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Abstract

Pope Francis has been very active in the public debate on several key social and political
issues, gaining a role that foregoes the sphere of religiosity and morality. Overall, he has
been perceived by the media and the general public as a leftist figure and even a modern-
izer. Nonetheless, little is known about the influence of Pope Francis’ positions on public
opinion, especially beyond the climate change issue and outside the US context. In this
regard, this paper contributes to the analysis of the Francis effect on public support for
poverty alleviation measures. By employing a survey experiment carried out in Italy, we
therefore tested whether the papal endorsement of an anti-poverty measure during the
COVID-19 pandemic affected people’s support for it. The results highlighted a generalized
Francis effect among the Italian public. In addition, trust in the Pope and leftist political
orientation substantially enhanced this effect, while the same only partially applies to
individual religiosity.

Keywords: Pope Francis; public opinion; anti-poverty measures; Italy; survey experiment

Introduction

Throughout his papacy, Pope Francis has been very active in expressing his opinions
on several social and political issues, such as immigration, climate change, and social
justice. His sermons, discourses, apostolic exhortations, and encyclicals have often
included critiques of social and economic injustice and climate change denial.
Therefore, his role goes beyond the religious and moral sphere, and his messages
have been addressed to a larger community than the Catholic one. Although the con-
tent of his appeals does not radically diverge from his predecessors’ social teachings
(Federico, 2021), given the emphasis on certain topics some pundits have depicted
Pope Francis as liberal and leftist (Neumayr, 2017). Moreover, in the media represen-
tation he gained the status of modernizer (de Rooij, 2019). Overall, his figure appears
influential in the public debate. However, when studying the impact of Pope Francis’
positions on public opinion, extant research has focused almost exclusively on
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environmental issues, especially climate change (Li et al., 2016). In other words, so far
there is little evidence toward the existence of a Francis effect in the public opinion on
other topics of interest. Moreover, extant research has mostly focused on the US con-
text (Landrum and Vasquez, 2020).

By acknowledging that the Pope’s message could have an influence on a broader
spectrum of topics in several contexts, we aim at testing whether Pope Francis has
played a role in affecting support on measures for poverty alleviation among the
Italian public. We focus on the Pope’s proposal of introducing measures of poverty alle-
viation in a letter sent to popular movements during Easter 2020, amid the COVID-19
emergency, when the debate over poverty and fragility of marginal groups was partic-
ularly vivid in Italian politics and society (Vicentini and Galanti, 2022). In the Italian
context Pope Francis is still highly regarded as both religious leader and political actor,
potentially capable of influencing the public debate (Genovese, 2015; Garelli, 2020). By
means of a survey experiment carried out in Italy that manipulates the source (actor)
who proposed the introduction of a universal basic income for all workers (Pope
Francis versus some people), we test whether activating the papal cue affected public
support for the anti-poverty measure. Moreover, by employing simple linear regression
models we analyze whether the Francis effect varied depending on trust in the Pope
himself, religiosity, and political ideology. By using original survey data (ResPOnsE
COVID-19 project) collected from April 17 to May 15, 2020, during the first wave
of the COVID-19 pandemic in Italy, we contribute to expanding the knowledge on
the Francis effect outside the US context and on a topic different from climate change.

Our contribution speaks to the theoretical perspective of heuristic processing in
opinion formation (Mondak, 1993), according to which external cues—such as the
source of a statement—guide people’s opinions toward debated social issues. Here,
we analyze whether the reference to a prominent figure such as Pope Francis influ-
ences people’s support to anti-poverty measures. Considering the role of religious
authorities in the public sphere and their influential role in times of crisis and inter-
national instability, we aim at further assessing the existence of a Francis effect and its
societal consequences (Genovese, 2015; Marchetti et al., 2019).

The experimental results indicate the existence of an overall Francis effect among
the Italian public. In addition, they also revealed that having trust in the figure of the
Pope and leftist political orientation actually increased this effect, while religious
denomination and adherence to institutional religion did not lead to a substantial
change. Results provide evidence toward the political influence of the Pope on public
opinion. Also, our analysis suggests that the Pope is more influential among some
social groups who do not constitute the main target of the Catholic Church. In the
concluding section, we will offer some reflections regarding our findings, in light
of the debate on secularization.

Background: religious authorities in the public sphere

Several studies have provided empirical evidence on the ongoing process of seculari-
zation in Western societies, by showing a decline in several indicators of individual
religiosity (Chaves, 1994; Bruce, 2002; Voas, 2009; Voas and Chaves, 2016; Molteni
and Biolcati, 2023). It has been argued that the process of secularization consists,
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among other things, of a loss of religious authority and a decline of the social signifi-
cance of religion in a society (Wilson, 1966; Chaves, 1994). Nonetheless, since the
1990s some scholars have started to highlight the contemporary public and political
role religion still has (Casanova, 1994; Habermas, 2006). Following Habermas’ argu-
ment, religious language and actors continue to bring a remarkable contribution to
the public sphere, influencing people’s opinions, attitudes, and civic and political
behaviors (Portier, 2011). Within such a framework, the role of religion in affecting
the public sphere was labeled as “public religion” (Casanova, 1994). Regardless of the
argumentation one supports in contemporary societies, churches and their authorities
still play a role that is not confined to the religious sphere.

Focusing on the Catholic Church, on account of its universalistic claims and being
one of the big five global confessions (together with Islam, Judaism, Buddhism, and
Hinduism), it can potentially communicate to people from every corner of the world
and influence large masses. The Church can exert influence even beyond religious
and moral issues, as it engages with multiple socio-economic themes, that are relevant
for people irrespective of their religious beliefs (Marchetti et al., 2019; Marchetti and
Pagiotti, 2023). By behaving as an actor in civil society with a language that can reach
both adherents and non-adherents, the Church often sustains, spreads, and argues in
favor of social issues that are also closely related to its mission (Marchetti et al., 2019;
Marchetti and Pagiotti, 2023).

As the Catholic Church can have a potential impact on the public sphere, by
behaving as a political actor addressing various issues connected to its agenda, a cru-
cial role is played by its main representative, the Pope. Indeed, he possesses critical
characteristics to assert power over political decisions, such as the capacity to mobilize
resources and masses and the legitimacy that can lead to obedience and conformity
(Genovese, 2015). Voicing the worries and passions of large groups of people when
there is an open political debate, the Pope aims to exercise his influence by gaining
support, strengthening his reputation among non-Catholics, and building public
opinion (Genovese, 2015).

Moreover, several contextual (social, economic, and political) factors play a role in
creating the conditions in the public arena for the Church to fit in (e.g., processes and
threats of globalization, global economic instability in light of the financial crisis,
periods of political instability). In this regard, Genovese’s (2015) analysis of the con-
tent of papal encyclicals shows that the Church vocalizes its opinion and concern on
topics of social and political relevance to the general public especially when there is a
political void to fulfil, a relevant crisis or a situation of international instability.
Especially in those cases, the Church can undertake the role of political actor and
decide to engage in the public sphere in troubled times as topics become more con-
troversial and people are divided on them, sometimes because the political actors fail
to address those issues (such as immigration, poverty, social justice, labor market,
environment, and terrorism: Marchetti et al, 2019). Furthermore, when the moral
component of an issue prevails, religious authorities are perceived as more credible
(Tavits, 2007; Genovese, 2015).

Furthermore, the current pontiff—Pope Francis—has a remarkable status as mod-
ernizer on account of his communication strategy that is innovative for the Church
(Gandolfi, 2016; de Rooij, 2019). He takes advantage of social media like Twitter
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while using a more informal approach than his predecessors to express the concerns
of most people (not only Catholics) mainly about the environment and social justice
(de Rooji, 2019), although maintaining a top-down approach in the use of those new
media (Gandolfi, 2016). These characteristics contribute to making him a deeply
charismatic figure, capable of influencing the public sphere on debated topics with
his legitimacy and communication power (de Rooji, 2019). As a result of the prolif-
eration of media sources and the speeding up of information, the Church’s potential
audience has become increasingly broader (Gili and Nardella, 2019). Not only does
news travel faster, but now they are more able to cross borders and sway people
from the most different backgrounds and social categories. In light of the mediatiza-
tion of religion (Hoover, 2006; Hjarvard, 2011), the Church aims to take advantage of
the various media sources in its public discourse, carving its space in the shared arena
of debate and acting as an agent of civil society.

Although the active role of Pope Francis in the public sphere has been widely high-
lighted, extant research on the Francis effect on public opinion has mostly focused on
attitudes toward climate change in the US context. The influence of Pope Francis on
public opinion is supposed to go beyond the climate issue, given the variety of stances
addressed in his discourse, from modernization to social justice (De Rooij, 2019). As
argued before, this is especially true in periods characterized by enduring crises
(Genovese, 2015). In this respect, in light of the COVID-19 pandemic and its
economic consequences, the issue of providing a feasible strategy for economic relief
for low-income social groups has emerged. The debate remains open on whether to
introduce special policies to address people’s basic needs, targeting people with lower
incomes who tend to have more unstable, underpaid jobs. By recognizing the impor-
tance of the issue related to both the labor market and poverty, the economic and the
social sphere, Pope Francis seized the opportunity and during the Sunday of Easter
(April 12, 2020) expressed his opinion via a letter to civic movements and organiza-
tions (Schneck, 2020). The addressees were defined by the Pope himself as those left
behind, those “excluded by the benefits of globalization” but facing the worst down-
sides of it, in other words an ensemble of minorities, among which poor people,
migrants, women and youth (Pope Francis, 2020; Schneck, 2020). This letter
appeared on many prominent Italian newspapers and information channels (like
Corriere della Sera, La Repubblica, RaiNews, Avvenire) and international ones (like
CBC, CNBC, Forbes), highlighting its broad resonance. Using his authority and legit-
imacy, Pope Francis expressed his support toward measures of poverty alleviation
with the aim to address a problem appealing to everyone troubled by the precarious
situation, while also dealing with social injustice, as follows:

“Many of you live from day to day, without any type of legal guarantee to protect
you. [...] you who are informal, working on your own or in the grassroots econ-
omy, you have no steady income to get you through this hard time. This may be
the time to consider a universal basic wage which would acknowledge and dignify
the noble, essential tasks you carry out [...]-” (Pope Francis, 2020)

The Pope’s words contained in this letter could be relevant in shaping the public
sphere, considering not only the aforementioned influential role of the source, but
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also the strategic timing (at the height of the religious celebrations), the highly
debated topic (under the circumstances of a global crisis such as the COVID-19 pan-
demic) and the vast audience addressed. Within such a framework, it becomes con-
sequential to understand whether and to what extent Pope Francis influenced public
opinion on poverty alleviation measures.

Context of the study

Whereas the influence of religious authorities on public opinion remains an impor-
tant topic to be investigated worldwide, it assumes particular relevance when looking
at the Italian context. First of all, Italy hosts the Vatican State, the seat of the Catholic
Church in the world, and the large majority of the Italian population identifies as
Catholic (in 2019, 72%, according to European Social Survey Round 9 Data, 2018).
Hence, the Pope still retains a considerable potential impact on the public both as
a religious leader and a political actor in the public discourse (Genovese, 2015;
Garelli, 2020). Second, overall Italians have highly positive attitudes toward Pope
Francis, among the most favorable in the world (91% of favorable views, compared
to 84% in Europe, 78% in the US, and 60% around the world, Pew Research
Center, 2014), creating advantageous preconditions for the Pope to influence people’s
opinions in situations where politics fails. Lastly, the Italian political scenario has
been dramatically shaken by the outbreak of COVID-19 and, at the same time, the
economy has been greatly impacted by the restrictions, causing to the population a
deep sense of destabilization and uncertainty (Vicentini and Galanti, 2022).
Because of the unprecedented circumstances created by COVID-19 and the extreme
difficulty of Italian politics to cater urgent needs of its impoverishing population,
Pope Francis could potentially fulfil this vacant role in the social sphere. In addition,
the COVID-19 crisis has made re-emerge the debate on income support and welfare
measures to tackle poverty (Natili et al., 2021). Around the world, the two main strat-
egies used to address the issue are the universal basic income (a certain amount of
money given to every adult in a country) and the guaranteed minimum income (stip-
ulated minimum income granted to every worker) (Bryan, 2021). However, in Italy
only in 2018 an income support measure has been developed firstly as a Reddito di
inclusione (Inclusion Income) and then widened as Reddito di Cittadinanza
(Citizenship Income), which gives monetary help to people after passing a means
test (Jessoula and Natili, 2020; Maino and De Tommaso, 2022). As a matter of
fact, this was the only anti-poverty welfare measure (apart from a special
COVID-19 emergency income); also, there is no minimum income threshold for
workers and the public debate is still heated as the Italian population is very divided
on poverty alleviation policies (Jessoula and Natili, 2020).

Considering this peculiar context, Pope Francis decided to publicly express his
opinion in the letter sent to popular movements in 2020 during Easter, at the peak
of the very first COVID-19 wave and of the Catholic holy days. Mentioning in generic
terms a “universal basic wage” Pope Francis aimed at raising attention to strengthen-
ing welfare measures for poverty alleviation during the time of crisis. While there are
different approaches to address the issue of poverty alleviation, following the Pope’s
words our analysis focuses on the basic income.
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Francis effect on public opinion: literature review and theoretical expectations

This study aims to test the effect of Pope Francis’ endorsement of poverty alleviation
measures on the public opinion, and whether such effect varies depending on various
individual characteristics. According to the perspective of heuristics processing, peo-
ple often employ external cues when expressing their opinions toward a certain issue.
In this regard, the source cues—such as the individual exposure to the opinion of a
political leader—are expected to strengthen the opinion holding and guide the opin-
ion direction (Mondak, 1993).

So far, almost all the existing studies have analyzed Pope Francis’ influence on atti-
tudes toward climate change considering the publication of the encyclical Laudato Si
in 2015 and focused mostly on the US context (for a review, see Landrum and
Vasquez, 2020). By analyzing both cross-sectional survey data collecting information
on the exposure to the papal encyclical (Li et al., 2016), panel data collected before
and after the publication of the encyclical and the papal visit in the US (Maibach
et al., 2015; Landrum et al, 2017), and experimental survey data where a random
group of respondents was exposed to information about the Pope’s messages
(Schuldt et al., 2017; Myrick and Evans Comfort, 2019, 2020; Buckley, 2022), those
studies provided some evidence toward a Francis effect on the overall US population.
Between March and October 2015 (before and after the release of the encyclical),
Maibach et al. (2015) showed a slight increase in the climate change concern and
belief that climate change is happening, while they reported no shift in climate change
attribution. On a nationally representative sample of the US population, Schuldt
et al.s’ (2017) survey experiment showed that the exposure to Pope Francis’ message
was—overall—associated with an increase in the perception of climate change as a
moral issue (also in Buckley, 2022) and in personal responsibility for contributing to
it, but not with the personal responsibility for helping to mitigate climate change.
Indeed, not all studies agree on a significant presence of a Francis effect. For instance,
Li et al. (2016) found no direct effect between encyclical awareness and agreement with
the Pope’s positions on climate change, while Buckley (2022) reported—overall—a
non-significant impact of the exposure to Pope Francis’ message on opinions on the
causes of climate change and the government action for mitigation. Also, the only
study carried out in the European context showed that, when primed with a moral mes-
sage from Pope Francis’ encyclical, on average Italian people did not substantially
change their willingness to support a petition for a meat tax (Mrchkovska et al., 2023).

Nonetheless, given several characteristics of the Italian context (the strong reli-
gious tradition, the high percentage of Catholics, and the overall positive evaluation
of the figure of Pope Francis among the public), we should expect that the papal
cue can positively affect the overall support for the proposed measure of poverty alle-
viation. Thus, our first hypothesis stands as follows:

- HI: Overall, Pope Francis’ endorsement increases support for anti-poverty
measures.

All in all, previous studies detected some heterogeneity in the Francis effect on public

opinion, depending on individual attitudes toward the figure of Pope Francis himself
and political views (Landrum and Vasquez, 2020).
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Previous research has shown that the figure of the pontiff goes beyond the mere
religious role-model and has overcome traditional barriers (Bohigues and Rivas,
2021). Indeed, the same authors show that in Latin America Pope Francis’ evaluation
is higher among Catholics, but the level of religiosity proves not to be associated with
the Pope’s evaluation. Therefore, we cannot consider support for Pope Francis as a
mere indicator of religiosity.

Notably, again according to the heuristic processing perspective, individuals tend
to extend their evaluations of a political figure to the policies he/she supports
(Mondak, 1993). In other words, the impact of a source cue is stronger when the indi-
vidual evaluation of a political figure is more intense. In line with this expectation and
the extant empirical research, those individuals who hold positive attitudes toward the
Pope should be more likely to employ the papal cue when expressing their opinion
toward the poverty alleviation measure. In other words, it is likely that people trusting
the pontiff will be more subjected to the Francis effect, increasing their support
toward the measures the Pope supports. In this regard, Buckley (2022) showed that
among people sustaining Pope Francis the exposure to his message on climate change
substantially increased the attribution of human activity as the main cause of climate
change, the moral salience of the issue and the support toward a government action
for its mitigation. Therefore, we can hypothesize that:

— H2: Pope Francis’ endorsement increases support for anti-poverty measures
especially among people trusting him.

Moreover, one could expect that the Francis effect on public opinion can depend on
religious denomination and religious involvement. As Pope Francis is the leader of
the Catholic Church, Catholic people are supposed to be more inclined to modify
their opinions to follow the Pope’s message when compared to non-Catholic ones.
Extant studies from the US context provided mixed evidence in this regard. Li
et al. (2016) do not report substantially different relationships between encyclical
awareness and respectively climate change concern and perceived credibility of
Pope Francis on the climate issue when comparing Catholics and non-Catholics.
Instead, Maibach et al. (2015) show that the change in attitudes toward climate
change after the release of the encyclical was more remarkable among Catholics
than other confessions and that Catholics were more inclined to self-report being
influenced by Pope Francis’ stances. Moreover, people highly involved in institutional
religion are supposed to be more prone to follow religious teachings and, accordingly,
the Pope’s teachings. Nonetheless, previous research on the Francis effect on public
opinion has generally neglected the moderating role of religious involvement. A
rare exception is represented by Mrchkovska et al.s’ (2023) work, which surprisingly
shows that in Italy Pope Francis’ priming message had a negative effect on the sup-
port for a meat tax among highly religious people.

Previous literature showed mixed evidence toward the moderating role of religios-
ity, but it is reasonable to think that the Francis effect should be higher among those
Catholics who are more involved in institutional religion. Since attendance to reli-
gious services “exposes the laity to the messages from the clergy” (Vezzoni and
Biolcati-Rinaldi, 2015: 104), practicing Catholics should be more inclined to follow
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the Pope’s indications and teachings, Although previous studies have shown that
sometimes bishops and local clergy deviate from Pope’s public messages (Calfano,
2009; Holman and Shockley, 2017), individuals who invest time and resources in
practicing religion are more likely to be influenced by religious messages (Iyer,
2016; Curtis and Olson, 2019). Thus, our third hypothesis stands as follows:

- H3: Pope Francis’ endorsement increases support for anti-poverty measures
especially among practicing Catholics.

Finally, Pope Francis’ influence on public opinion is supposed to be moderated by
political ideology. In the media representation, Pope Francis has often been depicted
as leftist because of his several warnings about inequality, social injustice, and envi-
ronmental degradation (Neumayr, 2017). This is reflected also among public opinion,
despite his conservative positions on cultural issues, rather in line with his predeces-
sors. In the US leftist people are indeed more likely to positively evaluate the Pope
than rightist ones, even though among Catholics the role of ideology in predicting
the Pope’s evaluation tends to disappear (Federico, 2021). Other survey data
shows, however, that Pope Francis is more appreciated among Catholics who identify
as Democrats than among Catholics who identify as Republicans (Pew Research
Center, 2021). Instead, in Latin America left-right ideology was found not as a signif-
icant predictor of Pope’s evaluation. For what concerns political ideology as a mod-
erator of Pope Francis’ effect on public opinion, extant research provides us
heterogeneous results. Li et al. (2016) show that in the US democrats grant more
credibility to Pope Francis on the topic of climate change when compared to repub-
licans, who tended to reject the encyclical message even when they identify as
Catholics. Schuldt et al. (2017) show that, on the one hand, brief exposure to Pope
Francis increased the perception of climate change as a moral issue especially
among Republicans, and on the other hand enhanced the feeling of personal respon-
sibility for contributing to climate change and its mitigation only among Democrats.

Since on the one side the themes of social justice and reduction of inequality tra-
ditionally pertain to the left, and on the other side the Pope has been often depicted
as leftist in the public debate, we should expect that the Pope’s voice on poverty alle-
viation measures is heard more loudly by leftist people. Following some existing evi-
dence on the Francis effect on climate change, we hypothesize that:

- H4: Pope Francis’ endorsement increases support for anti-poverty measures
especially among leftist people.

Data, methods and measures

Data

We test our hypotheses by employing survey data coming from the first wave of the
ResPOnsE COVID-19 project carried out by the Sps Trend Lab of the University of
Milan (Vezzoni et al., 2022; for further information on the ResPOnsE COVID-19
project see Vezzoni et al., 2020). The survey aimed to monitor the dynamics of
Italian public opinion during the various phases of the COVID-19 pandemic.
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Besides the core questionnaire—fielded between April 6 and July 8, 2020—covering
behavior compliance, well-being, risk perception, attitudes toward several issues
and socio-demographics, some questions were asked only during specific periods
of the fieldwork. This was the case of the survey experiment and the questions on reli-
giosity. Survey data analyzed in this paper were indeed collected between April 17 and
May 15, 2020 (n = 4,601), during the first wave of the COVID-19 pandemic. The sam-
ple was drawn from an opt-in panel of an Italian survey research institute (Swg S.P.A.)
and reproduces Italian population distributions for sex, geographical area of resi-
dence, and age class (see the socio-demographic distribution of the sample in
Table S1 in the Online Supplementary Material).

The experimental design

The aim of the study is to test whether Pope Francis’ endorsement on the introduc-
tion of measures of poverty alleviation influences citizens’ support for that measure,
by employing a randomized experimental design. We focus on those measures pro-
posed by Pope Francis in the letter sent to popular movements and organizations
during Easter 2020, namely, a universal basic wage for all working people.
Although the non-probabilistic nature of the sample is a potential threat to the exter-
nal validity of the findings, the use of a randomized experimental design has the
potential to test a specific mechanism on public opinion on anti-poverty measures.
While non-experimental studies have some limits in investigating the effect of the
exposure to Pope Francis’ public statements and their influence on the public sphere
because of the interplay of a variety of external factors, an experimental approach
allows isolating the effect of papal cues on public opinion. Here, as a result of the ran-
domization of the experimental condition we can assume that differences in the dis-
tributions of the dependent variable depending on the experimental condition are
explained by the experimental condition itself. Also, previous research showed
large correspondence in experimental results between probabilistic and non-
probabilistic samples, (Coppock et al., 2018).

The sample was randomly divided using a split-half design into one treatment
group (N=2,254) and one control group (N =2,347). Respondents expressed their
support for the introduction of a universal basic wage for all workers, including tem-
porary and self-employed ones, either proposed by Pope Francis (treatment group) or
by some people (control group). The wording of the two experimental conditions
stood as follows:

— Control group: “Some people proposed the introduction of a universal basic
income for every worker including temporary and self-employed workers.
Are you in favor or against?”

— Treatment group: “Pope Francis proposed the introduction of a universal basic
income for every worker including temporary and self-employed workers. Are
you in favor or against?”

The only difference between the experimental conditions consists in the source
(actor(s)) proposing the introduction of the measure.
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Respondents were asked to give an answer to the question on a four-point Likert
scale, where 1 corresponds to the least supportive position (strongly against) and 4 the
most supportive one (strongly in favor), while 99 corresponds to the “don’t know”
option. Therefore, higher values of the dependent variable indicate higher support
for the introduction of the anti-poverty measure.

Measures

As we aim to analyze whether Pope Francis® effect on support for anti-poverty mea-
sures varies depending on certain individual characteristics, we consider three main
moderating variables measured in the survey.

First, we include as moderating variable the trust in Pope Francis, measured on a
0-10 scale where 0 corresponds to “None at all” and 10 to “A great deal” (mean =
6.59, S.D. =3.05). Second, to simultaneously account for both religious denomination
and involvement in institutional religion we employ a typology of individual religios-
ity as the combination of religious affiliation and attendance to religious services
(Jagodzinski and Dobbelaere, 1995; Ladini et al, 2021). For what concerns the
religious denomination, we distinguish between Catholics (1 =2,922, 63.6% of the
sample), and non-affiliated people (n=1,202, 26.2% of the sample), by excluding
from the analysis respondents belonging to other denominations as they are a very
small and heterogeneous minority in the Italian context (in our sample, 6.0% of
the respondents, n=276) and respondents providing a don’t know answer (n=
193, 4.2% of the sample). As a measure of institutional religiosity, we consider the
attendance to religious services (see Nicolet and Tresch, 2009). Nonetheless, the sur-
vey was carried out during the first wave of the pandemic, when churches were closed,
and mass celebration forbidden because of the lockdown. Therefore, the measure
refers to the frequency of attendance to religious services via web, radio, and tv in
the week before the interview (employed also in Molteni et al., 2021). The original
variable included the answer options “every day”, “more than once a week”, “once
a week”, and “never”. Considering the precept of the Catholic Church of attending
religious service every Sunday, we aimed at simply distinguishing between those
adhering to institutional religion, thus attending at least once a week (n=1,491,
32.4% of the sample), and those not adhering (n=2,894, 63.0% of the sample),
while excluding the missing cases (211 respondents, 4.6% of the sample). Thence,
we construct a religious typology by combining the outcomes of the two variables,
with the resulting three categories: “practicing Catholics” (n=1,303) define them-
selves as Catholic and attended religious services at least once in the week before
the interview; “nominal Catholics” (n=1,512) define themselves as Catholic but
did not attend religious services in the week before the interview; “non-religious”
(n=1,174) are those who declare not to belong to any religion. Finally, we consider
as third moderator political ideology, measured in terms of left-right self-placement
on a 0 (left) —10 (right) scale, with the “don’t know” and “do not locate” options
(mean =4.56, S.D.=2.93).

While the question on political ideology was asked before the survey experiment,
religious affiliation, attendance, and trust in Pope Francis were measured after the
survey experiment. Nonetheless, the distribution of the three variables does not differ
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across the two experimental conditions (see Table S2 in the Online Supplementary
Material). In the concluding section, we will discuss the implications of the placement
of the moderating variables in the analysis of this survey experiment.

Empirical strategy

To test our research hypotheses, we run linear regression models where the depen-
dent variable is the individual support for the measure of poverty alleviation.
Model 1 allows testing H1 by including as main independent variable the experimen-
tal condition (‘Pope Francis” versus “Others” priming). Each of the models 2, 3, and 4
include a single interaction term between the experimental condition and respectively
trust in Pope Francis, religious typology, and left-right self-placement. Those models
allow testing H2, H3, and H4.

Results

We first analyze whether the distribution of support for anti-poverty measure varies
by experimental condition.

Table 1 shows that the majority of respondents were favorable toward the proposal
of introducing a guaranteed basic wage for all workers, irrespective of the experimen-
tal condition. Moreover, it provides evidence toward HI: although the difference
between the two distributions is not large, the percentage of total support for the
measure of poverty alleviation is substantially higher among those respondents
exposed to the papal endorsement (26.0% of respondents are totally favorable, versus
20.9% in the control group). While the percentages of respondents who are totally
against the measure and do not answer are analogous between the two experimental
groups, in the control group there is a slightly higher percentage of people declaring
to be favorable and against it. All in all, the Pope’s endorsement significantly
enhances the support for the measure of poverty alleviation (x> p-value < 0.001).

Regression analysis allows formal testing of whether the effect of the papal cues on
support for anti-poverty measures is moderated by trust in Pope Francis, religiosity,

Table 1. Percentage distribution of support for the anti-poverty measure by experimental condition

(n=4,601)
Experimental condition-priming
Support for the measure Some people Pope Francis
Totally against 4.4 4.4
Against 12.4 9.6
Favorable 47.3 44.1
Totally favorable 20.9 26.0
DK/DA 15.2 159
Total 100.0 (2,254) 100.0 (2,347)

Pearson x*(4) = 23.55; p-value = 0.000.
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and left-right position (in Figure S1 and S2 in the Online Supplementary Material we
also reported the raw means of the dependent variable by experimental condition and
each moderating variables). In regression analysis, we excluded those people who
answered don’t know to the item on support for anti-poverty measures (similar share
of respondents across the two groups: 152% in the control group, and 15.9% in
the treatment group). In the following analysis, the dependent variable is treated as
cardinal.

In Table 2, Model 1 confirms the empirical evidence for H1 coming from Table 1.
Being exposed to Pope Francis’s endorsement led to a significantly higher support for
the measure of poverty alleviation. The mean difference with people not exposed to
the papal endorsement was equal to 0.09 ( p-value < 0.01). The result is the same even
after controlling for socio-demographics (Model 1 in Table Al in the Appendix).

In Table 2, Model 2 allows testing whether such an effect increases as long as the
trust in Pope Francis increases. The interaction term is positive and statistically sig-
nificant, therefore results support H2: Pope Francis’ endorsement increases the sup-
port for measures of poverty alleviation especially among people trusting him.
Figure 1 (Panel A) allows for better visualizing the moderating effect of trust in
Pope Francis, by reporting the predicted means of support for the measure of poverty
alleviation by experimental condition and trust in the Pope. For people with high
trust in the Pope, the level of support for the anti-poverty measure is substantially
higher when the Pope endorsed the measure (estimated mean difference equal to
0.21 among people with the highest—equal to 10 on a 0-10 scale—trust in the
Pope), while the papal endorsement had a backlash effect on support for the measure
among people who do not trust him (estimated mean difference equal to —0.17
among people with the lowest—equal to 0 on a 0-10 scale—trust in the Pope).
Moreover, the figure shows that higher trust in Pope Francis is associated with
higher support for the measure of poverty alleviation in both the control and the
treatment group. In the Appendix, the regression model with socio-demographic
controls (Model 2 in Table A1) reports the same interaction coefficient of Model 2
in Table 2.

Model 3 allows testing whether the effect of the papal cue varies according to the
individual religious typology. In the regression models, the coefficient of the interac-
tion term between the experimental condition and the dummy “nominal Catholics”
(with “practicing Catholics” as reference category) is negative (—0.11) but statistically
significant only at the 0.10 level, while the coefficient of the interaction term between
the experimental condition and the dummy “non-religious” is negative (—0.10) but
not statistically significant. Figure 1 (Panel B) shows that among people not exposed
to the papal endorsement, the mean support for the measures of poverty alleviation is
similar across the different categories of religious typology. As suggested in the regres-
sion analysis and shown in Figure 1 (Panel B), the mean difference in support for the
measure of poverty alleviation between the “Pope Francis” and the “some people”
condition is slightly higher among practicing Catholics, but such difference is not
statistically different—at the 0.05 level—than the ones related to nominal Catholics
and non-religious, respectively. In other words, there is weak evidence to affirm
that the effect of the papal cue on support for the measure is stronger among prac-
ticing Catholics than among nominal Catholics and non-religious people. Therefore,
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Table 2. Regression models with support for the anti-poverty measure (1-4 scale) as dependent variable

Independent variables Categories/Scale Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4
Experimental condition Pope Francis 0.09***  —0.17*** 0.16*** 0.20***
(Some people) (0.03) (0.06) (0.05) (0.05)

Trust in Pope Francis 0-10 0.03***
(0.01)
Experimental condition#  Pope Francis# 0.04***
Trust in Pope Francis Trust in Pope Francis (0.01)
Religious typology Nominal Catholics —0.04
(Practicing Catholics) (0.05)
Non-religious 0.02
(0.05)
Experimental condition#  Pope Francis# —0.11*
Religious typology Nominal Catholics (0.06)
Pope Francis# —0.10
Non-religious (0.07)
Left-right ideology 0(left)-10(right) —0.05***
(0.01)
Experimental condition#  Pope Francis# —0.02**
Left-right ideology Left-right Ideology (0.01)
Constant 3.00*** 2.82%** 3.00*** 317
(0.02) (0.04) (0.03) (0.04)
Observations 3,886 3,792 3,433 3,193
R? 0.003 0.04 0.01 0.05

Note: Standard errors in parentheses. ***p <0.01, **p <0.05, *p <0.1.

although the pattern is in line with our theoretical expectations, the findings offer lit-
tle evidence for supporting H3. Moreover, when controlling for socio-demographics
(see Model 3 in Table Al in the Appendix) both the interaction terms between the
experimental condition and the dummies of religious typology become non-
statistically different from 0. To avoid idiosyncrasies related to the self-reported mea-
sure of church attendance referred to the pandemic period, characterized by a slight
religious revival and impossibility of physically attending religious services (Molteni
et al., 2021), we estimated the same regression model in which the religious typology
is constructed by employing a measure of church attendance referred to the pre-
pandemic period (see Model 3bis in Table S3 in the Online Supplementary
Material).! Nonetheless, the results are consistent with the ones presented in
Model 3 in Table 2 (and in Model 3 in Table Al in the Appendix).

Finally, Model 4 in Table 2 tests H4, namely, whether the effect of the Pope’s
endorsement is stronger among leftist people. The interaction term (equal to
—0.02) is negative and statistically significant at the 0.05 level, namely, the Francis
effect decreases as long as moving from the left to the right on the ideological
scale. Similar to Figure 1, Figure 2 allows for a better interpretation of the moderating
effect of the political ideology. Among right-wing people, the exposure to the Pope
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Francis” endorsement does not have any effect on support for the measure of poverty
alleviation. Instead, among left-wing people the reference to Pope Francis substan-
tially enhances the support for the measure (among people scoring 0 on the 0-10
left-right scale, estimated mean difference between the two experimental groups
equal to 0.20 on a 1-4 scale). Therefore, empirical evidence supports H4, and is fur-
ther reinforced by the regression model which controls for the main socio-
demographic variables (Model 4 in Table Al in the Appendix).” However, we should
consider that the three moderating variables are not independent. Indeed, trust in
Pope Francis is substantially higher among practicing Catholics (mean = 8.1) when
compared to nominal Catholics (mean = 6.8), who show in turn higher trust in the
Pope when compared with non-religious (mean =5.3). Furthermore, trust in Pope
Francis was shown to be substantially higher among leftist people (mean=7.3
among people scoring 0-3 on the left-right scale) when compared to rightist ones
(mean = 5.6 among people scoring 7-10, while the mean is equal to 7.0 among people
scoring 4-6 on the left-right scale). To exclude the presence in the results of compo-
sition effects due to the interconnections between the three variables we have esti-
mated in Table A2 in the Appendix the regression models (Model 2, 3, and 4)
where controlling for the other two variables not considered as moderators and the
other socio-demographics. As shown by the interaction terms, results are consistent
with the ones shown in Table 2 (and in Figures 1 and 2), by offering empirical evi-
dence toward H2 and H4 (interaction terms statistically different than 0 at the 0.05
level) and only weak evidence toward H3. We should also stress that these latter anal-
yses were performed on samples substantially smaller when compared to the analyses
shown in Table 2, because of the significant number of cases with a missing value for
at least one of the independent variables.
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Figure 2. Predicted means of support for the measure of poverty alleviation (1-4 scale) by experimental
condition and left-right ideology (estimated by Model 4 in Table 2. N=3,193).
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Discussion and conclusions

Since he was elected Pope in 2013, Jorge Bergoglio’s statements on several social and
political issues have been pivotal in the public debate. Nonetheless, so far there is lim-
ited evidence of the impact that Pope Francis has had on public opinion, especially on
issues not related to climate change. Our contribution has thus aimed to answer two
main research questions: Is Pope Francis influential on public opinion, and to what
extent? And which are the social groups whose opinions can be more affected by the
Pope’s? Focusing on the issue of social justice and the proposal for introducing pov-
erty alleviation measures during the emergency period of the COVID-19 pandemic
and implementing a priming survey experiment on a sample of Italian respondents,
our study shows that the exposure to Pope Francis’ endorsement of the anti-poverty
measure slightly increased the overall support for it. Moreover, the results show that
the exposure to the Pope’s endorsement had a larger impact among people with high
trust in the Pope and left-wing political orientation, while individual religiosity
proved not to be a significant moderator. Applying an experimental design which
allows isolating the effect of a source cue on public opinion, our results can be inter-
preted in causal terms. In other words, we can talk about the existence of a Francis
effect in Italian public opinion, differentiated by some individual characteristics.
Although the effects are not huge, our findings can be suggestively read in light of
the debate on the secularization of Western societies. On the one hand, in line
with Casanova’s (1994) argument, the high activity of Pope Francis in expressing his
opinions about the social and political sphere and the consequential effect detected
on public opinion confirms the persistence of public religion in contemporary societies.
According to our findings, the Pope is still an influential actor who can impact the
public. In other words, the Catholic Church is still a voice that can matter in the public
debate, even beyond the strictly speaking religious sphere. On the other hand, in line
with the secularization thesis, the Catholic Church and the Pope do not have a
particularly strong influence on their adherents’ opinions. Practicing catholic people,
indeed, are not highly affected by the Pope’s statement on an issue related to the
Catholic social teachings, dealing with social justice and solidarity. All in all, the
influence of the Pope on public opinion is mostly explained by his trustworthiness
(since the Francis effect is substantially higher among people trusting him, even net of
individual religiosity and political orientation) rather than his role as a religious authority.

Pundits have often stressed the media representation of Pope Francis as liberal and
leftist, and survey data showed a higher preference toward his figure among left-wing
people, at least in the US. Besides showing that this finding applies also to the Italian
context, our study has further shown that the Pope’s statement supporting the intro-
duction of poverty alleviation measures affected mostly the leftist public opinion.
According to such empirical evidence, the Pope was shown as an influential leader
especially for the left-wing people. This is peculiar for a country in which the
right-wing political elites are not in opposition with the Catholic Church and, in par-
ticular, Catholics have still a stronger preference for right-wing parties when com-
pared to non-religious people (Barisione et al., 2023). We can therefore argue that
the reception of Pope Francis’ message should be better interpreted through a polit-
ical rather than religious lens.
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Furthermore, these results have some implications for the political communication
strategy. As the Pope was shown to influence public opinion on issues related to left-
wing stances—even beyond the climate change issue—left-wing political leaders could
have benefits in exploiting the Pope’s endorsement of policies they support in their
political communication. In this regard, future research is invited to analyze to
what extent the references to the Pope are present in the discourse of political leaders
of different orientations, around which issues, and finally how are they effective in
influencing public opinion.

Although our analysis contributes to expanding the knowledge of the Francis effect
on public opinion, it does not come without limitations. First, we analyzed public
support for poverty alleviation measures which has several traits in common with
both guaranteed minimum income and universal basic wage, but it does not exactly
coincide with any of those measures. For the sake of external validity, indeed, we
focused on the measure endorsed by the Pope in the letter sent to popular movements
(a universal basic wage for all workers) and analyzed people’s support for that mea-
sure. Nonetheless, given the common leftist ideological root of anti-poverty measures,
we guess that our conclusions could be extended to other anti-poverty measures. Our
conclusions, however, cannot be generalized to public opinion support for policies
framed into the rightist ideology, and less-ideological policies. Only future experi-
mental research will allow comparing the Francis effect on support for rightist and
leftist policies, as well as concerning different topics. Second, the survey did not
include any manipulation check aimed at directly assessing individual-level attentive-
ness in answering the questionnaire (Kane and Barabas, 2019). Therefore, we cannot
detect whether the respondents have paid sufficient attention to the source of the
message (Pope Francis versus some people) and, accordingly, we can interpret the
experimental effects only in terms of intent-to-treat effects. Thus, the reported esti-
mates of the regression models should be intended as conservative. Third, some of
the moderating variables (religious denomination, attendance to religious services,
trust in Pope Francis) did not precede the survey experiment in the questionnaire.
In this regard, previous research has outlined the issue of post-treatment bias in
experimental research (Montgomery et al., 2018), while other scholars argue that
measuring moderators before the treatment variable can prime respondents and
change the treatment effect (Klar et al., 2020). A recent study, however, shows little
evidence toward the hypothesis of differences in treatment effects based on moderator
placement (Albertson and Jessee, 2023). Notwithstanding, our moderating variables
measure rather stable constructs, thus we tend to minimize the presence of an ex-post
rationalization in respondents’ answers. Moreover, we have shown that the distribu-
tion of the moderating variables did not vary according to the experimental condi-
tion. Fourth, the survey experiment and its related hypotheses were not pre-
registered. As the survey was carried out during the first phase of the COVID-19 pan-
demic, the research group who carried out the survey was strongly focused in rapidly
designing instruments aimed at assessing people’s reactions to the pandemic (Vezzoni
et al., 2020), thus neglecting such an important practice. Future experiments aimed at
focusing on the Francis effect on public opinion are invited to undertake the pre-
registration procedure for the sake of transparency of research findings and a stronger
connection between theoretical expectations and experimental findings.
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Finally, we would like to highlight that our study has been carried out in a country,
Italy, where the presence of the Pope in the public debate is particularly relevant.
Therefore, studies aimed at applying similar research designs in other contexts are
more than welcome to understand to what extent our conclusions can be generalized.

Notwithstanding some limitations, our results offer new evidence supporting the
theoretical perspective of heuristic processing in opinion formation (Mondak,
1993) by showing that exposure to the opinion of a recognized leader impacts
people’s opinions. Indeed, we have shown that people can use external cues when
expressing their opinion on a certain issue, by referring to the positions of those
sources—here, Pope Francis—they approve.

Supplementary material. The supplementary material for this article can be found at https://doi.org/
10.1017/81755048324000166

Data. Survey data come from the research project ResPOnsE COVID-19 (available at https://doi.org/10.
13130/RD_UNIMI/IJDSVS).
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Notes

1. The original survey question asked respondents the frequency of religious services before COVID-19 with
the following answer categories: every day, more than once a week, once a week, once/more than once a
month, only for the holy celebrations, less often never. We consider as practicing Catholics those who define
themselves as Catholic and attend religious services at least once a week, as nominal Catholics those who
declared to be Catholic and attend religious services less than once a week (from once/more than once a
month to never). Finally, non-religious are defined as those who declared not to belong to any religion
and attend religious services less than once a week (from once/more than once a month to never).

2. One could argue that the relationship between left-right ideology and the Francis effect on the support for
the universal basic wage is not linear. As a robustness check, we employ the moderation analysis by measuring
the left-right ideology in three categories (left:0-3; center:4-6; right:7-10). The results offer evidence for the
linearity of the relationship (see Figure S3 in the Online Supplementary Material; full model is shown in
Table S3 in the Online Supplementary Material, Model 4bis). The Francis effect proves to be higher
among people self-locating on the left than among those self-locating on the center. In turn, the Francis effect
proves to be higher among people self-locating on the center than among those self-locating on the right.
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Appendix

Table A1 Regression models with support for the anti-poverty measure (1-4 scale) as dependent variable

Independent variables Categories/Scale Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4
Experimental condition Pope Francis 0.09***  —0.17*** 0.15*** 0.19***
(Some people) (0.03) (0.06) (0.05) (0.05)
Trust in Pope Francis 0-10 0.02***
(0.01)
Experimental condition#  Pope Francis# 0.04***
Trust in Pope Francis Trust in Pope Francis (0.01)
Religious typology Nominal Catholics —0.02
(Practicing Catholics) (0.05)
Non-religious 0.08*
(0.05)
Experimental condition#  Pope Francis# —0.09
Religious typology Nominal Catholics (0.06)
Pope Francis# —0.08
Non-religious (0.07)
Left-right ideology 0(left)-10(right) —0.05***
(0.01)
Experimental condition#  Pope Francis# —0.02**
Left-Right ideology Left-Right Ideology (0.01)
Gender (Male) Female 0.17*** 0.15*** 0.18*** 0.16***
(0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.03)
Age class (18-34) 35-54 0.01 —0.02 0.03 0.03
(0.03) (0.03) (0.04) (0.04)
55 and more —0.01 —0.05 0.00 —0.01
(0.03) (0.03) (0.04) (0.04)
(Continued)
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Table Al (Continued.)

Independent variables Categories/Scale Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4
Educational level (Low) Medium 0.01 —0.00 0.02 —0.04
(0.04) (0.04) (0.05) (0.05)
High —0.11** —0.12*** —0.10** —0.16***
(0.04) (0.04) (0.05) (0.05)
Geographical area North-east —0.01 0.01 —0.00 —-0.00
(North-west) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04)
Centre 0.10*** 0.11*** 0.09** 0.08**
(0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04)
South 0.23*** 0.21*** 0.22*** 0.19***
(0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04)
Islands 0.13*** 0.11** 0.14*** 0.12**
(0.04) (0.04) (0.05) (0.05)
Constant 2.87*** 2.76*** 2.82%** 3.12%**
(0.05) (0.06) (0.07) (0.07)
Observations 3,882 3,789 3,431 3,191
R-squared 0.03 0.06 0.04 0.08

Note: Standard errors in parentheses, ***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.1. The regression models control for sex, age class in
three categories (18-34; 35-54; 55 and more), education in three categories (low, corresponding to lower secondary
school diploma at most; medium, corresponding to upper secondary school; high, corresponding to tertiary school),
and geographical area (five categories).

Table A2. Regression models with support for the anti-poverty measure (1-4 scale) as dependent
variable, controlling for the other moderating variables

Independent variables Categories/Scale Model 2 Model 3 Model 4
Experimental condition Pope Francis —0.26*** 0.17*** 0.22%**
(some people) (0.07) (0.05) (0.05)
Trust in Pope Francis 0-10 0.01* 0.04*** 0.04***
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01)
Experimental condition# 0.05***
Trust in Pope Francis (0.01)
Religious typology Nominal Catholics —-0.02 0.01 —-0.02
(Practicing Catholics) (0.03) (0.05) (0.03)
Non-religious 0.02 0.09 0.02
(0.04) (0.06) (0.04)
Experimental condition# Pope Francis# —0.06
Religious typology Nominal Catholics (0.07)
Pope Francis# —0.13*
Non-religious (0.07)
Left-right ideology 0(left)-10(right) —0.05*** —0.05*** —0.04***
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01)
(Continued)
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Table A2. (Continued.)

Independent variables Categories/Scale Model 2 Model 3 Model 4
Experimental condition# Pope Francis# —0.02**
Left-right ideology Left-Right ideology (0.01)
Gender (Male) Female 0.15*** 0.15*** 0.15***
(0.03) (0.03) (0.03)
Age class (18-34) 35-54 0.03 0.02 0.02
(0.04) (0.04) (0.04)
55 and more —0.02 —0.03 —-0.03
(0.04) (0.04) (0.04)
Educational level (Low) Medium —0.01 —0.01 —0.02
(0.05) (0.05) (0.05)
High —0.15*** —0.15*** —0.16***
(0.05) (0.05) (0.05)
Geographical area North-east 0.02 0.02 0.02
(North-west) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04)
Centre 0.07 0.07 0.07
(0.04) (0.04) (0.04)
South 0.17*** 0.17*** 0.17***
(0.04) (0.04) (0.04)
Islands 0.10* 0.09* 0.09*
(0.05) (0.05) (0.05)
Trust in Pope Francis 0-10 0.01* 0.04*** 0.04***
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01)
Left-right ideology 0(left)-10(right) —0.05*** —0.05*** —0.04***
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01)
Constant 3.01%** 2.81*** 2.78***
(0.10) (0.10) (0.10)
Observations 2,790 2,790 2,790
R-squared 0.11 0.10 0.10

Note: Standard errors in parentheses. ***p <0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.1
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