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CHAPTER 6

The Social and Political Dimensions 
of Solidarity in Italy

Nicola Maggini

IntroductIon

This chapter explores the social and political dimensions of solidarity in 
Italy, measuring solidarity practices in their various aspects and explaining 
them with reference to core socio-demographic and attitudinal factors. 
Understanding the spread and the triggers of solidarity practices in the 
Italian context is a goal that deserves scholars’ attention due to the various 
crises that have affected the country since 2008. Indeed, the global finan-
cial crisis and the austerity measures which followed have resulted in dras-
tic cuts to public services, heavy job losses, and reduced incomes. The 
impact of the crisis on the most vulnerable sectors of society, such as peo-
ple with disabilities, was particularly tough. In this regard, the most evi-
dent and tangible outcome of the crisis was the cut in the “National Fund 
for the Non-Self-Sufficient”. Reduced by 75% due to budget cuts in 2011, 
the Fund was not financed at all in 2012. While governmental action has 
focused on fiscal containment and consequent public service retrench-
ment, societal needs have not only intensified (as the number of people in 
need has increased) but also diversified (due to socio-demographic changes 
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and global socio-economic processes). Within the gap of a few years, the 
refugee crisis overlapped with the economic crisis, strongly affecting a 
country positioned at the centre of several migration routes in the 
Mediterranean Sea. According to UNHCR estimates, from January until 
December 2014, the total number of sea arrivals reached 170,000, almost 
one-third of whom were rescued by the operations “Mare Nostrum”1 
and/or “Frontex’s Triton”. A new record was registered in 2016, when 
the total number of sea arrivals reached 181,000: an 18% increase com-
pared with 2015 (154,000). Several thousands of people perished at sea. 
Solely in 2016, the number of people who lost their lives was 5022. Finally, 
2016 data also highlight Italy’s record for the number of landings in the 
Mediterranean: half of more than 361 thousand migrants arriving by sea 
into Europe landed on the Italian coast, 48% of the landings occurred in 
Greece (174,000 arrivals), while 8826 migrants landed in Spain. The 
increased inflow of refugees from Syria and other regions affected by wars 
and the inability of the EU institutions and its member states to establish 
a coordinated asylum policy and mechanisms of admission and integration 
have raised the concerns that solidarity between EU member states is 
severely at risk.

In such a difficult landscape, solidarity is under pressure. Indeed, the 
economic and refugee crisis are international challenges that call for joint 
action and mutual solidarity at the supra-national level. Yet, economic 
hardships, social inequalities, and lack of collaboration between national 
governments on the migration issue can increase nationalist sentiments 
and populist reactions, as shown by the success of populist parties, the 
Brexit vote, and the mobilisation of Eurosceptic and xenophobic protests 
across Europe. All this has raised further concerns about not only the 
weakening of solidarity between member state governments but also the 
deterioration of solidarity at the level of the European citizenry, especially 
in a country like Italy that faced multiple crises and therefore can be con-
sidered a relevant case study to explain factors which inhibit and/or 
strengthen solidarity actions. Unmet needs can take two main paths: dis-
enchantment and resentment, deliberately exploited by political entrepre-
neurs, and resilience and social ingenuity, deployed through a range of 
civil society organisations, social movements, and social innovations. Do 
these paths mirror the current situation in Italy? How strongly is solidarity 
rooted at the individual level, both in terms of attitudes and practices, and 
how much are Italians engaged in solidarity-related activities? Is solidarity 
limited to specific target groups, or do we detect also a universalist or  
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cosmopolitan philanthropy dimension? And which factors seem to trigger 
(or inhibit) solidarity practices? Public debate continues to address these 
solidarity issues, but we have had very little empirical evidence on which 
to draw to inform this debate to date. We are in need of empirical evidence 
in order to answer these research questions. This chapter makes this pos-
sible by drawing on data generated from an online individual survey con-
ducted in November–December of 2016 (2087 cases for Italy).

The ultimate goal of this study is to enlarge and deepen knowledge on 
solidarity in Italy by providing new data and analyses on solidarity prac-
tices with respect to three target groups which have been particularly 
affected by the crises (the disabled, the unemployed, and refugees) and to 
explain such solidarity actions with reference to social traits of the respon-
dents, their beliefs, and their political preferences. Previous research has 
not addressed these issues in any systematic manner, contrasting facts and 
observations have been taken into account, but a review of previous stud-
ies is important to comprehend the phenomenon under investigation by 
detecting relevant dimensions and aspects and by stressing explanatory 
factors that might affect solidarity practices.

First, previous research is conceptually important to start with a defini-
tion of “solidarity”. In this regard, we agree with a strong strand of 
research that defines solidarity as the preparedness to share one’s own 
resources with others (Stjernø 2012, p. 2). This definition emphasises the 
importance of attitudes and dispositions, which have received much atten-
tion in the social sciences. In fact, most surveys are primarily interested in 
measuring the readiness of citizens to share some of their resources with 
others. Moreover, survey-based studies measure solidarity by the citizens’ 
approval of redistributional policies and, thus, by the readiness to allocate 
some of their taxes or contributions to the needy (Svallfors 1997; Fong 
2001; Amat and Wibbels 2009; Rehm et al. 2012). Nonetheless, this focus 
on redistributional preferences is not without problems. Taxes and contri-
butions to social security programmes are compulsory, and, therefore, 
support for social policies might not automatically bring up the readiness 
to commit individually in support for others. Furthermore, social psychol-
ogy has stressed how attitudes and dispositions are not equivalent to actual 
practices (Blumer 1955; Festinger 1964; Ajzen and Fishbein 2005). 
Through our own survey, we aimed more explicitly to measure reported 
solidarity activities in order to get a more reliable picture about the extent 
to which Italian citizens are committed to supporting others, conceiving 
solidarity as practices of help or support towards others in struggle or in 
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need, be that by personal contributions or by active support of activities of 
others, within informal and/or institutionalised communities.

Second, scholars have tended to privilege the charitable dimension of 
solidarity by focusing on the (financial) help to the needy. While this aspect 
is significant, it does not consider the political dimension of solidarity. In 
fact, people reveal solidarity with other needy persons when participating 
in collective actions (e.g. political protests, public claims making, lobby-
ing, communication campaigns) that aims to improve the situation of 
these groups by mobilising public support, lobbying stakeholders, and/or 
changing public policies on their behalf (Giugni and Passy 2001).

Finally, previous studies are an important source of inspiration in order 
to identify factors that can influence solidarity practices. First, scholars 
have highlighted the importance of socio-demographic factors and social 
traits (e.g. age, gender, education, social class) for grasping the conditions, 
structures, and dynamics of solidarity (Hechter 1988). Some studies (Neill 
and Gidengil 2006; Valentova 2016) have shown that voluntary engage-
ment tends to replicate the public/private divide by focusing especially on 
male-dominated and “public” activities. It has been revealed that younger 
and older citizens are more active in social movements, because of differ-
ent levels of “biographical availability” in the life course (Beyerlein and 
Bergstrand 2013). Furthermore, different levels of commitment in soli-
darity actions can be patterned by citizens’ differentiation in terms of per-
sonal resources and skills, such as income and education, by the 
respondents’ social status and affiliation to social class (Verba et al. 1978; 
Cainzos and Voces 2010).

Second, education and subjective class position are also a measure of 
social centrality, usually linked to social capital, and previous research has 
shown that social capital measures are particularly important for our topic 
(Putnam et  al. 2003; Jenkins 1983; Bourdieu 1986). In particular, we 
wish to highlight the role of interpersonal trust, informal networks, and 
social relations. The assumption is that social capital is the necessary “glue” 
of social cohesion (Chan et al. 2006; Jeannotte 2000; Delhey 2007), and 
it is tightly associated with values such as trust in others and with fre-
quency of social connections. Several studies have shown that trust in oth-
ers is associated with a wide range of positive outcomes in areas such as 
personal wellbeing (Helliwell and Wang 2010), crime rates, and even 
mortality rates (Lochner et al. 2003). Also, social trust can determine how 
much people in a society are willing to cooperate with one another, thus 
fostering solidarity actions. Similarly, having a good frequency of social 
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connections fosters higher levels of life satisfaction and happiness (Lelkes 
2010) but can also give people access to a wider range of possible support 
in times of need, producing positive outcomes at a community level 
(Halpern 2005).

Third, research on political behaviour in general, and on social move-
ment and protest participation in particular, can help to answer the ques-
tion of whether solidarity is determined by political factors. Indeed, we 
aim to identify the interrelation between political orientations on the one 
side and solidarity practices on the other. In this regard, studies agree on 
the fact that solidarity is also highly patterned by political preferences and 
ideological orientations (Blekesaune and Quadagno 2003; Amat and 
Wibbels 2009; Likki and Staerklé 2014). Among political factors, it is also 
important to consider political involvement in terms of interest in politics 
and party attachment because they are often associated with civic engage-
ment (Scrivens and Smith 2013). The latter is another element that can 
help individuals to develop their skills and social values (such as trust in 
others), and, consequently, it can foster solidarity (Putnam et al. 1994).

Finally, we want to explore the role of ideational and cognitive factors, 
too. In particular, scholars have shown the importance of charitable dispo-
sitions linked to religiosity (Abela 2004; Stegmueller et  al. 2012; 
Lichterman 2015) to explain different levels of solidarity. At the same 
time, we need to take into account that solidarity is attached not only to 
abstract universal communities—that is, humankind according to Arendt’s 
political theory (Arendt 1972)—but also to specific reference groups. In 
particular, specific acts of solidarity seem to be conditional and thus tied to 
specific issues and target groups. In this regard, previous research has 
shown that perceptions of reciprocity, conditionality, and deservingness 
can play an important role as regards solidarity among the public (Oorschot 
2000, 2006).

Based on these insights, the research is grounded on the hypotheses 
that social capital, political factors, religiosity, and perceptions of deserv-
ingness influence solidarity practices. In particular, we argue that there 
could be a distinction between triggers of solidarity towards specific target 
groups and triggers of solidarity in general. As regards the latter, we 
hypothesise that regardless of the target group, (a) the more an individual 
is socially embedded and trustworthy of others (the more her/his social 
capital), the more she/he will support people in need; (b) the more reli-
gious one is, the more she/he supports others in a “charitable” esprit; (c) 
the more a person perceives a group to be deserving of support, the more 
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she/he will be disposed towards solidarity with that group. As regards 
group-specific triggers of solidarity, the refugee crisis has arisen innumer-
able initiatives not only to provide immediate help for refugees (e.g. cloth-
ing, food, shelter, language courses) but also to rally for migrant and 
refugee rights, sharing a universalistic and unconditioned notion of soli-
darity. The increasing inability of Italian authorities to handle the inflow of 
migrants and the growing mobilisation of populist, right-wing, and in part 
xenophobic groups boosted conflicts about the correct policies for the 
Italian government to pursue. Because of these conflicts, solidarity towards 
refugees became a contested issue. In this regard, scholars (Mudde 2011) 
have stressed how migrants-related issues are divisive issues that are 
strongly politicised by right-wing populist parties in order to gain votes 
(e.g. the Northern League in Italy). Consequently, solidarity towards ref-
ugees apparently has become a contentious field that separates people with 
different political orientations. Unemployment is another sector that can 
be characterised by a certain degree of contentiousness (Baglioni 2010). 
The economic crisis and the resulting austerity measures have mobilised 
Italian trade unions and social movements in defence of the interests and 
rights of people in economic difficulties, including the unemployed. 
Disabled persons’ organisations mobilised against cuts, too. However, 
most disability organisations in Italy are composed of disabled people 
and/or their families and have tended to represent fragmented subsets of 
people with disabilities (Schianchi 2014), without clear ideological- 
political connotations.

On the basis of all these, we hypothesise that:

 1. political factors do not matter for solidarity towards the disabled, 
whereas they matter for solidarity towards refugees and the 
unemployed;

 2. the more an individual is involved in politics and characterised in 
terms of leftist political orientations and libertarian values, the more 
she/he will support refugees;

 3. the more an individual conceives solidarity in universalistic terms 
without perceptions of reciprocity and conditionality, the more she/
he will support refugees.

In order to test these research hypotheses, the following variables will 
be included in the analysis: socio-demographic characteristics (age, gender, 
education, income, social class) and social traits (social capital measures), 
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political factors (interest in politics, party attachment, self-placement on 
the left-right dimension, libertarian vs. authoritarian values, voting inten-
tions), and religiosity and social beliefs (evaluations on deservingness, reci-
procity, conditionality). The chapter will first provide a general picture of 
a variety of solidarity practices in Italy with respect to our target groups 
(the disabled, the unemployed, and the refugees), looking at the interrela-
tions between attitudes and behaviours in order to comparatively assess the 
specificities of each target group. Secondly, through multivariate regres-
sion models, it will provide pertinent explanation to investigate the (differ-
ent) determinants of solidarity activities among the three target groups. 
Findings show that the most important factors fostering solidarity prac-
tices in Italy are social capital, religiosity, cognitive political involvement, 
and perceptions of deservingness. There are also group-specific triggers of 
solidarity: political factors play a more important role for support towards 
the unemployed and (especially) refugees compared to support for the 
disabled; solidarity towards refugees is clearly an unconditioned form of 
solidarity.

ItalIans and solIdarIty: an overall PIcture

Answering the research questions we presented in the introduction and 
testing our hypotheses require outlining the profiles of Italians engaged in 
solidarity with our specific target groups (the refugees, the unemployed, 
and the people with disabilities), taking into account their socio- 
demographic characteristics, social traits, political attitudes, ideologies and 
voting intentions, social beliefs, and cultural orientations. Prior to this 
discussion, we need to contextualise solidarity practices in the general pic-
ture of solidarity in Italy through the analysis of the dependent variables of 
the study: reported solidarity practices towards refugees, the unemployed, 
and people with disabilities. Our survey includes a battery of questions 
that allow comparing levels of solidarity with various reference groups and 
painting a differentiated picture of diverse practices (donating time or 
money, passive and active membership, buying products, protest participa-
tion) that help to mirror both the philanthropic and political dimension of 
solidarity (see Table 6.1).

The results show that around half of respondents have been engaged in 
solidarity activities involving people with disabilities (including donating 
money or time, protesting, and engaging in voluntary associations), 
whereas 35.5% engage in solidarity activities with the unemployed and 

 THE SOCIAL AND POLITICAL DIMENSIONS OF SOLIDARITY IN ITALY 



134 

27.6% with refugees.2 The disability field is the most “crowded” field in 
terms of solidarity engagement. If we look at the different types of solidar-
ity practices, political protest-oriented activities are carried out especially 
in favour of the unemployed (11.6%), whereas the other two fields seem 
to be less contentious. Conversely, charity behaviour definitely character-
ises solidarity actions towards the disabled: 26.5% donate money (com-
pared to 11% of those who donate money for refugees or the unemployed), 
and 13.7% donate time. Similar patterns can be found regarding the active 
involvement in volunteering, with around 6% volunteering in favour of 
refugees or the unemployed and 8% in favour of people with disabilities. 
Regarding solidarity towards refugees, after donating money, the most 
frequent activity (8.1%) is a relatively more political one, that is, buying or 
refusing to buy products in favour of refugees.

Looking at solidarity practices oriented to people/groups in Italy and 
abroad (see Table 6.2) makes the picture more interesting.

Table 6.1 Type of reported solidarity activities in favour of three target groups 
(in %)

Refugees Unemployed Disabled

Attended a march, protest, or demonstration 5.8 11.6 8.4
Donating money 11.0 11.3 26.5
Donating time 7.5 9.0 13.7
Bought or refused to buy products in support to the 
goals

8.1 11.1 14.5

Engaged as passive member of an organisation 3.5 4.9 6.1
Engaged as active member of an organisation 5.6 6.2 8.3
Total 27.6 35.5 49.4
N 576 741 1030

Table 6.15 in Appendix presents the original wording of the survey’s questions used for all tables in this 
chapter

Italy

In your country 46.7
In a country in the EU 31.7
Outside the EU 32.8
Total N 2087

At least one of the following actions was named: 
protest, donate money or time, bought or boy-
cotted goods, passive or active membership

Table 6.2 Reported solidarity 
activities in order to support the 
rights of people/groups in 
different contexts (in %)
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Table 6.3 Importance of 
development aid from the EU to 
assist certain countries outside the 
EU in their fight against poverty 
and in support of their 
development (in %)

Italy

Not at all 3.5
Not very 6.9
Neither 18.3
Fairly important 45.6
Very important 25.7
Total 100
N 2087

Table 6.4 Evaluations of solidarity-based public policies (in %)

Italy

Importance of eliminating big inequalities in 
income between citizens

Not at all important 1.4
Not very important 3.0
Neither 14.9
Fairly important 40.0
Very important 40.7
Total 100
N 2087

Agreement on EU pooling funds to help EU 
countries

Strongly disagree 5.2
Disagree 11.2
Neither 17.6
Agree 47.4
Strongly agree 18.7
Total 100
N 1928

Around half of the Italian sample reports having been engaged in soli-
darity activities for people in their country, whereas Italian citizens are less 
inclined to support European and transnational solidarity. One-third of 
respondents have engaged in activities in support of the rights of people in 
other EU countries or outside the EU.

Moving to describe the attitude towards helping people in developing 
countries, data show that a strong majority of respondents in Italy sup-
ports the attempts of the EU to help countries outside Europe in fighting 
poverty and promoting development, with 72% supporting and only 11% 
opposing these measures (see Table 6.3).

Finally, it is interesting to look at public support of redistributive poli-
cies and of fiscal solidarity among EU member states (see Table  6.4), 
which have been taken as a measure for “vertical solidarity” (Alesina and 
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Giuliano 2011), and thus for the readiness of people to finance and 
endorse public programmes sharing wealth with the needy. It can be 
argued that people with redistributional preferences might be more likely 
involved in solidarity practices. Italian citizens strongly support solidarity- 
based (redistributive) public policies with 81% considering the reduction 
of big income inequalities as an important goal. In other words, the tradi-
tional European social model is definitely not questioned by our inter-
viewees. Italians are inclined also to support solidarity-based policies 
among EU member states, even if to a lesser extent. A large majority sup-
ports fiscal solidarity measures towards countries with public debts (65% 
vs. 16%), with 18% undecided respondents, probably because Italy has the 
second largest public debt in the EU. Therefore, this might be also a self- 
interested solidarity attitude.

Against this general picture, we focus the analysis on the relationships 
between solidarity actions and the aforementioned set of individual 
 characteristics: (1) socio-demographics and social traits, (2) political atti-
tudes and behaviours, and (3) social beliefs and religiosity.

Solidarity Actions, Socio-demographic Characteristics, and Social 
Traits

Regarding basic socio-demographic characteristics (see Table  6.5), we 
can observe a difference in terms of age between support for refugees and 
the unemployed (where there is an over-representation of the youngest 
age groups—18–35 years old—with respect to the sample’s average) on 
the one hand and support for the disabled on the other hand (where the 
distribution of age groups is substantially in line with the average). 
Regarding gender, most people engaged in solidarity activities (in all 
fields) are male, whereas in the whole sample most respondents are 
female. This result confirms findings of some studies, which unveil that 
voluntary engagement tends to replicate the public/private divide by 
centring on male- dominated activities (Neill and Gidengil 2006; 
Valentova 2016). The male over-representation is accentuated within the 
unemployment field (54.3%), while the disability field is the most gender 
balanced (50.7% male).

Considering educational attainment, in all the fields, almost half of 
respondents have a low education level. Nonetheless, higher level of 
education makes it more likely that people show solidarity. This is true 
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especially in solidarity activities concerning refugees and the unemployed. 
Indeed, the percentage of respondents with higher education is around 
18% among people supporting refugees (vs. 12.3% of the total population) 
and around 16% among people supporting the unemployed.

Table 6.6 reports solidarity actions towards target groups by monthly 
income level (in euro) and subjective social class. Respondents with the 
highest income level (3781 euro or more per month) are over-repre-
sented among people supporting refugees with respect to the average 
(9% vs. 6%), whereas respondents with the lowest income level 
(0–1305 euro) are under-represented (24% vs. 28%). This pattern is less 
pronounced in the unemployment and disability fields. Quite interesting 
patterns emerge if we take “social centrality” into examination, as mea-
sured by perceived class belonging. Results confirm the specificity of soli-
darity activities in favour of refugees. Among people supporting refugees, 
the lower class and, above all, the working class are under-represented 
compared to the total population, whereas the upper middle class is 
over-represented.

Table 6.5 Solidarity actions towards target groups by basic socio-demographic 
characteristics (in %)

Refugees 
support

Unemployed 
support

Disabled 
support

Total

Age 18–24 years 9.2 8.2 6.6 7.2
25–34 years 18.4 17.0 13.2 14.3
35–44 years 18.3 19.8 17.2 17.6
45–54 years 14.7 17.6 18.6 18.9
55–64 years 22.5 22.0 24.6 23.7
65 years and older 17.0 15.6 19.8 18.3
Total 100 100 100 100
N 576 741 1030 2087

Gender Male 51.7 54.3 50.7 48.0
Female 48.3 45.8 49.3 52.0
Total 100 100 100 100
N 576 741 1030 2087

Education Higher education 17.6 15.8 13.7 12.3
Intermediate 
education

33.4 34.9 36.6 35.2

Lower education 49.1 49.3 49.7 52.5
Total 100 100 100 100
N 576 741 1030 2087
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Finally, our survey includes some specific questions regarding social 
capital framework. According to the framework adopted by the OECD 
(Scrivens and Smith 2013), there are several dimensions of social capital. 
We focus here just on two aspects: social trust and personal relationships. 
The first refers to the measure based on the standard question: “Generally 
speaking, would you say that most people can be trusted or that you need 
to be very careful in dealing with people?” Trust is measured on a scale of 
0 (minimum trust) to 10 (maximum trust). In order to make cross- 
tabulations more readable, we have recoded this variable by considering 
values between 0 and 4 as absence of trust in others, 5 as neutral position, 
and, finally, those between 6 and 10 as trust in others.

The second aspect of social capital refers to the “structure and nature of 
people’s personal networks” (Scrivens and Smith 2013, p. 21) and is con-
cerned with whom people know and what they do to establish and maintain 

Table 6.6 Solidarity actions towards target groups by income level and subjec-
tive social class (in %)

Refugees 
support

Unemployed 
support

Disabled 
support

Total

Income 0–1305 euro 24.0 27.4 25.5 28.1
1306–1920 
euro

27.7 25.6 24.6 26.2

1921–2665 
euro

21.7 24.6 24.6 22.9

2666–3780 
euro

17.5 15.4 17.7 16.6

3781 euro or 
more

9.1 7.0 7.6 6.2

Total 100 100 100 100
N 522 677 922 1803

Subjective social 
class

Upper class 0.2 0.2 0.3 0.2
Upper middle 
class

7.9 5.4 5.8 4.3

Middle class 42.1 40.4 42.0 40.4
Lower middle 
class

28.9 28.5 28.7 27.2

Working class 10.6 13.4 12.4 15.9
Lower class 9.2 11.2 10.0 11.5
Other class 1.1 1.0 0.8 0.5
Total 100 100 100 100
N 562 730 1008 2016
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their personal relationships. Meeting socially with friends at least once a 
week is a well-established measure of this phenomenon (e.g. European 
Social Survey).

Results seem to confirm the relevance of social capital for solidarity 
actions (see Table 6.7). As for solidarity actions towards all target groups, 
people who trust others are clearly over-represented compared to the total 
population. Indeed, on average 29% of the sample trust in others, whereas 
this percentage increases at 35% among people supporting the disabled, at 
36% among people supporting the unemployed, and at 43% among people 
supporting refugees. In the latter case, more people trust in others than do 
not trust in others. It follows that solidarity towards foreigners is strongly 
associated with a generalised trust in human beings.

A similar pattern is depicted by the second measure of social capital 
related to the frequency of social connections. Among people engaging in 
solidarity activities in favour of all target groups, those meeting socially 
with friends at least every week are strongly over-represented compared to 
the total population, whereas those who meet less than once a month are 
strongly under-represented (especially among those supporting refugees 
and unemployed).

Table 6.7 Solidarity actions towards target groups by social capital (in %)

Refugees 
support

Unemployed 
support

Disabled 
support

Total

Social trust People cannot 
be trusted

38.8 46.3 46.7 51.2

Neutral 18.3 18.1 18.6 20.0
People can be 
trusted

42.8 35.6 34.7 28.8

Total 100 100 100 100
N 570 736 1021 2041

Frequency of 
meetings with friends

Less than once 
this month

22.1 23.5 27.3 33.3

Once or twice 
this month

35.4 36.9 36.1 34.4

Every week 35.1 32.7 30.6 26.9
Almost every 
day

7.5 6.9 6.0 5.4

Total 100 100 100 100
N 576 741 1030 2087
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Solidarity Actions and Political Factors

Previously, we mentioned that solidarity has not only a philanthropic 
dimension but also a political one. Therefore, it is important to look at the 
relationship between solidarity actions and politics, in particular looking at 
respondents’ attitudes towards politics, their self-placement along the left- 
right spectrum and along the libertarian-authoritarian dimension, and 
their voting intentions.

The respondents’ attitudes towards politics are derived from their inter-
est in politics and party attachment (see Table 6.8). The level of cognitive 
political involvement of respondents can be measured on a four-point scale 
by their interest in politics. On average, those that are very or somewhat 
interested in politics are 64%. This percentage remarkably increases among 
people who are engaged in solidarity practices: 74% as for refugees, 75% as 
for the unemployed, and 70% as for the disabled. Another measure of 
involvement in politics is the psychological feeling of attachment towards 
a party, which is also an important explanatory variable of voting behaviour 
(Campbell et al. 1960). Results strengthen what we have previously seen: 
political involvement seems to be associated with engagement in solidarity 
actions. Indeed, on average those who say they are close to a party are 76%. 
Among people engaging in solidarity actions, this percentage increases, 
ranging from 81% within the disability field to 85.5% within the unemploy-
ment field. Research has stressed the linkage between cognitive involve-
ment in politics and political participation. For instance, low levels of 
cognitive engagement in politics and the withdrawal from political parties 

Table 6.8 Solidarity actions towards target groups by political involvement (in %)

Refugees 
support

Unemployed 
support

Disabled 
support

Total

Political 
interest

Not at all interested 6.0 6.4 7.0 11.5
Not very interested 20.0 18.4 22.7 24.5
Quite interested 46.8 47.9 45.8 43.7
Very interested 27.2 27.2 24.6 20.3
Total 100 100 100 100
N 565 730 1011 2024

Party 
attachment

No party 15.7 14.5 19.0 23.9
Close to a party 84.3 85.5 81.0 76.1
Total 100 100 100 100
N 537 690 967 1911
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are important factors explaining young people’s lower involvement in 
institutional (and non-institutional) political participation (García-Albacete 
2014). Political interest is also an important explanatory factor of young 
people’s voting behaviour (Maggini 2016). Our data show that political 
involvement is also associated with civic engagement through solidarity 
activities. This is not surprising, given that civic engagement refers to 
“actions and behaviours that can be seen as contributing positively to the 
collective life of a community or society” (Scrivens and Smith 2013, p. 28), 
including activities such as political participation.

At this point, what about the relationship between political self- 
placement on the left-right scale and solidarity actions in favour of differ-
ent target groups? The political self-placement of respondents has been 
measured from 0 to 10, with the value of 0 corresponding to the far left 
and the value of 10 corresponding to the far right. Consequently, we have 
considered values between 0 and 4 as “centre left”, 5 as “centre”, those 
between 7 and 10 as “centre right”, and, finally, missing values as “not 
self-placed” (see Table 6.9). These data show that the ideological charac-
ter of people supporting the disabled is very similar to the total popula-
tion’s. There is a substantial equilibrium between centre-left and 
centre-right people. Conversely, centre-left people are over-represented 
among people supporting the unemployed (37% vs. 33% of the whole 
sample) and, especially, among people supporting refugees (41% vs. 33%). 

Table 6.9 Solidarity actions towards target groups by left-right self-placement 
and libertarian-authoritarian index (in %)

Refugees 
support

Unemployed 
support

Disabled 
support

Total

Left-right 
self-placement

Centre left 40.7 37.0 35.5 33.4
Centre 17.9 16.3 17.0 15.6
Centre right 31.1 34.1 34.4 33.0
Not 
self-placed

10.4 12.6 13.0 18.0

Total 100 100 100 100
N 576 741 1030 2087

Libertarian- 
authoritarian index

Authoritarian 34.1 39.5 41.1 42.1
Neutral 25.3 22.6 23.9 22.3
Libertarian 40.6 37.9 35.0 35.7
Total 100 100 100 100
N 490 626 871 1726
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This confirms our hypothesis that disability is not a divisive issue in politi-
cal terms, whereas solidarity engagement in the other two fields is more 
related to political-ideological elements. Once again, the field of refugees 
is singled out for its specificity: here, centre-left people are by far the larg-
est category. Finally, it is worth noting that people not self-placed on the 
left-right scale are under-represented in all fields, signalling again the posi-
tive linkage between political involvement and civic engagement in soli-
darity actions.

Table 6.9 shows the relationship between the libertarian-authoritarian 
index and solidarity actions, too. Electoral studies have highlighted that 
new political issues linked to the libertarian-authoritarian dimension have 
become salient for voters (Thomassen 2005), besides the traditional lines 
of political contestation (left-right and religion). In our survey, there are 
several questions connected to a broader libertarian-authoritarian divide, 
as confirmed by a factor analysis.3 Consequently, we created an additive 
index linked to a unique factor component. This index is an indicator of 
libertarian values, and we recoded it classifying values between 0 and 4.4 
as “authoritarian”, values between 4.6 and 5.4 as “neutral”, and values 
between 5.6 and 10 as “libertarian”. Findings confirm that disability is not 
a divisive issue in political terms, whereas solidarity engagement in the 
unemployment field and, above all, in the refugees field is more related to 
political values. Indeed, in the latter field people with libertarian values are 
by far the largest category, whereas within the whole sample people with 
authoritarian values are the largest category.

Focusing on voting behaviour (see Table  6.10) confirms previous 
analysis: a difference between centre-left and right-wing parties’ voters 
emerges only among people carrying out solidarity activities in favour of 
refugees. Indeed, people who vote for centre-left parties (Democratic 
Party and radical left parties) are over-represented compared to the total 
population, whereas right-wing voters of Northern League are under-
represented. This is in line with our expectation. Regarding the Five Star 
Movement, its voters are over-represented among people engaging in 
solidarity actions. According to several studies, indeed, the Five Star 
Movement is a web-populist party (Corbetta and Gualmini 2013) appeal-
ing for direct democracy and cross-cutting the traditional left-right 
dimension (Maggini 2014; Tronconi 2015). This also means that among 
its voters there are people with left-wing values (pro-refugees) as well as 
right-wing people (anti-migration). The Five Star Movement is the most 
over-represented among people supporting the unemployed. This is  
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consistent with the over-representation of this party among the unem-
ployed, especially young people. Radical left parties are also over-repre-
sented in this field, but centre- right voters are in line with the average. 
Conversely, Democratic Party voters are under-represented. Thus, in the 
unemployment field, there is not a clear distinction in terms of left and 
right but a more contingent distinction between voters of opposition 
parties and voters of the main governing party.4 Finally, there is no sig-
nificant pattern in terms of voting choices regarding solidarity actions 
towards the disabled.

Solidarity Actions, Social Beliefs, and Religiosity

In order to provide a complete picture of people engaged in solidarity, it 
is necessary to also take into account respondents’ social beliefs and 
religiosity.

Conditionality and deservingness can play an important role regard-
ing solidarity among the public (Oorschot 2000, 2006). Previously we 
have seen that a large majority of Italians support fiscal solidarity mea-
sures towards countries with big public debts. Table 6.11 presents the 
reasons for fiscal solidarity: 52% of respondents subscribe the idea of reci-
procity and deservingness. According to these views, solidarity within 
the EU is an exchange relation of giving and receiving help; moreover, 
groups receiving help need to show that they are worth being helped. 

Table 6.10 Solidarity actions towards target groups by voting intentions (in %)

Refugees 
support

Unemployed 
support

Disabled 
support

Total

Italian left (SI/SEL) 3.0 3.3 2.9 2.3
Democratic Party 20.6 16.8 19.1 18.0
Five Star Movement 26.7 30.8 26.2 23.9
Popular area 3.1 2.6 2.2 1.3
Forward Italy 6.4 6.3 6.5 5.9
Northern League 8.3 10.1 10.6 10.6
Brothers of Italy 3.5 4.1 3.5 3.2
Communist Refoundation Party 2.9 2.9 1.8 1.5
Other party 4.4 3.6 3.7 3.2
Do not know 21.1 19.6 23.6 30.2
Total 100 100 100 100
N 576 741 1030 2087
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This vision is shared by people engaging in solidarity actions, with no 
substantial differences among target groups. Only a minority of 20% 
claims that it is a moral duty to help other member states in need. 
Noticeably, this unconditioned form of solidarity is more widespread 
among people involved in solidarity activities, especially among those 
helping refugees (27%).

As shown in Table  6.11, this conditionality is confirmed regarding 
migrants. Only a minority of 8% is in favour of granting migrants access to 
social benefits and services immediately on arrival. This is a lower share 
compared to those who would never grant migrants access to social ben-
efits and services (12%). Hence, access is conditional on two aspects: they 
should have worked and paid taxes (38%) and they should become citizens 
of the country (36%). A minority (6.5%) is more generous, granting 
migrants access more easily after one year staying in Italy (having worked 
or not). Conditionality decreases among Italians involved in solidarity 
activities, especially those active in the field of refugees (as it was predict-
able). In fact, among people supporting refugees, 28% show the most 
generous attitudes compared to 14.2% among the total population (22% 
among people supporting the unemployed and 18% among those helping 
the disabled). Symmetrically, those who say “never” are under-represented 
in all fields. In addition, among people supporting refugees, those who 
claim the requisite of citizenship are around 10 percentage points below 
average. Noteworthy, the largest category remains “after have worked and 
paid taxes for one year”, even in the pro-refugees solidarity field (40%). To 
sum up, according to our interviewees, solidarity definitely entails 
 entitlements and mutual obligations; this conditioned solidarity prevails 
even among those helping people who are not part of the national com-
munity as refugees.

In our survey, we asked respondents to name the specific group they 
would choose for charity donation among the following ones: unem-
ployed people, people with disabilities, migrants, refugees/asylum seekers, 
and children. We can consider this variable as a proxy for deservingness, 
arguing that people are more likely to choose as preferred group for  charity 
donation the group they consider more deserving of help. Results show 
(see Table 6.11) that children are by far the most preferred group for char-
ity donation (49%), followed by the disabled (24%) and the unemployed 
(21%). For Italian citizens, refugees and migrants are definitely the groups 
less deserving (4% and 2%, respectively). Of course, these percentages 
increase among those supporting refugees, but, even in this case, the  
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children, the disabled, and the unemployed are by far more deserving than 
migrants and refugees. Looking at people supporting the disabled and the 
unemployed, a stronger correlation emerges between the type of solidarity 
field and the preferred group for donation, even if children are still the 
most preferred group. Again, these data confirm that groups receiving 
help need to be perceived as worth being helped. In this regard, foreigners 
deserve to be helped to the extent that they become part of the national 
community, at least through work and paying taxes.

Table 6.11 Solidarity actions towards target groups by social beliefs: reciprocity, 
conditionality, and deservingness (in %)

Refugees 
support

Unemployed 
support

Disabled 
support

Total

Reason to state for 
financial help for EU 
countries in trouble

It is our moral duty 
to help other 
member states that 
are in need

26.8 24.5 23.4 20.2

Total N 576 741 1030 2087
EU member states 
should help each 
other; every country 
may require help 
someday

50.6 52.0 54.3 51.8

Total N 576 741 1030 2087
Conditionality: when 
should migrants obtain 
rights to social benefits 
and services?

Immediately on 
arrival

13.3 10.2 8.5 7.7

After living one year 
(worked or not)

14.9 11.5 9.7 6.5

After worked and 
paid taxes one year

40.3 39.3 41.0 38.3

After citizenship 26.5 31.2 33.5 35.7
Never 5.0 7.8 7.2 11.8
Total 100 100 100 100
N 576 741 1030 2087

Preferred charity 
group for donation

Unemployed 20.5 25.8 18.7 20.9
People with 
disabilities

22.5 23.3 27.4 23.8

Migrants 6.2 4.5 3.5 2.4
Refugees 8.1 5.0 4.9 3.8
Children 42.6 41.4 45.5 49.1
Total 100 100 100 100
N 543 708 979 1898

 THE SOCIAL AND POLITICAL DIMENSIONS OF SOLIDARITY IN ITALY 



146 

Finally, the profile of solidarity actions towards target groups can vary 
according to cultural orientations like religiosity5 (see Table  6.12). 
Findings show that among Italians involved in solidarity activities, reli-
gious people are definitely over-represented compared to the average, 
being in all fields around 57%.

To sum up, solidarity towards refugees shows some specificities com-
pared to solidarity towards other groups: it is more dependent on personal 
skills, resources, and social status, selfless, and linked to leftist/libertarian 
values.

exPlanatory Factors oF solIdarIty actIons 
towards the reFugees, the unemPloyed, 

and the dIsabled

This section outlines the results of a multivariate logistic regression analy-
sis. Reported solidarity activities in favour of each target group are the 
dependent variables. In other words, we have three dichotomous depen-
dent variables (for which 0 signifies “no action”, 1 “at least one action”) 
for each target group. The goal is to investigate the (different) determi-
nants of solidarity activities among the three target groups. Which factors 
tend to promote (or inhibit) solidarity at the individual level? Is there 
variance comparing the target groups?

Four models for each target group have been created to answer our 
research questions. The results of estimation for the first three models are 
presented in Table 6.13, which includes odds ratios (with standard errors) 
as well as goodness-of-fit statistics (AIC and BIC coefficients, pseudo-R- 
squared values of Nagelkerke). In logistic regression, the odds ratio com-
pares the odds of the outcome event (providing solidarity) one unit apart 
on the predictor. We have reported the selected independent variables6 by 

Table 6.12 Solidarity actions towards target groups by religiosity (in %)

Refugees support Unemployed support Disabled support Total

Religiosity Not religious 30.0 30.4 29.9 33.4
Neutral 12.4 12.9 13.2 13.0
Religious 57.6 56.8 57.0 53.6
Total 100 100 100 100
N 573 739 1024 2050
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Table 6.13 Estimated effects on solidarity actions towards different target 
groups for some predictors, separated models by blocks of variables

Refugees Unemployed Disabled

Odds 
ratio

SE Odds 
ratio

SE Odds 
ratio

SE

Model A
Age 0.613 0.159 0.589* 0.138 2.397*** 0.544
Gender (female) 0.979 0.104 0.762** 0.074 0.909 0.085
Intermediate education 0.880 0.108 1.003 0.111 1.054 0.111
High education 1.424* 0.220 1.388* 0.202 1.173 0.170
Middle class 0.432*** 0.107 0.785 0.181 0.534** 0.126
Lower middle class 0.530* 0.136 0.955 0.228 0.611* 0.150
Working class 0.316*** 0.0899 0.758 0.197 0.413*** 0.108
Lower class 0.428** 0.126 0.999 0.268 0.523* 0.141
Other class 1.321 1.078 2.44 1.852 2.059 1.781
Social trust 6.508*** 1.438 2.196*** 0.429 2.399*** 0.439
Frequency of meeting with 
friends

2.428*** 0.444 2.317*** 0.390 2.247*** 0.378

Constant 0.344*** 0.106 0.499* 0.142 0.682 0.194
N 1982 1982 1982
Pseudo R2 0.074 0.036 0.035
AIC 2197.8 2530.4 2668.6
BIC 2264.9 2597.5 2735.7
Model B
Age 0.344*** 0.105 0.317*** 0.090 1.137 0.305
Gender (female) 1.008 0.126 0.786* 0.093 0.974 0.111
Intermediate education 0.761 0.108 0.892 0.119 0.983 0.124
High education 1.275 0.227 1.194 0.206 0.976 0.166
Middle class 0.428** 0.115 0.894 0.243 0.479** 0.136
Lower middle class 0.483** 0.134 1.063 0.300 0.493* 0.143
Working class 0.327*** 0.104 1.119 0.347 0.394** 0.124
Lower class 0.380** 0.128 1.017 0.333 0.486* 0.160
Other class 0.653 0.539 1.833 1.409 1.053 0.837
Political interest 2.290*** 0.531 2.924*** 0.654 2.489*** 0.522
Party attachment 1.793** 0.335 2.043*** 0.368 1.288 0.201
Left-right self-placement 0.570* 0.125 0.708 0.150 0.974 0.199
Libertarian-authoritarian index 2.835** 1.058 1.508 0.539 0.934 0.314
Constant 0.478 0.213 0.316** 0.139 1.096 0.458
N 1369 1369 1369
Pseudo R2 0.056 0.049 0.022
AIC 1616.4 1750.8 1864.5
BIC 1689.5 1823.9 1937.6

(continued)
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Table 6.13 (continued)

Refugees Unemployed Disabled

Odds 
ratio

SE Odds 
ratio

SE Odds 
ratio

SE

Model C
Age 0.621 0.170 0.448** 0.109 1.840* 0.443
Gender (female) 0.951 0.108 0.741** 0.075 0.851 0.084
Intermediate education 0.921 0.119 1.083 0.125 1.056 0.118
High education 1.387 0.241 1.385* 0.219 1.106 0.173
Middle class 0.451** 0.117 0.836 0.204 0.576* 0.141
Lower middle class 0.486** 0.130 0.939 0.236 0.606* 0.153
Working class 0.316*** 0.095 0.848 0.233 0.431** 0.117
Lower class 0.384** 0.120 0.955 0.270 0.563* 0.158
Other class 1.808 1.212 3.147 2.168 2.814 2.200
Religiosity 1.906*** 0.364 2.093*** 0.359 1.989*** 0.328
EU help motive: moral duty 1.339* 0.180 1.229 0.149 1.2 0.147
EU help motive: reciprocity 0.822 0.093 0.87 0.090 1.037 0.103
Conditionality for migrants: 
after living in Italy for a year

1.720* 0.468 1.668* 0.430 2.345** 0.632

Conditionality for migrants: 
after having worked and paid 
taxes for a year

0.489*** 0.102 0.693 0.139 1.047 0.207

Conditionality for migrants: 
once obtaining citizenship

0.322*** 0.069 0.579** 0.119 0.767 0.153

Conditionality for migrants: 
never

0.137*** 0.043 0.378*** 0.098 0.441*** 0.109

Preferred charity group: the 
unemployed

1.169 0.168 1.825*** 0.238 0.927 0.117

Preferred charity group: the 
disabled

1.114 0.155 1.309* 0.164 1.682*** 0.210

Preferred charity group: 
migrants

5.374*** 1.972 3.215*** 1.084 2.453* 0.891

Preferred charity group: 
refugees/asylum seekers

3.284*** 1.027 1.618 0.445 1.772* 0.494

Constant 1.535 0.563 0.850 0.292 0.952 0.320

N 1841 1841 1841
Pseudo R2 0.118 0.063 0.057
AIC 1990.5 2327.7 2440.1
BIC 2106.4 2443.6 2556

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001
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blocks: first, the socio-demographic variables and social capital measures; 
secondly, political factors (political interest, party attachment, left-right 
self-placement, libertarian-authoritarian index) controlled for socio- 
demographic characteristics (age, gender, education, social class); and 
thirdly, social beliefs (evaluations of reciprocity, conditionality, deserving-
ness) and religiosity, again controlled for socio-demographic characteris-
tics. Thus, it is possible to assess the contribution given by each group of 
variables to the model’s goodness of fit, compared across target groups. 
Finally, Table 6.14 presents results for the full model with all independent 
variables for each target group.

Let us start with the first model. The overall predictive power of model 
A is quite low, explaining 7% of variance as for support of refugees and 4% 
as for disabled and unemployed support. It means that socio-demographic 
variables and social traits do not explain sufficiently the solidarity-based 
behaviour of the respondents. Looking at the p values of the predictors, 
clearly social traits prevail over basic socio-demographics. Indeed, for each 
target group, measures of social capital (social trust and frequency of social 
connections with friends) are both very significant with p at 0.1%. 
Furthermore, these variables show the highest odds ratios: higher level of 
social trust and social connections increase the odds of engaging in soli-
darity actions.

Regarding subjective social class, some categories are very significant 
with p at 0.1%: working class as for refugees and the disabled support and 
middle class as for refugees support (whereas it is significant with p at 1% 
for disabled support).

Here, a first difference between target groups emerges: social class is 
not related to solidarity towards the unemployed, whereas it seems to be 
related to solidarity towards refugees and the disabled. In the latter 
instance, all the social class dummies (except the residual category of 
“other class”) are significant with respect to the reference category (upper/
upper middle class). Looking at the odds ratio, belonging to classes differ-
ent from the highest class decreases the odds of supporting refugees and 
the disabled.

Concerning socio-demographic characteristics, a high education level 
(with respect to the low level) increases the odds of supporting refugees and 
the unemployed (significant with p at 5%), whereas education does not mat-
ter in support for disability. Age is very significant (p at 0.1%) for disabled 
support and it is significant for unemployed support (p at 5%), but the direc-
tion of the effect is the opposite: ageing increases the odds of supporting the 
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Table 6.14 Estimated effects on solidarity actions towards different target 
groups for some predictors, full model

Refugees Unemployed Disabled

Odds 
ratio

SE Odds ratio SE Odds 
ratio

SE

Age 0.645 0.219 0.491* 0.153 2.034* 0.627
Gender (female) 1.242 0.175 0.872 0.112 1.078 0.133
Intermediate education 0.766 0.121 0.928 0.133 1.019 0.139
High education 1.175 0.248 1.079 0.202 0.883 0.167
Middle class 0.447* 0.143 1.049 0.306 0.544* 0.162
Lower middle class 0.589 0.194 1.397 0.423 0.627 0.192
Working class 0.492 0.182 1.763 0.590 0.555 0.184
Lower class 0.6 0.238 1.567 0.548 0.807 0.285
Other class 1.706 1.963 4.058 3.302 2.483 2.241
Social trust 3.567*** 1.054 1.543 0.399 1.773* 0.444
Frequency of meeting with 
friends

2.717*** 0.662 2.670*** 0.606 2.969*** 0.668

Political interest 1.900* 0.500 2.817*** 0.685 2.263*** 0.515
Party attachment 1.708* 0.377 1.833** 0.361 1.201 0.205
Left-right self-placement 0.854 0.218 0.887 0.206 1.237 0.278
Libertarian-authoritarian index 2.384* 1.039 1.507 0.616 1.023 0.397
Religiosity 2.207** 0.560 2.664*** 0.605 2.501*** 0.550
EU help motive: moral duty 1.355 0.221 1.32 0.194 1.156 0.168
Conditionality for migrants: 
after living in Italy for a year

1.518 0.497 1.68 0.521 2.432** 0.816

Conditionality for migrants: 
after having worked and paid 
taxes for a year

0.474** 0.118 0.664 0.162 1.054 0.264

Conditionality for migrants: 
once obtaining citizenship

0.303*** 0.079 0.518** 0.131 0.724 0.185

Conditionality for migrants: 
never

0.126*** 0.054 0.315*** 0.110 0.449* 0.145

Preferred charity group: the 
unemployed

1.379 0.241 2.115*** 0.342 1.092 0.167

Preferred charity group: the 
disabled

1.109 0.190 1.399* 0.217 1.843*** 0.284

Preferred charity group: 
migrants

5.070*** 2.282 3.936*** 1.638 2.742* 1.292

Preferred charity group: 
refugees/asylum seekers

3.303** 1.214 1.677 0.516 1.745 0.608

Constant 0.134*** 0.081 0.0748*** 0.042 0.188** 0.102

(continued)
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disabled and decreases the odds of supporting the unemployed. Finally, gen-
der is significant (p at 5%) only as for unemployed support: being male 
increases the odds of supporting the unemployed.

If we move to model B, the contribution of political factors (controlled 
for socio-demographics) to the model’s goodness of fit is low, with a clear 
difference between solidarity towards the disabled on the one hand and 
solidarity towards the other groups on the other. In fact, the model 
explains 6% and 5% of the variance as for refugees and unemployed sup-
port, respectively, and only 2% of variance as for the disabled. This con-
firms our hypothesis: solidarity towards the disabled is not related to 
political features, with the exception of the level of cognitive political 
involvement as measured by interest in politics, which is very significant 
and positively correlated with solidarity actions in favour of all target 
groups. The other measure of political involvement (party attachment) is 
very significant (p at 0.1%) for unemployed support and for refugees sup-
port (p at 1%). Finally, ideology in terms of left and right (p at 5%) and, 
above all, political values in terms of libertarian and authoritarian attitudes 
(p at 1%) are significant only regarding refugees support. The direction of 
the effect is in line with our expectations: moving to the right of the politi-
cal space decreases the odds of supporting refugees, whereas the latter is 
positively associated with libertarian values. This means that solidarity 
towards refugees is the most characterised in political terms. This confirms 
that migration is a politically divisive issue.

So far, social traits and political factors (considered as separate blocks) 
are not sufficient to explain the solidarity-based behaviour of the respon-
dents, and we have to move to Model C including social beliefs and religi-
osity, again controlled for socio-demographic characteristics. This model 
has a better predictive power, especially regarding support of refugees: 12% 

Table 6.14 (continued)

Refugees Unemployed Disabled

Odds 
ratio

SE Odds ratio SE Odds 
ratio

SE

N 1299 1299 1299
Pseudo R2 0.179 0.122 0.09
AIC 1373.6 1569.5 1668.6
BIC 1508 1703.9 1803

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001
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of the variance is explained, compared to 6% for unemployed and disabled 
support. Looking at p values and odds ratios of predictors, we can notice 
similarities and differences between target groups as for explanatory factors 
of solidarity practices. Concerning similarities, it seems that religiosity is a 
good predictor of involvement in solidarity actions, regardless of the target 
group. Indeed, it is always very significant and odds ratios are high.

Regarding the reasons to support fiscal solidarity among EU member 
states, the dummy variable measuring reciprocity in help is not statistically 
significant, as well as the variable measuring an unconditioned form of soli-
darity (“it is our moral duty to help”), except for refugees support. In this 
latter instance, believing in an unconditioned form of solidarity towards EU 
countries in need increases the odds of supporting refugees (with p at 5%).

The fact that people supporting refugees have an unconditioned con-
ception of solidarity is confirmed when migrants’ entitlements to social 
benefits are taken into account: with respect to the reference category 
(granting access to social benefits and services immediately on arrival), 
both requisites of working/paying taxes and citizenship decrease in a sig-
nificant way the odds of supporting refugees. Conversely, such dummies 
are not statistically significant for unemployed and disabled support, 
except citizenship-related conditionality that decreases the odds of sup-
porting the unemployed with p at 1%. In addition, a tenuous form of 
conditionality (granting rights after living in Italy for a year) increases the 
odds of supporting of all target groups, especially the disabled (p at 1%). 
In this regard, a tenuous form of conditionality is a factor that somehow 
distinguishes solidarity with different target groups, but in general the 
absence of conditionality is a factor favouring practices of solidarity, and 
people against the integration of migrants are very unlikely to be engaged 
in solidarity actions, regardless of the target group (p at 0.1%).

Considering children as reference category, we notice that citing one of 
our target groups as the preferred charity group strongly increases the 
odds of supporting such a group. This occurs especially for the least pre-
ferred group by respondents, that is, migrants. Indeed, regardless of the 
target group, this dummy is always significant, and odds ratios are all very 
high. This means that a pro-migrants attitude helps solidarity actions in 
general. Finally, there is a difference between our target groups. Concerning 
support for refugees, deservingness plays a role only for migrants and refu-
gees dummies (with respect to children). Conversely, as for unemployed 
support, all dummies are significant (except refugees). As for disabled sup-
port, the migrants and refugees dummies are significant in addition to the 
disabled dummy.
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Finally, we have built a full model including all independent variables 
(except those that were not significant for any of the target groups) in 
order to see if previous results are confirmed when controlling for differ-
ent blocks of independent variables (see Table 6.14). This model provides 
better goodness-of-fit statistics compared to previous models: it explains 
18% of the variance for support of refugees, 12% for unemployed support, 
and 9% for disabled support. Furthermore, AIC and BIC coefficients are 
definitely lower (and thus better) compared to separated models.

The full model shows also some important differences compared to 
separated models. First, gender and education are no longer significant for 
any of the target groups. Therefore, basic socio-demographic  characteristics 
are not explanatory factors of solidarity practices, except for age in the 
unemployment and disability field. Ageing significantly increases the odds 
of supporting the disabled, whereas decreases the odds of supporting the 
unemployed (p at 5%). It has been shown that younger and older citizens 
are more active in social movements, according to different levels of “bio-
graphical availability” in the life course (Beyerlein and Bergstrand 2013).

Secondly, social class in the full model has lost predictive power. Only 
being middle class is significant (with p at 5%) for refugees and disabled 
support, with a negative effect compared to the reference category (upper/
upper middle class).

Thirdly, the variable that measures the absence of conditionality for fis-
cal solidarity among EU member states (“moral duty to help”) is no lon-
ger significant for refugees support.

In general, however, the full model confirms previous results regarding 
social capital, political interest, religiosity, conditionality, and deservingness.

First of all, for each target group, both measures of social capital (social 
trust and frequency of social connections with friends) are still significant, 
except social trust for unemployed support. Significance is always very 
high with p at 0.1%, except social trust for disabled support with p at 5%. 
Furthermore, these variables show high odds ratios: higher levels of social 
trust and social connections increase the odds of engaging in solidarity 
actions. This occurs in particular as regards social trust with respect to sup-
port for refugees and the frequency of social connections for disabled sup-
port: one unit increase in trust in others increases 3.6 times the odds of 
supporting refugees, and one unit increase in frequency of meeting with 
friends increases around three times the odds of supporting the disabled. 
Therefore, our first hypothesis is confirmed: the more an individual is 
socially embedded and trustworthy of others (the more her/his social 
capital), the more she/he will support people in need (regardless who are 
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these people in need). This is line with previous research that has shown 
the importance of social capital for solidarity (Putnam et al. 2003; Jenkins 
1983; Bourdieu 1986). Indeed, solidarity actions are positively linked to 
social capital because a high level of interpersonal trust fosters cooperation 
among individuals and a good frequency of social connections give people 
access to a wider range of possible support in times of need, producing 
positive outcomes at a community level (Halpern 2005).

Regarding political factors, the level of cognitive political involvement 
as measured by interest in politics is a significant variable fostering the 
odds of being involved in solidarity actions, regardless of the aided group 
(with high odds ratios between 1.9 and 2.8). The other measure of politi-
cal involvement (party attachment) is still significant for unemployed sup-
port (p at 1%) and for refugees support (p at 5%). This confirms our 
hypothesis that political factors are more related to solidarity towards the 
unemployed and refugees than to disabled support. Political involvement 
in terms of interest in politics and party attachment is often associated with 
civic engagement (Scrivens and Smith 2013). The latter is another ele-
ment that can help individuals to develop their skills and social values 
(such as trust in others), and, consequently, it can foster solidarity (Putnam 
et al. 1994).

Nevertheless, an important difference emerges when political factors 
are controlled for other blocks of independent variables. Indeed, as regards 
refugees support, the libertarian-authoritarian index is still significant, 
whereas the left-right self-placement is no longer significant compared to 
previous separated model for political variables (Model B). Ideological 
orientations in terms of left and right are not important predictors of soli-
darity practices in Italy for any of our target groups, contrary to our expec-
tations based on previous literature (Likki and Staerklé 2014). Conversely, 
according to our expectations, political values in terms of authoritarian 
and libertarian attitudes foster solidarity actions towards a specific target 
group like refugees. This confirms that migrants-related issues are divisive 
issues that are strongly politicised by right-wing populist parties like the 
Northern League in order to gain votes (Mudde 2011). Indeed, voters of 
these parties are often characterised by both authoritarian values on social 
issues and leftist orientations on economic issues. This also confirms that 
the libertarian-authoritarian dimension is something different from the 
traditional left-right dimension, bringing a new set of culture war issues 
onto the political agenda (Flanagan and Lee 2003). One of these new 
cultural issues is precisely the migration issue.
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As for traditional cultural orientations, it is conversely confirmed that 
religiosity is a very good predictor of involvement in solidarity actions, 
regardless of the target group. Indeed, it is always very significant (with p 
at 0.1% or at 1%), and odds ratios are high (between 2.2 and 2.7). 
Definitely, we can say that Italian religious people are more likely to be 
engaged in solidarity actions. This confirms our expectation based on 
scholarly writing (Abela 2004; Stegmueller et al. 2012; Lichterman 2015), 
which has shown the importance of religiosity to explain different levels of 
solidarity.

With regard to conditionality for migrants’ entitlements to social ben-
efits, previous results are generally confirmed: people against the integra-
tion of migrants are very unlikely to be engaged in solidarity actions, 
regardless of the target group, even if this occurs especially for actions in 
favour of refugees and unemployed people (p at 0.1%). Furthermore, both 
requisites of working/paying taxes and citizenship decrease in a significant 
way the odds of supporting refugees. Conversely, such dummies are not 
statistically significant for support of other target groups, except the req-
uisite of citizenship that also significantly decreases the odds of supporting 
unemployed people. Furthermore, this time a tenuous form of condition-
ality (granting rights after living in Italy for a year) increases only the odds 
of supporting the disabled. In this regard, we can say that in general the 
absence of conditionality is a factor favouring practices of solidarity, espe-
cially those towards refugees, whereas people involved in solidarity prac-
tices towards the disabled share a tenuous form of conditionality as regards 
migrants’ entitlements to social benefits. Our hypothesis is therefore con-
firmed: the more an individual conceive solidarity in universalistic terms 
without perceptions of reciprocity and conditionality, the more she/he 
will support refugees.

Regarding deservingness, once again, citing one of our target groups as 
the preferred charity group strongly increases the odds of supporting such 
a group. Thus, deservingness is definitely a factor fostering solidarity 
actions in favour of a specific group considered as worth receiving help 
(Oorshot 2000, 2006), confirming our expectation. Nevertheless, people 
engaged in solidarity actions are more likely to have positive dispositions 
not only towards the group they are supporting. This is true especially for 
people engaged in solidarity actions towards the unemployed: the odds of 
supporting the unemployed do not depend on a specific preferred charity 
group. Indeed, all dummies are significant, as previously seen in Model 
C.  Furthermore, once again, a pro-migrants attitude helps solidarity 
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actions in general (albeit to a lesser extent when support towards the dis-
abled is taken into consideration). In previous section, we showed that for 
Italian respondents, migrants are definitely the group less deserving of 
charity donations. Therefore, we can argue that people mentioning 
migrants as the preferred charity group are those who share universalistic 
conceptions of solidarity (i.e. solidarity towards the humankind, not 
towards a specific target group) and consequently are more likely to sup-
port needy people in general, regardless of their ethnic, social, or physical 
characteristics, as confirmed by our data.

conclusIons

This chapter aimed to deepen knowledge on solidarity in Italy by provid-
ing fresh empirical analyses on solidarity practices with respect to three 
target groups (the disabled, the unemployed, and refugees) and to explain 
such solidarity actions with reference to social traits of the respondents, 
their beliefs, and their political preferences. This study was needed for 
substantial and theoretical reasons. As regards the first aspect, solidarity is 
at the centre of the public debate in European societies, drawing the atten-
tion of the media, policy-makers, and ordinary citizens. Enduring conflicts 
among EU member states about financial solidarity with indebted states 
and a fair burden-sharing in regard to the high numbers of refugees, as 
well as the rise of xenophobic and populist parties in most European coun-
tries, unveil that solidarity is highly contested not only at interstate level 
but also among European citizens. In this regard, Italy is a relevant case 
study to explain factors which can strengthen (or inhibit) solidarity actions, 
because the country in the last years has faced two different crises: the 
global financial crisis of 2008 that hit hard on Southern European coun-
tries and the refugee crisis that since 2014 particularly affected a country 
positioned at the centre of several migration routes in the Mediterranean 
Sea. It is evident that in such a difficult landscape, solidarity is particularly 
under pressure. Hence, understanding factors that foster (or inhibit) soli-
darity actions towards vulnerable groups that have been strongly affected 
by different crises can help to shed new light on the most important trig-
gers of interpersonal solidarity in general (working even in contexts of 
crisis and welfare state retrenchment).

From a theoretical standpoint, previous research has provided a variety 
of insights, even though it was marked by a number of limitations. First, 
previous empirical research has privileged the attitudinal dimension of 
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solidarity, describing and explaining the disposition to help. Less attention 
has been paid to the explanation of solidarity practices. Second, much 
research has focused on public support of redistributive policies (Alesina 
and Giuliano 2011; Amat and Wibbels 2009; Fong 2001; Rehm 2009), 
but less knowledge was available in regard to interpersonal forms of soli-
darity. Furthermore, previous studies have not addressed solidarity-related 
issues in a systematic manner, focusing only on specific explanatory fac-
tors: some have focused on social capital (Putnam et  al. 2003; Jenkins 
1983), others on social beliefs like perceptions of deservingness (Oorschot 
2000, 2006), others on religiosity (Abela 2004; Stegmueller et al. 2012; 
Lichterman 2015), others on political preferences (Likki and Staerklé 
2014), and so on. This study has permitted to fill this gap, providing a 
comprehensive explanation of social, political, and attitudinal triggers of 
solidarity practices towards specific groups of needy people.

Throughout the chapter, first we have provided a general picture of a 
variety of solidarity attitudes and practices in Italy in times of crises; sec-
ondly, we have investigated the (different) determinants of solidarity activ-
ities towards the three target groups.

The picture of the solidarity activities’ context shows that Italians are 
open to solidarity even in times of crises and this entails to some extent 
other Europeans and non-Europeans. Furthermore, Italian citizens sup-
port the typical redistributive policies of the European social model. 
Nevertheless, this social model remains strictly linked to the traditional 
nation state. Indeed, solidarity has a strong political element: it requires, 
in first instance, that the targets of solidarity are part of the (national) 
community in terms of citizenship. This citizenship, however, is not a 
purely formal status but requires shared rights and obligations. Indeed, 
our findings suggest that most citizens are sceptical about a universalistic 
and humanitarian conception of solidarity (i.e. solidarity towards human 
being as such) that entails unconditional solidarity. Overall, for most citi-
zens, solidarity is rights based and thus tied to the notion of citizenship, 
that is, delimited by legal entitlements and mutual obligations (such as 
receiving social benefits and paying taxes or contributions). Moreover, 
groups receiving help need to show that they are worth being helped.

Regarding target groups, the disability field is the most “crowded” field 
in terms of solidarity engagement, involving around half of respondents. If 
we look at the different types of solidarity practices, political protest- oriented 
activities are carried out especially in favour of the unemployed, whereas the 
other two fields seem to be less contentious, especially the disability field. 
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Indeed, charity behaviour definitely characterises solidarity actions towards 
the disabled. As regards solidarity towards refugees, after the charity behav-
iour of donating money, the most frequent activity is a relatively more politi-
cal one, that is, buying or refusing to buy products in support to the goals 
in favour of refugees. Furthermore, the descriptive analysis shows that soli-
darity towards refugees displays some specificities compared to solidarity 
towards other groups: it is more dependent on personal skills, resources, 
and social status, selfless, and linked to leftist/libertarian values.

As far as the explanatory analysis of the determinants of solidarity activi-
ties towards target groups is concerned, findings show that solidarity is a 
multifaceted phenomenon and its practices can be fostered by a variety of 
factors: social, political, attitudinal. Hence, focusing only on one kind of 
these factors would be quite limiting and not sufficient to understand the 
complexity of reasons underlying the individual choices to support others 
in need (or, conversely, to not support others). In addition, our analysis 
shows that there are not only general triggers of solidarity practices but 
also explanatory factors that are related to specific target groups. As regards 
similarities between target groups, the most important factors fostering 
solidarity practices in Italy are social capital, religiosity, cognitive political 
involvement, and deservingness. Our main hypotheses based on previous 
research have been confirmed: Italians are more likely involved in solidar-
ity activities (regardless of the target group) when they trust in others 
and/or have frequent social connections, are religious, and consider the 
group they are supporting as worth being helped. Another key lesson can 
be drawn from our analysis: cognitive political involvement measured by 
interest in politics is another important factor favouring solidarity activi-
ties, regardless of the target group. We can argue that this can be the sig-
nal, once again, of the importance of social embeddedness. Indeed, people 
interested in politics are usually individuals characterised by a high level of 
social resources and civic engagement (Scrivens and Smith 2013). The lat-
ter is another element that can help individuals to develop their social capi-
tal, and, consequently, it can foster solidarity (Putnam et al. 1994).

As regards group-specific triggers of solidarity, our hypothesis that politi-
cal factors play a more important role for refugees and unemployed support 
compared to disabled support has been confirmed. This finding can be 
explained by the fact that solidarity towards the disabled is not a contested 
issue in the Italian context and most of the people engaged in disability 
organisations are not motivated by ideological-political objectives but by 
philanthropic or personal reasons (for instance, many disability organisations 
in Italy are composed by people with disabilities and/or their families).
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Furthermore, as expected, libertarian values foster solidarity actions 
towards refugees. Nevertheless, contrary to our expectations, left-right 
ideology does not matter when controlled for other variables. This also 
confirms the specificity of the libertarian-authoritarian dimension com-
pared to the traditional left-right dimension and the importance of new 
cultural issues (e.g. migration) for contentious politics (Flanagan and Lee 
2003). This is particularly important for a country (Italy) that has faced in 
the last years both economic turmoil and refugee crisis: right-wing populist 
parties like Northern League (Mudde 2011) have mobilised more on the 
libertarian-authoritarian dimension than on the economic left-right divide 
in order to gain votes among the lower classes by using migrants as scape-
goating of their fears and economic distress. Therefore, solidarity towards 
refugees entails political commitment to libertarian values as opposed to 
authoritarian stances. The fact that solidarity with the unemployed does 
not separate people with different political orientations in terms of left and 
right, conversely, can be explained by the over- representation of the Five 
Star Movement voters among people supporting the unemployed. 
According to several studies, indeed, the Five Star Movement is a web-
populist party (Corbetta and Gualmini 2013) that cross-cuts the traditional 
left-right dimension (Maggini 2014; Tronconi 2015).

Finally, another key finding emerges from what has been said so far: soli-
darity towards refugees shows more specific explanatory factors compared to 
support for other disadvantaged groups. It is more bounded by political 
orientations, as above mentioned, and at the same time is clearly an uncon-
ditioned form of solidarity. Indeed, it is closely tied to social beliefs like 
absence of conditionality as regards granting migrants the entitlements to 
social benefits and services. Conversely, people supporting the disabled are 
more likely to agree with a tenuous form of conditionality as for migrants’ 
access to social benefits. According to our respondents, refugees and 
migrants, among our target groups, are those less deserving of charity dona-
tions, whereas the disabled is the most preferred group. Consequently, we 
can argue that solidarity towards refugees entails a more selfless and univer-
salistic conception of solidarity compared to solidarity towards disadvantaged 
groups (e.g. the disabled) that are considered by the majority of society as 
worth being helped. In other words, support for refugees can be considered 
as a specific aspect of solidarity with human beings as such. It should be 
added that, according to our data, people against the integration of migrants 
are very unlikely to be engaged in solidarity actions, regardless of the field, 
and people who mention migrants as preferred charity group for donation 
are more likely to carry out solidarity activities in favour of all target groups.
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notes

1. The initiative was unilaterally launched and financed by the Italian govern-
ment in October 2013 and ended in December 2014 to rescue migrants in 
the Mediterranean.

2. Weights have been used for all analyses.
3. In particular, we have run a principal component factor (PCF) analysis 

including variables measuring respondents’ opinions on 0–10 agreement 
scales linked to several values-related issues: on “women career” versus 
“children care”, on “freedom of abortion” versus “prohibition of abor-
tion”, on “child adoption for homosexuals” versus “prohibiting child adop-
tion”, on “tougher sentences to fight crime” versus “tougher sentences 
bring nothing”, on “parenting authority” versus “child independent judge-
ment”. We detected just one statically significant dimension. Factor loadings 
were particularly high (between 0.85 and 0.93) for all items and the reli-
ability scale was very high (alpha test 0.93). Hence, relying on the five 
above-mentioned items, it is possible to build an additive index of libertarian 
values.

4. The Democratic Party is in government with minor allies since 2013.
5. This variable measures how religious the respondent is on a scale from 0 to 

10, where 0 stands for “not at all religious” and 10 for “very religious”. This 
variable has been recoded in order to make cross-tabulations more readable 
by classifying values between 0 and 4 as “not religious”, 5 as “neutral”, and 
values between 6 and 10 as “religious”.

6. In order to select independent variables, we have looked at the bivariate 
Pearson’s correlations between variables introduced in the previous section 
for cross-tabulations. According to the strength of the associations (Cohen 
1988), we have excluded some variables (e.g. income level, voting choices) 
in order to avoid items picking up on the same covariance component. 
Finally, before running logistic regression models, independent variables 
have been normalised trough rescaling.
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