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The dynamics of trade firms during the COVID-19
pandemic: the case of Via Padova, Milan

Valentina Cattivelli a,b and Guido Ferilli a

ABSTRACT
This paper investigates trade firms’ dynamics in the Via Padova neighbourhood at the end of 2020. The
COVID-19 pandemic has stressed local economies and it has resulted in economic downturns, income
inequalities and increased unemployment. While the current literature analyses widely its impacts on
international trade, little attention has been given to the resilience of trade firms at the urban level. The
containment measures to limit the pandemic have caused temporary closings of non-essential goods
firms, while forcing other firms offering essential goods to stay open, albeit the many difficulties
encountered. Since the Via Padova neighbourhood has one of the highest densities of trade firms in
Milan, this makes it an interesting study area to test the effects associated with the containment
measures. Exploring the data about trade firms’ survival rates related to the period 2019–20
demonstrates a certain resilience of local firms. The number of firms closing down decreases in 2020,
while the variation in the active ones tends to become insignificant compared with the previous year.
The negative effects on non-essential goods firms persist during the first wave of the pandemic,
whereas during the second wave essential goods firms are especially affected. These dynamics of
resilience towards hostile economic and social conditions caused by the pandemic are a useful clue for
reconsidering and developing new recovery policies.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The COVID-19 outbreak is generating unprecedented economic damage at the global level
(e.g., Hevia & Neumeyer, 2020; Leal Filho et al., 2020). The United Nations Conference
on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) (2020) estimated a sharp reduction in gross dom-
estic product (GDP) of more than US$1 trillion in 2020, and a substantial increase in the
number of people living in extreme poverty conditions globally for the following years as
well.

One of the immediate responses to the spread of this virus has been the imposition of some
restriction measures on businesses’ and people’s activities. These restrictions included lock-
downs in cities across the country and severe nationwide mobility constraints. They were
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initially implemented in the second quarter of 2020 (the first wave of the pandemic, March–
June 2020). In the summer, such restrictions were lifted or reduced. When the second wave
hit Europe in the early autumn of 2020, the lessons learnt during the first wave were not always
the best solutions for individual and economic activities to mitigate negative consequences
(Hayakawa & Mukunoki, 2021a; Nazareth et al., 2020).

These restrictions generated distortions in international trade, such as supply-and-demand
restrictions, Barlow et al., 2021) and forced closures of businesses worldwide (Maliszewska
et al., 2020). Compared with the previous period, trade globally fell by about 14% in the second
quarter of 2020 (World Trade Organization (WTO), 2020).

Research has provided immediate estimates of the economic implications of COVID-19
outbreak and the related restrictions on trade, mostly addressing macroeconomic dimensions
at the global level (e.g., Baldwin & Tomiura, 2020; Vidya & Prabheesh, 2020). However,
the diffusion of the pandemic has also generated massive uncertainty about the effects induced
by global economic implications locally and, therefore, about urban resilience (e.g., Cappelli &
Cini, 2020; Florida et al., 2021).

Concerns related specifically to pandemic-induced changes in consumer purchasing and
spending patterns will persist, and all factors affecting productivity and social inclusion over the
long term (e.g., Altig et al., 2020; Baker et al., 2020; Cattivelli, 2022a; Cattivelli & Rusciano,
2020). Although there is an evident global consensus that these distortions in global trade reflect
some disturbances at the local level and thus affect the operation and survival capacity of firms
(Chang et al., 2020; Yang et al., 2021), research on this issue remains limited, with a limited ability
to express forms of resilience, namely finding positive dynamics from adverse situations in the local
ecosystem (Ferilli, 2016), yet emerging as relevant for local economies.

In order to fill this knowledge gap, the present paper explores the likely trade implications of
the COVID-19 pandemic through the analysis of trade firms’ dynamics in the Via Padova
neighbourhood of Milan. This narrative offers three contributions to the scientific debate.
On the one hand, it outlines possible variations in the entrepreneurial dynamics of the trade sec-
tor induced by restriction measures. Based on data related to the number of firms, it considers
specifically their variation for the first and second pandemic waves. On the other, it details the
dynamics of the firms operating in the trade sector, analysing separately essential and non-
essential goods’ firms. In doing so, it offers a separate analysis of the firms that had been obliged
to close and those that could remain active during the lockdown. In addition, the paper focuses
on a different territorial dimension rather than the global one, as it focuses locally on a specific
urban area.

The Via Padova neighbourhood is one of the most specialised in the trade sector and is
characterised by the largest presence of foreign entrepreneurs in the whole Milan. Its main
street, Via Padova, is the second most important street in Milan as far as the total number of
firms and the number of firms operating in the trade sector go (Milan Chamber of Com-
merce, 2019b). The analysis first assesses the distribution of trade firms in this neighbour-
hood and then among more specialised trade subsectors, while studying their dynamics
during the pandemic period. Subsequently, it presents the variation in their number in the
period of 2019–20, with a disaggregated view on the first wave (March–September 2020)
and second wave (October–December 2020) of the pandemic, as well as on essential- and
non-essential goods firms.

The rest of this paper is organised as follows. It focuses on the effects of COVID-19 on trade
as already discussed in the recent literature in section 2. After explaining the method applied in
the current study and the reasons explaining the choices of Via Padova neighbourhood as case
study in sections 3 and 4, the paper shows the results of the analysis of trade firms’ performance
in the period 2019–20 and specifically during the two pandemic waves in section 5. Finally, the
paper discusses the results and concludes with the last sections.
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2. THE COVID-19 SPREAD AND ITS IMPLICATION ON TRADE

2.1. General overview
The COVID-19 pandemic has caused unprecedented social damage at the local and global
levels. The number of infected cases and deaths worldwide increased rapidly over the various
waves. On 9 September 2021, the number of infected and dead people stood at 219 million
and 4.5 million, respectively. The virus, in fact, had already spread to over 200 countries, includ-
ing the United States, China and Europe as the most affected areas (World Health Organiz-
ation (WHO), 2020). Explanatory factors of spatial variability of virus incidents are
identified in ethnic composition (Oztig & Askin, 2020); travel distance (Fortaleza et al.,
2020) and air transport (Christidis & Christodoulou, 2020); and income and sociodemographic
factors (Consolazio et al., 2021).

Immediately following the WHO declaration of the pandemic onset, in March 2020, most
countries imposed some form of restrictions on people and businesses activities, including lock-
down (and related measures such as required and voluntary quarantine, home isolation), social
distancing (of a part or of an entire population or only of the most vulnerable citizens), closure of
non-essential businesses/workplaces and schools/educational institutes, stopping or postponing
sports and cultural events, cultural and scientific activities, in an attempt to contain and reduce
the disease diffusion and transmission.

These restrictions were particularly severe during the first wave of the pandemic (March–
June 2020), but during the summer, most countries lifted many of them, only to strengthen
them again in early autumn during the first period of the second wave (October–December
2020).

There is a large consensus about the effectiveness of these measures (e.g., Greenstone &
Nigam, 2020; Surico & Galeotti, 2020). However, it is largely accepted that these measures
have had consequences on global and interregional links, economic growth, and, thereby,
increasing severe consequences on global production. Since March 2020, the pandemic has
caused massive losses in GDP and working hours throughout the world (Shingal, 2020;
UNCTAD, 2020; WTO, 2020), which in certain countries were higher than those of the
2009 Global Financial Crisis. The negative impacts of the pandemic have slowed growth, dis-
rupted supply chains, disturbed financial markets, and interrupted the mobility of goods and
people at the global level (Sforza & Steininger, 2020; United Nations Environment Programme
(UNEP), 2020). Preliminary studies estimate effects on production, supply chain, policy
response (Baldwin & Tomiura, 2020; Vidya & Prabheesh, 2020), analyse conflicts, interdepen-
dence between countries (Baldwin & Freeman, 2021), and sector resilience at the global level
(Espitia et al., 2021).

Negative consequences also affected the trade sector (e.g., Saturwa et al., 2021; Szabo et al.,
2021).

In gross terms, services trade is an important sector for the global economy, as it is worth a
quarter of global trade in services and goods. The total value added to services in manufacturing
exports represents approximately 30% in the manufacturing sectors and 90% of services exports
(WTO, 2019). After the 2008 Global Financial Crisis, trade showed signs of rapid resilience,
because it has a low sensitivity to demand shocks and it is less dependent on supply finance
(Ariu, 2016). Now, its reaction to pandemic consequences includes a wide range of effects,
and its net impact remains indeterminate.

The diffusion of COVID-19 caused an immediate supply shock, which was followed by a
demand shock, along the global value chain internationally. These two shocks shortened the
value chain networks in geographically closer regions (Javorcik, 2020). Social distancing
measures and closures have had negative effects on international trade flows. Compared with
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2019, trade volume in fact decreased by 5.3%. Exports from large economies such as the United
States, China and Europe decreased a lot (WTO, 2021). Simulations of the possible impact on
GDP and trade suggest a fall of GDP of 2% globally and a negative shock in the domestic ser-
vices output and travel services, as well as a reduction in the domestic services output and in
those activities requiring proximity between sellers and buyers (Maliszewska et al., 2020).

Restriction measures have also had positive effects: they reduced social and economic costs
and the length of businesses’ closing times. They also imposed the adoption of new solutions for
restructuring services’ management, production decisions and work activities (Dodds et al.,
2020). Furthermore, as it has already been the case for other contexts and different traumas,
more dynamic forms of resilience have benefited from shocks rather than simply being affected
by them (Ferilli, 2016).

While there is a massive literature on the impact of these restrictions on trade at a global level
(e.g., Hayakawa & Mukunoki, 2021b; Norheim et al., 2021) or at a national level (e.g., Bon-
tempi et al., 2021, for the UK, Du & Shepotylo, 2022, for Switzerland; and Büchel et al.,
2020, for Italy, France and Spain), there is no deep knowledge yet of the effects at the lowest
level: the urban one.

The importance of trade at this level has become much stronger. In one of its reports, the
WHO (2020) outlines the dependence of local communities on maintaining an active retail
sector:

[which] faces the greatest challenges in maintaining the highest standards of hygiene, protecting staff

from the risk of infection, maintaining physical distancing when dealing with large numbers of custo-

mers, remaining open, and ensuring that adequate supplies of food are available on a daily basis.

Firms operating in trade subsectors specialised in selling essential goods remained open during
the entire pandemic period in almost all cities around the world. Other ones such as healthcare
facilities, bike and auto repair shops, grocery stores, etc., continued to be active, although facing
increasing opposition from online providers. In these subsectors, trade forced a massive exper-
iment in remote/online shopping, inducing a dependency on home deliveries, and thus requir-
ing some form of work and productive reorganisation (Beckers et al., 2021). Therefore, the
number of visits to these stores then changed (as outlined in the Chicago Metropolitan Area
by Ballantyne et al., 2021). Firms here operating also tested some restrictive measures regarding
the access of suppliers and customers, which included the subjective evaluation of a controlling
health person by modern devices for medical purposes (thermal cameras, thermometers, etc.).

Other trade firms operating in non-essential goods sectors were forced to close during the
lockdown. Trade firms operating in the related trade subsectors whose activities were character-
ised by some form of physical proximity between consumers and suppliers were more affected by
the adverse effects of social distancing practices (Trasberg & Cheshire, 2021).

The effects on the dynamics of non-essential goods trade firms that were obliged to stall
during the lockdown are not completely studied. Similarly, the transformations carried out by
those firms that have continued to operate selling essential goods in the same period are largely
unknown. Concerns refer to the reaction and eventually the subsequent recovery of trade trans-
actions which are characterised by some form of physical proximity between buyers and oper-
ators and cannot be replaced by services traded over the Internet (Florida et al., 2021). There is
also apprehension for the reaction of firms providing services such as complementary elements
to manufacturing and other services whose activity has been drastically delayed due to the lock-
down (Shingal, 2020). The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development
(OECD) (2020) has already revealed that the sectors most affected by social distancing have
further tapered the gradual reopening at the end of the first phase of lockdown. This, in
turn, has compromised the reopening for many firms operating in the same sectors or along
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the same value chains and it has had effects in other related sectors. As an example, investments
in service and productive infrastructures have decreased, while the real estate market for com-
mercial space market segment demonstrates evident difficulties. Some concerns also focus on
the population’s access to services (Cattivelli & Rusciano, 2020). Due to the income reduction
of some workers who became underemployed or unemployed, or the lack of access to computer
equipment, the risk of increasing social inequalities among the population increases (Cattivelli,
2022b).

Other services firms whose result was characterised by the movement of skilled and unskilled
professionals (for instance, in sectors such as education, tourism and travel, transports, business
services) are severely affected and they will probably take longer to recover (Daniel, 2020; Gös-
sling et al., 2021). Bars, restaurants, clothing stores, sports venues, etc., had to face a huge crisis
due to their demand largely declining. Frago (2021) reveals that their closure leads to the com-
mercial desertification of the city centres and questions of traditional centre–periphery dynamics
and real estate market vulnerabilities. The future recovery of these firms needs the implemen-
tation of severe safety precautions, which imply high costs. This, in turn, may alter the cost
structure of providing them, and thus affecting the final price. In contrast, insurance, financial
and communication-related services were more resilient, being less exposed to limiting social
distancing measures (Nayak et al., 2021). Online grocery retail has also expanded during the
pandemic, but the transition from grocery to e-grocery is slower than one can imagine (Dannen-
berg et al., 2020). Finally, most of the service sectors that do not require physical proximity, by
using information technology (IT) and telecommunications infrastructure, have benefited sig-
nificantly from the pandemic period (e.g., Gecit, 2021).

2.2. The effects in both Italy and Milan
Since the outbreak of COVID-19, more than 130,000 people in Milan have died from
COVID-19-related diseases, while 4.59 million people were infected with the virus in Italy.
This country experienced the outbreak of the infection earlier than other European countries.
The first case was detected in late February 2020 in Codogno, near Lodi and Milan, in Lom-
bardy. Some days later, national and regional authorities imposed restrictive measures to limit
the spread of the virus. These measures included social distancing and stay-at-home orders, as
well as the mandatory closing of non-essential economic activities. Retail activities were sus-
pended, except for foodstuffs and necessities identified in a specific list included in the Prime
Minister’s Decree (DPCM) of 22 March 2020, and reported in Appendix A in the supplemen-
tal data online. Newsstands, tobacconists, pharmacies and para-pharmacies could remain open.
Essential goods could be bought only in those small stores in urban neighbourhoods, medium
and large sales structures, including inside shopping centres, which adopted specific safety
measures to prevent contagion. These stores were required to comply with appropriate protocols
or guidelines to prevent or reduce the risk of contagion, as well as to provide staff with appro-
priate safety equipment. Shopping malls remained closed during the holidays and before the
holidays, while markets were always closed, except for activities aimed at selling only food, agri-
culture and floriculture.

At the end of the first pandemic wave in June 2020, the government’s Technical and Scien-
tific Committee provided technical and organisational solutions to promote the reopening of all
commercial activities. Before the second pandemic wave, in the early autumn of 2020, the same
institutions promoted the adoption of a prime ministerial decree on 24 October 2020. Based on
its rules, the retail commercial activities could:

take place on condition that, in addition to the interpersonal distance of at least one metre, it is ensured

that entrances take place in a deferred manner and that it is prevented to stay inside the premises more

than the time necessary to purchase goods.
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This condition was applied in the regions where the risk of contagion was contained. For
regions at higher risk of contagion, more severe restrictions were applied, similar to those
implemented during the first wave. To alleviate the economic impacts of these restrictions,
the Italian Parliament introduced the governmental decree ‘Cura Italia’ with which the govern-
ment promoted the introduction of a tax credit for 60% of the amount of the lease for March
2020 to retailers. This measure was allocated also later through further amendments introduced
with the ‘Decreto Rilancio’ in July 2020.

The first studies conducted by statistical offices and trade associations on entrepreneurial
resilience and containment measures are not optimistic. In terms of economic growth,
ISTAT (National Institute of Statistics) reports a consistent decrease in the GDP in the first
quarter of 2020 (−5.3%), when compared with the same period in 2019 (ISTAT, 2020). The
data related to the occupation in the same periods are negative. According to the same institute,
the number of unemployed people who are currently looking for a job decreased majorly and
more than in 2019. In 2020, also the employment rate decreased in general terms (−1.2%),
bringing the overall employment rate to 57.9% at the national level. The number of women,
freelancers and young people employed dropped at the end of 2020 (ISTAT, 2020).

Due to restrictions on people and economic activities, Confcommercio (2020), the Italian
association that represents companies operating in the retail sector, outlines an acceleration
of commercial desertification in urban areas, that already started in 2012. Since then, this associ-
ation detects the closing of 77,000 activities in these areas and foresees an increase for the next
years. Only in the historic centres of the 110 provincial capitals and 10 other medium-sized
cities is there evidence of a greater decline in retail (−17.1%) and a loss of a quarter of accom-
modation and catering firms (−24.9%).

Commercial desertification of these areas is also confirmed by ISTAT, which reveals that
the ‘working-from-home’ solutions (smart and teleworking) and their sudden adoption have
aggravated the crisis of commercial services. Before the pandemic, this sector relied largely
on heterogeneous city populations and users, whose entity depended on large flows of home-
to-work mobility (Bartik et al., 2020). Confcommercio also states that in the period between
2012 and 2020, offline trading activities have been successful. This holding concerns the num-
ber of basic stores such as food (−2.6%) and those that perform new functions in addition to
meeting basic needs, such as tobacco stores (−2.3%). However, there are some significant
changes in consumption in certain sectors, such as technology and communications (+18.9%)
and pharmacies (+19.7%). The latter now became places to develop self-care, in addition to
the traditional function of supplying medicines. Firms operating in other sectors such as cloth-
ing, books, toys, furniture and petrol stations were suffering from the effects of restrictions.
Their reaction to this crisis is closing, as well as the relocation towards the peripheral areas
or the conversion of their business from physical to online. More uncertain is the fate of the
itinerant trade firms in the traditional neighbourhood markets. The data relating to their resi-
lience are comforting; however, it is unclear whether this depends on the swift exchange of
licences from one seller to another.

The pandemic has also exposed the trade firms in Milan to strong pressures. According to a
recent study by Confcommercio di Milano, Lodi, Monza, and Brianza (2020), retail sales that
were closed due to the lockdown lost €4.9 billion in turnover, 40% less than in 2019 (€4.2 billion
inMilan and theMetropolitan City alone). A total of 72% of the firms experienced a decrease in
customers, and 41% had difficulties with personnel due to the quarantine. The risk of definitive
closures of firms was set at around 25%, equal to approximately 3700 firms (estimation on 30
April 2020 by the same organisation). One year later, the same institution confirmed a general
pessimism among local firms with great concerns related to the decrease in turnover, the burden
of smart working, the quarantine of employees and the difficulties with suppliers. These ten-
sions are not perceived by firms operating in the e-commerce, software, telecommunication
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and digital services sectors. The local Chamber of Commerce outlines that its number grows by
+3.8% in one year (2021) in the metropolitan area, with a positive trend in the period from 2019
to 2022 (+16.8%).

Based on these data, Tricarico and De Vidovich (2021) hypothesise the risk of desertifica-
tion also for the city of Milan. If confirmed, desertification would reduce urban liability in all
urban areas, as it depletes the economic and social structure of the single neighbourhoods
and surrounding cities. Trade, and especially proximity trade, represent an essential service
within proximity-based services provision (Williams & Hipp, 2019) and therefore affect the
local quality of life. As Futureberry reported in a study conducted for the Municipality of
Milan (2019), ‘proximity trades are, on the one hand, particularly involved in life and, on the
other, they bring innovative results in offered products, space design, additional services offered,
relationship and communication with customers’ (p. 10). In other words, having social impli-
cations, proximity trades contribute to defining the identity of a place and consolidate the
local community relationships and bonds (e.g., Deener, 2007). Within the commercial frame-
work designed from travel limitations and social distancing, these economic activities strength-
ened their social role by offering more than accessible food or furniture. Service personalisation
and formal/informal ‘trustworthy’ relationships between sellers and consumers contribute to
socialisation outside the home.

After one year, in 2021, desertification has not taken place yet (Corriere della Sera, 2022).
The average distance travelled by most Milanese workers has decreased by more than 50%
since 2019. This is probably associated with the increased use of neighbourhood services. Every-
day life has regrouped around neighbourhoods and the centripetal movement has greatly slowed
down, in some cases it even disappeared.

A new geography of work has been redesigned by smart-working and fostered by this
profound change (Corriere della Sera, 2022). Milan’s citizens have resumed shopping predo-
minantly in their neighbourhoods, although not entirely. Looking at the map elaborated by
the newspaper Corriere della Sera (Figure 1), the redistribution of local outlets is more evi-
dent in neighbourhoods in the west rather than in the east of Milan. But this is essentially
unambiguous: neighbourhood retail has regained centrality and it has managed to retain a
significant share of residents’ consumption, which was previously considered to be a constant
free-flow. However, with respect to shopping, the entire neighbourhood life has been revi-
talised, proximity has once again become a generative and, at the same time, competitive
factor thanks to an increase of attendance in the suburbs of more than 30% during the
daytime.

2.3. A brief overview of the concept of resilience
The concept of resilience has been widely adopted in regional studies in recent times (Martin &
Sunley, 2015). Initially, it was mainly used to identify the capacity and the speed of an economic
system to return to its preshock conditions. Subsequently, this notion has been associated with
the system’s ability to restructure its original socio-economic and institutional structures toward
new growth routes (Boschma, 2015; Ferilli, 2011).

Martin (2012) offers the most complete definition, as he distinguishes between four ‘dimen-
sions’ or aspects of regional resilience to recessionary (or other such shocks): resistance (degree
of sensitivity or depth of reaction to the shock); recovery (speed and degree of recovery from the
shock); reorientation (extent of reorientation and adaptability of the regional economy in
response to the shock); and renewal (the extent to which regional economy renews its pre-
shock growth path or shift to a new path). In their comprehensive exploration of the meaning
and application of this notion, Martin and Sunley (2015) emphasise that resilience is a multi-
faceted process, not a singular, static state of affairs or fixed characteristic of a regional or local
economy, and it can be viewed as comprising four sequential steps: the risk (or vulnerability) of a
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Figure 1. Travelling to restaurants and cafés (above) and shopping trips (below).
Note: Change (%) of kilometres travelled from 2019 to 2021 for each Milanese neighbourhood. Via
Padova neighbourhood is clearly indicated.
Source: Corriere della Sera (2022) based on Jakala elaborations, 2022.
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region’s businesses and institutions to shocks; the resistance of those entities to the impact of
shocks; their reorientation; and finally the degree and nature of recoverability from the shock.

Relative performance paths change based on their territory. Remarkable subnational hetero-
geneity in resilience is also evident (Faggian et al., 2018). Several factors promote resilience:
economic structure composition and diversity, and their territorial capital are one of them (Fra-
tesi & Perucca, 2017; Martin & Sunley, 2015). Innovation, new-firm creation as well as firms’
reactions are also considered relevant (Østergaard & Park, 2013), as well as the socio-economic
and cultural factors that characterise the regional ecosystem (Ferilli, 2016).

Although there is no universally agreed approach to measuring regional resilience (Martin &
Sunley, 2015), the variables used to measure resilience are GDP (Boschma, 2015) or the
employment rate (Sensier et al., 2016). Following Martin (2012), output growth after a reces-
sion is generally more rapid than employment growth, which is considered a more robust indi-
cator of local economic resilience. Specifically for Italy, Di Caro (2015) confirms this robustness
affirming that that employment data are extremely articulated at the regional level. In their
review, Pendall et al. (2010) list other revealing factors such as wages, unemployment and pov-
erty rates, income inequality, outmigration, local government debt and revenues. Considering
all these variables, these authors suggest that probably a multidimensional index needs to be
built.

3. THE METHOD

This study analyses the dynamics of trade firms operating in the Via Padova neighbourhood of
Milan in the period 2019–20.1 First, it counts active firms operating here as of September 2020.
It then classifies them into more specific trade subsectors, such as the ‘Wholesale and retail trade
of motor vehicles and motorbikes sub-sector’ (ATECO sector 45), the ‘Wholesale trade
sub-sector (excluding motor vehicles and motorbikes)’ (ATECO sector 46) and ‘Retail trade
sub-sector (excluding motor vehicles and motorbikes) (ATECO sector 47). The choice of
these subsectors is motivated by the fact that they were more affected compared with other
economic sectors by social distancing and consequences of contagion-related fears, as well as
by the substitution of such services purchased or traded on the internet.

The study also reports the location of these firms based on their postal address in the neigh-
bourhood on a map made possible by ArcMap (@Arcgis). Subsequently, the study tested the
resilience of these trade subsectors at the neighbourhood level.

Despite the potential value of exploring the creation of such an index, or applying other more
robust resilience measures, the study looks at sub-municipal resilience in Via Padova in terms of
variation in the number of firms (active, inactive and closed).

In quantitative terms:

Firms′dynamics′Via Padova = (Firmst − Firmst−1)/Firmst−1)

where Firmst is the number of considered firms in the end period of the analysis, while Firmst−1

is the initial period of the analysis.
This formula is frequently applied referring to different periods. The first period ranges from

January to September 2020 and covers the first wave of the pandemic (March–June) and the
subsequent and partial reopening of all economic activities (June–September). The second
period is from October to December 2020 and covers the second wave of the pandemic.
While t – 1 is always 2019 for all companies, t is the third trimester of 2020 (June–September)
for active and inactive companies. For closed firms, all calculations also consider the last 2020
trimester as t. This depends on the availability of the data. The dataset related to all firms
(closed, active and inactive) is provided by the local Chamber of Commerce of Milan and it
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is representative and accurate because no firms registered in its list were excluded. However, this
institution has provided freely the data for closed enterprises for the whole of 2020, while for
inactive and active enterprises only until the third quarter of 2020.2 Based on this, the study con-
siders the variation of active and inactive firms between 2019 (t − 1) and 2020 III quarter (t).
This calculation is then applied to both the whole trade sector and the three more specialised
trade sectors (ATECO sectors 45–47).

Last, the study analyses the dynamics of closed firms distinguishing in between firms oper-
ating in essential goods sectors and those operating in non-essential sectors. This distinction
was used according to the Prime Ministerial Decree of 22 March 2020. Based on this decree,
the Italian government imposed the closing of certain commercial firms deemed non-essential
ones and established strict virus-containment measures for those firms dealing with necessary
products for people’s lives that remained open.3 In this case, the dynamics are analysed by com-
paring the variation in the number of closed firms. This was further articulated in the analysis of
the three trade subsectors, in the first and second waves of the pandemic. All these calculations
are useful to understand in which steps of the resilience process defined by Martin (2012) the
local economy of the Via Padova neighbourhood stands.

Data on the change in employment were not considered in this study because the govern-
ment imposed a layoff freeze during the pandemic emergency. Therefore, the study of the
change in employment would have been poorly indicative of territorial resilience.

4. THE CASE STUDY: VIA PADOVA NEIGHBOURHOOD

The Via Padova neighbourhood develops around Via Padova, which is a 4 km-long route that
directly connects the centre of Milan towards the north-east part of the metropolis. Its localis-
ation is shown in Figure 1. Since the 1960s, the Via Padova neighbourhood has been the place
of residence of factory workers, domestic servants or small traders coming mostly from Italy’s
Southern regions. Some decades later, in the 1980s–90s, industries relocated to more distant
peripheries, outside the inner city. Many residents moved to other districts leaving the place
to immigrants coming from Africa, Asia and Latin America. Ten years later, Via Padova has
evolved into a multi-ethnic socio-economic neighbourhood. Immigration inflows have trig-
gered population substitution, which was substantial, especially in the 2010–13 period. In
2010, the foreign population accounted for around 28% of the local population, while now it
represents about 35%. Its density is the highest in the whole of Milan, where on average
foreigners represent 20% of the population (Milan Municipality, 2020). From an economic
point of view, Via Padova is specialised in the trade sector with a mix of retail and wholesale
activities, which are also owned by non-Italian people. Small ethnic retail stores, wholesale
warehouses, ethnic bars and restaurants, call centres and other specific services for foreigners
are prevalent in the entrepreneurial context (Milan Chamber of Commerce, 2019a). The arrival
of several designers, craftsmen and musicians in the neighbourhood of NoLo (North Loreto)
has recently also stimulated the localisation of craft stores, clothing stores, bars and bookshops.4

As a result, Via Padova is the second most important street in Milan in terms of the total num-
ber of firms (1308 firms, equal to 0.7% of the total), and in the trade sector (with 202 firms,
equal to 15% of the firms on the street) (Milan Chamber of Commerce, 2019). It is first in
terms of sole proprietorships with owners born abroad (with 650 firms, equal to 75.5% of the
firms on the street). The entire neighbourhood is one of the most specialised in Milan.

COVID-19 has also spread to the Via Padova neighbourhood. However, at the end of the
first wave, this neighbourhood proved to be one of the least affected by the pandemic, along with
the city centre neighbourhood and the Adriano neighbourhood, which has a large foreign popu-
lation in Milan as well, although less than Via Padova. Similar data were found at the end of the
second wave (ATS Milano – Agenzia Tutela della Salute, 2021).
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5. RESULTS

The Via Padova neighbourhood, in September 2020, had 16,233 firms operating in the trade
sector. Of these, 14,757 are active and 1465 are inactive, but not closed.5 Taking into account
their sectorial specialisation, 324 (about 2% of the total) are specialised in wholesale and retail
trade in the motor vehicle and motorbikes subsector (ATECO sector 45), while 1425 (about
8.77%) operate in the wholesale trade subsector (excluding motor vehicles and motorbikes)
(ATECO sector 46). The majority operates in the retail trade subsector (excluding motor
vehicles and motorcycles) (ATECO sector 47). These companies are 2623, representing
approximately 16.16% of the total, and are further subdivided into some subsectors. While
investigating for this paper we could count 318 supermarkets, discounts, food specialised com-
mercial activities, 254 firms operating in the trade of fruits, vegetables, meats, bread, etc.,
tobacco, and coffee, 27 fuel, 91 computer and telecommunications equipment in specialised
shops. In addition, we also counted 141 retail selling points of other household goods in special-
ised shops (textiles, hardware, paints, glass, building materials, carpets, flooring) as well as 125
retail selling points of cultural, recreational and leisure goods in specialised shops (books, news-
papers, music recordings, sports goods, games, toys) and 145 retail selling points of other goods
in specialised shops (clothing, footwear, medicines, cosmetics, flowers, plants, pet food). The
presence of 1001 firms specialising in itinerant trade is also significant, while the remaining
175 enterprises are generically classified as retail trade outside shops, stalls and markets (trade
through the Internet, by post and vending machines).

The localisation of trade firms demonstrates a sort of concentration along the main streets
delimiting the neighbourhood, such as Via Padova in the western and central part and
SPexSS11 in the eastern part, and within these limits, in the north and in the south, with
less density in the central part around green and park areas. As illustrated in Figure 2, the details
for the localisation of active and inactive firms operating in subsectors in the Via Padova neigh-
bourhood draw similar conclusions, except for firms operating in 45 ATECO sector are less and
sparsely located within the neighbourhood.

Closed firms were a total of 278 at the end of 2020. Those operating in the 45 ATECO
sector are 21, while those specialising in 46 and 47 sectors are 134 and 125, respectively.
Among all closed firms, 209 were already closed before the end of the third trimester of 2020.

The dynamics at the urban level in terms of variation in the number of firms reveal a certain
degree of resilience in facing several difficulties induced by the spread of the pandemic. By com-
paring the data related to active and inactive firms and their variation in the 2019–20 quarter,

Figure 2. Localisation of active firms operating in 45, 46, and 47 ATECO sectors in the Via Padova
neighbourhood of Milan, September 2020.
Source: Authors’ own elaboration on Chamber of Commerce of Milano data, 2020.
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the data reveal that inactive firms decreased by more than 50%, while active businesses remained
almost constant (Table 1).

Looking at the ATECO sectors in detail, there are a total of 14,774 active firms in 2019,
while those in the trade sector are 4219. Of the latter, 313 operate in the wholesale and retail
trade of motor vehicles and motorcycles (ATECO sector 45), and 11371 in the wholesale trade
(excluding motor vehicles and motorcycles) (ATECO sector 46). A total of 2535 firms operate
in retail trade (excluding motor vehicles and motorcycles) (ATECO sector 47), and among
these the majority are represented by itinerant trade, specialised and non-specialised shops,
and commercial areas selling food products, electronic and telephone products. When compar-
ing these data with the same data in the III Quarter of 2020, the results suggest that active firms
have remained constant, while those inactive have decreased (Table 2).

The dynamics of closed firms is instead studied by considering the trend in the period Jan-
uary–September 2020 (I–III Quarter, first wave of the pandemic) and October–December 2020
(IV Quarter, second wave of the pandemic). In general, firms in the trade sector decreased by
39%. However, within this sector, opposite trends can be observed. The number of firms that
have ceased to exist in sectors 45 and 46 has increased significantly, while those in sector 47 have
decreased. Table 3 analyses in detail the resilience of firms after the first pandemic wave and
after the second one.

In general, the number of closures in 2020 was limited. The effects of the temporary closing
during the two waves of the pandemic have not led to the closure of many firms. However, some
differences among trade sectors, as well as among the two waves are evident. Essential-goods
commercial firms reacted better than non-essential commercial ones, as the closing rate is
lower. Among essential commercial established firms operating in the wholesale sectors, includ-
ing motor vehicles and motorbike firms, performed worse already during the first wave of the
lockdown. In the next wave, the number of closed firms is almost nil. On the contrary, compa-
nies operating in this sector performed better during the first phase of the shutdown, while in
the second phase they showed difficulties. Their closing rate increased significantly in the last
quarter of 2020. Within non-essential commercial firms, the trend is even more interesting.
Firms operating in the wholesale and retail trade of motor vehicles and motorbikes ceased at
about the same rate in both periods. Those included in the wholesale sector closed less during
the second wave than during the first one. Finally, those included in the retail sector performed
worse, so the closure rate increased during the second wave (Table 4).

6. DISCUSSION

The spread of COVID-19 has exposed firms operating in the trade sector to stress. Restrictions
on people’s movement and firms’ activities as containment policies to limit the spread of the dis-
ease transmission have forced the closure of several activities or imposed the adoption of new
business models for service management or production activities. Consequences all over the
world are not exactly estimated, whereas in Milan this uncertainty is fewer thanks to this

Table 1. Local entrepreneurial dynamics in the Via Padova neighbourhood oof Milan: active and
inactive firms, 2019–20 III quarter.

Active firms Inactive firms
2019 14,774 1461
2020 III quarter 14,716 666
Variation (%) two periods 0% −54%

Note: Values are number and variation (%).
Source: Milan Chamber of Commerce (2020).
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investigation. Our focus is on the dynamics of the impact generated by COVID-19 on trade
firms in the Via Padova neighbourhood of Milan at the end of 2020. This neighbourhood is
considered as a case study due to its evident trade specialisation, and thus for its possible vul-
nerability to restrictions. In this area there are 16,233 firms operating in the trade sector, of
which 14,757 are active and 1465 are inactive, but not closed. Considering their sectorial
specialisation, about 2% of the total firms are specialised in the wholesale and retail trade of
motor vehicles and motorbikes subsector (ATECO sector 45), while about 8.77% operate in
the wholesale trade subsector (excluding motor vehicles and motorbikes) (ATECO sector
46). The majority operates in the retail trade subsector (excluding motor vehicles and motor-
bikes) (ATECO sector 47). The dynamics at the urban level in terms of variation in the number
of firms reveal a certain degree of resilience in facing several difficulties induced by the pan-
demic. Active firms remain the same as before COVID-19, whereas inactive and closed ones
are less numerous than in the past. This is particularly true for retail trade subsectors. When
comparing the first and second waves, the number of closed firms increases immediately for
the ATECO sectors 45 and 46 , while the number of firms operating in ATECO sector 47 per-
forms better than in 2019 at the end of June. In contrast, the latter does not perform equally,
while other firms continue to decrease. Essential commercial firms reacted better than non-
essential commercial ones, as the relative rate of closure is lower. The greater resilience of the
former compared with the latter may also be due to the fact that the people living in Via Padova
already in 2021 and still now prefer to do their shopping locally, rather than travelling to other
neighbourhoods. According to what we previously mentioned above, trips outside the neigh-
bourhood for daily shopping seem to have decreased. Instead, trips to restaurants outside the
neighbourhood have increased.

Among essential commercial firms, those operating in the wholesale sectors, including
motor vehicles and motorbike sectors, performed worse already during the first wave of the

Table 2. Entrepreneurial dynamics in the Via Padova neighbourhood of Milan in 2019–20 III Quarter:
active and inactive firms in the trade sector, ATECO sectors 45–47.

ATECO Active firms Inactive firms

2019
2020 III
quarter

Variation
(%) 2019

2020 III
quarter

Variation
(%)

45 313 311 −1 14 13 −7
46 1371 1367 0 93 58 −38
47 2535 2535 0 233 80 −66
% of two
periods

0% −56%

Note: Shown in bold are negative values.
Source: Milan Chamber of Commerce (2020).

Table 3. Closed firms: comparison among several periods, detailed by trade sector.

ATECO Closed firms (n) Closed firms (variation %)

2019
2020 III
quarter

2020 IV
quarter

2020
Total

Variation (%) 2019–
III quarter 2020

Variation (%)
2019–20

45 14 16 5 21 14 36
46 93 102 32 134 10 44
47 233 91 34 125 −61 −46

Note: Shown in bold are negative values.
Source: Milan Chamber of Commerce (2020).
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Table 4. Closed firms: comparison among essential and non-essential commercial activities, detailed by trade sector during the two waves of the pandemic.

Classification

ATECO
trade
sector

Active and
inactive
firms Closed firms

Decree March
2020 Code

January
2020

I–III quarters 2020
(effects of the first

wave of the
pandemic)

% on Total
ceased in I–III
quarters 2020

% on Total
ceased in

2020

IV Quarter 2020
(effects of the

secondwave of the
pandemic)

% on Total
ceased in
IV quarter

% on Total
ceased in

2020
Essential
commercial
establishments

45 183 11 1.5 1.04 1 0.32 0.09
46 181 18 2.4 1.69 2 0.63 0.19
47 923 9 1.2 0.85 24 7.57 2.26

Total for
the three
codes

1287 38 5.1 3.58 27 8.5 2.55

Non-essential
commercial
establishments

45 143 5 0.7 0.47 3 0.95 0.28
46 1248 87 11.7 8.21 19 5.99 1.79
47 1700 46 6.2 4.34 10 3.15 0.94

Total for
the three
codes

3091 138 4.5 13.02 32 10.09 3.02

Source: Milan Chamber of Commerce (2020).
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lockdown. On the contrary, firms operating in these latter sectors performed better during the
first phase of the lockdown, whereas in the second phase they showed difficulties. Their closing
rate increased significantly in the last quarter of 2020. Within the non-essential commercial
firms, the trend is even starker. This increase could be an indication of the reduced resilience
of this part of non-essential firms.

In any case, the good sign of the resilience of Via Padova confirms what was outlined by
Leveratto, Gotti, and (2022) who indicated considerable resilience in Milan metropolitan
area, more than its new skyscrapers area, in the undefined areas such as railway yards, crossroads,
or neighbourhood squares, as well as in less central and known neighbourhoods. According to
both authors, these places, including Via Padova, represent an invisible urban system and infor-
mal relationships that accommodate an expandable ‘second city’. In this neighbourhood, as well
as in the remaining ones inMilan, municipal offices and volunteer associations have contributed
greatly to supporting local citizens and companies. This is confirmed by Garavaglia et al. (2021)
who reveal some forms of adaptive leadership and anticipatory governance frameworks, as well
as of spaces for cooperation and collaboration with citizens in their role as volunteers and of
other organisational stakeholders willing to contribute to the co-creation of public value.

Focusing on our calculations, it is clear that Via Padova has moved passed towards the step
of resistance and it is going towards reorientation and renewal rapidly along the resilience pro-
cess as delineated by Martin.

7. CONCLUSIONS

This paper investigates the impact of COVID-19 on trade firms’ dynamics in the Via Padova
neighbourhood of Milan at the end of 2020, detailed by the ATECO sectors and among essen-
tial/non-essential goods firms. The results provide new evidence, which can be useful for pro-
moting immediate response to the virus outbreaks, and future policy measures to improve firms’
resilience to the virus transmission. Based on the evidences presented, the local trade sectors
operating in the Via Padova neighbourhood demonstrate a discrete resilience to the restrictions
imposed to reduce the virus diffusion, in apparent contrast with the trade performance at the
global level which, by contrast, reveals a negative performance. These results are a good starting
point to reflect on the causes of this resilience.

The strong presence of foreigners in the neighbourhood recalls a part of literature that does not
depict cultural diversity as a growth-reducing factor but evidences some positive correlation between
diversity and economic performance (e.g., Alesina & Ferrara, 2005; Trax et al., 2015). This occurs
because this kind of diversity stimulates problem solving capacities that go beyond the single social
groups up to the entire neighbourhood, stimulating local resilience (Page, 2007). In parallel, what is
outlined by the present article supports the investigation of business model solutions adopted to
react to the lockdownorcontrast/benefit fromtheemerginggrowthofmobile commerce, e-commerce,
self-services for retail and neighbourhood services. Closed firms appear to be consistently reduced due
to their pandemic resilience while active firms result almost equal, probably because firms experiment-
ing with innovative business services or, hypothetically, because other trade centres outside cities like
large supermarkets are usually outside municipal boundaries. Both suggestions, the role of diversity
and how exactly local firms develop their resilience will be investigated in the next articles.

Recommendations regarding some policy implications suggest that the municipality should
enlarge the framework of the ‘proximity economies’ beyond the neighbourhood shops and adopt
a social innovation and mission-oriented innovation model (e.g., Mazzucato, 2018). This would
imply investing in new technologies and forms of social proximities among different
organisations to create values locally at the smallest territorial scale. It also suggests new
forms of institutional innovation, that can channel the local population and firms’ needs at
the neighbourhood level and promote the transformation of municipal offices from promoter
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to supporter of rules, knowledge, and their diffusion, as well as their consolidation in the long
term, when eventually the spur of social innovation expires.
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NOTES

1 The choice is given by the fact that the study was directly financed by the Municipality of
Milan, which wanted to study this neighbourhood specifically.
2 The survey system of the Chamber of Commerce provides for the quarterly survey of termi-
nated firms, while it does not provide for an equal survey of inactive and active firms according to
the same calendar. It offers a snapshot of their dynamics at the time of the survey. Therefore, the
Chamber of Commerce provided data on the latter firms at the time of the request. Since it does
not have a planned survey, it is unable to provide a complete historical data series.
3 For the essential and non-essential commercial businesses according to the mentioned Italian
government decree, see Appendix A in the supplemental data online.
4 NoLo’s boundaries are marked by the east side of Milan’s Central Station, a section of Viale
Monza and the Martesana canal. Its name is an acronym for North of Loreto, a formula also
used in New York for the SoHo district, or ‘South of Houston Street’. In recent years, this
area has undergone a population boom and numerous urban regeneration and social innovation
projects. It is a neighbourhood with a thriving culture and identity. Cultural interference is
strong, but it does not alter the local identity. Urban regeneration speaks a universal language
that allows different cultures and people to meet.
5 The remaining 11 firms are not classified (Milan Chamber of Commerce, 2020).
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