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Abstract
This paper explores the relationship between social identity and labor market out-
comes of immigrants. Using survey data from Italy, we provide robust evidence 
that integrated immigrants, who state they have strong feelings of belonging to the 
societies of both the host and home country, have higher employment rates than 
do assimilated immigrants, who identify exclusively with the host country culture. 
Unlike previous literature, our findings indicate that assimilation does not necessar-
ily provide a clear labor market advantage over immigrants who identify only with 
their original ethnic group. The positive labor market effect of integration is espe-
cially large for women, low-skilled, and immigrants with a brief experience in Italy 
and arriving in Italy at older ages, who generally face stronger barriers to entry into 
the labor market. The main mechanism driving the positive effect of multiple social 
identities points to belonging to local networks that ensure in-group favoritism and 
sharing of information.
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1 Introduction

Migrating is a major life-changing event associated with the (re-)definition of indi-
viduals’ social identity and the reconsideration of their assignment to social groups. 
When settling in the host country, immigrants choose and follow different identifica-
tion strategies, accepting or rejecting the cultural norms and values of both the host 
and home country.

A long tradition in economics and the social sciences centers around the perva-
sive influence of this choice on the socio-economic behavior and economic perfor-
mance of migrants, focusing on two potentially opposing social identification strate-
gies: social assimilation to the host society and identification with the home country 
society. While large consensus and empirical validations point to a positive associa-
tion between social assimilation to destination country and labor market outcomes, 
great uncertainty prevails about the labor market influence of social identification 
with the country of origin. Some authors find evidence that a strong sense of attach-
ment to the home country is always harmful to immigrants’ economic outcomes 
(Battu et  al. 2007; Battu and Zenou 2010; Bisin et  al. 2011a, b, 2016). Another 
strand of the literature adopts a multidimensional concept of social identity that con-
siders the possibility that immigrants may be attached at once both to the country 
of origin and to the host country and provides evidence of a positive correlation 
between social assimilation and economic outcomes (Cai and Zimmermann 2020; 
Constant et al. 2009a; Constant and Zimmermann 2008, 2009; Drydakis 2013; Gori-
nas 2014; Nekby and Rodin 2010; Piracha et al. 2022). Relevantly, results from this 
body of research suggest that the social identification with the home country is not 
always detrimental for the economic performance of immigrants, but that its effect 
also depends on whether it complements a contemporaneous attachment to the host 
country. Yet, the mechanisms that drive these patterns and explain the heterogene-
ous effects of social identities even detected by these studies have not been thor-
oughly explored.

We contribute to this literature by exploiting unique survey data on integration 
and labor market outcomes of immigrants living in more than two hundred munici-
palities in Italy and arriving from more than one hundred countries of origin. Using 
self-reported measures of feelings of belonging to both origin and destination coun-
tries, we provide robust evidence that identification not only with the host but also 
with the home society boosts the economic performance of the immigrants. More-
over, our findings indicate that immigrants who simultaneously identify with both 
home and host country groups have the highest probability of employment, while 
those who exclusively identify with the host country culture do not have a net occu-
pational advantage. Then, we show that these effects are triggered by the different 
types of networks that immigrants with different social identities (are willing to) 
join.

Classical theories of social identity suggest, indeed, that feelings of belonging to 
the countries of destination and origin do not form and evolve autonomously, thus 
shaping the immigrants’ labor market outcomes independently (Tajfel 1978; Tajfel 
and Turner 1979). Instead, identities are intertwined and evolve jointly to form a 
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super-ordinate social identity that eventually influences economic performance 
(Amiot et al. 2007; Gaertner and Dovidio 2000). According to these theories, espe-
cially the so-called acculturation theory (Berry 1980, 1997; Phinney et  al. 2001), 
immigrants can be partitioned into four identity states (acculturation strategies) 
depending on how they relate to both destination and original ethnic groups: inte-
gration, assimilation, separation, and marginalization. Integrated immigrants are 
those who strongly identify with both their country of origin and destination. Assim-
ilated ones, instead, strongly identify with the cultural norms and values of the desti-
nation country, but abandon those of their country of origin. At the other end of the 
spectrum, the separated retain a strong sense of identification only with their origin 
country group, while rejecting the destination culture. Finally, marginalized individ-
uals identify neither with the destination nor with the origin cultures.

Building on these ideas, we empirically explore how the labor market perfor-
mance of the immigrants is influenced by the independent impact of the single social 
identities and the compound effect of the multiple social identities resulting from the 
different acculturation strategies. To this end, our empirical strategy draws on a large 
survey carried out by the Foundation for Initiatives and Studies on Multi-Ethnicity 
(ISMU) which, uncommonly, records appropriate information about the feelings of 
belonging to both the destination and origin countries of about 12,000 immigrants 
living in Italy between 2008 and 2009. We exploit this information and estimate a 
model that permits the decomposition of the multiple social identities into each of 
their components: the home and host country attachments and their interaction that 
captures the costs or benefits associated with the simultaneous adherence to both 
social groups. Our findings first indicate that having a social identity is better than 
not having one at all; immigrants with strong feelings of belonging to either coun-
try of origin or destination have, indeed, a higher probability of being employed. 
Furthermore, although we find some evidence that simultaneous identification with 
both host and home country groups is costly and undermines the employment pros-
pects of immigrants, our results show that the benefits generated by the interac-
tion with different ethnicities are sufficiently great that integrated immigrants are 
more likely to be employed than those who are assimilated, separated, or marginal-
ized. Our estimates additionally indicate that, despite the labor market benefits of 
even single social identities, assimilation alone does not necessarily provide a clear 
labor market advantage. Even though assimilated and separated immigrants have an 
employment premium with respect to the marginalized, we do not detect any statisti-
cally significant difference in the employment outcomes of assimilated and sepa-
rated immigrants.

Taken together, these results establish that what really matters in explaining for-
eigners’ employment probability in Italy is their simultaneous sense of belonging 
to the host country society and to their original ethnic group. We corroborate this 
idea in the second part of the paper, where we analyze the role of networks as a 
mechanism driving the labor market over-performance of the integrated immigrants. 
Theoretically, by nurturing the identity of a social group different from their original 
one, integrated individuals may be deemed betrayers of their original ethnic iden-
tity and hence be subject to discrimination and social exclusion from their home 
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country community, which threatens their employment chances.1 On the other hand, 
identification with, and membership in, both national and ethnic communities pro-
vide in-group favoritism by both natives and foreigners (Akerlof and Kranton 2005; 
Chen and Li 2009) and access to extended and diversified networks through which 
integrated immigrants can more easily accumulate different type of knowledge and 
information about labor market vacancies and economic opportunities (Piracha et al. 
2022).

In line with a network interpretation of the effects of social identities, we then 
provide direct evidence on the networks and types of communities that immigrants 
(are willing to) join and interact with, and first show that integrated immigrants are 
more likely to have both Italian and foreign friends as well as to join associations 
composed of both Italians and foreigners. These findings suggest that the positive 
effect of multiple social identities can be triggered by a more diversified and poten-
tially enlarged set of job market information and positive peer effects that mem-
bership in different communities ensures. The heterogeneity analysis supports this 
interpretation by highlighting that integration benefits to a greater extent less secure 
and more discriminated individuals who generally face stronger barriers to entry 
into the labor market. Specifically, the positive effect of integration on employ-
ment probability is stronger for women and low educated, as well as immigrants 
with a brief experience in Italy and arriving at older ages, who potentially have low 
adaption to the new society, high attachment to the original ethnic culture, and high 
probability to work in sectors where information is more likely conveyed through 
informal networks (Bachmann and Baumgarten 2013; Cai and Zimmermann 2020; 
Calvó-Armengol and Jackson 2004). Otherwise, we find that assimilated and sepa-
rated immigrants choose more specific and separated networks, with the former 
more likely associated with networks of natives and the latter to networks of foreign-
ers. This pattern helps explain why we find no statistically significant difference in 
the employment rates of assimilated and separated immigrants, despite most of the 
literature showing that, in other settings and countries, assimilated migrants have a 
better economic performance than the separated (Casey and Dustmann 2010; Con-
stant and Zimmermann 2009; Drydakis 2013). Local natives’ networks are, indeed, 
potentially more extended but convey less specific information, while foreigners’ 
networks can convey narrow but more specialized information on labor markets and 
economic sectors where immigrants mostly work. Then, on one side, by choosing 
to absorb only the destination country culture, assimilated immigrants may gen-
erally exploit great information from large natives’ networks and find a job in the 
host country more easily than separated immigrants do. On the other side, however, 
specific characteristics of Italy and the Italian labor market may favor the separated 
immigrants who choose to settle in and identify only with their own ethnic com-
munity. Italy is, indeed, characterized by a large share of undocumented migrants 

1 Immigrants often choose not to nurture the host culture, although this could facilitate their employment 
chances, or not to directly accept job offers in order not to violate the social norms of the ethnic groups 
of their home country (Austen-Smith and Fryer 2005; Fordham and Ogbu 1986; Fryer and Torelli 2010; 
Oh 2021).
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and a wide informal economy where immigrants are mostly employed. Both features 
lead to a high degree of sectoral concentration, augmenting the value of the specific 
information more likely conveyed within foreigners’ networks.

We try to substantiate this latter hypothesis in the last part of the paper by inves-
tigating whether the highest employment probability of the integrated immigrants 
is prompted by specific advantages in some sectors of economic activity and if 
integration also affects the intensive margin and job quality of the immigrants. The 
estimates indicate that integration status guarantees an employment probability pre-
mium in the industry and service sectors but it penalizes the entry into commerce 
and, most importantly, it does not affect labor income. It is very likely, indeed, that 
occupation in the commerce sector is mostly facilitated by identification with, and 
participation in, one’s own ethnic community such that absorbing also the host 
country culture causes integrated immigrants to bear psychological and transac-
tion costs without any additional returns. Consistently, additional evidence indicates 
that separated immigrants are more likely than integrated immigrants to work in the 
commerce sector. Interaction with both destination and original ethnic groups thus 
instead widens the spectrum of the networks that may be useful to enter other sec-
tors, even though it does not necessarily affect the intensive margin of the economic 
performance.

Studying the effects of identity on labor market outcomes is empirically chal-
lenging. Omitted variables, measurement error in the identity measures, sorting 
of immigrants across municipalities, and their selection over characteristics of the 
home countries as well as reverse causality are all likely sources of bias that prevent 
identification of a causal relation. In an effort to allay all these potential concerns, 
in our specifications, we always include a wide range of individual-level covariates, 
a set of municipality by country of origin fixed effects that account for (omitted) 
time-invariant characteristics of each ethnic group in each municipality as well as 
week and day of week by place of interview fixed effects to account for seasonality 
effects and potential selection of migrants in particular places of interview on spe-
cific days of the week. Moreover, we perform a large battery of robustness and sen-
sitivity checks. We show that our findings remain robust and valid when we exclude 
specific groups of immigrants selected over personal characteristics (i.e., retirement 
age, years spent in Italy, legal status, etc.) or when we force our identification by 
adding a full set of age at arrival by years spent in Italy fixed effects that tighten esti-
mations across individuals also within the same cohorts of age at arrival and length 
of time in Italy.2 Finally, our results are robust also to the adoption of different meas-
ures of social identity based on subjective and objective indicators. Despite all the 
robustness checks, we cannot rule out potentially remaining endogeneity concerns; 
then, we interpret our findings only as correlations, without giving them any causal 
interpretation.

2 We also find that estimated coefficients remain stable and our results unaffected when we drop munici-
palities and countries of origin in the tails of the distributions of total population, overall migrants’ share 
of population, migrants’ density per km2 , unemployment rate, and per-capita income of the municipali-
ties as well as geographic and cultural distances between Italy and home countries.
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A further common concern about the empirical reliability and external validity 
of studies on migrants’ social integration is that they are usually country-specific 
and, hence, their results lack generality. Although Italy is one of the most chosen 
destinations among European countries (Finotelli and Sciortino 2009; Fondazione 
ISMU 2020), existing evidence on the social integration of migrants in Italy is quite 
scant. Some scholars have explored the economic outcomes of undocumented immi-
grants employed mainly in the informal economy (Dustmann et  al. 2017; Guriev 
et al. 2018; Pinotti 2017).3 As far as we know, the effects of social integration on 
the labor market performance of immigrants in Italy remain largely unexplored. Our 
study helps fill this void by extending the analysis to a different country and context 
and offering a contribution in the generalization of the state-of-art knowledge.

The paper is structured as follows. Section  2 highlights our contribution with 
respect to the relevant literature. Section 3 describes the background and the data 
and discusses some descriptive statistics. Section  4 investigates the relationship 
between the diverse (social) identities and the labor market performance of immi-
grants in Italy. Section 5 focuses on integrated immigrants to explore the potential 
sources of their over-performance on the labor market and to highlight other poten-
tially economic effects of integration. The last section concludes.

2  Related literature

Our study builds on the economic literature that formalizes ideas from sociology 
and cross-cultural psychology (Akerlof and Kranton 2000, 2005), and it primar-
ily addresses the growing empirical literature on the socio-economic impact of the 
immigrants’ social identification with the home and host societies. This literature 
focuses mainly on two questions: what factors influence the choice of social iden-
tity, and what are the effects of immigrants’ social identity on their socio-economic 
outcomes.

Related to the first issue, heterogeneous findings emerge depending on the dif-
ferent individuals’ characteristics analyzed and on the specific features of the host 
countries (Algan et al. 2012; Åslund et al. 2015; Casey and Dustmann 2010; Con-
stant et al. 2012). Gender, age at arrival, and permanence in the destination country 
of the immigrants emerge, in particular, as the most relevant factors determining the 
identity formation and its transmission across generations as well as the heteroge-
neous impact of the social identities on the economic outcomes of the immigrants 
(Abramitzky et al. 2014; Bleakley and Chin 2010; Constant et al. 2009a; Nekby and 
Rodin 2010). Looking at the host country features, instead, the policy of integration 
of the country of destination (Galli and Russo 2019; Gathmann and Keller 2018), 
the cultural distance between home and host countries, and the degree of diversity of 

3 Others focused on the process of identity formation (Carillo and Dessy 2012), cultural integration 
(Adda et al. 2020; Bisin and Tura 2019), and the economic assimilation of immigrants (Mancinelli et al. 
2009).
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the local communities (Bazzi et al. 2019; Masella 2013) result in the major factors 
explaining the degree of social assimilation of the immigrants.

Concerning the effects of social identities, different socio-economic outcomes 
have been considered,4 but the most attention has been paid to the labor market 
impact of the immigrants’ social identification. The main conclusion of most of this 
body of research is that the labor market outcomes of immigrants are mostly shaped 
by the attachment to the host country, while a strong attachment to the home coun-
try has, if any, a detrimental impact (Battu and Zenou 2010; Bisin et al. 2011a, b, 
2016). Another strand of literature, instead, finds evidence that the social identifica-
tion with the home country is not always detrimental for the migrants’ economic 
outcomes, but it can also strengthen the labor market performance of the immigrants 
if it is accompanied also by a contemporaneous attachment to the host country. The 
hypothesis that individuals with multiple social identities may show different and 
likely better economic outcomes than individuals who only assimilate to the host 
country culture has been deeply explored by several authors that employ measures 
of social identity to account for the different degrees of attachment to both the cul-
tures of the receiving and origin countries. The frontrunners of this approach are 
Constant and Zimmermann (2008) and Constant et  al. (2009a) who categorize 
immigrants across the four identity strategies of the acculturation theory by combin-
ing several individuals’ characteristics into the ethnosizer index. Then, Constant and 
Zimmermann (2009) apply this index to the study of the effects of the accultura-
tion strategies on the employment rates and earnings of the immigrants in Germany. 
They provide evidence that integrated women are more likely to work than assimi-
lated ones and that the earnings of both men and women are not affected by social 
identity. Likewise, Constant and Zimmermann (2009) and Delaporte (2019) find 
that integrated identity improves the employment outcomes of women and migrants 
of second generation. On the contrary, Nekby and Rodin (2010) provide evidence 
that in Sweden integrated and assimilated immigrants do not have different labor 
market performances. In applications to different contexts, similar results were also 
found by Drydakis (2013), Gorinas (2014), and Islam and Raschky (2015).

Differently from this literature, our findings indicate that in Italy, socially 
integrated migrants have also the highest probability of employment and that this 
effect is generally not limited to particular categories of migrants. However, also 
in our case, those who gain the most from integrated identity are the less secure 
immigrants as women, low-skilled, immigrants who arrive in old age, and who have 
been in Italy for a short time. In line with Cai and Zimmermann (2020), Piracha et al. 
(2022), and Pendakur and Pendakur (2005), we then explore the role of informal 
(i.e., friends) and formal (i.e., associations) networks to explain these results. Cai 
and Zimmermann (2020) and Piracha et  al. (2022) find evidence that socially 
assimilated immigrants are also more likely to establish relationships with networks 
of natives and to use the natives’ networks to find an occupation. Pendakur and 
Pendakur (2005) show that immigrants with strong ethnic identity are more likely to 

4 Among various, the care of health (Antman et al. 2020), life-satisfaction (Angelini et al. 2015), neigh-
borhood decision (Bisin et al. 2016), and home ownership (Constant et al. 2009b).
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use foreigners’ networks to find a job. Our analysis of the mechanisms complements 
these findings for the socially integrated immigrants, who, we find, are more likely 
to join networks and associations composed of both Italians and foreigners.

3  Background and data

Over the past three decades, Italy has undergone a profound change in its migration 
status, from a country of emigration to one of net immigration. At the turn of the 
century, Italy was one of the least common immigrant destinations in Europe, with 
foreigners making up just 2.6% of the population. The dramatic growth of immigra-
tion since then, bringing foreigners up to 10% of the total population compared with 
the EU average of 6.5%, has made Italy one of the top five European countries of 
arrival (Tragaki and Rovolis 2014). This rapid expansion of immigration was not 
uniform throughout Italy but especially concentrated in the northern regions, where 
58.6% of foreigners live. Concurrently, a strong heterogeneity in the ethnic composi-
tion emerged as the new waves of immigrants arrived from a large number of coun-
tries of origin, mostly belonging to Eastern Europe (the largest group) and North 
Africa (the second largest group), with the Asian community lately joining these 
groups. After Spain and Portugal, Italy is also the preferred European destination for 
Latin Americans.

Unlike the former colonial powers (Spain, France, Britain), Italy has no privi-
leged political or cultural ties with other countries, suggesting that the choice to 
immigrate to Italy depends more on geographical reasons or the ease of crossing 
borders than on any knowledge of or links with Italian society. This, in turn, implies 
that before they develop their migration plans, immigrants have little exposure to 
Italian culture so their social assimilation is more heavily influenced by factors that 
emerge after arrival.

New arrivals are usually low-skilled and tend to find work in less advanced sec-
tors with mature technology. A good proportion enter the country illegally and are 
stabilized later on, thanks to recurrent ex-post regularization programs (Ambrosini 
2013). The strategy of irregular entry is also possible thanks to Italy’s large infor-
mal labor market, where immigrants can be employed even without a work permit. 
In this context, with a weak presence of controls and the absence of an effective 
labor market regulation, informal networks of both natives and foreigners become 
crucially important to acquire information on job vacancies. Similarly, associations 
(labor unions, non-governmental organizations, church-related institutions) play an 
important role in supporting the economic outcomes of immigrants by filling the 
void left by public institutions in providing immigrants with health care and other 
social services.

To sum up, the Italian case is paradigmatic of the so-called Southern European 
migration regime (Finotelli and Sciortino 2009), where the weak control of the bor-
ders, cyclical amnesties, unstable and ambiguous integration policies result in social 
integration being channeled mainly through local networks and associations of both 
natives and foreigners.
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3.1  Data and descriptive statistics

To explore how different (social) identities affect the economic conditions of immi-
grants, our empirical analysis uses survey data collected by the ISMU Foundation 
by interviewing 12,049 immigrants between 2008 and 2009. It is a comprehensive 
survey on immigrants’ integration in Italy, including information on feelings of 
belonging to host and home countries. In addition to specific questions on immi-
grants’ identity, the survey provides information on social, cultural, political, and 
economic conditions of the respondents.5

Interviewed immigrants come from 127 different countries of origin mainly 
poorer than Italy, with most of them from Eastern Europe, Northwest Africa, and 
Asia (Fig. 1).6 They are located in 233 Italian municipalities distributed in both the 
North and South of Italy,7 with most of the sample living in municipalities concen-
trated in just a few regions, particularly Tuscany and Lombardy (Fig. 2).8 Reassur-
ingly, the high correlation in the municipality-ethnic group shares of immigrants 
between the survey data (ISMU) and official census (ISTAT) ensures that our data 
are highly representative of the actual distribution of the ethnic groups across the 
Italian municipalities.

Table 1 presents the main characteristics of the full sample including both regular 
(about 90%) and irregular (10%) immigrants, aged 18 or older at the time of inter-
view and with an average age at arrival in Italy of about 28 years old.9 Respondents, 
mostly males (52%) and married with children (57%), spend many years in Italy 
(on average 7.8 years) and have quite a high level of education; 62% of immigrants 
report at least a high school degree, with 19% of them stating they have a bachelor’s 
degree or higher level of education. These characteristics also explain their mastery 
of Italian language; the average score of Proficiency, measured as the self-reported 
ability in speaking and reading, is 3.5 on a scale from 1 to 5. Finally, 27% of the 
sample are Catholic, 21% Orthodox, and 40% Muslim; the religious minorities are 

5 A regional subsample of the ISMU dataset was also used by Dustmann et  al. (2017), Guriev et  al. 
(2018), and Pinotti (2017), who exploit only variation within the Lombardy region. We were granted 
access to the full Italian dataset, albeit available with a shorter time coverage. A detailed description is 
available in Cesareo and Blangiardo (2009) and additional information through the website www. ismu. 
org.
6 The ten most representative countries are Romania (13.68%), Albania (10.76 %), Morocco (8.85%), 
China (5.82 %), Philippines (4.11%), Peru (4.03%), Ukraine (3.98%), Egypt (3.47%), Bangladesh 
(3.36%), and Senegal (3.30%).
7 Municipalities (Comuni) correspond to LAU level 2 (formerly NUTS level 5) in the Eurostat defi-
nition. In our sample, they are distributed across 13 of the 20 Italian regions: Piedmont, Lombardy, 
Trentino-South Tyrol, Veneto, Emilia-Romagna, Tuscany, Marche, Abruzzo, Lazio, Campania, Molise, 
Apulia, and Sicily.
8 Most immigrants in the sample (about 85%) are located in the municipalities above the sample median 
of total population, migrants’ density (per km2 ), and income per-capita. Immigrants are more equally 
spread across municipalities when looking at the municipalities’ distribution of the share of immigrants 
in total population and unemployment rate, with about half of the sample living in municipalities below 
and the other half in those above the median of municipalities’ distribution.
9 There are no particular differences between the different samples in terms of individuals’ characteris-
tics.
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represented by Coptic, Evangelical, Buddhist, Hindus, Sikh, and those professing 
other religions, while about 7% state no religious affiliation.

Economic performance of immigrants Our main measure of economic performance 
of immigrants is their employment status, Employed, defined by a binary indicator 
equal to one if respondents state they have a job at the time of the interview and zero 
otherwise. In the employed category (82%), we include all respondents regardless 
of whether they have a regular (70%) or irregular (about 10%) job, full (about 38%) 
or part time (20%) position and regardless of whether they are employers (3%) or 
employees. We exclude those who are not in a professional condition (almost 10%), 
mainly housewives and students. In our baseline estimations, we do not impose any 
further restrictions (i.e., retirement age), because in many cases migrants have to 
work also in non-standard market conditions and we want to measure how different 
identity strategies may broadly affect the employment prospects of individuals. We 
then consider several robustness checks.

Employed immigrants are distributed across four major sectors of economic 
activity, with 42% in the service sector (30% in services to people and 12% in ser-
vices to firms), and 20% and 19% in commerce and industry, respectively. Few 
(2.6%) are employed in agriculture, with the remainder in other categories.

The survey allows us to shed some light on the intensive margin of the economic 
performance with a question on immigrants’ labor income, collected as an eight-
class measure. Among those with a positive income, the majority (67%) state a 
monthly net income from labor of between 600 and 1200 Euros, while 13% and 
20% of the sample report an income lower than 600 and higher than 1200 Euros, 
respectively.10

Migrants’ share
(8.85,13.68]
(6.7,8.85]
(1.96,6.7]
(.5,1.96]
(.2,.5]
(.1,.2]
(.05,.1]
(.02,.05]
[0,.02]
No Data

Fig. 1  Migrants’ share by country of origin

10 The income classes with the corresponding share of immigrants are No Income (23.02%), < 600 
(10.11%), 600–799 (16.43%), 800–999 (18.59%), 1000–1199 (16.20%), 1200–1499 (9.97%), 1500–2000 
(3.93%), and > 2000 (1.74%).
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Measures of social identity We measure immigrants’ social identities with self-
reported information about the respondents’ identification with both host and home 
countries. In order to capture the different components of the immigrants’ accul-
turation strategy, we need, in particular, pair of measures capturing the attachment 
to both the places of destination and origin. To this end, we build our main indi-
cators of social identities by exploiting two specular survey questions that prompt 
immigrants to explicitly manifest their simultaneous self-identification with both the 
countries of destination and origin. In particular, we proxy the attachment to the 
country of destination with the dummy Host identity equal to one if the interviewee 
responds “Enough” or “Very Much” to the survey question “How much do you feel 
you belong to Italy?”, and zero if the answer is “Far Too Little” or “Little.” Like-
wise, the attachment to the country of origin is captured by the dummy Home iden-
tity equal to one if the interviewee responds “Enough” or “Very Much” to the survey 
question “How much do you feel you belong to your country of origin?”, and zero 
otherwise.

About 91% of the sample state they are attached to their home country, while 56.7% 
identify with the host country (Table 1). Given the potential overlap in the two identity 
questions, our data seem consistent with acculturation theories (Berry 1997; Constant and 

Migrants’ share
(.0840673,.2005191]
(.0652226,.0840673]
(.0430145,.0652226]
(.020214,.0430145]
[0,.020214]

Fig. 2  Municipality location and migrants’ share
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Zimmermann 2008) categorizing immigrants along one of the four identity strategies: 
integration, assimilation, separation, and marginalization (Table 2). A first look at the 
cross-tabulation of the two identity variables reveals that most immigrants in the sam-
ple are distributed around two major groups: the Integrated (49.53%), who identify with 
both the host and home country cultures, and the Separated (41.27%) immigrants, who 
identify only with the culture of their country of origin while rejecting that of the country 
of destination. The residual 9% of the sample further splits up into Assimilated (7%) and 
Marginalized (2.13%) immigrants, with the former identifying only with the host country 
and the latter neither with the host nor with the home country cultures.11

Table 1  Summary statistics Observations Mean Std. dev. Min Max

Employed 10207 0.817 0.387 0 1
Home identity 11895 0.908 0.290 0 1
Host identity 11747 0.567 0.496 0 1
Male 11990 0.523 0.500 0 1
Age 11990 36.252 10.079 18 82
Age at arrival 11882 28.528 9.752 0 82
Years in Italy 11926 7.788 6.191 0 60
No education 11702 0.062 0.241 0 1
Compulsory 11702 0.318 0.466 0 1
High school 11702 0.430 0.495 0 1
BA degree + 11702 0.190 0.393 0 1
Proficiency 11987 3.503 1.093 1 5
Married 11881 0.567 0.496 0 1
Have children 11946 0.567 0.496 0 1
Muslim 11618 0.339 0.473 0 1
Catholic 11618 0.266 0.442 0 1
Orthodox 11618 0.212 0.409 0 1
Coptic 11618 0.004 0.062 0 1
Evangelical 11618 0.022 0.147 0 1
Other Christian 11618 0.019 0.137 0 1
Buddhist 11618 0.034 0.182 0 1
Hindu 11618 0.015 0.122 0 1
Sikh 11618 0.006 0.079 0 1
Other 11618 0.009 0.094 0 1
No religion 11618 0.074 0.261 0 1

11 Specifically, the Integrated are the immigrants answering “Enough” or “Very Much” to both home and host 
identity questions so that Home and Host Identities dummies are equal to one. The Separated are those report-
ing “Far Too Little” or “Little” sense of self-identification with the host country but “Enough” or “Very Much” 
self-identification with the home country so that Home Identity is equal to one but Host Identity is equal to zero. 
The Assimilated are those immigrants reporting “Far Too Little” or “Little” sense of self-identification with the 
home country but “Enough” or “Very Much” self-identification with the host country so that Host Identity is 
equal to one but Home Identity is equal to zero. Finally, the Marginalized are those answering “Far Too Little” 
or “Little” to both identity questions such that both dummies are equal to zero.
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Table  3 reports some distinctive characteristics of immigrants according to 
their choice of group identity and highlights how the acculturation framework may 
improve our understanding of the immigrants’ identity choices and of the effects of 
these identities on their economic performance. First of all, integrated immigrants 
are much more likely to be employed than those with other identities, including the 
assimilated. As expected, integrated and assimilated migrants spend more time in 
Italy and have a better proficiency in Italian language and a higher human capital 
than do separated and marginalized. Immigrants are more homogeneous accord-
ing to their age at the date of interview and arrival, with a slight predominance of 
males among separated and marginalized. Finally, integrated foreigners are more 
frequently married and with children, while Muslims are more likely to be separated 
and Christians assimilated.

4  Identity, acculturation strategies, and labor market performance

4.1  Empirical specification

To investigate the relationship between immigrants’ group identity and their labor 
market performance in Italy, we estimate the following model:

where yiom is the dummy Employed equal to one if immigrant i from country of 
origin o in the municipality m is employed and zero otherwise, and Home identity 
and Host identity are, in the baseline specification, the dummies capturing the immi-
grants’ self-identification with the countries of origin and destination.

We start estimating model Eq.  1 without the interaction term Home identity × 
Host identity such that coefficients �

1
 and �

2
 identify only the main effects of the 

independent adherence to home and host country cultures. Next, we add to the 
right-hand side the interaction term Home identity × Host identity, whose coeffi-
cient �

3
 estimates further costs and gains from multiple social identities, allowing 

(1)

yiom =�
0
+ �

1
Home identityiom + �

2
Host identityiom+

+ �
3
Home identityiom × Host identityiom+

+ �
�

iom
� + �om + �w + �dp + �iom,

Table 2  Acculturation strategies Home identity

1 0 Total

Integrated Assimilated
1 49.53% 7.08% 56.61%

Host
identity Separated Marginalized

0 41.27% 2.13% 43.4%
Total 90.8% 9.2% 100%
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us to gauge the labor market effects of all four acculturation strategies illustrated in 
Table 2. According to the full specification in Eq. 1, coefficient �

1
 returns the esti-

mate of the employment probability of Separated immigrants, for whom the dummy 
Host identity is equal to zero while Home identity is equal to one, with respect to the 
Marginalized ones, the reference category captured by the intercept �

0
 . Likewise, 

�
2
 quantifies the employment probability premium of Assimilated immigrants, for 

whom the dummy Host identity is equal to one while Home identity is equal to zero. 
This saturated empirical model also implies that we can compute the linear combi-
nation of the three coefficients, �

1
+ �

2
+ �

3
 , to retrieve the estimated probability of 

being employed of Integrated immigrants, for whom both Host identity and Home 
identity dummies are simultaneously equal to one, with respect to the Marginalized. 
Furthermore, we can also evaluate whether the four acculturation strategies are asso-
ciated to statistically different outcomes on the labor market. Specifically, the differ-
ence in the estimated coefficients of Integrated and Assimilated, �

1
+ �

3
 , returns an 

estimate of the different employment probabilities of immigrants who identify with 
both the destination and origin countries with respect to those who accept only the 
destination country identity. Similarly, the difference between Integrated and Sepa-
rated is computed by the linear combination �

2
+ �

3
 , while that between Assimilated 

and Separated by �
2
− �

1
.

To avoid omitted variable concerns, in our estimations, we always include the 
vector �iom of individual-level covariates: Age (and its square), gender (Male), mari-
tal status (Married), presence of children (Have children), educational level (No 
education, Compulsory, High school and BA degree +), years spent in Italy (Years 
in Italy and its square), proficiency in Italian language (Proficiency), and religious 
affiliation.

Finally, our specifications include a set of municipality by country of origin fixed 
effects ( �om ) to account for (omitted) time-invariant characteristics of each ethnic 
group in each municipality that are a potential source of bias (i.e., network effects, 
specific human capital, local labor market features, cross-municipality differences 
in natives’ attitudes toward cross-ethnic groups of immigrants). We also add to 
the right-hand side week ( �w ) and day of week by place of interview ( �dp ) fixed 
effects to wash out part of the random measurement errors induced by the use of 
self-reported measures of identity as well as to account for seasonality effects and 
potential selection of migrants in particular places of interview on specific days of 
the week (e.g., unemployed immigrants interviewed on working days in particular 
places or immigrants with strong ethnic identity interviewed particularly in religious 
or ethnic places).12

12 The survey indicates the following possible twelve places of interview: centers providing services and 
assistance (reception, work, health, counseling service, refectory, public offices), training centers (Ital-
ian courses, professional training courses, schools, universities), worship (churches, mosques, temples), 
ethnic shops (kebabs, Islamic butchers, take-aways, food products), entertainment (cinema, discos, sports 
facilities, bars, restaurants), shopping centers, meeting places (stations, squares, parks, lakes), markets 
(municipal markets, flower market, fruit and vegetable), workplaces or workforce recruitment (construc-
tion sites, textile laboratories, restaurants and hotels, gatehouses, agricultural fields and farms), associa-
tions and cultural centers, service centers (phone centers, money transfer agencies), private residences.
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4.2  Baseline results

Table 4 reports our baseline OLS estimates when regressing immigrants’ employ-
ment status on their group identity conditional on the set of individual-level 
covariates and fixed effects.

In the first three columns, we examine the effects of the single components 
of the acculturation strategies by excluding the interaction term Home identity × 
Host identity. In columns (1) and (2), we start by introducing the dummies Home 
identity and Host identity separately. Results in column (1) show that immigrants 
with a strong attachment to their home culture have a higher employment proba-
bility than those who do not feel they belong to their ethnic group. Likewise, col-
umn (2) reports that immigrants who identify with the culture of the host country 
are more likely to be employed than those who do not. These effects remain sta-
tistically significant and stable also when, in column (3), we introduce the two 
variables jointly. Hence, the positive and statistically significant coefficients of 
Home identity and Host identity suggest that identification not only with the host 
but also with the home countries increases the chances of being employed.

Table 3  Summary statistics by 
social identities

Integrated Assimilated Separated Marginalized

Employed 0.854 0.797 0.788 0.678
Male 0.513 0.450 0.540 0.573
Age 36.768 35.881 35.960 34.012
Age at arrival 27.899 25.341 29.948 26.797
Years in Italy 8.974 10.638 6.028 7.416
No education 0.046 0.067 0.077 0.099
Compulsory 0.287 0.259 0.369 0.293
High school 0.444 0.467 0.410 0.320
BA degree + 0.223 0.207 0.145 0.288
Proficiency 3.729 4.119 3.145 3.445
Married 0.585 0.455 0.572 0.475
Have children 0.577 0.507 0.573 0.498
Muslim 0.330 0.263 0.353 0.434
Catholic 0.276 0.333 0.252 0.120
Orthodox 0.210 0.219 0.212 0.288
Coptic 0.006 0.004 0.000 0.022
Evangelical 0.021 0.022 0.021 0.042
Other Christian 0.017 0.027 0.021 0.020
Buddhist 0.032 0.034 0.037 0.013
Hindu 0.018 0.010 0.012 0.002
Sikh 0.008 0.000 0.006 0.002
Other 0.008 0.009 0.009 0.014
No religion 0.074 0.079 0.077 0.043

83



M. R. Carillo et al.

1 3

Next, in column (4) we introduce the interaction term Home identity × Host iden-
tity to completely characterize the economic effects of the four acculturation iden-
tities. Its negative and statistically significant coefficient shows that acquiring and 
preserving both identities is costly and dampens the probability of the immigrants 
being employed. Notwithstanding, the coefficients of Home identity and Host iden-
tity not only remain positive and statistically significant, but they also substantially 
increase in magnitude. Differently from the models in columns (1)–(3), the coeffi-
cients of Home identity and Host identity in the specification of column (4) estimate 
the labor market effects for immigrants who not only identify with one of the two 
group cultures but who also simultaneously reject the other. Hence, the coefficient 
of Home identity implies that Separated immigrants, who identify only with their 
country of origin group while rejecting the destination country identity, are about 16 
percentage points more likely to be employed than Marginalized individuals, who 
dismiss any identity. Thus, even individuals with so-called oppositional identities 
have an employment premium on the labor market with respect to those without any 
identity. Likewise, the Host identity coefficient demonstrates that Assimilated immi-
grants, who identify only with the host country culture while abandoning their home 
culture, have an employment probability about 14 percentage points higher than 
that of the Marginalized. Furthermore, and most importantly, the boost in the coef-
ficients of Home identity and Host identity after the introduction of the interaction 
term ensures that the detrimental effect of the simultaneous identification with both 
host and home country groups is not strong enough to cancel out the benefits gener-
ated by interaction with different ethnicities. Indeed, the linear combinations of the 
coefficients from column (4) establish that Integrated immigrants, who concurrently 
identify with home and host countries, are those with the strongest performance on 
the labor market, with a probability of being employed 18.6, 5, and 2.3 percentage 
points higher than that of, respectively, Marginalized, Assimilated, and Separated.

Together, these results provide evidence that, while having a social identity is bet-
ter than not having one at all, what really matters for the employment prospects of 
immigrants is their choice to retain a strong ethnic identity, in addition to absorbing 
the host country identity. This is also corroborated by the result in the last row of 
Table 4, which establishes that the sole assimilation does not provide a labor mar-
ket advantage as the difference between the coefficients of Assimilated and Sepa-
rated is not statistically significant. This quite striking result can be explained by 
paying attention to the possible channels through which social identity affects the 
economic outcome of immigrants: in-group favoritism and positive network exter-
nalities deriving from group membership. On one side, assimilation can give access 
to the majority group of the receiving society and, hence, to large local networks 
that can be a source of more general information for finding a job. On the other 
side, however, if migrants are concentrated mainly in specific sectors or informal 
economy, networks of native people could convey less useful information than that 
obtainable by foreigners’ networks. Moreover, assimilation to the host country cul-
ture, especially when perceived as a violation of the social norms of one’s home 
country group, can lead to weaker social ties and, hence, to a lower level of in-group 
favoritism of one’s common ancestry community. For the separation identity, the 
opposite obtains. Our results are, then, consistent with the hypothesis that the levels 
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of in-group favoritism and network externalities exploited by fully assimilated immi-
grants are not necessarily higher than those immigrants would obtain by focusing on 
their origin community with a separate identity.

4.3  Robustness

Concerns about the identification of the effects of identity on employment status 
may be attenuated by our baseline empirical strategy that exploits a tight variation 
across immigrants within the same ethnicity-Italian municipality pair, interviewed 
in the same week and within the same day of the week by place of interview cells. 

Table 4  Social identity, acculturation, and employment

Linear probability model estimates. The dependent variable is a dummy equal to 1 for employed and 
0 otherwise. All regressions include individual controls, municipality × country of origin fixed effects, 
week, and day of week × place of interview fixed effects. Individual controls are Proficiency in Italian 
language, Years in Italy (and its square), Age (and its square), Male, Compulsory school, High school, 
BA degree +, Have children, Married, and Religion dummies. The linear combinations in column (4) 
report the estimates of the acculturation strategies; accordingly, Home identity and Host identity identify 
the separation and assimilation strategies, respectively, while the effect of integration is given by the sum 
of the coefficients of Home identity, Host identity, and Home identity × Host identity. Sample weights 
used. Robust standard errors clustered at municipality level in parentheses; * p < 0.1 ; **p < 0.05 ; *** 
p < 0.01

Dependent variable: employment status

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Home identity 0.077∗∗∗ 0.077∗∗∗ 0.164∗∗∗

(0.017) (0.019) (0.045)
Host identity 0.025∗∗ 0.030∗∗∗ 0.137∗∗

(0.011) (0.011) (0.060)
Home × Host −0.114∗∗

(0.057)
Linear combinations: acculturation hypothesis

Integrated 0.187∗∗∗

(Home + Host + Home × Host) (0.049)
Integrated - Assimilated 0.050∗∗

(Home + Home × Host) (0.023)
Integrated - Separated 0.023∗∗

(Host + Home × Host) (0.009)
Assimilated - Separated −0.027
(Host - Home) (0.025)
R2 0.476 0.472 0.475 0.476
Observations 9265 9152 9081 9081
Countries of origin (#) 121 121 121 121
Municipalities (#) 222 220 220 220
Mean dependent variable 0.818 0.818 0.819 0.819
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The drawback can be that estimates are biased due to too little variation (e.g., too 
few observations within cells) and other modeling assumptions. Then, we first test 
that the corresponding Probit estimates are consistent and in line with the OLS 
results, although with the marginal effects weakly smaller in size.13 Furthermore, 
our estimates remain virtually identical when we exclude municipalities, countries 
of origin, and weeks cells with less than 10 or 20 observations as well as when we 
drop the two most over-sampled Italian regions (Tuscany and Lombardy). Our base-
line results are also robust to alternative fixed effects, and to various one-way and 
multi-way clustering of standard errors.14

Nevertheless, selection of immigrants over individuals’ characteristics, their 
sorting across municipalities, and measurement error induced by the self-reported 
nature of the survey answers may still be sources of bias. To exclude that these may 
affect our main conclusions, we perform the following robustness checks.

4.3.1  Other individuals’ characteristics

In Table 5, we start excluding that the effects of identity on employment reflect other 
omitted individuals’ characteristics and sample selection.

First, in columns (1)–(2) of Table 5, we restrict the sample to a more homoge-
neous group of individuals, excluding in (1) those who are in retirement age since 
older than 65 and in (2) also those who were born in Italy and those who have been 
in Italy for more than 20 years. Next, although we do not have direct information 
from the survey, we try to account for potential family and pre-migration economic 
characteristics (i.e., household or personal wealth). To this end, in columns (3) and 
(4), we exclude individuals who contemporaneously state they own a house and have 
been in Italy for only 2 and 5 years, respectively.15 The idea is that newly arrived 
migrants who state they own a house in Italy may disclose pre-migration wealth or 
characteristics that can simultaneously affect their identity formation and employ-
ment probability. Reassuringly, our baseline results remain stable in significance and 
magnitude. In columns (5) and (6), we account for the legal status of the immigrants 
as it may confound assimilation rate and employment outcomes. To mitigate con-
cerns of bad controls and endogeneity, we proceed in two ways; in column (5), we 
include a dummy equal to one for individuals with a legal permit to stay and zero 
otherwise, while in column (6) we drop from the sample irregular immigrants with-
out any legal permit. Results are in line with our baseline conclusions. The smaller 

13 Due to the large number of fixed effects, the incidental parameter problem may be the source of this 
downward bias. For this and computational reasons, in the following, we report only linear probability 
estimates. Details are available upon request or in the working paper version.
14 Results are robust to introducing the fixed effects one-by-one, to adding municipality by week fixed 
effects and enlarging the geographical reference units by replacing the municipality by country of origin 
fixed effects with those of the Italian provinces by regions of the world. Likewise, findings do not change 
when we perform a variety of checks of one-way and multi-way clustering of standard errors on munici-
palities, countries of origin, weeks, days of week, and places of interview. Details are available upon 
request and in the working paper version.
15 About 17% of the full sample state they live in their own accommodation, with the remaining either in 
rented apartments (51%), shared houses (27%), or temporary places (5%).
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point estimates signal that the legal status captures part of the willingness and rate 
of assimilation of the immigrants and that social identities may especially matter for 
those who need them the most, usually irregular immigrants who face stronger bar-
riers to entry into the labor market (Gathmann and Keller 2018).

While in all the above specifications we account for the years spent in Italy as 
they can affect both identity formation and employment prospects of the immigrants 
(Abramitzky et al. 2014), in column (7) of Table 5, we force our baseline identifica-
tion by adding a full set of Age at arrival × Years in Italy fixed effects. Indeed, pre-
vious research has shown that also the age at arrival of immigrants can potentially 
affect their integration process and economic performance by shaping either skills or 
preferences, and hence their identity formation process, or both (Åslund et al. 2015; 
Bleakley and Chin 2004, 2010; Clots-Figueras and Masella 2013). However, both 
Years in Italy and Age at arrival may be potentially bad or endogenous controls, 
hence biasing our estimates. Most importantly, their effects may be not monotonic 
but depend on their interlinkages. Consider, for example, individuals of the same 
cohort of age of arrival but in the place of destination for different lengths of time; 
they are exposed to different processes of identity formation and accumulation of 
factors correlated with their economic performance. Likewise, immigrants from the 
same cohort of time spent in Italy, but arriving at different ages, tend to have differ-
ent rates of assimilation and factor accumulation.16 Thus, in the last specification 
in column (7), we add a full set of Age at arrival × Years in Italy fixed effects to 
account for the possibility that the time spent in the place of destination has a dif-
ferentiated effect on both identity formation and economic performance depending 
on the age at arrival of the immigrants, and vice versa. Since coefficients are now 
estimated across individuals not only within the same municipality-country of origin 
cell but also within the same cohorts of age of arrival and length of time in Italy, 
this very demanding specification should allow us to further minimize concerns 
about selection, sorting, and also reverse causality of our baseline results. Results 
presented in column (7) are remarkably in line with our baseline conclusions, even 
though the point estimates of Home identity and Host identity become smaller. 
As a consequence, the interaction term becomes no longer statistically significant 
and the estimated effect for Integrated immigrants shrinks by about 3 percentage 
points with respect to the reference category of the Marginalized. Astonishingly, the 
employment premium that in our baseline estimates integrated immigrants hold with 
respect to the assimilated remains also quantitatively unaffected (around 5 percent-
age points).17

16 For instance, younger children learn languages more easily than older individuals, and this has been 
shown to be correlated with both employment probabilities and identity formation (Bleakley and Chin 
2004, 2010; Clots-Figueras and Masella 2013). In our data, the positive effect of the time spent in Italy 
on employment rates is decreasing in the age at arrival, while its negative effect on the attachment to 
Home identity weakens more slowly for immigrants arriving early in life than for those arriving at a 
mature age.
17 Results are not driven by cells with “too few” individuals, as they are robust to excluding groups of 
Age at arrival and Years in Italy with less than 10 observations.

89



M. R. Carillo et al.

1 3

4.3.2  Sorting across municipalities of destination and selection by countries 
of origin

Other potential sources of bias of our baseline estimates are due to particular sorting 
patterns of immigrants across municipalities and to immigrants’ selection over char-
acteristics of home countries. For instance, immigrants more inclined to assimilate 
may choose to locate in municipalities with a more suitable environment to welcome 
them. As long as these municipalities are also those with differentiated employment 
possibilities, our baseline results would be biased. Likewise, individuals from home 
countries with particular cultural backgrounds may have different rates of assimi-
lation and specific skills that affect their labor market performance. Consider, for 
example, immigrants who belong to countries with a long tradition of immigration 
to Italy. The long relationship between the sending and destination countries would 
facilitate the process of both cultural and economic adaptation to the host society, 
implying an upward bias in the estimates of the identity-employment relationship.

We deal with these concerns in different ways. First, in our estimates, we always 
use the large battery of municipality by country of origin fixed effects that capture 
any residual variation at municipality and country of origin level. Next, in an effort 
to allay any remaining concerns, we replicate our main estimates by excluding the 
bottom and top 5% of municipalities and countries of origin by total population, 
overall migrants’ share of population, migrants’ density per km2 , unemployment 
rate, and per-capita income of the municipalities, as well as by geographic and cul-
tural distances between Italy and home countries (Figures A.1-A.2-A.3 in the Online 
Appendix). Furthermore, we drop one-by-one the ten most representative countries 
of origin in the sample (Table A.1 in the Online Appendix). Under all these alterna-
tive permutations, coefficients remain remarkably stable and our main results valid.

4.3.3  Other measures of social identity

Our results hinge on the measures of the immigrants’ self-identification with the 
countries of origin and destination. These indicators have the advantage of directly 
connecting the subjective attitudes and perceptions of the individuals to their iden-
tification process (Battu and Zenou 2010; Casey and Dustmann 2010; Nekby and 
Rodin 2010; Gorinas 2014). Furthermore, the specular survey questions asking 
the immigrants to declare how much do they feel to belong both to Italy and their 
country of origin allow us to measure rather finely the contemporaneous attachment 
of the immigrants to both origin and destination societies and, hence, to examine 
the labor market effects of also the acculturation strategies. However, some authors 
cast doubts about the suitability of such measures, since “subjective attitudes are 
just expressive manifestations of what is socially acceptable to say in public” (Algan 
et al. 2012 p.24). Consequently, these measures may depend on how the survey ques-
tions are designed and the answers collected, and they may capture only partially 
the actual feelings of the immigrants. Part of the literature, then, suggests inferring 
the immigrants’ social identities from their actual behaviors using more objective 
indicators such as the use of language, intermarriage, and plans of citizenship, or 
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balancing both subjective and objective indicators (Bisin et al. 2011a; Constant and 
Zimmermann 2008; Constant et al. 2009a).

To take this into account, we use other measures of social identity and construct 
two pairs of proxies to discriminate between the simultaneous feelings toward both 
origin and destination countries  (Table  6). Firstly, we experiment with a set of 
measures based on the immigrants’ subjective judgments of their social identity. In 
particular, we measure the attachment to the country of origin (i.e., home identity) 
with the dummy Interest in home country equal to one if the respondent answers 
“Enough” or “Very Much” to the survey question “Are you interested in what hap-
pens in your home country?” and zero if the answer is “Far Too Little” or “Little.” 
Conversely, we measure the host identity with the dummy Glad to live in Italy equal 
to one if the respondent answers “Good” or “Very Good” to the survey question 
“Overall, how are you in Italy?” and zero if the answer is “Neither good nor bad,” 
“Bad,” or “Very bad.”18 The second set of measures of social identities captures 
relatively more objective attitudes and manifestations of the immigrants. We con-
nect the home identity to the degree of homogamy or intra-ethnic marriages of the 
immigrants by constructing the dummy Partner of same nationality equal to one if 
the respondents state they are married or have a partner of the same nationality of 
origin and zero if the respondents state they have either no partner or a partner of 
other nationality, including the Italian one.19 Specularly, we measure the host iden-
tity with the dummy Italian language at home equal to one if immigrants answer 3 
or more on a scale from 1 to 5, where 1 corresponds to “Never” and 5 to “Always,” 
to the survey question “On a daily basis, how much do you use the Italian language 
at home/in the family?”20 We also experiment constructing a pair of indexes using 
all the proxies for the home and host identities jointly in standard factor analysis and 
retaining the first principal component of each of the three indicators of social iden-
tities. Then, we construct the Home identity Index and Host identity Index as two 
dummies equal to one if the first principal components are greater or equal to their 
median values, and zero otherwise.21

As expected, the distribution of our subjective measures closely resembles those 
of our main self-identification indicators. In particular, the share of interviewed 
immigrants that state they are interested in what happens in their home country 
equals that of the immigrants that state they feel to belong to their country of origin 

18 Piracha et al. (2022) also use a similar indicator to capture the strength of immigrants’ social assimila-
tion to the country of destination.
19 Among several studies, Adda et  al. (2020), Angrist (2002), Bazzi et  al. (2019), Bisin et  al. (2016), 
Bisin and Tura (2019), and Meng and Gregory (2005) also use the rate of intermarriage or, conversely, 
of homogamy and intra-ethnic marriages as indicators of social assimilation and ethnic identity of the 
immigrants.
20 Bazzi et al. (2019), Bleakley and Chin (2010), Clots-Figueras and Masella (2013), and Fouka (2019) 
also use the host country language at home as an indicator of the degree of assimilation of immigrants.
21 For both sets of home and host identity measures, the first principal components explain around 50% 
of the total variance; the factor loadings further show that the first components are equally driven by the 
self-identification and subjective variables, whereas the objective indicators contribute only to a lesser 
extent. These features also explain that the composite indexes are strongly correlated with the self-identi-
fication and subjective measures but only poorly correlated with the objective indicators.
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(i.e., 90.8% in panel 6a as in Table 2). A similar pattern emerges for the host identity 
and the four acculturation strategies. The share of immigrants that state they are glad 
to live in Italy is only slightly greater than that of the immigrants that state they feel 
to belong to the country of destination; this also explains the partially over-repre-
sentation of the integrated immigrants across the four acculturation strategies with 
respect to the case when we use our main self-identification measures. Looking at 
the relatively more objective manifestations of the immigrants’ social identity, panel 
6b indicates that the distributions of Partner same nationality and Italian language 
at home are more homogeneous than those induced by the self-identification and 
subjective measures above.22

Table 7 reports the estimates of the specifications when we use the other subjec-
tive and objective proxies for the social identities to validate our baseline results and 
provide broader evidence of the labor market effects of the identification process of 
the immigrants. Columns (1)–(5) present the estimates when we use the other sub-
jective measures, Interest in home country and Glad to live in Italy, as proxies for 
the attachment to, respectively, the home and host countries. Reassuringly, our base-
line results remain stable in significance and magnitude. Both the measures of home 
and host social identities maintain the positive correlation with the probability of 
employment of the immigrants and drive the labor market premium of the integrated 
immigrants also with respect to the assimilated and separated ones.

Next, in columns (6)–(10), we repeat our exercise using the set of objective meas-
ures, Partner same nationality and Italian language at home. It is remarkable that, 
despite the different distributions between the self-identification, subjective, and 
objective measures, our baseline results remain confirmed when we use more objec-
tive proxies for the social identities. We do not only continue to share with the lit-
erature the positive correlation between host identity and employment as we find 
that the immigrants using the Italian language at home have a statistically significant 
and positive probability of being employed. Considerably, our baseline results that 
the immigrants with a stronger attachment to the country of origin have a higher 
probability of employment remain also confirmed when we use the more objective 

Table 6  Other measures of social identity and acculturation strategies

22 The cross-tabulations of the indexes across the four acculturation strategies and the pairwise correla-
tions of all the measures of social identities are in Tables A.2–A.3 in the Online Appendix.
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indicators. In particular, contrary to previous results pointing to a positive associa-
tion between intermarriage and employment (Meng and Gregory 2005), we find that 
immigrants who retain a stronger attachment to their country of origin by choos-
ing a partner of the same nationality have a greater probability of employment than 
those who choose exogamous relationships. This result is stable across the parsimo-
nious and saturated specifications, where we use the proxies for both the home and 
host identities jointly. In particular, integrated immigrants who contemporaneously 
choose a partner of the same nationality and speak the Italian language at home con-
tinue to have a probability of employment higher than that of assimilated and sepa-
rated immigrants, who retain only one of the two identities. Finally, findings remain 
stable and confirmed when we use the indexes of social identities.

Overall, the estimates in Table 7 reassure that our baseline findings are not driven 
by randomness in the subjective judgments of the immigrants but that they are likely 
uncovering a robust and deep correlation between the attachments to the home and 
host countries, the formation of multiple identities, and the labor market perfor-
mance of the immigrants.

5  Sources of the economic effects of integration

So far, we have established that regardless of the measure used as a proxy for the 
social identities, integrated immigrants are more likely to be employed than all the 
others — assimilated, separated, and marginalized immigrants. To uncover what 
drives our findings, we now turn our attention to the possible sources of this dif-
ferentiated performance and the potential mechanisms behind the economic effects 
of integration. To this end, we focus on integrated immigrants and, for different out-
comes yiom , estimate the following model:23

where Integratediom is the dummy equal to one if immigrants i from country of ori-
gin o in the Italian municipality m declare the contemporaneous attachment to both 
home and host countries according to either the self-identification, subjective or 
objective measures, or zero otherwise. Following our main empirical strategy, we 
always include the vector �iom of basic individual-level characteristics, the set of 
municipality by country of origin ( �om ), week ( �w ), and day of the week by place 
of interview ( �dp ) fixed effects and we also add age at arrival by years in Italy fixed 
effects to strengthen our identification (see Table 5).24

(2)yiom = � Integratediom + �
�

iom
� + �om + �w + �dp + �iom,

23 Results of the full model of the four acculturation strategies are available upon request.
24 Results are robust to excluding these age at arrival by years in Italy fixed effects and are available 
upon request.
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5.1  Heterogeneous effects of integration

Table 8 presents the first set of results, where the variable of interest is the dummy 
Employed. The main explanatory variable is the dummy Integrated measured by 
the different proxies of social identities; then, the coefficient � now identifies the 
employment prospects of integrated immigrants with respect to those not integrated 
— assimilated, separated, or marginalized.

To start with, columns (1) and (2) corroborate our main results that integrated 
immigrants have an employment probability higher than that of all the others. 
Depending on the specification without (col. 1) or with (col. 2) age at arrival by 
years in Italy fixed effects and the measures used, the estimates indicate that inte-
grated immigrants, who retain a strong attachment toward their country of origin 
in addition to absorbing the host country identity, are between 4 and 8 percentage 
points more likely to be employed than all the other immigrants. Results from the 
more stringent specification in column (2) also show that the coefficients of Inte-
grated are very close across the models using the different self-identification, sub-
jective, and objective measures and the composite index to construct the integration 
dummies (panels A–D). Overall, the very close magnitude of the Integrated coef-
ficients across the different measures is also a further check that our main results are 
not driven by random judgments of the immigrants and correspondingly measure-
ment errors.

Thus, in columns (3)–(10), we explore possible sources of these findings, split-
ting the sample across some relevant characteristics of the individuals. Columns (3) 
and (4) report estimates for gender subsamples and show that the effect of integra-
tion is slightly stronger among the female group, with the probability of employ-
ment of the integrated women between 7 and 14 percentage points higher than that 
of non-integrated women depending on the measure and indicator used (col. 4). 
The decomposition along the four acculturation strategies derived from the base-
line self-identification measures further highlights that this effect is driven by the 
higher employment rates of the integrated women with respect to those assimilated 
and separated, among which, instead, we do not find any statistically significant dif-
ference in the probability of employment, as in our baseline specifications (Fig. 3). 
Conversely, among the male group, results are more mixed; the effect of integration 
is generally smaller than that detected among the female group, and it is barely sta-
tistically significant, if anything, with respect to the assimilated and separated males.

Next, we consider the effects of splitting the sample among immigrants below 
and above the median length of time in Italy (6 years) and the median age at arrival 
in Italy (27 years old). Looking at the heterogeneity by years in Italy, columns (5) 
and (6) show the effect of integration among Short and Long stay immigrants, who 
have been in Italy for less or more than 6 years, respectively. Based on our baseline 
self-identification measures, we find that only the coefficients for immigrants in Italy 
for a short period are statistically significant (panel A). This evidence suggests that 
those who benefit relatively more from the integration process appear the most vul-
nerable immigrants, with little experience in Italy and, hence, with low adaptation, 
and small specific human capital to spend on the labor market. A similar predic-
tion emerges when distinguishing Young and Old immigrants by their age at arrival 
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in Italy. According to the estimates from our baseline self-identification measure in 
columns (7) and (8) of panel A, the effect of integration is statistically significant 
only for Old immigrants who arrived at a mature age and potentially have a high 
attachment to the original ethnic culture, and encounter more obstacles during their 
adaptation and learning process (i.e., language, specific human capital). These find-
ings are supported by the breakdown into the four acculturation strategies according 
to which integrated immigrants for a short time in Italy and arriving in Italy in adult-
hood are more likely to be employed than assimilated, separated, and marginalized, 
while no statistically significant differences arise for the corresponding opposite 
groups (Fig. 3). The results are finally confirmed when we use the other proxies for 
social identities, even though the differential effects of integration across the sub-
groups become smaller (panels B–D). In these cases, the coefficients are statistically 
significant across both the two pairs of subgroups, but the labor market effect of 
integration continues to be stronger for the immigrants since a short period in Italy 
and for those who arrived at a mature age.

Lastly, in columns (9) and (10), we look separately at the effects of integration for 
low educated, with no or compulsory education, and highly educated immigrants, 
with high school, a bachelor’s degree, or higher degree. Likewise the other cases, 
the evidence broadly indicates that the labor market effect of integration is higher 
for the lower educated immigrants as we find that the coefficients among the low 
educated group are always higher than those among the highly educated group, for 
which the effect of integration further results not statistically significant in differ-
ent specifications. Consistently, we detect a statistically significant labor market pre-
mium for the low educated integrated immigrants, with respect to those assimilated 
and separated, but not for the highly educated who are integrated (Fig. 3).

Overall, the significant heterogeneity we detect suggests that those who benefit 
relatively more from the simultaneous identification with host and home country 
groups are the less secure and more discriminated individuals for whom the integra-
tion process may guarantee greater participation in extended networks and social 
inclusion.

5.2  Mechanisms

The previous analysis prompts a possible mechanism through which integration may 
encourage the employment chances of immigrants; namely, the simultaneous identi-
fication with both home and host country groups grants access to extended networks 
that are the source of job market information and opportunities. To corroborate this 
interpretation, in Table  9, we present more direct evidence on the networks and 
types of communities that integrated immigrants (are willing to) join and interact 
with. We start looking at the friends’ network using three dummies: Foreign, Italian, 
and Both, each of them equal to one if immigrants have friends, respectively, mainly 
foreign, mainly Italian or of both nationalities, and zero otherwise. Then, we analyze 
another type of social network that informs on the associations the immigrants may 
join. To this end, we construct four dummies: Foreign, Italian, Both, and No asso-
ciation, each of them equal to one if immigrants actively take part in associations 
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constituted mainly by foreigners, mainly by Italians, by both groups or if they do not 
join any associations, and zero otherwise. The evidence in panel A from our base-
line self-identification measures shows that integrated immigrants are more likely 
to have both Italian and foreign friends and less likely to have only foreign friends 
(cols. 1–3). Likewise, results in columns (4)–(7) establish that integrated immigrants 
are more likely to join associations of Italians and foreigners and less likely not to 
participate in any associations. This pattern is confirmed when we compare the four 
acculturation strategies according to the networks the immigrants mostly join. Fig-
ure 4 illustrates, in particular, that integrated migrants are more likely to have friends 
and join associations of both Italians and foreigners also than assimilated and sepa-
rated immigrants. Otherwise, two quite opposite behaviors emerge, when we com-
pare assimilated and separated immigrants. As expected, assimilated immigrants are 
less likely to have only foreign friends and more likely to have only Italian friends, 
while the reverse holds for the separated ones. Overall, these findings reveal that 
the labor market over-performance of the integrated immigrants can be connected to 
their higher propensity to join more diversified networks with respect to assimilated 
and separated. A high degree of networks diversity can, indeed, support relatively 
more immigrants who face more concentrated labor markets, as in the case of Italy, 
where there is a strike separation between formal and informal economy and immi-
grants are concentrated in particular sectors. Our results are confirmed when we also 
use the alternative measures of integration (panels B–D).

In Table 10, we further examine this channel by providing evidence of the influ-
ence of the networks on the labor market performance of the immigrants. Panel A 
presents estimates of the relationship between friendship and the employment sta-
tus of immigrants. We find that immigrants with mostly Italian friends or both Ital-
ian and foreign friends do not have an employment probability greater than those 
with predominantly foreign friends (the reference category). However, the results 
obtained by splitting the sample between integrated and not integrated immigrants 
reveal that this lack of an average effect is due to the heterogeneous impact of 
the network.25 The estimates in columns (2) and (3) show, indeed, that a positive 
and statistically significant correlation between friends’ network and employment 
emerges only for the integrated immigrants, consistently with our hypothesis that 
integration favors the labor market performance of the immigrants by fostering the 
participation in extended and more diversified networks. In the rest of the table, we 
deepen our analysis of the heterogeneous effects of local and ethnic networks by 
investigating their labor market impact at the different stages after immigrants have 
moved to Italy.26 In particular, in columns (4)–(9), we examine the effects of friend-
ship on the probability of employment of immigrants who have been in Italy for a 
short and long time. The results indicate that having both local and ethnic friends 
or hanging out mainly with Italian friends supports the employment status only of 
integrated immigrants who have been in Italy for a short time (cols. 4–6), while 
the network effect disappears in the long run (cols. 7–9). Next, panel B reports the 

25 We use our baseline self-identification measures to distinguish between integrated and not integrated. 
Results remain stable when we use the other measures of social identity.
26 We thank an anonymous referee for raising this point.
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network-employment analysis for the case of participation in associations. Unlike 
the results on the friendship’ network, we find that joining an association of Italian 
and foreign people or characterized by a prevalence of Italians increases the partici-
pation in the labor market of integrated immigrants who have been in Italy for a long 
time. In line with previous findings (Piracha et al. 2022), this evidence points to the 
different roles that the formal and informal networks would play over time. On one 
side, integrated immigrants who have recently arrived in Italy benefit mainly from 
the networks of friends, likely because this network is easier accessible in the short 
term. On the other side, in the long run, immigrants appear to benefit the most from 
the network of associations, which are probably more efficient than friendship in 
supporting the job search but also harder to join in a short time.

5.3  Other outcomes

In this last section, we try to substantiate our findings by investigating whether the 
highest employment probability of the integrated immigrants is triggered by spe-
cific advantages in some sectors of economic activity and if integration also affects 
the intensive margin and the job quality of the immigrants. To this end, we firstly 
estimate separate regressions using six mutually-exclusive dummies: Agricul-
ture, Industry, Commerce, Service to firms, Service to people, and Other, each of 
them taking value one if immigrants are employed in the specific sector and zero if 
employed in the other sectors.27 Results from Table 11 indicate that heterogeneity in 

Male

Female

Long

Short

Young

Old

High

Low

Gender

Years in Italy

Age at arrival

Education

−.1 0 .1 .2 −.05 0 .05 .1 −.15 −.1 −.05 0 .05

Integrated−Assimilated Integrated−Separated Assimilated−Separated

Fig. 3  Heterogeneity effects across the acculturation strategies. The figure displays the coefficients of the 
acculturation strategies derived as the linear combinations of the baseline self-identification measures 
Home identity and Host identity by the different subgroups. Intervals reflect 90% confidence levels. Full 
regressions are available upon request

27 Although multinomial logit estimations are computationally unfeasible due to the large number of fixed 
effects, we find that OLS and multinomial logit estimates from basic models without fixed effects return 
very similar results, both in statistical significance and magnitude of the coefficients. Results available upon 
request are also robust to the inclusion of the unemployed category in the sector employment dummies.
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Table 9  Mechanisms. Friends and associations networks

Linear probability model estimates. All regressions include basic individual controls, municipality × 
country of origin, week, day of week × place of interview, and age at arrival × years in Italy fixed effects. 
Individual controls are Proficiency in Italian language, Years in Italy and Age (and their square), Male, 
Compulsory school, High school, BA degree +, Have children, and Religion dummies. The dummy Mar-
ried is absorbed by the Partner same nationality dummy and hence dropped in panel C. Sample weights 
used. Robust standard errors clustered at municipality level in parentheses; * p < 0.1 ; **p < 0.05 ; *** 
p < 0.01

Dependent variable

Friends’ type Association composed by

Foreign Italian Both Foreign Italian Both No association

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

Panel A — baseline self-identification measures
Integrated ≡ Home × Host identities

Mean dependent variable 0.511 0.156 0.333 0.081 0.036 0.101 0.782
Integrated −0.144∗∗∗ 0.009 0.135∗∗∗ −0.007 0.008 0.041∗∗∗ −0.042∗∗

(0.027) (0.015) (0.020) (0.014) (0.005) (0.011) (0.020)
R2 0.621 0.597 0.543 0.586 0.598 0.595 0.609
Observations 10451 10451 10451 10271 10271 10271 10271

Panel B — subjective measures
Integrated ≡ Interest in home country × Glad to live in Italy

Mean dependent variable 0.512 0.155 0.333 0.083 0.036 0.098 0.783
Integrated −0.060∗∗∗ 0.000 0.060∗∗∗ 0.017 0.007 0.030∗∗∗ −0.054∗∗∗

(0.018) (0.013) (0.012) (0.015) (0.005) (0.007) (0.016)
R2 0.606 0.591 0.531 0.582 0.590 0.586 0.602
Observations 10657 10657 10657 10464 10464 10464 10464

Panel C — objective measures
Integrated ≡ Partner same nationality × Italian language at home

Mean dependent variable 0.510 0.155 0.335 0.084 0.036 0.096 0.784
Integrated −0.054∗∗ 0.017 0.037∗ 0.041∗∗ 0.019∗ 0.002 −0.062∗∗∗

(0.025) (0.016) (0.019) (0.017) (0.011) (0.014) (0.022)
R2 0.618 0.612 0.547 0.606 0.620 0.600 0.619
Observations 9766 9766 9766 9592 9592 9592 9592

Panel D — social identity index
Integrated ≡ Home index × Host index

Mean dependent variable 0.508 0.156 0.335 0.081 0.036 0.098 0.784
Integrated −0.136∗∗∗ −0.002 0.137∗∗∗ 0.016 0.018∗∗∗ 0.045∗∗∗ −0.080∗∗∗

(0.023) (0.016) (0.022) (0.013) (0.005) (0.010) (0.019)
R2 0.636 0.624 0.565 0.613 0.633 0.610 0.631
Observations 9455 9455 9455 9298 9298 9298 9298

102



1 3

Social identity and labor market outcomes of immigrants  

the sector of employment of the immigrants should not drive our main results. The 
only statistically significant correlation we find indicates that integrated immigrants 
are 4 percentage points less likely to work in the Commerce sector. Since occupation 
in the commerce sector is likely most facilitated by the identification with and par-
ticipation in either the local or one’s ethnic community (i.e., small ethnic shops), we 
interpret these findings as evidence that absorbing multiple social identities causes 
integrated immigrants to bear psychological and transaction costs without any addi-
tional returns. Consistently, Fig.  5 shows that immigrants with unique or opposi-
tional social identities (Battu et al. 2007; Battu and Zenou 2010) are more likely to 
find a job in the commerce sector than integrated ones. Conversely, in the industry 
and service sectors, the interaction with both destination and original ethnic groups 
widens the spectrum of the networks that allow integrated immigrants to be more 
likely to find a job than do assimilated individuals.

The last two columns of Table 11 explore the effects of integration on the inten-
sive margin of immigrants’ economic performance. Exploiting survey information 
about labor income, we use two variables: Income classes, collected as an eight-
class measure and, for robustness, Income dummy equal to one for incomes greater 
than 1000 Euros and zero otherwise. In these two latter specifications, we also 
include the full set of sector fixed effects. Results indicate that integration status 
does not affect the intensive margin of the economic performance since there is no 
statistically significant difference in the income prospects of integrated and non-
integrated immigrants when we use either the eight-class measure of income (col. 
7) or the dummy variable equal to one for incomes greater than 1000 Euros and zero 
otherwise (col. 8).

Overall, our findings are consistent with a network mechanism according to 
which the impact of identity is driven by the effect that the (act of) belonging to 

Foreign

Italian

Both

Foreign

Italian

Both

No

Friends

Associations

−.4 −.2 0 .2 −.2 −.1 0 .1 .2 −.4 −.2 0 .2 .4

Integrated−Assimilated Integrated−Separated Assimilated−Separated

Fig. 4  Network mechanisms across the acculturation strategies. The figure displays the coefficients of the 
acculturation strategies derived as the linear combinations of the baseline self-identification measures 
Home identity and Host identity by the different subgroups. Intervals reflect 90% confidence levels. Full 
regressions are available upon request
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communities has on the access to the labor market through in-group favoritism and 
information sharing.

5.4  Further discussion on identities and networks

Our findings highlight the role of the individuals’ choice of networks as a relevant 
channel through which social identities may determine immigrants’ labor market 
outcomes. Contrary to this interpretation, another explanation could be that pre-
existing and exogenous communities shape the social identity of the immigrants 
(Lazear 1999; Bazzi et al. 2019). According to this alternative explanation, it would 
not be the social identity that shapes the relationships that migrants build during 
their stay in the host society, but rather it would be the ethnic composition of pre-
existing local communities that influences the choice of identity by affecting the 
costs and benefits of assimilating to the destination country culture or retaining 
one’s ethnic identity.

To explore the validity of this possibility, in the absence of specific data on pre-
existing networks, we analyze whether the integration of immigrants from any given 
country is affected by the size of their community in their residing area, computed 
as the share of same origin immigrants living in the municipality with respect to 
the overall municipality population. Since data on the country of origin composi-
tion of the municipalities are available only from the official census (ISTAT) for 
2004–2009, we proceed in two ways. First, to exploit the whole sample, we regress 
the self-identification measure of integration on a time-invariant version of this 
share, computed at the year before the survey, at the end of 2007. Next, under the 
hypothesis that, at least when immigrants arrive in a place, individuals from the 
same country of origin form immigrants’ most likely network, we restrict our analy-
sis to those arriving in Italy between 2004 and 2009, and compute the migrants’ 
share for each year before the arrival of each immigrant. Table  12 presents the 
results. Starting with the more parsimonious specifications, in columns (1) and (10), 
we find no evidence of correlation, on average, between the probability of integra-
tion and the share of immigrants residing in Italy before immigrants enter. Next, we 
add to the right-hand side the interaction terms between the migrants’ share and a set 
of individuals’ characteristics, and we continue to find that immigrants’ origin group 
does not affect integration. Columns (2)–(3) and (11) show that there is no hetero-
geneity across males and females in the effects of the composition of local com-
munities on identity. Reassuringly, the same pattern holds also when we consider 
the interaction term between the migrants’ share and the years spent in Italy by the 
immigrants. Under the hypothesis that it is the exogenous networks that shape the 
identity of the individuals, we should, indeed, expect also that the effect of networks 
is stronger for newly arrived immigrants.28 Results in columns (4)–(5) and (12) and 
Fig. 6 do not support this hypothesis since the years spent in Italy have no impact 
on the marginal effects of the country of origin community of the immigrants. More 

28 We thank an anonymous referee for highlighting this point.
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starkly, Fig. 6 highlights that, in both the full and restricted sample, the municipality 
share of immigrants’ origin group does not affect the identity of not even the immi-
grants just arrived (i.e., in Italy for only 0 or 1 year), for whom the origin commu-
nity should be the more likely source of networks. We find similar results also in the 
remaining columns when we analyze the heterogeneous effects by age at arrival and 
educational levels of the immigrants.

Overall, these findings corroborate our hypothesis that it is the identity of the 
immigrants that shapes and determines their participation at the different net-
works and not the contrary (Cai and Zimmermann 2020; Piracha et  al. 2022). 
Indeed, even though the choice of social identity could be in principle influenced 
by pre-existing networks, this does not seem to apply the Italian case because our 
results point to the direct and relevant role of social identity in shaping the values 
and norms to which immigrants adhere and then the local networks they choose 
to live with. This is not surprising when considering that the dramatic expan-
sion of the migration phenomenon and the rapid change in the ethnic composition 
with the arrival of new ethnic groups occurred in few years. This Italian migra-
tory pattern has then restrained the formation of consolidated and well-estab-
lished ethnic communities able to influence the choice of identity of the newly 
arrived immigrants.

−
.2

−
.1

0
.1

.2

Agriculture Industry Commerce Service
Firms
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People

Others
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Fig. 5  Acculturation strategies and sector employment. The figure displays the coefficients of the accul-
turation strategies derived as the linear combinations of the baseline self-identification measures Home 
identity and Host identity by the different subgroups. Intervals reflect 90% confidence levels. Full regres-
sions are available upon request
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6   Concluding remarks

Immigrants’ integration in Europe represents a priority in the political agenda of 
the European Community. Many studies recently carried out in several European 
countries indicate that self-identification with the culture and customs of the country 
of destination improves the economic inclusion of immigrants, while a strong social 
identity has, if any, a detrimental impact. Yet, evidence about Italy is quite scant. To 
our knowledge, this is the first paper exploring the integration process of immigrants 
in Italy which challenges this view.

We provide strong and robust evidence that integrated immigrants, who simultane-
ously retain a strong ethnic identity and absorb the identity of the host country, have 
the highest probability of being employed in Italy. By contrast, assimilated immigrants, 
who strongly identify with the host country while rejecting their home country iden-
tity, are no more likely to be employed than separated immigrants who retain a strong 
sense of identity only with their original ethnic group, while rejecting the host country 
culture.

Analysis of the potential mechanisms suggests that, although simultaneous identi-
fication with both host and home country groups can be costly, the positive effect of 
multiple social identities is especially triggered by the belonging to local networks. We 
corroborated this idea first by showing that integration benefits to a greater extent the 
immigrant workers who generally face stronger barriers to entry in the labor market: 
specifically, women and low-skilled, as well as those with little experience in Italy and 
arriving in Italy at older ages. We then presented direct evidence on the networks that 
integrated immigrants join and interact with, showing that integrated immigrants are 
more likely to have both Italian and foreign friends and to join associations of both Ital-
ians and foreigners. We further show that integration status guarantees an employment 
probability premium in industry and services sectors, but it penalizes entry into com-
merce and it does not affect labor income.
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Fig. 6  Marginal effects of municipality-country of origin share of migrants by years in Italy. The share 
(over total municipality population) of migrants from country of origins o in municipality m is computed 
from official census (ISTAT) at a December 2007, before the survey started (full sample), and b at the 
year before individuals arrived in Italy. In this latter case, the sample is restricted to migrants arrived in 
Italy between 2004 and 2009. Figure in panel a is based on column (4) of Table 12, figure in panel b on 
column (12)
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Our results have an important policy implication, highlighting the fact that integra-
tion policies which promote full assimilation models, i.e., policies that push for greater 
identification with the destination country, without allowing for immigrants to retain 
their origin culture, could be ineffective or, at least, not ensure the best potential pay-off 
for foreigners.
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