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Abstract—This paper investigates how different forms of exposure to
refugees affect voting for Far Right parties. I study the state of Upper Aus-
tria where many municipalities hosted asylum seekers and also experienced
a massive flow of refugees crossing into Germany in 2015. Exposure to
refugees passing through border municipalities increased Far Right votes
by about 1.5 percentage points, which suggests that mere exposure can
increase Far Right support. Conversely, contact and sustained interactions
between natives and asylum seekers in hosting municipalities decreased
Far Right votes by about 4 percentage points, which is in line with the
intergroup contact theory.

1. Introduction

HE inflow of refugees to Europe sharply increased in

2014 and 2015. In these two years, EU countries re-
ceived almost 2 million asylum applications compared to 1.6
million in the five preceding years (Eurostat Asylum Statis-
tics). Many Europeans were exposed to refugees from cul-
turally distinct countries, not only in cities but also in rural
areas where exposure to non-European foreigners has tradi-
tionally been limited. In the same period, Far Right parties
with anti-immigration agendas gained considerable support
in many countries that experienced large refugee inflows. A
key question is whether the refugee inflow caused the increase
in support for these parties.

In this paper, I study how different forms of exposure to
refugees affect natives’ support for the Far Right. First, I an-
alyze mere exposure to transiting refugees without sustained
interactions. Second, I analyze extended exposure to locally
housed asylum seekers who allowed for contact and sustained
interactions with natives. I investigate the case of Upper Aus-
tria, which held local and state elections on September 27,
2015, at the peak of the refugee crisis. The Far Right Free-
dom Party (FPQO), which ran a nationalistic, anti-asylum cam-
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paign, doubled its vote share in state elections from 15.29%
to 30.36%.! On the one hand, hundreds of thousands of
refugees® crossed Austria in 2015 on what became known
as the Western Balkan Route (see figure 1 and Dustmann
et al., 2017, for statistics based on Frontex data). Austrian
authorities shuttled many of them in buses from the southern
and eastern borders of Austria to the German border and then
directed them to cross the border on foot. Thus, the population
in municipalities close to the German border was exposed to
the transit of a large number of refugees. On the other hand,
more than 116,000 individuals applied for asylum in Austria
in 2014 and 2015. About 16.8%, or 19,500, of these asylum
seekers were assigned to be accommodated in Upper Austrian
municipalities. Thus, the population in these municipalities
was exposed to the same asylum seekers for extended periods
of time. Local authorities and NGOs actively facilitated in-
teractions between natives and asylum seekers. The situation
in these municipalities resembled the features that Allport
(1954) laid out in his intergroup contact theory.> Thus, the
setting provides an opportunity to study in a single context
how different forms of exposure to refugees affect Far Right
support.

At the time of the election in September 2015, 42% of
Upper Austrian municipalities accommodated asylum seek-
ers (own calculation). This variation allows me to investigate
how the extended presence of asylum seekers affected vot-
ing for the Far Right. I use an instrumental variables strategy
to deal with the endogeneity in the distribution of asylum
seekers across municipalities. The availability of buildings
suitable to accommodate larger groups, such as homes for
the elderly, disabled, or students, in combination with the
sudden inflow of asylum seekers, creates an instrument for
the local presence of asylum seekers. These buildings were
built for purposes other than hosting asylum seekers, and their
existence should thus be unrelated to changes in attitudes to-
ward asylum seekers and voting behavior. However, spare
capacity in such buildings was used when the number of ar-
riving asylum seekers sharply increased in 2014 and 2015. I
use pre-2015 election results as placebo outcomes and find
the instrument is unrelated to changes in vote shares in these
elections.

'The Freedom Party is considered a member of the Far Right party family
(Mudde, 1996) and centers its political program around anti-immigration
topics. A second Far Right party, the Alliance for the Future of Austria
(BZO), ran in 2009 (2.83%) but not in 2015.

2T use the term refugee as an umbrella term for individuals applying for
asylum in Austria and individuals entering or passing through Austria on
their way to other destinations. I use the term asylum seeker specifically for
a person applying for asylum in Austria. The paper is not concerned with
individuals who have already been granted asylum.

3See Pettigrew (1998), Pettigrew and Tropp (2006), and Pettigrew et al.
(2011) for extensive literature reviews on the intergroup contact theory.
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FIGURE 1.—UPPER AUSTRIA ON THE BALKAN ROUTE OF REFUGEES FROM SYRIA AND AFGHANISTAN
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Original figure from the Independent (September 2, 2015). The figure has been adapted to highlight the location of Upper Austria.

I find that the presence of asylum seekers in a municipality
reduces the Far Right vote share by 3.86 percentage points
(p-p.) in state elections. Votes predominantly go to the con-
servative People’s Party (OVP), thus marking a shift in the
support from a Far Right to a Center Right party. Results for
local elections are similar but imprecisely estimated and less
robust. The presence of asylum seekers also decreases Far
Right support in neighboring municipalities.

On the contrary, the situation in municipalities at the Ger-
man border barely permitted interactions between natives and
refugees since the refugees only stayed for a few hours be-
fore continuing their journey. Thus, the intergroup contact
hypothesis does not seem applicable in this setting. The situa-
tion at the Austrian-German border resembles to some extent
the setting on Greek islands. There, refugees arrived from
the Turkish coast in boats, which increased hostility toward
refugees, immigrant, and Muslim minorities, increased sup-
port for more restrictive asylum policies, and increased sup-
port for the Extreme Right Golden Dawn Party (Dinas et al.,
2019; Hangartner et al., 2018). The passing of a large number
of refugees disrupted everyday life, was perceived as an upset
of the social order, and generated a feeling of threat. It acted
as a situational trigger that fueled electoral backlash through
galvanizing individuals predisposed against immigration and
creating support for anti-immigration policies among those
who previously did not hold anti-immigrant views (Snider-
man, Hagendoorn, & Prior, 2004).

Indeed, I find that municipalities at the German border
show an above-average increase in the Far Right vote share

by 1.47 p.p. in state elections. This finding suggests that short
and unmediated exposure without interaction can lead to in-
creased Far Right voting, corroborating the finding of Dinas
et al. (2019). Analysis using a more detailed exposure mea-
sure based on official statistics on violations against immigra-
tion law from the German side of the border leads to similar
results.

My investigation of the effects of different types of expo-
sure to a relatively sudden inflow of refugees complements
several recent studies on the effects of immigration on the
support for right-wing parties. These studies tend to find pos-
itive effects of immigration on the support for right-wing par-
ties. Halla, Wagner, and Zweimiiller (2017) study the effect
of immigration in Austria on the support for the Freedom
Party, concluding a higher percentage of low- and medium-
skilled immigrants in a municipality increases the support for
the Freedom Party. They suggest that voters’ worries about
changing ethnic and cultural composition in their neighbor-
hoods and schools are the driving force. Other recent pa-
pers come to similar conclusions for other European coun-
tries but focus on Center Right instead of Far Right voting
(Otto & Steinhardt, 2014; Harmon, 2018; Gerdes & Waden-
sjo, 2010; Barone et al., 2016; Becker & Fetzer, 2016; Edo
et al., 2019). Mayda, Peri, and Steingress (2016) document
that high levels of immigration can create more support for
the Republican Party among native voters. Most closely re-
lated, Dustmann, Vasiljeva, and Piil (2019) study the effect
of local refugee presence in Danish municipalities on voting
outcomes. They document large-effect heterogeneity with
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respect to municipality characteristics. In rural municipali-
ties, an increase in the refugee share increases the vote share
for anti-immigration parties. In urban municipalities, the op-
posite is the case. Effects also vary with respect to previous
immigration shares, crime levels, and economic conditions.

This paper makes several contributions to the literature.
First, it studies the effect of different types of exposure to
refugees on electoral outcomes in the same setting. On the
one hand, it shows that mere exposure to passing refugees in
border municipalities increases Far Right voting. On the other
hand, it is the first to show that exposure to asylum seekers
can reduce support for Far Right parties if the conditions for
positive contact as outlined in the intergroup contact theory
are met.

Second, it studies a context that differs from the circum-
stances in other studies in several ways. I study a very salient
and publicly managed migration episode, which is often the
case with refugee migration and thus highly policy relevant.
Interaction between natives and asylum seekers was actively
facilitated by local authorities and NGOs. The type of immi-
grants differs as well. I investigate the effect of the pres-
ence of asylum seekers. Most other studies, with the ex-
ception of Dustmann et al. (2019), look at immigrants in
general or other types of migrants. In particular, in the Aus-
trian setting, Halla et al. (2017) study the effect of migrants
mostly coming through family reunification schemes. Thus,
the findings in this paper do not necessarily contradict pre-
vious findings but highlight that the conditions under which
exposure takes place are crucial for the political response of
natives.

Third, to my best knowledge, this paper is the first to study
the effects of the European refugee crisis on political out-
comes. Understanding the short-run effects is especially im-
portant for policy decisions in situations of sudden migrant
inflows.

II. Background and Data

A.  The Refugee Crisis and Trends in Support
for Far Right Parties

The stark increase in support for the Far Right in Up-
per Austria is similar to other European nations and closely
matches the timing of the increasing refugee numbers. Fig-
ure 2 plots the monthly number of asylum applications in
Upper Austria, Austria, Sweden, and Germany, as well as
electoral support for the Far Right in the respective country.
In Upper Austrian state elections, polls indicate that support
for the Far Right Freedom Party remained roughly at the
level of the 2009 elections until late 2014 but then drasti-
cally increased in 2015 when the refugee numbers started to
grow (upper left panel).* In 2015, the Freedom Party received
more than 30% of the votes. At the national level, the party

“The figure does not take into account votes for the BZO, which obtained
2.83% of the votes in state elections 2009 but did not run in 2015.

increased from a low of around 20% in the polls in 2013 to
32% in late 2015 (upper right panel). The salience of the issue
in the media, measured as the number of newspaper articles
covering the refugee situation, increased almost proportion-
ally to the number of asylum applications.

In comparison, the Sweden Democrats obtained 5.7% of
the votes in the 2010 parliamentary elections (lower left
panel). After that, support increased parallel to the rising
number of refugees, which rose earlier in Sweden than in
other European countries. In parliamentary elections 2014,
the Sweden Democrats obtained 12.9% of the vote and polled
around 20% in late 2015 at the peak of the refugee inflow
into Sweden. Finally, the Alternative for Germany (AfD) was
founded only in 2013. Polls show a sharp increase in support
up to 15%, alongside the increasing refugee numbers (lower
right panel).

B.  The Upper Austrian Setting

Upper Austria resembles many of the features of other
refugee-receiving countries in Europe and is especially com-
parable to Germany regarding economic performance, cul-
ture, and previous experience with immigration. According
to the 2011 population census, 12.3% of the population was
foreign-born, a somewhat lower share than in Austria over-
all (15.6%), and 9.2% of the population 15 years and older
have higher education (university and university of applied
sciences) compared to 11% in Austria overall. Economic con-
ditions in Upper Austria were fairly strong, with an unem-
ployment rate in 2011 of 3.9% compared to 5.9% in Austria
overall (in 2014, 5% versus 7.3%). Voting patterns were sim-
ilar to the Austrian average (see table A2 in the appendix)
and anti-immigrant sentiments in Upper Austria and Aus-
tria are similar to the European average (see figure Al in
the appendix). Upper Austria’s size is about 12,000 square
kilometers (4,626 square miles). Its population is 1.4 million.
About two-thirds (69%) of the population live in municipal-
ities with fewer than 10,000 inhabitants. By September 21,
2015, a week before the election, 42% of Upper Austrian
municipalities hosted asylum seekers (see figure 3). In many
municipalities, asylum seekers arrived only over the course
of 2015. In February 2014, 16% of municipalities hosted asy-
lum seekers. The share increased to 28% in February, 31%
in June, and 42% in September 2015. Local authorities and
NGOs actively encouraged contact between asylum seekers
and the local population. Official municipality newsletters
sent from the mayor’s office to the municipality population
describe many such examples. Activities include dedicated
welcome events, integration of asylum seekers in local festiv-
ities, and active integration measures through (sports) clubs.
Several specific examples are provided in appendix C.3. In a
survey conducted in Upper Austria in fall 2016, about 50% of
respondents stated that they had interacted with immigrants
at least several times per month and 68% of respondents who
lived in municipalities with asylum seekers reported that host-
ing of asylum seekers worked well or very well (Hofinger,
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FIGURE 2.—NUMBER OF ASYLUM APPLICATIONS AND SUPPORT FOR FAR RIGHT PARTIES IN EUROPE
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The figures show the monthly number of asylum applications and support for the largest Far Right party. Triangles indicate vote shares of the Far Right parties in parliamentary elections for Austria (Freedom Party),
Germany (AfD), Sweden (Sweden Democrats), and state elections for Upper Austria (Freedom Party). Dots indicate monthly averages of poll results for the respective elections. Number of asylum applications obtained
from Eurostat. Asylum applications assigned to Upper Austria are 16.8% of the Austrian number. The actual inflow of refugees might predate the application month due to delays in processing the asylum applications.
Newspaper Articles is the monthly number of articles dealing with immigration, refugees and asylum in Austrian daily newspapers. Access to database from the Austrian Press Agency has been generously granted for

this research project.

Zandonella, & Hoser, 2017). Competition for jobs and local
economic resources was limited: asylum seekers were not
permitted to work until their application was approved, and
they stayed in organized accommodations. Financial assis-
tance for asylum seekers was funded from the state budget.
Thus, municipalities hosting asylum seekers did not experi-
ence significant fiscal effects.

Besides being a host for asylum seekers, Upper Austria
was also a major transit region for refugees. Many refugees
did not apply for asylum in Austria but crossed the coun-
try to continue to Germany and beyond. Germany was the
primary destination of refugees coming to Europe in 2015,
especially after German chancellor Angela Merkel signaled a
positive stance toward the incoming refugees. Many refugees
took trains directly from Budapest to Munich. But Austrian
authorities also facilitated refugee transit by providing buses
from the southern and eastern borders to the German bor-
der, especially after the train connection was discontinued

in early September 2015 (see excerpts of media coverage in
figure A2 in the appendix). The buses were not allowed to
take the refugees across the border. Instead, refugees were
brought to border municipalities on the Austrian side and
from there walked across the border. Overall, the Ministry
of the Interior estimates that 200,000 refugees crossed Aus-
tria in September 2015 alone. Austrian and German media
reported extensively about the situation at the border.> Pre-
cise figures on the number of refugees crossing through the
border municipalities are not available, but in section IIIB, I
introduce a measure for exposure to passing refugees based
on official statistics from the German police.

5See, for example, articles in the Austrian newspapers Kurier,
https://kurier.at/chronik/oberoesterreich/oberoesterreich-oesterreichische-
fluchthilfe-an-der-deutschen-grenze/156.977.219 (October 6, 2015), and
Der Standard: https://www.derstandard.at/story/2000023306734 (October
7,2015).
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FIGURE 3.—GROUP ACCOMMODATIONS AND HOSTING OF ASYLUM SEEKERS
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The left figure depicts the availability of group accommodations (Gebdiude fiir Gemeinschaften) based on data from the 2011 building and dwellings census conducted by Statistics Austria. The right figure depicts
municipalities that hosted asylum seekers on September 21, 2015. Only individuals who filed for asylum in Austria are included. This excludes refugees traveling through Austria and individuals who already have

official refugee status.

Upper Austria holds state, local, and mayoral elections
jointly every six years. The election on September 27, 2015,
took place at the peak of the refugee crisis.® Ever since World
War II, the conservative People’s Party has been the domi-
nant political power. In state elections in 2009, the People’s
Party obtained 46.8% of the votes, followed by the Social
Democratic Party with 24.9% and the Freedom Party with
15.3% (see table A2 in the appendix for election results be-
tween 2008 and 2015). The Alliance for the Future of Aus-
tria (BZO), another Far Right populist party founded by Jorg
Haider as a splinter of the Freedom Party in 2005, obtained
2.83% of the vote and failed to obtain a seat in the state
parliament. Upper Austria has a unity government with the
strongest political parties automatically represented in the
executive branch. The elections in 2015 brought landslide
changes to the political landscape with the Freedom Party,
doubling its vote share and receiving 30.4%. The People’s
Party lost more than 10 p.p., receiving a record low of 36.3%
of the vote. The Social Democratic Party lost about 6.5 p.p.
and received 18.4%, while the Green Party improved slightly
to 10.3% of the vote. The BZO did not run in these elections.

Figure A3 in the appendix shows the Far Right vote share
in Upper Austrian municipalities in state elections in 2009
(Freedom Party and BZO combined) and 2015 (Freedom
Party only). Notably, the Far Right increased its vote share in
every municipality.

0State elections in Austria follow different schedules, and Vienna was
the only other state to hold state elections in fall 2015. However, the urban
Viennese setting is less suitable, since data on the exact location of refugee
accommodations are not available. Thus, I restrict the analysis to Upper
Austria.

The refugee crisis dominated electoral campaigns. Polit-
ical observers and political parties agreed that the refugee
crisis was the leading issue in the election, even though asy-
lum policy is not a power of federal states. In an opinion poll
conducted at the time of the election, 62% of respondents
stated they had intensely discussed the issue. No other topic
received nearly as much attention (see table Al in the ap-
pendix). The main parties took rather distinct positions. The
Green Party was most asylum friendly, and Social Democrats
and Conservatives sent mixed signals, emphasizing the moral
duty to help people in need but also pointing to capacity limits
and potential social and economic problems. The Freedom
Party took a strong anti-asylum stance, in line with the gen-
eral anti-immigration position of the party. In section V, I
provide evidence that the local presence of asylum seekers
did not affect political campaigning by the Freedom Party at
the local level.

C.  Processing Applications and Distribution
of Asylum Seekers

Finding housing for asylum seekers became a substantial
logistical problem for the receiving countries in 2014 and
2015. The Department of Interior is responsible for process-
ing asylum applications and running primary care facilities.
After arrival, asylum seekers stayed in these facilities for a
few days or weeks before being assigned to a state accord-
ing to a predefined quota.” Federal states were responsible

"The so-called Grundversorgungsvereinbarung, which became effective
on May 1, 2004, stipulates in article 1, §4 that the distribution of asylum
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for providing housing for the asylum seekers for the dura-
tion of the asylum process. The time to a decision was on
average about six months. Asylum seekers have to stay in the
assigned accommodation until a decision is reached. In the
system in place until September 30, 2015, states had to rely
on municipalities, NGOs, the church, or private citizens to of-
fer accommodation for asylum seekers. However, states had
no legal, only a political, handle over potential hosts, mak-
ing it hard to find a sufficient number of accommodations.
States could only appeal to a humanitarian responsibility or
exert political pressure. In terms of financial incentives, the
state paid the host 19 euros per day and asylum seeker for
board and lodging. If the host did not provide food, she had
to give 5.5 euros per day to the asylum seeker for food and
other necessities.® Private hosts could directly reach agree-
ments with the state governments. Still, municipalities used
political pressure to fight unwanted asylum seeker accom-
modations (Haselbacher & Rosenberger, 2016). Overall, the
distribution of asylum seekers was very much the result of
negotiations between various actors that led to an underpro-
vision of accommodations.’

Due to the logistical challenges, taking into account the
asylum seekers’ and the municipalities’ preferences regard-
ing the composition of asylum seekers in terms of charac-
teristics or existing social networks was mostly impossible.
Social connections of the asylum seekers were only taken
into account if they concerned the nuclear family.'°

D.  Data and Descriptive Statistics

The analysis is based on municipality-level data from Up-
per Austria. Data on the distribution of asylum seekers are
reported by the state government. [ use the number of asylum
seekers in municipalities on September 21, 2015, six days
before the election. Overall, Upper Austria hosted 7,603 asy-
lum seekers at that time. Data on election results are available
from the Ministry of the Interior and the state’s open data por-
tal. My main outcome variable is the change in Far Right vote
share between the 2009 and the 2015 state elections. For 2009,
I combine the vote share of the Freedom Party and the BZO.
For 2015, I use the Freedom Party only because the BZO

seekers across federal states shall be proportional to the resident population.
Upper Austria accounted for 16.8% of the Austrian population in 2009
(2015: 16.7%) according to Statistics Austria.

8For information on the regulation on hosting of asylum seekers, see
the websites of the Department of the Interior (http://www.bmi.gv.at/cms/
BMI_Asyl_Betreuung/unterbringung/) and the Upper Austrian govern-
ment (https://www.land-oberoesterreich.gv.at/26937.htm).

90n October 1, 2015, after the elections in Upper Austria took place, new
legislation regarding the distribution of asylum seekers came into effect.
According to this law, every municipality is supposed to provide space
for asylum seekers amounting to 1.5% of the population size. The law
allowed the central government to accommodate asylum seekers in suitable
accommodations even without the consent of the respective local and state
government. See http://www.bmi.gv.at/cms/cs03documentsbmi/1750.pdf.

19However, the qualitative interviews with social workers from Caritas
revealed even this was not possible all the time. NGOs had some informal
leeway to influence the allocation if Pareto improvements could be achieved,
which, however, did not happen very often.

did not run in this election. The portal provides further data
on municipality demographics (number of inhabitants, sex
and age structure, educational level, share of existing foreign
population), the financial situation of the municipality, and
the economic status of the population. I complement these
data with further variables obtained directly from Statistics
Austria. (See section C in the appendix for a more detailed
account of the data sources and variable definitions.) Several
variables are only available for 2011, when a register-based
population census was conducted. Information on the finan-
cial situation of municipalities is based on official accounts.
Specifically, I use the per capita tax revenue to proxy for the
financial strength of a municipality.

Data on the availability of group accommodations come
from the 2011 housing census that provides information on
type and ownership of buildings in all Austrian municipali-
ties. These are buildings used to house groups for extended
periods. This category includes retirement homes, boarding
schools and student housing, and homes for the disabled,
among others. This category does not include hotels and
guesthouses. Group accommodations also do not equate to
social housing, that is, accommodations for an impoverished
population. Buildings with subsidized apartments would be
classified as residential buildings.'! Figure 3 shows the avail-
ability of such buildings in Upper Austrian municipalities.

For a measure of exposure to passing refugees in munic-
ipalities near the German border, I use data from official
statistics in Germany that allow me to proxy refugee ap-
prehensions. Section IIIB describes the construction of the
exposure measure and the data sources used.

I drop the municipalities with more than ten group accom-
modations (ten municipalities) from the analysis for three
reasons. First, exposure might be different in urban environ-
ments, especially if the measure of exposure does not vary
within the municipality. Second, all larger municipalities, and
especially district capitals, host asylum seekers and thus do
not have meaningful counterfactuals. Third, the numbers of
group accommodations in these municipalities are large out-
liers that create substantial noise and weaken the first stage
(see figure A4 in the appendix for the distribution of the num-
ber of group accommodations). The estimation sample con-
sists of 432 municipalities. To assess the sensitivity of the
results to this sample selection, I present robustness using
different restrictions (table A12 in the appendix).

Table 1 shows descriptive statistics of municipalities with
and without asylum seekers on September 21, 2015. Munici-
palities hosting asylum seekers are on average larger than mu-
nicipalities that do not (3,311 versus 1,694 inhabitants). The
population in municipalities with asylum seekers is slightly
more educated, and the share of foreigners is higher, as is the

""Harmon (2018) is most similar in terms of empirical strategy as it also
uses buildings as an instrumental variable. However, the rationale for the
instrument is different from the one in this paper. Harmon argues that Danish
law restricts immigrants, ability to purchase real estate in Denmark, which
makes them more likely to rent rather than buy real estate. Places that have
higher stocks of rental housing therefore attract relatively more immigrants.

120z dunr 20 U0 4asn JONYESNNI LY.LISHIAINN Aq 4pd'Z2600 € 1584/6885161/01LE/2/€0L/APA-B]0ILE/SBI/NPA" W IdRIIP//:dRY WOl papeojumo]


http://www.bmi.gv.at/cms/BMI_Asyl_Betreuung/unterbringung/
https://www.land-oberoesterreich.gv.at/26937.htm
http://www.bmi.gv.at/cms/cs03documentsbmi/1750.pdf

316 THE REVIEW OF ECONOMICS AND STATISTICS

TABLE 1.—DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS FOR MUNICIPALITIES WITH AND WITHOUT ASYLUM SEEKERS

Municipality Hosts Asylum Seekers

No Yes
Mean SD Mean SD p-Value
Population
Population 1,694.4 1,089.0 3,310.9 2,520.2 0.00
Population growth in % (2001-11) 2.27 6.37 1.93 5.64 0.56
Population density (inh. per sq. km) 95.3 105.9 188.5 252.5 0.00
Demographics
Share of women in the population 49.7 1.32 50.3 1.22 0.00
Share of population below 30 years 35.4 2.61 34.8 2.51 0.02
Share pop. compulsory education 32.7 542 31.6 4.92 0.03
Share pop. vocational education 50.9 3.07 50.3 3.11 0.05
Share pop. secondary education 12.0 2.80 12.9 2.78 0.00
Share pop. higher education 4.46 2.20 5.26 242 0.00
Share of foreigners in pop. 6.01 4.90 8.24 5.00 0.00
Share of EU foreigners in pop. 4.04 4.13 4.40 2.72 0.28
Share of non-EU foreigners in pop. 1.97 2.11 3.84 3.39 0.00
Unemployment rate 2.55 0.99 3.11 1.28 0.00
Share employed in primary sector 8.30 4.09 5.85 3.77 0.00
Share employed in secondary sector 47.3 6.20 47.2 541 0.81
Share employed in tertiary sector 42.5 7.23 46.1 6.95 0.00
Financial strength of municipality 940.2 153.7 1,016.8 200.8 0.00
Geography and other
Border with Germany 0.071 0.26 0.073 0.26 0.91
Linear distance to state capital <25 km 0.14 0.35 0.24 0.43 0.01
Primary care facility (2015) 0 0 0.028 0.17 0.02
Far Right support
Far Right votes (state 2009) 18.6 5.29 17.5 4.26 0.01
Far Right votes (state 2015) 32.1 6.87 30.1 5.69 0.00
FP runs in local elections (2009) 0.82 0.39 0.86 0.35 0.27
FP runs in local elections (2015) 0.85 0.36 0.89 0.31 0.16
FP votes (local 2009) 13.9 9.72 12.8 8.39 0.19
FP votes (local 2015) 20.5 11.8 20.0 10.1 0.58
Far Right votes (parliament 2013) 26.6 5.71 25.4 5.08 0.01
Far Right votes (EU parliament 2014) 22.2 6.26 21.3 5.12 0.08
Observations 255 177

The table presents means and standard deviations for the main variables separately for municipalities with and without asylum seekers as of September 21, 2015. Statistics are based on the 432 municipalities in
the estimation sample, that is, municipalities with at most ten group accommodations. Freedom Party vote shares for local elections are only based on 361 municipalities where the Freedom Party ran in 2009. Unless
otherwise indicated, all values are measured in the census year 2011. P-values are from a 7-test on the equality of means in municipalities with and without asylum seekers.

share of the population working in the service sector. Finan-
cial strength measured as tax revenue per capita is also higher.
Equality of means is rejected in almost all cases. However, all
differences are most likely closely related to the differences
in municipality size.

Municipalities with and without asylum seekers differ to
some extent in the pretreatment political outcomes. In munic-
ipalities without asylum seekers, the Freedom Party received
on average 15.8% and the BZO 2.83% of the vote in 2009.
In municipalities that subsequently received asylum seekers,
the combined vote share was 1.1 p.p. lower.!> The Far Right
vote share in parliamentary elections 2013 and elections to
the European Parliament in 2014 was also higher in munici-
palities that subsequently did not host asylum seekers. This
might be an indication that local opposition, here proxied

12The Freedom Party ran in local elections in 83.9% of all municipalities
in 2009 and in 86.9% in 2015. Vote shares for local elections are presented
only for the sample of municipalities where the Freedom Party ran in 2009.
The party did not run in eleven municipalities in 2015 where it ran in 2009.
These municipalities are assigned a value of 0 for the 2015 local council
vote share.

by Far Right vote shares, indeed lowered the probability of
hosting asylum seekers in a municipality.

III.  Empirical Strategy

The structural model of interest as shown in equation (1)
aims at explaining the change in the vote share of party p
in municipality i between 2009 and 2015 (Avs, ;0915) as a
function of hosting asylum seekers at the time of the election
in September 2015 (r;15)" and of being exposed to passing
refugees at the German border (border;). Thus, B , corre-
sponds to the effect of living in a municipality that hosts asy-
lum seekers and B, , to the effect of living in a municipality

13Several municipalities hosted small numbers of asylum seekers also in
previous years but usually not continuously. For example, from the mu-
nicipalities that hosted asylum seekers in 2009, less than half of them did
so in February 2014. Removing all municipalities with prior experience in
hosting asylum seekers would significantly reduce the sample and lead to
more imprecise estimates. In the main specification, I use all municipali-
ties irrespective of whether they hosted asylum seekers before. To inspect
the sensitivity of the results regarding previous experience with asylum
seekers, table A1l presents results of dropping municipalities that hosted
asylum seekers either in 2009 or in February 2014.
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exposed to passing refugees. X; is a vector of municipality-
level covariates:

Avs, 0915 = Bo,p + Bi,priis + Ba, pborder; + X0, + u, ;.
(D

Since r; 15 and border; are two different and virtually un-
correlated treatments (p = 0.03), I separate the discussion of
the identification of B , and B, , as well as the presentation
of the results. In table 5, I show a specification that combines
the IV analysis for hosting asylum seekers with the analysis
for border exposure. Whether they are estimated separately
or jointly hardly makes a difference for the results.

A.  Effect of Hosting of Asylum Seekers

Estimating equation (1) with OLS will yield inconsistent
estimates of p; , since the decision to host asylum seekers
in a municipality is likely associated with unobserved mu-
nicipality characteristics and thus the error term u,, ;. Table 1
shows that Far Right support in previous elections was higher
in municipalities that did not host asylum seekers in 2015,
thus indicating the importance of political factors for the dis-
tribution of asylum seekers. Using the changes in electoral
results over time as outcomes or conditioning on results of
earlier elections might address confounding due to stable po-
litical preferences. However, such strategies would not be
able to capture the political dynamics in 2014 and 2015 that
are potentially decisive for the distribution of asylum seek-
ers and subsequent elections outcomes. Massive voter flows
occurred mostly in 2015 as evident from polls (see figure 2)
when no fundamental conditions, except for the refugee in-
flow, changed. The events surrounding the asylum seeker dis-
tribution and the reactions of local stakeholders are decisive
factors for the election outcomes. The resulting endogeneity
problems cannot be addressed by controlling for municipal-
ity characteristics or trends in political support for the Far
Right and other parties.

Instrumental variables strategy. From the onset of the
refugee crisis, public authorities had hastily searched for po-
tential accommodations to host the vast number of asylum
seekers and alleviate pressure from the overcrowded primary
care centers. Dwellings to house asylum seekers had to ful-
fill a range of criteria. For logistical reasons, authorities pre-
ferred accommodations that could host larger groups over
apartments. Many asylum seekers were placed in existing
group accommodations, such as (former) boardinghouses,
retirement homes, student housing, and hotels and guest-
houses, both privately and publicly owned. The media re-
ported on many such instances. For example, in Pupping and
Bad Goisern, old buildings of former retirement homes were
used to accommodate asylum seekers.'* In July 2015, the

14See OO Nachrichten, June 22, 2015 (www.nachrichten.at/oberoester
reich/wels/Kloster-und- Altenheim-als- Asylquartiere;art67,1863095), and

state government announced it would use boarding schools
that were empty due to vacations as temporary asylum seeker
accommodations. !

The existence of group accommodations increased the
probability that asylum seekers were present in a municipal-
ity without being directly related to attitudes toward asylum
seekers. Thus, group accommodations are a potential TV.!®
The left panel in figure 3 shows that such buildings exist in
43% of Upper Austrian municipalities. A visual comparison
between the left and right panels, which depict municipali-
ties that hosted asylum seekers in September 2015, suggests
a strong correlation between the availability of group accom-
modations and the hosting of asylum seekers.

Municipalities with one group accommodation are 24 p.p.
more likely to host asylum seekers than those without a
group accommodation, and municipalities with more than
one group accommodation are 47 p.p. more likely (table A4
in the appendix). Conditional on hosting any asylum seekers,
the absolute number of asylum seekers in municipalities with
one group accommodation is 28.8 (46.8 in municipalities
with more than one group accommodation) and thus larger in
municipalities without group accommodations (20.6). How-
ever, since municipalities with group accommodations are
also larger, the share of asylum seekers relative to the overall
population is almost identical in the different municipalities
(about 1.3%). Since the instrument primarily affects the ex-
tensive, not the intensive, margin, I use a binary indicator for
asylum seeker presence as the main treatment variable.

A related question is whether asylum seekers hosted in
municipalities with group accommodations differ in their
characteristics from asylum seekers in municipalities without
group accommodations. Bansak, Hainmueller, and Hangart-
ner (2016) show that Europeans’ willingness to accept asylum
seekers depends on the asylum seekers’ characteristics, such
as sex, occupation, and religion but not on origin country. As
table A4 in the appendix shows, demographic characteristics
of asylum seekers are not systematically different in munic-
ipalities with no, one, or multiple group accommodations.
Roughly 20% of asylum seekers are children younger than
16 years, and they are overwhelmingly male (about 70%). The
distribution of asylum seekers by origin country is somewhat
more diverse in municipalities with group accommodations.
Taken together, asylum seekers in municipalities with group
accommodations seem fairly representative of asylum seek-
ers in Upper Austria overall, especially in the characteristics

December 17, 2014 (www.nachrichten.at/oberoesterreich/salzkammergut/
Bad-Goisern-rueckt-fuer-Fluechtlinge-zusammen;art71,1564217).

S Landeskorrespondenz 132: https://www.land-oberoesterreich.gv.at/
159639.htm.

1Qualitative interviews with persons managing asylum seeker care sug-
gested that the availability of such buildings likely increased the probability
of receiving asylum seekers in a municipality even if the asylum seekers
were eventually not hosted there but in other buildings. Municipalities with
such buildings anticipated that they would face pressure to host asylum
seekers in these buildings and proactively provided accommodation “on
their own terms.”
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TABLE 2.—IV FIRST STAGE: DETERMINANTS OF HOSTING ASYLUM SEEKERS

(1 (@) 3
Group accommodation (binary) 0.17"*
(0.05)
Number of group accommodations 0.06"™"
(0.01)

Number of privately owned group 0117
accommodations (0.03)
Number of publicly owned group 0.07""
accommodations (0.02)
Controls yes yes yes
F-statistic of excl. instruments 12.58 17.88 11.32
R-squared 0.24 0.25 0.25
Observations 432 432 432

The table reports first-stage IV estimates. The sample includes all Upper Austrian municipalities with
at most ten group accommodations. The dependent variable is a dummy whether a municipality hosted
asylum seekers on September 21, 2015. In column 1 the excluded instrument is a dummy for the availability
of any group accommodation in the municipality. In column 2 the excluded instrument is the number
of group accommodations. This is the main specification. Column 3 uses the number of privately and
publicly owned group accommodations separately. The set of controls includes municipality-level variables
capturing population size (and its square), population change between 2001 and 2011, population density,
share of women, share of population below 30 years, share of population with different educational levels,
unemployment rate, share of foreigners, financial strength of the municipality proxied by own and shared
revenues per capita, an indicator for being in the central region of the state, and an indicator whether the
municipality hosts a primary care facility in 2015. Unless otherwise stated, all variables are measured in
the census year 2011. Values in parentheses are spatial HAC standard errors. Statistically significant at
1%, " 5%, and *10%.

that Bansak et al. (2016) identify as mattering the most for
public attitudes.

The association between group accommodations and
hosting asylum seekers holds conditional on a set of mu-
nicipality characteristics that I discuss in more detail below.
Equation (2) shows the first-stage regression, with ga; being
the availability of any or, alternatively, the number of group
accommodations in a municipality:

ri1s = Qo + arga; + Xih + v;. (2)

Column 1 in table 2 shows the first-stage regression using
the existence of any group accommodation as instrument.
Column 2 uses the number of group accommodations as in-
strument. Column 3 uses privately and publicly owned group
accommodations separately as instruments.!” The specifica-
tion in column 1 suggests that having any group accommo-
dation increases the probability of hosting asylum seekers
by 17 p.p. The second specification suggests that one ad-
ditional group accommodation increases the probability by
6 p.p. The F-statistic that takes into account spatial cluster-
ing for the excluded instrument is about 12.58 in the first
specification and 17.88 in the second, indicating that the in-
strument has sufficient strength. Since the F-statistic in the
second specification is considerably higher, I use it as the
baseline specification. Instrumenting with group accommo-
dations by ownership somewhat reduces the F -statistic but
indicates that both privately and publicly owned group ac-
commodations affect the presence of asylum seekers.

The exclusion restriction requires that the availability and
number of group accommodations are uncorrelated with

7Group accommodations with ownership “other” are excluded in this
specification.

changes in vote shares over time other than by changing the
probability of hosting asylum seekers. This is a weaker as-
sumption than assuming no relationship with vote shares in
levels. Still, several potential concerns arise. In particular,
suitable buildings may be constructed or even demolished as
a reaction to the expected inflow of asylum seekers. Since I
use the availability of buildings measured in 2011, before the
onset of the massive refugee influx, this is highly unlikely.

Another potential concern is that municipalities with dif-
ferent numbers of group accommodations differ in their char-
acteristics and thus follow different political trends. Most im-
portant in terms of observable characteristics, municipalities
with more group accommodations have more inhabitants and
a higher population density (see table A3 in the appendix).
These more urban municipalities also have a somewhat more
educated population and a larger share of foreigners. Un-
like when comparing municipalities with and without asylum
seekers (table 1), we see no differences in Far Right support
in previous elections between municipalities with no, one, or
more than one group accommodation.

I address concerns that underlying municipality character-
istics lead to different political trends by conditioning on a set
of covariates that capture important municipality characteris-
tics, which have also been reported to correlate with Far Right
votes. In the main specification, I use population size and its
square, population density; population growth between 2001
and 2011; share of women in the population; share of popula-
tion younger than 30 years; education distribution in the adult
population; local unemployment rate; share of foreigners in
the population; tax revenues per capita as a proxy for finan-
cial strength; an indicator for municipalities in the vicinity
of the state capital Linz; and an indicator for the five mu-
nicipalities that have primary care facilities for asylum seek-
ers run by the federal government. I use 2011 measurements
for all variables in the main specification since several vari-
ables are available only from the census. By including these
variables in levels, I allow, for example, municipalities with
different population sizes to follow different trends. I test the
sensitivity of the results to covariate and specification choices
extensively in the robustness section.

I argue that conditional on this set of covariates, it is
highly unlikely that municipalities with and without group
accommodations follow different political trends. To further
strengthen this argument, I conduct a set of falsification tests.
In particular, I use the elections to the Austrian parliament
in 2013 and the European Parliament in 2014 as placebo
outcomes since they took place before the massive increase
in refugee arrivals. I also show how vote shares evolved in
the decade before 2015. No differential political trends are
visible.

B.  Exposure through Transit of Refugees
in Border Municipalities

The second form of microlevel exposure to the refugee
crisis took place in municipalities close to the German border.
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FIGURE 4.—REFUGEE APPREHENSIONS IN LOWER BAVARIA
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The map displays the change in the number of crimes recorded between 2014 and 2015 in municipalities in Lower Bavaria. Since other crime categories remained stable over these years, the change can be attributed

to the apprehension of refugees.

Source: Crime Statistics (Sichterheitsberichte) of Lower Bavaria. Municipalities with dashed borderlines are in the region of Traunstein that does not publish crime statistics at the municipality level.

These municipalities experienced the transit of refugees who
were shuttled in buses from the southern and eastern borders
of Austria to these municipalities, from where they crossed
the border on foot (see excerpts of media coverage in figure
A2 in the appendix).

Data on the number of passing refugees and the specific
locations of crossing are not available. Thus, I use data from
the annually published official police statistics ‘Sicherheits-
berichte’ of Lower Bavaria (Niederbayern), the region that
shares the longest border with Upper Austria (i.e., the grayish
part of the map in figure 4). While the number of crimes not
related to immigration was almost stable in Lower Bavaria
(—2.1%), the number of violations of immigration law in-
creased sharply from 3.253 to 76.995 in 2015. Apprehen-
sions of refugees who crossed the border into Germany were
recorded as violations against immigration law and assigned
to the municipality where the apprehension took place. Vi-
olations against immigration law are not reported as a sepa-
rate category at the municipality level, only in the aggregate.
However, the stability in the number of other types of crimes
allows me to attribute increases in crime levels to apprehen-
sions of refugees.'® The map shows the absolute change in the

18 According to the Bavarian police, the number of violations against im-
migration law does not equal the number of apprehensions, since some

number of crimes recorded between 2014 and 2015, that is,
apprehensions of refugees in municipalities within 40 kilo-
meters from the Austrian border.

The increase is concentrated in municipalities at the Aus-
trian border, with some increase also occurring along the
highway farther inland. Particular hot spots were Neuhaus
am Inn (31,126) and Passau (13.421). Unlike municipalities
at the German border, those at the Czech border were not
affected.

For the main specification, I construct a distance-weighted
measure for each Upper Austrian municipality by summing
up the log number of apprehensions in the municipalities
in Lower Bavaria (indexed by j), weighted by the inverse
squared straight distance between the Austrian and Bavarian
municipality:

log(apprehensions ;)
exposure; = Z sarp / 3)

(dl'Sl‘,',j)z

The exposure measure assigns high values to Upper Aus-
trian municipalities that are close to Bavarian municipal-
ities with many refugee apprehensions. In the robustness

refugees might be charged with more than one violation. For easier read-
ability, I use the term apprehensions for the rest of the paper.
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TABLE 3.—OLS RESULTS FOR EFFECT OF ASYLUM SEEKER PRESENCE ON CHANGES IN STATE ELECTION RESULTS AND TURNOUT BETWEEN 2009 AND 2015

Far Right Other Parties
Without Covariates With Covariates PP SP Green Turnout
Asylum seekers in municipality —0.83™ —0.39 0.66 —0.21 —0.12 —0.38
0.39) (0.30) 0.42) (0.28) 0.12) (0.23)
Controls no yes yes yes yes yes
R-squared 0.01 0.30 0.27 0.30 0.04 0.05
Observations 432 432 432 432 432 432

The table reports OLS estimates of equation (1). The dependent variables are the changes in vote shares and turnout of different parties between the 2009 and the 2015 state elections in percentage points. Far Right
refers to the combined vote share of Freedom Party and BZO (Alliance for the Future of Austria); PP: People’s Party; SP: Social Democratic Party. Specification 1 includes no further covariates. See notes in Table 2
for a complete list of control variables and the sample restrictions. Values in parentheses are spatial HAC standard errors. Statistically significant at 1%, 5%, and *10%.

TABLE 4.—IV SECOND-STAGE RESULTS FOR EFFECT OF ASYLUM SEEKERS PRESENCE ON CHANGES IN STATE ELECTION RESULTS
AND TURNOUT BETWEEN 2009 AND 2015

Far Right Other Parties (specification 2)
Specification 1 Specification 2 PP SP Green Turnout
Asylum seekers in municipality —4.90™ —3.86™" 427" 0.86 —0.23 —0.61
(2.21) (1.38) (1.88) (1.23) (0.59) (1.57)
Controls yes yes yes yes yes yes
Observations 432 432 432 432 432 432

The tables report second-stage IV estimates of equation (1). The dependent variables are the changes in vote shares and turnout of different parties between the 2009 and the 2015 state elections in percentage points.
Far Right refers to the combined vote share of Freedom Party and BZO (Alliance for the Future of Austria); PP: People’s Party; SP: Social Democratic Party. In specification 1, this treatment variable is instrumented
using the first-stage specification in table 2, column 1. In specification 2, the first stage specification in table 2, column 2 is used. All other columns use this instrument specification as well. See notes in table 2 for a
complete list of control variables and the sample restrictions. Values in parentheses are spatial HAC standard errors. Statistically significant at 1%, ** 5%, and *10%.

analysis (see table Al4 in the appendix), I use different
weighting schemes based on street distance and other func-
tional forms. For easier interpretation, I standardize the ex-
posure measure to have mean 0 and standard deviation 1.

Thus, the variable border; in equation (1) takes the form
of either an indicator for municipalities directly bordering
Germany or the weighted exposure measure. Under the as-
sumption that municipalities exposed to refugees at the border
follow the same counterfactual trends as the other municipal-
ities, B, , can be interpreted as the causal effect of short-term
exposure to passing refugees.

IV. Results

This section first presents OLS and IV results for the ef-
fect of hosting asylum seekers on voting behavior and then
for the effect of exposure to passing refugees at the border.
For all estimates, standard errors account for spatial corre-
lation (uniformly weighted up to 10 km) and are robust to
heteroskedasticity.!

A.  OLS Results for Hosting Asylum Seekers
in a Municipality

First, I present results for the effect of hosting asylum seek-
ers using OLS. For reasons explained above, these estimates

19T estimate spatial HAC standard errors following Conley (1999, 2008)
that allow for contemporaneous spatial correlations between municipalities
whose centers lie within a certain cutoff distance. As suggested in Conley
(2008), weights in this matrix are uniform up to that cutoff distance. I set
the cutoff distance to 10 kilometers. However, results are insensitive to
variations of the cutoff distance. My procedure builds on the Stata code
provided as a supplement to Hsiang (2010).

likely suffer from endogeneity. Table 3 shows a regression
of the change in the Far Right vote share on asylum seeker
presence without covariates (61 = —0.83, p-value = 0.035)
and then with the standard set of covariates (6 1 = —0.39, p-
value = 0.20). The coefficient for the change in People’s
Party vote share is 0.66 p.p. (p-value = 0.12), while the
coefficients for the other parties and turnout are even closer
to 0 and insignificant at conventional levels.

B. IV Results for Hosting Asylum Seekers in a Municipality

Table 4 presents the second stage I'V results for state elec-
tions. The first two columns look at the effect on the Far Right
vote share using different versions of the instrument. The first
column uses the binary indicator for the existence of group
accommodations as instrument. This specification suggests a
negative effect of hosting asylum seekers in a municipality of
4.90 p.p. Using the number of group accommodations as in-
strument also results in a negative effect of similar magnitude
(—3.86 p.p.)-

Hosting asylum seekers in the municipality increases the
People’s Party’s vote share by 4.27 p.p. These results thus
mark a shift from the far right to the Center Right. Vote shares
for the Social Democrats and the Green Party, as well as
turnout, are not significantly affected.?

20Table A6 in the appendix presents the results for state elections but uses
the share of asylum seekers in the population instead of a binary indicator
as main explanatory variable. The preferred specification with the number
of group accommodations as instrumental variable (spec 2) suggests that a
1 p.p. increase in the share of asylum seekers in the population decreases
the Far Right vote share by 1.44 p.p. The magnitude of this effect is similar
to previous findings. For example, Dustmann et al. (2019) finds thata 1 p.p.
increase in the share of refugees in the local population increases support
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TABLE 5.—EFFECTS FROM PASSING REFUGEES ON FAR RIGHT SUPPORT IN STATE ELECTIONS

Border Weighted Exposure
1) @ 3 “ ) (6)
Border with Germany 229" 1.47" 1.60™*
(0.58) (0.58) (0.48)
Border exposure (SD) 1.03™ 0.90"* 0.84™
(0.38) (0.26) (0.26)

Asylum seekers in municipality —3.86"" —2.66"™

(1.33) (1.17)
Controls no yes yes no yes yes
R-squared 0.03 0.30 0.12 0.09 0.35 0.26
Observations 432 432 432 432 432 432

The table reports estimates of equation (1) investigating the effect of exposure to passing refugees in municipalities at the German border. The dependent variable is the change in Far Right vote shares in state
elections. Border with Germany is an indicator for municipalities bordering Germany. Border exposure is a weighted measure based on apprehensions across the border weighted by the inverse squared straight-distance.
See section IVB for a description of the exposure measure. Asylum seekers in municipality is instrumented using the number of group accommodations. See notes in table 2 for a complete list of control variables and

A N . ) ) o P 100
the sample restrictions. Values in parentheses are spatial HAC standard errors. Statistically significantat 1%, 5%, and *10%.

These results are in line with survey evidence collected
about one year after the election. Hofinger et al. (2017) find
that 68% of the population in municipalities with asylum
seekers stated that hosting asylum seekers worked well or
very well in their municipality. In contrast, 58% stated host-
ing asylum seekers worked well in Upper Austria in general.
Relatedly, 71% stated that coresidence of natives and immi-
grants worked well in their municipality. Roughly half of the
population stated that they were in contact with immigrants at
least several times per month. Professionals who supported
municipalities with the various aspects of hosting asylum
seekers reported that a significant share of the population ex-
pressed anxiety before asylum seekers arrived. However, in
almost all cases, the level of anxiety declined after the asylum
seekers had been there for some time since most of the feared
consequences did not materialize.?! These findings support
the idea that contact with the asylum seekers reduced anxiety,
which reduced support for the Far Right.

A comparison between the IV and OLS results for the
effect on Far Right voting suggests a positive bias of the
OLS estimate. One possible explanation is the political pro-
cess surrounding the distribution of asylum seekers. Not only
Freedom Party politicians opposed the placement of asylum
seekers in a municipality. Other local politicians also showed
opposition, especially from the People’s Party, which domi-
nates local politics in most municipalities. If local politicians
were successful in fending off asylum seekers, right-leaning
voters might have voted for the People’s Party instead of the
Freedom Party. Such a pattern would induce a negative cor-
relation between hosting asylum seekers and the change in
People’s Party vote share. The coefficient on People’s Party

for anti-immigration parties in parliamentary elections by 1.34 p.p. in rural
municipalities but decreases the support by 3.79 p.p. in urban municipalities.
For the case of Austria, Halla et al. (2017) finds that a 1 p.p. increase in the
share of low-skilled immigrants increases support for the Freedom Party
by 0.3 p.p. while a 1 p.p. increase in the share of high-skilled immigrants
decreases Freedom Party support by 0.76 p.p.

211 conducted three interviews with professionals from an NGO (Caritas)
in December 2015 and January 2016 to obtain qualitative insights.

votes would be negatively biased, whereas the coefficient for
the Far Right would be positively biased, which is what we
observe.

The IV results for local elections are presented in table A5
in the appendix.?? The coefficient on Far Right votes is simi-
lar to the state election results. However, standard errors are
substantially larger. Owing to greater precision of estimates
in state elections, I focus on state elections for most of the
remainder of the paper.

C.  Exposure to Transiting Refugees in Border
Municipalities

Table 5 presents the estimates of the effect of exposure to
transiting refugees at the German border on Far Right vote
share. Columns 1 to 3 show specifications using an indica-
tor for municipalities bordering Germany, and columns 4 to
6 show specifications using the weighted exposure measure.
All results show that exposure to passing refugees at the bor-
der increased support for the Far Right. Without covariates,
the coefficient of the border indicator is 2.29, but it some-
what decreases when covariates are included (1.47). Column
3 shows a joint specification that includes the border indicator
and an indicator for municipalities that host asylum seekers,
instrumented by the number of group accommodations. The
border effect is 1.60 p.p. and the effect of hosting asylum
seekers is —3.86 p.p. Results using the weighted exposure
measure are similar and suggest that a 1 standard deviation
increase in exposure to passing refugees increased the Far
Right vote share by 0.90 p.p. (column 5).

These results are in line with findings that ultra-short-
term exposure to passing refugees on Greek islands increased
the support for the extremist Golden Dawn Party by about
2 p.p. (Dinas et al., 2019) and worsened the population’s

22The sample is restricted to municipalities where the Freedom Party ran
in local elections in 2009. To avoid endogenous sample selection, eleven
municipalities where the Freedom Party ran in 2009 but not in 2015 are not
excluded, but the 2015 vote share is set to 0.
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TABLE 6.—FALSIFICATION TEST: FAR RIGHT VOTE SHARES IN PRIOR ELECTIONS

Reduced Forms IV with Trend
AP 13 EP 14 SE 15 LE 15 SE 15 LE 15
Number of group accommodations 0.05 0.04 —0.23" —0.24
(0.09) (0.08) (0.09) 0.16)
Asylum seekers in municipality —4.15" —3.46
(1.30) (2.64)
A Far Right votes (AP 2008-13) 0.13™ 0.00
(0.06) 0.16)
A Far Right votes (EP 2009-14) 0.25"" 0.20
(0.05) 0.13)
Controls yes yes yes yes yes yes
F -statistic of excl. instruments 18.45 21.63
Observations 432 432 432 365 432 365

The table displays falsification tests. The sample includes all Upper Austrian municipalities with at most ten group accommodations for state elections and is further restricted to municipalities where the Freedom
Party ran in local elections 2009 for local election outcomes. The dependent variable are changes in Far Right vote shares in elections to the Austrian parliament between 2008 and 2013 (AP 13); the European Parliament
between 2009 and 2014 (EP 14); the Upper Austrian state parliament between 2009 and 2015 (SE 15); and the local council between 2009 and 2015 (LE 15). The last two columns follow the main specification from
table 4, column 2 and display IV estimates with changes the Far Right vote shares in the parliamentary elections and the elections to the European Parliament as additional control variables. See notes in table 2 for a
complete list of control variables. Values in parentheses are spatial HAC standard errors. Statistically significant at 1%, 7 5%, and *10%.

attitudes toward refugees, immigrants in general, and Mus-
lims (Hangartner et al., 2018).

D.  Falsification Tests: No Effect in Prior Elections

Hosting asylum seekers. This section presents falsification
tests to strengthen the credibility of the empirical strategy.
First, I regress the changes in the Far Right vote shares in
parliamentary elections between 2008 and 2013 and elec-
tions to the European Parliament between 2009 and 2014
on the instrument (see table 6, columns AP 2013 and EP
2014). As both elections took place before the large inflow
of refugees started, we would expect to see no effect of the
instrument on these earlier elections. Under the assumption
that these two elections follow similar political trends as the
state elections, this constitutes a test for pretreatment parallel
trends.”?

Indeed, for both elections, I find no significant effects; the
coefficients are even positive. In contrast, column SE 2015
presents reduced-form estimates for the state elections in
2015 (—0.23). The reduced-form effect for local elections
presented in column LE 15 is of similar magnitude (—0.24)
but insignificant.>*

Second, I include the changes in the Far Right vote shares
in these two prior elections as control variables in the main
specification (IV w/ trend). While changes in these previous
elections are predictive for the changes in state but not lo-
cal elections, including them barely changes the estimated
effects.

Border exposure. ldentification of the effect of passing
refugees at the border on support for the Far Right hinges

ZCorrelation between the Far Right trends in state elections and elections
to the Austrian parliament is 0.28 (0.35 for elections to the European Par-
liament), suggesting that political trends are indeed related among different
election types.

%Table A7 in the appendix presents the same falsification tests for the
other main parties.

on the assumption that counterfactual vote share trends for
municipalities with and without exposure to passing refugees
are identical. I conduct several tests to assess the plausibility
of this assumption. Column 1 of table 7 uses an indicator for
municipalities at the unaffected Czech border as a placebo
treatment. Columns 2 to 5 use the changes in Far Right vote
shares in parliamentary elections between 2008 and 2013
and elections to the European Parliament between 2009 and
2014 as placebo outcome variables and regress those on the
German border indicator (columns 2 and 3) and the expo-
sure measure (columns 4 and 5). Neither of these regressions
yields any significant results, supporting the assumption of
parallel trends.

In columns 6 and 7, I include the changes in Far Right
vote shares in these two prior elections as additional control
variables in a regression with changes in the Far Right vote
share in state elections as dependent variable. Results are
almost identical to the ones obtained in table 5.

Vote share trends. 'To further assess the relative evolution
of vote share trends, I run a pooled regression of the Far
Right vote share in elections in the ten years prior to 2015
on an interaction between election indicators and the number
of group accommodations, as well as a dummy for being at
the German border. The regression further includes election
dummies, the number of group accommodations, a German
border dummy, and the municipality population size inter-
acted with election dummies.

Thus, these regressions show how the reduced-form coef-
ficient of the number of group accommodations (left panel
in figure 5) and the coefficient of the border indicator (right
panel) evolve relative to elections to the European Parliament
in 2014, which is the omitted category. For both cases, we
see that support for the Far Right did not change differentially
between 2006 and 2014. However, in 2015, when municipal-
ities with more group accommodations had a higher likeli-
hood of hosting asylum seekers, support for the Far Right was
relatively lower in these municipalities and relatively higher
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TABLE 7.—FALSIFICATION TESTS FOR BORDER EXPOSURE

Czech Border

German Border

Weighted Exposure Trend Control

SE (1) AP (2) EP (3) AP (4) EP (5) SE (6) SE (7)
Border with Czech R. 0.14
(1.10)
Border with Germany —0.04 —0.54 161"
(0.93) (0.72) (0.51)
Border exposure (SD) 0.25 —0.10 0.89™
(0.18) (0.13) (0.24)
A Far Right (AP 08-13) 0.17"" 0.14™"
(0.06) (0.05)
A Far Right (EP 09-14) 0.24™" 0.25™*
(0.05) (0.04)
Controls yes yes yes yes yes yes yes
R-squared 0.30 0.06 0.10 0.06 0.10 0.39 0.43
Observations 432 432 432 432 432 432 432

The table reports placebo estimates of the effects of passing refugees in border municipalities. Column 1 regresses the change in Far Right vote share in state elections between 2009 and 2015 on an indicator for
municipalities bordering the Czech Republic. The next columns regress the change in Far Right vote share in parliamentary elections in Austria between 2008 and 2013 (column 2) and elections to the European
Parliament between 2009 and 2014 (column 3) on an indicator for municipalities bordering Germany. Columns 4 and 5 regress these earlier election outcomes on the weighted exposure measure. Columns 6 and 7 use
the change in Far Right vote share in state elections between 2009 and 2015 as outcome but control for the change in Far Right vote share in elections to the Austrian and the European Parliaments. See notes in table 2
for a complete list of control variables and the sample restrictions. Values in parentheses are spatial HAC standard errors. Statistically significant at 1%, 5%, and *10%.

FIGURE 5.—FAR RIGHT VOTE SHARE TRENDS IN DIFFERENT ELECTIONS, 2006-2015
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The figures plot the coefficients from a pooled regression of the Far Right vote share (Freedom Party and BZO) on an interaction between election dummies and the number of group accommodations (left panel), as
well as a dummy for being at the German border (right panel). The regression includes election dummies, the number of group accommodations and a German border dummy, and the municipality population size
interacted with election dummies. Bars indicate 95% confidence levels, with standard errors clustered at the municipality level.

in municipalities at the German border that experienced the
passing of a large number of refugees.?

These falsification tests provide evidence that neither
group accommodations nor exposure to passing refugees in
2015 is associated with different prior political trends.

25Equivalent figures for the vote shares of Center Right (People’s Party)
and Center Left (Social Democrats and Green Party) are presented in figure
A7 in the appendix.

E.  Spillovers between Municipalities

Direct exposure occurs most likely when the municipality
of the voter accommodates asylum seekers. However, voters
might also have contact with asylum seekers in other nearby
municipalities. Also, indirect contact, such as, learning about
the interaction of natives and asylum seekers in neighboring
municipalities, might occur. To test this conjecture and inves-
tigate spillovers between municipalities, I create a variable
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TABLE 8.—SPILLOVERS BETWEEN NEIGHBORING MUNICIPALITIES

Neighbors OLS Neighbors IV
(6] 2 3 ) ) (6)
Asyl. seek. in mun. —4.39"" —4.78"" —5.36"" —4.43™ —4.80""" —5.35""
(1.41) (1.51) (1.83) (1.47) (1.54) (1.87)
Mun. w/ asyl. seek. <10km —0.13" —0.18"™
(0.07) (0.09)
Mun. w/ asyl. seek. <5km —0.38" —0.42™ —0.41 —0.46
(0.18) (0.19) (0.33) (0.35)
Mun. w/ asyl. seek. 6-10km —0.07 —0.05 —0.13 —0.13
(0.08) (0.09) (0.12) (0.13)
Mun. w/ asyl. seek. 11-15km 0.02 0.02 0.04 0.04
(0.05) (0.06) (0.12) (0.14)
Controls yes yes yes yes yes yes
Observations 432 432 389 432 432 389

The table displays estimates that allow for spillovers between municipalities. The dependent variable is the change in Far Right vote share between the 2009 and 2015 state elections in percentage points. Asyl. seek.
in municipality is instrumented using the number of group accommodations in the municipality. The specifications also include the number of municipalities within a certain radius that host asylum seekers. Column 1
and 4 use a 10 km radius, and columns 2, 3, 5, and 6 use certain distance ranges as additional explanatory variables. In colums 4 to 6, these variables are instrumented with the number of group accommodations in the
respective radius. In columns 3 and 6, all municipalities that do not have a neighboring municipality within 5 km are excluded. All specifications include the change in Far Right vote share in elections to the Austrian
and the European Parliaments in the municipality and the neighboring municipalities in the respective radius in addition to the control variables as described in table 2. Values in parentheses are spatial HAC standard

errors. Statistically significant at o 1%, **5%, and *10%.

with the number of other municipalities within a radius of 10
kilometers?® that host asylum seekers. I include this variable
in the main IV specification. The coefficient for this variable
can be consistently estimated under the assumption that the
probability that a municipality accommodates asylum seek-
ers is not a function of politics in a neighboring municipality.
To strengthen the credibility of this assumption, I include the
change in Far Right vote share in elections to the Austrian and
the European Parliaments in the municipality and the mean
change in the neighboring municipalities as controls. For fur-
ther robustness, I employ an IV strategy, using the number
of group accommodations in municipalities in the respective
radius to instrument for the number of municipalities hosting
asylum seekers.

Columns 1 to 3 in table 8 present the OLS results, while
columns 4 to 6 present the results where asylum seeker pres-
ence in neighboring municipalities is also instrumented. An
increase in the number of neighboring municipalities hosting
asylum seekers by 1 decreases the Far Right vote share by
0.13 p.p., suggesting spillovers between municipalities exist
(column 1). The instrumented coefficient on asylum seekers
in the own municipality becomes slightly larger relative to the
baseline specification. Column 2 splits neighboring munici-
palities into municipalities closer than 5 kilometers, 6 to 10
kilometers away, and 11 to 15 kilometers away. For a munic-
ipality that does not have a neighboring municipality within
5 kilometers, the variable is set to 0. The results in column
2 suggest that spillovers only appear between close munic-
ipalities. One additional municipality with asylum seekers
closer than 5 kilometers decreases the Far Right vote share
by 0.38 p.p., whereas for municipalities 6 to 10 kilometers
and 11 to 15 kilometers away, the coefficient is close to 0.
Column 3 presents the same specification as in column 2 but

2Measured as a straight line between the municipality centroids. One
caveat in the creation of this measure is that for border municipalities,
neighboring municipalities in other states or countries are not counted,
which creates some measurement error.

drops all municipalities that do not have neighbors within 5
kilometers. Results remain similar.

The IV results are similar to the OLS results, suggesting
a coefficient of —0.18 p.p. for neighboring municipalities
closer than 10 kilometers (column 4) and —0.41 for neigh-
boring municipalities closer than 5 kilometers (column 5,
—0.46 in column 6).

These results indicate that spillovers between municipal-
ities exist, implying that direct exposure to asylum seekers
plays an even bigger role than suggested in the baseline es-
timates. These results strengthen the evidence that the direct
and indirect experiences with asylum seekers are the main
mechanisms through which the effect of refugee presence
works. Policies to inform the native populations (e.g., official
municipality newspapers, town hall meetings) or a change in
local political campaigning are unlikely to explain effects on
neighboring municipalities.

F. Robustness Checks

I conduct a wide range of tests to assess the sensitivity of
the results to the specifications chosen. The details of these
robustness tests are presented in appendix section B. The first
set of robustness tests evaluates how sensitive the results for
hosting asylum seekers are to different sets of covariates. The
second set follows the main specification but uses different
measures of the instrument, such as group accommodations
by different ownerships and construction dates. In the third
set, [ restrict the sample in various ways by excluding munic-
ipalities that hosted asylum seekers before, excluding mu-
nicipalities with very low or high Freedom Party support,
and excluding border municipalities and municipalities with
primary care facilities for asylum seekers. The fourth set ad-
dresses further potential issues regarding the specification.
The fifth set assesses the sensitivity of the border results to
different weighting functions and sample restrictions. Over-
all, the estimated effects are robust to all these variations.
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FIGURE 6.—FREEDOM PARTY FACEBOOK POSTS IN 2015 IN MUNICIPALITIES WITH AND WITHOUT ASYLUM SEEKERS
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The figure shows the number of Facebook posts on topics related to asylum in the respective municipality, as well as posts on general asylum topics by local Freedom Party chapters. Appendix C.2 explains how the

data were constructed.

To assess the sensitivity of the IV estimates to violations
of the exclusion restriction, I employ the Bayesian meth-
ods introduced in Conley, Hansen, and Rossi (2012). I use
the placebo results, where the true effect is 0, to estimate
the probability of a violation of the exclusion restriction that
would render the results insignificant at the 10% level. De-
pending on the parameterization, estimates of this probability
lie between 0.002 and 0.045.

V.  Discussion

I have argued that contact with asylum seekers was the
most likely mechanism to reduce support for the Far Right
in municipalities that hosted asylum seekers. However, other
mechanisms might be at work as well. In particular, the lo-
cal presence of asylum seekers may change the dynamics of
political campaigning, which in turn could affect electoral
results. To assess this possibility, I conduct two empirical
exercises.

First, I investigate whether the presence of asylum seekers
affects the propensity of different parties to run in local elec-
tions. The Freedom Party, Social Democrats, and Green Party
ran in only a subset of local elections. I regress an indicator
for running in the local elections on the indicator for asylum
seeker presence on September 21, 2015, an indicator for run-
ning in 2009, and the standard set of covariates. Alternatively,
I use the number of group accommodations as the main ex-
planatory variable. Neither specification reveals a systematic

relationship between asylum seeker presence/group accom-
modations and running in local elections. Only one of the
coefficients is significant at the 10% level. Table A8 in the
appendix presents these results.

Second, I investigate the campaigning activities of the
Freedom Party more directly. The party has an active so-
cial media presence, unlike the other parties. It not only runs
Facebook pages for the national and state chapter and its top
officials, but also many of the local chapters have their own
public Facebook page. I downloaded posts from the 114 local
Freedom Party chapters that ran Facebook pages through the
Facebook API and coded 8,346 posts from 2015 concerning
their content. Section C.2 in the appendix provides a detailed
description of the data. I use this information to assess which
topics are emphasized at the local level.

Figure 6 plots the number of Freedom Party Facebook
posts that mention general asylum topics as well as topics
related to the local presence of asylum seekers. The figure
splits municipalities by the presence of asylum seekers on
September 21, 2015. Due to the low number of observations,
I restrain from an analysis using regressions with covariates
and show descriptive statistics only. Planned or actual place-
ment of asylum seekers in the municipality is hardly a topic
in Facebook posts in either type of municipality. The number
of posts referring to general asylum topics is also low from
January to April but then increases sharply from May onward.
Patterns for local and general asylum topics are quite similar
in municipalities with and without asylum seekers or group
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accommodations (figure A5 in the appendix splits municipal-
ities by the existence of group accommodations). It appears
that the share of posts referring to general asylum topics is
larger in municipalities with group accommodations in the
two months after the election. However, a ¢-test cannot reject
that the shares are identical also in October and November
(available on request).

Figure A6 shows the evolution of posts on other topics.
Overall, patterns are very similar in municipalities with and
without asylum seekers or group accommodations. Taken
together, these two exercises provide some evidence that a
change in the dynamics of electoral campaigning due to the
presence of asylum seekers is an unlikely explanation for the
effect of asylum seeker presence on election outcomes.

VI Conclusion

Far Right parties gained considerable support in many Eu-
ropean countries in the wake of the European refugee crisis
in 2014 and 2015. These parties appeal to fears and anti-
immigrant sentiments in the native population. This paper
studies the case of Upper Austria, which has been a ma-
jor transit region for refugees, but many municipalities also
hosted asylum seekers who applied for asylum in Austria.
Thus, the setting allows me to study the electoral effect of
two different types of micro-exposure to refugees in the same
setting: very short-term exposure to transiting refugees in bor-
der municipalities and more prolonged exposure and likely
contact in municipalities that hosted asylum seekers.

I use the availability of existing group accommodations as
an instrument to identify the effect of hosting asylum seekers.
I document that the presence of, and likely contact with, asy-
lum seekers dampen the macrotrend of growing support for
the Far Right by 3.86 p.p. in state elections that took place on
of September 27, 2015. Results for local elections are simi-
lar but imprecisely estimated. Local authorities and NGOs in
these municipalities facilitated contact between natives and
asylum seekers. Thus, the conditions in these municipali-
ties resembled those that Allport described as facilitators for
the positive effects of contact. Qualitative evidence suggests
that anxiety in the population declined after asylum seek-
ers arrived. This is in line with research in social psychol-
ogy that argues that reduced anxiety and enhanced empathy
toward the out-group are the primary mechanisms for re-
duced prejudice through contact. At the same time, enhanced
knowledge plays only a minor role. An analysis of Facebook
posts of local Freedom Party chapters suggests that the pres-
ence of asylum seekers did not affect the party’s political
campaigning.

In contrast, exposure to transiting refugees in municipal-
ities at the German border increased Far Right gains by
1.47 p.p., a similar effect as Dinas et al. (2019) find for
short-term exposure on Greek islands. Thus, exposure un-
der circumstances that do not allow for contact under favor-
able conditions can increase voting for a party with strong
anti-refugee sentiments. The effects of microlevel exposure

to refugees and immigrants more generally on voting for Far
Right parties are likely highly context dependent (see Dust-
mann et al., 2019, for an extensive discussion on effect het-
erogeneity). The specific conditions that lead to positive or
negative effects deserve further investigation.

Since the effect of exposure in municipalities that host asy-
lum seekers is negative and the effect of passing refugees in
border municipalities is relatively small, microlevel exposure
cannot explain the sharp overall increase in support for the
Far Right by about 13 p.p. between January and September
2015. Thus, insofar as the refugee crisis caused the strong in-
crease in Far Right support, macrolevel exposure in the form
of salience of the refugee situation in traditional and social
media, as well as political rhetoric, seems to be the primary
mechanism. Future research on the analysis of the effects of
refugee migration, and immigration more generally, on atti-
tudes and political behavior of the native population should
devote more attention to the interaction of exposure at the
macro- and microlevels.
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