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Abstract
The consumption of cultural goods can play a crucial role in the social and eco-
nomic integration of immigrants into their destination country. In this paper, we 
investigate the effect of the cultural national program, IoStudio, designed to enhance 
the consumption of cultural goods - by providing free or discount access - among 
upper secondary students in Italy, on post-secondary investment in education and 
early labor market conditions among young immigrants. Using data from a unique 
survey conducted by the Institute for Multiethnic Studies (ISMU) on a representa-
tive sample of the entire immigrant population in the Italian Lombardy region and 
employing a difference-in-differences estimator, we find that the IoStudio policy has 
positive effects on investment in post-secondary education. Additionally, young for-
eigners exposed to the policy exhibit higher earnings, at least in the short run, when 
they enter the labour market. We claim that cultural consumption by immigrants is 
a relevant concern, deserving close attention in terms of increasing social capital 
and labour market inclusion.
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1  Introduction

There is an increasing concern in Europe over the economic integration of migrants. 
Higher unemployment rates and lower wages than those of natives with similar char-
acteristics (Eurostat, 2023) fuel fear. In the short run, fear of a wider use of the wel-
fare state, in the long run, fear of poor cultural integration. These concerns trigger 
restrictive immigration policies. The debate on more efficient integration policies is 
highly fragmented. Experiences are designed to the specific needs of specific com-
munities and do not provide a structured vision. They focus on the creation of skills 
to fit local labour market demand and in promoting basic linguistic skills, with very 
limited results. Migrants remain concentrated in segmented labour markets where the 
soft skills required are very limited. It has indeed become clear that the enhancement 
of soft skills is passing through social integration (De Palo et al., 2007; Dustmann, 
1996; Laurentsyeva & Venturini, 2017; Piracha et al., 2023) and that cultural inte-
gration plays more than a marginal role both in the short and in the long run. Hence, 
understanding the impact of policies that may affect cultural inclusion becomes 
crucial.

In this paper we investigate the effects of the introduction of a national cultural 
project “IoStudio-La carta dello studente” (”IStudy - The Student Card”) in Italy, 
which aims to promote cultural consumption among upper secondary students by 
granting free or discounted access to cultural goods. We focus on the effect on early 
labour market conditions and post-secondary investment in education for a sample 
of young immigrants in Lombardy, an Italian region with the largest number of 
foreigners.

We try to bridge two different strands of literature: on the one hand the traditional 
labour economics literature, which tries to understand the dynamics of the integra-
tion of migrants into the labour market; on the other hand, the cultural economics 
literature, which investigates the effect of the passive or active participation in the 
consumption of cultural goods on the behaviour of people in the labour market.

Since the seminal papers by Barry Chiswich (1978, 1991), Chiswich and Miller 
(2005), Dustmann and Van Soest (2002), and Dustmann and Fabbri (2003) on the 
relevance of language proficiency in migrants’ integration, policies have increasingly 
emphasized the need for language training programs to foster and support migrants’ 
inclusion. The duration of stay in the destination country by the migrants lays a pos-
itive role in economic integration because it contributes to the knowledge of the 
language and of the culture of destination country which is crucial for determining 
workers’ productivity. The research on linguistic distance which groups countries 
according to different linguistic roots has been widely used also in other fields such 
as trade (Adsera and Pytlikova,1 2005; Melitz and Toubal 2014),2 migration choice 
(Belot & Ederveen, 2012; De Santis et al., 2021; Lanati & Venturini, 2021) and pros-
perity (Alesina et al., 2016), with important results on the economic integration of 
foreigners.

1 The linguistic index is elaborated using linguistic roots.
2 The linguistic distance index is based on the use of similar words.
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Recent papers (in the Italian case Strom et al. 2018; Venturini and Villosio 2018; 
Ghio et al. 2023) have shown that linguistic distance negatively affects immigrants 
who live in ethnic enclaves in the hosting countries and who access only segmented 
labour markets where the soft skills in demand are limited. However, those papers do 
not disentangle the effect of language skills from the pure cultural assimilation. The 
two are related but not necessarily correlated. Only recent papers (Olcina et al., 2024; 
Piracha et al., 2023; Rapoport et al., 2021) try to fill this gap in the literature by look-
ing closely at the relationship between cultural assimilation and linguistic distance.3

At the same time, research on the passive and active consumption of cultural 
goods has shifted from analyzing the motivations behind the consumption of cultural 
goods (Ateca-Amestoy, 2008; Ateca-Amestoy et al., 2019; Hallmann et al., 2017) to 
examining the effects of cultural goods and activities on people’s behavior, specifi-
cally their well-being (McCarthy et al., 2004; Wheatley & Bickerton, 2019).

While the research on the positive effects on health constitutes the more estab-
lished body of this research extension - see the WHO survey for example (Fancourt 
& Finn, 2019)  - many other research projects and experiments analyse the physi-
ological and psychological effects of the consumption of cultural goods. The former, 
that is to say projects focused on the physiological effects of cultural consumption, 
explore the reduction of cortisol (via reduction of stress) and increase in endorphins 
which improve the well-being of people with many positive effects on the abilities of 
persons involved in cultural activities. The latter, that is to say studies focused on the 
psychological effects of cultural consumption, discloses an increase in self-esteem, 
self-efficacy and social-relational capacity increasing the happiness of the partici-
pants in cultural activities, their ability to solve problems and their ability to connect 
with the “others”. This is becoming so relevant that both the European Commission 
and public institutions now tend to consider “cultural policies” part of the “welfare 
policies” and cultural investments as part of the welfare investments.

In migration studies, a very disregarded subject is the study of migrants’ cultural 
consumption, their tastes and preferences and how they are associated to socio eco-
nomic integration process. This is probably related to the different conceptual views 
in social science where for a long time the heart of the debate was on assimilation and 
multiculturalism, while cultural integration was considered a long term phenomenon 
with an inter-generational dynamic focusing on the differences between first and sec-
ond generation migrants (Katz-Gerro et al., 2009; Novak-Leonard, 2015). A relevant 
exception is the research by Bertacchini et al. (2022) which explores the driver of 
cultural participation of foreigners in Italy using the national survey carried out in 
2011–12 by the Italian National Institute of Statistics (ISTAT). Their results point out 
that more integrated migrants are more active consumers of cultural goods and that 
the variability is only partially explained by differences in cultural traits peculiar to 
each migrant community. There is room for “acculturation policies” (Berry, 2005) 
to favour the leisure activities and culture participation and to promote the effects 
obtained by the consumption of cultural goods which enhance the knowledge of the 
culture of the destination society and the creation of social capital. The “accultura-

3 Piracha et al. (2023) measure social integration using 3 parameters: ability in speaking the target lan-
guage, happiness of living in the destination country and size of the ethnic community.
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tion process” promotes soft skills which make the hard skills of the foreigners more 
marketable.4 “Acculturation” thus becomes an important driver not only of cultural 
integration but also of the economic integration. While many researchers find a posi-
tive link between the consumption of cultural goods and physiological (Grossi et 
al., 2012), or/and psychological indicators (Zentner & Eerola, 2010) no research to 
our knowledge has investigated the link with the labour market performance, even 
though they all suggest this possibility.

Our contribution thus aims to reverse the causal relationship between economic 
integration and cultural integration. While in the past the direction of research 
moved from economic integration to cultural integration, we now assess the effect 
of enhancing the cultural integration on economic integration. In this way we stress 
the role played by the knowledge of the mainstream culture prevailing in the destina-
tion country and the “cultural” soft skills for success in the labour market. Cultural 
integration may foster the economic integration and enrich the set of tools of policy 
makers to improve the economic well-being of immigrants. “Acculturation” thus 
becomes an important driver not only of cultural integration but also of the economic 
integration.

In our study, we consider a recent cultural policy addressing students enrolled in 
upper secondary education to study the effect of the consumption of cultural goods 
on subsequent labor and post-secondary educational outcomes. Starting from the 
school year 2008/2009, the Italian Ministry of Education initiated the distribution of 
a student card to all upper secondary school students, as part of the IoStudio-la carta 
dello studente project (translation IStudy - The Student Card). The primary aim of 
this initiative was to provide easier access to cultural activities and services aimed 
at enhancing and expanding students’ cultural interests. Among its benefits, the card 
offered free access to national museums, libraries, as well as discount rates for cin-
emas, concerts, and theatres, thus encouraging the consumption of cultural goods.

In order to test the effect of this policy on our outcomes of interest, we use 
repeated cross-sectional data from the survey run by the Institute for Multiethnic 
Studies (ISMU) on a representative sample of the immigrant population in the Lom-
bardy region. Data include detailed information on labour market outcomes, edu-
cational status and several individual characteristics, like age and year of arrival in 
Italy. Exploiting the timing of the policy and the eligibility of immigrants to receive 
the IoStudio card, we apply a difference-in-differences (diff-in-diff) strategy to inves-
tigate whether foreign students who were card holders during high-school show 
improved educational and labor market outcomes after graduation.

Findings show that the IoStudio policy increased the probability of attending post-
secondary education, and of earning higher wages for employed individuals (at least 
in the short run). Due to data limitations, we are unable to test for the direct effects of 
the introduction of the card on the consumption of cultural goods at the time of the 
distribution, nor do we have information on the actual utilization of the card that was 
delivered by the government to all students enrolled in an upper-secondary education 
program. To ensure that our findings are attributable to the implementation of the 

4 From a different angle, the present research is applying the approach by Guiso et al. (2006) of “Does 
culture affect economic outcomes?”
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policy, we conduct placebo tests regarding the timing of the policy and the identifi-
cation of the treated group to exclude confounding effects such as attending Italian 
schools or the 2009 economic crisis. These tests provide reassurance and support our 
main results, which suggest that the consumption of cultural goods may have had 
important effects on the labour market integration of immigrants.

We claim that active participation in cultural events and passive consumption of 
cultural goods, can induce relevant effects on migrants soft skills, subsequently lead-
ing to significant positive effects in the labor market.

The paper is structured as follows. In Sect. 2 we briefly discuss the policy back-
ground related to the introduction of the Student Card. Next, we present the data used 
in our analysis and its representativeness (validity, reliability). In Sect. 3 we describe 
our empirical strategy. In Sect. 4 we comment on the empirical baseline results and 
conduct various robustness checks. Section 5 presents our conclusions.

2  Background and data

2.1  Policy background

Starting with the school year 2008/2009, the Italian Ministry of Education (MIUR) 
launched the national project IoStudio-La carta dello studente (IStudy - The Student 
Card) under the High Patronage of the President of the Republic. With this project, 
the MIUR automatically issued an identification card called the ”student card” to all 
students attending upper secondary schools. Each school had to distribute to each 
student this card which certified the student’s status and provided easier access to 
cultural activities and services that could be beneficial for student’s life (the card 
provided, for example, free access to some museums, libraries, and discounts for 
cinema, concert, and theatre).5 The validity of the card expired right after getting 
high-school diploma and could not be renewed.

After an experimental period, the 04/02/2010 decree (D.M. n.20) stated the 
requirements for associations, and private operators to become partners in the IoStu-
dio initiative. A national list of suppliers and service providers offering benefits and 
discounts reserved for students in possession of the Student Card has been estab-
lished. The list of suppliers should operate in the following areas: cinema, theater, 
music and dance, circus performances, museums and art galleries, archaeological 
and naturalistic areas, architectural assets of cultural and artistic interest bookstores, 
libraries, archives, video libraries, youth hostels, fair trade, foreign language courses 
and cultural exchanges abroad, transportation and mobility, information technology 
and telecommunications, sports facilities, educational materials and services of social 
interest. Suppliers were incentivized to join the program as it provided free access to 
an online platform for promoting their discounts, thereby increasing their visibility. 
Beginning with the 2013/2014 school year, the Student Card was introduced with the 
added functionality of being utilized as a rechargeable prepaid card. Starting from the 
2020/2021 school year, in compliance with the regulations concerning the protection 

5 The card had to be distributed to students by the end of October 2008.
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of personal data, the student card is no longer automatic but is issued upon request 
by families. Overall, the card facilitates access to cultural goods and services. Thanks 
to the IoStudio card, high-school students can benefit from Italy’s first private-public 
partnership network which offers discounts and cultural advantages, including dis-
counts for cinema, museums, books, school materials, audio-visual resources, tele-
communications and internet services, technology, travel, study holidays. This might 
be particularly relevant to incentivize consumption of cultural goods and services for 
students of low socio-economic status.

2.2  Data

The main source of data for our analysis is an annual survey carried by the Foundation 
for Initiatives and Studies on Multi-Ethnicity (ISMU) from 2001 to 2016. The aim 
of this survey is to document the living and working conditions of a representative 
sample of both documented and undocumented immigrants in the Lombardy region, 
which is one of largest, most populated, wealthiest Italian regions, and accounts for 
23% of the entire migrant population legally residing in Italy in 2005.6 The survey 
was administered to a minimum of 3500 and a maximum of 9000 individuals in each 
wave.7 It provides several information on migrants’ socio-demographic characteris-
tics, such as age, sex, civil status, country of origin, legal status, type of residence 
permit, year of arrival in Italy and in Lombardy, province of residence, religion, edu-
cation status, and indicators of living conditions, such as housing.

It also contains detailed information on labour market conditions such as employ-
ment status, types of contracts and a self-reported measure of personal net monthly 
labour income for employed respondents. The sampling scheme and the question-
naire has been considered particularly suited to survey immigrants to elicit truth-
ful reporting of legal status along with other individual characteristics, including 
employment status and income. The survey design employs the Centre Sampling 
(CS) method, a technique well-suited for studying immigrant populations due to their 
tendency to cluster in specific geographic areas. The process begins with identify-
ing key “centres” where the target population commonly gathers, including ethnic 
shops, cultural and social clubs, places of worship, healthcare facilities, job centers, 
and open meeting areas. A subset of these locations is then randomly selected, and 
immigrants visiting them are invited to participate in interviews. During each inter-
view, respondents report how frequently they visit other identified meeting points, 
allowing for the computation of ex post selection probabilities, which are then incor-
porated into the sample. The collected sample provides reliable estimates of the size 

6 For a description of the migration phenomenon in Lombardia see Maiarino S., Terzara L., (eds) Il fenom-
eno migratorio in Lombardia: uno sguardo di lungo periodo, Rubbertino editore 2023.

7 To show the reliability of the survey sample, Fig. 4 in Appendix A shows the average share of immigrants 
by province over the 2004–2015 period for the ISMU data and for official statistics of foreign residents in 
Italy. We compare the provincial shares calculated using the ISMU survey (subfigure a) with those based 
on the official resident foreign population published by DemoISTAT (subfigure b). The distribution of 
shares is similar across the two subfigures, confirming the provincial representativeness of our sample.
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of the immigrant population (regular and irregular) in the Lombardy region.8 For this 
reason, the ISMU survey has been extensively used in previous studies on migration 
(see, for example, Dustmann et al. 2017; Adamopoulou and Kaya, 2020; Berlanda et 
al., 2024).

We use waves from 2004 to 2015 to obtain a data set which is balanced in terms of 
pre- and post-treatment periods and we select a sub-sample of individuals aged 19–23 
with upper secondary education completed legally residing in Italy.9 Furthermore, 
since linguistic proximity plays a key role in promoting the economic and social 
integration of immigrants in the destination country (e.g., Strom et al., 2018), our 
empirical analysis also includes a measure of linguistic proximity, taken from Adserà 
and Pytliková (2015), between the Italian language and the language spoken by the 
majority in the immigrants’ country of origin.10

To evaluate the effect of the IoStudio policy on post-secondary education and early 
labour market conditions among individuals of the same age group, we can leverage 
on the timing of the policy implementation (school year 2008/2009) and on the fact 
that only individuals that attended high-school in Italy could have been exposed to the 
program to set up a diff-in-diffs analysis.11 The timing of the policy allows us to com-
pare eligible individuals’ outcomes before and after the policy introduction, while 
the eligibility criterion allows us to distinguish between treatment and control group.

In our analysis we define as the treatment group all individuals who have attended at 
least one year of upper secondary education in Italy, i.e. individuals who declare to have 
an high-school degree and arrived in Italy when they were at most 18 or 17 years old, 
depending on the typical age of completion of upper secondary school in their home 
country.12 These are individuals who are eligible for the policy, i.e. individuals that 
could have been exposed for at least one year to the IoStudio card policy. In addition, to 

8 ISMU does not present the information on the number of non-respondent individuals. Even though we 
had that statistic, we could not do inference because of the lack of information on the characteristics of 
non-respondent individuals. Therefore, to address the concern on the selection of respondents, we test 
whether the composition of the sampled eligible and non-eligible individuals in terms of joint distribution 
of observable characteristics change before and after the policy in Table 4 and Table 5 in subsection 4.2.1 
and the representativeness of the sample at provincial and yearly level in Lombardy in Fig. 4 and Table 
6 in the Appendix A, respectively. The first test allows us to see whether there is a time-variant selection 
of sampled individuals in both groups, while the second test allows us to test the external validity of 
our results checking whether the sample is representative across provinces and years. Unfortunately, we 
cannot test all characteristics with their population means since there are no official population statistics 
for the entire set of observable characteristics, a common problem in all surveys. For further information 
about the survey, please refer to Baio et al. (2011) and Table 7 in the Appendix A for the information on 
the response rate.

9 To assess the representativeness of our sample in relation to the young immigrant population, we com-
puted yearly descriptive statistics using the ISMU survey and the official registry of immigrants residing 
in Lombardy provided by the Italian National Institute of Statistics (ISTAT). The comparison of columns 
1 and 2 of Table 6 confirms that the ISMU survey represents the immigrant population aged 19–23.

10 Adserà and Pytliková (2015) developed a measure to assess linguistic proximity between two languages 
based on information from Ethnologue (Lewis, 2009).
11 Note that we are considering students potentially enrolled in the first university cycle which is the equiv-
alent of a Bachelor’s degree (Laurea triennale) and lasts 3 years.
12 In Italy, high school lasts five years, so students typically graduate in the year they turn 19. However, 
immigrants might finish high school at 18 years old in their home country since educational systems vary 
across countries. To avoid any mismatch in the assignment, we drop immigrants arrived at 18 years old 

1 3



Journal of Cultural Economics

ensure more comparability between the treatment and control groups before the policy 
was implemented, we consider as treated only immigrants who arrived in Italy when 
they were older than 13 years old, i.e. the average age to be admitted to high-school in 
Italy.13 Conversely, we define as the control group all individuals with upper secondary 
education completed who arrived in Italy at the age of 19 and more, i.e. individuals 
who plausibly attended high school abroad and therefore not eligible for the policy.14

In our diff-in-diff strategy, we test the effect of past exposure to the Iostudio pro-
gram (that happened when individuals were at high school) on post-secondary edu-
cation enrollment and early labour market outcomes at the time of the interview, 
when the card has already expired. Furthermore, we assume the policy is effective if 
individuals have been exposed to it for at least one year.15

Table 1 shows the summary statistics for some individual characteristics for the 
whole sample and for the treated and control group both before and after the treatment. 
We include also a test for pre-treament differences between the eligible and non-eligi-
ble groups. We do not observe a statistical difference on the mean of treated and control 
group for the most of the socio-demographic characteristics. However, the difference 
between means of treated and control groups is statistically different with respect to: 
Catholics, Europe dummy, Sub-Saharan Africa dummy, age, age squared, years since 
migration. In our empirical analysis, we control for all these observable characteristics 
to account for the potential selection bias between the control and the treated groups.

For the outcome variables (post-secondary education enrollment, employment, 
labor force participation16 and log wage), we proxy a statistical test for the parallel 
trend assumption using placebo exercises as explained in section 3 and shown in 
sub-section 4.2.1.

from those countries. We collect information on eligible age for completing secondary school in each 
country from the Scholaro database https://www.scholaro.com/db/Countries
13 Further, since undocumented migrants are distributed differently across groups, (eligible group 10% and 
non-eligible group 40%), we exclude undocumented immigrants from the sample to improve the reliabil-
ity of outcomes’ comparison between groups. We can imagine that a greater presence of undocumented 
immigrants would lead to worst educational and labor market outcomes than the group with less undocu-
mented immigrants. Sticking with all regular immigrants is less likely to have unreliable comparisons once 
assumed that on average all the documented immigrants have the same opportunity in both the educational 
and labor markets within their own group (eligible or non-eligible).
14 Data does not allow to know whether respondents have been awarded an high school degree in Italy or 
abroad. However, in case they earn a high school degree after 19 years old, our estimates will be biased 
towards zero.
15 Lacking information on the actual card usage, we assume a positive probability that individuals who 
received the card also use it.
16 We classify individuals as part of the labor force if they are either employed or unemployed at the time 
of the survey.
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3  Empirical strategy

We estimate the following empirical model:

	 yit = αi + δt + βDit + εit� (1)

yit is the outcome of interest of individual i at time t, αi is a dummy equal to one if an 
immigrant has attended the high schools in Italy, δt is a set of time dummies, Dit is a 
dummy equal to one if the individual i is in the eligible group and the policy has been 
implemented (t > 2009). Although the policy was implemented in the 2008–2009 
school year, we define the post-treatment period starting in 2010 since the ISMU survey 
has been conducted before the end of the academic year in Italy. ISMU surveyed indi-
viduals between May and June 2009, while the academic year ends in July. Therefore, 
the first treated cohort of individuals with high school completed should consist of stu-
dents who graduated in July 2009. In our sample, this corresponds to individuals aged 
19–20 interviewed in 2010.17 Further, in order to ensure that on average the cohorts of 
eligible individuals finished high school after the introduction of the policy in the post 
treatment period, we define eligible individuals as follows: individuals aged 19–20 at 
the time of the survey for the year 2010; aged 19–21 for the year 2011; aged 19–22 for 
the year 2012; aged 19–23 for the years 2013–2015. To ensure the comparability of eli-
gible individuals in the pre and post treatment period, in a symmetric way, we consider 
individuals aged 19–23 for the years 2004–2006, aged 19–22 for the year 2007, aged 
19–21 for the year 2008, aged 19–20 for the year 2009 in the pre treatment period. We 
define in the same way the age of the individuals in the control group. Figure 5 presents 
the policy timeline and the selected age group for each year of the analysis.

Finally, εit is the error term with bootstrap standard errors clustered at the prov-
ince level to account for possible correlation across individuals belonging to the same 
province.18 Our parameter of interest β measures the effect of receiving the IoStudio 
card on labor market and educational outcomes. Equation (1) defines the benchmark 
empirical specification for the empirical analysis. In a further specification, we then 
include the following individuals controls: a gender dummy; a Muslim and a Cath-
olic dummy to control for the religion of the respondent; area-of-origin dummies 
(Asia, North Africa, Sub-Saharan Africa, South America, and Europe as the reference 
group); age, age squared, years since migration and linguistic proximity. We also 
include province fixed effects to control for time invariant characteristics of the area 
of residence of the respondent.

To identify the effect of the policy in a diff-in-diffs setting, we assume: i) stable 
unit treatment value assumption (SUTVA), i.e. there are no spillover effects of the 
policy from treated migrants to untreated migrants; ii) the selection bias between 
eligible and non-eligible foreigners is constant over time (parallel trend assumption). 

17 Note that even if students finish high school in the year they turn 19, it is possible to have graduated 
individuals aged 19 in 2010, as they might turn 20 after the date of the interview.
18 Given the small number of clusters (we have 11 clusters), we used the Wild bootstrap approach for cor-
recting the standard errors with a limited number of clusters (Cameron et al., 2015). Wild-bootstrapped 
p-values are calculated with the boottest Stata command, using the standard number of bootstrapping 
repetitions (999 repetitions) and the default Rademacher weights.
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The SUTVA assumption allows us to identify the average treatment effect on treated. 
This assumption relies on the design of the experiment and cannot be tested.19 The 
parallel trend assumption allows to identify the change in the average outcomes of 
interest following the participation in the IoStudio program. Although an event study 
showing the null effect of the policy before 2010 is a common way to test for parallel 
trend assumption, that method would be quite demanding for our small sample since 
we have only 930 and 366 observations for 12 years. In particular, an event study 
method will create tiny groups, around 38 obs per group-year leading to inconsistent 
estimates of the group means. Therefore, in sub-section 4.2.1, we will perform sev-
eral placebo tests to validate parallel trend assumption.

4  Results

4.1  Baseline results

Table 2 shows the effects of the IoStudio policy on labor market outcomes and edu-
cation. The even and the odd columns display the effect of the policy without and 
with controls for individual characteristics, respectively. Columns (1)-(2) and (3)-
(4) show the estimates on the overall sample and on the sub-sample of individuals 
younger than 21 years old, respectively, to analyze the effect of the policy both in the 
medium and in the short run, i.e. when individuals have just finished high-school. 
Panel A shows a negative but not significant effect of the policy on the labor force 
participation. Panel B shows that immigrants are less likely to be employed after 
sharing the policy. The negative effect may derive either from an increase in educa-
tional enrollment or in the reservation wage of immigrants following the policy. The 
consumption of cultural goods could increase the awareness of the average wage in 
the hosting local labor market and the aspirations of better jobs leading immigrants 
to experience longer unemployment spells before accepting a job offer. Yet, Panel 
C displays a positive and meaningful effect of the policy on wages for employed 
immigrants younger than 21 years old, while there is no effect on the overall sample. 
In particular, among young cohorts, IoStudio program increases the average wage 
of treated individuals by 32%, shifting from 871 euro per month to 1150 euro per 
month.20 Although findings might be quite large, it is plausible that the effects stem 
from an increase in monthly hours worked or in the likelihood of being hired in jobs 
with a higher entry wage.

19 For instance, possible spill-over effects could happen if individuals in the control group were encouraged 
by younger treated acquaintances to go with them to cultural events at the time they were exposed to the 
IoStudio program. We think that this is unlikely to be systematic, as untreated individuals would not have 
any personal discount for cultural events and/or activities. However, in the hypothetical case of spill-over 
effects, our results would display a lower bound as the effect of the IoStudio program on our outcomes of 
interest would go in the same direction for both treated and untreated individuals.
20 The change, 32%, has been calculated using the following formula eβ − 1, where β is the estimated 
coefficient in Column (4). The change in euro, 1150, has been calculated as the initial average wage, 871, 
plus the 32% of the initial average wage, 279.
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The heterogeneity in the estimates between the overall sample and the below-21 
sample might indicate that the IoStudio card has short run effects on wages. Immi-
grants, in particular, benefit from the increased non-cognitive skills gained through 
card usage when they enter the labor market. However, when we consider the effect 
of the policy on investment in education, we find a positive and statistically sig-
nificant effect of the policy on the likelihood of being enrolled in post-secondary 
education for the overall sample (Cols. 1 and 2, Panel D). Our results suggest that 
post-secondary education enrollment among treated cohorts increases by around .10 
p. p. following the policy implementation. Given that the initial post-secondary edu-
cation enrollment gap between eligible and not eligible groups is null from Table 1, 
the IoStudio program leads to a post-secondary education enrollment gap between 
treated and control by around 10 individuals per 1,000 high-school graduates. When 
we restrict the sample to individuals aged 19–20, coefficients are around zero and 
not statistically significant. This could derive from the decision of delaying post-
secondary educational investment after high school.21

Overall, our results suggest that the policy encourages educational investment. 
However, immigrants may delay their decision to enroll in post-secondary educa-
tion, opting to enter the labor market first and benefit from higher wages due to the 
“acculturation” policy.22

4.2  Robustness checks

4.2.1  Placebo tests

In order to check the validity of our results, we perform several tests. First, our results 
are based on the so-called parallel trend assumption, which assumes that the out-
comes of treated and control groups do not diverge in the pre-treatment period. This 
implies that the returns of graduating in Italy would increase at the same rate as those 
of graduating abroad in the absence of the policy (even if their levels may differ). To 
ensure that our data support this assumption and to exclude the possibility that the 
post treatment dummy for the eligible group is capturing pre-policy divergent trends 
in the average outcomes between eligible and non-eligible group, we consider three 
placebo dates: 2004, 2005 and 2006.

This test is important, for instance, to rule out that our results would depend on a 
widening disparity in educational quality between host and origin countries. In that 

21 The 2011 AlmaLaurea report shows that around 37.4% of immigrants enroll at university two or more 
years after finishing the Italian high-school diploma (AlmaLaurea – Profilo dei Laureati 2020. Rapporto 
2021).
22 To further check whether unobservables are not significantly affecting our main results on education 
in the overall sample and on wages in the younger-than-21 subsample, we perform an Oster test, Oster 
(2019), using a statistics δ. Such test allows to measure the proportional bias due to unobservables that 
would exist to drive the estimated coefficient of interest towards 0. A value of δ exceeding 1 implies that 
selection on unobservables must be significantly stronger than selection on observables to change the 
direction of our estimates. As suggested by Oster, when unobservables are included, we assume that the 
R2 is equal to Rmax = min(1.3 ∗ R2, 1). Table 8 in Appendix A shows that the estimated δ statistics 
is well-above the threshold of one suggesting that observables are much more important of unobservables 
to explain our outcomes.
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case, the gap of the labor and educational outcomes between eligible and non-eligible 
groups would increase over time independently of the introduction of the IoStudio 
policy. We then perform a placebo test on a pre-policy period when the treatment is 
off. More specifically, we move the beginning of the policy and select a time span from 
2001 to 2008 to check whether the difference between group-specific labor market out-
comes is not statistically significant before the true beginning of the policy. A non-sig-
nificant effect is reassuring regarding the parallel trends in labor market and education 
outcomes of the eligible and non-eligible groups before the policy’s implementation.

Another concern is that our treatment variable, Dit, proxies the 2009–2010 Euro-
pean debt crisis. Our estimates may show the effect of the 2009–2010 European 
debt crisis, contemporaneous to the beginning of the IoStudio program, if the crisis 
have had heterogeneous effects between the outcomes of the eligible group and the 
outcomes of the non-eligible group (for instance, the drop in the number of firms 
may push eligible migrants to enroll at university, while the number of non-eligible 
migrants with a student visa does not increase at the same rate following the crisis). 
To rule out this concern, we perform a placebo exercise that compares the outcomes 
of the never-treated eligible cohorts, immigrants arrived in high-school age but 
awarded the high school diploma before the beginning of the policy, with non-eligi-
ble immigrants of the same cohorts.23 This exercise tests whether the post-2009 labor 
and educational outcomes of eligible immigrants are not meaningfully different from 
the post-2009 outcomes of non-eligible when eligible immigrants are not treated.

Figure 1 and Table 3 show the placebo tests for the policy timing and the cohorts, 
respectively. The tests are performed on four outcomes: labor force participation, 
employment, wage and enrollment in post-secondary education. Figure 1 shows the 
estimates when the treatment starts in one of the following placebo years: 2004, 2005 
or 2006. Subfigures (a) and (c) show the estimates on the overall sample without and 
with controls, respectively. Subfigures (b) and (d) in show the estimates on the sub-
sample of individuals younger than 21 years old without and with controls, respec-
tively. Table 3 displays the effect on placebo cohorts. Columns (1) and (2) show the 
estimates on the overall sample without and with controls, respectively. Columns (3) 
and (4) show the estimates on the subsample of individuals younger than 21 years old 
without and with controls, respectively. Placebo tests display non-significant differ-
ence between outcomes of the two groups when the policy starts in 2004 or in 2005 
or in 2006 and when we select older cohorts of eligible and non-eligible individuals.

Finally, our last concern is that the characteristics of individuals in both groups 
change over time and the potential effect may reflect the change of individual char-
acteristics within groups rather than the effect of the policy. To test whether the aver-
age characteristics of the two groups do not vary before and after the treatment, we 
perform a pre-post analysis on the joint distribution of individual predetermined 
characteristics.24 First, we predict the labor market outcomes by regressing all the 

23 We consider individuals aged 24–28 for the years 2013–2015; aged 24–27 for the year 2012; aged 24–26 
for the year 2011, aged 24–25 for the year 2010. In a symmetric way, we consider individuals aged 24–28 
for the years 2004–2006, aged 24–27 for the year 2007, aged 24–26 for the year 2008, aged 24–25 for the 
year 2009. We define in the same way the age of the individuals in the control group.
24 Predetermined individual characteristics are the following: female dummy, catholic dummy, muslim 
dummy, Asian dummy, North African dummy, Sub-Saharan dummy, Latin American dummy, age, age 
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individual characteristics on the labor market outcomes. Then, since the predicted 
values proxy the joint distribution of individual characteristics of both eligible and 
non-eligible individuals, we regress the predicted values on a the post dummy for 
both the treatment and control group to evaluate whether the joint distribution of 
characteristics is different before and after the beginning of the program. Since pre-
determined individual characteristics should proxy the selection bias of both groups, 
this exercise tests whether the selection bias varies over time.

Tables 4 and 5 show any change in the joint distribution of individual characteristics 
following the treatment for both treated (Panel A) and control (Panel B) group on the over-
all sample and the below-21-years-old subsample, respectively. The estimated coefficients 
are not statistically significant, suggesting that the selection bias does not varies over time.

squared, linguistic proximity, years since migration and province fixed effects.

LF

Emp

wage

Post-Secondary Ed

-1 -.5 0 .5 1

(a)

LF

Emp

wage

Post-Secondary Ed

-1 0 1 2 3 4

(b)
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Post-Secondary Ed

-1 -.5 0 .5 1

(c)
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Post-Secondary Ed

-4 -2 0 2 4

(d)

2004 2005
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Fig. 1  The Placebo Effect using 2004, 2005 and 2006 as Fake Starting Dates. Notes: The Figure shows 
the estimates when 2004 (circle), 2005 (diamond) and 2006 (square) are the fake starting years of 
the program. Subfigure a shows the estimates of the overall sample without adjusting for covariates. 
Subfigure b shows the estimates of the below-21 sample without adjusting for covariates. Subfigure c 
shows the estimates of the overall sample adjusted for covariates. Subfigure d shows the estimates of 
the below-21 sample adjusted for covariates. All specifications are weighted using survey weights at 
provincial level. Confidence intervals are 95%. Standard errors are cluster at provincial level to com-
pute confidence intervals using bootstrap
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4.2.2  Year at arrival

In our main analysis, we consider immigrants older than 13 years old and younger 
than 19 years old at arrival. However, the decision of both thresholds is reasonable 
but arbitrary. To test whether the threshold selection affects the estimates, we repli-
cate the same analysis using different thresholds.

Figures 2 and 3 show estimates of the IoStudio policy on labor force participation, 
employment, wage, and enrollment in post-secondary education for different lower- 
and upper-bound thresholds, respectively. Sub figures (a) and (b) show the estimates 
without adjusting for covariates, for the the overall sample and the below-21 sample, 
respectively. Sub figures (c) and (d) show the estimates adjusted for covariates, for 
the overall sample and of the below-21 sample, respectively. Point estimates are quite 
stable across specifications indicating that including or excluding individuals at mar-
gin does not affect the estimates. The education effect is less precisely estimated 
when we narrow the sample only to immigrants arrived older than 15 years old and 
younger than 17 years old, respectively, while the wage effect is less precisely esti-
mated when we narrow to immigrants arrived young than 17 years old. However, 
point estimates for both effects are quite stable indicating that the small sample size 
leads to a lack of statistical power.

5  Conclusions

This paper investigates the effects of the introduction of a national cultural program 
which promotes the consumption of cultural goods on post-secondary investment in 
education and on early labour market outcomes on a sample of young immigrants in 
the Italian Lombardy region. Using a diff-in-diff strategy, our results show that the 
IoStudio policy has positive effects on investment in post-secondary education in 
the large sample and a negative effect on employment. In addition, young foreigners 
exposed to student card display higher entry wages. These results suggest that the 
policy could have a positive effect on educational investment, but immigrants might 
delay their decision to enroll in post-secondary education.

To our knowledge, this paper presents the first set of results on the assimilation 
of young immigrants thanks to a national cultural program, thus providing an initial 
evidence that cultural policies not only should be considered welfare policies but 
also employment inclusion policies due to their positive effects on the acquisition of 
social capital.

Despite its contributions, our study has some limitations. First, our analysis is 
constrained by data limitations. While ISMU survey collects representative data 
on a large number of immigrants in the Lombardy region, our analysis relies on a 
subsample of young immigrants, which reduces the sample size and may provide 
inaccurate results. Second, our analysis is based on survey data, which may suffer 
from self-reporting bias. This might be particularly relevant for individuals with low 
wages, like migrants, that overestimate their earnings (Caliendo et al., 2024). Even 
if the robustness checks confirm the main findings, the usage of a larger dataset and/
or administrative data attached to cultural consumption data may overcome the prob-
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lem of self-declared measures and the small sample size. Finally, we claim that our 
research question is particularly relevant as the consumption of cultural goods might 
improve both the “acculturation of foreigners”, namely the knowledge of the culture 
of the destination country accelerating the accumulation of soft skills which make 
foreigners’ hard skills more marketable, and social integration with more frequent 
interactions between immigrants and natives. This in turn could have positive effects 
on educational investment decisions and labour market outcomes. Unfortunately, the 
lack of data on non-cognitive skills and social assimilation does not allow us to dis-
entangle the two channels. Data on those two measures would allow to understand 
which type of cultural policy is more beneficial for migrants.

In conclusion, cultural consumption may be an important tool for integration of 
migrants. However, which are the most effective policies and which data lead to more 
reliable results is a matter of future research.

Table 4  Test on the joint distribution of individual characteristics
Pr(E) Wage (log) Pr(LF) Pr (post-secondary)

Panel A: Non-eligible group
D (Year>2009) − 0.005 [0.895] 0.003 [0.923] 0.044 [0.340] − 0.002 [0.920]
N 381 149 381 381
Panel B: Eligible group
D (Year>2009) − 0.011 [0.641] − 0.022 [0.629] 0.008 [0.719] 0.001 [0.940]
N 549 278 549 549
The dependent variables are the fitted value of the following outcome: employment, wage, labour force, 
post-secondary enrollment, respectively. The control variables are: female dummy, catholic dummy, 
muslim dummy, Asian dummy, North African dummy, Sub-Saharan dummy, Latin American dummy, 
age, age squared, province dummies, years since migration and linguistic proximity. All specifications 
are weighted using survey weights at provincial level. P- values using bootstrapped cluster standard 
errors at provincial level reported in squared brackets

Table 5  Test on the joint distribution of individual characteristics on the below-21 years old subsample
Pr(E) Wage (log) Pr(LF) Pr(Post-secondary)

Panel A: Non-eligible group
D (Year>2009) − 0.184 [0.963] − 0.209 [0.148] 0.011 [0.918] 0.008 [0.904]
N 96 21 96 96
Panel B: Eligible group
D (Year>2009) 0.019 [0.547] 0.004 [0.944] 0.053 [0.215] − 0.044 [0.135]
N 270 109 270 270
The subsample considers only the immigrants younger than 21 years old. The dependent variables are 
the fitted value of the following outcome: employment, wage, labour force, post-secondary enrollment, 
respectively. The control variables are: female dummy, catholic dummy, muslim dummy, Asian dummy, 
North African dummy, Sub-Saharan dummy, Latin American dummy, age, age squared, province 
dummies, years since migration and linguistic proximity. All specifications are weighted using survey 
weights at provincial level.  P- values using bootstrapped cluster standard errors at provincial level 
reported in squared brackets
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Fig. 2  The effect of ”Iostudio” policy by different age-at-arrival lower-bound thresholds. Notes: The 
Figure shows the estimates with a sample of older 13 (circle), 14 (diamond) and 15 (square) years-
old immigrants at the arrival in Italy. Subfigure a shows the estimates of the overall sample without 
adjusting for covariates. Subfigure b shows the estimates of the below-21 sample without adjusting for 
covariates. Subfigure c shows the estimates of the overall sample adjusted for covariates. Subfigure d 
shows the estimates of the below-21 sample adjusted for covariates. All specifications are weighted 
using survey weights at provincial level. Confidence intervals are at 95%. Standard errors are cluster at 
provincial level to compute confidence intervals using bootstrap
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Fig. 3  The effect of ”Iostudio” policy by different age-at-arrival upper-bound thresholds. Notes: The 
Figure shows the estimates with a sample of older 13 (circle), 14 (diamond) and 15 (square) years-
old immigrants at the arrival in Italy. Subfigure a shows the estimates of the overall sample without 
adjusting for covariates. Subfigure b shows the estimates of the below-21 sample without adjusting for 
covariates. Subfigure c shows the estimates of the overall sample adjusted for covariates. Subfigure d 
shows the estimates of the below-21 sample adjusted for covariates. All specifications are weighted 
using survey weights at provincial level. Confidence intervals are at 95%. Standard errors are cluster at 
provincial level to compute confidence intervals using bootstrap
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Appendix

Representativeness of the sample across sources

See Fig. 4

Representativeness of the sample

See Table 6

Year (%) ISMU ISTAT
2004 7.68 7.39
2005 7.24 7.06
2006 8.57 6.73
2007 8.02 6.77
2008 9.13 7.72
2009 8.83 8.39
2010 11.46 8.80
2011 9.98 8.94
2012 8.69 8.87
2013 9.34 8.50
2014 9.45 8.22
2015 10.47 7.84

Table 6  Representativeness of 
the ISMU survey for Immi-
grants between 19 and 23 years 
old

Notes: We compute the share 
of individuals between 19 and 
23 years old including at the 
numerator only adults older 
than 18 years old

 

Fig. 4  The Distribution of Immigrants by Province in ISMU and ISTAT. Notes: The Figure shows the 
distribution of immigrants across provinces in Lombardy pooling together the data from 2004 to 2014. 
The subfigures a and b display the provincial shares in the ISMU survey and in the official statistics of 
foreign residents, respectively
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Survey Hyperlinks By Year

See Table 7

Policy Timeline and Rolling Scheme

See Fig. 5

Table 7  ISMU Survey Urls by Year
Year Url
2004 ​h​t​t​p​s​:​​/​/​r​e​g​​i​s​t​r​y​.​​e​t​h​m​​i​g​s​u​r​​v​e​y​d​a​​t​a​h​u​b​.​​e​u​/​s​​u​r​v​e​y​s​/​3​5​0​3​#​g​r​o​u​p​-​h​_​4
2005 ​h​t​t​p​s​:​​/​/​r​e​g​​i​s​t​r​y​.​​e​t​h​m​​i​g​s​u​r​​v​e​y​d​a​​t​a​h​u​b​.​​e​u​/​s​​u​r​v​e​y​s​/​3​5​0​4​#​g​r​o​u​p​-​h​_​4
2006 ​h​t​t​p​s​:​​/​/​r​e​g​​i​s​t​r​y​.​​e​t​h​m​​i​g​s​u​r​​v​e​y​d​a​​t​a​h​u​b​.​​e​u​/​s​​u​r​v​e​y​s​/​3​5​0​5​#​g​r​o​u​p​-​h​_​4
2007 ​h​t​t​p​s​:​​/​/​r​e​g​​i​s​t​r​y​.​​e​t​h​m​​i​g​s​u​r​​v​e​y​d​a​​t​a​h​u​b​.​​e​u​/​s​​u​r​v​e​y​s​/​3​5​0​6​#​g​r​o​u​p​-​h​_​4
2008 ​h​t​t​p​s​:​​/​/​r​e​g​​i​s​t​r​y​.​​e​t​h​m​​i​g​s​u​r​​v​e​y​d​a​​t​a​h​u​b​.​​e​u​/​s​​u​r​v​e​y​s​/​3​5​0​7​#​g​r​o​u​p​-​h​_​4
2009 ​h​t​t​p​s​:​​/​/​r​e​g​​i​s​t​r​y​.​​e​t​h​m​​i​g​s​u​r​​v​e​y​d​a​​t​a​h​u​b​.​​e​u​/​s​​u​r​v​e​y​s​/​3​5​0​8​#​g​r​o​u​p​-​h​_​4
2010 ​h​t​t​p​s​:​​/​/​r​e​g​​i​s​t​r​y​.​​e​t​h​m​​i​g​s​u​r​​v​e​y​d​a​​t​a​h​u​b​.​​e​u​/​s​​u​r​v​e​y​s​/​3​5​0​9​#​g​r​o​u​p​-​h​_​4
2011 ​h​t​t​p​s​:​​/​/​r​e​g​​i​s​t​r​y​.​​e​t​h​m​​i​g​s​u​r​​v​e​y​d​a​​t​a​h​u​b​.​​e​u​/​s​​u​r​v​e​y​s​/​3​5​1​0​#​g​r​o​u​p​-​h​_​4
2012 ​h​t​t​p​s​:​​/​/​r​e​g​​i​s​t​r​y​.​​e​t​h​m​​i​g​s​u​r​​v​e​y​d​a​​t​a​h​u​b​.​​e​u​/​s​​u​r​v​e​y​s​/​3​5​1​1​#​g​r​o​u​p​-​h​_​4
2013 ​h​t​t​p​s​:​​/​/​r​e​g​​i​s​t​r​y​.​​e​t​h​m​​i​g​s​u​r​​v​e​y​d​a​​t​a​h​u​b​.​​e​u​/​s​​u​r​v​e​y​s​/​3​5​1​2​#​g​r​o​u​p​-​h​_​4
2014 ​h​t​t​p​s​:​​/​/​r​e​g​​i​s​t​r​y​.​​e​t​h​m​​i​g​s​u​r​​v​e​y​d​a​​t​a​h​u​b​.​​e​u​/​s​​u​r​v​e​y​s​/​3​5​1​3​#​g​r​o​u​p​-​h​_​4
2015 ​h​t​t​p​s​:​​​/​​/​r​e​g​i​s​t​r​​y​.​e​t​h​​m​i​g​s​u​​r​v​e​y​d​a​​t​a​h​u​​b​​.​​e​u​​/​s​u​r​v​e​​y​s​/​3​​5​1​4​#​g​r​​o​​u​p​-​h​_​4

Fig. 5  Timeline showing age group selection over the years 2004–2015
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Table 8  Oster Test on Main Results

β̂ p-value R2 δ

(1) (2) (3) (4)
Panel A: Post-secondary education effect in the overall sample
 D(Year>2009 & Age at arrival <19) 0.102 0.057 0.13 22.30
Panel B: Wage effect in the younger-than-21-years-old sample
 D(Year>2009 & Age at arrival <19) 0.282 0.075 0.37 5.88
The time span is between 2004 and 2015. All regressions include year fixed effects, eligible fixed effects 
and the following set of covariates: gender dummy, muslim dummy, catholic dummy, area-of-origin 
dummies, age, age squared, province dummies, years since migration, and linguistic proximity. A 
migrant is eligible if he or she has arrived in Italy before being 19 years old. Columns (1), (2), (3) and 
(4) show the estimated effect, the relative p-value, the coefficient of determination (R2) and the Oster’s 
δ statistics, respectively. The Rmax is equal to 1.3 ∗ R2. All specifications are weighted using survey 
weights at provincial level. P-values using bootstrapped cluster standard errors at provincial level

Test For the Robustness of Estimates to Omitted Variable Bias

See Table 8
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