on the 
633 matrix x 8 classes of services); in the pages that follow, the seven 
groups formed by the profiles of the communes are therefore illus-
trated and analytically commented. 

Before going on to the results of the analysis of the correspondences, 
it is worth recalling a further intermediate passage, concerning business 
services this time. Again in this case, the aim was to reduce drastically 
the number of variables, both through the elimination of some particu-
larly eccentric ones and by putting the services into groups that are more 
or less homogeneous from the point of view of territorial distribution. 
The procedure adopted entailed the application of the method of princi-
pal components, followed by a cluster analysis on the two matrices 242 x 
7484 of absolute values and the 242 x 7484 of absence/presence. 

From the reading of the coefficient of determination and the dis-
tribution of services on the factorial level, it appeared useful to elimi-
nate 15 services, whose level of eccentricity meant a sudden rise in 
variability which did not correspond, however, to a significant level 
of information about territorial details. These were, in fact, completely 
marginal services and, in part, linked to the structure of the SARIN 
categories (for example, the sale of kerosene, the working of straw and 
raffia, sale of active carbon, cesspit draining, tape sales and so on). 

The procedure for grouping the services was thus conducted on a 
matrix of 227 x 7484, from which eight typologies of service were ob-
tained, denominated as follows: 
1. metropolitan production services; 
2. diffuse metropolitan services;
3. miscellaneous metropolitan services; 
4. financial business services; 
5. second level business services; 
6. maritime services; 
7. agricultural services; 
8. miscellaneous services. 

At this point, the study of the features that structure the Italian ur-
ban network, characterised by the different mix of business services, 
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continued by conducting multiple correspondence analysis of the new 
matrix of 633 communes by the 8 typologies of services, allowing the 
identification of seven groups of towns, denominated as follows: 
1. centres with agricultural services 
2. multi-functional centres 
3. poles in marginal and agricultural areas 
4. centres with maritime functions and metropolitan services 
5. minor centres specialised in production 
6. dynamic centres with an evolved production structure 
7. centres with metropolitan functions.

In the following pages, each of these seven groups of towns will be 
presented and illustrated. 

Group one: centres with agricultural services 

This first group is made up of 105 towns, whose demographic size 
is on average fairly modest. From the point of view of their functions, 
it should be noted that production services and above all those for ag-
riculture are proportionally more represented in this set of towns. On 
the contrary, from the study of the factorial axes, these towns are par-
ticularly lacking in what have been defined “metropolitan” services. 

As regards the territorial distribution of the towns that make up 
this group, one is struck by the almost total absence in the central-
southern regions. In contrast, as can be seen from the map (see Fig. 1), 
this group is characterised by its presence in the Po Valley. 

For the most part, the towns are, in fact, located in the large north-
ern Italian plain. This traditional natural region’s unitary features of an 
human, economic and social nature have strengthened over time, have 
been compounded and, probably, integrate agricultural and industrial 
functions together, to the point of generating a typology of function-
ally defined and significant towns. Emilia-Romagna is present with 29 
communes, Veneto has 22 and Lombardy 18. Tuscany is also well rep-
resented with 12 towns, concentrated mainly in the central-northern 
part of the region. 

The location in the Po Valley of towns in this group, and the charac-
terisation in an agricultural-industrial direction of the main activities, 
represents a fundamental key to understanding of the aspects of pro-
duction in the various Italian regions. There is no representative of the 
“agricultural” South in this group of towns whose distinctive feature 
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is that of services for this sector: this is a clear symptom of the back-
wardness of this sector in the southern regions. This important part 
of Italy, where there are still the highest percentages of employment 
in agriculture, is seriously penalised by the lack of services, and is a 
further confirmation of the fragility and still insufficient specialisation 
of the production structure. 

This does not imply that in the vast context of the southern regions 
modern, rational and productive forms of agriculture are completely 
absent; it simply means that these features have not spread enough for 
them to have generated a “culture” of agricultural modernism and, 

Fig. 1. Distribution of centres with agricultural services.
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with it, the formation of the threshold necessary for the birth of pro-
ducer services in agriculture or, in general, a greater specialisation of 
the service activities for agricultural production. Again from this par-
ticular viewpoint, one can interpret the intensity of the economic im-
balances that penalise some of the Italian territorial systems and dem-
onstrate, were there any need, that agricultural activities, just as with 
industry and services, are sources of diverging trends. Evidence of this 
is the varying endowment of business services for agriculture which, 
being located in relatively small centres introduce, even into the lower 
urban network, significant elements of differentiation in the processes 
of economic development. 

Group two: multi-functional centres 

This is the numerically most significant group, and the one that best 
covers the entire range of business services. It includes 200 towns which 
host more than one third of the whole population. From the point of 
view of functions, this block of centres is characterised by possession 
of the entire set of services considered, without any one group prevail-
ing notably over another. From this standpoint, the 200 communes are 
located in a “median” position (they thus represent the centre of grav-
ity of the groups measured on the factorial axes), functionally neutral 
and, for exactly this reason, have therefore been defined “multi-func-
tional centres”. Most of these are large or medium-size towns which, 
given the particular wealth and range of services offered, show effec-
tive propensity towards forms of polarisation of geographical space. 
Their distribution between the Italian regions (Fig. 2) is rather uneven, 
in that the northern regions host a considerable number of them. 

Particularly strong concentrations are found around Milan, Tu-
rin and in the densely populated and urbanised area of Tuscany. In 
north-eastern Italy and Marche, one sees a diffuse structure, territo-
rially more balanced, more or less correlatable to the distribution of 
the population and built-up areas. Common characteristics are (in the 
sense that in the galaxy of points scattered along the two factorial axes, 
they occupy positions very close to the centre of the group): Genoa, Bo-
logna, Florence, Catania, Bari and Venice. The strong point of all these 
towns is their diversified production structure and, even for the cases 
of Catania and Bari, an evolved hinterland, both on the industrial level 
and in terms of services. 
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One observation should be made about the demographic dimen-
sions of the multi-functional centres. In the regions of northern Italy 
and, in part, in the Centre, the multi-functional typology is present in 
both the major urban centres and in smaller or even very small ones. 
This is an evident sign that, even when talking of small towns, they 
have a very heterogeneous range of business services. Although not 
comparable in quantitative terms to those of a large city, they are how-
ever characterised by a “profile” that is not too different from them 
and, although on a very different scale, they are capable of satisfying a 
diversified and multivalent local demand. 

Fig. 2. The distribution of multi-functional centres.
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In contrast, in the southern regions, this particular set of services 
is present only in medium and large towns, evidence that there are 
advanced economic situations in the towns of the South, but that the 
threshold value here is much higher or that the mesh of services for 
the production apparatus is much thinner – which is the same thing. 

On the presence of tourist facilities, it should be observed that from 
the classification procedures and the grouping of services into class-
es, no group of functions is specifically aimed at satisfying tourism 
demands, probably because of the insufficient level of a specific type 
or specialisation of the services concerned. Many tourist resorts thus 
come under the group of “multi-functional centres”. 

One final consideration is worth pausing over: 60 of the 95 provin-
cial capitals belong to the group of multi-functional centres. This is fur-
ther proof of the presence of multiple functions in the production ap-
paratus, where alongside typical administrative functions, industrial, 
metropolitan and typical enterprise activities can be found. 

Group three: poles of marginal areas and centres with mainly 
agricultural functions 

Just as with the first group, this group of towns recognised by the 
taxonomic procedures as homogeneously significant is made up of 
105 elements. From an initial interpretation of the services offered, 
it should be noted that this is a hierarchically lower group of centres 
compared to the communes of the group characterised by “agricul-
tural services”. This can be seen from a number of reasons. 

First of all, despite the identical number of cases, the number of 
“different services” in this third group is lower than in the previous 
one (compared to 7.5% of the population, it contains only 5.3% of ser-
vices); parallel to this, the average size of the communes is considera-
bly larger. It follows that the per capita endowment of services is fairly 
scarce, even if this is not a significant indicator in that, as has been 
said, the supply of business services should be compared to the real 
demand (businesses) and not to the size of the population. 

It should also be added that the most important classes of service 
for the functional characterisation of this group of towns are hier-
archically lower (where the rank of the services is derived from the 
factorial weight in the classification of services). Finally, the mix of 
typical services penalises the towns belonging to this group in that, 
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compared to the first, there is a higher presence of services for agri-
culture and a corresponding loss in weight (just above the average) 
in production services (industry, above all). The presence of com-
pany and financial services is, unsurprisingly, minimum. The pos-
sibilities of integration between agriculture and industry are thus 
much less evident, as well as being less likely: the primary sector 
appears more isolated and, with the scarcity of all other classes of 
service to some extent, certainly possesses less propensity towards 
modernisation. 

Fig. 3. The distribution of the poles of marginal areas and centres with mainly agricul-
tural functions.
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A note expressed earlier can be reiterated with this group of towns: 
starting from the northern regions and going down through the Cen-
tre and the South, the average size of the commune increases. This is 
a more than evident symptom of the progressive rise in the threshold 
values as one heads south. A glance at Figure 3 can but confirm a ten-
dency that is already clear: the areas of the Mezzogiorno suffer from 
quantitative and qualitative backwardness. Not only are there numeri-
cally fewer towns and cities of the southern region which manage to 
come into this study (both in absolute and relative terms), but their 
presence is proportionally greater in the groups which are functionally 
less well endowed and, therefore, of a lower rank. 

Among the 105 towns, there are some provincial capitals and some 
demographically significant communes situated in decidedly periph-
eral areas. These are zones which, in the complex geography of Italian 
economic development, represent the most accentuated cases of mar-
ginality, the shadow zones of what has been termed the “jeopardiza-
tion” of the production fabric in the South. 

Group four: centres with maritime functions and centres with 
diffuse metropolitan services 

This is the group with the highest number of communes from the re-
gions of the Mezzogiorno and which, as can be seen from Fig. 4, can be 
defined as the typically southern group. It includes 73 centres, most of 
them large towns. In particular, it includes Naples, Palermo, Messina, 
Reggio di Calabria, Salerno and also Siracusa, Catania, Cosenza, Latina, 
Lecce and Brindisi. This group brings together a number of communes 
characterised by two features. On the one hand there are the (southern) 
urban centres with a prevalence of maritime functions, and on the oth-
er there are those where metropolitan functions of a diffuse type pre-
dominate (the hierarchically lower metropolitan functions). Although 
containing just under 20% of the overall population, the corresponding 
percentage of services is only a little over 13%, evidence of an overall 
scarcity in the endowment of business services. Among the centres pre-
sent in this group, the number of services for maritime companies is 
highest, as is the share of metropolitan services, even if of a lower rank. 

Although this group contains towns with decidedly maritime func-
tions, important ports such as Genoa, Venice, Savona, Piombino, An-
cona or Trieste, to cite the most important cases, are missing, but this is 
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no surprise. The reason is very simple, in that far these ports maritime 
activities are only one of the components in their production profile, 
even if a significant one; it follows that they are more properly includ-
ed in those groups of towns characterised by the presence of multiple 
production functions. In contrast this fourth group contains cities and 
towns in which the port and the functions connected to it represent the 
main if not the only element of production. 

The second part to this group is represented by inland communes 
(and therefore without any maritime services) characterised, however, 
by the presence of “diffuse” and “diverse” metropolitan services. These 

Fig. 4. Distribution of centres with maritime functions and diffuse metropolitan services.
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are mainly important centres at the local level which offer typically met-
ropolitan services and thus constitute the higher urban network of the 
economically less developed regions. Unsurprisingly, this group con-
tains 23 southern provincial capitals, of which only three (Frosinone, 
Latina, L’Aquila) are not in the South in the strict sense, but located in 
the Mezzogiorno in the historical sense, i.e. in the area covered by the 
former southern development fund (Cassa del Mezzogiorno). 

Group five: minor centres with specialised services 

This is a particularly small group, not so much because of the small 
number of towns (there are only 47) as far the fact it is composed of 
small and very small communes: the largest (San Giuliano Terme) has 
just over 26,000 inhabitants, while the average of all 47 is only 10,221. 

In terms of the functional typology, production service (under-
stood in both the agricultural and industrial senses) are especially 
important for the towns in this group. Naturally, and this was quite 
predictable, these towns have virtually no tertiary characterisation in 
the metropolitan sense, just as financial and company services are well 
below the average. This set of elements enables us to see a rather unu-
sual economic profile for these communes, above all if related to their 
modest demographic size, in that it addresses principally the world of 
production. 

Group six: dynamic centres with an evolved production struc-
ture 

This group covers towns which, from analysis of the correspond-
ences, are characterised by the greatest wealth of services for the pro-
duction apparatus (Fig. 6). It includes 74 communes (most of them 
among the top towns in the Italian economy) of average or just below 
average size compared to the total of the 633 centres considered. 

The presence of company services, both financial (more highly val-
ued and less widespread in Italian towns) and ones aimed directly at 
production, is at its maximum in this group. In the overall endowment 
of the structure of supply, activities defined as “metropolitan” are in-
stead below the average. 

As regards distribution among the Italian regions, a considerable 
concentration of centres should be noted: on the whole, this is a typ-
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components show the maximum tendency towards territorial con-
centration. In practice, the 29 centres that the correspondence anal-
ysis characterises with a pre-eminent level of metropolitan services 
(both diffuse and diverse), far the highest presence of financial ser-
vices and, in contrast, the minimum value of production services, are 
concentrated almost exclusively around the three main Italian con-
urbations: Milan, Naples and Rome. The reason far this spatial logic 
seems obvious, and can be explained both by the traditional theories, 

Fig. 6. Distribution of dynamic centres with an evolved production structure.
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consolidated but partly superseded by the events of recent years (this 
is the case, far example, of the territorial and functional articulation 
of urban districts that leads to the formation of the central business 
district and the related concentration of financial activities in the 
heart of the metropolis) and by ones formulated more recently, and 
thus capable of including current trends. This is the case, far instance, 
of the interpretation of urban growth in a network sense. Here one 
sees the growing phenomenon of functional integration between the 
various territorial components of a region where, through the forms 
of deconcentration and, in part, the deverticalisation of production, 

Fig. 7. Distribution of centres with metropolitan functions.
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services spread without a hierarchy but organised on the level of the 
differing functions of geographical space). 

An interpretation of the distribution of “marginalised” com-
munes 

As can be seen from the brief methodological presentation, there 
exists the possibility that the 633 communes on which the analysis was 
conducted do not include all the localities that are significant from a 
demographic viewpoint, in that the selection of the urban centres to 
include in the study was made on the basis of the endowment of busi-
ness services. Thus, all those towns with many inhabitants but poorly 
equipped from the point of view of the structure of the supply of ser-
vices were excluded from the analysis, and it could be worth taking a 
look at their territorial distribution. 

Figure 8 represents the 447 Italian communes with more than 10,000 
inhabitants (but fewer than 50 “different services”, because otherwise 
they would have been recovered in the analysis) not included in the 
list of the 633. As the enclosed table shows, almost 50% of the com-
munes excluded (220 out of 447) are concentrated in three southern 
regions: Campania, Puglia and Sicily. 

Table. Regional distribution of communes with over 10,000 inhabit-
ants excluded from the analysis.

Recomposition of the Italian urban network through the 
endowment of business services and a first synthetic inter-
pretation

From the analysis that was conducted, one fundamental character 
emerges very clearly which – in terms of the evolution of regional im-
balances – allows us to add a “qualitative” evaluation to the “quanti-
tative” information already well known and consolidated. The Mez-
zogiorno not only has a proportionally lower number of poles, but the 
poles which the southern regions do have are qualitatively inferior 
and, compared to the present situation in central-northern Italy. They 
weave a different, less developed relationship with the territory, with 
social groups and local production structures, still anchored to forms 
of integration that have been left completely behind in the territorial 
contexts of countries with advanced economies. 
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This can be discovered by looking at Figure 9, which shows slightly 
more than 300 towns (having eliminated 50% of the centres, the less 
significant ones demo-graphically, for obvious cartographic needs): a 
synthesis, even if incomplete, of the previous figures. The map shows 
unequivocally how the typologies of the communes are substantially 
different in the northern and southern regions. From a careful inter-
pretation, one learns from the results of the analysis of multiple corre-
spondences that the “quality” of the groups of business services which 
prevail in the southern urban fabric is decidedly inferior to the “qual-

Fig. 8. Distribution of communes with over 10,000 inhabitants excluded from the 
analysis.
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ity” of the groups of services that, vice versa, characterise the produc-
tion profile of towns in the central and northern regions. 

One consideration of considerable interest for the study and under-
standing of territorial mechanisms and the processes at the origin of 
regional structures emerges from Fig. 9. Confirmation is found here of 
how in the most developed economic systems, in intensely urbanised 
regions, the forms of structuring of geographical space tend increasing-
ly to abandon hierarchical principles in favour of horizontal-type forms 
of integration. 

This phenomenon is particularly evident in the Milan metropolitan 
area, and is found in the urbanised area of Turin, and in the broader ur-
ban network of Emilia, Tuscany, Veneto and – with different nuances 
– in the Naples metropolitan area. 

The communes included in these territorial systems show evident 
signs of functional specialisation and, consequently, of territorial inte-
gration, in contrast to what is established by traditional theories, ac-
cording to which market areas tend to reduce themselves with a rise in 
the local density of demand.

According to the neo-classical approach, the relation between de-
mand and supply finds its point of equilibrium at a given service di-
mension or “threshold” which, according to Isard, represents the pa-
rameter by which the range of the market area (and, consequent/y, 
its size) is established. In a different procedure (Lösch), the structur-
ing of the territory is achieved through the increase in the range of K 
(Christallerian) values: the result is only that of making the geometry 
of the territory more complex without modifying the logical principles 
which govern the territorial distribution of the supply of services. 

At present, in the areas mentioned, the behaviour of the tertiary sec-
tor for businesses seems aimed at maintaining market areas as large as 
possible, determining a related integration between the various produc-
tion and territorial sectors. In these regions, the principle of simultane-
ous presences disappears and, with it, the process of the creation of a 
hierarchy of the urban network, the repetition of substantially similar 
mononuclear structures in the various components of the territory. A 
situation is reached in which, for each system polarised by an urban cen-
tre, the maximum internal variability (the presence of the most complete 
range of services possible) and, at the same time, the minimum vari-
ability between different mononuclear systems (each, on an equal “hi-
erarchical rank” should host a fairly similar set of services) are missing. 
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In contrast, a territorial organisation in which internal variability 
tends to diminish (the range of services offered falls), external variabil-
ity increases (the specialisation of urban centres), flows are multiplied 
and, with them, the phenomena of spatial interaction between the var-
ious poles of the territorial system. Integration no longer occurs, as 
in the city-countryside relation, on the local scale in the gravitational 
systems defined by relations of functional dominion, but at a notably 
smaller scale, with the involvement of a pluri-urban organism, of the 
network city type. 

Fig. 9. Synthesis of the typological classification of communes.
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I saggi contenuti in questo volume costituiscono gli esiti di una 
ricerca, sviluppata dagli Autori nella seconda metà degli anni Ot-

tanta, nell’ambito del Progetto Finalizzato “Economia Italiana”. Lo 
studio aveva come oggetto l’interazione esistente fra i servizi alle 
imprese e la struttura della rete urbana, e quindi – applicati al caso 
italiano – il ruolo trainante delle città e delle aree metropolitane nei 
processi di crescita produttiva e di sviluppo economico. Dopo un’arti-
colata fase metodologica, il lavoro propone una complessa classifica-
zione dei servizi e dei comuni urbani, la cui lettura è agevolata dalla 
presenza di un’efficace cartografia tematica. Le conclusioni dello stu-
dio consentono di ribadire il ruolo portante delle aree urbane nella 
crescita dei potenziali territoriali e sottolineano pure come la forza 
propulsiva della trama insediativa provenga dalla compresenza vir-
tuosa di servizi avanzati a carattere innovativo, di terziario decisionale 
e di ricerca e sviluppo. Una anticipazione del ruolo strategico esercita-
to dal cosiddetto “effetto di prossimità”.
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