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1 Introduction

In the general elections of March 2018 Italian citizens expressed their support for the two main

anti-establishment parties, the former Northern League (NL)1 and the Five Star Movement (5SM),

leading to the formation of a populist government. Despite this alliance, the political proposals

of the two parties di↵er on several grounds raising uncertainty about the Italian position on the

European and international scene2.

The Northern League represents the traditional anti-élite and xenophobic right-wing populism.

This party was founded with the purpose of obtaining the secession of Northern Italy from the

rest of the country and obtained its first electoral success at national level in the general elections

of 1992. Its rise took place in concomitance with the distrust of Italians towards the traditional

politics involved in the national corruption scandal of ”Tangentopoli”. In this context, the NL

stood out as the paladin of the fight against the corrupted Italian and European bureaucracy and

the excessive public spending of Southern Italy. Therefore, this party demands political legitimacy,

favoring the abandonment of the European Union and promising lower taxation, a more conserva-

tive welfare state and anti-immigration policies.

The latter, the Five Star Movement, founded by the comedian Beppe Grillo, is a di↵erent kind of

populism which gained the first electoral success in 2013 and whose categorization as left-wing or

right-wing party is still di�cult (Rodrik [2018]). It appeals to the virtuous part of the population,

the ”common citizens”, who should be protected against the ”evils”, meaning the political and

economic elite as well as the European institutions. With its slogan ”each person is worth one”, it

demands some forms of direct democracy and support for the poorest classes, gaining great con-

sent among the share of dissatisfied traditional left-wing citizens. However, the non-charismatic

leadership of the party and the di↵erent views among its party members on several issues, such as

immigration, have determined its departure from the extremist anti-europeanism of its founder.

Despite the structural di↵erences of these two parties, this coalition comes as no surprise for a coun-

try considered the ”candle of populism in Europe” (Jones et al. [2016]). Indeed, the historic roots of

Italian populism are dated back to the late 60s with the first anti-establishment non-parliamentary

movements organized by students and workers. Afterwards, in the 90s, this populist feature of

1This party has been renamed ”League” in 2018 (source: http://www.ilgiornale.it/news/politica/salvini-cambia-
pelle-lega-nord-e-padania-1487821.html) , but since our analysis starts in 1987, we call it with its original name.

2The majority of the information in this section comes from Chiapponi [2016] and Bulli [2016]
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Italian politics became permanent with the advent of parties, such as Berlusconi’s party (Forward

Italy (Forza Italia)), characterized by a strong leadership and a populist platform.

In light of the historical background and the recent events of Italian politics, this paper aims

at identifying the main drivers of the support for these extremist parties. While a branch of the

literature has proved that the employment status and the strength of the recent economic events

have determined the rise of populism in the US and Europe ( e.g. Autor et al. [2016a], Colantone

and Stanig [2018a] and Algan et al. [2017]), another line of the literature has investigated the im-

pact of intergenerational mobility and of its perception on the voting behavior (e.g Alesina et al.

[2018], Lee et al. [2018]). In this context, we further explore the relation between the perception of

intergenerational mobility and the support for extremist parties in Italy and in Europe. In partic-

ular, from the Italian survey of SWG (conducted in 2018) and the European data of International

Survey Programme (conducted between 1987 and 2009) we take as proxy of the perception of inter-

generational mobility the respondent’s belief of his occupational position with respect to his father.

We compare this perception with the actual level of intergenerational mobility, constructed on the

basis of the European Socio-Economic Classification (ESeC) and with the data of the European

Social Survey (period 2002-2016). Afterwards, focusing our attention on the Italian case, we firstly

analyze the impact of both indexes (perceived and actual level of intergenerational mobility) on the

vote in favor of the two Italian populist parties. In order to eliminate the endogeneity characteriz-

ing the perception of intergenerational mobility, we instrument it with the cumulative sum of the

two-years Chinese import growth between 1992 and 2006, gathered from the dataset of Colantone

and Stanig [2018a]. Indeed, these shocks, through their long-lasting e↵ects on the labor market (

Autor et al. [2016b]), could have a negative impact on the perceived intergenerational mobility.

Overall, from this analysis we conclude that there is a great variation of the level of perceived and

actual intergenerational mobility across Italian regions and European countries. In particular, it

seems that in the past Italian citizens were less pessimistic than in 2018. When we analyze the

impact of the perceived mobility as well as the actual socio-economic intergenerational mobility

on the vote in favor of the populist parties, we find that a lower perception of economic (social)

intergenerational mobility favors a greater support for the NL, while no statistically significant

e↵ect is found when we consider the 5SM as well as the actual level of intergenerational mobility.
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The instrumental variable partially confirms the previous results suggesting that the Chinese im-

port growth is a strong instrument for the perception of intergenerational mobility and this last

one induces Italian citizens to cast their vote in favor of the most protectionist and anti-european

party.

The paper is structured in the following way. Section 2 provides a review of the related economic

literature. Section 3 describes the datasets used for our analysis and the procedure followed for

the construction of the index of socio-economic mobility. In Section 4 we analyze the trends in

the perception of intergenerational mobility in Italy and Europe through a comparison with its

actual levels. Moreover, we assess the political implications as well as its relation with the import

shocks. The identification strategy based on the instrumental variable is explained in detail in

Section 5. Finally, in Section 6 we conclude our analysis stressing the strengths and weaknesses of

our approach and providing future possible lines of research.

2 Literature Review

This thesis lies at the intersection of two streams of the current literature review. The former is

related to the impact of intergenerational mobility on voting preferences, while the latter investi-

gates the main drivers of the recent rise of populism in Europe. In this section, we illustrate the

state of the academic research in these two areas.

The relation between intergenerational mobility and policy preferences has been widely investi-

gated both theoretically and empirically. In particular, numerous studies have tried to assess how

expectations on future income can impact the demand for redistributive policies. In this regard,

Benabou and Ok [2001], according to the ”prospect of upward mobility” (POUM) hypothesis, claim

that even poor rational agents can be in support of high redistribution if they expect their future or

their o↵spring’s income to be above the mean. Similarly, Piketty [1995] proves that in the long-run

the redistributive preferences of a rational agent are determined by his own mobility experiences.

In particular, the past history of left-wing voters has induced them to supply less e↵ort and require

higher taxation. On the other hand, according to the theoretical findings of Alesina and Angeletos

[2005], the desire for ”social justice” or fairness, rather than an erroneous cost-benefit analysis,

could be the main determinant of the di↵erent levels of taxation between countries. Indeed, Amer-
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icans, who believe to live in a fair society where e↵ort is rewarded, prefer a lower level of taxation

than Europeans, who think that their economic position and success depend on luck.

On the other hand, the empirical studies show contrasting results. Indeed, while the traditional

branch of the literature has found a stable trend in intergenerational mobility over time both in the

the US and in Europe ( e.g. Chetty et al. [2014] and Clark and Cummins [2014]) and no e↵ect of

this factor on the vote in favor of redistributive policies and party a�liation ( Clark and D’Angelo

[2010]), the results of a recent study on the Brexit vote report a strong e↵ect of intergenerational

mobility on voting behavior (Lee et al. [2018]). In particular, middle-aged citizens living in areas

with low upward intergenerational mobility and greater exposure to import shocks from China were

more likely to vote in favor of ”Leave”. In contrast, the young generation living in areas with low

intergenerational mobility, high unemployment and great isolation was more likely to abstain.

The importance of local surroundings has been stressed also by Alesina and La Ferrara [2005], who

introduced an index for the perception of intergenerational mobility based not only on the personal

past history, but also on the level of mobility of the neighborhood. More specifically, by analyzing

the GSS dataset, they find that individuals with a lower perception of intergenerational mobility

are more inclined to vote in favor of redistributive policies.

Similar results emerge from recent randomized control trials. In this regard, the work of Alesina

et al. [2018] firstly discovers that Americans tend to overestimate the actual level of intergenera-

tional mobility, while Europeans are too pessimistic about the chances of getting out of poverty.

Secondly, through the use of some interactive cards, the authors run an experiment that shifts the

perception of intergenerational mobility by making the treated individuals more pessimistic. The

study finds that more pessimistic left-wing respondents ask for more redistribution, while no shift in

policy preferences appears for right-wing respondents. These results are in contrast with the earlier

findings of Kuziemko et al. [2015] who analyze the connection between the perception of inequality

and preferences for redistributive policies. By conducting an interactive and customized informa-

tional experiment through Amazon’s Mechanical Truck, the authors find that concerns about the

level of inequality are very sensitive to information. Nevertheless, an increase in the perception of

inequality incentivizes the demand for estate taxation but it has no e↵ect with respect to other

redistributive policies. This is mainly due to the lack of trust in government, which makes respon-
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dents less willing to rely on political intervention even under unfavorable scenarios.

Finally, this paper is strictly related to the expanding economic literature exploring the demand-

side drivers of the recent rise of populism in the US and Europe. In this context, on one hand,

some scholars stress the relevance of the cultural backlash, meaning a cultural ”silent” shift of val-

ues which has favored multiculturalism and cosmopolitism among the younger generation as well

as greater resentment for the loss of traditional values among the elderly population. This last

e↵ect, together with social-demographics characteristics, leads to more support for populist leaders

(Inglehart and Norris [2016]). On the other hand, a branch of the empirical literature finds that

structural market changes (i.e. lower participation rate and longer unemployment spells) gener-

ated by import-competition from cheap labor-force countries (Autor et al. [2013] and Autor et al.

[2016b]) has raised inequality and economic uncertainty by reducing the support for incumbent

parties and favoring the rise of political polarization and nationalistic attitudes ( Rodrik [2018] ,

Autor et al. [2016a], Jensen et al. [2016]). In particular, the China’s WTO access in 2001, with the

consequent rise in import shocks in the manufacturing sector, has reshaped the political preferences

in Europe leading to the support for Brexit (Colantone and Stanig [2018b]) and for far-right par-

ties (Colantone and Stanig [2018a]). Furthermore, financial globalization, represented by a greater

volatility of capital, can favor a populist attitude through two impacts on the labor market (Ro-

drik [2018]). Firstly, through the di↵erent speeds of adjustment between capital and labor, capital

changes in concomitance with economic crises can increase the economic burden su↵ered by low-

skilled and immobile workers. Secondly, the volatility of capital induces governments to reduce

corporate taxes at the expense of higher labor taxation. Finally, the last line of the literature

has found that the economic crisis, with the increasing unemployment and labor insecurity, has

generated distrust towards the political class leading to the creation of a populist radical-right pole

besides the traditional left-wing and right-wing parties. (Algan et al. [2017] and Lorenzini et al.

[2016]).

3 The Data

The analysis carried out in this paper makes use of three individual-level surveys containing in-

formation about the perception of intergenerational mobility, the actual levels of socio-economic
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mobility and voting preferences for a sample of European countries and, in particular, for Italy.

All this information is integrated with regional data from the Eurostat and from the dataset of

Colantone and Stanig [2018a].

3.1 Data for the Perception of Intergenerational Mobility

The main datasets for the perception of intergenerational mobility are the SWG and the Social

Inequality module of the International Social Survey Programme.

The former is a survey conducted in Italy by SWG, an Italian market research company, that gath-

ered information about the respondents’ vote in the national elections of March 2018. In particular,

837 Italian individuals with age 18 and above were surveyed in November 2018. Besides indicating

the party for which they voted in March, the respondents had to answer to the two following ques-

tions:

Please think about your present job (or your last one if you don’t have one now). If you com-

pare this job to the job your father had when you were (14/15/16), would you say that the level of

economic status (social) status of your job is (or was):

1. Much higher than your father’s

2. Higher

3. About equal

4. Lower

5. Much lower than your father’s

6. I never had a job

7. I don’t know what my father did / father never had a job / never knew father / father deceased

Following Alesina and La Ferrara [2005], we use this answer as an index of the perception of

intergenerational mobility which indicates, not only the respondent’s opinion about his position

with respect to the father, but also his expectations about the future position of the next gener-

ation. Indeed, respondent’s personal past history can determine his perceptions about the future.

In particular, we define: Perception of Downward Economic (Social) Mobiliy if the respondent

answered 4 or 5, Perception of No Economic (Social) Mobility if the respondent answered 3 and
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Perception of Upward Economic (Social) Mobility if the respondent answered 1 or 2. From this

survey we take also the individual-level data concerning the socio-economic characteristics of the

respondents.

The latter dataset, the Social Inequality module of International Survey Programme (ISSP), is a

pooled cross-sectional individual-level survey conducted worldwide and covering the period from

1987 to 2009 with four waves (1987, 1992 , 1999 and 2009). From this survey we select the follow-

ing question as a proxy of the perception of intergenerational mobility and we categorize it as the

previous questions:

Please think about your present job (or your last one if you don’t have one now). If you com-

pare this job to the job your father had when you were (14/15/16), would you say that the level of

status of your job is (or was):

1. Much higher than your father’s

2. Higher

3. About equal

4. Lower

5. Much lower than your father’s

6. I never had a job

7. I don’t know what my father did / father never had a job / never knew father / father deceased

This question was asked in all four waves of the Social Inequality module and for a wide range

of countries so we can compare the evolution of the perception of mobility over time in Italy and in

other European countries. In particular, our comparison will focus on Austria, France, Germany,

Italy and Sweden.

Furthermore, we gather additional information about the respondent’s personal details.

3.2 The European Social Survey and The Index for Intergenerational Mobility

The European Social Survey (ESS) represents the third dataset used in order to analyze the actual

level of the socio-economic intergenerational mobility across countries and over time. Since we aim

to explore the link between intergenerational mobility and voting behavior, we make use of the two
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core modules, the Socio-demographic and Political module.

In accordance with the methodology applied for the ISSP dataset, we select the same group of

countries as before: Austria, France, Germany, Italy and Sweden. However, only France, Germany

and Sweden present data for all waves, while in Austria and Italy the surveys have been conducted

only in few years (i.e. all years with the exception of 2012 for Austria and 2002, 2004, 2012 and

2016 for Italy).

In contrast with the previous datasets that do not provide information about the actual levels of

intergenerational mobility, the ESS contains partial information related to the occupational status

of the respondents and of their fathers (Table A.2 and A.3 in Appendix A).

Thus, following the procedure applied by Bukodi et al. [2017] , we create an index of the actual

level of intergenerational mobility by ranking the respondents and their fathers according to the

European Socio-Economic Classification (ESeC)3. The ESeC is a categorical socio-economic clas-

sification (SEC) created in order to provide a unified system of classification of the social position

across European countries. This allows to stratify the society into 10 categories on the basis of the

information about the occupation and the employment status of the individual.

The socio-demographic module provides all the variables necessary for the creation of the ESeC of

the respondent, while we have only a general categorization of the occupation of the respondent’s

father when the respondent was 14 years-old (i.e. see Tables A2 and A3 in Appendix A). Therefore,

in order to create the ESeC also for the respondent’s father, we firstly integrate our core dataset

with other data gathered by the project ”Improving the Measurement of Social Background in the

European Social Survey”4. This last dataset, the ESS-DEVO dataset, covers the first five waves of

the ESS (2002-2010) and it complements our dataset with the occupational status of the respon-

dent’s father together with his employment status and relations. Consequently, we are able to rank

also the respondent’s father according to the ESeC for the first five waves of the ESS.

However, the focus of our research is mainly devoted to the Italian case and including only the first

five waves of the ESS would mean excluding half of the waves where Italy was a participating coun-

try. For this reason, we decided to exploit the information related to the father’s occupation that

3The creation of the index is done by using the derivation material provided in a a do-file format from
https://www.mzes.uni-mannheim.de/d7/en. Other derivation material can be found on the website of the Insti-
tute for Social And economic Research of the Essex University: https://www.iser.essex.ac.uk/archives/esec

4The dataset is available on the website of Harry Ganzeboom : http://www.harryganzeboom.nl/ESS-
DEVO/index.htm
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is present in all waves of ESS to create an ESeC for the father that covers all the waves. This new

categorization maintains the nine working categories of the ESeC but it assigns the respondents’

fathers to their respective categories only on the basis of the more general information available

from the core ESS. More information about the procedure applied for the creation of this ESeC is

available in the Appendix A.

Finally, on the basis of the methodology applied by Bukodi et al. [2017] , we group the nine ESeC

categories into five categories which rank the socio-economic status of the respondent and the father.

These categories are called ESeC general and they determine a specific social status. Therefore, if

the respondent is in a di↵erent ESeC general with respect to his father, this means that there is a

change in social status across generations (dotted lines in Table A1 indicate this change).

The measure of intergenerational mobility is built on the basis of the di↵erence between the

respondent’s social-economic position and the father’s position:

Intergenerational Mobility = Respondent’s ESeC general � Father’s ESeC general

Since there are five general categories of ESeC, this index can take a value between -4 to +4 where

all the values below zero indicate downward mobility, zero implies no mobility and all the values

above zero mean upward mobility. Therefore, we have created an index of intergenerational mobil-

ity based on the di↵erence in socio-economic status between generations and extremely similar to

the index used for the perception of intergenerational mobility. In particular, this feature allows us

to directly compare these indexes and for this reason we prefer it with respect to other indexes of

intergenerational mobility (e.g. intergenerational wealth mobility, intergenerational earnings mo-

bility etc.).

3.3 Chinese Import Shocks and Regional Data

In order to apply our identification strategy on the SWG dataset, we collect Chinese import shocks

for Italy from the dataset Analysis District Level.dta5 of Colantone and Stanig [2018a]. This dataset

has been used to assess the impact of the Chinese import shocks on the vote in favor of radical-right

5The dataset is available on the following website:
https://dataverse.harvard.edu/dataset.xhtml?persistentId=doi:10.7910/DVN/NRAQRH
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parties for a sample of 15 Western European democracies, by instrumenting the China’s import

shocks to Europe with the China’s import shocks to the US. The dataset contains information

about the election data at the district level for 76 national general elections together with the

ideology score of the parties (e.g. nationalism, economic conservatism etc.) for the period 1988-

2007. Moreover, for the same time span, the dataset reports the following variables: the import

shocks from China to Europe, Chinese import shocks to the US, other sources of globalization

(financial globalization and imports from Europe) and regional characteristics (NUTS2 level). In

particular, the import shocks are available at regional level (NUTS2 level) and they are created

by weighting the two-year import growth from China to Italy according to the regional industrial

specialization (NACE level). In this way, stronger shocks are assigned to regions that are more

specialized in the manufacturing sector (Colantone and Stanig [2018a]). For Italy we have the

import shocks calculated over the two years preceding all general elections taking place between

1988 and 2007. Since five general elections are held during this time period ( 1992, 1994, 1996,

2001, 2006), we have five observations for each region. Finally, in order to strengthen our exclusion

restriction and independence assumption, we also collect regional variables (NUTS2 level) from the

Eurostat as well as the Gini index from the OECD. Stat. All these variables are selected for the

most recent available year (i.e. 2017 for the Eurostat and 2013 for the OECD.Stat).

4 Descriptive Evidence

As Section 2 explains, the current economic literature has discovered that the perception of eco-

nomic mobility di↵ers from its actual levels. In particular, while Americans tend to be optimistic,

Europeans are characterized by their pessimistic view ( Alesina et al. [2018]).

However, from the analysis of the ISSP and SWG we find a great heterogeneity of the perception of

intergenerational mobility also across Italian regions and European countries. In particular, these

perceptions seem to be correlated with the voting behavior as well as to the globalization shocks.

4.1 Intergenerational Mobility in Italy and in Europe

Turning our attention to the Italian case, Figure 1 a slight increase in the perception of upward

mobility between 1987 and 1992, represented by a rise in the proportion of respondents believing
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to have an occupational status superior to their fathers. However, this positive trend was only

apparent and not long-lasting.

Figure 1: Trends in Perceived and Actual Intergenerational Mobility in Italy
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Indeed, the proportion of respondents claiming an inferior status to their fathers was always

increasing, reaching its peak of 20 per cent in 2009. Furthermore, as Figure 1 shows, this trend in

perceptions matches the actual development of intergenerational mobility. In this regard, on the

basis of the measure of socio-economic mobility previously described, we find that the proportion

of respondents located in a lower ESeC than their fathers constantly rose between 2002 and 2012,

with a remarkable jump of approximately 7 percent during the period of the economic crisis. This is

in line with the pattern registered by the ISSP data, but, a comparison between the graphs reveals

that the share of the randomly selected respondents experiencing upward mobility (approximately

20 per cent in all waves of ESS) is much lower than those perceiving an improvement of the occupa-

tional status with respect to their fathers (approximately 40 per cent in the ISSP waves). Overall,

the ESS and ISSP suggest that, in contrast with the previous studies (Alesina et al. [2018]), in the

past Italian citizens overestimated the level of upward intergenerational mobility.

On the other hand, as the data from SWG reports (Figure B1), in 2018 approximately fifty percent

of the Italian citizens surveyed perceived a downward economic intergenerational mobility, while
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this proportion amounted only to approximately 30 percent for the social intergenerational mo-

bility. These results lead to three conclusions. Firstly, in comparison with the data from ISSP,

in 2018 we notice an increase in the perception of downward mobility with a larger proportion of

respondents believing to have a lower occupational status than their fathers and, at the same time,

a strictly smaller proportion denying any kind of occupational change with respect to the previous

generation. Secondly, when we consider the eighth wave of the ESS (i.e. 2016) and SWG, we notice

that the perceptions of intergenerational mobility are more in line with its actual levels, even if

an overestimation of the upward intergenerational mobility is present. Thirdly, it is noteworthy

that the belief of living in an economically immobile society, rather than socially immobile is more

widespread.

The Italian data also confirm a great heterogeneity of intergenerational mobility across regions

and age groups. In fact, Figure B1 suggests that the current perception of social downward mobil-

ity is higher in the Southern regions with respect to the other parts of the peninsula. In contrast,

when we consider the economic status, North-West Italy ranks among the areas with the highest

shares of perceived downward mobility. Surprisingly, the historical data from ISSP show a di↵erent

trend (Figure B2). Indeed, the Southern regions had the lowest percentage of respondents perceiv-

ing upward mobility in 1987, but, together with the North-Western regions, they were the least

a↵ected over time. Thus, they ended up to be among the regions with the lowest downward mobil-

ity in 2009. In particular, Central and North-Eastern Italy experienced the most dramatic changes

between 1999 and 2009 supporting the fact that Italian pessimism emerged before/ at the beginning

of the economic crisis in these regions, while after 2009 in the South. These trends are partially

in line with the evolution of the socio-economic intergenerational mobility (Figure B3). Indeed,

the actual level of downward mobility rose in concomitance with the economic crisis especially in

Northern and Central Italy, but after 2012, these values experienced a drop in all regions, except

in the South. Overall, these trends seem in line with the economic performance of Italian regions.

Indeed, while the Northern regions are showing a slow return to the pre-crisis unemployment rates

(expected in 2024), the South will not reach the pre-crisis rates before 20186.

6Source: https://www.prometeia.it/prometeiamio/int/ourthinking/south-italy-unemployment-above-2008-
levels?UT=MIO-nostraVisione-articolo
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At the European level the ISSP reports contrasting results. In accordance with the Italian trends

(Figure B4), Austria and Germany experienced a steady rise in the perception of downward mobil-

ity in concomitance with the economic crisis, while Sweden displays a slight decrease in perceived

downward mobility. Moreover, the analysis across age categories highlights that the young Italian

population was the one that experienced the most remarkable rise in perceived negative mobility.

Finally, excluding Sweden and France, these trends in perceptions are in line with the evolution

of the actual level of intergenerational mobility, which displays a jump in concomitance with the

economic crisis for almost all countries (Figure B5). Summing up, this analysis confirms the great

heterogeneity characterizing both the perception as well as the actual level of intergenerational mo-

bility in Europe. In particular, it addresses the rise of perceived downward mobility together with

its actual levels in the majority of the European countries under consideration as well as among the

young Italian population. The next section will investigate the relation between intergenerational

mobility and populism.

4.2 Chinese import competition

What are the possible drivers of the perception of intergenerational mobility? Our analysis covers

a considerably long period of time (1987-2009, 2002-2016, 2018) during which several events took

place: the European financial and sovereign-debt crisis, the globalization shock, the terroristic

attacks and the immigration crisis (summer-autumn 2015).

Among all these potential drivers of the perceived mobility, we focus our attention on the import

competition from China. In fact, in concomitance with the first rise of a negative perception of

intergenerational mobility in Italy (1992- 2009), Colantone and Stanig [2018a] registered an increase

in the two-year import shocks from China to Italy, in particular in the manufacturing and electronic

sector. This import growth hit the country between 1988 and 2006, leading to further competition

at regional level and creating winners and losers from trade. In particular, we consider this event

as an ”exogenous driver of divergence in economic performance across regions” (Colantone and

Stanig [2018a], p.28) capable of generating ”concerns” and economic fears among the population.

In this regard, empirical evidence from the US shows that these Chinese imports are able to

reshape the labor market by raising the level of unemployment and decreasing the participation

rate with long-run e↵ects (Autor et al. [2016b]). Consequently, we expect this general economic

15



uncertainty, associated with greater import competition, to generate the perception of living in a

more insecure and distressed society with respect to the past generation. Indeed, empirical evidence

from Southern Europe shows that a main driver of this ”cyclical pessimism” is the state of the labor

market and, especially, the youth unemployment rate 7. Moreover, the empirical data from SWG

confirm that unemployed individuals are more likely to perceive a lower level of intergenerational

mobility (Figure B10 and B11). Consequently, if trade openness has this impact on perceptions, the

correlation between pessimism and imports should be evident not only over time, but also across

regions according to the industry shares.

The analysis of Italian data seems to confirm our hypothesis: in line with the trends registered

from ISSP and SWG, the total value of imports from China experienced a constant rise before

2006, followed by an increasing, but more fluctuating trend (Figure 2). More specifically, when we

Figure 2: Total imports from China to Italy
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disaggregate the data at NUTS1 level (Figure B6), we notice that the rise of imports was stronger

in the Northern and Central regions, which also experienced a steeper increase in the perception of

downward intergenerational mobility with respect to the South (Figure B2).

7The empirical evidence comes from several studies and surveys : http://www.brownpoliticalreview.org/2017/02/vicious-
cycle-pessimism-youth-unemployment-southern-europe
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The empirical evidence from the SWG data partially supports these findings. Indeed, in Figure

B7, an analysis within each NUTS1 finds a positive correlation between the shares of respondents

perceiving a downward economic mobility and the cumulative sum of import shocks between 1992

and 2006 (only North-West Italy reports a negative and strong correlation). On the other hand,

this relation changes signs in the majority of the regions when we consider the perception of social

downward mobility (Figure B8). This implies that import shocks have a stronger positive e↵ect in

terms of economic perceptions rather than social perceptions and this is in line with our previous

argument suggesting the impact of import shocks through the labor market. Finally, it seems that

macro-regional characteristics play an important role in determining the strength and direction of

this relation, so, by controlling for regional characteristics , we may find a stronger correlation.

Finally, the trend and regional variation of income competition, that reflect those of the perceived

mobility, make it an appealing instrument for the perception of intergenerational mobility, as we

explain in the next section.

5 Empirical Analysis

In this section, we want to provide further empirical evidence about the impact of the perception

of intergenerational on voting behavior. In particular, we decide to focus our analysis on the SWG

and ESS datasets. Indeed, given the great heterogeneity of the perceived and intergenerational

mobility across regions, we believe that it is important to carry out our analysis considering the

regional characteristics at NUTS2 level (also in view of our instrumental variable approach). This

is not possible with the ISSP data since we have regional information only across 4 Italian macro-

regions. Moreover, despite the possibility of gathering some individual-level data about the political

vote from the ISSP (through an integration with a second dataset), this information is available

only for two years for Italy (1992 and 2009), it is coded in di↵erent ways (we have the political

vote in 1992, while political preferences in 2009) and in 1992 neither the NL nor 5SM are coded

as parties. Therefore, assessing the impact of intergenerational mobility on the rise of these two

populist parties before 2009 is not feasible and we decide to focus our analysis on the post-crisis

period (i.e. 2018), at least for the perception of intergenerational mobility.
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5.1 The Baseline Model for the Perception of Intergenerational Mobility

In order to test the empirical evidence from the SWG data, we specify our baseline model for the

perception of economic and social mobility:

Populist Party i,r = ↵+� Index of Perception of Economic (Social) Mobility i,r+Xi,r�
0
1+Xr�

0
2+✏i,r

(1)

where Populist Party i,r is a dummy indicating whether the respondent ,i, located in the NUTS2, r,

voted in favor of one of the two anti-establishment parties in the elections of March 2018. Thus, the

dependent variable can take two forms Northern Leaguei,r or Five Star Movementi,r. Moreover,

we specify two indexes for the perception of economic (social) mobility:

1. Downward Economic (Social) Mobilityi,r a dummy indicating whether the respondent per-

ceives a downward economic (social) mobility with respect to the father

2. Perception of Economic (Social) Mobility i,r, a five-digit scale index of the perception of mo-

bility where 1 stands for ”Occupational status much higher than my father” and 5 ”Occupa-

tional status much lower than my father”

Xi,r is a set of variables that control for some individual-level characteristics that could a↵ect the

vote in favor of populist parties. In particular, we control for the age of the respondent, with the

dummy youngi,r, indicating whether the respondent has an age below 35; for the level of education

with the dummy degreei,r, taking value equal to one if the respondent has a degree and for the sex

of the respondent with the dummy femalei,r. Moreover, according to the specification proposed

by Alesina et al. [2018], we control for the current occupational status of the voter with three

dummies: unemployedi,r that indicates whether the respondent has not a job but he is looking for

one, workeri,r that takes value equal to one if the respondent is a blue-collar worker in a factory

and privatei,r, which indicates whether the respondent works in the private sector. Moreover ,

given the great regional variation of intergenerational mobility (see section 4) and the empirical

evidence showing the relevance of location in the vote in favor of populist parties (Lee et al. [2018]),

we address the importance of adding regional variables, Xr. In this regard, Big City municipality

takes value equal to one if the population density at municipality level is above 100, 000 inhabi-

tants. Moreover, we have also four variables at NUTS2 level that control for regional di↵erences
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and strengthen the independence and exclusion restriction of the instrumental variable that we

are going to employ. More specifically, Fdi Inflows r, controls for the growth level of foreign di-

rect investments at regional level. Since only national data are available, we employ the variable

used by Colantone and Stanig [2018a] that calculate the fdi inflows growth by weighting for the

industrial share at the regional level. This variable guarantees that we control for financial glob-

alization, which is one determinant of populism (Rodrik [2018]), but, at the same time, it has a

completely di↵erent meaning with respect to the future instrumental variable that we are going

to use (Colantone and Stanig [2018a]). For this variable, we calculate the mean growth over the

period 1992-2006 and, in line with previous literature, we expect that in regions more open to fi-

nancial globalization respondents are more likely to vote in favor of a populist party (Rodrik [2018]

and Colantone and Stanig [2018a]). Furthermore, Employment share high tech r controls for the

regional employment level in high tech industries. In this way we control for the current industrial

characteristics of the region as well as for the level of industrial innovation and well-being of the re-

gion. Employment share foreign born r indicates the share of foreign workers in a region. Since the

Northern League is a strong opponent of immigration, we expect a positive sign of this coe�cient,

at least for the dependent variable Northern League i,r. We add also the variable gini before taxes,

since the level of inequality, rather than the intergenerational mobility can be a determinant of

the political vote. Finally, we include the dummies for the NUTS1 regions and we apply clustered

standard errors at NUTS2 level in order to detect any possible correlation of the individual-level

characteristics at regional level. In this way we address the strong regional cultural and social

di↵erences in Italy.

Table 1 reports the results of the baseline model (1). It is outstanding that the perception of

intergenerational mobility matters only for the Northern League. Firstly, we notice that the coe�-

cients of our main independent variable of interest are significant and positive in equations (4)-(8).

In particular, those perceiving a downward economic (social) mobility are, approximately, 10 (11)

percentage points more likely to vote in favor of this party and this coe�cient can be rejected with

1 (5) per cent level of confidence. On the other hand, when we consider the five-digit index of the

perception of intergenerational mobility, we find out that only the perception of social mobility is

highly significant, at 1 per cent level, while the economic index can be rejected only with 10 per cent
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Table 1: Reduced form from SWG

level of confidence. In particular, if the index of the perceived economic (social) mobility increases

by one point (i.e. higher perception of downward mobility) the respondent is approximately 3 (5)

percentage points more likely to vote for the NL. This is a quite large magnitude in comparison

with the previous index (see regressions 5 and 7 in Table 1). Indeed, the shift of the perception by

one position along the scale generates an e↵ect on the voting behavior which is approximately one
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third (one half) of the e↵ect generated by having a lower status than the father. Thus, it seems

that, not only perceiving a lower occupational status with respect to the father, but also being a

slightly more pessimistic increases the chances to vote in favor of a nationalistic and far-right party.

On the other hand, the perception of intergenerational mobility is not a main factor determining

the vote in favor of 5SM. Indeed, despite the positive sign of the coe�cient for the majority of

the regressions (1)-(4) (only regression (3) has a negative sign), their magnitude is strictly smaller

in comparison to regressions (4)-(8) and we cannot reject the null hypothesis. For this party, the

educational level of the respondent and regional variables seem more relevant factors. In fact, it re-

ceives a great support from those who have a lower education and from voters living in regions with

a greater financial openness. Finally, we notice that, with the exception of the gini before taxes that

has a negative sign when the dependent variable is the NL , all the other regional variables have the

expected signs. Moreover, the signs of most individual-level variables are not significant for both

parties, but they di↵er, meaning that these two radical parties target two di↵erent subsamples of

the population. The 5SM is supported by the low-educated, and low-paid workers working in the

regional areas, while the NL by the low-educated citizens working in the private sector.

5.2 The Model for Intergenerational Mobility in Italy

Given the empirical results concerning the e↵ect of the perception of intergenerational mobility in

Italy (Section 5.1) and the previous comparison with the actual level of intergenerational mobility

(Section 4), we specify the following model in order to assess the correlation between this last

variable and voting preferences expressed in the ESS:

Populist Party i,r = ↵+� Index of Socio-Economic Intergenerational Mobility i,r+Xi,r�
0
1+Xr�

0
2+✏i,r

(2)

In this equation, the dependent variable Populist Partyi,r is always a dummy indicating whether

the respondent has a policy preference for the Northern League or the Five Star Movement. Given

the empirical evidence (Figure B10) suggesting that immobility rather than downward mobility is

correlated with the vote in favor of populist parties, we use as index of socio-economic mobility the

dummy, Low Mobilityi,r, taking value equal one if there is negative or no mobility (i.e. our index of

intergenerational mobility takes value less or equal zero), and Intergenerational Mobility, the eight-
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digit index described in section 3.2. Moreover, Xi,r is a set of individual level variables. As before,

we control for the sex, age, education, unemployment8 and occupational status. However, since

the ESS dataset provides more information at the individual level, following Alesina et al. [2018],

we control also for the party a�liation with the variable left wingi,r, distinguishing between right-

wing or left-wing respondents, and for the family background, with the dummy immigrant soni,r,

indicating whether at least one of the respondent’s parents is an immigrant. Finally, we control for

regional characteristics and time with NUTS1 and year dummies (we have four waves for regres-

sions with dependent variable Northern Leaguei,r, while only the last two waves for the variable

Five Star Movementi,r) and we cluster at NUTS2 level.

Table 2 reports the results. We can immediately notice that the actual level of intergenerational

mobility does not have any significant coe�cient. In particular, we expect a positive sign for

Table 2: Reduced form from ESS

Low Mobility and a negative sign for Intergenerational Mobility, but the regressions for the 5SM

have opposite signs. On the other hand, for the NL the coe�cients have the expected signs but they

are approximately equal to zero and still insignificant. Therefore, in contrast with the empirical

evidence from Britain Lee et al. [2018] , we find that the actual level of intergenerational mobility

does not favor the rise of anti-establishment parties in Italy.

Finally, we observe that all other coe�cients have the same signs as in the previous regressions. In

8We use an unemployment dummy that takes value equal one if the respondent has been unemployed in the last
5 years.
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particular, the family origins are statistically significant, implying that it is necessary to apply an

empirical strategy in order to eliminate any kind of endogeneity from regression 1.

5.3 The Chinese Imports as Instrumental Variable

Overall, from the previous subsections, we conclude that the perception of economic and social mo-

bility matters only for the voters of the NL, but there is not any statistical significant correlation

when we consider the actual level of intergenerational mobility.

Nevertheless, we cannot claim any causal e↵ect yet. Indeed, there could be some factors that we

could not control for in regression (1), which, by a↵ecting both the voting behavior and the percep-

tion of intergenerational mobility, could bias our results. For instance, the educational achievement

could fail to control for the IQ level of the respondent leading to a negative bias.9 Indeed, this

last variable could negatively a↵ect the vote in favor of anti-establishment parties as well as realign

the perception of intergenerational mobility to its actual levels (i.e. increasing the perception of

downward mobility). On the other hand, the perception of inequality and the actual level of inter-

generational mobility could be positively correlated with our index of perception of intergenerational

mobility and also a↵ect positively our dependent variable, generating an upward bias10. Moreover,

we were not able to control for other characteristics related to the family background, the exposure

to media and specific cultural di↵erences that could play an important role in the voting deci-

sion. Finally, we cannot exclude the risk of reverse causality. In fact, the exposure to the political

campaigns of these anti-establishment parties, characterized by a strong anti-élitism and criticism

towards the traditional political classes, could a↵ect the perceived intergenerational mobility since

these perceptions seem to be highly a↵ected by the informational content (Kuziemkoet al. [2015]).

Given these considerations, we try to solve the concern of endogeneity and reverse causality by in-

strumenting the perception of intergenerational mobility with the cumulative import growth from

China in the period 1992-2006. Indeed, this variable seems to satisfy the three basic properties of

a good instrumental variable (Angrist and Pischke [2014] and Wooldridge [2002]): first stage or

partial correlation ( i.e. (corr(x, z) 6= 0, where x is the endogenous variable and z our instrument);

independence assumption (the instrument should be ”as good as” randomly assigned) and the ex-

9We assume a positive relationship between our independent variable and voting behavior (according to the
coe�cients of regression 1), while a negative relationship between our independent variable and the IQ level.

10In this case, we assume that we use indexes for intergenerational mobility which are indexed as our perception
of intergenerational mobility, so higher values mean lower mobility.
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clusion restriction (i.e. E(z|✏) = 0, the instrument should a↵ect the outcome only through our

endogenous variable ).

Regarding the first requirement, we explained in section 4.2 that import shocks are positively cor-

related (partially) with the downward perception of intergenerational mobility and we will provide

the reader with all the necessary tests to confirm that we are using a strong instrument. Re-

garding the other two requirements, as suggested by Angrist and Pischke [2014], we have added

all individual and regional controls in our baseline regression that guarantee the validity of the

instrument. In particular, the fdi inflows and the employment shares in high tech industries can

be correlated with Chinese imports growth since they are a measure of the degree of openness of

the region as well as of the industrial composition. Moreover, in order to guarantee the exclusion

restriction we have controlled for the unemployment status, the employment share of foreign borns

and the level of inequality. Indeed, import competition, due to its e↵ects on the labor market (

Autor et al. [2016b] ,Autor et al. [2013]), could a↵ect the political vote through these variables.

Finally, we should also address the fact that a large branch of the current literature is studying

the direct e↵ects of import competition on the vote in favor of populist parties ( e.g. Autor et al.

[2016a], Colantone and Stanig [2018a]). In order to avoid any direct e↵ect of imports on the vote

in favor of the NL, we exploit the time lag by using the import growth in 1992-2006 as instrument

for the perceptions of intergenerational mobility in Italy in 2018. Indeed, the imports should still

represent an exogenous driver of economic performance in the long-run due to the low speed of

adjustment of the job market (Autor et al. [2016b]), therefore the perceptions of voters should

still be a↵ected by these shocks, but, the direct association between imports and political vote is

expected to vanish. This hypothesis is also supported by the recent electoral campaign of the NL,

during which the main issues addressed in terms of foreign policy were related to the immigration

crisis, the relationship with the EU and the protection against terrorism11. Indeed, the greatest

shock in terms of Chinese imports took place in 2001, so we expect the political campaigns in

proximity of this event to be more focused on issues related to cheap-import competition, leading

voters more a↵ected by imports to favor the rise of nationalistic parties. On the other hand, for the

political campaigns of 2018, the economic fears due to the e↵ects of Chinese competition should

still guarantee the support for protectionist policies. Finally, our regional controls should detect

11On this website, it is possible to find the related document: https://www.leganord.org/programma-politiche
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any possible correlation between the current import shocks from China and the vote in favor of a

nationalistic party by controlling for the openness of the region as well as the industry composition.

Therefore, we estimate the following two-stage least squares model for the data from SWG, with

the first stage:

Index of perception of Economic (Social) Mobilityi,r = ↵0+� import shocksr+Xi,r�
0
0+Xr�

0
0+ ✏0i,r

(3)

and the second stage:

Northern Leaguei,r = ↵1+�1Index of Perception of Economic(Social) Mobilityi,r+Xi,r�
0
1+Xr�

0
1+✏1i,r

(4)

As we can see from the table 3, the results are in line with our expectations. Indeed, by firstly

considering the first stage, we notice that we have a strong instrument with a positive coe�cient,

meaning that individuals living in regions more a↵ected by import shocks in 1992-2006 are those

that are currently experiencing a lower perception of intergenerational mobility. In particular, by

following the suggestions of Angrist and Pischke [2014], we test the strength of our instrument by

looking at the Kleinbergne-Paap F statistic and we check whether we have a valid instrument by

comparing its values to the critical values provided by Stock and Yogo. Moreover, we also report

the e↵ective F statistics proposed by Olea and Pflueger (Olea and Pflueger [2013]), which controls

for heteroscedasticity, serial correlation and clustering. As table 3 reports, we have a strong in-

strument only for three of our regressions, since Chinese imports are not a good predictor of the

Downward Social Mobilityi,r. More specifically, in the first stage import shocksr reports the great-

est coe�cient in regression 1, confirming our hypothesis that imports mainly a↵ect the perceived

economic mobility through their e↵ects on the labor market (in reality, regression 3 reports a much

larger coe�cient but we cannot rely on the validity of our instrument). Indeed, one percent in-

crease in imports growth raises the probability of perceiving downward mobility by 5.31 percentage

points, confirming the strong e↵ect of our instrument, in light of the great heterogeneity of our

instrument12. By considering the second stage, we notice that the coe�cients of the perception

of intergenerational mobility are still positive and highly significant (i.e. we can reject the null

12Cumulative import shock varies with minimum value of 0.009 to maximum value of 0.39.
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Table 3: 2SLS results for SWG data

hypothesis with 1 per cent confidence level). Moreover, the value of the coe�cients is higher than

in the reduced form, suggesting a greater impact of the perception of intergenerational mobility

on the vote in favor of the NL. Indeed, those that perceive downward mobility are approximately

97 per cent more likely to vote for the NL rather than for another party, while an increase of one

position on the five-digit scale has approximately half of the previous e↵ect. This strong e↵ect is

also confirmed by some of our robustness checks (Tables B3 and B4). Indeed, by considering the

cumulative import shocks only for the years 1992-2001, we still find that we have a strong instru-

ment in most of the regressions and that the perception of downward mobility still positively a↵ects

the vote in favor of the NL. This strengthens our previous results since, thanks to the extended

time lag, the exclusion restriction should be more valid. On the other hand when we consider the

cumulative import shocks for the years 1992-1996, this e↵ect on voting behavior vanishes and we

do not have a strong instrument anymore. This confirms our hypothesis that the perceptions of

downward mobility have been strongly a↵ected by the strong growth in Chinese imports following

26



the China’s entrance in the WTO, therefore the variation of these shocks across Italian regions

between 2001 and 2006 are more strongly correlated with the heterogeneity of perceptions.

Finally, as we can see from the previous regressions, import shocks represent a strong instrument

for the perceptions of intergenerational mobility, however we decided not to use it as an instrument

for the actual level of intergenerational mobility. This decision is due to four reasons. Firstly, we

believe that the endogeneity characterizing this last variable can be detected more easily through

the use of control variables. Indeed, according to the economic literature, regional characteristics,

such as neighborhood (Chetty et al. [2015]), and family characteristics (Erola et al. [2016]), which

are included in our regression (i.e. NUTS1 dummies and immigrant soni,r), are the main drivers of

this variable. On the other hand, perceptions are still a↵ected by regional characteristics (Figures

B1 and B2) and events (i.e. strong variation between perceptions and imports), but they are also

highly dependent on unobservable individual-level factors. This feature emerges from the random-

ized control trials of Alesina et al. [2018] and Kuziemko et al. [2015] where perceptions have been

shifted through the use of informational content. Secondly, in the reduced form (regression 2),

we analyzed the e↵ect of intergenerational mobility on voting behavior both over time and across

Italian regions. Colantone and Stanig [2018a] performed an individual-level analysis on the first

waves of the ESS for a sample of European countries and they found a strong e↵ect of Chinese

import shocks on the voting in favor of far-right parties. Therefore, using Chinese imports as the

instrument for intergenerational mobility is not possible, at least for the first two waves of the

ESS, since the exclusion restriction could be violated. Given the previous points and the small

and statistically insignificant coe�cients of the reduced form (regression 2), we followed the advice

of Angrist and Pischke [2014] (Ch. 3, pag.146): ” If you can’t see it in the reduced form, it ain’t

there”, and we decided to focus our attention on the reduced forms with significant coe�cients.

6 Conclusions

On the basis of the empirical literature exploring the e↵ects of the perception of intergenerational

mobility on voting behavior (Alesina et al. [2018]) and the recent studies trying to identify the

main drivers of the populist backlash (e.g. Autor et al. [2016a], Rodrik [2018]), this thesis aims at

assessing the impact of the perceived and actual levels of intergenerational mobility on the vote in
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favor of the two Italian populist parties, the Northern League and the Five Star Movement. Indeed,

despite their victory in the general elections of March 2018 and the formation of a populist coali-

tion, these parties di↵er on several grounds: the former is characterized by a strong nationalism and

anti-europeanism, while the latter has a more moderate position in terms of foreign policy. These

di↵erences raise some questions about the possible factors favoring the rise of these two parties.

From an analysis of the recent Italian data, it emerges that the supporters of the NL have a much

lower perception of intergenerational mobility. In particular, our reduced form estimations confirm

that the perception of downward mobility has a positive and highly statistically e↵ect only on the

vote in favor of the NL. Moreover, this variable, together with the actual levels of intergenerational

mobility, reports a great variation across regions and age groups. In particular, we notice that,

across Italian macro-areas, the trend of the perception of downward intergenerational mobility

reflects the variation in import shocks from China. Regions that experienced a greater import

growth of Chinese products between 1992-2006 are those reporting a steep rise in the perceived

downward mobility since 1992 and that currently have higher proportions of citizens perceiving

an economic deterioration of their occupational position with respect to their fathers. Given the

previous studies assessing the strong e↵ects of cheap import competition on the labor market, we

use the Chinese shocks as an instrument for our endogenous variables. Indeed, we assume that

import competition is an exogenous driver of economic performance across regions that, by raising

unemployment and job insecurity, generates economic fears, lowering the perception of intergenera-

tional mobility. Consequently, this shift in perceptions favors the support of anti-establishment and

nationalistic parties. The identification strategy confirms our previous results: lower perception of

intergenerational mobility favors the vote for the NL. In particular, our instrument seems a good

predictor of the perceived economic mobility rather than the perceived social mobility. Finally, we

try to assess the impact of the actual level of intergenerational mobility on voting preferences by

creating an index of intergenerational mobility on the basis of the ESeC. However, in contrast with

a recent analysis of British data Lee et al. [2018] , we find no statistically significant e↵ect of the

socio-economic intergenerational mobility on the support for the Italian populist parties.

Overall, with this empirical analysis, we try to explore a new branch of the economic literature

stressing the di↵erence between intergenerational mobility and its perception. In particular, we

provide further empirical evidence from Italy by analyzing the recent political events and finding
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that only perceptions play a relevant role in voting preferences. Nevertheless, our identification

strategy is based on the use of Chinese import shocks as an instrument for our endogenous vari-

able, therefore the lack of one of the three requirements that guarantee the its validity would bias

our results. In particular, the exclusion restriction is the one that generates more concerns. Indeed,

despite the regional and individual-level controls, there could be some factor through which our in-

strument may a↵ect the dependent variable. In particular, we stress the relevance of the perception

of the level of inequality that could di↵er from its actual levels and at the same time be correlated

both with our instrument and the political vote. Moreover, due to the lack of data, we are not able

to control for the actual level of intergenerational mobility in the baseline model 1, thus we can not

check whether perceptions still matter if we consider not only the level of inequality but also the

the level of intergenerational mobility.

Finally, given our results, we encourage further investigation of other drivers of the perception of

intergenerational mobility, such as migration flows and media exposure. In particular, we suggest

further exploring whether the the political campaigns of populist parties, characterized by a strong

rhetoric, may be a main source of the change in perceptions and the increased pessimism.
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