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Abstract

Scholars have examined the role that negative stereotypes play in electoral discrim-

ination against minority candidates. Incorporating literature on in-group favoritism, I

argue here that some degree of this discrimination can be explained instead by voters

holding positive stereotypes of majority candidates and discriminating in their favor.

Relying on an original moderation-of-process survey experiment carried out in Italy,

I provide evidence of electoral discrimination pertaining to immigrant-origin candi-

dates, concentrated among right-wing citizens. I determine that stereotypes have little

mediating effect on discrimination against candidates with a migration background;

rather, the primary role played by stereotypes is in discrimination in favor of majority

candidates, i.e. positive bias that reserves electoral benefits to them. The relevance

of in-group favoritism is corroborated by the finding that large segments of the Italian

voting population hold distinctively positive stereotypes of majority candidates with-

out also negatively stereotyping immigrant-origin candidates.

Keywords: electoral discrimination, in-group favoritism, minority candidates, stereotypes,

survey experiment



Introduction

Individuals of immigrant origin in European democracies are increasingly being granted le-

gal citizenship and thereby full rights to run as candidates for political office. A burgeoning

literature shows that a considerable segment of voters, predominantly on the political right,

is reluctant to vote said candidates into office (Besco 2020; Fisher et al. 2015; Portmann

and Stojanović 2019; Street 2014; Thrasher et al. 2017). Such electoral discrimination on

the part of voters contributes to the enduring underrepresentation of the population with

a migration background (Dancygier et al. 2015; Sobolewska 2013), and challenges the

premise of political equality that lies at the heart of liberal democracies (Dahl 2006).

As there is growing evidence of discrimination against immigrant-origin candidates

across contexts, understanding the nature of electoral discrimination and voters’ underly-

ing psychological-cognitive processes is fundamental to advancing this field of research

(see also Sobolewska 2017). I take a step toward this goal by incorporating literature on in-

group favoritism from social psychology into the study of electoral discrimination. This

literature shows that “discrimination occurs more often as differential favoring than as

differential harming” (Greenwald and Pettigrew 2014, 670). Specifically, I analyze the

explanatory role of stereotypes in two distinct forms of discrimination, one rooted in out-

group hostility (discrimination against immigrant-origin candidates) and the other arising

from in-group favoritism (discrimination in favor of majority candidates). The latter form

of discriminatory behavior is expressed by reserving electoral benefits to candidates and is

expected to arise from voters who positively stereotype majority candidates.

It is “one of the most well-supported psychological findings” that people tend to be
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positively biased toward members of their own group (Fischer and Derham 2016, 1; Brewer

2017; Greenwald and Pettigrew 2014; Jardina 2020; Tajfel 1970; see Balliet, Wu, and De

Dreu 2014 and Mullen, Brown, and Smith 1992 for meta-analyses). Hundreds of stud-

ies on in-group favoritism have revealed the prevalence of such a positive bias regarding

attitudes as well as with respect to behaviors (Brewer 2017, 90). In terms of attitudes, em-

pirical research shows that stereotypes—beliefs about the characteristics and attributes of

social groups—often consist of associating positive characteristics more with an in-group

(e.g., in the US, white Americans) than with an out-group (e.g., African Americans) (Do-

vidio, Mann, and Gaertner 1989; Gaertner and McLaughlin 1983; Hamley et al. 2020).

Regarding behavior, individuals tend to allocate more resources (e.g., monetary endow-

ments) to in-group compared to out-group individuals; that is, they discriminate in favor of

in-group members (e.g., De Dreu 2010; Shah, Brazy, and Higgins 2004). Social psycholog-

ical research furthermore suggests that in-group favoritism is not only more prevalent than

out-group hostility (Greenwald and Pettigrew 2014), but that the two forms of biases are

also theoretically and empirically distinguishable. Specifically, this literature shows that

they form at different stages in the development process, with in-group favoritism forming

first (Buttelmann and Böhm 2014); correlate with specific individual-level characteristics

(Bizumic et al. 2009; De Dreu 2010; Shah, Brazy, and Higgins 2004); and tend to exist

independently from each other (Brewer 2017; Buttelmann and Böhm 2014).

Electoral behavior literature has largely ignored the role of in-group favoritism (for im-

portant recent exceptions in the US context see Jardina 2019, 2020; Petrow, Transue, and

Vercellotti 2018). Instead, explanations for electoral discrimination have focused on neg-

ative attitudes and behaviors directed toward out-group minority candidates. In line with
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this view, an impressive amount of literature suggests that negative stereotypes of minority

candidates’ traits, beliefs and expected behavior in office can motivate discrimination (e.g.,

McDermott 1998; Piston 2010; Van Trappen, Devroe, and Wauters 2020).

With an original survey experiment fielded among Italian voters (N=1,943), I inves-

tigate how stereotypes mediate two types of discrimination, one attributed to in-group fa-

voritism and one rooted in out-group hostility. Italy represents an interesting case for anal-

ysis considering the significant rise in immigration in the last thirty years. A notable spike

in negative attitudes toward immigrants in Italy has coincided with the sharp increase in

immigration from the Middle East that began with the so-called “European refugee crisis”

in 2015. Although immigrant-origin individuals are increasingly visible as candidates on

Italian party ballots, they remain notably underrepresented in political offices (Vintila and

Morales 2018).

While the standard approach of similar studies is to measure stereotypes as a mediator

(see, e.g., Piston 2010; Van Trappen, Devroe, and Wauters 2020), I opted for a moderation-

of-process experiment that randomly manipulates candidate names (Italian or Algerian) as

well as the mediator (see also Campbell et al. 2019). The latter is manipulated by pre-

senting information about the candidates that contradicts stereotypical characteristics re-

garding personal traits and civic citizenship. According to stereotype-based explanations,

this information should override inferences drawn by voters based on stereotypes, thereby

decreasing the effect of candidate names. Following advice in the literature on in-group fa-

voritism, I measure discrimination not only in terms of the probability that respondents will

vote for a candidate, but also via a second measurement that includes an important tweak,

capturing favorable, neutral and hostile behavior toward candidates (see Greenwald and
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Pettigrew 2014, 676; Hewstone, Rubin, and Willis 2002). Specifically, respondents were

provided three options with regards to the candidate: allocating a positive rating (connot-

ing “discrimination in favor of”), allocating a negative rating (“discrimination against”), or

refraining from giving a rating. Furthermore, I use latent profile analysis to disentangle the

relationship between positive and negative stereotypes and their prevalence in the Italian

population.

Results from the experiment show, in line with previous studies in other countries

(Besco 2020; Portmann and Stojanović 2019; Street 2014), that electoral discrimination

occurs, albeit mainly concentrated among right-wing Italian citizens. Contrary to what

has previously been assumed, I find no evidence that stereotypes mediate discrimination

against candidates with a migration background. Strikingly, among the ideologically right-

wing voters who are the main locus of discrimination, stereotypes primarily mediate dis-

crimination in favor of majority candidates. This pattern suggests what has previously been

overlooked: that while stereotypes matter in elections, they mostly explain voters’ tendency

to reserve benefits to majority candidates. The significance of in-group favoritism is fur-

ther highlighted by the results from a latent profile analysis revealing that a large share of

Italian citizens hold positive stereotypes of majority candidates without negatively stereo-

typing immigrant-origin candidates.

The findings of this study have major implications regarding strategies to reduce dis-

crimination in elections, pointing to the importance of measures that tackle not only out-

group bias, but also voters’ reluctance to extend favorable evaluations and behavior to mi-

nority candidates. Parties and the media can contribute to alleviating in-group electoral

favoritism by priming positive characteristics of immigrant-origin candidates or propagat-
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ing an inclusive definition of who belongs to the in-group.

Stereotypes and voter behavior

I follow an extensive body of literature which considers voters who stereotype candidates

based on their social group (e.g., gender, race, ethnicity) as an explanation for discrimina-

tion in elections (e.g., Piston 2010; Van Trappen, Devroe, and Wauters 2020; Visalvanich

2017; for an overview see Block 2019). While stereotypes refer to attitudes, discrimination

captures behavior. Stereotypes are defined as widely shared beliefs and attitudes about the

characteristics of a given social group and individuals associated with that group (Dovidio

et al. 2010, 8; Lippmann 1922). Discrimination means “differential treatment” based on an

individual’s membership in a “socially salient group” (Lippert-Rasmussen 2018, 2; see also

Allport 1954; Oskooii 2020). The focus of this study is on minority candidates belonging

to the population with a migration background.

Positive in-group stereotypes and discrimination in favor of majority candidates

Many scholars have focused on negative stereotypes about minority candidates, assum-

ing that stereotypes “represent prejudice in its cognitive aspect” (Kinder 2013, 822). But

stereotypes may be more “complex”: not necessarily an expression of hostility, and “less

overtly negative” than has often been assumed (Gaertner and McLaughlin 1983, 30). An

extensive literature in social psychology (mostly focusing on the USA) shows that stereo-

types predominantly take the “mild form” of in-group favoritism, rather than out-group

hostility (Hewstone, Rubin, and Willis 2002, 579; see also Gaertner et al. 1993; Greenwald
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and Pettigrew 2014; Hamley et al. 2020). This is compatible with findings from Europe

suggesting that today “evaluative attitudes toward minorities have a positive as well as neg-

ative pole” and that many “think well of minorities” (Sniderman et al. 2014, 121, 140;

Sniderman and Stiglitz 2008). However, people with a migration background may still

receive less positive evaluations than those without a migration background.

Applied to the electoral context, these findings suggest that positive stereotypes of in-

group majority candidates may be more prevalent than negative stereotypes of out-group

minority candidates. At this point, it is important to emphasize that I am not assuming

that these stereotypes are limited to majority voters; individuals of immigrant-origin can

hold positive in-group or negative out-group stereotypes as well. However, candidates with

a migration background, because of their minority status in the population, will be most

detrimentally affected by these stereotypes.

Positive stereotypes of majority candidates (in-group favoritism at the attitudinal level)

are expected to lead voters to discriminate in favor of said candidates (in-group favoritism

at the behavioral level) (Brewer 2017; Greenwald and Pettigrew 2014; Hewstone, Rubin,

and Willis 2002). Such discrimination in favor of majority candidates occurs when voters

reserve benefits (e.g., actions that express explicit support) to candidates of their in-group

(Brewer 2017; Greenwald and Pettigrew 2014; Magni 2020). Minority candidates, there-

fore, face a disadvantage not only because majority voters discriminate against them, but

because voters discriminating in favor of majority candidates effectively penalize them.

Most research on voter behavior has not distinguished between the two forms of discrimi-

natory behavior (for a recent exception, see Portmann and Stojanović 2020). This is surpris-

ing, given the extensive literature in social psychology which shows that “much intergroup
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discrimination takes the form of ingroup favoritism” (Brewer 2017, 90). Hence, in this

article I assess the impact of stereotypes on pro-in-group behavior separately from their in-

fluence on action against candidates of the out-group. These arguments yield the following

hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1: Voters discriminate in favor of majority candidates relative to

candidates with a migration background.

Hypothesis 2: Stereotypical beliefs mediate discrimination in favor of majority

candidates.

To what extent are in-group favoritism (positive stereotypes and discrimination in fa-

vor of majority candidates) and out-group hostility (negative stereotypes and discrimina-

tion against candidates with a migration background) different phenomena? Sniderman et

al. (2000, 146) note that “[e]thnocentrism, classically conceived, yokes together outgroup

hostility and ingroup identification. Perhaps the two terms should be uncoupled.” In line

with this claim, Brewer (2017) argues that intergroup biases can (theoretically) be divided

into the portion which is due to relative favorability toward in-group members and the

share that stems from negativity toward members of the out-group. This theoretical claim

is corroborated by extensive empirical research (e.g., De Figueiredo and Elkins 2003; Do-

vidio, Mann, and Gaertner 1989; Gaertner and McLaughlin 1983; Greenwald and Pettigrew

2014; Hamley et al. 2020). For instance, based on a series of studies, Mummendey and Ot-

ten (1998, 117) note that “[p]ositive comparisons, which result in the ingroup being ‘better

than’ the outgroup, seem to be different from those which mean being ‘less bad’.” Other

research emphasizes the conditional relationship of these two intergroup biases and argues

that only under certain circumstances does in-group favoritism lead to out-group hostility
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(Brewer 1999, 430). This may occur in a situation where losses for the out-group are per-

ceived as beneficial to the in-group. Moreover, in-group favoritism even occurs when the

out-group is not explicitly specified (Brewer 2017). Taken together, we may conclude that

in-group favoritism can under certain conditions lead to out-group hostility but it far from

implies it. Based on this literature, I argue that an in-group favoritism toward majority can-

didates can—and should be—distinguished from out-group hostility targeted at minority

candidates.

The importance of this distinction is further highlighted by findings showing that

individual-level characteristics that correlate with in-group favoritism are quite different

from those related to out-group hostility (Brewer 2017; Hamley et al. 2020). Specifically,

research reveals that a social value orientation and devotion are associated with in-group

favoritism, but are not related to out-group hostility and intergroup conflict (Bizumic et

al. 2009; De Dreu 2010; Shah, Brazy, and Higgins 2004). By contrast, individuals’ belief

in the superiority of their own group and desire for security predict out-group hostility, yet

are not linked to in-group favoritism (Bizumic et al. 2009; Shah, Brazy, and Higgins 2004).

These findings indicate that strategies aimed at tackling in-group favoritism must address

other aspects of bias than those focusing on combating out-group hostility.

Three recent and notable studies incorporate in-group favoritism within an explanation

of electoral behavior, with a focus on the US context (Jardina 2019, 2020; Petrow, Transue,

and Vercellotti 2018). The core theoretical argument of the studies is that a common white

identity—activated when white voters see their status as members of a dominant group

threatened—is prevalent in the electorate. Voters with a strong white in-group identity tend

to support policies and candidates that, in their view, stand for the interests of the white
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population—primarily, candidates who themselves belong to this social group. In contrast

to these existing studies, I assess positive stereotypes that voters hold of the in-group as an

explanation for discrimination in favor of majority candidates.

Electoral discrimination and voters’ ideological position

Recent studies suggest that different blocs of voters contribute to varying degrees to dis-

crimination against immigrant-origin candidates. In particular, electoral discrimination

differs according to the party preference and ideological positioning of a voter. Empiri-

cal studies show that candidates with a migration background face negative consequences

mainly when appearing on right-wing party lists (Besco 2020; Janssen 2020; Portmann

and Stojanović 2019; Street 2014). This can presumably be explained by the prevalence of

negative attitudes toward minorities among right-wing parties and their supporters (Besco

2020, 2; Ivarsflaten, Blinder, and Bjånesøy 2020). Insights from this research are incorpo-

rated in the analysis of this article by analyzing discrimination and the mediating effect of

stereotypes separately for different groups based on the ideological position of voters.

The Italian context

Immigration to Italy has—in comparison to many western or northern European coun-

tries—been a relatively recent phenomenon. In particular in the last thirty years, the coun-

try has experienced a considerable rise in the number of immigrants, mostly from Eastern

Europe (Romania, Albania, Poland), North Africa (Morocco, Egypt, Algeria), Asia (China,

Philippines), and Latin America (Brazil, Argentina) (Levy 2018, 51; Venturini 2004). Since
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the beginning of the so-called “European refugee crisis” in 2015, immigration has further

increased, notably from the Middle East and Africa (Castelli Gattinara 2017, 318). Today,

Italy is a multicultural country in which people from all corners of the world live, including

over one million Muslims (Levy 2018, 49). As a result, both the foreign-born share of the

population (10.4 per cent) and the number of naturalizations in Italy (1.9 per 1,000 resi-

dents in 2018 and more than 2 per cent of the resident population since 1998) are rapidly

growing.1

Several indicators in different public opinion surveys suggest that anti-immigrant at-

titudes in Italy are comparable to or, since the onset of the “refugee crisis,” slightly more

widespread than in other European countries (Castelli Gattinara 2017, 322–4). Yet a large

share of the Italian population is also supportive of policies concerning citizenship and vot-

ing rights for foreigners that facilitate the political inclusion of people with a migration

background (Vintila and Morales 2018, 533).

Are Muslim immigrants perceived as particularly problematic? Contrary to what one

might expect, Muslim immigrants (from North Africa in particular) are in socio-cultural

terms comparatively well integrated in Italy (Fokkema and Haas 2011, 13). Nevertheless,

the hostility toward Muslim immigrants that has increased across Europe in recent years is

also prevalent in Italy (Castelli Gattinara 2017, 324). This may be explained in part by the

fact of the Catholic Church’s still relatively strong presence in Italian society and politics,

which may contribute to the persistence of a common Italian self-perception or national

identity as white and Catholic (Levy 2018, 49).

1see https://data.oecd.org/migration/foreign-born-population.htm, https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/

statistics-explained/index.php/Acquisition of citizenship statistics, and http://dati.istat.it/?lang=en#.
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The population with a migration background is significantly underrepresented in Ital-

ian politics (Vintila and Morales 2018).2 In the legislative period from 2008 to 2013, only

1.5 per cent of the members of the national parliament had a migration background, as com-

pared to an estimated 6.7 per cent of the population.3 For the period from 1993 to 2016,

figures show that most parliamentary representatives of immigrant-origin came from other

European countries (e.g., France, Greece, Spain), followed by people from Latin America

(Argentina and Dominican Republic) and African countries (mainly Algeria, Congo, and

Morocco), with the latter two groups being increasingly represented in the Italian parlia-

ment in the last 15 years (Vintila and Morales 2018).

Moderation-of-process survey experiment

To test my theoretical arguments, I carried out an online survey experiment (see, e.g., Mutz

2011). My theoretical arguments imply causal processes: to what extent can electoral dis-

crimination toward candidates with a migration background be explained by the cognitive

process of stereotyping? In other words, (how) do stereotypes mediate discrimination in

elections? Measuring the causal mechanisms through which a treatment affects an outcome

is challenging. My experimental approach is based on Spencer, Zanna, and Fong (2005)

2Only recently have figures on immigrant-origin members of parliament been gathered systematically

for a number of European countries as part of the project Pathways to Power (Morales et al. 2017). In this

project, on which Vintila and Morales (2018) rely, members of parliament of immigrant-origin are defined

as those who a) were born abroad as foreign nationals and who (may) have acquired the citizenship of the

resident country (1st generation), or b) have/had one parent of foreign nationality at birth (2nd generation)

(Morales et al. 2017, 3).
3The share of immigrant-origin individuals in the population refers to Italian residents (including Italian

citizens and foreigners).
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and Acharya, Blackwell, and Sen (2018) who propose an experimental design that pro-

vides some respondents with information on mediating variables while withholding such

information from other respondents.

Participants

The survey experiment was administered to a sample of 1,943 Italian citizens recruited by

Dynata (formerly Research Now SSI) from 25 May through 3 June 2019. The sample is

approximately representative of the general Italian population with respect to gender and

age and includes only enfranchised Italian citizens. Since recent studies show that the left-

right ideology or party preference of voters is related to electoral discrimination (Besco

2020; Portmann and Stojanović 2019; Street 2014), I assign subjects to the experimental

conditions by blocking within strata defined by respondents’ ideological position (see Imai,

King, and Stuart 2008). Furthermore, because subjects were asked to evaluate a candidate

of their preferred party, I focus my analysis on respondents who indicated a party they

“feel close to,” i.e. on partisan respondents.4 As a result, out of the 1,943 respondents,

346 dropped out of the study and 1,597 observations are considered for the analysis (for

an overview of the number of observations in the experimental groups see Table 1 in the

online appendix).5

4By excluding respondents who did not feel close to any party/movement, the results of this study can

only be generalized to the entire electoral population to a limited extent. I expect that my estimates are rather

conservative in that discrimination might be more prevalent among non-partisans, who may be more willing

to switch parties in order to support a preferred candidate.
5In my sample there are 49 respondents (approximately 3 per cent) who reported having a migration

background. For these respondents, the candidate with a migration background may not always constitute

an out-group candidate. The number of individuals with a migration background in my survey may only
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Research design and procedure

In the experiment, subjects are instructed to read a brief description of a person whom

the party they feel closest to (henceforth labeled “preferred party”) is considering nomi-

nating (putatively based on the opinion of experts) as a candidate for upcoming national

parliamentary elections (for the sake of simplicity, I sometimes refer to these “potential

candidates” simply as “candidates”).

An observable implication of stereotype-based theories is the following: If voters infer

candidate characteristics based on a candidate’s migration background, then voters should

take the migration background less into account when they receive explicit information

about the inferred characteristics (see also Campbell et al. 2019). Put differently, providing

voters with information—counter-stereotypical information in particular—is expected to

significantly override the inferences made by voters (Conroy-Krutz 2013). Hence, to test

the mediating effect of stereotypes, I analyze whether the effect of the candidate’s name

is smaller under conditions in which positive information on the candidate is provided

(when stereotyping should be disrupted), compared to situations in which such information

is absent (for a similar approach see Bor 2020 and Campbell et al. 2019). Therefore, I

manipulate in the vignettes (a) the treatment, by altering the name of the candidates, and

(b) the mediator, through either providing or withholding a positive characterization of the

approximately reflect their actual share among the enfranchised Italian population (persons who hold Italian

citizenship and who are of voting age) where they account for minimum 1 per cent according to a conservative

estimate by Vintila and Morales (2018). The fact that the proportion of persons with a migration background

in Italy is (still) relatively low both in the survey and in the enfranchised population suggests that any bias

resulting from a potential imbalance regarding the inclusion of immigrant-origin individuals in this survey

can be expected to be fairly small (for a discussion see Barreto et al. 2018).
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candidate. The positive information about the candidate is counter-stereotypical in that it

contradicts prevalent perceptions of immigrant-origin individuals.

I consider two sets of stereotypes: first, those capturing traits, and second, stereo-

types regarding “civic citizenship.” The literature in social psychology has predominantly

focused on stereotypes regarding character traits (“Trait stereotypes”). This research shows

that sizable segments of the populations in European countries do not believe that immi-

grants act honestly and are law-abiding, and perceive them as intrusive, lazy, and even (to

some extent) prone to act violently (Lee and Fiske 2006; Sniderman et al. 2000; Snider-

man and Hagendoorn 2007). Sociological research on boundary making and citizenship

has highlighted the importance of ascriptions that portray immigrants as “outsiders” who

lack loyalty to their nation of residence (Bail 2008, 38; Simonsen and Bonikowski 2020;

Sniderman and Hagendoorn 2007). These stereotypes propagate the notion in the electoral

sphere that immigrant-origin candidates fail to live up to the civic culture that is constitutive

for the nation (“Civic citizenship stereotypes”).

Based on this literature, I manipulate the purported mediating variable “stereotyping”

in the vignettes by positively describing the candidates’ traits (as sincere, honest, respected

and with a high level of expertise) and/or civic citizenship (as someone who promotes local

and national Italian interests, values Italian culture and has a deep understanding of the

Italian political system). As described above, the positive information about the candidates

(in terms of traits and/or civic citizenship) is expected to override stereotypes in the minds

of voters and decrease electoral discrimination. In the control condition (where stereotypes

are not manipulated) the participants do not receive this positive description and see only

basic background information about the candidate, which is included in all vignettes. All
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four candidate descriptions are provided in the online appendix in Section B.1.

I manipulate the migration background of the fictitious candidate by presenting a name

that is either typically Italian (Giuseppe Martinelli) or foreign (Ahmed Haddou). An Al-

gerian name was chosen for the foreign name because a) I expect that the name can be

easily identified as foreign, and b) people from northern Africa make up a significant share

of the immigrant-origin population in Italy, which has resulted in individuals of this group

being referred to as the prototypical immigrant (Kosic, Mannetti, and Sam 2005). In recent

years, such individuals have started to gain access to both national and regional parliaments

(Vintila and Morales 2018).

Two pilot studies conducted via Dynata from 18 April through 19 April 2019 (N=442)

and from 3 May through 8 May 2019 (N=242) confirmed that my treatment (candidate

name) and manipulations of information are effective (for a more extensive discussion of

the results from the pretests see online appendix section B.2).

In sum, my experimental design manipulates both the treatment, by describing a can-

didate with either an Italian (T0) or a foreign (T1) name (T ∈ {0, 1}), and the mediator

(Mi ∈ {m0,m1, m2,m3}), by either providing or withholding information about candi-

dates. While the baseline condition describes the potential candidate only with his name,

age, and party affiliation (m0), other respondents receive in addition a description that in-

cludes information about the candidate’s positive character traits (m1), positive civic citi-

zenship (m2), or both (m3). Hence, I employ a 2 x 4 factorial design that results in eight con-

ditions and which permits assessment of discrimination by comparing responses between

subjects (see also Greenwald and Pettigrew 2014, 678). After reading these vignettes, re-

spondents answer questions about the degree to which they support or oppose the potential
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candidate (Yi).

The indicated difference in electoral support between the candidate with an Algerian

name and the candidate with an Italian name—absent any other information—corresponds

to the average baseline effect of a candidate’s migration background: ABE (t0,t1,m0) =

E[Yi(t0,m0) - Yi(t1,m0)]. Electoral discrimination is evident if the average baseline effect is

non-zero—that is, if respondents treat the candidate with the Italian name differently from

the candidate with the Algerian name.6

Measurement of dependent variables

As my first dependent variable, I measure (on a 11-point scale) how likely the respondent is

to vote for the candidate in (putative) upcoming Italian national elections if he is nominated

by the respondent’s preferred party. Italy employs a parallel voting system, in which 37 per

cent of the seats are allocated using a first-past-the-post system (FPTP) in single-member

districts and 63 per cent via a proportional representation system in multi-member districts

(see Garzia 2019). In the experiment I indicated that the potential candidate would run for

a seat elected via FPTP. Because Italians can only cast their vote for a candidate if they

vote for the candidate’s party, they may face a trade-off between voting for their preferred

party and for a specific candidate. That is why I include another dependent variable for

the purpose of checking the robustness of the results (again measured on a 11-point scale),

which captures the extent to which the respondent supports the proposition that his or her

6Power analyses confirm that the sample size of the group Mi = m0 (n >= 202 in each experimental

group) and considering the experimental groups within subgroups based on the ideological position of re-

spondents (left, center, right) (n >= 50 in each experimental group) yield sufficient levels of power to detect

moderate effect sizes (Cohen 1988).
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preferred party should nominate the candidate.

Refinements in the measurement of the dependent variables are needed in order to

distinguish between “discrimination against” and “discrimination in favor of” candidates.

Specifically, such measures should be designed by “including positive-, negative- and

neutral-outcome conditions” (Hewstone, Rubin, and Willis 2002, 579; see also Greenwald

and Pettigrew 2014). Typically, studies that aim to disentangle in-group favoritism from

out-group hostility provide the option to allocate positive stimuli to in-group members (e.g.,

make monetary endowments), withdraw positive stimuli or allocate negative ones to the

out-group (e.g., take away monetary endowments), and a neutral option (e.g., refrain from

allocating and withdrawing monetary endowments) (see Buttelmann and Böhm 2014; De

Dreu 2010; Halevy, Bornstein, and Sagiv 2008). Accordingly, in the experiment, respon-

dents were told that the researchers would forward an overall evaluation of the potential

candidate to the party. They had the opportunity to give the potential candidate a positive,

neutral, or negative rating. The positive rating would increase the overall evaluation of the

candidate, the negative rating would decrease it and the neutral rating would not influence

the overall evaluation. For the analysis, these responses were collapsed into two binary

indicators. The first variable captures whether a respondent assigned a positive (1) or a

non-positive (that is, a negative or neutral) (0) rating. Likewise, the second variable takes

the value (1) for a negative rating and the value (0) for those who cast a non-negative (a

positive or neutral) rating (descriptive statistics of the dependent variables are provided in

Table 2 in the online appendix and Section C in the online appendix reports the question

wording for all the dependent variables).
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Results

In this section I first explore whether there is, in fact, evidence of electoral discrimina-

tion. Previous studies on electoral discrimination against candidates with a migration back-

ground suggest that discrimination occurs mainly among right-wing party voters (Besco

2020; Portmann and Stojanović 2019). Therefore, I analyze discrimination separately for

different groups of respondents according to their ideological position (left, center, right).

This inquiry is the basis for the subsequent section, which is dedicated to the analysis of

the mediating effect of stereotypes on this discrimination. Finally, I assess the prevalence

and relationship of negative and positive stereotypes in the Italian population. All esti-

mates in this article are obtained from linear regression models, while online appendix E

provides results from logit models. Dependent variables are rescaled to a scale from 0 to 1

to facilitate interpretation of the results.

The effect of candidate names

In order to explore electoral discrimination, I subset the data by only including respon-

dents in the control condition who did not receive any further information about the can-

didate’s character traits or civic citizenship. I consider that the effect of the candidate’s

name may depend on the ideological position of the respondent by including an interaction

effect between the respondent’s ideological position (left, center, right) and the name of the

candidate (see Equation 1). Results on overall discrimination regardless of respondents’
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ideological position are discussed in Section D of the appendix.7

Yi = β0 + β1Cand.namei + β2Ideol.i + β3Cand.nameiXIdeol.i + β4(Mi= Control) + εi (1)

Figure 1 presents estimates of the effect of candidate name on electoral support (and

opposition) by ideological position of respondents. Following Brambor, Clark, and Golder

(2006) and Pepinsky (2018), I report predicted values of the dependent variables in the

figure and provide regression output tables in the online appendix (Tables 7 and 8). In

line with previous studies, results provide strong evidence that electoral discrimination

is related to a citizen’s ideological position. Findings in Figure 1 show that, in fact, it

is primarily citizens who place themselves ideologically on the Right who discriminate

against the candidate with the Algerian name. This manifests itself in their providing less

approval for their party nominating the potential candidate with the Algerian name and

their being less likely to vote for this candidate should he run under the party’s banner.

Furthermore, results in Figure 1 indicate that discrimination against the candidate with an

Algerian name is prevalent among right-wing voters, although left and center voters show

a tendency in this direction as well. Finally, I find that it is mainly right-wing respondents

who discriminate in favor of the candidate with the Italian name. In fact, citizens who

position themselves ideologically on the left tend to discriminate slightly in favor of the

candidate with the Algerian name (p=0.030).
7Further analyses in this section of the appendix provide evidence that results regarding electoral dis-

crimination are robust if generalized linear (instead of linear) models are estimated and when respondents of

immigrant-origin are excluded from the analyses.
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Figure 1: The effect of candidate names on electoral support and opposition, by ideological
position of respondents
Note: Mean predicted values of the dependent variables and 95 per cent confidence intervals. All
the dependent variables are re-scaled to a range [0,1].

Overall, results in Figure 1 strongly support the notion that the phenomenon of elec-

toral discrimination is driven by citizens with a right-wing ideological attitude. Ideologi-

cally right-wing Italian citizens not only discriminate against immigrant-origin candidates,

but they also—as suggested by Hypothesis 1—clearly discriminate in favor of majority

candidates.

Do stereotypes explain electoral discrimination?

In order to assess the mediating effect of stereotyping, I again use linear regression and in-

clude a dummy for the treatment (Ti) which captures the name of the candidate, a variable
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indicating the manipulation of the mediator (Mi) and an interaction between the treatment

and the manipulation of the mediator (TiMi). The interaction effect indicates whether the

effect of the candidate’s name depends on the manipulation of information about the candi-

date (see Equation 2). I expect that differences in dependent variables between candidates

with an Algerian and those with an Italian name diminish in the treatment conditions—that

is, when positive information about candidates is provided.

Yi = β0 + β1CandidateNamei + β2Informationi + β3CandidateNameiXInformationi + εi (2)

Based on the finding that electoral discrimination differs considerably between respon-

dents depending on their ideological position, I estimate the mediating effect of stereotypes

for each subgroup (left, center, right) separately. Specifically, as discrimination seems to

a large extent to be driven by right-wing citizens, it is of particular relevance to determine

whether stereotypes mediate electoral discrimination among those respondents.

Figure 2 reports predicted values of the dependent variables for each of the exper-

imental conditions, focusing on respondents with ideologically center and left positions.

The results indicate that, overall, stereotypes do not mediate the effect of the candidate’s

name among center and left-wing respondents. This is evident from the difference be-

tween the two candidates being largely stable across experimental conditions. In fact, in

all experimental conditions, there is no evidence that respondents treat the candidate with

the Algerian name differently than they do the one with the Italian name. In other words,

whether or not positive information about the candidates is provided, results do not indicate

electoral discrimination among left-wing and center respondents. This is the case for all
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dependent variables. Tables 9 and 10 in the online appendix confirm that the interaction

effects do not reach the level of statistical significance. The only significant interaction ef-

fect in the models suggests that, among left-wing citizens, the candidate with the Algerian

name seems to benefit somewhat less from a positive description regarding character traits

with respect to the likelihood to being allocated a positive rating (p=0.039). Concretely,

left-wing voters tend to adjust their tendency to discriminate in favor of the immigrant-

origin candidate if candidates are described with positive traits. Overall, since left-wing

and center citizens, on average, did not discriminate against the immigrant-origin candidate

in the first place, these results are rather unsurprising.

Figure 2: The mediating effect of stereotypes on electoral discrimination, ideologically
left and center respondents
Note: Mean predicted values of the dependent variables and 95 per cent confidence intervals for the
different experimental conditions. Center and left-wing respondents are included in the estimations.
All the dependent variables are re-scaled to a range [0,1].
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More interesting are the results concerning voters who position themselves on the right

in the ideological spectrum. It is among this group of voters that discrimination in elections

mainly occurs, as demonstrated in the previous section. Figure 3 reports the results on the

mediating effect of stereotypes for respondents who hold right-wing ideological positions.

Interestingly, positive information about character traits and civic citizenship does not

substantially influence electoral discrimination with respect to the likelihood that right-

wing citizens will approve of nominating or vote for the candidate with a migration back-

ground. This is observable from the difference between the two candidates being largely

comparable between the control and treatment conditions regarding these dependent vari-

ables. There is only a slight tendency for respondents to discriminate somewhat less if

the candidates are positively described regarding civic citizenship, although the interaction

effects do not reach the level of statistical significance regarding both support for nomi-

nation (p=0.350) and likelihood to vote for the candidate (p=0.175; see also Table 11 in

the online appendix). Regardless of how the candidates are described, right-wing voters

tend to approve of nominating the potential candidate with an Italian name more than they

do the candidate with an Algerian name and would be more likely to vote for him were

he to be nominated. The results speak against the widespread assumption that stereotypes

serve as an explanation for discriminatory behavior among right-wing voters in elections.

This finding is surprising, given that a broad literature has argued that stereotypes explain

discrimination against racial minority candidates (see, e.g., Piston 2010; Visalvanich 2017).

In the next step, I explore the mediating effect of stereotypes concerning discrimi-

nation in favor of and discrimination against the candidates separately. Again, Figure 3

shows that in the scenario where these candidates are described positively regarding char-
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acter traits and/or civic citizenship, citizens who place themselves ideologically on the right

only slightly (not substantially) adjust their discriminatory tendency regarding allocation of

a negative rating (p-values > 0.1). In all the experimental conditions, they are more willing

to allocate a negative rating to the potential candidate who has an Algerian name compared

to one with an Italian name (see also the interaction effects which are not significant in

Table 11 in the online appendix).

By contrast, respondents are significantly more willing to also allocate a positive rat-

ing to potential candidates with an Algerian name if they have further positive information

on the candidates. Indeed, the discrimination in favor of majority candidates is consider-

ably reduced or even eliminated in the experimental conditions which positively describe

the candidates. Put another way: Absent any further information about the two candidates,

Italian voters are more likely to give a positive rating to the candidate with the Italian name

as compared to the one with an Algerian name, i.e. they discriminate in favor of the major-

ity candidate. However, when they are provided with further positive information about the

candidates, they adjust their pro-in-group behavior, because then right-wing voters dispro-

portionately increase their willingness to allocate a positive rating to the candidate with the

migration background compared to the one with the Italian name. In fact, this information

does not change respondents’ likelihood of allocating a positive rating to the candidate with

an Italian name, but it considerably impacts their likelihood of doing so if the candidate has

an Algerian name. Providing positive information about candidates, therefore, counters

a pro-in-group bias, and consequently, decreases discrimination in favor of the majority

candidates. This finding is further corroborated by the result which shows that all three

stereotypical manipulations mediate discrimination in favor of majority candidates in this
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way (see Figure 3 and Table 11 in the online appendix). The mediating effect is clearest

and most pronounced in conditions in which only traits (p=0.018) and civic citizenship

(p=0.026) are manipulated; the interaction effect regarding the group with both positive

character traits and civic citizenship information is statistically significant at the 0.1 level

with a p-value=0.099. Overall, this means that right-wing Italian citizens in experimental

conditions with positive descriptions of the potential candidate adjusted their reluctance to

allocate a positive rating to the immigrant-origin candidate compared to those in the con-

trol condition. These findings regarding right-wing citizens support Hypothesis 2, which

expects that stereotypes mediate discrimination in favor of majority candidates.

Taken together, although overall stereotypes have little mediating effect on discrimina-

tion against immigrant-origin candidates in elections, they go some way toward explaining

the stronger positive support for majority candidates (as compared to candidates with a mi-

gration background) among right-wing Italian citizens. This suggests that other factors that

remain largely immune to changes in the information environment (e.g., deeply rooted prej-

udices) may better explain discrimination against immigrant-origin candidates. However,

the results also indicate that by providing positive information about candidates, right-wing

parties can foster extra support for candidates with a migration background among some of

their voters.
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Figure 3: The mediating effect of stereotypes on electoral discrimination, ideologically
right-wing respondents
Note: Mean predicted values of the dependent variables and 95 per cent confidence intervals for the
different experimental conditions. Right-wing respondents are included in the estimations. All the
dependent variables are re-scaled to a range [0,1].

The prevalence of positive and negative stereotypes

My theoretical reasoning implies that positive stereotypes of the in-group support discrim-

ination in favor of majority candidates, while negative ones of the out-group explain dis-

crimination against minority candidates. How prevalent are these different forms of stereo-

types?

The analysis of an Implicit Association Test (IAT) in which respondents participated

at the end of the survey provides evidence that Italian citizens have a tendency to associate

candidates with Algerian names more strongly with negative characteristics and/or less

strongly with positive ones than they do candidates with Italian names (see online appendix

Sections F.1.1 and F.2.1). This analysis, however, does not allow me to determine how

prevalent positive stereotypes of majority candidates are compared to negative stereotypes

of minority candidates.
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Therefore, I had respondents participate in an additional task after the experiment.

Before they took part in the IAT they evaluated another set of two hypothetical candidates:

one with an Italian name (Lorenzo Marino) and one with an Algerian name (Omar Zi-

dane). The hypothetical candidates were presented in a randomly selected order regarding

nine characteristics capturing traits and civic citizenship (Section G of the online appendix

reports the complete survey flow including all questions). Each of the nine characteristics

was presented on a separate bipolar scale ranging from the most negative (e.g., incompe-

tent) to the most positive (e.g., competent). Figure 2 in the appendix shows that Italian

citizens, on average, rate both the candidate with the Algerian name and the one with the

Italian name positively with regard to a majority of characteristics. However, the respon-

dents’ evaluations of the candidate with the Algerian name were on average consistently

less positive (and regarding certain characteristics even slightly negative).

In order to assess positive or negative stereotypes at the individual level, I follow recent

political science research that has used latent profile analysis to detect clusters in the data

(Ahlquist and Breunig 2012; Alvarez, Levin, and Núñez 2017). This approach serves to

identify different groups of individuals in the sample who show similarities regarding the

stereotypes they hold (e.g., positive in-group stereotypes, negative out-group stereotypes

or the combination thereof). Latent profile analysis is a form of cluster analysis that relies

on mixture models (for a description see Section F.1.2 in the online appendix). It identifies

hidden groups (i.e. profiles) in the data based on statistical models, and one advantage

of this approach is that the number of clusters can be determined by comparing different

models (see Ahlquist and Breunig 2012). I compare BIC scores to identify the model

that best approximates the data (Ahlquist and Breunig 2012; see Table 13 in the online
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appendix).

Applying this evaluation criteria results in a three-profile model solution. Figure 4

shows the estimated mean evaluation (and 95 per cent confidence intervals) regarding each

characteristic for the three profiles derived from the model. The preferred model solution

identifies two profiles that show a tendency to evaluate the candidate with the Italian name

more favorably than the one with the Algerian name (see Profiles A and B in Figure 4). In

the third profile (Profile C), which covers only a relatively small number of the respondents

(3 per cent), the evaluation does not observably vary in a consistent way with candidate

names. Of the two profiles where bias is evident, both point towards an in-group favoritism.

In the most prevalent profile (Profile A; 65 per cent of respondents), however, this tendency

exists mainly for characteristics that capture civic citizenship (less so regarding character

traits). With regard to these characteristics, respondents who are attributed to this profile

evaluate the candidate with an Algerian name neutrally (except with regard to “knowledge

of Italian politics,” where the evaluation is slightly negative) and the candidate with an

Italian name positively. The last profile (33 per cent of respondents) reveals a surprisingly

consistent picture of in-group favoritism. Regarding all characteristics, the immigrant-

origin candidate is evaluated neutrally, but the majority candidate is rated positively (see

Profile B).
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Figure 4: Evaluation of candidates (Algerian vs. Italian name) for the three profiles iden-
tified by latent profile analysis
Note: The plot depicts mean ratings of traits and civic citizenship surrounded and 95% confidence
intervals. The three groups/profiles are derived from latent profile analysis. Symbols indicate the
name of the candidate (Algerian, Italian) that respondents rated. The respondents are distributed
among the profiles as follows: Profile A (in-group favoritism regarding civic citizenship): 895
(65%); Profile B (in-group favoritism general pattern): 451 (33%); Profile C (unbiased/unclear
pattern): 41 (3%).

Overall, these two approaches to measure the pervasiveness and positive/negative va-

lence of stereotypes provide strong evidence for the notion that stereotypes of immigrant-

origin candidates are widespread in the Italian population. Specifically, results suggest that

a large share of respondents hold positive stereotypes of the majority candidate, but mostly

without being negatively biased toward the immigrant-origin candidate.

Conclusion

Do candidates with a migration background incur an electoral penalty? What form does

this discrimination take, a positive in-group bias or a negative out-group bias? And (how)

can stereotype-based approaches contribute to explaining this electoral discrimination? Al-
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though the mediating role of stereotypes has attracted considerable attention in the political

science literature on racial minority candidates, we know little about these questions as they

pertain to immigrant-origin minorities. And despite widespread consensus in social psy-

chological research that discrimination can result from both out-group hostility (“discrimi-

nation against”) and in-group favoritism (“discrimination in favor of”), the extant research

on electoral discrimination has not distinguished between these two conceptualizations.

Specifically, the latter form of discrimination, which expresses itself by reserving benefits

for the in-group, has been largely ignored in political behavior literature. This article, there-

fore, crosses disciplinary boundaries and offers a new perspective on the study of electoral

discrimination by including in-group favoritism in the research.

In line with prior studies, I show that immigrant-origin candidates incur an electoral

penalty, strongly driven by right-wing citizens. Can stereotype-based approaches con-

tribute to explaining this electoral discrimination among right-wing individuals? Yes, but

in a different way than has often been assumed. Providing citizens with positive informa-

tion about candidates’ character traits and civic citizenship—which is expected to counter

stereotypes in the case of immigrant-origin candidates—does not substantially reduce dis-

crimination against an immigrant-origin candidate. However, presenting these positive

descriptions alongside candidates’ names diminishes—in line with stereotype-based expla-

nations—discrimination in favor of the majority candidate. These findings, which point

to the importance of stereotypes in explaining discrimination in the form of in-group fa-

voritism, are further corroborated by the results from a latent profile analysis. This ad-

ditional analysis shows that a clear majority of Italian citizens hold positive stereotypes

of majority candidates (which are expected to underlie discrimination in favor of majority
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candidates) without being negatively biased toward immigrant-origin candidates (i.e., they

evaluate the latter candidates in largely neutral terms).

This study adds to the literature on electoral discrimination in at least two respects.

First, findings from this study highlight the importance of distinguishing between “dis-

crimination against” minority candidates and “discrimination in favor of” majority candi-

dates, by showing that stereotypes mediate the latter form of discrimination in particular.

Second, my results suggest that stereotypes about minority candidates are not solely neg-

ative; actually, they often take the form of disproportionately less positive evaluations of

said candidates. This points to new paths for research, which has so far largely neglected

the role that in-group favoritism among majority voters (i.e. those without a migration

background) plays in explaining electoral behavior (for recent exceptions see Jardina 2019,

2020; Petrow, Transue, and Vercellotti 2018).

I expect that findings from this research will, in important ways, inform the debate

about strategies to combat discrimination against minority candidates. These strategies

must not (only) aim to remedy the hostility and discrimination against candidates with a

migration background; they should also address in-group favoritism. Parties and the me-

dia have the means to encourage positive perceptions of candidates who are members of a

minority in order to increase support for these candidates (Gaertner and McLaughlin 1983,

5). My results indicate that, by contrast, de-emphasizing race and racial issues (“deracial-

ization”) may not be an effective strategy for winning votes if it only focuses on alleviating

“acting against” behaviors and beliefs, without promoting “acting for” minority candidates.

Finally, if we want to attack the roots of in-group favoritism, this will require measures that

change social categorization itself, in terms of in-group and out-group members (Brewer
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2017; Gaertner et al. 1993). In this vein, emphasizing goals and identities common to peo-

ple with a migration background and the majority could help to establish individuals with

a migration background as part of the in-group (see also Ocampo 2018).

I have studied electoral discrimination with respect to a candidate with an Algerian

name in fictitious Italian elections. First of all, it is important to note that on Italian party

ballots (at the regional, national, and European level) still only a small minority of candi-

dates do not have a typical Italian name, i.e., have a name that indicates a migration back-

ground. And very few actually have an Algerian name. Although this raises some questions

about the external validity of this experiment, I would like to stress that it is likely (and

desirable) that candidates with a migration background will be more represented among

candidates in the future, in Italy and other countries. For this reason, and because questions

about ethnic diversity in Western democracies are garnering increasing political interest

(Sobolewska 2017, 235), addressing these issues is of growing importance. Do my results

have the potential to be generalized to candidates with other, non-Algerian migration back-

grounds? While some studies suggest that stereotyping and electoral discrimination differ

depending on the immigrant-origin group in question (see, e.g., Visalvanich 2017), other

research shows that stereotypes affect various immigrant groups on a similar basis (e.g.,

Sniderman et al. 2000; Tajfel 1970, 96). As Sniderman et al. (2000, 143) note, “a person

who dislikes one group of immigrants is, to a striking degree, likely to dislike other groups

of immigrants and is distinctly unlikely to come to the aid of one of these groups even if

he dislikes another group more.” Future studies may want to devote more attention to an-

alyzing electoral discrimination, and to the psychological or cognitive factors that explain

it, with regard to specific groups of immigrant-origin candidates.
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Finally, is Italy a special case in terms of the population’s reactions to immigrants?

On the one hand, Italy has its unique variation of xenophobia and nationalism. From this

view, the weakness of the state, the relatively late development of a national culture, and

the parochial structure in Italian politics may have resulted in particularly exclusive defi-

nitions of an Italian identity and hostile reactions toward immigrants (Levy 2018, 51, 55;

Sniderman et al. 2000). On the other hand, and without attempting to negate the specificity

of these characteristics to Italy, it can also be argued that “the alarms, concerns, preju-

dices and neuroses of the Italians were not that different from their neighbours’ reactions”

(Levy 2018, 51; see also Sniderman and Hagendoorn 2007). The generalizability of the

results is further supported by the fact that the findings of this article regarding electoral

discrimination among right-wing respondents are comparable to those of recent studies in

other contexts (Besco 2020; Portmann and Stojanović 2019; Street 2014). Having said this,

comparing electoral discrimination and stereotyping on the part of voters between countries

would be a valuable contribution to this field of research.
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