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Introduction

While research on populist movements has long 
been the domain of historians and a selected group 
of political scientists (Mudde, 2016; Mudde and 
Kaltwasser, 2013), the recent surge of populist right 
parties and agendas in European countries injected 
new vigour in the debate on the drivers of populism 
(Mair, 2013; Mouffe, 2018; Mudde, 2016; Müller, 
2016). The surprising outcome of the Brexit (the 
withdrawal of the United Kingdom from the 
European Union (EU) and the European Atomic 

Energy Community on 31 January 2020) vote, 
Donald Trump’s presidency of the United States (20 
January 2017–20 January 2021) and rapidly rising 
vote shares of populist parties in Europe during 
recent election cycles has compelled economists and 
economic geographers to examine the link between 
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changing economic conditions for people and 
regions and the rise of populism (Autor et al., 2017; 
Dijkstra et al., 2020; Essletzbichler et al., 2018; 
Gordon, 2018; Rodriguez-Pose, 2018; Rodrik, 
2018). They argue that uneven regional develop-
ment, the focus on striving core cities and neglect of 
the “places left behind” (Rodriguez-Pose, 2018) has 
produced a “geography of discontent” (Dijkstra 
et al., 2020; McCann, 2018) where people feeling 
abandoned by ruling elites vote against traditional 
and for populist parties and candidates. Economic 
geographers thus complement the work of political 
scientists and their focus on individual characteris-
tics to account for the impact of regional differences 
in economic fortunes on rising populist vote shares. 
This work focuses on between-region differences, 
differences between rural and urban areas and 
between structurally declining and expanding areas 
(Rodriguez-Pose, 2018), but glosses over differ-
ences in the vote within regions and cities.

This paper contributes to this literature as fol-
lows: the paper examines the variation of the popu-
list radical right vote shares in 1290 statistical wards 
in the city of Vienna. Focusing on a city “not left 
behind” illustrates that regional decline is neither a 
necessary nor a sufficient condition for rising popu-
list vote shares and that urban growth may generate 
a different set of challenges and resulting “geogra-
phies of discontent”; and in addition to the well-
known individual and geographical variables 
influencing voting behaviour, the paper examines 
whether increasing pressure on welfare services 
through immigration influences populist radical 
right voting shares (Cavaille and Ferwerda, 2017; 
Rodrik, 2018). More specifically, the paper exam-
ines if voters perceive increased immigration from 
non-EU countries as competition for a specific local 
welfare service, municipal housing, that may prompt 
them to vote for the populist radical right “Austrian 
Freedom Party” (FPOE). Vienna’s high share of resi-
dents in municipal housing units, legal changes in 
access criteria for municipal housing and the rapid 
increase in foreign nationals over the last 20 years 
makes Vienna an interesting case study of the role of 
competition for welfare services to explain within 
city-variation in the populist vote.

The paper is structured as follows: the second 
section reviews the literature on the economic and 

cultural drivers of rising populist vote shares, the 
geography of discontent as well as recent literature 
on the role of immigration into social welfare states 
as possible explanatory variable for the rise of the 
populist right; the third section will briefly summa-
rize recent demographic, political and legal changes, 
the impact on the Vienna housing market and its 
implications for the municipal housing sector. In 
particular, accession to the EU forced the city of 
Vienna to open up its municipal housing sector to 
EU and third country nationals apparently producing 
conflict between the “native” Austrian residents and 
“foreign” newcomers; the fourth section discusses 
the methodology and empirical operationalization of 
the theoretical drivers of populist right voting; the 
fifth section provides the empirical results; and the 
sixth section concludes the paper.

Populism and the geography of 
discontent

Explanations for the decline in centre party and ris-
ing populist party vote shares fall into those empha-
sizing the demand for populist parties, the supply of 
populist political programmes, messages and parties 
and the institutional context in which those parties 
operate (Mudde, 2007). The empirical focus of the 
literature is on demand side explanations separating 
into those emphasizing the role of economic and 
those emphasizing the role of cultural changes as the 
main cause for the rising demand of populist agen-
das (Inglehart and Norris, 2016).

One influential argument is based on the idea 
that recent economic developments and processes 
such as skill-biased technological change, globali-
zation, de-industrialization, rising inequality and 
an increasing share of insecure and precarious  
work practices generated a new group of 
Modernisierungsverlierer (losers of moderniza-
tion). These Modernisierungsverlierer include the 
low-skilled, poorly educated, blue collar working 
class whose jobs are under threat from digitaliza-
tion, outsourcing and competition from cheap 
immigrant labour (Autor et al., 2017; Betz, 1994; 
Inglehart and Norris, 2016; Rodrik, 2018). Facing 
unemployment, the fear of unemployment or dete-
riorating economic conditions in the form of declin-
ing absolute or relative wages, unskilled or 
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low-skilled workers are expected to vote against 
centre parties and for populist parties (Eribon, 
2009; Golder, 2016).

Rather than focusing on the economic impacts of 
recent changes to explain the rise in the populist 
vote, a second set of explanations interprets the rise 
of the populist right vote as a cultural counter-revo-
lution against the rise of progressive values includ-
ing increased tolerance towards same-sex marriage, 
lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer (or some-
times questioning), and others rights, ethical norms, 
open-mindedness towards migrants, refugees, for-
eigners, multicultural life-styles, food and travel, 
cosmopolitan support for international cooperation, 
humanitarian assistance, multilateral agencies, envi-
ronmental concerns, race and gender equality and 
human rights (Inglehart, 1990, 1997; Inglehart and 
Norris, 2016; Norris and Inglehart, 2009). Those in 
favour of progressive social change and humanistic 
values tend to be economically secure and better 
educated. Traditional values are held supposedly by 
the old, men, and those with little formal education, 
the group that also tends to lose economically. In this 
view, xenophobia, hostility and intolerance towards 
migrants, ethnic, religious and racial minorities are 
only part of a wider cultural backlash against social 
and cultural change. Empirically “culture” is meas-
ured as educational attainment, trust in governance, 
anti-immigrant sentiments, authoritarian values or 
rightwing ideology (Inglehart and Norris, 2016).

As economic and cultural changes interact and 
overlap, it is difficult empirically to reduce explana-
tions of the rise in the populist vote to either eco-
nomic or cultural explanations. What emerges from 
the empirical literature is that voters with relatively 
low levels of formal education (Essletzbichler et al., 
2018; Gordon, 2018; Hobolt, 2016; Lee et al., 2018), 
older workers (Ford and Goodwin, 2017; Goodwin 
and Heath, 2016; Gordon, 2018; Hobolt, 2016; 
Rodrik, 2018) and those on lower incomes (Ford and 
Goodwin, 2017; Goodwin and Heath, 2016; Hobolt, 
2016; Rodrik, 2018) and/or unemployed (Los et al., 
2017) tend to vote for populist right parties for eco-
nomic and/or cultural reasons. Furthermore, recent 
work on populism illustrate that explanations need to 
be formulated in the institutional contexts in which 
elections unfold. One of those institutional contexts 

entering explanations of populist voting are differ-
ences in the role and structure of national welfare 
systems (Cavaille and Ferwerda, 2017; Manow, 
2018; Rodrik, 2018). Rodrik (2018) argues that dete-
riorating economic conditions of the (native) work-
ing class coupled with perceived competition from 
immigrants for increasingly scarce welfare services 
generates existential fears that can be exploited by 
populist radical right parties to mobilize against 
immigrants to increase their vote share. According to 
Rodrik (2018) national differences in welfare state 
systems thus explain the rise of right rather than left 
populism in countries with generous and easily 
accessible welfare services such as those of Central 
and Northern European welfare states. Once immi-
grants are able to enter these countries legally, they 
gain access to those services. The Austrian populist 
radical right Freedom Party (FPOE) stokes those 
fears and has a history of exploiting “welfare chau-
vinism” as part of its anti-immigration party pro-
gram (Fallend, 2013; Marquart, 2013; Pelinka et al., 
2008).

While political scientists and economists have 
focused on the temporal changes of populist voting 
at the individual or nation state scale, the spatial var-
iation in the Brexit vote, the election of Donald 
Trump as president of the United States in 2016, and 
persistent regional variation in the populist vote in 
Italy and France reignited the interest of geographers 
(Agnew and Shin, 2017, 2020; Dijkstra et al., 2020; 
Essletzbichler et al., 2018; Gordon, 2018; Lee et al., 
2018; Los et al. 2017; McCann, 2018; Rodriguez-
Pose, 2018). Political geographers have long argued 
that voting preferences do not form in a vacuum but 
are shaped by highly localized social networks 
(Agnew and Shin, 2020; Zuckerman, 2005) such that 
local social and cultural practices that have evolved 
over time exert a locally specific influence on the 
formation of individual voting preferences. Building 
on the theoretical work discussed above, economic 
geographers have complemented the individual level 
drivers of the populist vote with region-specific 
characteristics expected to influence the regional 
vote share of populist parties, globalization and/or 
EU discontent. McCann (2018) have coined the term 
“geography of discontent” to describe the dissatis-
faction experienced by people who live in stagnating 
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or declining regions (usually rural or declining old 
industrial regions) offering few opportunities and 
development prospects that pushes them to vote 
against the established parties and for populist par-
ties (Rodriguez-Pose, 2018). A number of territorial 
factors have been identified to account for rising 
populist vote shares. Immigration has been mobi-
lized by populist right parties to exploit economic 
and cultural cleavages. On the economic side of the 
argument, the fear of job loss to immigrant workers 
or increased competition for increasingly scarce 
social welfare services have been brought forward 
(Autor et al., 2017; Dörre, 2016; Manow, 2018; 
Rodrik, 2018). On the cultural side of the argument, 
the increase in the share of Muslim and Roma 
migrants is associated with a loss or dilution of local 
and/or national identity and traditions prompting 
native populations to vote for populists (Ford and 
Goodwin, 2017; Hobolt, 2016). In addition to immi-
gration, long-term economic, industrial and/or popu-
lation decline have been identified as important 
territorially-specific explanatory factors of populist 
vote shares (Dijkstra et al., 2020; Essletzbichler 
et al., 2018; Lee et al., 2018; Rodriguez-Pose, 2018; 
Rodriguez-Pose et al., 2020).

Geographical differences in the populist vote 
shares are then expected to be the result of the une-
qual geographical distribution of individuals with 
different characteristics (compositional effects) and 
differences in the spatial context in which those indi-
viduals reside (contextual effects). First, the edu-
cated, young and high-skilled professionals shown 
to be less likely to vote for populist parties may be 
overrepresented in cities while the unskilled, unedu-
cated, old and unemployed unable to move to 
dynamic places are “stuck” in the countryside and 
old industrial regions.1 Second, after controlling for 
those compositional effects, voters in regions char-
acterized by population decline, economic decline or 
industrial decline have been shown to vote for popu-
list parties and agendas (Dijkstra et al., 2020; 
Essletzbichler et al., 2018; Rodriguez-Pose, 2018). 
Geographers focus on regional differences, on 
urban–rural, North–South comparisons, on “places 
left behind” and those surging ahead (Agnew and 
Shin, 2017, 2020; Essletzbichler et al., 2018; 
Rodriguez-Pose, 2018). The work is important but 

tends to ignore the drivers and underestimate the 
extent and spatial variation of the populist radical 
right vote in large cities “not left behind”.

This paper attempts to fill this gap and exploits 
detailed information at the ward level in one of the 
fastest growing European capital cities, Vienna. The 
analysis of the populist vote in a fast-growing city 
such as Vienna focuses our attention on the politi-
cal–economic challenges of growth rather than 
decline and enables us to explore the drivers of radi-
cal right populism in an urban context. The main 
challenges of rapid urban growth are rising housing 
costs and pressure on the adequate supply of local 
amenities and welfare services (Cavaille and 
Ferwerda, 2017). Populist radical right parties can 
take advantage of resulting rising discontent if they 
are able to link possible negative effects of growth 
with rising immigration.

“Red Vienna”, municipal housing 
and the rise of the populist right 
vote

Vienna appears, at first, an unlikely candidate for 
electoral success of populist right parties feeding on 
existential insecurity. The city prides itself on top-
ping Mercer’s “most livable city” table2 for years in 
a row and its long history of municipal socialism 
endowed it with 220,000 municipal housing flats 
providing affordable accommodation for more than 
a quarter of Vienna’s population. The city offers an 
outstanding public transportation system for one 
Euro a day, good public health care, a relatively 
equal distribution of income and a diverse economy 
offering jobs to the skilled and unskilled. 
Nevertheless, the FPOE vote share in Vienna 
climbed above 20% in 1994 and, with some excep-
tions, has remained above 20% since then. Within 
Vienna there is significant spatial variation between 
statistical wards ranging from a low of 5.4% to a 
high of 51.6% in 2017 (see also Figure 1). There is 
little systematic research on the detailed spatial vari-
ation in the FPOE vote in Vienna, but evidence from 
surveys and qualitative case studies suggests that the 
FPOE vote is significantly higher in the former bul-
warks of socialism, in the municipal housing com-
plexes of “Red Vienna” (Cavaille and Ferwerda, 
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2017; Reinprecht, 2012, 2018; Rosenberger and 
Permoser, 2012). This paper aims to fill the research 
gap and explain the spatial variation of FPOE vote 
shares in general, and the higher vote shares in wards 
with high tenant shares in municipal housing, in par-
ticular. In order to get a better understanding about 
why the FPOE vote share may be higher in munici-
pal housing districts it is necessary to offer a brief 
discussion of the recent socio-demographic, political 
and regulatory changes altering the tenant composi-
tion of and relationship between the municipal and 
private housing sectors.

The provision of high-quality and affordable 
housing, physical and social infrastructure (outdoor 
pools, green spaces, and public transportation) is 
rooted in the prolonged experiment with municipal 
socialism – better known as “Red Vienna” (Kadi, 
2015; Matznetter, 2002, 2019; Novy et al., 2001). 
Following on from those policies, approximately 
220,000 or 26.3% of all housing units are owned by 
the municipality of Vienna.3 Not surprisingly, as the 
provision of affordable and high quality public hous-
ing for the working and aspiring middle classes pro-
vided a key cornerstone of Social Democratic policy 

in Vienna in the post-war period, municipal housing 
tenants have made up one of the core voter bases of 
the Social-Democratic Party (Rosenberger and 
Permoser, 2012). However, this changed in the late 
1980s/early 1990s.

Up to the late 1980s, population decline, a high 
share of poor quality housing stock in the regulated 
private rental housing sector,4 expansion of high 
quality municipal housing stock, and high maximum 
income thresholds for access to the public housing 
sector5 made the publicly rented sector attractive for 
Austrian citizens while foreign residents were 
excluded from the public housing sector all together. 
These trends resulted in a socially diverse but ethni-
cally homogeneous municipal housing tenant popu-
lation, which entailed that the shares of the formally 
less educated and unemployed were only marginally 
higher in municipal housing wards and cultural con-
flicts with or economic threat from foreign residents 
made impossible through the legal exclusion of for-
eign citizens from municipal housing. But since the 
early 1990s, social diversity declined while citizen-
ship diversity in the public housing sector increased 
for the following reasons.

Figure 1. FPOE vote share in the 2017 national elections and location of municipal housing.
Source: https://www.wien.gv.at/wahlergebnis/de/NR191/index.html and MA23. Authors’ own calculations.

https://www.wien.gv.at/wahlergebnis/de/NR191/index.html
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First, demand for cheap accommodation was 
driven up by rapid population growth. Vienna’s pop-
ulation increased from 1.53 million in 1982 to 1.90 
million in 2019. Over this period the number of 
Austrian citizens fell slightly while the number of 
foreign citizens increased6 from 116,255 or 7.6% of 
the population in 1982 to 572,834 or 30.1% of the 
population in 2019 (Statistik Austria, 2021). Second, 
a series of changes to the strict rental laws in the 
regulated privately rented housing sector in 1982, 
1986 and 1994 opened up a rent gap that made pri-
vate investment in this segment of the housing mar-
ket suddenly attractive (Kadi, 2015; Kadi and Verlic, 
2019; Matznetter, 2019). Because of those changes, 
rents in the private housing sector doubled between 
1985 and 1993 (Novy et al., 2001: 136). Between 
2001 and 2010 sales prices rose by 153% in the pri-
vate housing sector7 and rents in the (now less) regu-
lated private sector rose by 67% (in comparison to 
37% for all rental types). Third, the Great Recession 
deflated housing price bubbles in United States and 
United Kingdom metropolitan real estate markets 
but had the opposite effect on Vienna’s private hous-
ing market where investors continued to perceive 
rent gaps. Between 2008 and 2017, rents increased 
by 53.3% in the privately rented housing sector and 
by 20.5% in the public housing sector. The trends 
opened up a significant gap between privately and 
publicly rented accommodation costs. In 2016/2017 
rental prices were 8€/square metre for municipal 
housing flats and 11.40€/square metre for flats in the 
private sector (Kadi and Verlic, 2019; Reinprecht, 
2019; Tockner, 2017). Fourth, accession to the EU 
meant that the public housing market had to be 
opened to EU citizens in 1995 and to all foreign citi-
zens with permanent residence cards in 2006.

In combination, those changes meant enhanced 
attractiveness of the public housing sector in com-
parison to the privately rented housing sector but 
also longer waiting lists, longer waiting times8 and 
higher eviction rates in the public housing sector. 
The steep rise in accommodation cost and hence, 
decreasing accessibility of the privately rented sec-
tor for those on lower incomes, required Wiener 
Wohnen, the organization in charge of distributing 
available municipal flats and managing the munici-
pal housing stock, to focus more intensely on those 

more vulnerable, those in insecure and precarious 
living and working conditions, less educated and 
poorer segments of society when flats become avail-
able. As a result, the relative economic situation and 
social status of those renting from the municipality 
relative to private renters and owners in a district 
worsened considerably. Social diversity in wards 
with high shares of municipal buildings has declined 
while citizenship diversity increased between 1991 
and 2019 as the share of those without formal educa-
tion, the unemployed, those threatened by absolute 
poverty, and third-country9 foreign residents 
increased substantially (see Figure 2 below) (Simons 
and Tielkes, 2020). The rapid rise of foreign citizens 
in previously ethnically homogeneous social hous-
ing complexes allowed the FPOE to generate feel-
ings of insecurity and fear (Marquart, 2013; Wodak 
and Forchtner, 2014) and exploit conflicts between 
old and new residents by narrating lines of conflict 
along, almost exclusively, ethnic lines (Reinprecht, 
2012; Rosenberger and Permoser, 2012).

As a result of those changes and in accordance 
with the literature on the geography of discontent, 
FPOE vote shares in wards with high shares of 
municipal housing could be explained as follows: 
differences in FPOE vote shares could be the result 
of sorting of individuals with different characteris-
tics into different wards. In this case and following 
the literature discussed above, those wards with a 
high share of old, unemployed, unskilled voters 
would be expected to depict higher FPOE vote 
shares. Because those groups of voters are now over-
represented in municipal housing units, this may 
explain entirely higher FPOE vote shares in wards 
with large shares of municipal housing units. If, in 
addition to those compositional effects, local contex-
tual effects influence FPOE vote shares, then we 
would expect those wards with larger increases in 
foreign population shares as well as those with 
higher rates of population growth and growth in 
unemployment (as indicators of the economic dete-
rioration of the neighbourhood) to exhibit higher 
FPOE vote shares. As argued above, growing cities 
exhibit different challenges than declining regions 
and hence, if pressure on local amenities exist, then 
local population growth, not decline (as argued in 
studies examining regional differences in populist 
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vote shares) should increase local discontent; and 
higher FPOE vote shares in wards with high shares 
of municipal housing tenants coupled with fast 
increases of foreign residents could be an indication 
of a distributional conflict between native and for-
eign residents (Cavaille and Ferwerda, 2017; Rodrik, 
2018).

We thus ask the following questions: Which fac-
tors identified by the literature on “the geography of 
discontent” are driving populist right voting in the 
fast-growing city of Vienna? Is the anecdotal evi-
dence of higher FPOE vote shares in municipal 
housing units (Permoser and Reinprecht, 2012) 

substantiated by our research after controlling for 
compositional and contextual effects? Is the rapid 
increase in the share of non-EU citizens a driving 
force of populist right voting in Vienna? Based on 
the literature on the “competition for welfare state 
services”, is a large increase in the share of non-EU 
citizens in municipal housing wards responsible for 
higher populist right vote shares in those wards?

Method and data

In order to evaluate the impact of composition, con-
text and competition for municipal housing, the 

Figure 2. Share of non-European Union (EU) foreign citizens, rate of unemployment of Austrian citizens and share 
of Austrians with compulsory education only, 1991–2019: (a) share of non-EU citizens; (b) unemployment rates; and 
(c) compulsory education.
Note: Q1, Q2, Q3, Q4 refer to quartiles of public housing unit shares. Q1: 0.00–1.74%; Q2: : 1.74–9.45%; Q3: 9.45–27.30%; and 
Q4: 27.30–99.80%.
Source: MA 23; authors’ own calculations.
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following cross-sectional model was estimated as 
given by Equation (1):
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where FPOE% denotes the FPOE vote share (in per 
cent) in the year t = 2017 national elections in statis-
tical ward i, Public% refers to the percentage of 
municipal housing units, ΔFOR% refers to the per-
centage change in non-EU foreign residents between 
1991 and 2017, Public% x ΔFOR% refers to an 
interaction term between Public% and ΔFOR%, X is 
a vector of other variables that have been identified 
in the literature to increase the populist vote and, fol-
lowing the discussion above, include age, education, 
unemployment, the share of foreign citizens, ΔX is a 
vector capturing neighbourhood population and 
employment change, α is a constant term and ε is the 
error term with the usual assumed properties. We 
estimate different combinations of this model to 
measure the relative impact of those variables on the 
FPOE vote shares. We compare the parameter esti-
mates of our contextual and compositional variables 
to those found in the literature discussed above to 
evaluate their relevance in an intra-urban, growing 
city context. Our main focus is on the variables 
Public% and ΔFOR%. We want to establish whether 
FPOE vote shares are significantly higher in wards 
with a large share of municipal housing residents, if 
rising shares of foreign citizens influence the popu-
list right vote (independent of social/private tenant 
composition) and if there is an additional effect of 
rising shares of foreign citizens in municipal housing 
wards. We then examine if the effects persist after 
controlling for compositional and contextual effects. 
If Public% remains positive this would confirm 
qualitative case studies on the higher prevalence of 
populist right voting in municipal housing com-
plexes. If ΔFOR% remains significant (but Public 
does not remain significantly positive), we would 
attribute this result to cultural and economic fears of 
Austrian voters in general, rather than municipal 

housing residents in particular. If the interaction 
effect is statistically significant and positive, we 
interpret the result as consistent with the “welfare 
state service competition thesis” discussed above 
(Cavaille and Ferwerda, 2017).

The data for the empirical analysis come from 
various sources. Information on the detailed elec-
toral outcomes of the 2017 national elections at the 
electoral ward level, our independent variable, are 
available from the website of the City of Vienna.10 
Data for national, local, presidential and European 
elections are available from 1995 to 2019. 
Unfortunately, electoral ward boundaries change 
frequently and the implementation of those changes 
is unsystematic as the availability of voting loca-
tions or the number of eligible voters will change. 
Electoral ward boundary maps are only available 
from the local elections of 2005. Therefore, elec-
tions prior to 2005 cannot be matched to statistical 
wards. Because of those data limitations this paper 
focuses on the 2017 national elections when the 
populist right FPOE party won 21.35% of the vote. 
After 1999, this constitutes the highest vote share 
obtained by the FPOE in Vienna. Ideally, we would 
have liked to compare the results for the 2017 elec-
tion with elections in the early 1990s in order to get 
a better understanding of the impact of the described 
socio-demographic and economic changes on elec-
toral outcomes. Unfortunately, without historical 
boundary data for electoral wards we cannot exam-
ine long term differences in the spatial pattern of the 
FPOE vote shares. National elections are chosen to 
avoid idiosyncratic local electoral issues such as 
cycle path construction, new developments, park 
space reductions or tree planting that are often 
important issues for local elections. Although infor-
mation at the block group level would have been 
preferable, statistical wards are the smallest geo-
graphical units for which socio-socioeconomic 
information is available. Moreover, as socio-eco-
nomic and socio-demographic information was pro-
vided by the Division of Economy, Work and 
Statistics (MA23) of the Vienna City Government, 
ward data were only available for wards within the 
administrative boundaries of the City of Vienna. We 
define all individual variables in turn:
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Public%: The percentage of residents in munici-
pal housing flats in 2011, the last census year for 
which this variable is available. We would expect 
this variable to be positively related to the FPO 
vote share.

ΔFOR%: The percentage point change of the 
share of non-EU foreign citizens between 1991 
and 2017. We chose non-EU foreign citizens, as 
this is the group that is targeted by the FPOE to 
stir anti-immigrant sentiments (Cavaille and 
Ferwerda, 2017; Marquart, 2013) and expect this 
variable to be positively related to the FPOE vote 
share.

FOR%: The percentage of non-EU foreign citi-
zens in 2017. We include the levels of immigra-
tion because two hypotheses on their influence on 
populist right voting exist. The share of non-EU 
foreign residents may lead to an increased proba-
bility of conflict between Austrian and foreign 
citizens such that a higher share of foreign citi-
zens should result in higher FPOE vote shares. 
However, the contact hypothesis (Allport, 1954) 
states that increased contact with foreign resi-
dents reduces prejudice and increases mutual 
understanding and respect which should translate 
into lower FPOE shares. It is thus useful to distin-
guish between the share of foreigners and the 
increase in foreigner shares in an area. In line 
with Essletzbichler et al. (2018) we would expect 
this variable to be negatively related to the FPOE 
vote share.

Unemp_AUT%: The unemployment rate of 
Austrian citizens in 2017 in per cent. The variable 
captures economic insecurity of eligible voters.

Unemp%: The ward level unemployment rate (for 
all residents in working age) in 2017 in per cent. 
Contrary to Unemp_AUT%, Unemp% is inter-
preted as a contextual variable, a proxy for the 
economic conditions of a ward. We would expect 
both of the variables to be related positively to the 
share of the FPOE vote.

Educ_AUT%: The percentage of Austrian citi-
zens with compulsory education only. We expect 
this variable to be positively correlated with the 
FPOE vote share.

Educ%: The percentage of all residents with com-
pulsory education only. We consider this variable 
as proxy of the social class/milieu of a ward.

Age%: The percentage of the ⩾ 60 years old pop-
ulation. Unfortunately, we do not have this varia-
ble separated for Austrian and non-EU citizens 
and hence, can only use the share of the older 
population for the ward population as a whole. 
According to the cultural cleavage theory, we 
would expect this variable to be related positively 
to the radical right vote share, but according to 
the election survey after the 2017 national elec-
tions, the share of the FPOE vote was higher 
among those who were 16–29 years old (30%) 
than among those who were ⩾ 60 years old (19%) 
(SORA/ISA, 2017) . We are thus uncertain about 
the sign of the parameter estimate.

ΔUnemp_ij%: Spatially weighted average rate of 
change in unemployment between 1991 and 2017 
in per cent. We consider the variable as proxy for 
deteriorating economic conditions at the neigh-
bourhood level. Extending the formal definition 
of the neighbourhood beyond individual wards 
assumes that voters are reacting also to economic 
conditions beyond their immediate wards of resi-
dence and that they are more likely to respond to 
conditions in close geographical proximity rather 
than to average conditions at the level of districts 
or the city as a whole. Using spatially weighted 
data (rather than individual ward information) 
also has the advantage that the variable does not 
correlate excessively with unemp_AUT%. We 
expect this variable to be positively related to 
FPOE vote shares. Neighbours are defined 
through queen contiguity (q), ten nearest neigh-
bours (k10) and twenty nearest neighbours (k20) 
methods. The resulting spatial weights matrices 
are row standardized and include the main 
diagonal.

Unemp_ij%: Spatially weighted unemployment 
rate. Spatial weights are calculated as above. We 
expect this variable to be associated positively 
with the FPOE vote share.

ΔPop%: Spatially weighted rate of population 
changes in per cent, 1991–2017. We expect this 
variable to be related positively with FPOE vote 
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shares as, everything else equal, population 
growth exerts pressure on local amenities and ser-
vices (parks, doctors, schools, public transport, 
and housing) that could lead to frustration and 
hence, a higher propensity to vote for the FPOE. 
It is a measure of rising demand for local services 
that may or may not be met by an increase in sup-
ply. Unfortunately, we do not have information 
on levels and changes in the supply of local 
amenities. Spatial weights are calculated as 
above.

Because data on elections (our independent vari-
able) are available at the electoral ward level and 
socio-economic information (our independent vari-
ables) is available at the statistical ward level, we 
had to merge geographically the two data sources by 
allocating vote shares of electoral wards to statistical 
wards based on the share of an electoral ward area 
located in a statistical ward area. The allocation of 
voting data to statistical wards was carried out with 
ArcGis. The result is a consistent dataset for 1290 
statistical wards.

Empirical analysis

Figure 1 illustrates substantial spatial variation in the 
FPOE vote as well as the distribution of municipal 
housing across the city.

The FPOE vote ranges from 5.4% to 51.6% while 
the share of municipal housing residents ranges from 
0% to 99.8% (see also Table 2 in the Appendix). A 
first glance at the map suggests a relationship 
between the share of public housing and the FPOE 
vote share. The unstandardized parameter estimates 
are reported in Table 1. Table 1 confirms the positive 
relationship between the share of municipal housing 
residents and FPOE vote shares (Model (1)). We 
explore whether this positive relationship persists 
after controlling for rising shares of non-EU citizens, 
compositional and contextual effects next. Given the 
demographic trends, the rise in housing costs and 
regulatory changes described above, we would 
expect a faster increase of the non-EU citizen shares 
in wards with large municipal housing shares. Also, 
as a result of rising housing costs we now would 
expect a higher share of the economically vulnera-
ble, the unemployed and those with little formal 

education, to live in wards with large municipal 
housing stock compared to earlier years. Figure 2 
shows that to be the case.

Figure 2(a) depicts a general rise of non-EU citi-
zens across the whole city of Vienna, but this increase 
is larger in wards with higher shares of municipal 
housing residents. Figure 2(b) and (c) depict the trends 
for unemployment rates and compulsory education 
shares of Austrians. While unemployment rates and 
compulsory education shares were already higher in 
1991, unemployment rates among Austrian citizens 
increased substantially in municipal housing wards 
while the general decline of those with compulsory 
education only was substantially lower in wards with 
high municipal housing shares. These trends are con-
sistent with arguments about the socio-economic 
residualization of the public housing segment and 
with survey-based information on changes of the 
social and ethnic composition of the municipal hous-
ing sector (Simons and Tielkes, 2020). They point to 
the need to control for compositional effects in order 
to establish whether higher FPOE shares in public 
housing wards are simply due to the fact that they 
house a larger share of economically vulnerable and 
culturally left behind segments of the population.

We augment Model (1) with the percentage of 
non-EU citizens (FOR%) and the percentage change 
of non-EU citizens (ΔFOR%) in Model (2) and 
include an interaction term between the percentage 
of municipal housing residents and the change in 
non-EU citizens (Public% x ΔFOR%) in Model (3). 
Models (1) to (3) appear to be consistent with our 
expectations that FPOE vote shares are higher in 
wards characterized by higher shares of public hous-
ing residents and a faster increase in non-EU citizens 
as well as the “welfare sector service competition” 
hypothesis that expected FPOE vote shares in wards 
with more municipal housing residents coupled with 
faster increases in non-EU citizens. However, as 
these models are likely to suffer from omitted varia-
ble bias we control for the social and economic com-
position of voters in (Model (4)), a ward’s 
socio-economic context (Model (5)) and voter com-
position and context in Models (6) and (7). Including 
unemployment, education and age in Model (4) 
illustrates that higher FPOE vote shares in wards 
with high percentages of municipal housing resi-
dents reflect the over-representation of unemployed 
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and formally lower educated voters in these wards. 
Including these variables leads to an increase in the 
adjusted R-Square from 0.124 to 0.681.

Replacing the unemployment rates and education 
levels of Austrian voters with those for the popula-
tion as whole produces comparable results suggest-
ing that those variables are highly correlated (r Unemp, 

Unemp_AUT = 0.94 and r Educ, Educ_AUT=0.98). In order to 
enter voter-specific and neighbourhood effects 
together, the spatially weighted values of unemploy-
ment and population change are added in Model (6) 
and the rate of change in neighbourhood unemploy-
ment and population change in Model (7). Adding 

these variables improves the model fit and we thus 
focus our discussion on the parameter estimates of 
Model (7) and compare them with those of Models 
(4) to (6).

In those model versions, the percentage of munic-
ipal housing residents exhibits a negative and statis-
tically significant parameter estimate. Everything 
else equal and in the case of zero change in non-EU 
residents, a shift from 1.5% (quartile 1) to 27% 
(quartile 3) of residents in municipal housing wards 
would result in a 0.82 percentage point decline in the 
expected FPOE vote share. Shifting from a ward 
with 0% to a ward with 100% of municipal housing 

Table 1. Ordinary least squares regression results (non-standardized coefficients) for determinants of FPOE vote 
shares (electoral ward results, 2017 national elections).

Model (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7)

Public% 0.0979*** 0.0822*** 0.0541*** -0.0742*** -0.0805*** -0.0388*** -0.0317***
 (0.00784) (0.00977) (0.0185) (0.0123) (0.0128) (0.0119) (0.0112)
ΔFOR% 0.100*** 0.0716* 0.0105 0.0258 0.0265 -0.0181
 (0.0349) (0.0386) (0.0255) (0.0264) (0.0232) (0.0212)
FOR% 0.0174 0.0101 -0.0211 -0.0411* -0.0721*** -0.0211
 (0.0233) (0.0234) (0.0254) (0.0232) (0.0253) (0.0226)
Public% × ΔFOR% 0.00222* 0.00203*** 0.00289*** 0.00145** 0.00123*
 (0.00116) (0.000747) (0.000843) (0.000702) (0.000652)
Unemp_AUT% -0.197*** -0.258*** -0.245***
 (0.0566) (0.0550) (0.0450)
Educ_AUT% 0.726*** 0.511*** 0.478***
 (0.0167) (0.0219) (0.0223)
Age% 0.00306 0.0162 0.0441** 0.00526
 (0.0213) (0.0225) (0.0211) (0.0187)
Unemp% -0.0268  
 (0.0617)  
Educ% 0.836***  
 (0.0207)  
ΔPop_ij% 0.0494*** 0.0436***
 (0.00639) (0.00574)
Unemp_ij% 0.857***  
 (0.0575)  
ΔUnemp_ij% 1.328***
 (0.0796)
_cons 18.03*** 17.58*** 17.94*** 7.203*** 4.158*** 3.052*** 8.496***
 (0.267) (0.487) (0.530) (0.725) (0.790) (0.714) (0.630)
n 1290 1290 1290 1290 1290 1290 1290
R2 0.109 0.121 0.124 0.681 0.667 0.735 0.746
adj. R2 0.109 0.119 0.121 0.679 0.665 0.733 0.745

Notes: significant at the 0.01 (***), 0.05 (**), 0.1 (*) levels. Robust standard errors in parentheses.
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residents would reduce the expected FPOE vote 
share by 3.2 percentage points. Shifting from wards 
with 1.5% in municipal housing residents and 0.5%-
age point increase of non-EU citizens (quartile 1) to 
wards with 27% municipal housing residents and 
10%-age point increase of non-EU citizens (quartile 
3) is associated with a 0.65 percentage point decline 
in the expected vote share, that is, the expected 
decline of the FPOE vote share in wards with high 
shares of municipal housing residents is dampened 
by higher non-EU citizen share increases. However, 
as the interaction effect is significant only at the 0.1 
level, the impact on mediating the relationship 
between the share of municipal housing residents 
and radical right voting is modest at best. The posi-
tive interaction effect also tends to disappear in mod-
els where we bin Public% and/or ΔFOR% (see 
Tables OA2 and OA3 for these robustness checks in 
the Online Appendix).11

With few exceptions, the parameter estimates for 
the share of non-EU citizens, the share of the older 
population and the rise in non-EU citizens are insig-
nificant. Somewhat surprisingly the rate of unem-
ployment among Austrian citizens is negatively 
related to the FPOE vote share, but this is likely the 
result of the high correlation with education (r = 
0.64).12 The most important variable linked to high 
FPOE voter shares is the low formal education of 
voters. Everything else equal, a shift from wards 
with 12.8% to 29.7% of voters with compulsory edu-
cation only (from 25th to 75th percentile) is associ-
ated with an 8.1 percentage point increase in the 
expected FPOE vote share. Confirming other stud-
ies, education is the most important explanatory fac-
tor to explain geographical differences in radical 
right vote shares (Ford and Goodwin, 2017; Gordon, 
2018; Hobolt, 2016; Lee et al., 2018).

After education, neighbourhood context exerts 
the strongest impact on the FPOE vote share. Both, 
the rate of unemployment in the neighbourhood 
(Model (6)) and the rate of change in unemployment 
(Model (7)) exhibit a positive and significant impact 
on FPOE vote shares. A neighbourhood with a one 
percentage point higher unemployment rate is 
expected to be associated with a 0.86 percentage 
point higher FPOE vote share, while a neighbour-
hood with a one percentage point higher rate of 
unemployment change is associated with an expected 

1.32 percentage point higher FPOE vote share.13 
This may indicate that voters react more strongly to 
the economic situation in their neighbourhood rather 
than their personal economic circumstances (cf. 
Manow, 2018). The positive effect of population 
growth on the FPOE vote shares suggests that pres-
sure on local services through local population 
growth (higher house prices, crowded parks and 
public transportation, fewer school places, etc.) may 
result in voter dissatisfaction that the FPOE can cap-
italize on. Population growth in the neighbourhood 
in general rather than the growth in non-EU citizens 
appears to drive the FPOE vote.

Conclusions

While recent work in economic geography has 
focused on high populist vote shares in “places left 
behind” (Rodriguez-Pose, 2018), this paper exam-
ined the spatial variation in populist right vote shares 
in Vienna, a fast-growing city in one of the most 
prosperous EU countries. Since the national elec-
tions of 1995, the vote share of the populist right 
party, FPOE, exceeded 20% in Vienna and 50% in 
individual statistical wards. The arguments linking 
globalization with regional decline and rising popu-
list vote shares (Rodrik, 2018) appear, at first sight, 
inappropriate to explain intra-urban variation in pop-
ulist right voting in a dynamic and rapidly growing 
city.

However, explanations on the link between eco-
nomic and cultural changes, emerging cleavages and 
rising levels of insecurity among those with little 
formal education and the unemployed expected to 
increase the demand for populist messages, parties 
and leaders should hold across all geographical con-
texts including growing cities and regions even if the 
specific mechanisms generating grievances vary. 
Dynamic cities, such as Vienna, are characterized by 
rapid population growth exerting pressure on hous-
ing markets and social services. In the case of 
Vienna, the population increase was due entirely to 
an increase in the number of foreign citizens, a fact 
easily exploited by the FPOE (Marquart, 2013). The 
link between immigration and (perceived) resulting 
pressure on welfare services has been identified as a 
distinctive feature of populist right voting (Manow, 
2018; Rodrik, 2018). We thus examined the relative 
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importance of those factors for explaining the spatial 
variation in the FPOE vote.

Our analysis suggests that first, the share of 
Austrian citizens with compulsory education or no 
formal education is the most important factor to 
explain the spatial variation in the FPOE vote share. 
This suggests that intra-urban variation in populist 
voting is associated with sorting processes where 
those with relatively low education and consequently, 
low income and higher probability of unemployment, 
are forced to concentrate in neighbourhoods with 
lower housing costs including wards with large 
shares of municipal housing units. Second, neigh-
bourhood economic conditions have a significant 
impact on the populist right vote share and appear 
more important than the economic conditions of indi-
vidual voters (Manow, 2018). Neighbourhoods with 
relatively high levels and/or increases in unemploy-
ment are associated with higher populist right vote 
shares. Third, discontent in a rapidly growing city 
appears to originate from neighbourhood population 
growth, not decline. This suggests that pressure on 
neighbourhood amenities triggers discontent that can 
be exploited by radical right parties. Fourth, contrary 
to expectations (Cavaille and Ferwerda, 2017; 
Rodrik, 2018), we cannot find robust support for the 
argument that competition for municipal housing 
generates support for the FPOE. Once we control for 
the economic and social characteristics of residents 
as well as the economic conditions and population 
growth in the neighbourhood, the share of municipal 
housing residents is negatively associated with FPOE 
vote shares. The positive relationship between 
municipal housing and populist right voting emerges 
because of higher shares of economically and cultur-
ally vulnerable populations in those wards, in the 
case of Vienna, a result of rapid socio-economic and 
demographic change.

Given the exploratory nature of our analysis, 
these conclusions are tentative. In order to disen-
tangle the impact of the changing socio-demo-
graphic and socio-economic composition of 
municipal housing wards from the impact of 
increasing ethnic competition for municipal hous-
ing units, we would require longer panels going 
back to the 1990s, a time when municipal housing 
was closed to foreign citizens, or access to block 

level or individual level data. Unfortunately, this 
information is not available.
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Notes

 1. As one of the reviewers remarked, the unskilled and 
elderly population may also be trapped in or driven 
into urban peripheries, but this is, to our knowledge, 
not addressed specifically by economic geographers 
addressing regional differences in populist right 
voting.

 2. See: https://www.mercer.com/newsroom/2019-qual-
ity-of-living-survey.html (accessed 7 July 2020).

 3. Combined with the not-for-profit cooperative hous-
ing sector, socially rented accommodation consti-
tutes 42.3% of all accommodation, privately rented 
accommodation adds another 33.3% (Matznetter, 
2019). It is estimated that approximately 500,000 
people live in a municipal housing flats (see: https://
www.wienerwohnen.at/wiener-gemeindebau/wiener-
gemeindebau-heute.html (accessed 11 July 2020)).

 4. The share of category D flats in Vienna (flats without 
running water and toilet in the flat, but only in the 
hallway) decreased from 20% in 1981 to 6% in 2011. 
While this resulted in the qualitative upgrading of 
flats, it also increased the rental cost and eliminated 
the low-cost segment from the private housing mar-
ket (Hatz, 2019; Kadi and Verlic, 2019).

 5. Based on the maximum income threshold criteria, 
80–90% of Austrian citizens are eligible to apply 
for public housing based on their income. Access 
to municipal housing works according to multiple 
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criteria with income being only one of several (see: 
https://wohnberatung-wien.at/wiener-wohn-ticket/
allgemeines (accessed 11 July 2020)).

 6. The driving forces of this growth were the War in 
Former Yugoslavia, the Fall of the Berlin Wall, the 
accession of Austria to the European Union (EU) in 
1995, the EU accession of Eastern European coun-
tries in 2004 and 2007, and the influx of displaced 
persons from the Syrian War in 2015.

 7. The price increases were particularly severe in 3–4 
story buildings constructed prior to 1914 with a large 
share of substandard, previously rent regulated apart-
ments that investors improve and are then able to rent 
out or sell at a higher price (Kadi, 2015; Kadi and 
Verlic, 2019).

 8. There are no exact numbers on waiting times and 
waiting lists. Per year between 8000 and 10,000 
municipal flats are newly rented out. In the period 
2009–2011 applicants had to wait between 1½ and 
2 years for a municipal housing flat, and in 2018, 
25,000 people applied to rent from the municipality 
(Simons and Tielkes, 2020).

 9. Third-country foreign residents refer to non-Euro-
pean Union residents.

10. See: https://www.wien.gv.at/wahlergebnis/de/NR191/ 
index.html (accessed 7 July 2020).

11. Hainmueller et al. (2019) discuss the value of binning 
interactive models as the assumption of linearity is 
often violated in empirical studies employing interac-
tion terms. We provide a number of robustness tests 
with different bins for ΔFOR% and/or Public% and 
find no significant interaction terms for most of the 
specifications

12. Removing education from the set of independent var-
iables in Model (4) yields a positive and significant 
parameter estimate for unemployment, but the model 
fit declines substantially. The adjusted R-Square 
declines from 0.68 to 0.18.

13. These results are robust to changes in the spatial 
weights matrix (see Online Appendix Table OA1).
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Appendix

Table 2. Descriptive statistics.

Mean Standard deviation P10 P90 OBS

FPOE% 20.08 8.06 10.58 31.74 1290
Public% 20.85 27.22 0.00 67.55 1290
ΔFOR% 5.03 9.01 -4.16 15.57 1290
FOR% 15.95 9.47 5.70 27.59 1290
Unemp_AUT% 7.74 4.73 3.03 14.01 1290
Educ_AUT% 21.64 10.65 8.47 36.68 1290
Age% 22.96 8.09 14.91 33.09 1290
ΔPop% 16.79 23.29 -0.91 37.90 1290
Unemp_ij% 8.91 2.95 5.00 12.75 1290
ΔUnemp_ij% 2.34 2.10 -0.72 5.27 1290
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