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Abstract

We study how expanding immigrants’ rights affects their political and social integra-
tion by leveraging Romania’s 2007 EU accession, which granted Romanian immigrants
in Italy municipal voting and residency rights. Using municipality-level event studies,
we find: (1) Enfranchisement increased the election of Romanian-born councilors —
especially in competitive races — despite limited changes in candidacy rates. It also
increased Romanian turnout, suggesting that electoral gains stem from an expanded
voter base. An instrumented difference-in-differences analysis shows this is driven by
pre-existing Romanian residents, not new arrivals. (2) Consent to organ donation
rose among Romanians post-2007, indicating that the expansion of rights extends to
prosocial behavior. (3) Nonetheless, immigrant presence continues to raise support for
right-leaning parties and security spending while reducing social spending, highlighting

persistent native backlash that outweighs immigrant political influence.

1 Introduction

With a world population of migrants approaching 300 million (World Migration Report

2024), immigration is increasingly at the forefront of political debates in advanced economies.
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Scholars have argued for decades that free mobility of labor brings economic bene ts (Hamil-
ton and Whalley|1984; Clemens 2011; Kennan 2013; Foged el al. 2022). However, in many
countries, these economic bene ts have often been accompanied by negative social outcomes
such as social segregation and marginalization of migrants (Bauger 2006), as well as political
backlash and polarization |(Barone et al. 2016; Becker and Fetzer 2016; Halla et al. 2017,
Viskanic|2017; Barrera et al. 2020; Tabellini 2020; Koukal et al. 2021; Mayda et/al. 2022). It

is therefore essential to understand what measures governments can implement to mitigate
the potential negative e ects while maximizing the bene ts of labor mobility.

Naturalization is often considered a process that fosters integration by expanding im-
migrants' rights (Bevelander and Pendakur 2011; Gathmann and Keller 2017; Hainmueller
et al. 2017; Gathmann and Garbers 2023). However, in practice, it is a di cult solution in
the short run. First, the process is lengthy, with most countries requiring ve to ten years of
residency just to be eligible for naturalization. Second, naturalization reform is a politically
divisive topic, hindering e orts to accelerate it. Finally, it can be costly for immigrants,
sometimes requiring renunciation of original citizenship or a ecting cultural identity, which
may have negative consequences (Dahl et al. 2022).

Many countries around the world have adopted milder forms of expanding migrant rights.
For instance, in some places foreign residents can vote in local or even national elections.
In the UK, Commonwealth citizens can vote in general elections and run for most political
o ces.[[] Legalization programs for undocumented migrants are another example. The 1986
U.S. Immigration Reform and Control Act (IRCA) granted permanent legal status to 2.8
million people (Casarico et al| 2018). More recently, EU enlargement has expanded rights
for migrants. By gaining EU citizenship, nationals of new EU member states who live in
another member country gain the right to reside without a visa, as well as the right to vote
and stand in local elections.

This paper exploits Romania’'s accession to the European Union in 2007 to study how
the resulting expansion of political and residency rights for Romanians in Italy a ected their
local political representation and prosocial behavior. It also investigates how these changes
in uenced the ideology of elected municipal o cials and public nance more broadly. Follow-
ing Romania's accession to the European Union, Romanians|{who constitute the largest
immigrant community in Italy|{gained the right to vote and stand in municipal elections,
as well as enhanced residency rights. We implement an event-study analysis around 2007 to
estimate the e ects of this expansion of rights. To isolate these e ects from broader trends
relating to immigrants, we conduct placebo tests for Albanian and Moroccan immigrants,

1On the e ects of immigrant enfranchisement on outcomes beyond integration, see Bhatiya (2025), Razin
and Sadka (2017), Engdahl et al. (2020), and Ferwerda (2021).



the next largest immigrant groups in Italy who are not enfranchised.

Our rst set of results shows an increase in Romanian representation after 2007 in Italian
municipalities with large Romanian populations. A municipality with one additional per-
centage point in the Romanian population share in 2003 is 0.497 percentage points more
likely to elect a Romanian-born councilor. We nd no corresponding increase in representa-
tion among Albanians or Moroccans, suggesting that the results are not driven by general
immigrant-related trends.

Additional ndings point to an increase in demand for Romanian representation, rather
than simply an increase in candidate supply, as the main driver of the results. First, we
examine the supply of foreign-born candidates (both elected and non-elected) after 2007.
While the number of Romanian-born candidates increased, we also observe a virtually iden-
tical increase among Albanian candidates, indicating that supply alone cannot explain the
di erential success of Romanian representation. Second, we nd evidence that Romanian
citizens actively exercised their newly acquired voting rights, suggesting that ethnic voting
may have played a role. Third, a triple-di erence analysis reveals that municipalities facing
competitive elections were more likely to elect Romanian-born councilors. This suggests that
political parties may have strategically included minority candidates to attract votes from
newly enfranchised Romanian voters.

Our second result is that the e ect of obtaining EU citizenship extends beyond political
participation to prosocial behavior. Speci cally, we observe an increase in consent to organ
donation among Romanian immigrants in Italy following Romania's accession to the EU in
2007. Inthe rst ve years, the number of consents per municipality increases steadily, rising
on average by 0.003 consents per year relative to 2006, after controlling for the municipal
Romanian population. Although small in absolute terms, this corresponds to about 140%
of the average Romanian consents per municipality in 2006, re ecting the rarity of consents.
In the following ve years, the e ect stabilizes at a higher level, averaging 0.009 additional
consents per year, equivalent to 398% of the 2006 average. We hypothesize that this re ects
an increased sense of belonging and a stronger commitment to the host community. The res-
idency rights conferred by EU citizenship likely raised expectations of long-term settlement,
while the expansion of political rights provided greater opportunities for civic engagement.
We do not observe a similar trend among Albanian or Moroccan immigrants, suggesting that
the observed increase among Romanians was driven by the acquisition of EU citizenship.

These ndings raise the question of whether the observed e ects are attributable to long-
term Romanian residents or more recent arrivals. We complement the event-study analyses
on political representation and prosocial behavior with an instrumental variables approach.
Speci cally, we instrument for the share of newly arrived Romanians using a combination of



cross-sectoral demand for foreign labor in Italy and Romanian out ows to non-Italian desti-
nations. We nd that the e ects on both political representation and prosocial behavior are
driven by Romanians who migrated to Italy prior to accession, indicating that the expansion
of rights facilitated the integration of long-term residents.

In light of the increase in representation and changes in the electorate following enfran-
chisement, we examine whether the political orientation of winning parties shifts to re ect
the preferences of newly enfranchised voters. In particular, right-leaning parties in Italy
have either advocated for anti-immigrant policies themselves or have been in a coalition
with parties that did, during our observation period. However, we nd an overall increase
in support for right-wing parties in municipalities with higher immigrant populations. This
pattern holds both in municipalities with larger Romanian populations and in those with
other immigrant groups. Because the e ect on the winning party is unchanged whether
or not the relevant migrant group has voting rights, we conclude that immigration shifts
the winner's political orientation to the right, while voting rights per se have no signi cant
e ect. This nding aligns with Barone et al. (2016), who show increased support for the
center-right coalition in both national and mayoral elections in response to immigration.

Finally, since local public nances are managed by municipal governments, we examine
whether local expenditure patterns change as Romanian immigrants obtain stronger political
rights. In particular, we examine whether municipalities increase spending in categories likely
to bene t Romanian immigrants in an e ort to appeal to new constituents. However, we
nd that municipalities with a higher immigrant presence show an increase in public security
spending and a decrease in social spending as shares of total expenditure. Importantly, we
nd no statistical di erence between municipalities with Romanians and those with non-
enfranchised immigrant groups. This suggests that the increase in the likelihood of a right-
leaning party winning in municipal elections is driven by the natives' reactions to the presence
of immigrants, rather than by parties responding to the preferences of the newly enfranchised
group.

Our paper contributes to two strands of literature. First, it contributes to the literature
on immigrant integration and legal rights. Prior work shows that legalization of previously
undocumented immigrants improves their labor market outcomes (Kossoudji and Cobb-Clark
2002; Lozano and Sorensen 2011; Pan 2012; Steigleder and Sparber 2017), reduces crime
(Mastrobuoni and Pinotti 2015; Pinotti 2017), increases tax compliance (Cascio and Lewis
2019) and raises state transfers to immigrant-populated regions (Sabet and Winter 2024).
Naturalization also improves social integration (Hainmueller et al. 2017) and labor market
outcomes (Gathmann and Keller 2017). Related work has examined the impact of expanding
immigrants' rights on their political integration (Engdahl et al. 2020), redistribution through



public nance (Razin and Sadka 2017; Ferwerda 2021), and the behavior of elected o cials
(Bhatiya 2025). However, to our knowledge, no study has explored the combined impact of
expanded voting and residency rights.

We contribute to this literature in three ways. First, we show that enfranchisement has
immediate e ects on political representation: municipalities with more Romanian citizens are
signi cantly more likely to elect Romanian-born councilors. Second, we nd that expanding
immigrants' voting and residency rights enhances their prosocial behavior. Third, we identify
the mechanism behind the increase in representation, showing that candidate supply alone
is insu cient. Instead, it is the combination of increased demand for enfranchised minority
politicians and the electoral participation of medium- to long-term resident immigrants that
drives greater political representation.

More broadly, our paper relates to the long-standing literature on enfranchisement, par-
ticularly studies on women's surage and the U.S. Voting Rights Act. Studies nd that
women's su rage in uenced government size, social and education spending, and political
preferences (Lott and Kenny 1999; Abrams and Settle 1999; Washington 2008; Aidt and Dal-
lal 2008; Funk and Gathmann 2015; Cascio and Shenhav 2020; Kose et al. 2020). The Voting
Rights Act increased voter turnout and state transfers (Cascio and Washington 2014) and
altered policing (Facchini et al. 2020), though it also triggered backlash among white con-
stituents (Bernini et al. 2023). We contribute to this literature by focusing on migrants, who
constitute the largest over-age group without voting rights in democratic countries today.

Finally, we contribute to the literature on local politicians by hand-collecting the largest
existing dataset of non-elected candidates in Italian municipal elections, a setting frequently
studied in this literature.

2 Setting

Italy is an ideal setting to study the e ects of expanding immigrant rights and integration
for several reasons. First, it has a signi cant foreign population. In 2020, there were over
ve million foreign citizens, constituting 10.4 percent of the total population in 2019 (OECD
2022). Second, as a member state of the EU, foreign nationals can participate in local
elections and legally reside in Italy without a visa, provided they are EU citizens. Third,
Italy has around 8,000 municipal governments where EU citizens can vote and run for o ce,
0 ering ne-grained data and substantial variation. Finally, since these municipal positions
are virtually pro bono, they re ect political engagement rather than nancial or career
incentives.

Since 1990, Italy has consistently experienced net in-migration ows, with migrants ar-



riving mainly from Romania, Albania and Morocca? Italy, together with Spain, is the main
destination country for Romanian migrants, hosting 300,000 in 2005 and almost 1.2 million
in 2017 (Figure 1). As shown in Figure 2, migrants of all origins tend to concentrate in
the northern and central parts of the country, where the majority of manufacturing jobs
are located. The regions with the highest number of migrants are the four main northern
regions (Lombardy, Piedmont, Emilia-Romagna, and Veneto) and the central regions of Tus-
cany and Lazio. Romanians in particular are mainly concentrated in Lazio, Lombardy, and
Piedmont. Although the general regions of residence are similar across di erent migrant
communities, there is still variation at the municipal level, with some municipalities having
more Romanian migrants than other groups, as illustrated in Figure A.1.

Figure 1: Number of Foreign Nationals Living in Italy by Nationality

The gure shows the yearly evolution of the number of foreign nationals in Italy by nationality from 2003
to 2018. (Source: ISTAT)

2.1 EU Immigrants' Voting Rights

EU Council Directive 94/80/EC (1994) requires every member state to extend the right to
vote in municipal elections|and to run as candidates|to EU citizens residing in a member
state of which they are not nationals. Italy adopted the directive in 1996 and enacted a law
granting non-ltalian EU citizens who reside in Italy access to municipal electoral contests.

230urce: Istituto Cattaneo
3Law 1996, n.197
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