
 

 

 

CIVICNESS DRAIN 
Emigrants’ self-selection and social norms in the place of origin 

 

Abstract 

Evidence suggests that civicness, defined as unwillingness to cheat and free-ride, is not distributed 

homogenously across local environments. For example, this has been shown by several studies for the 

south of Italy and in particular for Sicily. Among the various proposed explanations of this phenomenon, 

self-selection of emigrants as a function of social norms has been neglected. 

Our conjecture is twofold: honest citizens are uncomfortable in a social environment in which most 

people cheat, and hence, starting from such an environment, they will be more likely to emigrate than 

cheaters. By contrast, in environments in which civicness prevails, honest people stay but also cheaters 

like to stay because of the better opportunities to free-ride when others do not cheat. Hence, migrants 

will not be a random sample of the population in terms of social norms of civicness. If migrants self-

select according to social norms, then we should observe a sort of “civicness drain” in some 

communities, which can leave non-civic locations in a trap difficult to surmount. 

Our goal is to find evidence concerning this conjecture. We plan to study the migration decisions after 

high-school in Calabria. The methodology will be experimental and will involve a two-step study. First, 

we elicit the norm concerning cheating that inspires the behavior of each individual student and the 

social norms prevailing in their school and in their city. We will also collect information about possible 

determinants of later emigration, such as family background, wealth, individual ability, risk- and time- 

preferences. With a follow-up phone call after one or more years, we want to find out who emigrated to 

go to college or to work and where emigrants went. Our conjecture is that the most civic individuals are 

more likely to emigrate than the rest of the population. We expect this tendency to be more extreme in 

schools that display lower civicness. 

We initially plan to study students in Calabria in their last year of high-school. The following step could 

be to repeat the study in a north-Italian city, such as Bologna. This can be seen as a pilot study to be 

repeated in other European cities. Our interdisciplinary team of researchers has the necessary expertise 

in social norms, theory, econometrics, and experimental economics to successfully complete the project. 


