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ABSTRACT
The aim of this paper is to study the subjective well‐being (SWB) of the resident population in Italy, by analyzing the association

between self‐reported life satisfaction and institutional trust, controlling for socio‐demographic, human capital, other measures

of SWB and government change, whilst distinguishing between Italian and foreign citizens. Indeed, examining disparities in

SWB between Italian and foreign citizens is crucial for understanding if their well‐being levels are similar and which factors

might either foster or hinder parity. Italy is a peculiar case study, as it is characterized by a general lack of trust in institutions;

moreover, the relationship between SWB and institutional trust has so far not been approached from a native/immigrant

comparative perspective. We use pooled data from seven rounds (2015–2021) of the Multipurpose survey on households

‘Aspects of Daily Life’ carried out by the Italian National Institute of Statistics (ISTAT). Our dependent variable is self‐reported
life satisfaction. Institutional trust is built as an index of respondent's trust in the Italian parliament, the government, political

parties, the judicial system and law enforcement. We run OLS linear regression models with wave fixed effects to account for

changes in the distribution between the different years. Life satisfaction is slightly higher for Italians compared to foreign

citizens. Institutional trust appears positive and a significant predictor of life satisfaction for both Italian and foreign citizens.

However, results suggest that institutional trust has a mediating role for the life satisfaction of foreign citizens, meaning that

trust in institutions is more important for non‐Italian citizens. Finally, government change is positively associated with life

satisfaction.

1 | Introduction

Well‐being has been traditionally measured by looking at
macro‐level objective measures such as a country's gross
domestic product (GDP). However, it has become common
practice to use individuals' subjective opinions about several
aspects of their quality of life, such as life satisfaction, happi-
ness, feelings of depression and mental health, to overcome

some of the limitations of objective measures (OECD 2013). The
main limitation of objective measures is that they do not
capture individuals' perceptions and personal evaluations
(Hendriks and Bartram 2019). By considering only economic
aspects and neglecting the individual perspective, traditional
objective indicators based on GDP do not provide a clear and
comprehensive representation of the well‐being of a society or
an individual (Cataldo et al. 2024). Consequently, the subjective
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well‐being (SWB) branch has found ground among researchers,
scholars and policymakers.

Self‐reported life satisfaction1 stands out as ‘a cognitive assess-
ment of one's current needs and perceptions and future wishes
and expectations’ (Paparusso 2019, 138)—the understanding of
which is useful to evaluate the well‐being of individuals within
a country from their own perspectives. This is even more rele-
vant when attempting to assess the SWB of immigrants, given
that they face several challenges intrinsic solely to the migratory
and integration process. Search for stable job opportunities,
access to steady economic and labour conditions and acquisi-
tion of a permanent legal status are among those challenges
(e.g., Gerber and Ravazzini 2022). For instance, Tegegne and
Glanville (2019) argue that immigrants report lower levels of
SWB than their native‐born counterparts because of disruptions
in their social networks and the linguistic and cultural barriers
they face in the country of destination. Life satisfaction is
shaped by both individual‐level conditions and broader societal
and institutional contexts, highlighting the importance of inte-
grating micro‐ and macro‐level perspectives in its analysis.
Among macro‐level factors, institutional factors, such as gov-
ernment performance and government change, are particularly
relevant (Böhnke 2008). Institutional trust is a key ingredient of
growth, individual and societal well‐being (OECD 2017).
Studying how an individual's SWB is influenced by institutional
trust provides invaluable insights into the mechanisms under-
lying societal functioning. When trust is lacking, it can lead to
social unrest and economic instability, factors that are nega-
tively associated with well‐being (Dinesen and Hooghe 2010). A
common distinction in the literature on this topic is between
horizontal trust—the trust among members of a community—
and vertical trust—the trust that community members place in
public and political institutions (Sapienza 2021). Institutional
trust is defined as the degree to which judicial, economic and
governmental bodies fulfil their role in a satisfactory manner
according to the citizens' perceptions (Hudson 2006). We
hereby will use political and vertical trust as synonyms for
institutional trust (Bjørnskov et al. 2008).

Previous research found that institutional trust is positively
associated with life satisfaction. For instance, Hudson (2006)
found that trust in national and supranational institutions
positively affects SWB and that the impact varies from person to
person. Moreover, recent studies show that immigrants exhibit
higher levels of trust in public institutions than natives. For
example, Röder and Mühlau (2012) proved that trust is higher
for first‐generation immigrants compared to natives, whilst
second‐generation immigrants showcase overall the lowest level
of trust. This gap is due to their different levels of acculturation
in the mainstream society, which decreases over‐confidence in
host‐country institutions and changes based on length of resi-
dence, language fluency and naturalization.

To the best of our knowledge, the relationship between SWB and
institutional trust has not been approached from a native/
immigrant comparative perspective (Soukiazis and Ramos 2016;
Mironova 2015; Macchia and Plagnol 2019; Glatz and Eder 2020;
Shiroka‐Pula et al. 2023). This is especially true for Italy, where
quantitative studies focusing on SWB and migration are still
very few and encompassing other topics. Among these, we can

highlight immigration, transnationalism and sense of belonging
factors, transnational parenthood, school outcomes, self‐rated
health, cognitive and psychological distress and economic con-
ditions (Ambrosetti and Paparusso 2021; Cela and Barbiano di
Belgiojoso 2021; Paparusso 2021; Barbiano di Belgiojoso
et al. 2022; Carella et al. 2022; Tosi and Impicciatore 2022;
Ambrosetti et al. 2023; Campolo and Di Pino Incognito 2024).
None of these studies relates SWB and institutional trust, com-
paring the situation of Italians with that of foreigners. The reason
for such incompleteness is the lack of suitable and up‐to‐date
survey data2. Within this context, understanding the factors that
influence immigrants' political trust is essential for developing
effective integration policies and promoting social cohesion. Our
study raises the question of whether foreign citizens ‘adapt’ to the
levels of institutional trust observed among Italians. Assuming
that one of the main factors contributing to low institutional trust
in Italy is the lack of confidence in political parties and the
government, it follows that changes in government may be
associated with institutional trust and with life satisfaction.

Therefore, our study aims to fill this study limitation by analyzing
the association between self‐reported life satisfaction and institu-
tional trust. Among other factors, we explore the role of govern-
ment change, distinguishing between Italian and foreign citizens,
while holding other independent variables of SWB constant and
controlling for socio‐demographic and human capital variables.
We use the ISTAT ‘Multipurpose survey on households – Aspects
of Daily Life’ (Aspetti della Vita Quotidiana, AVQ), 2015–2021.
Starting from 2015, the AVQ survey allows to distinguish between
Italian and foreign citizens. We believe that information on the
respondents' foreign citizenship can be used as a proxy of their
migration background and contribute to advance research on SWB
in Italy, especially in a field hindered by the scarcity of available
data (Kotzamanis 2022). Understanding disparities in SWB and
institutional trust between natives and foreign citizens is crucial
for researchers and policymakers since it provides insights into
which factors one should intervene on to foster parity in a matter
so important for modern democracies.

Italy represents an interesting case study for two main reasons: first
of all, although Italy has relatively recently transitioned from being
a country of emigration to one of immigration, today immigration
is a structural phenomenon, with foreign residents making up 8.9%
of the population (ISTAT 2025), rising to about 10% when irregular
migrants are included (Fondazione ISMU 2024). Second, from the
point of view of institutional trust, Italy is characterized by a
general lack of trust in public institutions, one of the lowest of
Western democracies, with governments and politicians being the
least trusted institutions (ISTAT 2022; Sestini et al. 2025). Italy has
also been characterized by high government change since it
became a Republic immediately after World War II (1946). Ac-
cording to ISTAT (2022), foreigners in Italy exhibit greater trust in
institutions compared to natives, especially when governments and
politicians are considered.

The remainder of this paper is structured as follows. Section 2
displays the theoretical background and our research hypoth-
eses. Section 3 provides the contextual framework of our
research. Section 4 presents data, measures and methods, fol-
lowed by the results of our analysis in Section 5. Section 6
reports the discussion and conclusions of our research.
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2 | Theoretical Background and Study
Hypothesis

This section provides an assessment of the international state of
the art on (a) life satisfaction among immigrants and natives,
(b) institutional trust and life satisfaction and (c) institutional
trust among natives and immigrants.

a. Life satisfaction among immigrants and natives

Studies conducted in the European context consistently
found that immigrants report lower life satisfaction than
natives. Although most of these studies used European
Social Survey (ESS) data, they differ in their objectives
and, more importantly, in the selection of control
variables.

Safi (2010) and Kirmanoğlu and Başlevent (2014) found a
gap in life satisfaction between immigrants and natives in
Europe, with immigrants reporting lower satisfaction.
This gap, strongly influenced by discrimination, persists
even when considering immigrant generation and length
of stay. Beier and Kroneberg (2013), analyzing data from
the 2002–2003 ESS, found that symbolic boundaries
impact life satisfaction only among first‐ and second‐
generation immigrants with limited proficiency in the
majority language. Arpino and de Valk (2018), using data
from the 2002–2012 rounds of the ESS, examined immi-
grants and natives across 34 European countries, also ac-
counting for immigrant generation. Their findings
indicate that first‐generation immigrants report lower life
satisfaction than natives, but the gap narrows for second‐
generation and 2.5‐generation immigrants. However,
unlike other studies, their analysis did not control for
income, a widely recognized determinant of SWB. The
omission of this factor may explain differences in their
results. Kogan et al. (2018) conducted a multi‐level anal-
ysis examining national‐level characteristics across three
dimensions: the climate of immigrant reception, the pro-
vision of public goods and economic inequality. Their
findings suggest that immigrants experience higher life
satisfaction in countries with more welcoming social en-
vironments. However, this association is significant only
when measured by native‐born residents' attitudes to-
wards immigrants, rather than by legal immigration pol-
icies. Regarding public goods, a country's wealth level
appears to have little effect on immigrants' life satisfac-
tion, while higher levels of human development correlate
with increased SWB. The impact of economic inequality
varies depending on immigrants' socio‐economic status,
on average immigrants are less satisfied in countries with
greater inequality. However, highly educated immigrants
are less likely to perceive economic inequality as an
obstacle to their well‐being. Tegegne and Glanville (2019),
using data from the first five waves of the ESS, identified
reduced social capital as the primary explanation for
immigrants' lower SWB in 15 European countries. They
also found a larger SWB gap between immigrants and
natives. Although immigrants tend to have higher social
capital due to religious involvement, it is insufficient to
bridge the gap with natives. Heizmann and Böhnke (2019)
distinguished between national citizens, EU citizens and

third‐country nationals (TCNs). Their findings suggest
that only TCNs benefit from inclusive integration policies
in terms of life satisfaction, while EU immigrants are more
negatively affected by native‐born residents' anti‐
immigrant attitudes. Similarly, Hendriks and Burger
(2020), analyzing ESS data from 2010 to 2016 across 17
European countries, found that first‐generation immi-
grants' SWB declines as they develop less positive per-
ceptions of the host country's economic, political and
social conditions. However, they initially report higher
SWB than natives due to their more optimistic societal
perceptions. Stranges et al. (2021), using ESS data from
2002 to 2018, examined the relationship between immi-
grants' self‐reported life satisfaction and both absolute and
relative income. They found that absolute income has a
stronger impact on life satisfaction than relative income.
However, life satisfaction is more closely linked to income
relative to natives rather than to other immigrants. This
effect is particularly pronounced among highly educated
immigrants, who are more sensitive to comparisons with
reference groups. The study also highlights that subjective
perceptions of one's economic condition and the national
socio‐economic environment moderate the relationship
between income and SWB. Finally, using data from the
cross‐sectional European Quality of Life Survey (EQLS) of
2016, Ambrosetti and Paparusso (2024) found that first
and second‐generation immigrants report lower self‐
reported life satisfaction compared to natives and that the
positive subjective evaluation of the characteristics and
services available in the immediate neighbourhood where
people live is positively associated with life satisfaction.

Based on these considerations, we formulate the following
hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1. We expect life satisfaction to be higher for
Italians compared to foreign citizens.

b. Institutional trust and life satisfaction

Previous literature has explored and found a strong
association between institutional trust and life satisfaction
across world regions.

Using micro‐data from the third EQLS (2011–2012),
Soukiazis and Ramos (2016) found that trust in public
institutions is positively associated with the life satisfaction
of the Portuguese population, alongside other factors such as
age, satisfaction with material conditions, volunteering,
employment status, happiness, satisfaction with social life
and being optimistic about the future. For two federal dis-
tricts of the Russian Federation, Mironova (2015) confirmed
the positive relationship between institutional trust and life
satisfaction for the year 2012. According to data from the
Gallup World Poll (2009–2016), across ten South American
countries, Macchia and Plagnol (2019) demonstrated that
confidence in national institutions is significantly and posi-
tively associated with current and expected future life satis-
faction, even after controlling for socio‐demographic and
macroeconomic (i.e., the unemployment rate, the inflation
rate and GDP per capita) indicators. Glatz and Eder (2020),
with data from the ESS for 36 countries and 8 time‐point
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between 2002 and 2016, found that the positive effect of
institutional trust on life satisfaction holds on the individual
and aggregate cross‐sectional level, but disappears on the
aggregate longitudinal level, due to unaccounted‐for con-
textual factors. Capone et al. (2021) found that in the Italian
context trust in institutions has a positive relationship with
life satisfaction. Moreover, based on the 2019 Eurobarometer
survey for 28 European countries, Shiroka‐Pula et al. (2023)
demonstrated that life satisfaction increases with higher
levels of both local and national institutional trust. This
association holds when individual‐level and country‐level
factors (i.e., corruption, trust in different institutions) are
simultaneously included in the regression model.

Since institutional trust and institutional quality are
known to have significant effects on one another
(Martinangeli et al. 2024; Pronti and Zoboli 2024), papers
that use institutional quality as variable of interest for life
satisfaction will be covered in the following paragraph for
completeness purposes.

Based on three waves of the World Values Survey (WVS)
(1981–1998), Helliwell and Huang (2008) revealed that life
satisfaction is more strongly associated with the quality of
governments, rather than real GDP per capita. Bjørnskov
et al. (2010), using five waves of the WVS survey
(1981–2009), found that quality of institutions is associated
with increased levels of life satisfaction. In particular, in low‐
income countries the effect of economic‐judicial institutions
dominates, while political institutions take on this role for
middle‐ and high‐income countries. Rodríguez‐Pose and
Maslauskaite (2012) recognized that the lack of convergence
in life satisfaction levels across ten Central and Eastern
European countries, especially vis à vis their Western Eur-
opean counterparts, has little to do with innate personal
differences, but rather is a result of institutional factors like
corruption, government spending and decentralization.
These conclusions were drawn using data from the 1999 and
2008 waves of the European Values Study (EVS). Using two
studies and two different samples (251 North American in-
dividuals first, and 9508 individuals from MENA
countries second), Ciziceno and Travaglino (2019) found
that corruption, a proxy for institutional quality, has an
indirect effect on people's life satisfaction by undermining
people's trust in institutions. Therefore, those who perceive
corruption to be widespread in their environment tend to
have lower levels of vertical trust and, thus, tend to be more
dissatisfied with their own lives.

Building on these discussions, our hypothesis is the following:

Hypothesis 2. We expect to find confirmation of a positive
relationship between institutional trust and life satisfaction.

c. Institutional trust among natives and immigrants

To date, studies specifically focusing on institutional trust
and life satisfaction among natives' and immigrants have
not been undertaken. The only relevant study we identi-
fied is by Tegegne and Glanville (2019), which includes
institutional trust as a control variable while examining
the role of social capital in SWB among immigrants and

natives in Europe. With this paper, we aim to extend
previous research on differences in the formation of
institutional trust between natives and immigrants by
using citizenship status as a distinguishing criterion.

Pooling data from the first three rounds of the ESS
(2002–2007) for 24 countries, Maxwell (2010) suggests that
immigrant generational differences shape individuals' as-
sessments of political institutions. In other words, in
Europe, first‐generation immigrants showcase higher lev-
els of vertical trust than their native‐born counterparts;
whilst second‐generation individuals report similar levels
of political trust vis à vis natives. Similar results were
obtained by Adman and Strömblad (2011) utilizing
Swedish survey data. They found that immigrants from
more corrupt nations had greater levels of trust in host
institutions when they first arrived in Sweden, but that
trust declined with time. However, this decline in political
trust rather than being the result of discrimination, may
be seen as a sign of political integration having developed
a more realistic opinion of political bodies and the gov-
ernment. Based on the 2009 NEtherlands Longitudinal
Lifecourse Study (NELLS), De Vroome et al. (2013) con-
cluded that differences in the levels of trust in political
institutions among Turkish and Moroccan minorities and
native Dutch are a consequence of individuals' dis-
advantage regarding their economic position and social
resources. Using seven waves of the Gallup World Poll
(2005–2012) for 132 countries, Helliwell et al. (2014) found
that, when controlling for wave and country fixed effects,
immigrants place greater trust in the judicial system and
in the national government than the native‐born. They
also demonstrate that there is no country of origin ‘foot-
print effect’ for immigrants' trust in the institutions of the
destination country; meaning that when asked to judge
host institutions, they rely solely on the characteristics of
those institutions bearing little relation to the quality of
the institutions in their home countries. Based on data
from the first nine waves of the ESS (2002–2018), Gonnot
and lo Polito (2023) found statistically significant evidence
of acculturation to the country of residence for immi-
grants' trust in political institutions, with non‐European
immigrants demonstrating greater trust than their Eur-
opean counterparts. Moreover, the study demonstrates
how tenure also has a significant effect for political trust.
The immigrant‐to‐native gap on political trust is reduced
by 80% for those immigrants who have spent at least
10 years in their new country. Using ESS data from 2010 to
2016, Hendriks and Burger (2020) demonstrate that first‐
generation immigrants and subsequent migrant genera-
tions in developed European countries have increasingly
negative perceptions of the host country's political condi-
tions, as reflected in their levels of institutional trust.
Using data from Rounds 5–10 of the ESS (2010–2022) and
from the V‐Dem project, Quaranta (2025) demonstrates
that first‐generation immigrants who have experience
with less democratic countries showcase higher levels of
trust in political parties, the legal system and the police.
However, he also found that the effect on institutional
trust of moving from a less democratic country to a more
democratic one is weaker the longer the time spent in the
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host country and the younger the individual is at the time
of immigration.

This body of research suggests there is a common trend.
The initial gap in institutional trust between immigrants
and natives, in most cases, is ascribable to a honeymoon
effect (Röder and Mühlau 2012). Upon arrival, immigrants
are over‐confident and place high expectations in their
host country. This effect, however, is slowly but surely
replaced by the acculturation process: over‐confidence
diminishes over time and immigrants adjust to natives'
levels of trust.

In light of these considerations, we also formulate the following
hypothesis:

Hypothesis 3. We expect non‐Italian citizens to showcase
similar levels of trust than Italians.

3 | The Italian Case Study

Over the past 30 years, Italy has transitioned from a country of
emigration to one of immigration. Nowadays, immigration has
become a defining feature of Italian society, and the integration
of immigrants is a crucial issue, just as it is in traditional Eur-
opean destination countries. The number of immigrant re-
sidents grew from 737,793 in 1996 (1.3% of the population) to
2,498,411 in 2006 (4.3%), reaching a peak of 5,253,658 in 2024
(8.9%) (ISTAT 2025). When undocumented migration is con-
sidered, the total population of resident immigrants is estimated
at 6 million (10%) (Fondazione ISMU 2024). In the 1990s and
early 2000s, economic opportunities were the primary drivers of
migration to Italy. However, from the 2011 Arab Spring, family
reunification became the leading motive, followed by asylum‐
related migration, marking a major shift in migration patterns.

From the point of view of institutional trust, Italy is a peculiar
case study, as it is characterized by a general lack of trust in
public institutions, one of the lowest of Western democracies,
with governments and politicians being the least trusted insti-
tutions (ISTAT 2022; Sestini et al. 2025). Italy has also been
characterized by high government change since it became a
Republic immediately after World War II (1946). Low institu-
tional trust has certainly been influenced by government change,
decreasing the credibility of the Italian government and weak-
ening public confidence among citizens, other governments,
supranational institutions and financial markets (Improta 2023).
According to ISTAT (2022), foreigners exhibit greater trust in
institutions compared to natives, especially when governments
and politicians are considered. This may be attributed to a
honeymoon effect, whereby upon arrival Italy's institutional
context appears generally more favourable in contrast to the
lower governmental stability and institutional quality in for-
eigners' countries of origin. Furthermore, their limited awareness
of Italy's political developments over time may also contribute to
this difference. Between 2015 and 2021, Italy saw frequent gov-
ernment changes, highlighting its political instability. After
Matteo Renzi resigned in 2016, Paolo Gentiloni became Prime
Minister. In 2018, a populist coalition led to Giuseppe Conte's
premiership, but it collapsed in 2019. Conte then formed a new

government with the Democratic Party. In 2021, he resigned and
was replaced by Mario Draghi, a technocrat backed by a broad
coalition. Notwithstanding the frequent government changes,
this period has been characterized by a reinvigorated participa-
tion coupled with an increasing optimism of Italian citizens to-
wards the political parties, due to the emergence of populist
parties (such as Five Star Movement and the League) and of
former EU Central Bank President Mario Draghi entering the
political arena during the COVID‐19 crisis (ISTAT 2022).

4 | Data, Measures and Methods

4.1 | Data

We used data from the ‘Multipurpose survey on households –
Aspects of Daily Life’ (AVQ), carried out annually by ISTAT
since 1993 and providing valuable insight into the opinions,
habits and the challenges faced by the population resident in
Italy in their everyday life. The survey includes several topics
such as the degree of satisfaction with their personal conditions,
their economic situation, the public institutions, the area in
which they live, the functioning of all public utility services, and
so forth. We pooled the data of the seven waves covering the
period 2015–2021 and obtained an initial sample of 316,810 in-
dividuals. However, for the purpose of our analysis, we restricted
our sample to people aged 14 and over (278,729 individuals). We
also excluded 15,778 individuals (5.7%) with missing information
on one or more variables used in the statistical analyses leading
to a final sample of 262,951 individuals.

4.2 | Measures

We selected self‐reported life satisfaction as the dependent
variable. Life satisfaction was measured with an 11‐point Likert
scale from 0 (not satisfied at all) to 10 (very satisfied). The
question was ‘All things considered, how satisfied are you with
your life as a whole nowadays?’.

Institutional trust was built as an index calculated as an average
of respondent's trust in the Italian parliament, the government,
political parties, the judicial system and law enforcement.
Respondents were asked, ‘Using a score from 0 to 10, please
indicate how much you trust the following institutions’, and
their trust levels were reported on a scale from 0 (not at all) to
10 (completely).

To pursue our research aim, we distinguished between Italian
(reference) and foreign citizens. Since the AVQ survey lacks
information on the country of birth (thus, not allowing a proper
distinction between natives and immigrants), we used citizens
status as a proxy of respondents' migration background given
that the naturalization rate in Italy is quite low (2.35% in 2021,
according to ISTAT).

Based on previous findings, we included other measures of SWB
such as interpersonal trust (yes or no), self‐rated health (from 1
poor to 5 excellent), residential environmental satisfaction (from
1 not satisfied to 4 very satisfied) and optimism about the future
(will improve, will stay the same, will worsen, I don't know).3
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Finally, we controlled for additional independent variables that
have been demonstrated to be explanatory determinants of life
satisfaction. Socio‐demographic variables: (1) gender (males
and females (reference)), (2) age in classes (14–34 (reference),
35–54, 55–64 and 65+), (3) geographical area of residence NUT1
(North, Centre, South and islands (reference)), (4) marital sta-
tus (single, legally married, divorced/widowed (reference)),
(5) household structure (one‐person household, couples with
children, couples without children, single‐parent household and
other4 (reference)). Human capital variables: (6) educational
attainment (primary education or lower (reference), lower sec-
ondary education, upper secondary education and tertiary
education), (7) occupational condition (employed, unemployed,
housewife, student and other (reference)), (8) social contact (yes
or no), defined as the respondent's ability to rely on at least two
of the following: family members, friend or neighbours.

A macro variable was finally included to account for changes in the
national government in Italy compared to the previous year. Gov-
ernment change was coded as a binary variable (yes/no), with 2015
used as a benchmark (0=no change). Years following a govern-
ment change (2016, 2018, 2019, 2021) were coded as 1 (yes),
while years without change (2015, 2017, 2020) were coded as 0 (no).

4.3 | Methods

As a first step, we carried out descriptive analyses. This was
followed by multivariate analyses, based on linear regression
models (OLS) with wave fixed effects to account for changes in
the distribution between the different years. We ran three
separate models. The full model (Model 1) incorporates all the
individuals present in the sample and a term of interaction
between citizenship and our institutional trust index to explore
differences among Italian and non‐Italian citizens. We also
tested an interaction between citizenship and social contact,

with the aim of capturing a potential measure of integration, but
as it yielded no significant results, we excluded it to avoid
unnecessarily complicating the analysis. Lastly, to further our
research aim, we ran two additional models for Italian (Model 2)
and non‐Italian (Model 3) citizens separately.

5 | Results

5.1 | Descriptive Results

For the period 2015–2021, our respondents report a quite high
self‐reported life satisfaction equal to 7.05 on average, with
minor differences between Italian (7.05) and foreign (6.97) cit-
izens. As shown in Figure 1, the performance disparity between
Italian and foreign citizens has narrowed over the years from
0.26 in 2015 to 0.04 in 2021.

Looking at our sample life satisfaction by citizenship, we see
how national citizens report higher frequencies in Levels 7–9,
whereas foreign citizens are more represented at both the lower
end (Levels 0–6) and the highest level (10) of the scale
(Figure 2). Nonetheless, the share of individuals reporting life
satisfaction below 5 is low for both groups: 5.9% among Italian
citizens and 6.4% among non‐Italian citizens.

For the same period of time, our respondents express low levels
of trust in institutions. In 2015, Italian citizens reported a lower
average level of institutional trust (3.9) compared to non‐Italian
citizens (4.6). Over the years, trust increased among both
groups, with Italian citizens reaching 4.8 in 2021, still trailing
behind non‐Italians, whose average rose to 5.4 (Figure 3).

Looking at the per cent distribution of native and foreign citi-
zen's score on the pooled institutional trust index (Figure 4), we
notice that the institutional trust mean value is higher for

FIGURE 1 | Self‐reported life satisfaction by citizenship and year. N= 262,951. Italy, 2015–2021. Source: Authors' own elaboration based on AVQ

data (ISTAT).
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foreign citizens (5.0), who also have the highest percentage of
scores ranging from 5 to 10. The opposite is true for native
citizens who have an institutional trust mean value of 4.3 and
have the highest percentage of scores ranging from 1 to 4.

Table 1 reports the descriptive statistics for all independent
variables. The share of foreign citizens is stable across waves
and is around 5%. Respondents are mostly women (52%)
between the ages of 35 and 64 (50%), living in the North of Italy

FIGURE 2 | Pooled self‐reported life satisfaction by citizenship. N= 262,951. Italy, 2015–2021. Source: Authors' own elaboration based on AVQ

data (ISTAT).

FIGURE 3 | Institutional trust by citizenship and year. N=262,951. Italy, 2015–2021. Source: Authors' own elaboration based on AVQ data (ISTAT).
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(43%) and legally married (51%). The most recurrent household
structure is having both a partner and children (47%), although
the percentage of people living together without children is also
considerable (22%). Moreover, they have high educational
attainment: 37.5% of them obtained a high school diploma and
15% completed university. As regards their occupational condi-
tion, they are predominantly employed (42%), with a quarter of
our sample being either retired or unable to work (25% other).

As for the independent variables that are of key interest here,
we have a sample of individuals that demonstrate little trust in
institutions—the mean score was 4.4 out of 10—in people—
only 23% of them agree with the statement that most in-
dividuals are trustworthy—and in their future—72.5% of them
could not agree with the statement that in the future their
personal situation will improve. Finally, we can consider our
sample to be relatively healthy (average score of 3.7 out of 5)
and satisfied with the environmental situation of the area in
which they reside (average score of 2.8 out of 4).

5.2 | Multivariate Results

Regression results are presented in Table 2. In Models 1–3,
wave dummy variables were included in the regression but
have not been reported. Our full regression model explains 22%
of the total variance in self‐reported life satisfaction. Once all
the controlling independent variables have been accounted for,
the coefficients of the dummy variables represent the difference
in life satisfaction between the corresponding groups and the
reference groups. We will be presenting the results for the full
model (Model 1), highlighting differences between Models 2
and 3 if present and noteworthy.

We confirm that institutional trust is positively and statistically
associated with self‐reported life satisfaction: a 1‐point increase
in the institutional trust index is associated with a 0.12‐point
increase in life satisfaction for Italian citizens and a 0.14‐point
increase for foreign citizens. The full model (Model 1) also
includes an interaction term between citizenship and institu-
tional trust because we believe that the effect of institutional
trust on self‐reported life satisfaction differs among individuals
based on their citizenship status. In our case, we found that
institutional trust has a mediating role for the life satisfaction of
foreign citizens, meaning that trust in institutions is more
important for non‐Italian citizens.

As far as the demographic variables, Italian citizens are more
satisfied with life than non‐Italian citizens. Whilst men appear
slightly more satisfied in both Models 1 and 2, a different pat-
tern emerges among foreign citizens. In Model 3, men report
significantly lower satisfaction than women at the 1% level.
Age has a positive effect on individuals' life satisfaction: with
the age groups 55–64 and 65+ showcasing higher levels of life
satisfaction than individuals between the ages of 14 and 34. This
association is stronger in Model 3 when foreign citizens are
considered separately. Citizens living in the North are more
satisfied than those living in the Centre as well as in the South
and Islands. Married individuals, both Italian and non‐Italian,
demonstrated higher levels of self‐reported life satisfaction.
Compared to couples with children, individuals in couple
without children report higher levels of life satisfaction. In
contrast, those living in single‐parent households, one‐person
household, or other household arrangements report signifi-
cantly lower levels of life satisfaction. However, depending on
the type of household arrangement this association is less sig-
nificant or not statistically significant in Model 3.

FIGURE 4 | Pooled institutional trust by citizenship. N=262,951. Italy, 2015–2021. Source: Authors' own elaboration based on AVQ data (ISTAT).
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TABLE 1 | Descriptive statistics of the independent variables.

Independent variables
Model 1

(full model)
Model 2

(Italian citizens)
Model 3

(foreign citizens)

Trust

Institutional trust 4.4 4.3 5.0

Socio‐demographic

Citizenship

Italian citizens (reference) 95.2

Foreign citizens 4.8

Gender

Female (reference) 52.2 51.9 57.8

Male 47.8 48.1 42.2

Age

14–34 (reference) 21.9 21.3 34.5

35–54 33.5 32.7 49.0

55–64 16.5 16.8 11.3

65+ 28.1 29.2 5.2

Geographical area of residence (NUT1)

North 42.6 41.9 55.3

Centre 18.6 18.3 24.4

South and islands (reference) 38.8 39.8 20.3

Marital status

Single 31.3 31.2 33.8

Legally married 50.6 50.8 47.1

Divorced/widowed (reference) 18.1 18.0 19.1

Household structure

One‐person household 15.6 15.6 17.1

Couples with children 46.8 46.6 50.6

Couples without children 22.1 22.5 13.3

Single‐parent household 10.5 10.6 8.6

Other (reference) 5.0 4.7 10.4

Human capital

Educational attainment

Primary education or lower (reference) 17.3 17.6 12.5

Lower secondary education 30.2 29.8 37.1

Upper secondary education 37.4 37.4 38.5

Tertiary education 15.1 15.2 11.9

Occupational condition

Employed 42.3 41.7 53.7

Unemployed 10.2 9.9 17.9

Housewife 14.3 14.2 16.1

Student 8.2 8.2 7.0

Other (reference) 25.0 26.0 5.3

Social contact

No 35.2 34.8 57.6

Yes 64.8 65.2 42.4

(Continues)
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With regard to human capital variables, individuals with secondary
and tertiary education exhibit higher levels of life satisfaction than
those with a primary education or lower. Moreover, being em-
ployed is associated with the highest levels of life satisfaction. All
other occupational conditions—including being unemployed, a
housewife, a student, retired or otherwise inactive—are associated
with significantly lower levels of life satisfaction. Additionally, in-
dividuals who are able to rely on at least two social contacts report
significantly higher levels of life satisfaction, with a coefficient of
0.21 among Italian citizens and 0.17 among non‐Italian citizens.

Lastly, government change is positively associated with life
satisfaction. Among Italian citizens, the effect is modest (0.06),
while for non‐Italian citizens the association is more than twice
as strong (0.13).

6 | Discussion and Conclusions

Our study addresses a significant gap in the literature by ex-
amining the relationship between self‐reported life satisfaction
and institutional trust from a native/immigrant comparative
perspective—an approach largely unexplored in the Italian con-
text. Previous studies have recognized institutional trust as an
important element of well‐being, suggesting that there is a pos-
itive link between institutional trust and life satisfaction
(Hudson 2006). By using data from the ISTAT ‘Multipurpose
survey on households – Aspects of Daily Life’ (2015–2021), our
analysis considers the role of government change and controls
for key socio‐demographic and human capital variables. In doing
so, it contributes to a better understanding of how institutional
trust varies between Italians and foreign citizens, with important
implications for integration policies and social cohesion.

Our research findings confirm that life satisfaction is slightly
higher for Italians compared to foreign citizens (H1). Moreover,

institutional trust is positively associated with life satisfaction
for both Italian and non‐Italian citizens residing in Italy during
the period 2015–2021 (H2). These results are consistent with
previous studies carried out in several contexts worldwide.
Moreover, in line with past findings, the positive association
between institutional trust and life satisfaction holds true even
after controlling for socio‐demographic, human capital and
SWB variables (e.g., Soukiazis and Ramos 2016; Macchia and
Plagnol 2019; Glatz and Eder 2020).

We found that the difference in the coefficients for institutional
trust, between foreign and native citizens, is indeed small (H3).
However, as shown by the interaction term, the mechanisms
behind life satisfaction slightly differ between native and for-
eign citizens, with institutional trust being more important for
the latter. Previous research found that the level of institutional
trust is higher for foreign citizens at the beginning of their
residence in receiving countries, levelling‐up to the one of na-
tives over time and generations (e.g., Quaranta 2025). Institu-
tional trust, moreover, has a different weight for life satisfaction
between immigrants and natives. Indeed, Models 2 and 3 reveal
important differences in life satisfaction between native (Model
2) and foreign citizens (Model 3). Among foreign citizens, a
gender effect emerges: men report being less satisfied than
women, a pattern that is not observed among Italians (Model 2)
and that disappears in the full model (Model 1). Moreover, for
foreign citizens the household structure is particularly impor-
tant: those living alone with or without children being less
satisfied than those in couples and in multi‐person households.
In addition, older foreign citizens are more satisfied with life
compared to younger foreign citizens, with a stronger effect
compared to natives of the same age groups. Finally, govern-
ments change is positively associated with life satisfaction for
both foreign and Italian citizens. Despite frequent changes in
government, recent years in Italy have seen renewed political
engagement and growing optimism among citizens. Moreover,

TABLE 1 | (Continued)

Independent variables
Model 1

(full model)
Model 2

(Italian citizens)
Model 3

(foreign citizens)

Subjective well‐being
Interpersonal trust

No 77.1 77.0 78.6

Yes 22.9 23.0 21.4

Self‐reported health (Scale 1–5) 3.7 3.7 3.9

Residential environmental satisfaction
(Scale 1–4)

2.8 2.8 2.9

Hope about the future

Will improve 27.5 27.1 37.3

Will stay the same 32.2 32.4 27.3

Will worsen 14.6 14.9 8.5

I do not know (reference) 25.7 25.6 26.9

Nyear 7 7 7

Nindividuals 262,951 250,390 12,561

Note: Italy, 2015–2021. For categorical covariates, we report the percentage corresponding to each category. For numerical variables, we report the mean. Source: Authors'
own elaboration based on AVQ data (ISTAT).
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TABLE 2 | OLS regression models predicting self‐reported life satisfaction of Italian and foreign citizens.

Independent variables
Model 1 (full

model)
Model 2 (Italian

citizens)
Model 3 (foreign

citizens)

Trust

Institutional trust 0.12*** 0.12*** 0.14***

Socio‐demographic

Citizenship

Italian citizens (reference) —
Foreign citizens −0.37***

Gender

Female (reference) — — —
Male 0.01* 0.02** −0.08**

Age

14–34 (reference) — — —
35–54 −0.01 −0.02* 0.03

55–64 0.07*** 0.06*** 0.19***

65+ 0.29*** 0.27*** 0.43***

Geographical area of residence (NUT1)

North (reference) — — —
Centre −0.08*** −0.09*** −0.07*

South and islands −0.14*** −0.14*** −0.19***

Marital status

Legally married (reference) — — —
Single −0.34*** −0.35*** −0.17***

Divorced/widowed −0.27*** −0.27*** −0.21***

Household structure

Couples with children (reference) — — —
Couples without children 0.06*** 0.06*** −0.03

Single‐parent household −0.18*** −0.18*** −0.21***

One‐person household −0.04** −0.02* −0.20***

Other −0.14*** −0.14*** −0.05

Human capital

Educational attainment

Primary education or lower (reference) — — —
Lower secondary education 0.10*** 0.10*** 0.11*

Upper secondary education 0.10*** 0.09*** 0.22***

Tertiary education 0.12*** 0.11*** 0.25***

Occupational condition

Employed (reference) — — —
Unemployed −0.59*** −0.59*** −0.51***

Housewife −0.11*** −0.12*** −0.06

Student −0.03* −0.03* −0.03

Other −0.08*** −0.08*** −0.13*

Social contact

No (reference) — — —
Yes 0.20*** 0.21*** 0.17***

(Continues)

11 of 15

 15448452, 2025, 8, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1002/psp.70120 by C

N
R

 G
roup, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [20/10/2025]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



our study provided evidence that foreign citizens align with the
levels of institutional trust observed among Italians. Beyond
personal and contextual characteristics which are associated
with SWB, our research shows that institutional trust is not only
important from the point of view of democracy, legitimacy and
stability, but also to foster social cohesion and well‐being
among citizens. This is true both for native and foreign citizens
in a context, such as the Italian one, characterized by a con-
solidated immigration but by a volatile political situation.
However, even in such context, raising levels of trust may have
positive implications for SWB. This is especially relevant for
foreign citizens, as trust in institutions can enhance their public
engagement and strengthen their sense of belonging in the host
country, thereby promoting more effective integration.

We are aware of the limits of the present study. First, cross‐
sectional data do not allow to investigate causal links between
trust and life satisfaction, likewise it was not possible to exclude
reverse causality between life satisfaction and trust indicators and
other SWB measures; this is possible only with longitudinal
data, which is still lacking in the Italian context (Wu and
Bernard 2024). Second, we were unable to study the factors related
to the migration and integration process (i.e., length of stay, age at
the time of arrival, immigrant generation, level of acculturation)
since the AVQ survey does not provide any information on this
matter. Third, we acknowledge the fact that the category ‘Italian
citizens’ may also include naturalized citizens. However, we argue
that the requirements and the lengthy process needed to obtain
the Italian citizenship are sufficient to place birthright and

naturalized citizens on the same level. Indeed, in a country like
Italy5, where jus sanguinis is the principal rule of citizenship,
becoming an Italian citizen is set to be the final step of a
bidirectional integration process: on the one side there is the state's
decision to grant citizenship, and on the other the individual's
desire to naturalize driven by a strong feeling of belonging to the
host country (Donnaloja and McAvay 2022). Within this frame-
work, we argue that citizenship serves the purpose of transforming
former foreigners into fellow citizens (Simonsen 2017). In
accordance with our empirical adaptation of citizenship status
used as a distinguishing factor, our third hypothesis (H3) had to be
adjusted and tailored to Italian and non‐Italian citizens, rather
than natives and immigrants stricto sensu. Lastly, we are aware
that Italian and foreign citizens may rely on different values,
norms and personal criteria when evaluating their levels of trust or
satisfaction with life. Individuals' responses can be influenced by
their stable personal dispositions—such as optimism or pessimism
(Alaimo et al. 2021) as well as by their transient emotional
states (Campolo and Di Pino Incognito 2024). The context
(Veenhoven 2007, 2011) and the subsequent social norms (Jami
and Kemmelmeier 2020; Blanchflower and Bryson 2024) in which
individuals provide their evaluations also play a crucial role, as it
shapes the meanings and interpretations given to measures.
Moreover, it was found that the characteristics of the interviewers,
such as gender, age, ethnicity, as well as the mode of data col-
lection (i.e., face‐to‐face or web‐base), the perceived anonymity of
the survey, the specific wording or language used in the ques-
tionnaire, and social desirability pressures can all influence how
respondents report their trust and well‐being (Piccitto et al. 2022).

TABLE 2 | (Continued)

Independent variables
Model 1 (full

model)
Model 2 (Italian

citizens)
Model 3 (foreign

citizens)

Subjective well‐being
Interpersonal trust

No (reference) — — —
Yes 0.12*** 0.12*** 0.12***

Self‐reported health (Scale 1‐5) 0.45*** 0.45*** 0.36***

Residential environmental satisfaction
(Scale 1–4)

0.30*** 0.30*** 0.32***

Hope about the future

Will stay the same (reference) — — —
Will improve 0.27*** 0.26*** 0.43***

Will worsen −0.91*** −0.91*** −0.86***

I do not know (reference) −0.18*** −0.18*** −0.20***

Citizenship * Institutional trust 0.02***

Government change

No (reference)

Yes 0.06*** 0.06*** 0.13***

Adjusted R2 0.22 0.22 0.21

Nyear 7 7 7

Nindividuals 262,951 250,390 12,561

Note: Italy, 2015–2021. Source: Authors' own elaboration based on AVQ data (ISTAT).
*p< 0.05; **p< 0.01; ***p< 0.001 (two‐tailed tests).
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Nevertheless, for as long as there are no suitable and up‐to‐date
survey data, we believe this study represents an important step
towards advancing research on the SWB of Italian and foreign
citizens in Italy, especially regarding its relationship with institu-
tional trust.
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Endnotes
1In this paper, self‐reported life satisfaction will be used as our main
measure of SWB.

2For immigrants, the best available data set is the cross‐sectional
survey ‘Social Condition and Integration of Foreign Citizens’ (SCIF),
carried out by ISTAT. However, it dates back to 2011–2012 and it does
not allow a proper comparison with natives.

3The questions were: ‘Generally speaking, would you say that people
can be trusted or that you can't be too careful when dealing with
them?’ for interpersonal trust; ‘How is your health in general’ for self‐
rated health; ‘Think about the last 12 months, are you satisfied with
the environmental situation (air, water, noise, etc.) of the area where
you live?’ for residential environmental satisfaction; ‘In the next 5 years
do you think that your personal situation will improve, will stay the
same, will worsen, or you don't know’ for hope about the future.

4The category ‘other’ includes multi‐person households, that is several
people living together who do not form a nucleus, and households
with more than one family nucleus (ISTAT).

5With the 2019 Migrant Integration Policy Index (MIPEX) indicator
‘Access to Nationality’ scoring 40/100, becoming an Italian citizen
constitutes a long and demanding discretionary procedure (Solano

and Huddleston 2020), with immigrants having to comply with
minimum requirements of length of residence, socio‐economic inte-
gration, and knowledge of the national language (Paparusso 2019).
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