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Abstract

This paper investigates the effects of intergroup contact with immigrants on
natives’ attachment to national identity. During the European refugee crisis, the
Italian government implemented an emergency reception policy to address the
unprecedented number of refugees. Using administrative data on the universe
of reception centers that were opened between 2014 and 2018 and exploiting
time and geographic variation in the opening of such centers, I first examine
the effect of contact with refugees on behavior-based proxies of attachment to
the nation. I find that the presence of refugees reduces support for regionalist
political movements and increases the likelihood of voting for parties that pro-
mote national unity and identity. Municipalities receiving refugees also exhibit
an increased level of social capital, which is proxied by consent to organ dona-
tion, and a significant increase in expenditures for non-excludable goods and
transfers received from other levels of government. Finally, I construct an index
of national identity by leveraging on rich data from Google Trends on terms re-
lated to Italian culture. Results show a significant increase in the search volume
for these terms in municipalities that experienced intergroup contact. Over-
all, the evidence suggests that intergroup contact strengthens national identity
among Italians.
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“Italy has been made, now we need to make Italians” - Massimo D’Azeglio, 1861

“Immigrants managed to do what Cavour never achieved: they made Italians” - Andrea
Pennacchi, 2018

1 Introduction

The construction of national identity is central to the development of a state (Tilly,
1993; Weber, 1976). Studies have shown that societies that lack social cohesion tend
to exhibit higher levels of political instability, higher rates of civil conflict and worse
economic outcomes than homogenous nations (Alesina et al., 1999; Munshi and
Rosenzweig, 2018). Simultaneously, a strong national identity can be negatively
correlated with levels of democracy (Gabrielsson, 2022), and ethnic diversity has
been shown to boost innovation and production (Alesina and La Ferrara, 2005). In
the debate on what influences national unity, contact among the different groups
composing a nation has often been identified as a major determinant (Bazzi et al.,
2019; Cáceres-Delpiano et al., 2021).

This paper investigates how intergroup contact between native and immigrant
populations can impact natives’ attachment to the national identity. The literature
has posited two hypotheses regarding the effects of intergroup contact. The contact
hypothesis posits that, under appropriate conditions, contact should reduce discrimi-
nation and increase tolerance among groups (Allport et al., 1954). Conversely, group
threat theory contends that when the outgroup’s size increases and when it is per-
ceived as a threat to the ingroup interests, contact can reinforce prejudice and mis-
trust towards outsiders and enhance solidarity within the ingroup (Blumer, 1958;
Huntington and Dunn, 2004; Fearon and Laitin, 2003).1 The first theory has been
the focus of numerous studies (Scacco and Warren, 2018; Merlino et al., 2019; Dahl
et al., 2021), but the literature has systematically overlooked the scope conditions
suggested by Allport et al. (1954) under which contact is most influential (Paluck et
al., 2019). 2

In contrast, group threat theory has not sparked the same interest. This paper
fills this research gap by testing the validity of group threat theory. I focus on the
Italian case, and hypothesize that contact between asylum seekers and Italians dur-
ing the European refugee crisis increased social cohesion and fostered attachment
to the nation among Italians via a heightened conflict with immigrants. The case of
Italy is uniquely suited for the purpose of this paper. First, after a long history as an
emigration country, Italy is only recently dealing with large immigration inflows
coming from North Africa and the Middle East. This makes it the ideal setting
to understand how exposure to immigrants might have influenced national feel-
ings. The large influx of refugees arrived during the European refugee crisis and

1Both of these hypotheses rest on social identity theory (Tajfel et al., 1979): people seek the answer
to the question of who they are in terms of how group to which they belong differs from other
groups, thus dividing everyone into ‘us versus them’.

2Allport identified four crucial conditions that determine the effectiveness of contact in reducing
prejudice: equal status among groups, shared goals, intergroup cooperation, and support from au-
thorities, laws, or customs. Allport warned that in the absence of these conditions, increased contact
could exacerbate tensions, thus highlighting the importance of meaningful engagement to counter
stereotypes and discrimination.
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the threat that they posed to natives and their way of life satisfy in fact the condi-
tions set by Blumer (1958). Secondly, Italy is a very heterogeneous country, which
displays several cultural and economic differences, a strong presence of regional-
ist and independence movements and general political instability. It is therefore a
country characterized by a weak national identity.

From an empirical perspective, identifying the effects of intergroup contact on
national identity is a challenge for at least two reasons. The first problem is the
endogeneity of contact between immigrants and natives: immigrants could decide
to move to places that are more tolerant towards them, that offer better employment
opportunities or that already host communities from their own country of origin.

To address this endogeneity, I exploit a refugee reception policy implemented by
the Italian government during the European refugee crisis. In the period from 2014
to 2018, the Italian reception system was not able to cope with the extraordinary
influx of refugees who were requesting asylum. 3 For this reason, extraordinary
reception centers (in Italian “Centri di Accoglienza Straordinaria”, hereinafter CAS)
were opened throughout the country via the implementation of the Dispersal Policy.

My empirical strategy for identifying the effect of intergroup contact therefore
relies on comparing the attachment to national identity of individuals who have
been in contact with asylum seekers to that of individuals who have not been ex-
posed to refugees. To this end, I exploit the time and space variation in the opening
of CAS centers. I provide evidence of the existence of parallel trends in my outcome
variables and of the role of CAS centers in guaranteeing intergroup contact under
the conditions of group threat theory. 4

The second cause of concern pertains to data limitations. How can we measure
identity and attachment to the nation? The literature on nation-building has pre-
dominantly used cultural proxies or survey-based individual attitudes. Bazzi et al.
(2019) studied the effects of a population resettlement programme on national inte-
gration, and proxied the latter with, among other measures, the choice of language
used at home and survey-based measures of intergroup tolerance, trust, community
engagement and preferences for redistribution. Assouad (2020) relied on the adop-
tion of pure Tuskish names, while Depetris-Chauvin et al. (2020) used self-reported
attachment to national identity. The absence of survey data at the municipal level in
Italy prevents me from using self-reported attitudes towards the nation, and other
measures, such as like naming patterns or language spoken, are mostly irrelevant
in my context. To address these issues, I proceed in two ways.

As a first step, I build on the aforementioned literature and construct several
behavior-based proxies of nation-building. Borrowing from Cáceres-Delpiano et al.
(2021), I analyze voter turnout and vote share of regionalist and nationalist parties,
using electoral data on the 2008, 2013 and 2018 national elections drawn from the
Ministry of Interior. I then study the evolution of social capital, similarly to Bazzi
et al. (2019). Social capital holds particular significance in the Italian context, as

3In this paper I use the words immigrants, refugees and asylum seekers interchangeably despite
their semantic differences. Given the nature of the context and the policy I study, it should be noted
that individuals who were hosted in CAS centers were refugees who had requested asylum in Italy.

4Additionally, this policy entailed quasi-random allocation of immigrants: the treatment was
not significantly correlated with other municipality-level characteristics, such as level of unemploy-
ment, income per capita or share of foreigners. Although my identification strategy does not require
randomization, this feature of the policy provides reassuring evidence that outcomes in treated and
control municipalities not only display parallel trends but are also balanced in levels.
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numerous studies have stressed its pivotal role in shaping the economic divide be-
tween the North and South regions of the Italian peninsula (Putnam, 1993; Guiso et
al., 2004). My measure of social capital is the rate of consent to organ donation in the
period 2011-2022, built on data provided by AIDO, the national registry for organ
donation. Finally, given the lack of information on individual preferences for redis-
tribution, I construct variables for municipal level contribution to the public good
and redistribution. As argued in Besley (2020), ”a strong civic culture manifests it-
self as high tax revenues sustained by high levels of voluntary tax compliance and
provision of public goods”. Therefore, I consider the effects of intergroup contact
on expenditures for non-excludable goods, inter-governmental transfers and tax
revenues. To construct these variables, I rely on the AIDA PA database, a private
database that collects detailed information on yearly budgets of all Italian munici-
palities. I use data for the period 2010-2020.

Second, I provide a methodological contribution by creating an original index
of national identity. In particular, I collect rich data on the popularity of 500 search
terms related to Italian culture from Google Trends. These data are available at
the municipality-year level and can be accessed through the Google Trends API.
By using principal component analysis, I summarise the information thus collected
and create a National Identity Index. This index measures the volume of searches for
nation related terms in a given municipality and year and it allows me to make up
for the absence of survey-based measures and test the impact of my treatment on a
direct proxy of individuals’ attitudes.

My results support the group threat hypothesis and, consequently, the claim
that attachment to the national identity was strangthened in municipalities that ex-
perienced intergroup contact. Using a Difference-in-Differences analysis, I find that
in municipalities that hosted refugees, support for regionalist and independence
political movements was reduced by half, and voters in these municipalities were
instead more likely to vote for nationalist parties. Furthermore, with an event study
that include pre-treatment outcomes as controls, I show that treated municipalities
exhibit a significant increase in social capital, which is particularly relevant in the
first two years following the implementation of the Dispersal Policy.

Intergroup contact also increased contribution to the public good and redistri-
bution. In particular, I implement a dynamic event study following the approach
of De Chaisemartin and d’Haultfoeuille (2020) which is robust to dynamic and het-
erogeneous effects, to test the impact of treatment on municipal-level public finance
outcomes. Municipalities that hosted a CAS center exhibit significant increases in
total expenditures and expenditures for non-excludable goods of 150 and 130 eu-
ros per capita, respectively, as well as an increase in transfers from higher levels of
government of 180 euros per capita. The results are positive and significant for five
years following the opening of a center. Importantly, I show that these results are
not due to the direct mechanical effect of opening a reception center. First, increases
in expenditures are not driven by the amount of money spent on health care, edu-
cation or family policies, which would be the case if the municipality government
were required to spend more simply to help incoming refugees. Second, I show
that municipalities that host CAS centers do not receive higher transfers to address
current expenditures, which supports the claim that they do not receive money for
hosting a CAS, in line with the design of the Dispersal Policy.

Finally, I show a positive impact of treatment on my National Identity Index. I
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run my dynamic event study specification separately on all twenty Italian regions
and the compute a weighted average of the effects using the share of regional popu-
lation as weights. Given the nature of the Google Trends data, this two-step analysis
is necessary to ensure a correct estimation of treatment effects. Intergroup contact
increases the number of Google searches related to national culture, indicating a
higher attachment to national culture in municipalities that hosted CAS centers.
The average treatment effect amounts to 0.3 standard deviations and is significant
for all 6 years following the opening of CAS.

Related Literature. As mentioned in the beginning, my empirical analysis pri-
marily relates to the growing literature on how specific policies can shape national
identity and contribute to nation-building. From education policies (Bazzi et al.,
2022; Bandiera et al., 2019; Clots-Figueras and Masella, 2013; Blanc and Kubo, 2021)
to military conscription (Dell and Querubin, 2018) and propaganda (Assouad, 2020;
Esposito et al., 2023), the literature is full of examples of governments trying to fos-
ter social cohesion with ad hoc policies and a top-down approach. More recently,
some papers have addressed the role of various phenomena in strengthening na-
tional identity from a bottom-up perspective.Depetris-Chauvin et al. (2020) or Es-
posito et al. (2023) study for example the role of collective shared experiences and
narratives like, attending sport competitions or movie screenings, respectively. In
this sense, my paper is in line with this latter stream of research, since I study an
emergency reception policy that was not designed for nation-building purposes but
that might have unintentionally strengthened national cohesion among Italian na-
tives.

Additionally, given the nature of this policy, my work speaks to the vast body
of literature on the economic and political effects of immigration. Immigration has
been proven to have a significant impact on natives’ wages and occupational lev-
els, with both positive and negative effects documented in the literature (Borjas,
2003; Aydemir and Borjas, 2007; Borjas, 2014; Llull, 2017), and some studies have
claimed that the political backlash against immigration observed in recent decades
may have been triggered by fears over job security or wages (Scheve and Slaugh-
ter, 2001; Mayda, 2006). Another scholarship has instead argued that opposition to
immigration is mainly driven by anxiety over cultural change, ethnic diversity or
weakened social norms (Card et al., 2012; Harmon, 2018; Mendez and Cutillas, 2014;
Tabellini, 2020), which has led to the success of far-right, anti-immigration parties
especially in the aftermath of the European refugees crisis (Halla et al., 2017; Hain-
mueller et al., 2017; Dustmann et al., 2019). The works most closely related to this
paper are Campo et al. (2021), which studies the effect of the Italian Dispersal Policy
on the success of anti-immigrant populist parties, and Buccione and Zurla (2022),
where the authors also perform an event study to investigate the effects of CAS cen-
ters on excludable and non-excludable expenditures. However, these outcomes are
not the primary focus of the latter paper, as this mainly analyzes housing prices and
total expenditures. Moreover, given the recent developments in the Difference-and-
Differences literature, I am able to use a more advanced empirical specification, i.e.
the dynamic event study designed by De Chaisemartin and d’Haultfoeuille (2020),
which accounts for heterogeneous and dynamic effects. In general, my contribu-
tion to this literature lies in the fact that I do not focus on the rise of anti-immigrant
sentiment directly. Instead, I study how immigration flows during the 2014 crisis
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impacted the electoral success of regionalist parties, i.e. parties that promote decen-
tralization and/or independence ideals, and I thereby document the strengthening
of national identity in a receiving country.

My paper is also relevant to the literature that, predominantly in the field polit-
ical science, has addressed intergroup contact and its effects. Work in this field
has focused mainly on testing the contact hypothesis. Paluck et al. (2019) pro-
vides a comprehensive overview, revealing a consistent positive role of contact in
reducing racial and ethnic prejudices (Sorensen, 2010; Boisjoly et al., 2006; Camargo
et al., 2010; Marmaros and Sacerdote, 2006), prejudice towards individuals in the
LGBTQI+ community (Broockman and Kalla, 2016; Dessel, 2010), and biases to-
wards disabled individuals (Krahé and Altwasser, 2006). Recurring methodologi-
cal errors in these studies, however, limit the overall validity of their results, and
more importantly, a systematic gap exists with regard to the study of the conditions
outlined by Allport. I provide evidence of how these conditions do not hold in my
setting and I test the competing hypothesis, i.e. group threat theory, which has been
much overlooked so far.

Given my methodological contribution, my work is in line with research that
has used Google Trends data to capture relevant social and economic phenomena.
In Stephens-Davidowitz (2014), the author constructed a measure of racism in ar-
eas of the US based on the search index for a salient racist word. He then used this
index to study how racism might have impacted voting patterns in the US presi-
dential elections of 2008, which included the black candidate Barack Obama. The
results show that an area’s racially charged search rate is a good negative predictor
of Obama’s vote share. A study more closely related to my work is a working pa-
per by Marthews and Tucker (2017), which analyzed how search traffic of privacy-
sensitive words changed after Edward Snowden’s revelations in June 2013. The
authors select 282 queries and constructed a panel dataset by country-week. In this
sense, it is the only paper that uses a Google Trends-based index as an independent
variable, similarly to my strategy.

Finally, this paper contributes to the literature on the role of culture and identity
in economics. The seminal paper by Akerlof and Kranton (2000), showed how iden-
tity and culture are important factors in individuals’ decision-making processes:
they influence economic outcomes and agents’ behavior (Fernández, 2011; Gorod-
nichenko and Roland, 2011), and they tend to be persistent (Alesina et al., 2013;
Voigtländer and Voth, 2012) and determined jointly with institutions (Acemoglu
and Robinson, 2021; Bisin and Verdier, 2005, 2017). A relevant topic in this field per-
tains to the rise of identity politics. This implies the shift away from the traditional
political conflict, based on tension over redistribution and on the clash between
rich and poor classes, to an identity-based political conflict, where angry citizens
identify with their nations and are suspicious of immigration and politicians push
populist and nationalist policy agendas (Shayo, 2009; Gennaioli and Tabellini, 2019;
Besley and Persson, 2019). I contribute to this literature by empirically document-
ing the relevance of identity politics in Italy and by studying how immigration can
shape the political, economic and social outlook of a receiving country through its
effect on culture and identity.

The paper proceeds as follows. Section 2 provides an overview of the institu-
tional and historical background and discusses the Dispersal Policy. In Section 3,
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I propose a review of theories on intergroup behavior and introduce a framework
that supports the empirical analysis. Section 4 presents the data used in my analysis
and discusses the construction of the National Identity Index. In Sections 5 , 6 and
7 I discuss the empirical strategy and the results for three sets of behavior-based
national identity measures - electoral outcomes, social capital and public finance
outcomes respectively. In Section 8 I illustrate my analysis of the National Identity
Index. Section 9 concludes.

2 Historical Background

2.1 National Identity

“Italy has been made, now we need to make Italians”: this sentence was famously pro-
nounced by the influential politician Massimo D’Azeglio after Italian unification.
The meaning of these words is easily understandable when one considers the cir-
cumstances surrounding the birth of the Italian state.

Italy was formed in 1861 through the unification of several independent realms
and states, which featured different economic and social conditions as well as dif-
ferent cultural foundations. The concept of Italians did not exist prior to the unifica-
tion. Even D’Azeglio or Cavour, the minds behind Italian unification, had initially
envisioned Italy as a federalist nation rather than a unitary one, in order to retain
and honour the differences among member states (Ziblatt, 2004).5 Many of these
initial differences can still be observed today.

The first, and probably most important, example of this claim is the large eco-
nomic divide between the north and the south of the nation, known to the public
as “Questione Meridionale” - the southern issue. This divide dates back to pre-
unification times: Figure 2 shows the infrastructural capacity of Italian regional
states at the dawn of unification, indicating clear differences between Piedmont (the
Kingdom of Sardinia) and the Kingdom of the Two Siciles (Ziblatt, 2004). Although
the entire peninsula lacked signs of industrialization and the economy of the entire
country was predominantly agricultural, the situation in the south was much more
dramatic. The economy of the south was in fact characterized by subsistence agri-
culture, lack of infrastructure and resources, and the absence of an entrepreneurial
class.

The divide grew worse after 1861 and became a persistent, structural character-
istic of the new nation. Several phenomena contributed to this: the industrialization
of the north that started in the 1880s, the geographic proximity of the northern re-
gions to the European market, the faulty and insufficient policies implemented by
national governments to alleviate the divide, and the insurgence of organized crime
in the south (Treccani, la questione meridionale). The resulting lower productivity of
the South translated into worse living conditions and into a persistent income gap
with respect to the North. Figure 1b shows per-capita income as recorded in the

5Ziblatt claims that federalism is possible only if the pre-existing units of a forming state are
highly institutionalized and deeply embedded in their societies, and are thus capable of governance.
Although Cavour, the chief architect of Italian unity, envisioned a federalist state that could account
for the strong differences that characterize the peninsula, federalism was not a feasible option due
to the weak institutional building blocks and the insufficient structural capacity of the Kingdom of
Naples and the Papal state.
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2011 census.6

Another relevant illustration of Italian diversity is the importance, to this day,
of dialects and minor languages. Although Italian is spoken across the country,
some regions recognize other languages as official, and local dialects are still widely
spoken, especially in the south.7 Figure 1a shows the use of dialects in the family
context in 2015.8

Finally, the cultural and economic diversity have also impacted the political
sphere in different ways. Firstly, voting patterns and political preferences often
mirror the economic divide, with southern regions usually expressing more con-
servative views. In 1946, when citizens were asked to decide on the institutional
form for the new, fascist-free country, the south voted cohesively in favour of the
monarchy, while the central and northern regions opted for the republic (see Figure
3a); similarly, in 1974, southern citizens voted against the legalization of divorce, in
contrast to the rest of the country (see Figure 3b).

Secondly, the lack of a strong national identity resulted in the founding of several
regionalist political movements, which advocate for decentralisation or the inde-
pendence of a given region or area of the country. The most famous example in this
sense is that of Lega Nord. Lega Nord was founded in 1989 as a party that aimed
to reunite all secessionist movements in northern Italian regions. The rhetoric cho-
sen by the party focused on the superiority of the north, both economically and
culturally: the motto of the party was “Roma Ladrona”, i.e. “Rome thief” - which
alluded to the idea that the national government was stealing resources from the
more prosperous northern regions to redistribute them to the rest of the country.
Furthermore, the main objective of the party was that to obtain the independence
of Lombardia and Veneto.9 Interestingly, however, ever since the beginning of the
refugee crisis - which also coincided with the election of a new party leader in Lega
Nord - the focus of the party shifted from the “southern debate” to the threat of
immigration and the importance of the nationalist ideal. In this period, the name of
the party was changed to simply Lega, all stances on northern independence were
elimated, and the motto of the party became “Italians first”.

6Guiso et al. (2016) discusses the historical roots of of this heterogeneity. The authors test the
theory put forward by Putnam (1993), according to which the strong differences in economic perfor-
mance observed among Italian municipalities are the result of different levels of civic capital which,
in turn, are linked to towns’ historical experiences. Cooperative behavior, in fact, seems to be more
present in towns that developed as free city-states during the Middle Ages, which are mainly located
in the north and centre of the country. The collective, cooperative nature of life in a city-state instilled
a higher sense of self-efficacy in residents of these towns, which was transmitted to following gener-
ations through education and socialization. Southern-Italian cities, which were not exposed to this
process and were instead always ruled by monarchs, have been persistently underdeveloped due to
the lack of social capital.

7One of these dialects, Sardinian, is actually considered to be a language of its own - many lin-
guists view it as romance language most closely related to pure Latin (Wagner, 1951) - and it has
been given equal status to Italian in Sardinia. German and French are official languages in Alto-
Adige and Valle D’Aosta respectively.

8“L’uso della lingua Italiana, dei dialetti e delle lingua straniere - ISTAT, 2015.”
9In 1989 a newspaper in Bergamo (near Milan) conducted a survey of 4000 of its readers and

found that an overwhelming majority of respondents (i) would never want to marry someone from
the South, (ii) would not want to have a doctor or a teacher from the south, (iii) believed that south-
erners were responsible for crime and for the inefficiency of the public administration, (iv) believed
that southerners were stealing jobs and houses and (v) believed that southerners did not contribute
to the economic well-being of the city.
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As mentioned, Lega Nord is only the most notable example of this phenomenon,
but there are many other, smaller regionalists movements throughout the country,
e.g. Lega Sud, Südtiroler Volkspartei and Sardigna Natzione.

2.2 Immigration in Italy and Dispersal Policy

If the first reason why Italy is a unique setting for testing group threat theory is
related to the lack of a strong national identity, the other relevant element to my
story is linked to Italy’s peculiar experience with immigration. Italy is notoriously
a country that features a long history of emigration and a very limited experience
with immigration, which makes this context suitable to understand how immigra-
tion has shaped and changed cultural and political attitudes in the last few years
and how it might have contributed to the strengthening of a national identity.

In this subsection I present key facts concerning immigration in Italy. I start by
providing some historical perspective on emigration and immigration flows, lead-
ing up to the European refugee crisis of 2014. Then I describe the reception system
that was in place at the beginning of the crisis and the policy that was adopted to
address the extraordinary influx of refugees. I conclude by detailing how I will
leverage on this extraordinary reception policy to construct the treatment used for
my analysis.

Historical Perspective and the 2014 Refugee Crisis. Italy’s history of mass emi-
gration started immediately after the Italian unification in 1861. Indeed, during the
period 1861-1976, more than 26 million people emigrated from Italy, half of them
to other European countries and the rest to North and South America (Del Boca
and Venturini, 2005). Two-fifths of all these emigrants originated from southern re-
gions. The reasons underlying this phenomenon were mainly economic: the poor
conditions of the Italian economy and the high level of unemployment pushed peo-
ple to seek for their fortune abroad. Italian emigrants were heavily discriminated
against, especially in the US: they were believed to be an inferior race, to exhibit
poor hygiene standards, to be carriers of diseases and to have very poor moral val-
ues (Bevilacqua et al., 2001).

It was only in the 1990s, with the arrivals of immigrants from Albania and the
Balkans after the Yugoslav wars, that Italy became a major destination country for
international migrants. Other large inflows occurred after 2007 - due to the enlarge-
ment of the European Union - and in 2012 - after the Arab springs and the end
of the Libya regime. Italy’s position in the Mediterranean, indeed, is strategic for
individuals who want to escape North Africa or the Middle-East.10

In this paper I focus on a more recent migration episode, the European refugee
crisis. In the period from 2014 to 2018, more than fourteen million refugees fled
from North Africa and the Middle East to Europe, where various countries received
more than two million new asylum claims (UNHCR, 2017). Italy was particularly
affected by the crisis and received a yearly average of 150,000 immigrants, making it

10The sudden collapse of the autocratic Gaddafi regime in 2011 and the resulting lack of naval
patrols to secure the Mediterranean made it possible for refugees to flee through the so called Central
Mediterranean Route. Before 2011, in fact, the route between African coasts and Italy had been
closed thanks to a Friendship Treaty between Italy and Libya, which ensured control of the two
coasts and of the Mediterranean.
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the second most strongly affected Mediterranean country after Greece (Figure 5).11

By the end of 2018, when the crisis subsided, Italy still hosted 190,000 refugees, with
105,000 pending asylums demands (Ministry of Interior).

Reception System. At the dawn of the European Refugee Crisis, the system for
hosting refugees and managing asylum seekers in Italy featured three levels, each
of which is associated with a different type of reception center.

The first level is composed of hotspots.12 Hotspots are equipped disembarka-
tion areas whose goal is to receive incoming migrants who arrive at Italian coasts.
In these centers operators identify immigrants, check their health conditions, pro-
vide first aid when needed and verify their legal status. Currently four hotspots
are active in Italy, which exhibit an average capacity of 370 people. Hotspots are
typically located on the EU’s external borders, where the identification, registration
and debriefing of incoming refugees usually takes place. 13

After receiving initial assistance, if an immigrant was eligible for asylum, he or
she was transferred to a Primary Reception Center. There are two types of primary
centers: CDA (“Centri Di Accoglienza”, i.e. hospitality centers) and CARA (“Centri
di Accoglienza per Richiedenti Asilo”, i.e. reception centers for asylum seekers).
The purpose of these structures is to identify immigrants, verify the regularity of
their presence on Italian soil and help them apply for asylum.14 Italy currently
features nine Primary Reception Centers, which are mostly located in the south.
All of these centers are managed by the state: municipal administrations have no
power over them.15

The third and final level of the Italian reception system consists of secondary re-
ception centers or SPRAR, locations that host asylum seekers drawn from primary
centers. The role of SPRAR is to provide services that might promote the integra-
tion of immigrants into the surrounding community, e.g. language courses, career
services, help completing education or legal assistance. The functioning of SPRAR
centers is regulated by mayors, who have direct powers over these centers. In par-
ticular, when the Home Office wants to allocate refugees to SPRAR centers, it issues
a public tender, and mayors can decide whether their municipality should partici-
pate and bid for the tender or not.16 It is worth noting that municipalities that win
bids for tenders and open a SPRAR center receive fiscal grants.17

11The major entry points to the EU were Greece, Italy, Malta, Hungary, Croatia/Slovenia and
Bulgaria.

12The official name for these centers is CPSA, Centri di Primo Soccorso e Accoglienza.
13These operations are normally carried out in the first 48 hours after the disembarkment of mi-

grants. The hotspots currently active in Italy are located in Lampedusa, Pozzallo, Messina, and
Taranto. Source: Ministry of Interior.

14Note that, if an immigrant refuses to be identified upn arrival, is not eligible for refugee status
or has received an administrative expulsion order, he or she is be sent to a repratriation center.

15Asylum seekers should be hosted in Primary Centers for a maximum of 35 days, while waiting
for their application to be processed. Given the number of delays that these applications normally
face, migrants ultimately stay longer.

16The SPRAR model requires joint action on the part of of the Ministry of Interior, the National
Association of the Italian Municipalities (ANCI) and the United Nations High Commissioner for
Refugees (UNHCR)

17By using data on SPRAR centers between 2005 and 2017, Gamalerio (2018) studied the impact
of electoral incentives on immigration policy. The author found that, although opening a SPRAR
center provides substantial economic benefits to municipalities, the probability of opening such a
center one is 24 percent lower for municipalities in the final year of an electoral term.
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The Italian reception system is represented in Figure 6. Specifically, the blue
arrow indicates the three levels just described and the path normally followed by
a refugee that arrived in Italy before 2014, progressing from hotspots to secondary
reception centers.

Dispersal Policy. Hotspots, CDA, CARA and SPRAR were not sufficient to ad-
dress the crisis of 2014, due o the extraordinary increase in the number of asylum
seekers. The Italian government thus decided to rely on temporary emergency cen-
ters, known as CAS, Centri di Accoglienza Straordinaria. CAS ultimately accommo-
dated approximately 75% of refugees in Italy in the period 2014-2018, thereby de
facto becoming the backbone of the reception system during the crisis.18

These centers were opened under the scope of the so-called Dispersal Policy, a
policy that was implemented with the goal of reducing the concentration of asy-
lum seekers in urban and disembarkation areas, and of ensuring that the costs of
reception and hospitality were shared through the gradual and sustainable distribu-
tion of refugees throughout the entire nation. Figure 7 reports the size distribution
of municipalities that hosted CAS, demonstrating that most centers were located
in numerous middle-sized municipalities rather than in a few large urban centers,
confirming that the burden of hospitality was shared by the whole country.

Asylum seekers were centrally allocated to province-based Italian prefectures
according to the “Allotment Plan” (Piano Nazionale di Riparto), which determined
the number of refugees to be hosted in every province based on a proportion of
the resident population (i.e. approximately 2.5 per 1,000 inhabitants).19 In a second
phase, prefectures coordinated the location of centers across the provincial territory
through public bids.20 The opening and management of CAS was then assigned to
cooperatives, NGOs or private economic actors based on the quality of the project
they presented. “Open procedure” tenders were the most common way of assign-
ing the opening of CAS centers to economic actors, accounting for approximately
72% of the cases in my sample. This procedure guaranteed the highest levels of
transparency and fair competition (ActionAid and Openpolis, 2018).21 This is an
important feature of the Dispersal Policy: the opening and location of CAS cen-
ters were proposed and determined by the national government in agreement with
economic operators, i.e. without consulting municipal level administrations. More-

18The Home Office tried to stimulate the opening of new SPRAR centers and to avoid excessive
reliance on CAS by incentivizing municipalities to participate in the ordinary reception system. For
instance, a “safeguard clause” was proposed, which exempted municipalities involved in the SPRAR
network from other forms of reception, as long as they met the ratio of immigrants indicated in the
Allotment Plan. This approach is why CAS were opened relatively late in municipalities that already
hosted SPRAR. However, these attempts did not work in practice, as SPRAR centers grew by only
20% in 2016, which was insufficient to keep pace with new arrivals.

19In Figure 4 I plot the municipal-level capacity of CAS against the 2011 population. The regres-
sion line has a slope equal to 0.0018, which is relatively closeto the Allotment Plan of 2.5 asylum
seekers out of every 1,000 inhabitants.

20The administrative division of Italy includes 20 regions, in turn divided into a varying number
of provinces. Regions and provinces correspond, respectively, to NUTS-2 and NUTS-3 units. The
smallest administrative unit is the municipality (LAU-2). Overall, the country currently features 107
provinces with an average population of 540,000, and approximately 8000 municipalities. The Home
Office has a local office (prefecture) in 106 Provinces - Sardinia having only four Prefectures across
five provinces.

21Other procedures include, for example, direct contracts or restricted tenders - see Table 1 , Panel
C.
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over, municipal councils did not receive any financial support, since funds were
transferred directly to the economic operators that managed the centers.

In Figure 8 I plot the capacity of CAS centers against some pre-treatment munic-
ipality characteristics, specifically unemployment rate, per capita income, share of
foreign residents and share of individuals with higher education. The plots show
no systematic correlation, indicating the quasi-random allocation of refugees across
municipalities.22

CAS centers differed along several dimensions. First, due to the emergency situ-
ation, any building was eligible to be used as an emergency center. Figure 9 shows
the distribution of structures that were used to host refugees, displaying a clear
prevalence of private apartments and houses.23 This is another important feature
of the Dispersal Policy: the fact that the vast majority of asylum seekers were al-
located to networks of private apartments implies that they lived in close contact
with natives, often in the same building. By geo-coding the exact position of CAS
centers, I am also able to document that the average distance to the town center is
approximately 2 kilometers, a finding that further supports the claim that exoge-
nous intergroup contact was achieved.24

A second dimension of heterogeneity comes from the kind of services provided
in CAS centers. CAS were not designed to facilitate the integration of migrants,
which was the task of the SPRAR system, and the centers were only required to
guarantee food and lodging. The provision of other services, such as psychologi-
cal support, language courses or assistance for finding employment, was optional.
More information on the type of services offered by CAS is available in Appendix
C.

Finally, CAS centers also differed in terms of capacity. Figure 10b displays the
distribution of centers across the country and the cumulative municipal-level capac-
ity. In Figure 10a, for comparison, I also report the distribution of SPRAR centers
before the crisis.

Nature of the Treatment. In summary, the Refugee Dispersal Policy just dis-
cussed reproduces a quasi-experimental setting, since it assigned refugees to mu-
nicipalities on a quasi-random basis. Moreover, the policy exhibits several features
that are relevant for the purpose of this paper.

First, CAS centers ultimately hosted the majority of refugees during the crisis,
becoming de facto the backbone of the reception system (Figure 11). Second, CAS
centers were geographically dispersed throughout the whole nation and across mu-
nicipalities of different sizes. Thirdly, centers were mainly hosted in private apart-
ments or houses, and they were located, on average, within a 2 kilometre radius

22I do not have data concerning the exact numbers of refugees who were hosted in each center
during the years of the crisis, but given the continuous roll-out of the policy and the extraordinary
number of asylum seekers, it is plausible to assume that centers were almost always at full or nearly
full capacity, thus making the latter a good measure to check randomness of the treatment. Capacity
is computed at the municipality level by summing the measure for centers located in the same town.

23This feature of the policy was confirmed by a report issued by the Parliamentary Commission to
the Chamber of Deputies in 2017, which stated that 85% of CAS centers were hosted in apartments
or private houses.

24The data at my disposal provide the exact addresses of emergency reception centers. Using
QGIS, I matched each center to the corresponding municipality and then calculated the distance
between the CAS and the centroid of the polygon representing the municipality. Summary statistics
about the variable capturing this distance are available in Table 3.
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from the town center, thus validating the hypothesis of intergroup contact between
immigrants and natives. Fourthly, CASs did not provide integration services, mak-
ing the contact between natives and immigrants rather superficial and not cooper-
ative. Finally, the policy was exogenous from the perspective of local administra-
tions, since they were not involved in the opening and management of these centers
and since they did not receive financial support from the government.

Given these features, I argue that individuals who resided in municipalities that
hosted a CAS center were subject to exogenous intergroup contact with immigrants
during the refugee crisis based on the framework of group threat theory. I can
exploit the geographic and time variation in the opening of these centers across
Italy to define my treatment and conduct my empirical analysis.

I consider a municipality as treated if it hosted at least one CAS center during the
European refugee crisis and I claim that the opening of these centers did not impact
attachment to the national identity (as captured by my outcomes) if not through the
intergroup contact channel.

It should be clarified that I estimate intention-to-treat effects: no data concern-
ing the behavior of refugees hosted in CAS centers - e.g. regarding whether they
entered the labour marked and integrated into their community of reference - is
available at the municipality level and there is thus no way of knowing the actual
extent of intergroup contact. Anecdotal evidence regarding the services offered by
centers and labour-force participation can be found in Appendix C.

3 Intergroup Contact and National Identity: Conceptual
Framework

I model the arrival of asylum seekers from North Africa and the Middle East and
the subsequent opening of emergency reception centers as a shock to Italy and the
Italian population, who had historically never experienced such high levels of im-
migration. I argue that exposure to immigrants caused national identity to become
salient and increased the attachment of Italians to it.

In this section, I present an informal conceptual framework that informs my
empirical analysis. I first introduce the literature on intergroup behavior and on the
effects of intergroup contact that I build upon; I then discuss the implications of this
literature in my setting and clarify the effect I aim at capturing in this paper.

3.1 Identity, Intergroup Behavior and Role of Contact

Since the seminal paper by Akerlof and Kranton (2010), the study of identity has
become an essential part of economic analysis. A vast body of literature in social
sciences and economics has emphasized the critical role of individuals’ social iden-
tity and of the dynamics of intergroup behavior in shaping agents’ decisions. In the
following discussion, I present a concise overview of the literature on identity, inter-
group behavior and the role of contact, and I examine various behavioral theories
that are relevant to my study.

Social Identity Theory. Social identity theory, which was proposed by Tajfel
et al. (1979), aims at analyzing individuals’ social identity - defined as a person’s
sense of self based on perceived group membership. This theory was formulated to
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illustrate the process of identification using a collectivist perspective, and to com-
prehend intergroup relationships. According to this theory, an individual’s social
identity formation involves a three-step process.

The first step is categorization, through which individuals classify people into
various groups, such as male vs. female, Christian vs. Muslim, or English vs.
French. Subsequently, in the identification stage, individuals associate themselves
with specific groups that have been previously categorized. In this phase, two dis-
tinct categories emerge: ingroups (the groups with which individual identifies, i.e.
”us”) and outgroups (the groups with which the individual does not identify, i.e.
”them”). Finally, through the process of comparison, individuals measure their in-
groups against the outgroups, which often results in a favorable bias towards the
ingroup. This phenomenon, known as ingroup favoritism, is frequently accompa-
nied by its counterpart, i.e. outgroup prejudice Tajfel et al. (1979).25

Social identity theory, therefore, offers a framework for rationalising the emer-
gence of discriminatory and prejudiced behavior within intergroup relationships,
thus shedding light on the dynamics that influence group interactions and percep-
tions.

It should be noted that this paper addresses with a specific aspect of social iden-
tity - national identity. Druckman (2006) discusses two distinct forms of attach-
ment to national identity: patriotism and nationalism. Patriotism focuses on an
emotional bond with one’s nation, without feelings of superiority or denigration
towards other groups or countries. Conversely, nationalism is founded on the be-
lief in the moral superiority of one’s nation. For a nationalist, pride arises from
favorable comparisons between their country and others, resulting in a more com-
plex form of attachment that includes hostility towards outgroups (Feshbach, 1987,
1990).26 It is evident that nationalism, for which attachment is rooted in comparison
with and potential hostility towards others, is closely aligned with the sentiment
that this paper aims to capture.

Contact Hypothesis. The contact hypothesis, which was initially proposed by
Allport et al. (1954), posits that intergroup contact can effectively mitigate preju-
dice and discrimination between members of majority and minority groups. All-
port identified four crucial conditions that determine the effectiveness of contact
in reducing prejudice: equal status among groups, shared goals, intergroup coop-
eration, and support from authorities, laws, or customs. Allport warned that in
the absence of these conditions, increased contact could exacerbate tensions, thus
highlighting the importance of meaningful engagement to counter stereotypes and
discrimination.

The effectiveness of the contact hypothesis has been extensively examined. Paluck
et al. (2019) provided a comprehensive overview of these studies, revealing a consis-
tent role of contact in reducing racial and ethnic prejudices (Sorensen, 2010; Boisjoly
et al., 2006; Camargo et al., 2010; Marmaros and Sacerdote, 2006), prejudices against
individuals in the LGBTQI+ community (Broockman and Kalla, 2016; Dessel, 2010),

25Various studies have demonstrated that ingroup favoritism is likely to occur for both arbitrarily
defined and well-established groups (Chen and Li, 2009).

26An example of nationalism is offered by from Emerson’s depiction of mid-19th century dynam-
ics. He observed that the English defined their identity through negative, symbolic references to
what they were not, depicting France as ”a kind of blackboard on which English character draws its
traits in chalk.”
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and biases towards disabled individuals (Krahé and Altwasser, 2006). However, re-
curring methodological errors in many of these studies warrant caution with regard
to interpreting the results and call for further, more rigorous analysis. Additionally,
a gap exists in the research that systematically explores the conditions outlined by
Allport.

Group Threat Theory. Group threat theory, which is founded on the works
of Herbert Blumer and Hubert M. Blalock Jr., presents a sociological perspective
that stands in contrast to the contact hypothesis. According to this theory, inter-
group contact can lead to negative outcomes when the outgroup’s size increases
and when the outgroup is perceived as a threat to the ingroup interests. This situ-
ation results in heightened intergroup conflict and the reinforcement of stereotypes
(Blalock, 1967). This effect is particularly significant in cases where groups differ
along racial lines: the seminal work by Blumer (1958) in fact specifically focused on
racial bias. In his paper, Blumer described the prevailing attitudes within the dom-
inant group that contribute to racial prejudice: (i) a sense of superiority, (ii) a belief
in the intrinsic differences and alienness of the subordinate race, (iii) a sense of enti-
tlement to certain privileges and advantages, and (iv) a fear and suspicion that the
subordinate race seeks to encroach on the prerogatives of the dominant race.

3.2 This Paper

In this paper, I draw on the theories discussed above to investigate the conse-
quences of intergroup contact between immigrants and natives in Italy following
the European refugee crisis.

I model the European refugee crisis and the subsequent opening of emergency
reception centers as a shock to Italy and the Italian population, who had historically
never experienced such high levels of immigration. Drawing on social identity the-
ory, I propose that the influx of ethnically diverse immigrants affected the identifica-
tion process among Italians.

Prior to the crisis, individuals tended to identify strongly with their regional
and local communities. However, exposure to immigrants heightened the salience
of national identity, thus prompting a significant re-categorization: the relevant
ingroup became the national population (”us”), as distinct from the outgroup of
refugees. This re-categorization likely led to an increase in anti-immigrant senti-
ment (outgroup prejudice) and a heightened attachment to the national identity (in-
group bias), the latter of which is the focal point of this paper.

According to the contact hypothesis, intergroup contact between refugees and
natives should have led to a reduction in the initial prejudice and discrimination
of the majority towards immigrants. While this theory seems persuasive, it is not
readily applicable to the situation under examination in this paper. As outlined in
Gamalerio et al. (2023), CAS centers, on which I rely in this paper, do not satisfy
with the four conditions detailed by Allport. In fact, CAS centers fail to provide in-
tegration services to their residents, thus restricting opportunities for intergroup co-
operation. Furthermore, these centers are not managed by local authorities, thereby
undermining the fourth condition set by Allport.27 Overall, the temporary and pri-

27Gamalerio et al. (2023) studied the network of SPRAR centers. The authors argue that SPRAR
centers adhere to the four conditions delineated by Allport, and can therefore be used to test the
validity of the contact hypothesis. They found that municipalities that opened a SPRAR refugee
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vate nature of CASs suggests that the contact hypothesis might not be valid in this
case.

However, the setting analyzed in this study is in line with the competing the-
ory on intergroup contact, known as group threat theory. The sudden increase in
the size of the outgroup and prevailing public perception that immigrants posed
economic and cultural threats to Italians support the conflict hypothesis. Conse-
quently, I argue that the brief and superficial contact between immigrants and na-
tives resulting from the opening of emergency reception centers led to an escalation
in prejudice and discrimination against immigrants (Campo et al., 2021), as well as
a strengthened attachment to national identity.

Finally, it should be noted that, given the considerations proposed thus far, the
effect that I aim to capture in this paper is line with the definition of nationalism. As
argued above, nationalism is the feeling of pride for one’s nation that results from
a comparison between one’s country and another.

4 Data

4.1 Behavioral Proxies for National Identity

I rely on a set of different municipality-level measures to capture behaviors that
signal attachment to the national identity. The variables I use are the following:
voter turnout, vote share of regionalist parties, social capital, expenditures for non
excludable goods, transfers from higher levels of government and tax revenues.

Political Behaviour. My first proxies of attachment to the national identity in-
clude turnout, which has often been used as a proxy for civic engagement (Guiso
et al., 2004; Cannella et al., 2021), and vote share obtained by regionalist parties. To
construct these measures, I use electoral data provided by the Italian Ministry of
Interior, which granted me access to municipal-level information on the results of
three rounds of national elections held in Italy, specifically those held in 2008, 2013
and 2018. For my analysis, a list is coded as “regionalist” if it runs only in a specific
region/area of the country and if it promotes decentralization or, more generally,
regionalist/independence ideals. The complete list of parties included in this mea-
sure is provided in Table 4. It should be noted that most parties coded as regionalist
did not include anti-immigration sentiments in their programmes.

Social Capital. Following the literature (Bartscher et al., 2021; Guiso et al., 2004),
I proxy social capital with the rate of consent to organ donation. This information
is provided by AIDO, the Italian Organ Donors Association (AIDO). The dataset
specifies the number, the municipality of residence, place of birth and year of reg-
istration of people who gave consent to donate their organs after death through
AIDO. The variable that I use for my analysis is the count of individuals who regis-
tered with AIDO in a given municipality in a given year.

Public Goods and Redistribution. The third set of measures for national iden-
tity is related to contribution to and provision of the public good. I use data drawn

center between the 2013 and 2018 national elections experienced a substantial reduction in the vote
share of extreme-right parties, a positive impact on compositional amenities (i.e. local schools) and
population growth.
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from AIDA PA, a detailed dataset containing the yearly budgets of all Italian mu-
nicipalities in the period 2010-2020.28 For every year, the data provide informa-
tion on municipal-level revenues and expenditures for each area, e.g. education,
health care, law and order etc. I thus construct per capita variables that capture
redistribution and contribution to the public good: total expenditures, expenditures
for non-excludable goods - which includes money used to finance policies that pertain
to the municipality as a whole and that benefit the whole community, such as law
enforcement or infrastructure -, tax revenues, and total transfers - which sums the
funding received from higher levels of government. Further details concerning the
construction of these variables can be found in Appendix A, while some descriptive
statistics regarding these data are shown in Table 8.

4.2 Index of National Identity

I rely on data collected through the Google Trends API to construct an index of
national identity.

Google Trends. Google Trends provides an index of search activity by query or
query category. For example, suppose that one is interested in understanding the
interest expressed in the Serie A, i.e. the Italian football professional league. The
simplest way of retrieving this information consist of entering the term “Serie A”
into the Google Trends search feature. Google Trends then returns a chart showing
the time series of the searches for this word, the geographic distribution of such
searches and additional searches related to the main query.

Alternatively, one could rely on the Google Trends API. In that case, one can
specify the query to be recalled, and the API provides an index of search activity.
This index measures the fraction of queries that include the term in question in the
chosen geographical area at the chosen time, relative to the total number of queries
at that time. The maximum value of the index is set to 100, and the other values are
defined in relative terms: if a placeexhibits an index of 50, the number of searches
in this place was half as large as for the geographical unit with an index of 100.

Advantages. In addition to allowing me to overcome the absence of relevant
measures, Google Trends data offer various advantages over survey-based data.
First, the Google Trends index is based on millions of searches, which can be ag-
gregated across geographical area and provide results at a high frequency. Even the
most detailed surveys, when available, generally include only a small sample of the
population of reference.

Google data are also unlikely to suffer from misreporting or major social censor-
ing: individuals most likely perform their searches online and alone, which makes
it easier for them to express their thoughts freely. Conti and Sobiesk (2007) argues
that individuals are usually forthcoming with regard to searching on Google, as
proven by the large number of searches for pornography or the provision of sensi-
tive health information.

Finally, given the enormous amount of data available, Google searches are able
to capture relevant social patterns: the Google searches in the US that include the
word “God”, for example, explain more than 60% of area-level variation in belief in

28Access to AIDA PA data was kindly provided by William Bellynck and Domenico Piscitelli from
Bureau Van Dijk.

17



God (Stephens-Davidowitz, 2014).

Potential Limitations. Despite these numerous advantages, Google Trends data
have some substantial limitations.

First, the Google Trends index is always relative. If Google Trends shows that
a search term has decreased over time, this information does not entail that fewer
searches are performed now than previously. Rather, it simply means that searches
for that term account for a smaller percentage of all searches.29 Similarly, returning
to the previous example, if the town of Milan exhibits higher scores than the city
of Rome, it does not entail that Milanesi perform more searches for “Serie A” than
Romans. Rather, it means that, as a percentage of the total searches in each munici-
pality, Milan displays relatively more searches for Serie A than Rome. This feature
of Google Trends is not so problematic since this metric is the most meaningful for
my purposes - otherwise, bigger towns would automatically exhibit a higher index.

Second, Google Trends has an unreported privacy threshold. If total searches
are below that threshold, a value of 0 is reported. The private threshold depends on
absolute numbers, so small places are more likely to present a value of zero. This
limitation is quite problematic in my context , as many Italian municipalities are not
densely populated. 30

Third, the Google Trends index is constructed based on a sample of the total
Google search corpus. Accordingly, in theory, the results on the index could dif-
fer slightly across different samples. If extreme precision is important, a researcher
could collect different samples and average them to obtain a better estimate. Since
the data are cached every day, however, obtaining n samples implies collecting data
for n days. In situations in which several queries are being collected through the
API, this limitation might make the collection process very time-consuming. Luck-
ily, the data used to construct the index are normally large enough that each sample
should provide similar results - as mentioned before, the size of the underlying
data used to construct the index is one of the most appealing features of the Google
Trends API.

Construction of National Identity Index. Having discussed the advantages and
limitations of Google Trends, I can proceed to explain how I construct my index of
national identity.

The first step in the process of building the index is compiling a list of queries
that can be used with the Google Trends API. These words should capture and
proxy attachment to the Italian national identity in a sound, convincing way while
also avoiding problems of cherry-picking.

For this purpose, I refer to Italian Wikipedia. Specifically, I consult the Italian
page for ”Italian culture”, which offers a general overview of what constitutes na-
tional culture. The page reports a series of categories: symbols, national holidays
and events, famous Italians, sports, fashion, food, history, art and media. I select all
relevant terms in each of these categories. A complete list of the words selected is
available in Figures 5 and 6.

For each of these terms, I collect the Google Trends index using the Google
Trends API. The index is collected at the municipality-year level for the period 2012-

29In absolute terms, searches for virtually every word have increased over time (Stephens-
Davidowitz, 2014)

30The 90th percentile of the population distribution in 2011 was 14,047.
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2019. The Google Trends API is usually not programmed to accomplish this task,
as the most granular level of collection provided is the regional level. I therefore
modify the API manually to achieve the collection of municipal-level data.

It should be noted that, due to these manual modification to the API, I am not
able to recall all Italian municipalities for every year in my analysis. Therefore, my
sample does not cover the universe of Italian municipalities and consists of approx-
imately 24,000 observations, i.e. 3000 towns per year for the period 2012-2019. I
report descriptive statistics for municipalities in this restricted sample in Table 9.
The comparison between the restricted sample and the full sample described in Ta-
ble 8 shows very few differences.

I conduct a principal component analysis on all the queries collected. I select
only the first component, and apply a classic normalization so to ensure that my
final index has an average of 0 and standard deviation of 1. It should be noted
that, for reasons related to the API and the data collection process, I must run the
principal component analysis separately for each year (see Appendix D for details
regarding data collection and the construction of the index). The resulting index is
my National Identity Index. Descriptive statistics on the index are displayed in Table
9.

4.3 Emergency Reception Centers, CAS

I assemble a novel dataset that contains information on the universe of active Emer-
gency Centers in Italy in the period 2014-2017. I digitize data drawn from the an-
nual social report of the Italian Ministry of Interior on the organization of the re-
ception system.31 The report provides precise information concerning the location
(region, province, municipality and address), identity of the managing institution,
type of structure (center for adults or minors, building hosting the center), capac-
ity, opening date, status in 2018 (active or inactive) and acquisition procedure (e.g.
public tender) for each center. The final sample includes 7,385 centers over the
entire Italian territory. Note that this figure corresponds to almost one center per
municipality since the total number of municipalities is 7,904.

I report descriptive statistics in Tables 1 and 2. Table 1 provides some infor-
mation regarding the geographic locations and opening times of centers, as well
as of the procedures used to allocate contracts to economic operators. Table 2, in-
stead, provides a more general picture of the presence of CAS centers throughout
the country, indicating clear growth over the period of the crisis. The maximum
number of openings was observed in 2016, when the crisis was at its peak. Centers
hosted between 20 and 30 refugees on average, and only a small fraction of them -
between 3% and 5% - had capacities greater than 100. This evidence reflects the dis-
persive nature of the policy, which, as previously noted, aimed to distribute asylum
seekers throughout the country.

The data at my disposal allow me to construct two treatment variables: a dummy
variable equal to one for the municipalities that hosted a CAS during the refugee
crisis - what I call the extensive margin - and a continuous variable indicating the
share of allocated refugees per municipality - the intensive margin. 32

31Doc. CCXXXVI, n.3.
32Note that, in the dynamic event study specification, the dummy variable is equal to one starting

in the year in which the center was opened in the municipality. Given that my treatment reflects
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4.4 Municipality Characteristics

Finally, to capture the effect of the policy on national identity more effectively, I
match the data described thus far with a set of municipality characteristics that I
use used as controls in my analysis. I rely on ISTAT, the Italian Statistical Office, to
obtain the following pre-treatment variables from the most recent available census,
administered in 2011: resident population, share of foreign residents, unemploy-
ment, number of nonprofit institutions, and share of highly educated and unedu-
cated individuals. Descriptive statistics on these controls are available in Table 8.

5 Political Behaviour

5.1 Empirical Strategy

I start by estimating the effect of the opening of a reception center on political be-
haviour.

Given the timing of national elections in Italy (2013 and 2018), to retrieve my ef-
fect of interest I implement a Difference-in-Differences strategy with the following
specification:

Ymt = αm + γt + βTreatmentm ∗ Post2014t + ΘX ′m + εmt (1)

where Treatment is a municipal-level dummy variable that is equal to 1 if that mu-
nicipality hosted a CAS center - the extensive margin - or the share of refugees as-
signed to the municipality - the intensive margin.33 Post2014 is a dummy variable
that is equal to 1 for all observations in 2018. I include municipality and year fixed
effects, i.e. αm and γt respectively, which allow me to control for any time-invariant
differences among municipalities and for year-specific shocks that could affect all
municipalities. I also control for a number of pre-treatment municipal variables,
i.e. population, share of foreign residents, unemployment, employment rate per
economic sector, number of NGOs, and share of highly educated and uneducated
individuals. Errors are clustered at the municipality level.

The parameter of interest is β, which represents the change in selected outcomes
due to living in a town that hosted a CAS center. Note that the results should
be interpreted as intention-to-treat estimates (ITTs) as I do not know who, among
voters, actually came in contact with the refugees.

The main identifying assumption of this empirical exercise is that, in the absence
of CAS center, political outcomes in treated and control municipalities would have
continued to follow parallel trends. Figure 12 provides graphs for parallel trends
for my main variables, i.e. turnout and vote share for regionalist parties.

To further corroborate my analysis, I perform a placebo exercise using the in-
tensive margin treatment. More specifically, I estimate the same model as shown
in Equation 1 but considering the variation in the outcome between 2008 and 2013.
In same spirit of a placebo test, I assign to observations in 2013 the refugee share

exposure to asylum seekers, I consider a municipality to have been treated even if the CAS center in
that municipality closed earlier than 2018.

33In order to retrieve the intensive margin variable, I first sum the capacity of all CAS centers in a
given municipality. I then compute the ratio between this cumulative measure and the municipality
pre-treatment population.
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of 2018, and I assign a value of 0 to all municipalities in 2008. Results are shown
in Table 11. As clearly indicated by the estimates, the placebo treatment is not sig-
nificantly associated with vote shares. However, the placebo estimate for turnout is
significant, which invites caution in the interpretation of results on this outcome.

5.2 Results

Results are reported in Table 10, with Panel A and B showing the estimated coeffi-
cients obtained using the extensive margin and the intensive margin treatment vari-
ables respectively. Columns (1),(3),(5) and (7) present the results for specification 1
without control variables, while even-numbered columns refer to the full specifica-
tion. The outcome variables refer to the election of the Chamber of Deputies.

My first measure of national identity is turnout. This outcome is negatively
impacted by treatment: although not large in magnitude and not significant over
both specifications, the coefficients shown in Columns (1) and (2) indicate that cities
that hosted a CAS center exhibited slightly lower rates of participation in national
elections. This result contradicts my conceptual framework. Nevertheless, given
the results of the placebo test mentioned previously and the small magnitude of the
effect, I argue that these estimates are not conclusive.

I then turn to an analysis of political preferences. I am interested in the impact of
the treatment on the vote share of regionalist parties. First, I construct a variable that
includes all such political movements. The results of the difference-in-differences
estimation conducted using this outcome variable are shown in Columns (3) and
(4), which indicate positive and significant coefficients. This finding, once again,
seems to conflict with my framework: if intergroup contact favors the attachment
to national identity, I should find lower levels of support for regionalist parties.

This outcome variable, however, is not very precise, as it is biased by the inclu-
sion of Lega Nord. Although Lega Nord was historically a federalist party (which
is why it was initially coded as regionalist), during the years of the refugee crisis
the party rebranded itself as nationalist, and its propaganda began to focus on the
negative impact of immigration, the supremacy of Italians over immigrants and
attachment to the national identity. In fact, its slogan became “Italians first”.

To capture the effect of my treatment on the electoral success of purely regional-
ist parties more effectively, I thus disentangle the vote share of Lega from the previ-
ous variable by excluding it from the list of regionalist parties. This modified vari-
able is my preferred outcome. The results in Column (5) and (6) indicate that towns
that hosted at least one CAS center during the crisis exhibited a reduction their
support for regionalist movements by approximately 1 or 2% - a relevant change
since on average these movements receive approximately 3% of votes.34 This re-
duction seems to be almost perfectly counteracted by an increase in support for
Lega (Columns (7) and (8) of Table 10). The results from the use of the intensive
margin treatment in Panel B lead to the same conclusions.

These results might raise some concerns. Specifically, one might argue that the
reduction in the regionalist vote share and the increase in the Lega’s electoral suc-
cess is purely do to Lega’s anti-immigrant platform. Although I cannot rule out this
possibility, a few considerations are worth exploring.

34A 1% effects represents 33% of the outcome mean and 12.5% of its standard deviation.
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Firstly, as per group threat theory, anti-immigrant sentiment is a necessary step
to the strengthening of national identity: it is the comparison to the outgroup, who
is perceived as a threat, that sparks higher attachment to the ingroup. Secondly, as
argued above, in the years of the European Refugee Crisis there was a big shift in the
Lega’s ideology, manifesto and even leader. The attachment to national identity be-
came central to the Lega’s propaganda ahead of 2018 elections, and was even more
prominent than anti-immigrant claims. This is clearly shown in the data from the
Manifesto Project database, in Table 7, which reports a higher presence of positive
claims on the “national way of life” with respect to the claims agains immigration.

This anecdotal evidence, combined with the result on regionalist parties, rein-
forces the idea that nationalist sentiments played a role in driving individual polit-
ical preferences.

5.3 Robustness Checks and Heterogeneity

To further corroborate my results on political behavior, I perform some additional
tests.

Senate. I run specification 1 on electoral outcomes for the Senate, to verify that
the results of my main analysis are not driven by compositional features of the elec-
torate. Until 2021, the age requirement to cast a vote differed between the Chamber
and the Senate. Although citizens above the age of 18 could vote to elect deputies
in the Chamber, only citizens aged 25 or older could elect senators. Table 12 reports
the results obtained running the full specification. The estimates for the impact of
opening a CAS on Senate outcomes are very similar to those of the Chamber, thus
ruling out the possibility that results could be driven by young voters. In particu-
lar the vote share of regionalist parties decreased by 1,5% in treated municipalities,
while support for Lega increased by almost 1%. 35 The results obtained by running
the specification with the intensive margin treatment, however, are not significant.

Long Exposure to CAS. To asses the role of intergroup contact more effectively, I
investigate whether the impact of treatment varies with length of exposure to asy-
lum seekers. In particular, I split the sample of treated municipalities into two
different groups based on the year in which the first CAS center was opened: a
municipality is classified as having “long exposure” if a CAS was first opened in
2014 or 2015. I then interact the dummy variable for long-term exposure with my
main treatment, and run this augmented specification on my main outcome vari-
able, i.e. the vote share of regionalist parties. Results are available in Table 13,
Column (1). Estimates indicate that the negative impact of treatment on the vote
share of regionalist parties is driven mainly by municipalities with longer exposure
to treatment, while municipalities that have hosted a CAS for less than two years
exhibit a small increase in support for regionalist parties. This results seems to be
in line with my framework. Given the nature of CAS and the fact that they do not
allow for refugees’ integration and for more cooperative contact, longer exposure
to refugees only exacerbates natives’ perception of threat. In line with group threat
theory, contact increases prejudice but also strengthens nationalistic sentiments.

35The effect on regionalist parties represents 3% of the outcome mean and 15% of its standard
deviation. Similarly, the estimate on Lega’s success represents 6% of the outcome mean and of its
standard deviation.
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Nationalist Movements. I rerun specification 1 to study the electoral success
of nationalist movements. Specifically, I construct an additional outcome variable
that captures the vote share obtained cumulatively by all nationalist movements. 36

The results, presented in Column (7) of Table 13, are in line with the main results
for Lega: nationalist movements receive an additional 0.7% of the vote in treated
municipalities.37

Heterogeneity. Finally, I perform some heterogeneity tests, allowing the effect of
opening a reception to vary according to municipality characteristics at baseline. In
particular, I test whether the impact of treatment is heterogeneous with respect to
four local characteristics in 2011 - total population, share of foreigners, unemploy-
ment and share of highly educated individuals. For three of these variables - share
of foreigners, unemployment and share of highly educated individuals - I add to the
model in Equation 1 the interaction between treatment and a dummy variable with
value equal to 1 for municipalities that were above the 90th percentile with regard
to the characteristic in question in 2011.38 With regard to population, instead, the
interaction dummy variable is equal to 1 for municipalities with more than 15,000
residents in 2011. I adopt this approach to take into account differences in munic-
ipal electoral rules: in municipalities featuring fewer than 15,000 inhabitants, the
candidate who receives the most votes is elected, without the need for a majority
and, thus, without the need for a second round.39 Moreover, the 15,000 threshold
used for the dummy variable is also close to the 90% percentile of the population.40

Results are presented in Table 13, Columns (2) to (5).
The estimates shown in Column (2) indicate that more populated municipalities

actually increases their support for regionalist parties, although the coefficient is
significant only at the 10% level. This could be due to the fact that cities and ur-
ban areas tend to exhibit lower anti-immigrant sentiments (Dustmann et al., 2019;
Mayda, 2006). As such, group threat theory might not have the same relevance in
these contexts. Column (3), instead, reveals that treatment did not have any signif-
icant impact on individuals residing in municipalities with a high share of foreign-
born residents. This finding is in line with my framework: since natives in these
town have already been exposed to outsiders, they might not perceive immigrants
as a threat, so the opening of a refugee center did not have a sizeable impact on
their political attitudes.

Interestingly, unemployment seems to have a positive and significant impact on
the vote share of regionalist parties. The coefficient for the interaction between treat-
ment and high levels of unemployment indicates an increase of approximately 2%.
Extensive literature has documented how anti-immigrant sentiments might be ex-

36The parties coded as nationalist are Lega, Fratelli d’Italia, Italia agli Italiani and Italia nel cuore.
37In 2018 Lega was the most famous and successful of the nationalist parties, while the other

parties included in the construction of this variable were very marginal and did not achieve much
success.

38The 90th percentile of the distribution of the local share of foreign residents across municipalities
in 2011 was 0.0739. The 90th percentile of the unemployment rate distribution in 2011 was equal to
0.1184. The 90th percentile of the distribution of the local share of highly educated individuals across
municipalities in 2011 was 0.0853.

39Another relevant difference lies in the fact that in municipalities above the 15,000 threshold,
voters can cast a disjoint vote for the mayor and for political parties. This type of voting is not
possible in small municipalities, where voters can express only one preference.

40The 90th percentile of the municipality population in 2011 is equal to 14,047 inhabitants.
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acerbated by poor economic conditions and new competition in the labour market.
If this was the case, howevee, in line with my framework, I would expect a substan-
tial decrease in support for regionalist parties. One possible explanation for this
controversial result could be that most regionalist parties in my analysis included
workers’ conditions and unemployment as core topics in their programmes, in par-
ticular pushing for better opportunities for low-skilled individuals. The salience of
this issue in municipalities with high unemployment might be conducive to their
electoral success. However, it is hard to reconciliate this result with group threat
theory.

Finally, I investigate whether electoral support for regionalist parties can be in-
fluenced by the level of education among the population. The presence of refugees
might have a different impact on highly skilled individuals, both because they
might fear new competition in the labour market less and because high education
is often correlated with support to more left-wing parties. The coefficients shown in
Column 4 reveal, though, the high education does not have any impact on electoral
support for regionalist parties.

6 Social Capital

The second step of my analysis is to investigate the impact of the dispersal policy
on social capital.41 Not only has this outcome already been used in the nation-
building literature (Bazzi et al., 2019), it is also particularly relevant in the Italian
context: Putnam (1993) and Guiso et al. (2004) argued that the different levels of
social capital observed across the Italian peninsula are crucial in determining the
north-nouth economic divide and, thus, the overall development of the country.

Following the literature, I proxy social capital with consent to organ donation
(Guiso et al., 2004; Bartscher et al., 2021). Since this variable captures individual be-
havior, I also consider it to be a proxy for bottom-up nation building, in line with
the previous section. The data at my disposal are defined at the municipality-
year level, therefore I can perform an event study. Specifically, I perform a dy-
namic event study by exploiting the estimator developed by De Chaisemartin and
d’Haultfoeuille (2020) and implementing the following specification:

Ymt = αm + γt +
+4∑

k=−3

βkE
k
mt + ΘX ′m + εmt (2)

where Ymt is the number of individuals who registered for organ donation in
municipality m and year t, Ek

mt = 1[t = td + k] are event-time dummy variables
defined based on td - the year when a center is first opened in municipality m - and
k ∈ [−3,+7] - the time frame analyzed. X ′m are the same controls that were used in
the previous section.

I normalize β−1 = 0. The βk coefficients give the full path of dynamic effects: for
k < 0, the study checks for the existence of pre-trends, while for k > 0 it provides
the effect at time [t = td + k] of opening a center at time 0. Standard errors are
clustered at the municipality level.

41Putnam (1993) defines social capital as the “features of social organization, such as trust, norms,
and networks, that can improve the efficiency of society by facilitating co-ordinated actions”.
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I use this specification because it allows me to exploit the staggered timing in
exposure to treatment (as different cities opened a CAS in different years) and is ro-
bust for heterogeneous and dynamic effects, which could be relevant in my setting.
For example, the treatment effect might vary depending on the type of services pro-
vided by each CAS center - which could influence the degree of intergroup contact
to which the municipality is exposed - or by the period during which the center was
active.

The resulting graph is shown in Figure 13a, and indicates a slight decrease in
the level of registrations in treated municipalities. Nonetheless, this analysis raises
some questions. Specifically, one might be concerned by the possibility of pre-
treatment differences in social capital: the parallel trend assumption does not seem
to hold and the effects are very noisily estimated. Moreover, even from an his-
torical perspective, social capital has always been heterogeneous across the nation
(Putnam, 1993).

To account for these differences, I follow Cantoni et al. (2018) and introduce con-
trols that allow pre-treatment social capital levels in a municipality to affect post-
CAS social capital very flexibly. I first control for the level of social capital prior to
my analysis, i.e. 2010: I include interactions between the number of donors in 2010
and a full set of year dummy variables. I then also allow for pre-treatment levels
of social capital to affect post-CAS registrations, by including interactions between
each municipality outcome in each pre-treatment year and a full set of year dummy
variables. This absorbs all of the pre-CAS differences in social capital in my analy-
sis, and some of the post-CAS variation, but makes the post-treatment comparisons
close to ceteris paribus.

The resulting specification is described by the following:

Ymt =αm + γt +
+8∑

k=−3

+βk(casm ∗ yeart)

+
+8∑

k=−3

βk(y2010m ∗ yeart) +
+8∑

k=−3

+0∑
j=−3

βkj(ymj ∗ yeart) + εmt

(3)

The results are available in Figure 13b. First, it should be noted that all pre-
treatment differences in social capital are by design set to 0. Second, after imposing
the parallel trend assumption, treated municipalities actually exhibit a higher level
of social capital. Similar to the results for public goods and redistribution, the ef-
fect of opening a reception center is particularly pronounced in the first two years
following treatment, decreasing slightly from 2017 onwards but remaining positive
overall. In 2015, the presence of asylum seekers led to a 0.87 increase in registrations
for consent to organ donation. This represents 28% of the outcome mean and 7% of
its standard deviation.

In Figure 14, I also report the results for the same regression on restricted sam-
ples. Specifically, given the historical difference in the levels of social capital be-
tween the north and the nouth, I run my preferred specification on two samples
including, respectively, only towns in the northern and central regions and only
towns in the southern regions and islands.

The results show that in the first three years after treatment only northern and
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central towns display a significant increase in social capital. The effect for the years
2015 and 2016 is 0.91, which represents 26% of the outcome mean and 7% of its
standard deviation. 42. These estimates are very similar to the nation-level effects.
Differently from Figure 13b, however, treatment effects for northern municipalities
quickly disappear after 2017.

On the contrary, there is overall no significant effect in southern cities in the first
few years, but organ donation consents seem to increase significantly starting 2018.
The average effect of the last 5 years amounts to 1.06, which represents 46% of the
outcome mean and 10% of the outcome standard deviation 43.

These differences could be driven by the staggered and differentiated opening
of CAS across Italy. The goal of the Dispersal Policy was to alleviate the burden on
southern Italian regions, which were the primary receivers of refugees due to their
geographic positions. Moreover, the existing SPRAR network was more developed
in Southern Italy. For these reasons, as the policy was implemented, CAS centers
were primarily opened in Northern Italy. This differential exposure to immigrants
might explain why the positive effect of intergroup contact on social capital shows
up earlier in northern towns.

7 Public Goods and Redistribution

7.1 Empirical Strategy

As argued in Besley (2020), ”a strong civic culture manifests itself as high tax rev-
enues sustained by high levels of voluntary tax compliance and provision of public
goods”. I therefore study the effect of the opening of a reception center on contri-
bution to and provision of the public good in Italian municipalities.

As specified in section 4, I construct the following per capita outcomes: total ex-
penditure, expenditures for non-excludable goods, total transfers and tax revenues.
I again rely on a dynamic event study, and I exploit the estimator developed by
De Chaisemartin and d’Haultfoeuille (2020) by implementing the following speci-
fication:

Ymt = αm + γt +
+4∑

k=−3

βkE
k
mt + ΘX ′m + ρMunElecmt + εmt (4)

where Ymt are municipality-year per capita outcomes. Ek
mt = 1[t = td + k] are

event-time dummy variables defined on td - the year when a center is first opened
in municipality m - and on k ∈ [−3,+4] - the time frame I analyze. X ′m are the same
controls as used in specification 1. I also control for municipal electoral cycles by
including a dummy variables that takes a value of one in the year prior to munici-
pal elections. This variable is included to ensure that the results on public finance
outcomes are not driven by changes in mayors’ incentives before election years.44

I normalize β−1 = 0. The βk coefficients indicate the full path of dynamic effects:

42Notice here the outcome of reference is the organ donation consents in the subsample of northern
and central municipalities

43Notice here the outcome of reference is the organ donation consents in the subsample of munic-
ipalities in the South and in the two main islands, Sicily and Sardinia

44See Gamalerio (2018) and footnote 17
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for k < 0, the study checks for the existence of pre-trends, while for k > 0 it provides
the effect at time [t = td + k] of opening a center at time 0. Standard errors are
clustered at the municipality level.

As specified in the previous section, I use this specification because it allows me
to exploit the staggered timing in exposure to treatment (as different cities opened a
CAS in different years) and is robust for heterogeneous and dynamic effects, which
could be relevant in my setting.

The main identifying assumption of my analysis, is that in the absence of a re-
ception center and after controlling for municipality and year fixed effects, the level
of expenditures and revenues in treated and control municipalities would have con-
tinued to exhibit parallel trends.

7.2 Results

Figure 15 presents the results of the event-study specification. Each panel plots the
estimates for the βk coefficients of Equation 4, while Table 14 reports the average
effects over time and their confidence intervals.

First, plots in Figure 15 show that the estimated coefficients for the years prior
to the opening of CAS are relatively flat and not statistically different from zero for
most of the outcomes analyzed, overall supporting the parallel trends assumption.
The only exception is represented by the trend of tax revenues.

Following the opening of a reception center, treated municipalities exhibit a sig-
nificant increase in total expenditures (Figure 15a) of approximately 150 euros per
capita, which seems to be driven mainly by the significant increase in spending for
non excludable goods of around 130 euros per capita (Figure 15b). 45

The trends follow a hump-shaped pattern, with a substantial increase in the
first two years after treatment, and a small but gradual decrease after. However,
the effects remain positive and significant for all the four post-treatment periods.
These results suggest not only a substantial increase in the level of redistribution in
treated municipalities, but also that this increase comes from the money spent on
programs, initiatives or investments for the whole community rather than a specific
set of individuals.

Regarding contribution to the public good, both my measures increase signif-
icantly after treatment. Specifically, total transfers (Figure 15c) and tax revenues
(Figure 15d ) increase of approximately 180 and 60 euros per capita respectively.46

These changes seem to be stable over time and to persist even 4 years after the
opening of a CAS center.

I can interpret the increase in inter-governmental transfers as evidence for intra-
national redistribution, which further validates the results on municipal level ex-
penditures. However, results for tax revenues are a bit harder to interpret. Firstly,
as already mention, the parallel trends assumption is not satisfied. Secondly, an
increase in tax revenues could be driven by a number of factors, and several al-
ternative explanations could rationalize this results. I cannot provide convincing

45The effect on total expenditures represents 7.8% of the outcome mean and 7.3% of its standard
deviation. Similarly, the effect on expenditures for nonexcludable goods represents 12% of the out-
come mean and 8.6% of its standard deviation.

46The effect on total transfers represents 35.4% of the outcome mean and 17% of its standard
deviation. Similarly, the effect on tax revenues represents 11.2% of the outcome mean and 16% of its
standard deviation.
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evidence that the increase in tax revenues is entirely driven by an increase in in-
dividuals’ willingness to contribute to the public good. For this reason, these es-
timates are not to be considered conclusive. I defer a more detailed discussion of
potential mechanisms and additional evidence to Appendix B.

Tax revenues aside, the remaining variables of interest are positively and sig-
nificantly impacted by the treatment, suggesting that intergroup contact increased
provision of the public good. To the extent that higher redistribution captures so-
cial cohesion and attachment to the nation, the evidence discussed in this section
therefore supports the claims of group threat theory.

7.3 Robustness Checks and Discussion

To provide robustness to my results and rule alternative explanations, I run specifi-
cation 4 on an additional set of outcomes.

Social Expenditures. The first threat to the causal interpretation of my results
is that the increase in expenditures I document could be due to a simple mechani-
cal effect of the opening of a reception center. In this sense, the arrival of refugees
might automatically increase demand for health care or education, in turn forcing
municipal councils to spend more on these areas. To rule out this mechanism, I con-
struct two additional variable, i.e. social expenditures, which sum expenditures on
education, health care and family and youth policies, and expenditures for excludable
goods, which also accounts for expenditures on employment, culture, agriculture
and farming.

Event study coefficients for these two variables are reported in Figures 16a and
16b. The estimates are not significant, and the plots do not suggest any change in
the trends in the years following treatment.47 This seems to suggest that the overall
increase in expenditures was not driven by an automatic increase in the money
spent on these programs.

Expenditures on Local Police. Another cause of concern in the interpretation
of my results is linked to expenditures for local police. In the main analysis, one
could argue that the increase in non-excludable expenditures is due mainly to an
increase in the amount of money spent on law and order. Municipalities with a
higher presence of immigrants might in fact spend more to reassure their citizens
and allay their fear of increased crime rates. I thus repeat my main analysis after ex-
cluding expenditures for local police. The results do not seem to change: Figure 16c
displays a similar pattern to the pattern observed for non-excludable expenditures,
indicating that expenditures for law and order do not drive the result.

Total Revenues and Endogeneity of Transfers. I then turn to additional measures
of municipality revenues. First, I check the pattern for total revenues. As shown in
Figure 16d this variable follows a path that is very similar to that of total expen-
ditures, albeit with larger standard errors. This is not surprising given the nec-
essary budget equivalence between revenues and expenditures, but it nonetheless
provides reassurance on the existence of a significant effect of intergroup contact
on treated municipalities. Towns that hosted a CAS center during the European
refugee crisis collected more revenues in the years following the arrival of refugees.

47It should be noted that data on education and health care policies - which account for an impor-
tant part of these two variables - are noisier than for other categories of spending.
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Second, I check the composition of transfers from higher levels of government.
Once again, a relevant concern could be that treated municipalities mechanically
receive more funds due to their hosting a CAS center - although this should not
occur according to the design of the Dispersal Policy. Nonetheless, to address this
concern, I construct an additional variable that I call current transfers. This sums all
the transfers used to cover current expenditures, thus it captures money potentially
transferred to fund reception centers while excluding money transferred for other
long-term projects and investments. If the increase in transfers was purely mechan-
ical and driven by the will of the central government to fund CAS centers, this
variable would exhibit a significant increase after treatment. The results of specifi-
cation 4 on this outcome, which aredisplayed in Figure 16e, suggest otherwise: the
parallel trend assumption is not satisfied and and event study coefficients are not
significant - although admittedly noisily estimated. This finding seems to suggest
that inter-governmental transfers are mostly used for long-term investments in fa-
vor of communities that host immigrants. I therefore interpret this result as a proof
of intra-national redistribution.

8 National Identity Index

8.1 Empirical Strategy

Finally, I estimate the effect of opening a reception center on my National Identity
Index.

Since the index is defined at the municipality-year level, I can perform an event
study similar to specification 4. Specifically, I run the following regression:

Ymt = αm + γt +
+4∑

k=−3

βkE
k
mt + εmt (5)

where Ymt is the value of the National Identity Index in municipality m and year
t. Ek

mt = 1[t = td + k] are event-time dummiy variables defined based on td - the
year when a center was first opened in municipality m - and k ∈ [−1,+5] - the time
frame analyzed. I use the municipality-year level population as weights.

As discussed in section 4, and as detailed in Appendix D, the index was con-
structed on the basis of data collected data region by region. Given the peculiarities
of Google Trends data, this implies that a meaningful comparison of municipalities
is possible only within regions. As such, I will not run specification on my over-
all national sample. My empirical strategy for the retrieval of coefficients βk will
instead entails two steps.

First, I run specification 8.1 separately for all twenty Italian regions, and store
relevant coefficients and standard errors. Second, in order to retrieve my effects of
interest I compute a weighted average of the regional coefficients, by using the share
of the regional population over the national population as weights. To this end, I
treat coefficients as random variables and follow econometric rules on the compu-
tation of expected value and variance of linear combination of random variables. 48.

48Let X and Y be two random variables, and let Z be a linear combination of X and Y with
weights a and b, so that Z = aX + bY . It follows that E(Z) = E(aX + bY ) = aE(X) + bE(Y ), and
that V ar(Z) = V ar(aX + bY ) = a2V ar(X) + b2V ar(Y ) + 2abCov(X,Y )
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This allows me to retrieve nation-wide coefficients and confidence intervals, which
are plotted in Figure 20.

8.2 Results

The pattern in Figure 20 displays a positive and significant effect of intergroup con-
tact on the National Identity index for all post-treatment periods. The estimates
follow a positive trend, going from 0.15 in the first year of the treatment to 0.41 five
years later. Since the index is standardized so to have mean 0 and deviation 1, we
can directly interpret these estimates: treated municipalities report an increase of
0.14 - 0.41 standard deviations. The positive coefficients imply an increase in the
value of the National Identity index, which in turn correspond to an increased level
of searches of words related to the Italian culture. Overall, the pattern in Figure 20
captures a small yet significant increase in the attachment to the national identity
in treated municipalities.49 It should also be noted that the pre-treatment coeffi-
cient is not statistically different from zero, providing reassurance on the existence
of parallel trends.

In order to better understand this positive effect, I perform an heterogeneity
exercise. I re-run the first step of the empirical analysis on all 20 regions, but I
then compute separate averages of the effects by dividing southern regions from
northern/central regions. Figure 21 displays that the positive significant pattern is
mostly driven by Southern regions (Figure 21a), where the effects are more precisely
estimated and higher in magnitude.

This result is quite interesting for a number of reasons. First, municipalities in
the South of Italy are more likely to satisfy the conditions of group threat theory:
historically, they have often received refugees due to their geographical location,
but they have also been less likely to host them permanently due to their economic
disadvantage. Contact is therefore more likely to be more superficial. Secondly,
the lower level of economic development of the South also implies that immigrants
represent a greater threat to low-skilled natives. Finally, the South is also less in-
tegrated politically and socially. As explained in section 2, southerners have often
been discriminated against and are generally more marginalized. It is therefore in-
teresting that the greater reconciliation with the national identity happens among
those individuals that were cut out from it.

The results just presented further corroborate the insights discussed in the pre-
vious sections, and provide further support to group threat theory and the subse-
quent strengthening on national identity among natives that experienced contact
with immigrants. Nonetheless, a final note on the validity of these results should
be made. The premise for the construction of an index of national identity is the lack
of relevant survey data in Italy. This issue is not limited to the absence of data at
the municipality level, but it is true even for surveys at a lower level of geographic
granularity, e.g. surveys at regional level. As a consequence, there is no way for me
to compare my index against some known and validated measure of attachment to
the national identity. This is the reason why this index is just part on my overall
analysis.

49Figure 22 displays the distribution of the National Identity Index in Italy, respectively in 2013
(pre-treatment) and 2019 (post-treatment).
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9 Conclusions

In this paper, I offer new evidence on how intergroup contact between immigrants
and natives can contribute to strengthening attachment to national identity among
natives. My argument relies on group threat theory, which posits that intergroup
contact can lead to increased outgroup prejudice and higher attachment to the in-
group if outsiders are perceived as a threat and if contact is superficial and not
cooperative.

To test this argument, I rely on an emergency reception policy implemented in
Italy during the years of the European Refugee Crisis. I exploit the time and geo-
graphic variation provided by the opening of extraordinary reception centers and
show that municipalities that hosted one of these centers experienced exogenous
and superficial contact with refugees. I claim that exposure to ethnically different
refugees increased the attachment to the national identity among Italians.

I first test the effects of contact on several behavior-based proxies for national
identity. I find that municipalities that host refugees reduce their support for region-
alist and independence political movements by 50%, and are instead more likely to
vote for nationalist parties. Intergroup contact also leads to a 30% increase in the
level of social capital, as proxied by consent to organ donation. Moreover, I find
that intergroup contact fosters contribution to the public good and redistribution.
Treated municipalities exhibit a significant increase in total expenditures and ex-
penditures for non-excludable goods of 150 and 130 euros per capita respectively.
Inter-governmental transfers increase by 180 euro per capita and tax revenues in-
crease by approximately 60 euros per capita, although this latter result warrants
caution due to confounding mechanisms.

Finally, to further corroborate my results, I construct an index of attachment to
national identity by leveraging data drawn from Google Trends. To achieve this
goal, I select around 500 words that capture Italian culture, and collect data on how
often these terms were searched in Italian municipalities. Results show that munici-
palities that hosted an emergency reception center exhibit a 0.3 standard deviations
increase in searches related to national culture as captured by the index. The esti-
mates are statistically significant and the overall trend is positive and persistent.

Overall, my results support the claims of group threat theory and by showing
that attachment to the national identity was strengthened among natives who ex-
perienced intergroup contact.

The findings in this study provide evidence on the unintended effects of recep-
tion and integration policies and regarding the ways in which anti-immigrant at-
titudes can contribute to strengthening collective identities and building cohesion
among receiving populations. This article also suggests some important considera-
tions for policymakers.

First, given the ambiguous effects of strong national identities, policies that
favour them might not always be desirable. In this sense, governments could try
to promote a more cooperative form of contact between immigrants and natives to
avoid excessive nationalism. In the case in which, instead, a stronger attachment
to the nation is the desired outcome, governments who seek to promote nation-
building policies should be aware of the social costs that they entail, namely a strong
conflict with outsiders and immigrants.

Furthermore, knowledge on the interplay between immigration, identity and
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nationalism is of primary importance in the current political climate. Recent global
events, such as the Russia-Ukraine war or the conflict between Israel and Palestine,
are not only brought about by excessive nationalism and outgroup prejudice, but
are also going to results in massive migration inflows, which European countries
will have to accomodate.

More research on the long-run effects of reception policies and on the conditions
that characterize and shape these effects is nonetheless needed.
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TABLES

Table 1: CAS centers

Panel A: Geographic Distribution
Number Perc

North-West 2,348 31.79
North-East 1,944 26.32
Center 1,955 26,47
South 887 12.01
Islands 251 3.40

Panel B: Opening Year
Number Perc

2014 612 9.07 %
2015 1,547 22,93 %
2016 4,555 67,51 %
2017 33 0,49 %

Panel C: Procedure of Acquisition
Number Perc

Direct contract 1,180 16 %
Agreement with local and public entities 352 4.77%
Public tender 5,361 72,57 %
Negotiated tender 403 5.46 %
Restricted tender 89 1.20 %

Panel D: Opening Year in Towns with SPRAR
Number Perc

2014 72 29.39 %
2015 53 21.63 %
2016 120 48.98 %

Notes: The figures were constructed using data on CAS centers, which were
obtained by digitizing report CCXXXVI n.3 from the Ministry of Interior,
which documents the rollout of the Dispersal Policy in the period 2014-2018.
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Table 2: Allocation of Asylum Seekers through CAS

2014 2015 2016 2017

Municipalities hosting a CAS 386 1003 2337 2288
Municipalities hosting a CAS (%) 4.83 12.57 29.36 29.02
Nr. of asylum demands 64,593 83,220 122,949 126,457
Nr. of CAS 612 2159 6714 6443
Average size of CAS 27.28 21.70 21.33 21.59
CAS with more than 100 guest 32 93 247 259
CAS with more than 100 guests (%) 5.22 4.31 3.68 4.02

Notes: The figures were constructed using data on CAS centers, which were obtained by
digitizing report CCXXXVI n.3 from the Ministry of Interior, which documents the rollout
of the Dispersal Policy in the period 2014-2018.

Table 3: Distance CAS-Municipalities

Obs Mean St. Dev Min Max

Distance in km 7,133 2.242 1.509 0.010 14.791

Notes: descriptive statistics on the distance between CAS centers
and municipalities’ centers, which was computed by geo-coding
the exact position of CAS and matching it to the center of the cor-
responding municipality. The data were obtained by digitizing
report CCXXXVI n.3 from the Ministry of Interior, which docu-
ments the rollout of the Dispersal Policy in the period 2014-2018.
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Table 4: List of Regionalist Parties

Name party Region Anti-immigration

Autodeterminatzione Sardegna No
Die Freiheitlichen Trentino-Alto Adige Yes
Grande Nord Lombardia and Veneto Yes
Grande Sud - MPA South No
Indipendenza per la Sardegna Sardegna No
Indipendenza veneta Veneto No
Lega per l’Autonomia- All. Lombarda Lombardia No
Leg Sud Campania No
Meris Sardegna No
Movimento per l’Autonomia South and islands No
Patto per l’Autonomia Friuli-Venezia Giulia No
UV-UVP-EPAV Valle D’Aosta No
Pour tous, per tutti, pe tcheut Valle D’Aosta No
Rifondazione Missina Italiana Campania No
Sardigna Natzione Sardegna No
SVP Trentino-Alto Adige No
SVP - PATT Trentino-Alto Adige No
Union fur Sud-Tirol Trentino-Alto Adige No
Veneto Stato Veneto No

Notes: This list is constructed using electoral data provided by the Ministry of Interior, and it encom-
passes all regionalist parties that participated to the 2008, 2013 and 2018 national elections. A list is
coded as “ regionalist” if it runs only in a specific region/part of the country and if it promotes region-
alist/independence ideals.
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Table 5: List of Queries for Google Trends API

Category Query list

Symbols Tricolore, inno di mameli, emblema Repubblica Italiana, altare della patria,
frecce tricolori, presidente della Repubblica

National Capodanno, epifania, Festa della Liberazione, 25 Aprile, 1 maggio,
holidays festa dei lavoratori, festa della Repubblica, 2 giugno, ferragosto, pasquetta,
and events immacolata, Ognissanti, Natale, Santo Stefano,Festival di Sanremo,

Notte della Taranta, discorso del presidente della repubblica

Famous Mina, Lucio Battisti, Fiorello, Mike Bongiorno, Totò, Luciano Pavarotti,
Italians Alberto Sordi, Massimo Troisi, Federico Fellini, Eduardo De Filippo, Laura Pausini,

Vittorio de Sica, Enrico Caruso, Adriano Celentano, Leonardo Da Vinci, Caravaggio,
Giacomo Puccini, Giuseppe Verdi, Giotto, Michelangelo, Sandro Botticelli,
Gian Lorenzo Bernini, Cimabue, Raffaello, Giorgione, Tiziano, Donatello,
Filippo Brunelleschi, Antonio Canova, Bramante, Gioachino Rossini, Vincenzo Bellini,
Antonio Vivaldi, Goffredo Mameli, Dante Alighieri, Giosuè Carducci,
Luigi Pirandello, Alessandro Manzoni, Giovanni Pascoli, Giacomo Leopardi,
Gabriele D’Annunzio, Ugo Foscolo, Pier Paolo Pasolini, Cesare Pavese,
Torquato Tasso, Giuseppe Ungaretti, Salvatore Quasimodo, Ludovico Ariosto,
Niccolò Machiavelli, Giovanni Verga, Italo Svevo, Eugenio Montale, Italo Calvino,
Alberto Moravia, Umberto Eco, Oriana Fallaci, Elena Ferrante, Plinio il Vecchio,
Virgilio, Orazio, Properzio, Ovidio, Lucrezio, Cicerone, Seneca, Marco Aurelio,
Tito Livio, Archimede, Alessandro Volta, Cristoforo Colombo, Rita Levi-Montalcini,
Guglielmo Marconi, Enrico Fermi, Galileo Galilei, Marco Polo, Enzo Ferrari,
Cristoforo Colombo, Amerigo Vespucci, Leonardo Fibonacci, Maria Montessori,
Antonio Meucci, Margherita Hack, Samantha Cristoforetti, Padre Pio,, Antonio Gramsci
Papa Giovanni XXIII, San Francesco, Santa Rita da Cascia, Vaticano,
Giovanni Falcone e Paolo Borsellino, Aldo Moro, Giuseppe Mazzini, Benito Mussolini,
Sandro Pertini, Silvio Berlusconi, Camillo Benso conte di Cavour, Benedetto Croce,
Togliatti, Alcide de Gasperi, Bruno Vespa, Giuseppe Garibaldi, Francesco Petrarca,
Vittorio Emanuele II di Savoia, Federico II, Cosimo de’ Medici, Giulio Cesare,
Augusto, Vittorio De Sica, Federico Fellini, Sergio Leone, Michelangelo Antonioni,
Dario Argento, Renzo Piano, Massimiliano Fuksas, Gae Aulenti, Cicerone, Seneca,
Catone, Epitteto, Marco Aurelio, Tommaso d’Aquino, San Francesco d’Assisi,
Pico della Mirandola, Cesare Beccaria, Benedetto Croce, Giovanni Gentile

Sport calcio, serie A, Juventus, Milan, Inter, Napoli, Roma, Lazio, azzurri, Gigi Riva,
Roberto Baggio, Gianluigi Buffon, Antonio Cabrini, Fabio Cannavaro,
Alessandro Del Piero, Paolo Maldini, Alessandro Nesta, Andrea Pirlo,
Gianni Rivera, Paolo Rossi, Marco Tardelli, Francesco Totti, Dino Zoff, Carlo Ancelotti,
Fabio Capello, Marcello Lippi, Giovanni Trapattoni, Giuseppe Meazza, Daniele de Rossi,
Gianluca Vialli, Filippo Inzaghi, Giorgio Chiellini, Christian Vieri, Roberto Mancini,
Automobilismo, Ferrari, Maranello, Monza, Imola, Maserati, Fiat, Alfa Romeo, Abarth,
Lancia, Motociclismo, Max Biaggi, Loris Capirossi, Marco Melandri, Valentino, Ciclismo,
giro d’Italia, Marco Pantani, Felice Gimond, Pietro Mennea, Marcell Jacobs, Filippo Tortu,
Gianmarco Tamberi, Sara Simeoni, Fiona May, Matteo Berrettini , Jannik Sinner,
Vanessa Ferrari, Juri Chechi, Igor Cassina, Carolina Kostner, nuoto, Federica Pellegrini,
Filippo Magnini, Gregorio Paltrinieri, Gabriele Detti
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Table 6: List of Queries for Google Trends API - continued

Category Query list

Fashion Versace, Prada, Armani, Etro, Bottega Veneta, Trussardi, Moschino, Basile,
Dolce & Gabbana, Valentino, Bulgari, Fendi, Gattinoni, Roberto Capucci, Renato Balestra,
Laura Biagiotti, Sandro Ferrone e Brioni, Brunello Cucinelli, Roberto Cavalli, Gucci,
Salvatore Ferragamo, Ermanno Scervino, Patrizia Pepe, Enrico Coveri, Max Mara,
Pomellato, Morellato, Bulgari, Luxottica, Officine Panerai, Safilo, Aquazzura, Baldinini,
Ballin, Bontoni, Bruno Bordese, Roberto Botticelli, René Caovilla, Casadei, Alberto Guardiani,
Gabs, Gianmarco Lorenzi, Loriblu, Bruno Magli, Vic Matié, Moreschi, Alberto Moretti,
Cesare Paciotti, Pollini, Fausto Ripani Handmade shoes, Fratelli Rossetti, Gianvito Rossi,
Sergio Rossi, Santoni, A. Testoni, Giuseppe Zanotti design, Bertoni, Borbonese, Braccialini,
Campomaggi, Caterina Lucchi, Coccinelle, Cromia, Fedon, Furla, Gherardini,
Piquadro, Serapian, The Bridge, Valextra, Zagliani e Zanellato, D-Squared, Etro, Missoni,
Moschino, Alberta Ferretti, Krizia, Miu Miu, Emilio Pucci, Ermenegildo Zegna,
Milano fashion week, Vogue Italia, Mandarina Duck

Food dieta mediterranea, caffè, moka, espresso, Bigoli, busiate, capellini, Fidei,
Pici, Spaghetti, Troccoli, Vermicelli, Spaghetti, Spaghetti alla chitarra/chitarrine, tonnarelli,
bavette, linguine, mafalde, sagne, scialatelli, trenette, Fettuccine, Lasagne, pappardelle,
pizoccheri, tagliatelle, tagliolini/tajarin, bucatini, calamarata, cannelloni, fusilli, garganelli,
gramigna, maccheroni, paccheri, penne, rigatoni, sagne ’ncannulate, tortiglioni, sedani, ziti,
anelletti, caserecce, cavatelli, conchiglie, farfalle, gnocchi,mezze maniche, orecchiette,
passatelli, radiatori, rotelle, strascinati, strozzapresti, testaroli, trofie, ditali, orzo, fregula,
agnolotti, cappelletti, cappellacci, casonceli, cjarsons, culurgionis, ravioli, pansotti,
mezzelune, tortelli, tortellini, tortelloni, Pizza, pizza napoletana, pizza romana, focaccia,
piadina, crescia, sfincione, pane, pagnotta, tagliatelle al ragù, rigatoni alla carbonara,
trofie al pesto, lasagne, brodetto, tortellini, gelato, baccalà alla vicentina, polenta,
carciofo alla giudia, risotto alla milanese, porceddu, amatriciana, caponata, insalata caprese,
linguine allo scoglio, parmigiana, coda alla vaccinara, vitello tonnato, tonnarelli cacio e pepe,
culurgiones, agnolotti del Plin, risotto al gorgonzola, timballo, tiramisù, sfogliatella,
cannoli siciliani, cassata, maritozzo, pasticciotto, pastiera napoletana, sbrisolona,
sebadas, strudel, struffoli, torta caprese, panna cotta, zuppa inglese, gianduiotti,
amaretti, torrone, babà, cantucci, cornetto, granita, cioccolata di modica, panettone,
pandoro, nutella, gelato, millefoglie

History Etruschi, Romani, Impero Romano, Longobardi, Papato, Guelfi,
Ghibellini, battaglia di Legnano, Vespri Siciliani, Repubbliche Marinare, Rinascimento,
Federico II, Signorie, Cosimo de’ Medici, Medici, Regno di Sardegna, Regno d’Italia

Art Musei vaticani, Galleria degli Uffizi, Palazzo Ducale di Venezia,
galleria dell’Accademia di Firenze, Castel Sant’Angelo, Museo di Capodimonte,
Palazzo Strozzi, Palazzo Reali di Milano, Fontana di Trevi, Sassi di Matera,
Arena di Verona, Reggia di Caserta, Torre di Pisa, Ponte Vecchio, Colosseo,
Valle dei Templi, Pantheon, Reggia di Venaria Reale, Museo egizio, Fori Imperiali,
Pompei, Canal Grande, Ponte dei Sospiri, Piazza del Plebiscito, Cappella Sistina,
Teatro alla Scala, Certosa di Pavia, Castel del Monte, Cimitero Monumentale,
Castello Sforzesco, Teatro di Taormina, Mole Antonelliana, Torre degli Asinelli,
Castel dell’Ovo, Nuraghe, David di Michelangelo, Basilica di San Pietro, Duomo di Milano,
Cattedrale Santa Maria del Fiore, Basilica di San Marco, Basilica di San Francesco,
Duomo di Siena, Duomo di Orvieto, Cattedrale di Monreale,
Cattedrale di Trani, Cattedrale di Noto, Basilica di Sant’Antonio, Cattedrale di Palermo,
Basilica di Sant’Ambrogio, Cattedrale di Santa Maria Assunta,

Media Corriere della Sera, La Repubblica, La Stampa, La Gazzetta dello Sport,
Corriere dello Sport, Rai, Rai1, Rai2, Rai3, Canale 5, Italia 1, Rete 4, La7
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Table 8: Descriptive Statistics

Variable Mean St.Dev Min Max Obs

Political Behavior (2008, 2013, 2018)
Chamber
Turnout 0.76 0.08 0.18 1 23,979
Vote share all regionalist 0.14 0.14 0 0.99 23,979
Vote share regionalist 0.03 0.08 0 0.78 23,979
Vote share Lega 0.12 0.12 0 0.93 23,979
Senate
Turnout 0.76 0.08 0.16 1 23,979
Vote share all regionalist 0.15 0.15 0 0.92 23,979
Vote share regionalist 0.04 0.10 0 0.76 23,979
Vote share Lega 0.12 0.12 0 0.67 23,979

Social Capital (2010-2022)
Consent to organ donation 3.07 11.30 0 861 92,222

Public finance (2010-2020)
Expenditures
Total expenditures 1,797.76 2,002.07 276.84 104,207.8 95,770
Social expenditures 298.34 402.63 0.06 49,224.96 95,770
Expend. for excludable goods 300.34 404.57 0.06 49,224.96 95,770
Expend. for non-excludable goods 1089.64 1,545.74 6.05 84,455.71 95,770
Revenues
Total revenues 1,828.30 1,995.22 378.52 105,229.2 95,770
Current transfers 322.38 481.49 0.07 17,811.51 95,770
Total transfers 527.83 1,093.76 0.29 54,284.41 95,770
Tax revenues 508.60 352.36 0.98 17,473.69 95,770

Municipality controls - 2011 Census
Population 7477.83 41,306.99 29 2,752,020 8,084
Share foreigners 0.06 0.04 0 0.37 8,084
Share unemployed 0.10 0.06 0 0.42 8,084
Share of high educated 0.08 0.03 0 0.30 8,084
Share of uneducated 0.09 0.04 0.01 0.37 8,084
Share workers in primary 0.09 0.09 0 0.78 8,084
Share workers in secondary 0.31 0.11 0.03 0.75 8,084
Share workers in tertiary 0.34 0.07 0.07 0.78 8,084
Number of NGOs 37.84 205.17 1 12,436 8,084

Notes: Descriptive statistics of the variables used for analysis. Data for political outcomes are
drawn from the Ministry of Interior; data on municipal level expenditures and revenues come
from the AIDA PA dataset; data on municipality controls are collected from ISTAT.
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Table 9: Descriptive Statistics - National Identity Index Sample

Variable Mean St.Dev Min Max Obs

Attachment to national identity (2012-2019)
National identity index 0 1 -1.091 17.031 23,832

Municipality controls - 2011 Census
Population 17519.22 68,792.46 29 2,752,020 3,063
Share foreigners 0.06 0.04 0 0.26 3,063
Share unemployed 0.10 0.06 0.16 0.37 3,063
Share of high educated 0.09 0.03 0.23 0.28 3,063
Share of uneducated 0.09 0.03 0.04 0.21 3,063
Share workers in primary 0.06 0.07 0 0.67 3,063
Share workers in secondary 0.31 0.11 0.07 0.66 3,063
Share workers in tertiary 0.36 0.07 0.14 0.78 3,063
Number of NGOs 86.69 338.0779 1 12,436 3,063

Notes: Descriptive statistics for the restricted sample used for the construction of the National
Identity Index. Data on municipality controls are collected from ISTAT.
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Table 11: Placebo test - Electoral Outcomes

Turnout Regionalist + Lega Regionalist Lega

Refugee share -0.161∗∗∗ -0.023 -0.058 0.073
(0.039) (0.054) (0.045) (0.054)

Controls ! ! ! !
Municipality FE ! ! ! !
Year FE ! ! ! !

Notes: The table shows estimates from the placebo test on electoral outcomes.
The placebo test considers outcome variables in 2008 and 2013. For obser-
vations in 2013, refugee share is the fraction of asylum seekers in 2018 over
total 2011 population at the municipality level, while it is equal to 0 for all
municipalities in 2008. Municipality controls include: share of foreign resi-
dents, unemployment, employment per economic sector, number of NGOs,
and share of highly educated and uneducated individuals. Standard errors in
parentheses clustered at the municipality level. *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, and *
p < 0.1.

Table 12: Political Behavior, Senate

Turnout Regionalist + Lega Regionalist Lega

Panel A: Extensive Margin

Open CAS -0.002∗∗∗ 0.010∗∗∗ -0.015∗ 0.008∗∗∗
(0.001) (0.002) (0.009) (0.001)

Panel B: Intensive Margin

Share of refugees -0.058 -0.028 0.112 0.039
(0.044) (0.059) (0.093) (0.039)

Controls ! ! ! !
Municipality FE ! ! ! !
Year FE ! ! ! !

Mean 0.764 0.15 0.039 0.121
Obs 23,979 23,979 23,979 23,979

Notes: The table contains the estimates of the full specification eq:did, the Difference-in-
Differences with controls. The outcomes are electoral turnout and the vote share of region-
alist parties (all regionalist parties including Lega, strictly regionalist movements and Lega)
for the Senate. Open CAS is the extensive margin treatment variable, taking value of one if
the municipality hosted a CAS during the crisis, while refugee share is a continuous vari-
able that indicated the ratio between total capacity and population per municipality, my
intensive margin treatment. Municipality controls include: share of foreign residents, un-
employment, employment per economic sector, number of NGOs, and the share of highly
educated and uneducated individuals. Standard errors in parentheses are clustered at the
municipal level. *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, and * p < 0.1.
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Table 13: Political Behaviour, Heterogeneity and Robustness Checks

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7)
Regionalist Regionalist Regionalist Regionalist Regionalist Regionalist Nationalist

Open CAS 0.003∗∗∗ -0.014∗∗∗ -0.014∗∗∗ -0.015∗∗∗ -0.014∗∗∗ -0.013∗∗∗ 0.007∗∗∗
(0.002) (0.003) (0.003) (0.001)

Open CAS × long term exposure -0.011∗∗∗
(0.002)

Open CAS ×municipalities above 15,000 0.012∗
(0.07)

Open CAS × top 10% share of foreigners 0.004
(0.005)

Open CAS × top 10% unemployment 0.023∗∗∗
(0.008)

Open CAS × top 10% share of higher education 0.002
(0.006)

Controls ! ! ! ! ! ! !
Municipality FE ! ! ! ! ! ! !
Year FE ! ! ! ! ! ! !
Errors clustered at region level - - - - - !

Notes: The table shows estimates drawn from a heterogeneity test on electoral outcomes. In the first five columns, I interact the main treat-
ment variable with i) long term exposure to treatment and ii) four municipality level characteristics. Specifically, I create dummy variables for
municipalities in the top decile of the distribution for the share of foreign residents, unemployment and share of highly educated individuals.
Interaction dummy variables for the population are based on the threshold of 15,000 residents at which electoral rules change, while long term
exposure is defined as a dummy equal to 1 if the CAS opened in 2014 or 2015. Municipality controls are: share of foreign residents, unemploy-
ment, employment per economic sector, the number of NGOs and the share of highly educated and uneducated individuals. Standard errors
in parentheses clustered at the municipality level, except for column 6, where I cluster error at the region level as a further robustness check.
Finally, in column 7 I display the effect of CASs on the success of all nationalist parties.*** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, and * p < 0.1.

Table 14: Public Goods and Redistribution, Average Effects of Event Study

Outcomes Mean Avg Effect St. Dev LB UB

Panel A: Expenditures

Tot Expenditures 1797.76 148.03 28.08 93.00 203.05
Social Expenditures 298.38 26.63 16.76 -6.22 59.50
Excludable 300.34 24.80 19.56 -13.54 63.14
Non excludable 1089.64 133.12 16.77 100.26 165.97

Panel B: Revenues

Tot Revenues 1828.30 148.96 81.27 -10.32 308.24
Tot transfers 527.83 185.06 23.92 138.17 231.95
Current transfers 322.38 -6.53 19.70 -45.13 32.08
Tax revenues 508.60 57.01 14.20 29.16 84.85

Notes: The table contains the estimates of the average effects from the Dynamic Event
study, using de Chaisemartin and D’Haultfoeuille (2020)’s method. The outcomes are mea-
sures of municipal-level expenditures and revenues.

52



FIGURES

Figure 1: Linguistic and economic divide

(a) Use of dialect in the family, 2015 (b) Per capita income, 2011

Notes: Figure 1 presents two dimensions of heterogeneity in Italy. Panel (a) displays the use of
dialect in the family context (source: survey on the use of Italian language, 2015, Istat). Panel (b)
uses data on per capita income to indicate display the economic divide between the northern and
southern regions of the country (Istat, 2011).

Figure 2: Italy pre-unification, Ziblatt 2004

Notes: Figure 2 is borrowed from Ziblatt, 2014, and reports the infrastructural capacity of Italian
regional states before reunification.
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Figure 3: Votes for referenda

(a) Republic vs Monarchy, 1946 (b) For or against divorce, 1974

Notes: Figure 3 displays the political divide in Italy. Panel (a) displays the vote share obtained by
the option ”Republic” in the constitutional referendum of 1946, after which the Italian Republic was
established. Panel (b) instead displays support for the divorce law in a 1974 referendum. Given the
cultural backgrounds of these two referenda, the figures are also informative on the cultural divide
of the country. Source: Ministry of Interior.

Figure 4: Municipal level capacity of CAS on 2011 province population

Notes: the figure plots the cumulative, municipal-level capacity of CAS in treated municipalities
against the province level population in 2011. The regression line has a slope equal to 0.0018, which
is relatively close to the Allotment Plan of 2.5 asylum seekers out of every 1,000 inhabitants.
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Figure 5: Arrivals and asylum demands by year

Notes: The figure displays the time series of the arrival of immigrants and asylum demand in Italy.
Source: UNHCR.

Figure 6: Italian reception system

The figure shows the structure of the Italian reception system. The solid blue lines represent the
typical path taken by a refugee arriving in Italy within the ordinary reception system. The dashed
red lines represent the path taken within the emergency reception system
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Figure 7: Number of refugees in Italian Reception System

Notes: Figure 6 displays the distribution of CAS centers by municipality population. Source: Doc.
CCXXXVI, n.3 , Ministry of Interior
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Figure 8: Capacity of CAS centers and municipality characteristics

Notes: Figure 7 displays the correlation between total capacity at the municipal level and relevant
municipal level characteristics. Source: Doc. CCXXXVI, n.3 , Ministry of Interior, and Istat.

Figure 9: Buildings used to host CAS

Notes: Figure 6 displays the distribution of CAS centers by type of building. Source: Doc. CCXXXVI,
n.3 , Ministry of Interior
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Figure 10: Reception centers in Italy

(a) Pre 2014 (SPRAR)
(b) Post 2018 (CAS)

Notes: The figure shows the presence of reception centers throughout Italy. Panel (a) displays
SPRAR centers before the European refugee crisis. Panel (b), instead, displays the scope of the
Dispersal Policy, and shows all CAS centers that were opened during the crisis according to their
capacities. Source: Doc. CCXXXVI, n.3 , Ministry of Interior

Figure 11: Number of refugees in Italian reception system

Notes: The figure displays the number of migrants allocated through the ordinary reception system
(SPRAR) and through the Dispersal Policy (CAS) respectively. Source: OpenPolis
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Figure 12: Parallel trends for main political variables

(a) Electoral turnout (b) Vote share of regionalist parties

Notes: This figure presents parallel trends for electoral turnout and vote share of regionalist parties
using electoral data from the Ministry of Interior.

Figure 13: Impact of presence of CAS centers on social capital
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Notes: This figure presents estimates of an event study for the effect of CAS centers on the number
of individuals who registered for organ donation at the municipality-year level. The figure shown
in Panel (a) is obtained using the de Chaisemartin and D’Haultfoeuille (2020)’s method. This was
implemented using the did multiplegt command available on the SSC repository. The figure shown
in Panel (b), instead, is constructed by performing an event study that includes controls for pre-
treatment outcomes. Specifically, I include i) interactions between the number of donors in 2010
and a full set of year dummies and ii) interactions between each municipality outcome in each pre-
treatment year and a full set of year dummies.
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Figure 14: Impact of presence of CAS centers on social capital, north vs south

-1.5

-1

-.5

0

.5

1

1.5

O
rg

an
 d

on
or

s

2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022

Social capital - control for pretreatment outcomes

(a) Restricted sample - North

-1.5

-1

-.5

0

.5

1

1.5

O
rg

an
 d

on
or

s

2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022

Social capital - control for pretreatment outcomes

(b) Restricted sample - South

Notes: This figure presents estimates of an event study for the effect of CAS centers on the num-
ber of individuals who registered for organ donation at the municipality-year level. Both figures
are constructed by performing an event study which includes controls for pre-treatment outcomes.
Specifically, I include i) interactions between the number of donors in 2010 and a full set of year
dummies and ii) interactions between each municipality outcome in each pre-treatment year and a
full set of year dummies. Panel a) report results for a restricted sample that includes only munici-
palities in the northern and central regions; panel b) instead reports results for the complementary
subsample, i.e. including only towns in southern regions and the islands.
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Figure 15: Impact of presence of CAS centers on local public finance
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Notes: This figure presents estimates of an event study for the effect of CAS centers on municipal-
level public finance outcomes, using de Chaisemartin and D’Haultfoeuille (2020)’s method. This
was implemented using the did multiplegt command available on the SSC repository.
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Figure 16: Impact of presence of CAS centers on local public finance, Robustness
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Notes: This figure presents estimates of an event study for the effect of CAS centers on municipal-
level public finance outcomes, using de Chaisemartin and D’Haultfoeuille (2020)’s method. Thiis
was implemented using the did multiplegt command available on the SSC repository.
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Figure 17: EVS Question - National Pride

Notes: Figure constructed using data drawn from 2007 and 2018 waves of the European Value Study.

Figure 18: EVS Question - Tax Evasion

Notes: Figure constructed using data drawn from 2007 and 2018 waves of the European Value Study.

63



Figure 19: Nationality

Notes: Nationality. Source: UNHCR

Figure 20: Impact of presence of CAS centers on National Identity Index
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Notes: This figure presents estimates of an event study for the effect of CAS centers on the National
Identity Index, using de Chaisemartin and D’Haultfoeuille (2020)’s method. This was implemented
using the did multiplegt command available on the SSC repository.
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Figure 21: Impact of presence of CAS centers on National Identity Index, north vs
south
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Notes: This figure presents event-study results of the effect of a the presence of a CAS center on
the national identity index, using de Chaisemartin and D’Haultfoeuille (2020)’s method. This was
implemented using the did multiplegt command available on SSC repository.

Figure 22: National Identity Index

(a) NII in 2013 (b) NII in 2019

Notes: This figure presents event-study results of the effect of a the presence of a CAS center on
the national identity index, using de Chaisemartin and D’Haultfoeuille (2020)’s method. This was
implemented using the did multiplegt command available on SSC repository.
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Appendix

A Municipal-level Public Finance Outcomes

Total Expenditures: total amount of expenditures;
Social Expenditures: amount of money used to finance social, welfare policies, i.e.
Education, Family, Youth and Healthcare;
Non-excludable Expenditures: amount of money used to finance policies that per-
tain to the municipality as a whole and that benefit the whole community. In this
category I include expenditures for law enforcement, public transport, infrastruc-
ture, public space and administration;
Excludable Expenditures: sum of expenditures in policies that directly benefit cer-
tain categories of individuals. This variable is the sum of social expenditures and
the money used in the areas of employment, culture, agriculture and farming;
Total Revenues: total amount of amount of money collected and/or received by
the municipality;
Total Transfers: total amount of revenues received from other levels of government
- state, region and other public entities.
Current Transfers: amount of transfers from other levels of government to be used
for current expenditures, i.e. not for capital investment
Tax Revenues: amount of revenues pertaining to the collection of municipal taxes.
These mainly consist of :

• IMU (imposta municipale unica) and TASI (tributo sui servizi indivisibili):
these levies are essentially property taxes. In fact, they affect residents that
own a real estate property (apartment, commercial space, garage, agricultural
lands etc.) in the municipality. The tax rate is set by the national government
(normally 0.76%), but municipalities can marginally increase or lower it: the
possibile range for the tax is then 0.46-1.06%.

• TARI (Tassa sui rifiuti), a waste disposal tax. These is decided at the municipal
level, and it consists of a fixed quota plus an additional variable quota. In
general, the payment of TARI mainly depends on the surface of the real estate,
on its main function (e.g. residential or commercial) and on the number of
people in the household.

• Addizionale comunale all’Irpef : this is an additional tax on personal income levied
directly by the municipalities. Municipalities set the tax rate, but this cannot
exceed 0.8%.
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B Tax Revenues - Additional Evidence

As mentioned in Section 7, the results on tax revenues are not conclusive. A number
of confounding mechanism could be driving the positive trend of Figure 15d. In
what follows, I provide a more detailed discussion.

Municipal Level Taxes. When studying the effect of the treatment on tax rev-
enues, several concerns arise regarding factors that might drive my result. Firstly,
municipal tax revenues consist of three components: property taxes, additional in-
come taxes and taxes on waste disposal. Local administrations have a certain degree
of flexibility in setting the relative rates (see Appendix A). Therefore the positive
treatment effects that I document could be due to an arbitrary increase in tax rates
in towns that hosted a CAS center. Secondly, one could claim that hosting a recep-
tion center could positively impact the level of economic activity in a municipality,
thus leading to higher income levels and, consequently, higher tax revenues.

To alleviate these concerns, I collect data on tax returns for the period 2012-2020
from the Italian Ministry of Finance, and I run specification 4 on additional out-
comes of municipal-level tax collection. The results are displayed in Figure 23. I
first study the evolution of the additional income tax, which is decided and col-
lected by municipal councils. Specifically, I focus on per capita tax base and per
capita tax collected. As displayed in panels 23a and 23b, neither of these two out-
comes exhibit significant treatment effects. This finding is reassuring as it supports
the claim that the increase in tax revenues is not due to an arbitrary decision on the
part of treated municipalities. In Figure 23c, instead, I report the results of specifica-
tion 4 on a variable that captures the per capita tax base. Since the tax in this case is
income tax, the tax base is a proxy for income. The graph displays no evidence for
a treatment effect, a sign that per capita income did not increase in municipalities
that hosted CAS.

If on the one hand these result is reassuring, because they excludes a mechanical
impact of CAS on income, on the other it makes interpreting the results on tax
revenues complicated. If there was no increase in the income declared, and there is
no change in the arbitrary additional income tax, there should also be no increase
in the tax revenues. The results in Figure 15d therefore remain a puzzle.

Tax Evasion and Attitudes. Finally, I turn to tax evasion. Tax evasion would be
my preferred measure, as it would more precisely capture individuals’ willingness
to contribute to public good. Unfortunately, there is no available data that can allow
me to test this directly. In the following, however, I provide qualitative evidence of
a decrease in tax evasion in the years of the policy. First, recent evidence from the
Italian Ministry of Finance shows a substantial reduction in tax evasion occurred
during the years of the European refugee crisis. In fact, in the period 2015-2019 the
national tax gap (taxes due - taxes paid) decreased by 6.9 billion, and the propensity
to evasion (tax gap/ potential additional revenue) decreased by 2.7%. This period
was the first time that tax evasion in Italy amounted to less than 100 billion (see
Figure 24, source: NADEF 2022). This trend is supported by recent, albeit purely
descriptive, evidence from the European Values Survey: individuals interviewed in
Italy in 2017 expressed more negative attitudes towards tax evasion than did those
interviewed in 2008 (see Figure 19, source: European Values Survey).
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Figure 23: Impact of presence of CAS centers on municipal level taxes
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Notes: This figure presents event-study results of the effect of a the presence of a CAS center on
municipal-level tax revenues, using de Chaisemartin and D’Haultfoeuille (2020)’s method. This was
implemented using the did multiplegt command available on SSC repository.
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Figure 24: Tax Evasion 2015-2019, NADEF 2022

Notes: This figure presents data drawn from the latest report of the Ministry of Economy and Fi-
nances (Nota di aggiornamento al Documento di Economia e Finanza). In the period 2015-2019, the tax
gap (taxes due - taxes paid) decreased by 6.9 billion, and the propensity to evasion (tax gap/ poten-
tial additional revenue) decreased by 2.7%.
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C Additional information on CAS Centers

Participation to labour market: Asylum seekers can potentially get a job two months
after they apply for asylum. Technically, however, if their income reaches a certain
threshold they become ineligible to be hosted in the reception centers. According
to official statistics, less than 10 per cent of all asylum seekers hosted in the Italian
reception system had a regular job contract between 2011 and 2017, but these figure
most likely represents a lower bound, as it does not take into account informal work
which could be quite sizeable.

Minors in the reception center: A very small fraction of centers (0.34) are only for
minors, so in most cases they are hosted in the same structures as adults. Anecdotal
evidence shows that some kids go to school while in the centers.

Services provided in CAS centers: CAS centers were supposed to provide only
food and lodging, but anecdotal evidence shows a certain degree of heterogeneity
in the services provided by each structures. Below, find an example of services
offered by CAS centers in the Bologna province.

Funding: Until 2018, the Italian government used to assign 35 euros per person per
day (mostly in goods and services) for both SPRAR and CAS. Yet, in the case of
CAS, this an indicative figure as the actual costs are established through calls for
tenders, and may therefore be lower. Notice that, out of this 35 euros, roughly 2.50
were given to asylum seekers as pocket money.

Figure 25: Example of services provided by CAS
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D Construction of Google Trends index of national identity

Query selection. The first step into constructing my index of national identity con-
sists of choosing a set of words and expressions to use as queries in the Google
Trends API. The choice of these words is crucial, because they should be able to
capture attachment to the national identity in a sound and convincing way, while
simultaneously avoiding issues of cherry-picking. To this end, I refer to Italian
Wikipedia. Specifically, I consult the Italian page for “Italian culture”, which gives
a general overview of what constitutes national culture. The page reports a series of
categories: symbols, national holidays and events, famous Italians, sport, fashion,
food, history, art and media. I select all relevant terms in each of these categories.
A complete list of the words selected is available in Tables 5 and 6 .

Data collection. After having specified the list of queries to use in the Google
Trends API, I proceed to the collection of the data. Since my aim is to estimate
the impact of a municipality level treatment, I need to collect municipality level in-
formation. The Google Trends API is not set up for this, as the most granular level
of collection provided is the region. I therefore manually modify the API to achieve
the collection of municipal level data. This implies, though, that the index is nor-
malized at the regional level, i.e. that the reference group for each town is made
of other towns within the same region. Therefore, in order to get information on
all available Italian municipalities, I need to run 20 researches for every pair word-
year, i.e. one search for each region. This will play a role in how I calculate my effect
of interest.

Data cleaning. Given the manual modifications I had to implement to collect data
at the municipal level, the sample gathered does not cover the universe of Italian
towns. In particular, my sample consists of roughly 24,000 observations, i.e. 3000
towns per year for the period 2012-2019. Moreover, even in this limited sample,
some towns display missing values, likely because the API was not able to cap-
ture the value of the index for them. In these instances, I fill in the missing values
for each municipality-year-query observation with the average value of the Google
Trends index in the query’s category. For example, if the query “tricolore” is miss-
ing for the city of Rome in the year 2012, I replace it with the average value of all
queries in the “symbols” category for the observation Rome-2012.

Index construction. Once the data is ready and presents no missing values, I can
proceed to the construction of the index. I use principal component analysis to sum-
marise the information of the queries, and retain one single component. Since the
index for each word was collected year-by-year, I cannot make a comparison of the
index across years and regions. Therefore, I run the pca seperately for each year. I
then retain the first component and subsequently I apply a classic standardization.
The resulting index so that it has mean 0 and standard deviation 1. The index con-
structed using these steps is the one I then use to perform the analysis presented in
section 8.

Validation. The premise for the construction of an index of national identity is
the lack of relevant survey data in Italy. This issue is not limited to the absence of
data at the municipality level, but it is true even for surveys at a higher level of geo-
graphic granularity, e.g. surveys at regional level. The only example of survey data
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that addresses national identity is the European Value survey, where respondents
were asked whether they feel proud of their nationality. Respondents’ answers for
the rounds 2008 and 2017 are reported in Figure 17, and sustain the idea that after
the refugee crisis Italians were prouder of their nationality. Nonetheless, this data
is at the country level, and it cannot therefore be a reliable benchmark to test the va-
lidity of the index. Therefore, there is no way for me to compare my index against
some known and validated measure of attachment to the national identity. This is
the reason why this index is just part on my overall analysis.
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