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Abstract
Research on migrant transnationalism has mostly focused on particular transnational activities, their salience in various
contexts and populations, and their relationship with migrant incorporation. Less attention has been paid to the interplay
between the different domains of transnationalism (economic, political, and socio-relational) and to the way in which they
affect migrants’ identity. This study investigates whether and how one domain of migrant transnationalism—transnational
entrepreneurship—influences migrants’ (1) transnational involvement in other domains and (2) sense of belonging to dif-
ferent social groups and places. Focusing on the case of Moroccan entrepreneurs in Amsterdam, the Netherlands, and
Milan, Italy, we compare transnational migrant entrepreneurs, whose business is based on cross-border relationships and
exchanges, with domestic migrant entrepreneurs, who are active exclusively in the destination country. Combining quan-
titative and qualitative data, we find that transnational entrepreneurs differ from domestic entrepreneurs mostly in terms
of socio-relational transnational involvement. On the other hand, transnational entrepreneurship does not substantially
change transnational practices in other domains or sense of belonging among Moroccan migrants.
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1. Introduction

This article examines transnationalism and sense of be-
longing among Moroccan migrant entrepreneurs in two
increasingly central immigrant destinations in Europe,
namely Amsterdam, in the Netherlands, and Milan, in
Italy. Taking in consideration transnational involvement
in both entrepreneurial activities and other domains, we
compare transnational migrant entrepreneurs, whose
businesses are based on cross-border exchanges (e.g.,

regular import/export of goods and services with other
countries), with domestic migrant entrepreneurs, who
are mostly active in the domestic market of the destina-
tion country.

Transnational migrant entrepreneurship has been
the subject of one of the most promising research areas
on migrant transnationalism in recent years (Ambrosini,
2012). However, little research has been conducted on
the ways in which transnational entrepreneurship af-
fects migrants’ transnational activities in other domains
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and their sense of belonging (Rath, Solano, & Schutjens,
2020). In the broader field of transnationalism stud-
ies, research on migrant transnationalism has mostly fo-
cused on specific transnational practices, their salience
in various contexts and populations, and their relation-
ship withmigrant incorporation.We know less about the
interplay between transnational practices in different
domains (e.g., the economic, socio-cultural, and politi-
cal domain), and their relationship with migrants’ sense
of belonging (Diaz-Chorne, Suárez-Lledó, & Rodriguez,
2019; Portes, Guarnizo, & Haller, 2002; Snel, ‘t Hart, &
van Bochove, 2016; Tsuda, 2012). Furthermore, the large
majority of studies on transnational entrepreneurship
have focused on transnational relationships betweenmi-
grants and their origin countries, while links with third
countries (other than origin and destination) have been
mostly ignored (Rath et al., 2020; Solano, 2016a, 2019).

Themixed-methods research presented in this article
aims to address these gaps by investigating how transna-
tional entrepreneurship influencesmigrants’ sense of be-
longing and transnational practices in various domains,
involving both the origin country and third countries.
Our contribution is threefold. First, we provide new in-
sights on the interplay between transnational behaviours
in different domains and between migrants’ transna-
tionalism and sense of belonging. Second, while exist-
ing literature onmigrant entrepreneurship often focuses
on economic and business-related transnational prac-
tices among migrant entrepreneurs, we examine non-
economic transnational behaviours and sense of belong-
ing in this population. Third, unlike most existing stud-
ies of migrant transnationalism, we extend the analysis
to transnational practices involving both migrants’ coun-
tries of origin and third countries.

After presenting our theoretical framework and pre-
vious research on the topic, we introduce the method-
ological approach of this research, report the findings,
and conclude with a discussion of the main results.

2. Background: Migrant Transnationalism

In the last three decades, researchers of migrant transna-
tionalism have extensively analysed the varied and con-
tinuing relationships between migrants and their ori-
gin societies in the cultural, social, economic, and polit-
ical domains (Levitt & Jaworsky, 2007). Today, interna-
tional migrants are known to preserve and cultivate net-
works of relatives, friends and other acquaintances in
sending countries, and to often maintain active roles in
the economies, politics, and cultures of their origin so-
cieties (Levitt & Jaworsky, 2007; Vacca, Solano, Lubbers,
Molina, & McCarty, 2018). These “here and there” re-
lationships and interactions also shape migrants’ iden-
tities (Boccagni, 2012), leading certain migrants to de-
velop multiple and multisite forms of belonging that cut
across national borders (Ehrkamp, 2005). Consistently,
previous literature onmigrant transnationalism has stud-
ied both the ways of being (transnational practices and

activities) and the ways of belonging (attitudes and iden-
tities) of transnational immigrants (Andreotti & Solano,
2019; Boccagni, 2012; Erdal & Oeppen, 2013).

2.1. Transnational Practices

Migrants’ transnational practices have different degrees
of frequency and involve different domains. Existing liter-
ature identifies three main domains of transnational in-
volvement (Guarnizo, Portes, & Haller, 2003; Portes et al.,
2002; Snel, Engbersen, & Leerkes, 2006):

• The economic domain refers to migrants’ eco-
nomic activities involving their origin country
and/or third countries, including economic ex-
changes and mobilisation of resources and con-
tacts across national borders. Examples of eco-
nomic transnationalism are financial remittances
to communities of origin, cross-border invest-
ments in sending countries, and transnational
businesses;

• The political domain refers to migrants’ participa-
tion in the politics of their origin country, with prac-
tices such as voting in elections or establishing po-
litical organisations linked to political parties in the
origin country;

• The socio-relational domain (sometimes labelled
as “sociocultural”) refers to themaintenance of so-
cial ties between migrants and contacts in the ori-
gin country or in third countries, and to migrants’
participation in cultural initiatives (such as sports
events or religious festivals) which take place in,
or are otherwise strongly connected to, the origin
country.

Intersecting with this three-way categorisation of
transnational activities, González-Rábago and Blanco
(2016) describe two additional, cross-cutting dimensions
of migrant transnationalism: the degree of transnational
involvement, which can take the form of a broad interest
or specific and concrete actions; and the sphere where
transnational practices take place, which can be the
personal or the social sphere. Based on these two di-
mensions, four types of transnational practices can be
identified: personal interest (e.g., interactions with fam-
ily members in the origin country); social interest (e.g.,
seeking information on the origin country’s political sit-
uation in the media); personal action (e.g., visiting rela-
tives and friends, sending financial remittances); social
action (e.g., voting at national elections, participating in
political associations in the origin country).

Different degrees and types of migrant transna-
tionalism are also described by Engbersen, Leerkes,
Grabowska-Lusinska, Snel, and Burgers (2013) in their
study of labour migration and transnational practices
of Central and Eastern European migrants. They iden-
tify four different types of migrants, including two which
are particularly relevant to our analysis: “bi-nationals,”
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with strong links and attachments to both the origin
and the destination country; and “settlers,” with weak
links and attachments to the origin country. In our
study, transnational Moroccan entrepreneurs are analo-
gous to bi-national immigrants in this classification,while
domestic Moroccan entrepreneurs are comparable to
the settlers.

Migrants may be involved in transnational activities
in one or more domains (Levitt, 2001). Some literature
suggests that the different domains of transnational prac-
tices tend to be linked, with the involvement in one
domain increasing activity in another (Engbersen et al.,
2013; Guarnizo et al., 2003; Portes et al., 2002; Snel et al.,
2006, 2016; van Bochove, Rusinovic, & Engbersen, 2010).
For example, in their study of migrants in Rotterdam,
the Netherlands, van Bochove et al. (2010) show that
transnational economic activities (sending remittances
or owning a house in the origin country) influenced
transnational practices in other, non-economic domains.
Yet very few studies have considered the question of
whether and how conducting a transnational business,
in particular, influencesmigrants’ transnational practices
in spheres other than entrepreneurial or economic activ-
ities. In one of these studies, Ren and Liu (2015) show
that Chinese transnational entrepreneurs in Singapore
are engaged in transnational political organisation and
socio-cultural practices in China, as part of a strategy to
accumulate economic and social resources.

2.2. Sense of Belonging

In addition to actions and behaviours in different do-
mains, migrant transnationalism may also entail the re-
definition of traditional identities and sense of belonging
inmultiple,multi-sited, andmulti-scalar forms (Ehrkamp,
2005; Rouvoet, Eijberts, &Ghorashi, 2017;Wotherspoon,
2018). Migrants establish attachments and affiliations
withmultiple social groups, linking to different sites (e.g.,
destination and origin countries), and involving differ-
ent spatial scales (e.g., the national and the local scale).
These identifications are not mutually exclusive (Phalet
& Swyngedouw, 2002). The identification with the ori-
gin country remains strong for most migrants, but it
may coexistwith identificationwith the destination coun-
try (Ehrkamp, 2005; Snel et al., 2016). Furthermore, in
the destination country, migrants may develop forms
of attachment at both the national and the local scale,
such as the city or the neighbourhood (Jacobs, Phalet,
& Swyngedouw, 2006). Migrants may also strongly iden-
tify with different social groups which are not necessar-
ily related to their national origin, such as migrants from
other nationalities or particular groups of native-born
people (e.g., professional or interest-based) in the des-
tination country.

The potentially simultaneous attachments to differ-
ent groups, places and scales, and the interplay between
these and actual transnational behaviours have rarely
been investigated (Tsuda, 2012). However, a substantial

body of literature suggests that migrants’ identities and
sense of belonging are strictly linked to transnational ac-
tivities (Ehrkamp, 2005; Groenewold & de Valk, 2017;
Ley, 2013; Louie, 2006; Snel et al., 2006, 2016). For ex-
ample, research in the Netherlands shows that higher in-
volvement in transnational activities is associated with
stronger attachment of migrants to people in their ori-
gin country (Snel et al., 2016). Similarly, Louie (2006)
demonstrates that frequent back-and-forth movements
of Dominican immigrants in the US are associated with
feelings of attachment to the Dominican Republic.

3. Research Questions, Data and Methodology

3.1. Research Questions

We study Moroccan entrepreneurs in Amsterdam and
Milan to address two central research questions:

RQ1. How does transnational entrepreneurship influ-
ence transnational practices in other domains?

RQ2. Howdoes transnational entrepreneurship shape
migrants’ sense of belonging?

We conceptualise migrant transnationalism as encom-
passing cross-border activities in the economic, politi-
cal, or socio-relational domain, involving either the mi-
grant’s origin country (Morocco) or third countries (e.g.,
Belgium, France, United Arab Emirates, etc.). We ex-
pect that transnational entrepreneurs conduct more
transnational activities in all domains compared to do-
mestic entrepreneurs, as suggested by existing literature
(Engbersen et al., 2013; Guarnizo et al., 2003; Portes
et al., 2002; Ren & Liu, 2015; van Bochove et al., 2010).

Furthermore, we hypothesise that transnational en-
trepreneurs develop a different sense of belonging com-
pared to domestic entrepreneurs, consistent with ex-
isting research on transnationalism (Ehrkamp, 2005;
Groenewold & de Valk, 2017; Ley, 2013; Snel et al., 2006,
2016). In particular, we expect Moroccan transnational
entrepreneurs to feel a stronger sense of identification
with their origin country and co-nationals, compared to
domestic entrepreneurs.

3.2. Moroccan Migrant Entrepreneurs in Amsterdam
and Milan: Sample and Descriptive Statistics

We analyse data on first-generation Moroccan en-
trepreneurs in Amsterdam and Milan, including transna-
tional and domestic entrepreneurs. Amsterdam and
Milan are two particularly interesting contexts to study
and compare, because their differences in migration his-
tory and migrant population may influence the activi-
ties and identities of migrant entrepreneurs in the two
cities (Solano, 2016b). Amsterdam and the Netherlands
have a longer, 60-year-old history as a migrant des-
tination, with the pioneer Moroccan immigrants hav-
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ing arrived there in the 1960s. By contrast, the first
Moroccan immigrants did not arrive inMilan and Italy un-
til the late 1980s (Bijwaard, 2010; Colombo & Sciortino,
2004). As a result, the migrant populations in the two
cities are in part different. Both cities have a substan-
tial number of migrant residents, but the number of peo-
ple of Moroccan background is significantly higher in
Amsterdam than inMilan. About 19,000Moroccan immi-
grants lived in the Milan area in 2019 (0.7% of the total
population; Istat, 2019), compared to 77,000 Moroccan
residents in the Amsterdam area (9% of the total pop-
ulation; Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek, 2019). The
relative numbers of migrant entrepreneurs slightly dif-
fer in the two cities, with migrant entrepreneurs being
33% of the whole immigrant population in Amsterdam
(Rath & Eurofound, 2011), and 29% in Milan (Chamber
of Commerce of Milan, 2019). There were about 3,100
Moroccan entrepreneurs in the Milan area in 2018
(Chamber of Commerce of Milan, 2019), representing
2.5% of all entrepreneurs in the city. While data on the
national origin of migrant entrepreneurs are not avail-
able for Amsterdam, we know that there were about
8,400 Moroccan entrepreneurs in the Netherlands in
2009 (0.6% of all entrepreneurs; Chamber of Commerce
of Amsterdam, 2009).

The data for this study were collected from individ-
ual entrepreneurs and include information on individ-
ual experiences, strategies, practices, business relations,
and resources and narratives of research participants.
We employ a mixed-methods approach, analysing both
individual survey data (e.g., about transnational prac-
tices) and in-depth qualitative interviews with migrant
entrepreneurs.

Following qualitative typologies (Silverman, 2013),
research participants were recruited to capture differ-
ent types of business among Moroccan entrepreneurs.
To obtain a comprehensive picture of Moroccan en-
trepreneurial activities in each city, four sources of par-
ticipant contacts were used: (1) a list of entrepreneurs
provided by the Milan Chamber of Commerce, with the
indication of the business sector (e.g., import/export)
and a short business description (no list was available
for Amsterdam); (2) contacts from Moroccan associa-
tions with a significant role in the Moroccan commu-
nities of Amsterdam and Milan (e.g., Moroccan busi-
ness networks and Islamic cultural associations); (3) en-
trepreneurs’ business cards and advertisement materi-
als left in shops and stores; and (4) Moroccan shops and
stores that were visible in ethnic and central neighbour-
hoods of Amsterdam and Milan.

Seventy interviews were conducted in 2013–2014,
with participants including transnational (N = 35) and
domestic (N = 35) entrepreneurs living in Amsterdam
(N = 30) and Milan (N = 40). Most research partic-
ipants were male (N = 54), middle-aged (about 40
years old), with a medium-high level of education. This
is in line with the sex, age, and education distribu-
tions in the most recent data from OECD (2010) about

migrant entrepreneurs in Italy and the Netherlands.
Following suggestions fromprevious research onmigrant
entrepreneurship (Rath & Schutjens, 2016), we recruited
entrepreneurs in both the goods (N = 45) and services
(N = 25) sectors, and with both ethnic (N = 27) and non-
ethnic or mainstream (N = 43) businesses. Participants
usually owned small businesses, with only a minority of
them (less than 20%) having more than four employees.

3.3. Measures and Analyses

The main goal of our analysis is to compare transna-
tional and domesticMoroccan entrepreneurs in terms of
transnational involvement and sense of belonging. Thus,
our first set of dependent variables consists of measures
of transnational involvement. Wemeasure transnational
practices in three different domains: economic, political,
and socio-relational. In addition, we distinguish between
transnational practices related to the origin country and
those involving a third country. First, we collected in-
formation on different types of economic transnational
practices (not directly related to the migrant’s business),
such as sending financial remittances, making financial
investments, or owning property in the origin country
or third countries. Second, we use measures of politi-
cal transnational practices that capture political partici-
pation and interest in the origin country, such as reading
newspapers about origin country politics, participating
in social and political actions and associations linked to
the origin country, or voting in origin country elections.
Third, we employ measures of socio-relational transna-
tional activities such as travels abroad (both in origin and
third countries) not related to business, and regular con-
tacts with friends and family abroad (a list of all survey
items about transnational practices is in Table A1 in the
Supplementary File).

We cross-classify transnational practices by domain
(economic, political, or socio-relational) and by target
country (Morocco or third country), resulting in five
transnationalism indexes. For the political domain, we
only consider practices related to Morocco, since there
was no substantial level of transnational political activ-
ity involving a third country. Following a similar proce-
dure to other transnationalism studies (e.g., Groenewold
& de Valk, 2017), the five indexes are sums of dummy
items, each indicating whether the migrant conducts
(1) or not (0) a certain transnational activity (see the
Supplementary File for more details). Thus, the five in-
dexes can be interpreted as a count of the number of dif-
ferent activities the migrant conducts for each transna-
tionalism domain and target country (e.g., economic
transnationalism involving Morocco for Index 1, socio-
relational transnationalism involving third countries for
Index 5).

Our second set of dependent variables consists
of measures for the migrant’s sense of belonging
to different groups and places (see Table A2 in the
Supplementary File for details). In line with existing mea-
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sures of attachment and belonging (e.g., Snel et al.,
2006), we asked respondents to indicate to what extent
they felt close to a given group or place on a scale from
0 to 10. We considered the following four groups: na-
tives of the destination country (i.e., Dutch people in
the Amsterdam survey, Italian people in the Milan sur-
vey); Moroccan people in general; Moroccan people in
the same destination country; and non-Moroccan immi-
grants in the same destination country. We also consid-
ered the following five places: the neighbourhoodwhere
the respondent lives; the city of destination; the city of
origin; the country of immigration; and the origin coun-
try. Therefore, we have nine scales for sense of belong-
ing, all treated as dependent variables.

Our main independent variable is whether or not
the migrant entrepreneur conducts a transnational busi-
ness, that is, one fundamentally based on cross-border
exchanges and relationships. Following previous litera-
ture on transnational entrepreneurship (Portes et al.,
2002; Rusinovic, 2008), our survey asked respondents
whether a significant component of their business was
based on relationships with Morocco or with coun-
tries other than the migrant’s destination country (the
Netherlands or Italy). To assess the validity of responses,
answers to this key survey question were further probed
in the subsequent in-depth, semi-structured interviews.
Furthermore, the survey collected additional informa-
tion on the type and degree of transnational business
practices, for example with questions about business-
related investments inMorocco, trade relationships with
other countries, or the number of business-related
travels abroad. Confirming the validity of the ques-
tion we used to distinguish transnational and domes-
tic entrepreneurs, our data show that, on average, en-
trepreneurs we classified as transnational are involved
in four types of business-related transnational activities,
while entrepreneurs we classified as domestic are in-
volved in no business-related transnational activity (this
difference is statistically significant; Wilcoxon rank-sum
test Z = −6.753, p-value = 0.00).

Our indexes of transnational involvement and sense
of belonging are non-normally distributed count vari-
ables. Therefore, we first use nonparametric bivariate
tests (the Wilcoxon rank-sum test and the Wilcoxon
matched-pairs signed-ranks test) to compare these in-
dexes between transnational and domestic migrant
entrepreneurs. Differences between transnational and
domestic entrepreneurs, however, could be linked to
intervening variables unrelated to transnational en-
trepreneurial activity, such as other business or per-
sonal characteristics (Brzozowski, Cucculelli, & Surdej,
2017; Snel et al., 2016). To assess if this is the case, in
addition to the bivariate analysis, we also present re-
sults from Poisson regression models for count depen-
dent variables. These allow us to control for the poten-
tially confounding effects of the following characteristics:
business type (ethnic or mainstream business); business
age (years since business initiation); city (Amsterdam or

Milan); sex of migrant (female or male); marital status
of migrant (non-married or married); educational level
of migrant (low-medium or high-medium); age at migra-
tion; number of years since migration; and number of
close relatives themigrant has in the destination country.
Additional results fromnegative binomial regression (not
reported, available from the authors) show no overdis-
persion, indicating that Poisson regression is an appro-
priate modelling strategy for our dependent variables.

The quantitative analysis is integrated with an ex-
amination of the in-depth, qualitative interviews with
migrant entrepreneurs, which shed more light on the
reasons behind the differences between transnational
and domestic entrepreneurs observed in the quantita-
tive data. Throughout the interviews, respondents dis-
cussed a variety of reasons for their transnational prac-
tices. Respondents were also explicitly asked whether
there had been any change in their transnational con-
tacts and activities, or in their identification with spe-
cific groups and places, since they had started the busi-
ness; what type of changes there had been; andwhether
they believed those changes to be related with their en-
trepreneurial activity.

4. Findings: Transnationalism and Belonging among
Transnational and Domestic Moroccan Entrepreneurs

4.1. How Does Transnational Entrepreneurship Influence
Other Transnational Practices?

Contrary to our expectations, transnational en-
trepreneurs exhibit significantly higher levels of transna-
tional involvement than domestic entrepreneurs only
in the socio-relational domain (with both the origin
country and third countries), but not in the economic
and political domains (Table 1). In particular, in com-
parison to domestic entrepreneurs, Moroccan transna-
tional entrepreneurs spend more days in Morocco in a
year and travel more frequently to their origin country.
However, in the socio-relational domain, transnational
entrepreneurs do not report more frequent contacts
with either relatives or friends in Morocco.

However, while transnational and domestic en-
trepreneurs seem not to differ in terms of contacts with
relatives (in Morocco or other countries) they are signifi-
cantly different in terms of contacts with friends abroad
(bothMoroccan and of other nationalities), with transna-
tional entrepreneurs reporting more frequent contacts.
Furthermore, transnational entrepreneurs report to
more frequently participate in development projects in
Morocco compared to domestic entrepreneurs.

These differences hold when other business or in-
dividual characteristics are controlled for in Poisson re-
gression models (Table 2). Being a transnational en-
trepreneur is significantly and positively associated with
the degree of socio-relational transnational involvement
with both Morocco and other countries. Figure 1 com-
pares the index of socio-relational transnational involve-
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Table 1. Number of transnational practices by domains: transnational and domestic entrepreneurs.

Transnational Practices Median Mean Z p

Index of economic transnationalism—Morocco (0–4)
Domestic entrepreneurs 1 1 −1.369 0.17
Transnational entrepreneurs 1 1.34

Index of economic transnationalism—Other countries (0–4)
Domestic entrepreneurs 0 0.09 −0.835 0.40
Transnational entrepreneurs 0 0.17

Index of political transnationalism (0–5)
Domestic entrepreneurs 1 1.08 −1.472 0.14
Transnational entrepreneurs 1 1.23

Index of socio-relational transnationalism—Morocco (0–6)
Domestic entrepreneurs 3 2.89 −2.427 0.02
Transnational entrepreneurs 4 3.83

Participation in development projects in Morocco (0–1)
Domestic entrepreneurs 0 0.09 −2.373 0.02
Transnational entrepreneurs 0 0.32

Frequency of provision of support to people living in Morocco (0–3)
Domestic entrepreneurs 1 0.86 −1.957 0.05
Transnational entrepreneurs 1 1.29

Number of trips to Morocco
Domestic entrepreneurs 1 1.03 −3.637 0.00
Transnational entrepreneurs 2 2.34

Time spent in Morocco (days in a year)
Domestic entrepreneurs 7 8.83 −3.289 0.01
Transnational entrepreneurs 30 27.37

Index of socio-relational transnationalism—Other countries (0–5)
Domestic entrepreneurs 1 1.14 −2.234 0.03
Transnational entrepreneurs 2 1.91

Frequency of contacts with Moroccan friends in other countries
Domestic entrepreneurs 0 0.54 −2.290 0.02
Transnational entrepreneurs 1 1.17

Frequency of contacts with non-Moroccan friends in other countries
Domestic entrepreneurs 0 0.2 −3.387 0.00
Transnational entrepreneurs 1 0.94

Notes: Specific transnational practices within each index are reported when the difference between transnational and domestic en-
trepreneurs is significant. See Table A3 in the Supplementary File for the complete results. Z and p are the test statistic and p-value,
respectively, fromWilcoxon rank-sum tests. Bold p-value indicates test significance at 5% level.

ment that the model predicts for transnational ver-
sus domestic Moroccan entrepreneurs. With all other
business and individual characteristics being equal,
transnational entrepreneurs engage, on average, in one
more type of socio-relational transnational activity with
Morocco (about four activities) compared to domestic
entrepreneurs (about three activities). Similarly, the aver-
age transnational entrepreneur engages in two types of
socio-relational transnational activities with third coun-
tries, while the average domestic entrepreneur engages
in one. Interestingly, the context of reception does not
seem to make any difference, with Moroccan transna-
tional entrepreneurs in Amsterdam and Milan showing
the same average levels of socio-relational transnational-
ism. Poisson regressionmodels for the degree of transna-
tional involvement in the economic and political domain
show no significant differences between transnational

and domestic entrepreneurs (results not shown), similar
to the bivariate analysis.

The qualitative interviews reveal some of the reasons
and processes behind the higher level of socio-relational
transnational involvement among transnational en-
trepreneurs. Such involvement seems mainly linked to
business relations, including relations with customers,
suppliers, and other business partners abroad. Some of
the contacts that Moroccan transnational entrepreneurs
establish for business reasons, in Morocco or in third
countries, later become friends. This is reported by sev-
eral entrepreneurs among our research participants:

For the business, I developed relationships that I can
define as friendships. For example, when I go to China,
they are happy tomeet me, we go out, to have dinner,
visit places, etc. (M07)
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Table 2. Poisson regressions.

Variables
Model 1 Model 2

B SE B SE

Transnational entrepreneur 0.29 * 0.15 0.47 ** 0.22
Type of business (0—ethnic; 1—mainstream) 0.18 0.14 0.17 0.21
Business age (years since business initiation) 0.22 0.15 0.60 *** 0.24
City (0—Milan; 1—Amsterdam) −0.14 0.15 −0.03 0.23
Sex (0—female; 1—male;) 0.02 0.16 −0.11 0.24
Marital status (0—non-married; 1—married) −0.09 0.20 −0.33 0.30
Medium–high education level 0.07 0.16 0.69 ** 0.29
Age at migration −0.02 * 0.01 −0.01 0.01
Number of years since migration 0.02 0.02 0.04 0.03
Number of close relatives in the destination country −0.01 0.01 −0.01 0.01
Constant 1.08 * 0.49 −1.05 0.75
N 70 70
R2 0.0471 0.1066

Notes: Dependent variable is the degree of socio-relational transnational practices withMorocco (Model 1) or other countries (Model 2).
Age is not included because it is highly correlated with age at migration (r = 0.7, p = 0.00) and number of years since migration (r = 0.6,
p = 0.00). * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.03; *** p < 0.01.
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Figure 1. Predicted counts of socio-relational transnational practices with Morocco and third countries (Y-axis) for domes-
tic (0) and transnational (1) entrepreneurs (X-axis) from models in Table 2.

After working with a person for a while, you establish
a friendship. I have become friends with one of my
clients. I have a very dear Indian friend who works in
the Emirates for a client. We established a friendship
that goes beyond the work. (M09)

It is clear that having to deal with people abroad for
work you cannot help but also develop personal re-
lationships with the people you deal with. So, I de-
veloped relations as a friend with some business con-
tacts. We chat beyond work. (M40)

I do think it has led me to develop more contacts
abroad. If you have business contacts abroad, espe-
cially for a longer period of time, non-business con-
tacts tend to form around those. For example, you

are going to dinner with a business contact, and that
person invites more people, then you create contacts
with other people. (A11)

I think my contacts have been slightly increased be-
cause many of the people I met for the business are
now almost friends for me. And sometimes I keep in
contact with them also not for business issues. (A13)

I meet new people [living abroad] every day for the
business, and sometimes they become friends. (A26)

Transnational entrepreneurs’ more frequent and longer
trips to Morocco seem due to the fact that when en-
trepreneurs travel abroad for work, they also take more
time to enjoy Morocco and spend leisure time there.
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This combination of work and leisure time in the origin
country emerges in multiple interviews with Moroccan
transnational entrepreneurs. M11, who imports and re-
tails Arab clothes for women, is a case in point. When
she goes to Morocco to buy clothes and other prod-
ucts, she often spends “time with people there, visit[s]
several places….It’s a combination of work and leisure
though.” The same goes forM12, a courier between Italy
and Morocco: “[I] started the business to maintain links
with Morocco and my city of origin. When I go there to
bring the stuff, I always stay there more than I would
need to stay for the business.” Interestingly, M12 is the
only case in which the entrepreneur deliberately chose
the transnational business to keep contacts with people
in Morocco. In M12’s story, a pre-existing high involve-
ment in transnational social networks leads the migrant
to start a transnational business. In most other cases,
however, the opposite causal direction is at work, with
the migrants’ transnational businesses leading them to
travel more and establish more social ties with Morocco
and other countries.

In contrast, interviews with domestic entrepreneurs
describe a business that more firmly ties the migrant en-
trepreneur to the destination country (the Netherlands
or Italy) and does not facilitate social contacts abroad or
other transnational activities. When asked if there had
been any change in their contacts and activities abroad
related to their business, research participants with do-
mestic businesses reported no change or even a de-
crease in transnational involvement:

No, I have my business here….Everything is here now.
I have less contact with Morocco than before. (M22)

No, not at all. It stayed the same as I have no business
connection abroad. (A10)

4.2. How Does Transnational Entrepreneurship Influence
Migrants’ Sense of Belonging?

No significant differences emerged between transna-
tional and domestic entrepreneurs in terms of the sense
of belonging, either in the bivariate analysis (Table A3
in the Supplementary File) or in the regression analy-
ses (results not reported). During the interviews, partic-
ipants suggested some of the reasons behind these re-
sults. They made clear that their sense of belonging is
by and large not related to the business, whose estab-
lishment and development did not change the extent to
which they feel close to any given place or group. In par-
ticular, almost every transnational entrepreneur we in-
terviewed indicated that their business had not changed
their feelings towards particular groups or places. The en-
trepreneurial activity, be it transnational or domestic, is
perceived by migrant entrepreneurs as mostly related to
“work” and “money,” with little bearing on deeper feel-
ings and identities. According to M04, the owner of an
import/export business in Milan, “my feelings haven’t

changed….They are not really influenced by my busi-
ness. The business is a way to earn money, that’s it.”
Comments by other participants who own a transna-
tional business reveal a similar view:

The business is just work, it doesn’t change
you….I don’t think that my feelings have changed
since or due to the business start-up. (M06)

I have my feelings, for example, I consider myself re-
ally close to Italy and Italians…but this is linked to the
fact that I have been in Italy for 25 years. If I had con-
ducted another kind of business, I would have had
the same feelings. (M07)

My feelings are not changed due to business activity,
they stayed the same. I don’t think that conducting
the business changes your feelings. (A20)

The same goes for domestic entrepreneurs, who af-
firmed that the business has not considerably changed
the way they feel towards different places and groups.
For example, M34, who owns a bakery in Milan, ex-
plained that she feels “close to Italy, but this is linked
to my husband and my daughter.” A19, a greengrocer in
Amsterdam, expressed a similar idea: “I really feel like
an Amsterdammer [a person living in Amsterdam]. I re-
ally like the country but especially the city. But the busi-
ness hasn’t changed much. I already loved it here. And
I still do.”

Therefore, overall, conducting a transnational busi-
ness does not seem to have an impact onmigrants’ sense
of belonging. However, interesting differences emerge
whenmore closely examining the sense of attachment to
different groups and places among transnational and do-
mestic entrepreneurs. For example, we tested whether
transnational entrepreneurs tend to report higher close-
ness scores to native-born people than they do to
Moroccan migrants. We then conducted the same analy-
sis for domestic entrepreneurs. We found three main
results (Table 3). First, Moroccan entrepreneurs gen-
erally tend to feel closer to native-born individuals in
destination countries, than to other Moroccan immi-
grants. This holds for both domestic and transnational
entrepreneurs. Second, Moroccan entrepreneurs feel
closer to Moroccan migrants than they do to immigrants
in general. This pattern is also similar among both domes-
tic and transnational entrepreneurs.

Third, Moroccan domestic entrepreneurs feel closer
to both natives and Moroccans in general than they
do to Moroccan migrants. This result does not hold
for transnational entrepreneurs, who report similar lev-
els of closeness to Moroccan migrants, natives, and
Moroccans in general. Interviews with Moroccan do-
mestic entrepreneurs suggest some of the reasons be-
hind this difference. Domestic entrepreneurs often re-
count business-related problems they had with other
Moroccan migrants in the Netherlands or Italy:
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Table 3. Comparison between the sense of belonging towards different groups.

Sense of belonging to (0–10) Median Mean Z p

Natives vs. non-Moroccan migrants
Domestic entrepreneurs

Natives 8 7.63
4.34 0.00

Non-Moroccan migrants 6 5.71
Transnational entrepreneurs

Natives 8 7.22
3.74 0.00

Non-Moroccan migrants 6 5.83
Natives vs. Moroccan migrants
Domestic entrepreneurs

Natives 8 7.63
2.72 0.01

Moroccan migrants 7 6.26
Transnational entrepreneurs

Natives 8 7.22
0.50 0.62

Moroccan migrants 8 6.63
Moroccan group in general vs. Moroccan migrants
Domestic entrepreneurs

Moroccan group in general 8 7.63
2.86 0.01

Moroccan migrants 8 7.51
Transnational entrepreneurs

Moroccan group in general 8 7.22
1.19 0.23

Moroccan migrants 8 7.26
Non-Moroccan migrants vs. Moroccan migrants
Domestic entrepreneurs

Non-Moroccan migrants 6 5.71 −1.81 0.07
Moroccan migrants 8 7.51

Transnational entrepreneurs
Non-Moroccan migrants 6 5.83 −2.43 0.02
Moroccan migrants 8 7.26

Notes: Z and p are the test statistic and p-value, respectively, from Wilcoxon matched-pairs signed-ranks tests. Bold p-value indicates
test significance at 5% level.

It changed my attitude towards Moroccans here. As
soon as I started earning some money, they started
to ask for favours. They approached me for interest.
So, now I don’t feel very close to them. (M19)

I saw many co-nationals misbehaving…especially for
my business. So I don’t like when they do it. (M36)

When I opened the business, I got more in touch
with more and more Dutch people so my feelings
towards Holland became more and more positive.
People are so nice and open.Moroccan people talk be-
hind each other back and Dutch people just say what
they think. (A21)

These interviews suggest that excessive expectations and
claimsmade by co-national social networks to successful
migrant entrepreneurs (“they started to ask for favours”),
as well as business-related competition and conflicts
with other Moroccan migrants, may lead to lower at-
tachment of domestic entrepreneurs to co-national mi-
grants. On the other hand, negative experiences with
co-national migrants are not common in the narratives
of transnational entrepreneurs. Only M15, who owns a

translation business, mentioned that “through the busi-
ness, I also saw the bad side of my co-nationals and this
made me change my attitude towards Moroccans here.”
This is not casual, however, as M15 is the research par-
ticipant whose transnational business is the most similar
to a domestic one:While shemaintains professional con-
nections with embassies around Europe, her clientele is
mostly local.

As for feelings towards different places, we found
that transnational entrepreneurs are less attached to
their destination neighbourhood than they are to the
destination city and country, while this difference does
not hold for domestic entrepreneurs. This is confirmed
by the qualitative interviews. Domestic entrepreneurs in
the sample frequently stress that they feel close to their
destination neighbourhood and explain how this is in
part linked to their business. For example, M30 owns a
café in Milan. Her shop is now “a meeting point for the
neighbours…especially the elders. They come inside the
café to chat, ask for some help or a favour. For example,
I keep the keys of their apartments when they are on
holiday…just in case.” She explains that “thanks to that,
I really feel at home here in the area.” Similar dynamics
were found in other stories, such as M37’s, who is a hair-
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Table 4. Comparison between the sense of belonging towards different places.

Sense of belonging to (0–10) Median Mean Z p

Destination neighbourhood vs. destination country
Domestic entrepreneurs

Destination neighbourhood 8 7.14 −0.74 0.46
Destination country 8 7.7

Transnational entrepreneurs
Destination neighbourhood 7 6.3 −2.75 0.01
Destination country 8 7.5

Destination neighbourhood vs. destination city
Domestic entrepreneurs

Destination neighbourhood 8 7.14 −1.19 0.24
Destination city 8 7.77

Transnational entrepreneurs
Destination neighbourhood 7 6.3 −2.86 0.01
Destination city 8 7.57

Notes: Z and p are the test statistic and p-value, respectively, from Wilcoxon matched-pairs signed-ranks tests. Bold p-value indicates
test significance at 5% level.

dresser, andA01’s, who owns a fish shop. By contrast, the
neighbourhood dimension does not appear in the narra-
tives of the transnational entrepreneurs we interviewed.

In conclusion, running a domestic business seems
to play a significant role in shaping migrants’ lo-
cal identifications—e.g., toward the destination neigh-
bourhood or co-national immigrants. By contrast, this
link is less pronounced when it comes to transna-
tional entrepreneurs.

Our data collection took place in 2013–2014, immedi-
ately after the Arab Spring events (2010–2012) produced
historical political and social changes in North African
and Middle Eastern countries, including Morocco. While
one may suspect that these historical events may have
substantially changed Moroccan entrepreneurs’ feelings
and attitudes towards Morocco, our respondents clari-
fied at multiple points in the interviews that the Arab
Spring and the evolving Moroccan political situation did
not influence their (concrete and emotional) links with
the country.

5. Discussion and Conclusion

This article compared Moroccan migrant entrepreneurs
with domestic and transnational businesses to answer
the question of whether transnational entrepreneurship
fundamentally changesmigrants’ transnational practices
in other domains, as well as their sense of belonging to
different places and social groups. We used data from
mixed-methods research with Moroccan entrepreneurs
in two European cities that have become major destina-
tions of immigration to Europe—Amsterdam and Milan.

We found that transnational entrepreneurship has
a significant influence on migrants’ transnational prac-
tices and sense of belonging, but one that is mostly
limited to the socio-relational domain. Our starting
hypothesis, that transnational entrepreneurs conduct

more transnational activities across different domains
of social life, is only partially supported. Compared to
their domestic counterparts, Moroccan transnational en-
trepreneurs showmore transnational involvement in the
socio-relational dimension, with more frequent or in-
tense practices such as travelling abroad (to Morocco
or third countries) and maintaining social ties with third
countries. However, we found no systematic differences
between transnational and domestic entrepreneurs con-
cerning political and economic transnational practices
not related to the business. Thus, while some previous
research has suggested that transnational economic ac-
tivities are positively associated with transnational prac-
tices in other domains (e.g., van Bochove et al., 2010),
our results indicate that this does not extend to transna-
tional business activities, at least in the case ofMoroccan
entrepreneurs.

Previous literature (e.g., Brzozowski et al., 2017;
Portes et al., 2002) has mostly studied transnational en-
trepreneurship as a form of social and economic adap-
tation in receiving countries. Our findings show that
transnational entrepreneurship also increases engage-
ment in socio-relational practices with the origin of so-
ciety and third countries. This increase seems strictly re-
lated to the business. Research participants who own
transnational businesses explain that when they travel
or establish contacts abroad for business reasons, new
opportunities arise for visiting and staying in Morocco,
as well as for developing friendships that go beyond
business and market transactions. We also find that the
longer a business has been in place, the higher the
socio-relational transnational involvement ofmigrant en-
trepreneurs is with third countries, while there is no sim-
ilar effect on socio-relational transnationalism with the
origin country. This suggests that (transnational) busi-
ness activities lead migrants to develop increasingly het-
erogeneous and extensive cross-border ties, involving
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multiple countries other than the destination country
(Solano, 2019). Furthermore, the transnational involve-
ment of Moroccan entrepreneurs does not vary by busi-
ness industry or sector.

Adopting González-Rábago and Blanco’s (2016) clas-
sification of transnationalism spheres, our results sug-
gest that the social spheres of transnationalism (interest
in Morocco, voting, and associative behaviours) are not
particularly influenced by transnational entrepreneur-
ship. By contrast, transnational businesses have a sub-
stantial influence on the personal spheres of action, with
transnational entrepreneurs spendingmore time visiting
relatives and friends and supporting people in Morocco
more frequently than domestic entrepreneurs. The busi-
ness seems to have an impact on the personal inter-
est sphere too, but to a lesser extent as transnational
entrepreneurs’ cross-border social contacts are more
frequent only with people living in third countries. On
the other hand, transnational entrepreneurs in our sam-
ple do not report more frequent contacts with family
and friends in the origin country. This is consistent with
Engbersen and colleagues’ (2013) findings that, in the
Netherlands, “bi-national” migrants (similar to transna-
tional entrepreneurs in our study) have asmany contacts
as “settlers” (analogous to domestic entrepreneurs) with
family and friends in the origin country.

We consistently find the same association between
transnational entrepreneurship and socio-relational
transnationalism among Moroccan immigrants in both
Amsterdam and Milan. Thus, this relationship does not
seem to be fundamentally altered by differences be-
tweenmigrants’ reception contexts (e.g., different size of
the Moroccan population in Amsterdam versus Milan).

Conducting a transnational business, on the other
hand, does not appear to affect migrants’ sense of be-
longing. Participants in our research explain that the busi-
ness does not essentially change their perceptions of
different groups and places, because “it is just work.”
Thus, our expectation that transnational entrepreneurs
develop a different sense of belonging compared to do-
mestic entrepreneurs is not supported. These results
are in partial contrast with Snel et al.’s (2016) find-
ing that transnational economic activities are associated
with greater identification with co-nationals in the ori-
gin country. The question of whether and how transna-
tional economic activities, including entrepreneurship,
influence migrants’ identities and sense of belonging
has important policy implications and merits further re-
search. A recurrent, sometimes implicit idea in public
and political discourse about migrant transnationalism is
that transnational involvement facilitates identification
with origin communities and co-ethnic groups at the ex-
pense of receiving countries and societies. This would
allegedly promote mixed loyalties that are in contrast
with the principles of citizenship in destination countries
(Bloemraad, Korteweg, & Yurdakul, 2008). Our findings
do not support this idea, showing thatMoroccan transna-
tional entrepreneurs maintain similar types of identi-

ties and sense of belonging as domestic entrepreneurs.
In policymaking, this suggests that transnational en-
trepreneurship could be supported as a viable migrant
adaptation strategy that would not be in conflict with mi-
grants’ “loyalty” to destination countries.

Our results are also in line with previous literature
showing that transnational entrepreneurs generally start
their business for reasons of economic and financial
opportunity, and as a vehicle of empowerment, rather
than to remain connected with or do something for
their origin communities (Rusinovic, 2008; Solano, 2019;
Vershinina, Rodgers, Mcadam, & Clinton, 2019). The in-
creased transnational contacts with Morocco or third
countries are a by-product, rather than an intended goal,
of transnational entrepreneurship. This seems to contra-
dict, at least in part, the argument made by recent liter-
ature on Moroccan migration (de Haas, 2009; de Haas &
Fokkema, 2011) that economic integration and transna-
tional ties are often a way to maintain links with and re-
turn to the homeland.

On a final note, this study’s limitations, including
the use of a non-probability sample, the focus on a sin-
gle national group, and the cross-sectional data, suggest
multiple avenues for future research. Further quantita-
tive research based on larger probability samples and in-
cluding either multiple national groups or multiple time
points would provide more robust and generalisable re-
sults. A longitudinal approach would also help to disen-
tangle the direction of causality between transnational
entrepreneurship, on the one hand, and overall transna-
tional involvement and sense of belonging, on the other.
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